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Abstract 

After the Japanese occupation which took place thirty years prior to the Second World 

War the Korean community faced other hardships that presented them with major 

challenges such as American imperialism, war between North and South Korea and 

other forms of political oppression. The way Koreans describe all those adversities is 

through the notion of Han. This feeling has been passed on from first to second 

generation immigrants, and the younger generations of Korean Americans have not 

forgotten the trauma and hardships their ancestors went through. 

 

My thesis explores how this transnational concept of Han affects the bond between two 

sisters, Inja and Miran, in Eugenia Kim’s novel The Kinship of Secrets (2018). The 

story revolves around their relationship while they are apart (one raised in the United 

States, the other in South Korea) and then when they reunite fifteen years later, and 

around their feeling of Han. By sharing long-kept family secrets, having similar desires 

and experiencing resembling forms of trauma and oppression, the two sisters in Kim’s 

novel forge a bond that goes beyond the family circle to become a symbol of solidarity 

and intersectional feminism. I will rely on gender, trauma, and transnational studies to 

focus on how the bond between the two sisters is affected by Han. 

 

 

Keywords: Han, Eugenia Kim, sisterhood, intersectional feminism, The Kinship of 

Secrets, transnational trauma. 
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0. Introduction  

Around four years prior to World War One, the Korean peninsula was acquired by the 

Japanese Empire as a protectorate through the Japan-Korea Treaty of 1910. The 

Japanese rule set up a regime of subjugation in which Koreans were deprived of 

freedom and self-government. As Sang Yeon Kim explains, “the principal policy of the 

Japanese occupation was to progressively assimilate the Koreans by absorbing their 

culture, banning their language, obliging the use of Japanese surnames, and coercing 

worship of the Shinto State religion” (6). In the following years, an organization of 

thirty-three Korean intellectuals issued the Korean Declaration of Independence1 , a 

statement that wanted to put an end to the Japanese occupation. Although the campaign 

led to the creation of new political parties, both democratic and communist, it did not 

stop the control of the Japanese Empire.  

With the participation of Japan in the Second World War, both Soviet and 

American troops settled in the North and the South of the peninsula respectively with 

the intention to help Koreans regain their independence. Unfortunately, in the summer 

of 1950 the tensions between the American and the Soviet governments lead to the first 

of many Cold War conflicts known as the Korean War. This confrontation was 

conceived as a non-nuclear war to halt the spread of communism. However, the 

outcome of the conflict not only resulted in many losses, but it also led to an 

international agreement that divided the country through the 38th parallel, creating a 

communist North and a somewhat democratic South, the opposite resolution of what 

The US and its allies wanted.  

 

1 The Korean Declaration of Independence was the beginning of the March 1st Movement (Sam-

Il), and it was brutally repressed by Japanese authorities. However, Korea’s true independence 

came after the defeat of the Empire of Japan during the Second World War. 
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As a consequence of approximately fifty years of confrontations (from the 

Japanese invasion until the Korean War) many Korean citizens decided to flee the 

country to find a better future for their families elsewhere. In Bom Choi states that the 

Korean migration can be described as a “victim diaspora” as “many of them (Koreans) 

were forced to leave their home country under the colonial rule” (15). The Korean 

diaspora had limited destinations and “more than 80 percent of overseas Koreans are 

concentrated in these three countries: The United States, China and Japan” (Choi 16). 

These forced migrations led to traumatic experiences as numerous Korean families were 

separated without assurance that they would meet again.  

Koreans describe all these adversities through the notion of Han (or won-han). 

Although there is not an accurate definition of the word, Elaine Kim describes it as “a 

word that means, loosely translated, the sorrow and anger that grow from the 

accumulated experiences of oppression” (1). Furthermore, Jae Hoon Lee, describes it 

“not (as a) single feeling but (as) many feelings condensed together, including 

resentment, regret, resignation, aggression, anxiety, loneliness, longing, sorrow, and 

emptiness” (2). In fact, Lee claims that all these feelings “interact with each other 

dynamically to create a specific han feeling depending on real circumstances” (2). Each 

difficulty that the Korean community has faced has contributed to the development and 

pluralization of personal suffering into a collective form. As Lee states, “individual 

vengeance” has transformed “into public anger” (13). Indeed, this feeling of Han has 

been passed on from first to second generation immigrants, so much so that the younger 

generations of Korean Americans still feel the pain of their ancestors’ losses, and the 

guilt over having, in many cases, turned their backs on their homes and people.  

Many Korean American authors have elicited the feeling of Han directly or 

indirectly in their texts, making it “one of the most important elements in understanding 
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Korean and diasporic Korean cultural texts psychologically and philosophically” (Kim 

25). Collective memory allows them to recall things that happened to others. Their 

recollections are different from knowledge because they invite readers to feel as if they, 

themselves, had participated in the historical events. In books such as Pachinko (2017) 

by Min Jin Lee or If You Leave Me (2018) by Crystal Hana Kim, both Korean American 

female writers, the Han is a recurring presence as they relate the misfortunes that 

Korean families had to undergo with the Japanese invasion, the Korean War and the 

further division of their homeland. What these authors have in common is that they are 

women disclosing the active nature of collective memory from a female perspective and 

that the main characters in their books are also women who experience historical events 

as unmediated personal experiences.  

Eugenia Kim, the author of The Kinship of Secrets (2018)2, the novel that has 

inspired my dissertation, used her own family’s story of migration to the United States 

to portray the everyday life of many divided families3. Kim focuses on the story of two 

sisters separated by war, one raised in the United States, the other in South Korea. In the 

book, the Cho family is separated before the Korean War broke out and the younger 

sister Inja, is left to live in Seoul with her maternal family, the Hans – which surname 

alludes directly to the Korean Han – with whom she experiences poverty and the 

aftermaths of a war conflict. Meanwhile the older sibling Miran, is living in the suburbs 

of Washington D.C., staying in many different accommodations. The story focuses on 

their relationship, while they are apart and then reunited fifteen years later, and around 

 

2 Eugenia Kim is also the author of The Calligrapher’s Daughter (2009), her debut novel in 

which she portrays Korean life during the Japanese occupation and the suppression of the 

female voice.      
3 Eugenia Kim’s parents arrived in America in 1948 with the intention of raising money for a 

church. They planned to return in a few years as they had left their daughter behind. When 

North Korea invaded the South on June 25, 1950, the War and U.S. immigration laws, kept her 

parents separated from her sister for ten years.  
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their feeling of Han. My dissertation revolves around Kim’s representation of the 

Korean Han and how this helps create the basis for an ongoing communal dialogue 

between the two sisters, Inja and Miran, based on their shared moments of despair. This 

bond allows for the actual retelling of the sisters’ stories and for something new to come 

forth, a peculiar truth, as secrets have a way of revealing themselves even when they are 

not spoken out loud.  

Sophie Rumble in her discussion of sisterhood as a global concept suggests that 

“women are universally united in their shared experience of oppression forming a 

common ground from which they can essentially bond over” (The Release, 2020). 

However, not all women experience the same oppression, and in an effort to 

differentiate all-embracing feminism from white feminism Kimberlé Crenshaw 

introduces the term intersectionality. Crenshaw defines this term as “the interconnected 

nature of social categorizations such as race, class, and gender as they apply to a given 

individual or group, regarded as creating overlapping and interdependent systems of 

discrimination or disadvantage” (Hawk online). Ultimately, intersectionality gives 

feminism a new dimension that allows for the voices of “women of all races, economic 

standings, religions, identities and orientations […] to be heard” (Hawk online). The 

movement that “allows the fight for gender equality to become inclusive” (Hawk 

online) is called intersectional feminism, and by portraying in her novel the oppression 

that Asian women have suffered for centuries based on gender, race, economic status 

and language, Eugenia Kim gives an account of how intersectional feminism shapes and 

transforms the characters’ understanding and practice of solidarity. 

The first part of this dissertation explores how the transnational concept of Han 

is reflected in the novel as a collective feeling of unresolved pain and grief running in 

the blood of all Koreans, and how this feeling is expressed through the female 
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characters throughout the novel. The second part of the dissertation focuses on how by 

sharing long-kept family secrets and experiencing resembling forms of trauma and 

oppression, the two sisters forge a bond that goes beyond the family circle to become a 

symbol of solidarity and intersectional feminism.  
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1. The notion of Han as a Collective Emotion  

Up until the twentieth century, classical Korean literature had been filled with humour, 

happiness and satire. However, it was with the trauma caused by the Japanese invasion 

around the 1890s that a collective expression of Han was “imposed upon the people” 

(Willoughby 18) and became a recurring topic for Korean authors. 

Yet, while Han permeated the unconscious of the Korean diaspora, it could not be 

verbalised. As Sandra Kim suggests, “the concept of han indexes an affective complex 

that is so wide-ranging, adaptive, and invested with cultural and nationalistic 

significance, that defining it precisely has been difficult for scholars” (255). Either way, 

this did not stop academics from trying to give a meaning to it. Elaine Kim describes it 

as “sorrow and anger”; alternatively, Jae Hoon Lee describes it as “not a single feeling 

but many feeling condensed together”, and Willoughby explains that the Han “can be 

seen as a symbol that means diverse and divergent things to different people according 

to their varied perspectives and intents” (17). Actually, none of the definitions listed 

above are wrong, but as Barrett explains “we learn about emotions in terms of a 

conceptual apparatus that is embedded in particular language systems that commonly 

have emotion words whose associated concepts have no equivalent in English” (quoted 

in Gunow 175). In other words, the notion of Han is more of a concept than a word and 

therefore it might be hard to bestow meaning to it, mainly because these emotions first 

need to become conscious in order to be articulated in words. In Kim’s novel, for 

example, the feeling of Han appears in the form of a cry when Najin’s “eyes fill with 

tears” (57), demonstrating that, as a concept, it cannot be verbalised. This singular 

characteristic turns the Han into a “unique aspect of the Korean soul” (Lee 1).  

Furthermore, the Han is considered by many as a collective feeling, a “product of 

social and cultural conditions throughout Korean history” this being “repeated foreign 
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invasions, political oppression by powerful elite, and interpersonal conflicts among 

family members in the large family system” (Kim, as quoted in Lee 13). Lee adds that 

“collective Han generates power to change history, for good or bad, and when it 

becomes collective, individual vengeance transforms into public anger, which is the 

source of energy for the achievement of social injustice or justice” (13).  

In Eugenia Kim’s novel, this collective feeling of Han is illustrated when Inja 

talks with her friend Hyo about the Student Uprising of April 19, 1960 4 . This 

conversation takes place when the Han family is back in Seoul, when Inja is already 

fifteen years old. She is excited to talk with someone her age about politics and to be 

able to set up an opinion over the country’s situation: 

“What was it like? When you were there?” She didn’t try to hide the admiration in 

her voice.  

“I joined the second wave with the university professors. I shouted until I was 

hoarse” His eyes gleamed with passion, his grin tight with determination. “The 

sense of unity and purpose was unforgettable – and the power it had!” (133) 

The protest that took place during those weeks of April in different cities of South 

Korea, united the citizens more than ever. After years of enduring Syngman Rhee’s 

undercover dictatorship, with constant changes to the constitution and numerous fixed 

elections, Koreans had enough and tried to put an end to this authoritarian regime. As 

Hyo expresses it above, this sense of people being united as one is unforgettable. This 

collective sense of Han shows how individual emotions, in this case passion and 

determination, can turn into collective ones as everybody shares the same goals because 

they have suffered the same oppression. Korean citizens no longer look for “individual 

vengeance” but for a more positive and dynamic collective sense of social justice. 

 

4 The Student Uprising or April 19 Revolution was a series of mass protests against President 

Syngman Rhee in South Korea. They went on from April 11 to 16, 1960 and they let to the 

President’s resignation. The most important event took place in Masan after the terrible death of 

a student. People filled the streets, and many were shot and arrested. The protests ended up with 

hundreds of deaths and thousands of people injured.  



 

8 

 

According to Anne Joh, “that han is double-edged because it is present not only in the 

oppressed but in the deeper psyches of the oppressors” (21). The duality of the Han is 

portrayed in this event: 

In response to the massacre in Masan, university students staged a peaceful 

demonstration at the National Assembly Building and were attacked and beaten by 

thugs everyone knew had been hired by Rhee’s people. Word spread and by the 

end of the next day, one hundred thousand people rallied for an end to the 

dictatorship. Rhee called the militia, police, and even the Palace Guard to put down 

the demonstration. Hundreds were killed and thousands wounded (133).  

One aspect of the Han is present in the united Korean community that fights for their 

rights, the oppressed, and the other aspect is present in the rule of the dictator Syngman 

Rhee, the oppressor, who started “the vicious circle of political party strife” (Lee 13). 

Lee states that making a distinction between both aspects of Han, that he calls jong-han 

(love) and won-han (aggression), “is impossible to make, because in reality they exist in 

a mixture of the two” (16).  

1.1 The Concept of Han Expressed through the Female Characters  

Although the Korean Han is considered more of a collective emotion than an individual 

one, it is also associated with the presence of women in Korean Shamanism5. In fact, 

Kyong Dong Kim claims that this feeling represents “the epitome of women’s 

experience” (quoted in Freda, 1999) because, as Lee argues, “the discrimination against 

females in that society (the Yi dynasty) was so extreme that the existence of 

femineity/femininity is often directly identified with han” (103). The relation between 

women and the feeling of Han seems to have its origin at birth as some shamans recall 

“that from the time [women] were born, they were unwanted or disappointed children 

just because of their gender” (Lee 104).  

 

5 Korean shamanism is an ethnic religion that worships gods, ancestors and nature spirits and 

whose origin dates back to prehistoric times. It was very influential on Korean culture, 

including art, architecture, music and literature.  
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The connection that Lee stablishes between women and this emotion can clearly 

be seen throughout Kim’s novel as almost all forms of Han are expressed through 

women characters. For instance, during one of the many presentations the Cho family 

gives about the Korean War for volunteers of the Red Cross, looking for benefactors 

that could help the Han family survive in Korea, the Korean national anthem is played, 

and Miran, the older sister, and her mum experience a shared sense of purpose and 

belonging:  

Miran didn’t understand the words, but she knew the song well enough to sound 

out the syllables, and she saw that the soaring drama of its melody made her 

mother’s eyes fill with tears. Her own heart surged with a strange kind of pride and 

complexity of emotions she was too young to untangle. (57) 

The pride and emotions she finds too difficult to untangle are indeed a representation of 

the Han. The feminist critic Christine Kim explaines that the “diaspora involves 

dispersal not only in terms of geography and generation, but also the translation of 

affect and emotion” (quoted in Gunew 182). Miran’s affection for her Korean identity is 

lost the moment they move to America, but the feeling of Han is not lost as, although 

Miran was practically a baby when the family arrives in America, she still feels the 

same sense of internalised suffering her mother experiences. The experiences that she 

might had if they had not left Korea, might have made her understand the emotions that 

she felt seeing her mom cry to the Korean anthem. These feelings that she experiences 

and that have been difficult to explain are passed down by her mother, with actions, 

such as the effort that she makes to send money, clothes and food to her relatives in 

South Korea, or when she explains to her how important it is for her to learn Korean 

and to know where she comes from. It seems the Han exceeds the frames of reference 

for understanding, and it cannot be assimilated into a coherent narrative, yet it 

permeates the memory and the identity of refugees like the Cho family and those to 
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whom diasporic trauma has been transmitted. Miran might never experience that 

“complexity of emotions” again as further in the novel she expresses that: 

She saw herself as an American soul in a Korean body a state of being she called 

“the Great Pretender”, meaning she always felts as if she were acting at being 

either Korean or American, and as a result always acting at being anyone at all. 

(236) 

This feeling of not knowing where she belongs to, reveals the hybrid identity that 

refugees and immigrants develop when fleeing home to search for a better life. This 

sense of “hybridity” could be regarded as a part of the Han, as it also involves the 

traumatic experience of moving from one place to another, and the struggle to negotiate 

a new identity as a gendered, liminal subject in a cultural borderland. However, at the 

end of the novel, with the sisters’ trip to South Korea, Miran understands that she did 

not have to choose between her two nationalities, and she accepts her Korean roots and 

with it the collective feeling of Han:  

Now Mom’s not alone on that side where there was only the unknown. I was 

resentful of that unknown, but that vacuum is filling, and I don’t see it as being one 

side or another that I have to choose (282).   

The deep psychological wounds haunting Korean women are also expressed when 

Najin, Miran and Inja’s mother, falls emotionally apart after a week of not receiving 

news from her family: 

She was worried sick, but nothing could be done. She cursed the world. Then she 

prayed […] But Najin trusted nothing when it came to war. She had known its 

desperation, its deprivation, its shifting disposition (41-45).  

The feelings Najin experiences agitates the Han that reverberates within herself as “both 

sadness and hope” (Pak quoted in Gunew 181). Pak claims that “the sadness stems from 

the effort by which we accept the original contradiction facing all living things, and 

hope comes from the will to overcome the contradiction. In the present, we accept it; in 

the future, we will overcome it” (181). 
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Najin was a young girl when she experienced first-hand the consequences of the 

Second World War and thinking about the misfortunes that her family might be going 

through with the Korean War, makes her “worried sick” (41). The fact that she is 

thousands of miles away, makes praying the only solution to ease her suffering. She is 

disheartened and sad, but at the same time she still has hope and prays for her family to 

be alive. She accepts the situation and overcomes it by praying and leaving her family’s 

fate in God’s hands: “She cursed the world. Then she prayed” (41).  

Another example of the expression of the Han through female characters may be 

seen when Inja’s uncle explains to her the reason behind her grandmother’s feet illness. 

The uncle tells her that Najin, her mother, was once arrested by the Japanese authorities 

and retained for three months: 

“Your mother was imprisoned by the Japanese.” 

[…] “Why?” […] “Did she do something wrong?” 

“Of course not” He walked on and she caught up. “It doesn’t matter why. The 

Japanese were in charge, and they arrested people for their own reasons” (91-92) 

Her mother had to walk for two hours in the cold every day to get her imprisoned 

daughter some food. Consequently, she got frostbite, which caused permanent damage 

to her feed and conditioned her life until the day she died. The way she dealt with it was 

by supressing the pain and not letting her daughter know about her medical condition: 

Those were hard times, and we moved to Seoul soon after that, Harabeoji was ill, 

your mother was weak from prison, and Halmeoni hid her affliction because 

everyone was suffering (92) 

By hiding her affliction, the halmeoni (grandmother) shows another type of Han, one in 

which “there is suppression of emotion” (Lee 3). Her traumatic experience of the 

Japanese Invasion during her teenage years leads her to suppress her “frustration and 

psychological pain” (3) and to take care of those who were weaker than her. As John 

Finch and Seung-kyung Kim explain, “the hardships of the first part of the twentieth 

century, including colonial occupation and civil war, left many Koreans in situations 
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where the family was the only social unit that they could rely on” (138), and most of the 

times mothers or grandmothers were the pillar of strength that sustained those families. 

That is probably the reason why Inja and Miran’s grandmother supressed her feelings in 

favour of her family’s wellbeing.  

This suppression of emotions can also be seen through Inja, the younger sister 

when she writes to her uncle. In the letter she tells him how she is doing after years of 

not being in touch. Now that Inja is an adult, she understands why cutting ties with her 

beloved uncle when she left Seoul to travel to the US was a good decision that helped 

her to get to know her parents and sister as well as she knew her Korean family. Inja 

and Najin have an argument the night of Inja’s first ball due to her arriving home later 

than expected, and this ends up with Inja regretting her actions:  

Najin was someone Inja was growing to love, and for that, and especially after the 

shame she felt for her own yelling that night, she would protect her mother from 

her own foibles and hurtful thoughts (234).  

Inja starts to love her mother as much as she loved her uncle in Korea and that leads her 

to suppress her emotions in order not to hurt her. Inja’s attitude is not at all healthy 

because by not disclosing real feelings she is lying to her mother, creating a toxic 

relationship by keeping information from her in order not to lose her or make her feel 

bad. This situation is similar to that of the grandmother’s hiding her medical condition, 

as both hide their feelings in order not to worry the people they love. This is something 

the family is used to as “they had come from a long line of holding back, suppressing 

hurtful truths to clear the passageway of old burdens” (282). This is common in Asian 

societies as well, known as being patriarchal, and where women are usually required to 

comply with everything that men imposed on them.  
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2. The Bond of Sisterhood between Inja and Miran 

Before analyzing the bond between the sisters developed throughout the novel, it is 

necessary to briefly discuss the role of women in Asian societies. For centuries, most 

East Asian countries have been under the rule of patriarchy; the “patterns of government, 

society, education, and family” (Tu, 2021) of these communities have been strongly 

influenced by Confucianism6 . Lauren Littlejohn explains that “Confucian traditions 

established a distinct separation of genders and assigned different roles to man and 

women” (4). When Inja travels back to Seoul with her older sister to meet their family, 

they have a conversation with their male cousin that helps Inja realize how lucky she is 

to live in America: 

Seonil’s fascination with both her and Miran’s work made Inja understand that 

Korean women were still relegated to home economics and jobs in service and 

menial positions, or in education. Here she was, both feet firmly home in Seoul, but 

thoroughly altered because her footsteps had traced the hard-won paths of 

liberation and opportunity in America (255). 

Inja here understands how different her life would have been if she had stayed in Seoul. 

She would not have been able to choose her career path, and her role in society would 

have been that of a housewife or a teacher. During the trip Inja also pays a visit to her 

childhood friend, Yuna, who worked as an elementary school teacher until she got 

married, and became a mother and a housewife: 

[…] like with Seonil, Yuna’s unwarranted praise and admiration of Inja’s and 

Miran’s jobs exposed more about the feminist privileges the two sisters enjoyed 

that she’d taken for granted (267) 

This agrees with the Littlejohn’s view that the historical approach to gender roles and 

marriage in Asian societies had a lot to do with “the modern-day expectation for women 

 

6 Confucianism is known as the way of life that Confucius propagated during the 6th and 5th 

centuries BCE. It can also be described as a philosophy or a religion, supported by Chinese 

people for more than two millennia. Its influence extended to other countries, particularly Japan, 

Korea, and Vietnam. Confucius’s ideas were compiled by his followers in Analects, a book 

filled with conversations, lessons and sayings.  
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to have children and stop working once they get married” (5). Living in the US has 

given Inja and Miran the privilege to choose their career paths and succeed in life, 

something still unimaginable for women in East Asian countries during the first half of 

the twentieth century.  

 In fact, the main problem women faced was their invisibility within society and 

the patriarchal mindset of their traditional role. As women’s role was to stay at home, 

they had great dependency on men and, therefore, were seen as a “financial burden and 

the birth of baby girls was a source of grief and shame for families” (Littlejohn 5). In 

the novel, Seonil’s birth is celebrated as, at last, a man is born to the Han family: 

Inja had to tell Grandmother several times about the baby. “Omona! A boy,” said 

Grandmother. Then, “Whose boy? A baby boy? Omona! A boy.” What didn’t need 

to be said by anyone was that their family line was now secured with this boy, and 

the joy of that security was inherent in each Omona! she uttered (93). 

Until Seonil’s birth, the Han family only had Inja and Miran, and technically they did 

not go by that surname as they inherited their father surname Cho. The family were 

expecting that Inja’s aunt gave birth to a son to continue with the family line. To make 

matters worse for the sisters, Najin, their mother, had an abortion a few months after 

arriving in the US. The baby was a boy, and she never truly forgave herself for not 

being able to conceive another baby boy afterwards: 

[…] a young girl [Najin] seeking her father’s love, desiring education, good work, 

a full belly; longing to find her husband again, to survive the war, to have had a son, 

to have birthed more than the one surviving child (128) 

Having a son is seen as an obligation more than just as a way of continuing the family’s 

line, and for women not being able to conceive a son is seen as something to be 

ashamed of, just as much as not being able to give birth at all.  

 Although Miran and Inja do not have this social pressure for having children, 

they do have to fight other types of oppression. For instance, when Inja is just ten years 
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old, along with her friend Yuna, they get too close to an American military base while 

looking for an ice-cream shop and experience a situation of harassment from a G.I.7: 

The soldier said something, put his hands on Inja’s hips, and jiggled his knees. Her 

insides turned and grew very still. He said things in a strange tone, as if his teeth 

were clenched. […] The GI said something wheedling and bounced his knees, 

his hands firm on Inja’s hips, making her bite the ice and slide deeper into 

his lap. […] He let go, laughing, saying something lewd… (109). 

Fortunately, this situation traumatized Inja and it makes her “lose her desire for ice-cake 

or other treats from “chee-ais”” (109). Yet the episode creates a sense of mistrust 

between Inja and Yuna, as Yuna abandons Inja to her fate and she has to deal with that 

G.I. on her own:  

“Come on!” Yuna tossed her paper stick and ran without looking back. […] Inja 

and Yuna avoided each other for a day until a game of rubber band jump rope 

reunited them (109). 

This whole experience leaves a mark on Inja’s mind and personality, and it teaches her 

to distrust everything that is unknown to her, even her own family, as the friend she 

trusted the most left her to her own devices in a dangerous situation. 

Miran’s experience with oppression is nowhere near as traumatic as Inja’s, and it 

is not related to misogynistic abuse, but with racism. While walking home from school, 

Miran gets on a fight with another girl who calls her “Ching-chong Chinaman” and 

“dumb Chink”8 (85). These offensive words infuriate Miran as she feels insulted and 

ridiculed. Inja and Miran’s relationship of sisterhood is the product of years of sharing 

similar misfortunes and family secrets. They are both women, Asian, and they did not 

have a privileged upbringing. All of these traits differentiate them from white feminists, 

as they do not only have to fight for their rights as women, but also for their rights as 

middle-class Asian women. 

 

7 G.I. stands for Government Issues, a term used to describe members of the United States Army. 
8 Pejorative terms used to mock the Chinese language or those of Chinese or East Asian descent.  
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The different traits that constitute Inja and Miran’s identities – some of them 

traumatic and unsettling – alter the way they see the world and the social and cultural 

barriers they face as a result. Yet they share a similar sense of discrimination and 

marginalization. Their Han adds up to that of their mother and grandmother, and it is 

experienced from a relational, intersectional perspective: 

Her mother and grandmother had risen like dragons from the sea floor of a 

centuries-old, neo-Confucian culture of female oppression (238).  

The experiences that the sisters undergo during their childhood along with those of her 

ancestors, helps them bond throughout their teenage years and their adulthood, and 

shapes them to be more solidary with each other and with her mom. As Melissa Brown 

suggests, “the sisters mature, morphing into opinionated teenagers and college students, 

eventually becoming independent young women (online, 2018). The sisters’ shared 

sense of Han helps them see the world outside of their own experience and better 

understand how their own traumatic past and marginalization deepen and expand that of 

the other. During the years they are apart, one in Korea and the other in the US, they 

make wrong assumptions of each other’s lives. For instance, Miran’s vision of her little 

sister is that of a lucky child that gets to have loads of treats: 

She taught her Korean sister was lucky, luckier than she was, but it was risky to be 

jealous of this sole sibling whom she might actually like, so, instead, she resented 

Korea and everything Korean (63). 

While she does not want to be jealous of her sister, she feels resentful against 

everything that is related to Korea. This shows how wrong people can be about one 

another as it is clear that Inja is not a lucky child. On the contrary, the presents she gets 

from the US are sold so that her family can eat. Later on, when it is already decided that 

Inja will move to the US, Miran claims:  

Other than her old feelings of resentment and jealousy, which she recognized as 

being old and therefore ought to be discarded, she had no idea what to expect of a 

Korean sister” (173). 



 

17 

 

For sixteen years Miran is raised as a single child, without having to share things with a 

sibling, and even though her mother makes sure to always mention Inja in their 

conversations, it is not the same as actually living together. Meanwhile, Inja’s opinion 

of Miran is totally different:  

She felt grateful for Miran, for Miran’s being an orphan, for Miran’s infant 

sickness that had made it possible for her – Inja, her mother’s true firstborn – to be 

with this most beloved of uncles, this most beloved of man, who clearly loved her 

more than any living thing on this earth (82). 

Inja is not jealous of her older sister. In fact, she is grateful for her being the one that is 

living in America, because that gave her the opportunity to live with her beloved family. 

In the same chapter, Inja learns one of the long-kept family secrets surrounding 

Miran’s birth: the fact that her sister almost died that day. The uncle explains that 

Miran’s real mother was a widow that got pregnant by a Japanese soldier. The woman 

learnes that Najin is a midwife and when the baby is due, she comes to their house to 

give birth. After having the baby, she leaves, and Najin decides to keep the baby instead 

of handing it over to an orphanage. Inja decides not to tell her sister this secret, but she 

does tell her that the reason why she goes to America instead of herself was that she was 

sick, and that her mother did not want to leave her alone. The bond of sisterhood is 

stronger than that of blood, and if Inja’s parents accept Miran as their child without 

thinking twice, Inja does so too. That night, Miran understands all the sacrifices her 

mother made for her and learns that “she hadn’t consciously known how vital it was to 

recognize love, but the lasting power of this image of a mother’s love, and herself as the 

needy child, struck her spirit and opened her heart to new depths” (232). Also, by 

establishing this complicity with her sister, Inja understands that “she didn’t have to 

decide what should be secreted forever; she could be open to whatever was ahead in 

their sisterhood” (285).  
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3. Conclusions 

Overall, this dissertation has explored the Korean Han as a collective emotion, as “a 

unique aspect of the Korean soul” (Lee, 1994: 1), and as a feeling that explores how the 

shared experiences of trauma, discrimination, and oppression between women, can 

forge a bond of sisterhood that surpasses the limits of the family circle.  

Particular emphasis has been paid to the representation of the feeling of Han in 

the shaping of the female characters, reaching the conclusion that although it runs in the 

blood of all Koreans, it has a predominance in women, because of the discrimination 

against them throughout the centuries. It has been found that the suppression of feelings 

and thoughts, appear as one of the most recurring forms of expression of the Han, along 

with the misunderstanding of how the other feels.     

Eugenia Kim’s novel has not only given voice to the countless Korean families 

that were separated during the years of the Japanese occupation and the Korean War, 

but she also makes an accurate description of the daily life of a family escaping from the 

conflicts of war, and the tragedies that came with it; but also, of those women in East 

Asian countries who had to keep abiding by patriarchal rules and dedicating their lives 

to their homes and their children during the first half of the twentieth century. 

  For further research, it could be interesting  to explore the older sister’s 

“hybridity” as part of the representation of the Han, as she seems to struggle throughout 

the novel with her new identity as a gendered, liminal subject in a cultural borderland. I 

would also want to study how the concept of Han is represented through male 

characters, and to what extent patriarchy rules over the male characters’ that are 

represented in the novel.    
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