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ABSTRACT

Imperialism and Gender in Chang-rae Lee's
A Gesture Life

Su Jee Jung

Advisor @ Prof. Jung-Hwa Lee Ph.D.
Major in English Language Education
Graduate School of Education, Chosun

University

This study analyzes imperialism and gender as deeply related issues in A
Gesture Life by Chang-Lae Lee. A Gesture Life suggests that race and gender
are inextricably related issues through Hata's relationships with three female
characters, Kkutaeh, Sunny, and Mary Burns. The chapter I examines Hata's
Japanese imperialism and masculinity focusing on his relationship with
Kkutaeh. Then [ critically discuss Hata's racial prejudice and patriarchal
attitude that become visible in his relationship with Sunny. The chapter IV
demonstrates that Hata's relationship with Mary Burns, a white woman,
suggests that he has internalized white supremacy and orientalism. In
conclusion, the three female characters expose Hata's racial and gender
ideology by forming differently expressed power relationships with him.
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I think of them most warmly, as I do my natural parents, but to
neither would I ascribe the business of having reared me, for it
seems clear that it was the purposeful society that did so, and really
nothing and no one else. I was more than grateful. And I knew even
then as a boy of twelve how I should always give myself over to its
vigilance, entrusting to its care everything I could know or ever hope
for. (72-73)
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It was said the four girls were shipped all the way from
Shimonoseki, via the Philippines, and that in fact two others had

been "lost" during the lengthy sea passage. (110)

STERZE fIQb o o] Has “dlolwEu L BARRE ZolA =euR, e s
& st AR EFeTA @ vk el wEw, sheke] Az g
IRI(RERLR)S AR = @GlmE)el2he FA14 sfAzeo]=set dAsh= 2o
"(116). WAl Tl A, dEmRloR IARY] S8 AR A=mTelE A skela,
ol g AlRS Fell 2o WAlshE AmFort mejve Aol oA F 3
Aol W A ARl vl Qlste] dwdlorx F3ETE
FAder Qlste] A AlmFels s WA Bas Btk
AmFols 83 stetelAl 2ol d=2s Ada 19 3= o5
2ZA, JF olF da AW ImlomAe] FAEE BT LR
& @ERlomAM AAEE FAS sAN ] e @
g Ao F15 7] 290th235). olA | o= Jle e 1
1 F=lo el A sl Azslhs AVIE doH, AR
AR AALE 2T S, el A tiE Fe"(199)F == A
ojth(el 95 199). stEbel Eoll= wHRERE JAA AL aAUR Q18] St <
AFFolel dig <laje] Wats zheth ASFds wHados F8Ad 1
=gl msl A7tshr] Algshs Aot

A

olo

My M fo G
=

oL rr
ol
i)
R
¥
v}

to 2

e IS
o rfz
M A =

)

o, HU O{N'
ol o:
I d

o i @ 2 9

\

rr rl

Tt zhukAsh YehFe] Aele] SlobEQl b= AF T S vrfel &
9 #Ee YA Ak AFHolw el kel A dlold T muh

Collection @ chosun



And it seemed incongruous, as well, how it was that I, the only child
of a hide tanner and a rag maid, should come to wear a second
lieutenant's uniform of the Ocean Sky Battalion of the Imperial
Forces, and that she, born into a noble, scholarly house (if perhaps
one fallen), would have to sleep in a surplus closet of a far—flung
military outpost, her sister already dead and buried, wishing upon
herself the same horrid end. (257)
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I certainly did not think of the other girls as animals, and yet I
cannot say they held any sort of position in my regard; Perhaps my
thinking was as a rich man's, who might hardly acknowledge the
many servants working about his house or on the property, their
efforts and struggles, and see them only as parts of the larger
mechanism of his living, the steady machine that grinds along each
night and day. (251)
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You think you love me but what you really want you don't yet know
because you are young and decent. But I will tell you now, it is my

sex. The thing of my sex. If you cut it from me and keep it with
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you like a pelt or favorite stone, that would be all. You are a decent
man, Lieutenant, but really you are not any different from the rest.
I'm sorry I gave myself to you, not for me but for you. (300)
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I instantly saw in my mind the picture of her at the age when she
first came to me. A skinny, jointy young girl, with thick, wavy black
hair and dark—hued skin. I was disappointed initially.

[---] T was over hopeful and naive, and should have known that he or
she would likely be the product of a much less dignified
circumstance, a night's wanton encounter between a GI and a local
bar girl. (204)
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[---] but when I'd meet them in the foyer Sunny would be quickly
ascending the stairs. I'd ask her if she had had fun, and she would
answer, "Yes, Poppa, | did," and then continue on her way up. I'd
remind her to say thank you, but of course she had already, without
fail, having made offerings to Mary Burns in the car and at the door,
and she'd even curtly bow at the top of the stairs before

disappearing down the hall to her room. (53)
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I wanted that baby more just to be against you. And I'm not happy
that in some way, maybe, even though it was years later, that

Thomas came from my spitting you. (283)
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[...] T was so thoroughly organized in my convincing her, that I
couldn't stop until it was complete. I forced her to do it. Had she
decided not to, I don't know what I would have done. In a way, iw
was a kind of ignoring that I did, an avoidance of her as
Sunny-difficult, rash, angry Sunny. (283-284)
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"I don't want anything," she said, as though saying the words harshly
enough would make it so. "Nothing, I don't want love and I don't
want your concern. I think it's fake anyway. maybe you don't know
it, but all you care about is your reputation in this snotty, shitty
town, and how I might hurt it."

"This is nonsense. You're speaking nonsense."

"I guess I am," she said. "But all I've ever seen is how careful you
are with everything. with our fancy big house and this store and all
the customers. How you sweep the sidewalk and nice-talk to the
other shopkeepers. You make d whole life out of gestures and
politeness. You're always having to be the ideal partner and
colleague."

"And why not? Firstly, I am a Japanese! And then what is so awful
about being amenable and liked?"

"Well, on one in Bedley Run really gives a damn. You know what I
overheard down at the card shop? How nice it is to have such a

'sood Charlie' to organize the garbage and sidewalk-cleaning
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schedule. That's what they really think of you. It's become your job

to be the number-one citizen." (94-95)
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I had lived there a number of years, but as it mostly is in towns like
Bedley Run, and particularly on streets like ours, being neighbors
means sharing the most limited kinds of intimacies, such as sewer
lines and property boundaries and annual property tax valuations.
Anything that falls into a more personal realm is only tentatively
welcomed. I know certain families have enjoyed relationships because
of their children, had carpools and holiday barbecues, and perhaps a
shared weekend at a country house upstate or on the Long Island
shore, but on the whole an unwritten covenant of conduct governs
us, a signet of cordiality and decorum, in whose ethic, if it can be
called such a thing, the worst wrong is to be drawn forth and
disturbed. (43-44)
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It's true that at times 1 have felt somewhat uneasy in certain
situations, though probably it was not anyone's fault but my own.
You may not agree with this, Renny, but I've always believed that
the predominant burden is mine, if it is a question of feeling at home
in a place. Why should it be another's? How can it? So I do what is
necessary in being complimentary, as a citizen and colleague and
partner. This is almost never too onerous. If people say things, I try
not to listen. In the end, I have learned I must make whatever peace

and solace of my own. (135)
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People called me Doc, but I'm not a physician. I own the medical
supply store in the village. Many years ago some customers and
other merchant got to calling me that, and somehow it stuck. I wish
sometimes it wasn't so, but nobody seems to want to call me

Franklin. I don't mind, but I would never wish to mislead anyone.

(45)
atete ‘Holghe 3] mhgel A &3A, ojAE #MFTha LIk = o
lso] Hojgh 3w da glom £ 3 IS QIASHL QoA 1 7]
o FFates weshs BEs Hole slojth olF Fd steke] #F4¢] =8
w28l Stebe ARl F wpdo] ARk 13t wlg] M=o} A QQrhe AL
Ao Bezhs w7tk ol Bk g Wee} StERe] AFA Apelof A 7)<l
cla=

2] A o] wo He el A3 A4S 24 & A 2urh 1Y

T AR ER obE A Fe VIR A, yelA AdE T

AAA deta Fear) e §EE} x}ﬂ% -?4%}8}744 e Ao sode

A | g

- 31 -

Collection @ chosun



Ne @ A Aol @ AE Ae add] ABAoR AFS Uzt
AAY BTG dollrh, T E i Az B e FAS v
271719 oA ata, delste] e, aush @A gloloknt s ol f2

[---] it didn't seem that Mary Burns held any cares of being sighted,
pointing down the street to her house and asking me for a tour of
my front garden, doing nothing to camouflage herself or otherwise
hide. Of course, why should she have? She was a widow, 1 a
bachelor (if a father), both of us well into our middle years and to
step together among the drooping peonies was as innocent as any
Sunday excursion in a botanical park. And yet I felt the burden of
justification, of having a necessary reason for being with her, besides

simply enjoying the newfound company. (47-48)
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And when she was even more comfortable with me, she confided
how odd a recognition it was for her, at least at first, to find herself
deeply attracted to an Oriental man. She laughed at herself and said
there was no reason she shouldn't have been, that there was no
good reason at all, but the feeling was there and she ought to be
truthful, and whether it was shameful or not probably didn't matter in
the end. (52)
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I'm not. It's just that your face is so unlike my late husband's, I can't

tell you. Bradley had such severe features, a long, narrow nose and

deep-set eyes and a jutting chin. He was aggressive, in appearance.

You have a wonderful gentleness to your face. A softer line to

everything. (70)
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