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The possibility of literature as a way of remembering
disasters: Focusing on the Sewol Ferry incident of distress in
South Korea

Lee, Misuk ™

Abstract

This paper focuses on the Sewol Ferry incident of distress of April 2014, and
considers the possibilities of literature as a method of remembering the disaster and
the nature of its narrative.

The distress resulting from the Sewol Ferry incident was heavily disseminated
by the citizens who had witnessed the regrettable deaths of second-year high school
students and the unsatisfactory actions of the government in investigating the cause,
which made the citizens distrustful. It is recognized as an ‘incident’, not an ‘accident’,
due to the impact that the trauma had on Korean society and the resulting social
changes. Every aspect of the post-incident activity has been examined in order to
investigate the cause of the disaster, to heal the trauma of people involved in the event
in some way, and to memorize and record all of it. Attempts were made to treat the
minds of people by memorizing and recording the Sewol Ferry through narrative
methods such as ‘dictation records’, ‘co-creation’, and ‘novels’ of individual authors.

A series of works by Takhwan Kim, especially a collection of short stories, The
Beautiful One is a Person, maintains a certain distance from the actual incident, but
at the same time, makes things and people reminiscent of the incident appear to
recollect the memory of the disaster. By recording, a delicate balance between fiction
and recording is maintained. However, the Sewol Ferry incident of distress is not such
that the trauma in the people’s hearts can be healed by the representation of the
incident in literature. However, even if novels cannot cure people’s hearts, members
of society will be able to make their “‘memory’ into a ‘record’ by breathing life into
the stories of those who encountered the disaster. Allowing people to continue to
‘remember’ the people of the Sewol Ferry seems to be something that only literature
can do.
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