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Abstract

Human Acts is a story about people looking for justice against the government in Gwangju. This book was
written by Han Kang and discusses the life stories of 5 characters who have to live with the grief of
government violence that causes them to lose their loved ones. Dong Ho is the main character in this book
who struggles to find his friend Jeong Dae who was shot by the soldiers, but what Dong Ho did caused him
to die. Dong Ho's death gave deep grief to his mother and 2 friends. Dong Ho's two friends named Eun
Sook and Jin Su went through their lives tragic past stories and made them haunted by the guilt of Dong
Ho's death. Dong Ho's mother also experienced a very deep sadness for losing her loved one and she tried
to stay alive and seek justice for her son. Jeong Dae's dead spirit also narrates his point of view as a victim
who also feels the injustice of what he experienced. This research aims to discuss the grief experienced by
the characters due to injustice. The writer also uses a descriptive qualitative method by analyzing more
deeply the conversations in Human Acts book. The results of this study show that 5 characters experienced
physical and mental pain. This research also shows that each character experiences different stages of
grief and they go through it in different ways.

Keywords: Grief; Gwangju Uprising; Losing; Violence

Introduction

“The thread of life is as tough as an ox tendon, so even after I lost you, it had to go on. I had to make
myself eat, make myself work, forcing down each day like a mouthful of cold rice, even if it stuck in my throat.”
(Kang. H, 2014, p. 129). This is a quote from Dong Ho’s mother, one of the characters in Human Acts book
who experiences grief. Stories about grief can be found in various literary works and one of them is written
by Han Kang. Han Kang is one of the famous writers from South Korea who wrote this book, The Vegetarian,
The White Book, I Do Not Bid Farewell, etc. Han Kang is a well-known and accomplished South Korean
writer because she wrote many interesting books and received a lot of awards. She became the first South
Korean novelist to receive the French prestigious Prix Medicis Award and won The Man Booker
International Prize for fiction in 2016 for her Vegetarian book.

This book tells about violence and rebellion that occurred in Gwangju, South Korea, in 1980. At that
time, Gwangju experienced a very dark and traumatic period in Korean history because of the
demonstration of people against the military government who committed injustice in the society. The
people only want justice from the government but what the society did caused a bad impact on themselves
(Lee, 2012). Violence caused by the government makes people experience injustice and even face the death
of their loved ones. Death is a significant and traumatic life event that is a universal experience. The majority
of people experience the death of at least one loved one in their lifetime. The death of a family member has
a huge impact on other surviving family members. Every death is unique in their own way, so each death
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will impact each person differently (Glatt, 2018). The death and grief experienced are sometimes covered
up by many people so that they are not visible on the outside, but in fact they cannot be completely
forgotten. All humans live with grief that should be expressed, but many people hide their feelings. Grief is
unpredictable and can even appear and go away instantly. The grief experienced should be expressed
because grief wants its burden to be shared with humans (McConnell, Moules, McCaffrey, & Bouchal, 2012).

The present writer found 4 studies that are similar with the topic. These two topics discuss Human
Acts by Han Kang. The first writer is Putri (2021) uses Sigmund Freud's theory to analyze the anxiety of the
characters. She pointed out the anxiety felt by the characters, such as breathing problems, body tremors,
feelings of insecurity, and restlessness. The second writers are Audi, Benedicta, Bejo (2021) who focus on
the victims in the story. They underlined that even though the characters are under heavy pressure, they
still have a sense of concern for each other. The present writer also found research that discusses topics
related to grief and loss. The first is Arin (2019) which discusses C.S Lewis in the novel Shadowlands. The
writer uses the narrative method to analyze the character and also uses Sigmund Freud's theory to find out
what fears the character experiences. Fear is divided into real fear and neurotic fear and what is
experienced by C S Lewis is real fear. Second, Nurjanah (2023) discusses the grief felt by the main character.
The writer aims to find the stages of grief experienced by the character by using Kubler Ross's theory. The
writer finally shows that the main character named Lewis can manage the stages of grief he experiences
due to the loss of his wife. From the previous studies, the present writer did not find any discussion that
discussed grief experienced by the characters due to the loss of their loved ones in Human Acts by Han Kang.
In this discussion, the present writer aims to find out what pain Dong Ho, his mother, Jin Su, Jeong Dae, Eun
Sook experienced in the book.

Methodology

The methodology used in this research uses descriptive qualitative research by reading directly from
the source. The source of this research is the book Human Acts by Han Kang. The present writer will analyze
this book by collecting data or by analyzing every conversation in the book. To support this research, the
writer will use journals as a tool. In this study, the present writer will analyze Human Acts through the pain
that are felt by the characters.

Gwangju Uprising

The uprising in Gwangju was caused by violence committed by Chun Doo-Hwan, who implemented
the military. Before the violence in 1980, South Korea experienced military problems with North Korea
resulting in unfavorable democratic reforms. After the death of President Park Chung Hee in 1979, Korea
began to be led by Chun Doo Hwan and this was the beginning of the violence against the people in Gwangju.
At first there were 6000 students of Cheonnam National University in Gwangju who demonstrated to the
government to discuss democracy at the Jeolla provincial government building.

According to Katsiaficas in Oktaviani (2018) after the large number of people who practiced
democracy in Gwangju at that time, on May 18, 1980, president Chun Doo Hwan declared military
emergency in all regions in Korea. At that time people began to be attacked by the military at Cheonnam
National University and Chosun University. The first victims were deaf people who couldn't hear the
military fire. There were many dead bodies packed inside trucks and there were many people who had been
beaten by the soldiers and attacked with knives.
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According to Stiftung in Oktaviani (2018) on May 19 there were still many people gathered on the
Gumnamro road and the police fired tear gas at the crowd. The people were angry about that and threw
stones at the police and soldiers at that time. Chun Doo Hwan announced that 144 civilians, 22 soldiers and
4 policemen were killed in the uprising and anyone who made an issue of the dead would be arrested. The
results written from the victims of the uprising in Gwangju were 2000 citizens who disappeared as a result
of the incident. At the end of this assault a lot of people were surrounded by the government, and many of
them were killed. (Song, 2023, p. 366).

Stages of grief

When a person loses someone they care about, they will go through a very deep grief and also go
through some phase of grief. This stage of grief is a phase of grief experienced by individuals due to sad
events experienced and this stage was developed by Elisabeth Kubler-Ross, a psychiatrist and writer from
Zurich, Switzerland. The grief experienced by someone who loses someone they know, or love is divided
into 5 stages, but apparently not everyone experiences these 5 stages sequentially or even in a certain order,
so there's a possibility that not everyone has the same stages of grief (Kubler-Ross & Kessler, 2009).

There are five stages of grief such as denial, this is the first stage that humans experience when they
feel sadness due to the loss of someone they love. Kobbler in Widyaningrum & Adzahani (2024) said that
someone will experience feelings of denial or disbelief when they find out that someone they love has died.
At this stage someone will feel that life is very heavy and meaningless, there will be feelings that refuse to
believe in the situation they are experiencing. This stage makes victims feel numb and start to wonder why
they have to experience this and how to get through it (Kubler-Ross & Kessler, 2009), and next is anger.
Kobbler Ross in Parkes says that anger is the second stage experienced by a person when feelings of denial
have disappeared. These feelings will turn into anger, envy, rage, and revenge, and this is a situation that is
difficult for people to overcome. According to Kubler Ross in Widyaningrum & Adzahani (2024), when
someone is aware of the real situation, it will make them angry because there is no justice, so they also feel
dissatisfied and annoyed.

Next, there is Bargaining and this is the stage where a person really wants to return time to the way
it was before, they try to do anything so that people close to them can be saved. There will be a sense of
bargaining so that the person they love can stay alive and a very deep feeling of regret when the loss has
occurred. In this situation a person will feel whether they can escape from a very deep nightmare and there
will always be the statement "what if" or "if only" which is a feeling of guilt. Someone wants to try to return
life to the way it was before, such as trying to find a disease more quickly, recognizing a disease more
quickly, and even trying to stop accidents from occurring(Kubler-Ross & Kessler, 2009).

And there is also depression. Depression is the fourth stage after bargaining and in this situation all
the feelings felt will become one, resulting in a feeling of emptiness and deeper sadness. This depressive
phase doesn’t mean that someone is experiencing mental illness, and this is a response to someone's
feelings when they feel a loss. A feeling of withdrawal from life, filled with feelings of sadness and
questioning. When someone experiences depression it is something that is very abnormal and this is
something that must be overcome. When someone feels the loss completely, they will realize that someone
has gone and will never come back, which is very disappointing (Kubler-Ross & Kessler, 2009).

And the last is acceptance. This stage is the final stage of the Kubler Ross model of grief and in this
situation a person does not mean they have completely felt okay. When someone experiences loss they will
not feel okay, and this situation is a stage where someone is more accepting of the fact that someone has
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physically gone and is fully aware that this is a permanent reality. Everyone will never like reality or agree
with the loss they feel but try to accept it and learn to survive and move on. Trying to move on even though
we lost someone in our life. When someone can accept the situation, they might be able to get through the
day better than before. When someone starts to get back up and enjoy life, there will be feelings of guilt
towards the person who has left, and someone will never be able to replace what has been lost, but they can
find new things in life (Kubler-Ross & Kessler, 2009).

Results and Discussion

In this research, the present writer will discuss the characters' sadness due to the injustice that
happened in Gwangju at that time. The situation very chaotic and terrible. There were a lot of people who
were tortured, died, and it makes many people feel lost. In this story there are 5 characters who experience
grief and injustice that made them have to face the sad reality of losing someone they love.

The Pain Felt by the Characters

This story shows that grief is the main feeling felt by the characters due to the loss and injustice they
experience. What happened in Gwangju had a bad impact on the characters so they had to go through a sad
experienced and try to stay alive even though their lives were filled with deep grief. The 5 characters in this
story experience pain physically and mentally.

The Mental Pain Experienced by the Characters

The characters in the story face a very bad situation so that they feel very deep mental violence and
experience a phase of grief due to loss. The pain they felt at that time had a bad impact on their lives in the
future. Each character feels different stages of grief and can be seen from the circumstances experienced by
Dong Ho. He is a boy who lost his friend named Jeong Dae and tried to find his friend.

“Don’t worry, I'll just finish helping out and then I'll come home. After I've found Jeong-dae.”
(Kang. H, 2014, p. 24)

On the other hand, though, you need Jeong-mi to help you find her brother.

(Kang. H, 2014, p. 32)

The quote above shows that even though Dong Ho was afraid to meet Jeong Mi because he was afraid
of being blamed, in fact, Dong Ho felt that in looking for Jeong Dae, Jeong Mi was the person Dong Ho really
needed. Dong Ho's life is filled with sadness and the responsibility to find his friend. When a person loses
their closest person, they might be in the acceptance stage. Dong Ho shows an acceptance stage where he
still continues his life by looking for Jeong Dae and hoping that Jeong Mi can help him. Kubler Ross's stages
of acceptance show that even though someone can move on with their life, it doesn't mean they don't
experience sadness. They can still feel sadness but try to move on. Dong Ho can still feel the sadness of the
loss, but he continues to live and tries his best to find Jeong Dae.

Dong Ho's mother also felt sadness because she lost her beloved son. She continued her
life with endless feelings of guilt and grief.

Sometimes [ wonder whatever possessed us to let the annex out...was it all for such a paltry bit of rent?
I think about how if Jeong-dae had never set foot in this house, you wouldn’t have put your own life at
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risk trying to find him... but then I recall the sound of your laughter on those Sundays when the two of
you used to play badminton, and it’s my fault, I'm the only one to blame. I shake my head to try and
shake all the bad thoughts out. I'm the one with the mark on my conscience, bearing a grudge against
those poor kids. I'm the only one to blame. (Kang. H, 2014, p. 129)

After losing her child, Dong Ho's mother not only experienced sadness but also guilt. Dong Ho's
mother can no longer physically see her child but she can only recall memories of her child. The quote above
shows Kubler Ross's stages of sadness regarding bargaining. The words if Jeong Dae had never set foot in
this house, you wouldn't have put your own life at risk trying to find him show that Dong Ho's mother felt that
being friends with Jeong Dae was what made Dong Ho die. The bargaining stage experienced by Dong Ho's
mother shows that she also blamed herself and thought that maybe she could change the past so that Jeong
Dae and Dong Ho would not be friends and her child could stay alive. In the end, she still blamed herself for
having such thoughts towards those innocent children.

I steadied myself against the railing, unfurled the banner, and screamed. Chun Doo-hwan, you murdered
my son. Let’s tear that bloodthirsty butcher to pieces. I carried on screaming until the police came
charging up the emergency stairs, seized hold of me, carried me back down to one of the wards, and
bundled me into a bed. (Kang. H, 2014, p. 131)

Dong Ho's mother's anger is also shown in this quote. When someone feels a loss, there are stages of
anger that a person experiences. According to Kubler Ross, when we lose our family or friends, we may
become angry because there is no justice in life. The quote above also shows that Dong Ho's mother
experienced the same thing. Losing someone you love is not an easy thing, therefore anger is one of the
emotions thatis a response to loss. Chun Doo-hwan, you murdered my son. Let’s tear that bloodthirsty butcher
to pieces clearly means that Dong Ho's mother was very angry and blamed the president who was ruling at
that time.

The thread of life is as tough as an ox tendon, so even after I lost you, it had to go on. I had to make
myself eat, make myself work, forcing down each day like a mouthful of cold rice, even if it stuck in my
throat. (Kang. H, 2014, p. 129)

After losing Dong Ho, his mother had to continue living even though everything was not easy for her.
The quote above shows that after losing Dong Ho, what she had to face throughout her life were deep
wounds and never-ending sadness. This quote also shows the stages of acceptance from Kubler Ross. The
words so even after I lost you, it had to go on, this sentence gives the understanding that whether Dong Ho's
mother wants it or not, she has to continue living without her child.

Jin Su was Dong Ho's friend when he was a volunteer at the provincial office and he is one of the
people who was close to Dong Ho. Jin Su also received bad treatment when the rebellion occurred in
Gwangju.

Jin-su had been sleeping like the dead, but that voice startled him awake. “Dong-ho?” he demanded in a
muffled whisper, seizing hold of the boy’s arm. “Didn’t I tell you to go home? Didn’t you promise you
would?” His voice was getting louder. “What the hell were you planning on doing here? You know how
to fire a gun, do you?” “Don’t be angry, Jin-su,” the boy ventured. There was a rustling sound, as those
woken by the argument got stiffly to their feet. “You'll surrender at the first opportunity,” Jin-su insisted,
still not letting go of the boy’s arm. “Surrender, have you got that? Go out with your hands up. There’s
no way they’ll harm a kid with his hands up.” (Kang. H, 2014, p. 132)
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Jin Su is one of Dong Ho's friends and in the story, he experiences violence in his life
during the demonstration in Gwangju. Jin Su experienced violence and injustice from the
soldiers. Jin Su has to experience sadness in his life, not only because of violence but also the
feeling of guilt that still haunts him. Before Dong Ho was shot, he was with Jin Su and Jin Su was
very worried about him. He felt he had a responsibility to look after Dong Ho and thought that
it was impossible for the soldiers to kill Dong Ho, but it turned out that Dong Ho was still killed.

..... Now do you understand? The kids in this photo aren’t lying side by side because their
corpses were lined up like that after they were killed. It’s because they were walking in a
line. They were walking in a straight line, with both arms in the air, just like we’d told them
to. (Han. K, 2014, p.93)

After that incident, Jin Su was haunted by guilt. Jin Su is one of the leaders who is a mentor to Dong
Ho. Jin Su decided to kill himself through a story from his old friend when he was still in prison for
demonstrating. Before Dong Ho died, Jin Su had told him to surrender but unfortunately Dong Ho was shot.
The quote above shows that before Jin Su killed himself, he saved a photo in which Dong Ho was present.
Jin Su must struggle with the violence he experienced at that time and the guilt caused by Dong Ho's death.
This is what made him decide to kill himself because of the grief he was experiencing. Eun Sook is a high
school student who also volunteered in Gwangju in May 1980. She worked with Dong Ho to collect the
bodies of people at that time.

Dong-ho.

Eun-sook bites down on her lip, hard, as multicolored streamers flutter down from the ceiling onto the
stage. Scraps of silk on which funeral odes are written. The actors gathered in front of the stage abruptly
straighten up. The old woman stops in her tracks. The boy, who had been inching along behind her, turns
to face the audience. (Han. K, 2014, p.73)

After losing Dong Ho, Eun Sook continued her life as an editor at a company, and at that time she had
to go to a show from her office. When the performance started, Eun Sook saw a performance where there
was a small kid there. Without realizing it, Eun Sook begins to face her grief from the past. The little boy at
the performance reminded him of Dong Ho. From the initial quote above, it shows that Eun Sook feels guilty
and starts to worry. Eun Sook has never talked about her past trauma, she experiences feelings of denial
and after what she experienced at that time made her realize that she had to accept the fact that Dong Ho
was dead and the grief that were in her remained. Jeong Dae is Dong Ho's friend and they had a good
friendship but they had to die due to the cruelty that occurred in 1980.

Where were they, right now? Even if they hadn’t died, they would still have souls, so surely, if | bent all
my thought on the idea of them, I would be able to sense them, touch them. I wanted to shuck off my
body as a snake sheds its skin. | wanted to sever the pure strength, that force thin and taut as a spider’s
web, dilating and contracting, from the inert lump of rotting flesh.  wanted to be free to fly to wherever
they were, and to demand of them, why did you kill me? Why did you kill my sister, what did you do to
her? (Han. K, 2014, p.40)

These are Jeong Dae's words when he realized he had died and was still angry about the situation. He
showed anger towards the soldiers who had killed him. What he said shows that there were stages of anger
from Kubler Ross. He, who lost his sister, felt that what happened was not normal, therefore he wanted
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revenge against the person who had killed him and his sister. He felt this was unfair because he had not
committed any crime but was Kkilled.

The Physical Pain Experienced by the Characters

In this story, the characters not only feel mental pain due to the loss of their loved ones but also feel
physical pain due to the violence committed by the government against them.

I jumped down, dashed over to the desk opposite, and scrambled up before anyone had time to blink,
the hem of my white skirt fluttering at my ankles. There was a photo of the murderer hanging on the
wall—I pulled it down and smashed the glass with my foot. Something splattered across my face—
tears, or maybe blood. The blood kept spurting from my foot, so the policemen had to take me off to
the hospital. (Kang. H, 2014, p. 130-131)

Even though Dong Ho's mother has accepted the fact that her son died because he was murdered,
she still upholds justice for Dong Ho. Dong Ho’s mother decided to meet with the parents of the victims and
hold a demonstration when the president at that time was coming to Gwangju. The quote above shows that
when looking at the photos of the killers, the anger felt by Dong Ho's mother made her not realize that she
was also hurt.

The phone rings, then cuts off. She dries her wet feet with the towel, and as soon as she steps back into
the room the phone rings again. She reaches out to pick up the receiver, then changes her mind and
yanks the cord out at the wall. “What will happen if [ answer?” she mumbles to herself, rolling out the
thin mattress and cotton quilt. She isn’t hungry. She could force herself to eat something, but it would
only give her indigestion. It’s cold under the quilt, and she huddles into a ball. That phone call just now
would have been from the office; probably the boss. She would have to answer his questions. I'm okay,
it’s just that they hit me. No, only slaps. I can still come to work. I'm okay, I don’t need to go to the
hospital. My face is a bit swollen, that’s all. Good thing she’d pulled the cord out. (Han. K, 2014, p.49)

When Eun Sook experienced violence until her face became swollen and bloody, the quote above
shows that she experienced fear, even depression. She showed very worrying behavior because even when
she heard the sound of the phone, she felt very scared and confused. The violence experienced by Eun Sook
also caused her to experience digestive problems due to the stress she experienced while being hit. From
Eun Sook's story, experiencing violence made it difficult for her to live her life because she was worried
about the violence that she might continue to experience throughout her life. Eun Sook also seems to be
fooling herself by saying that she is still fine even though she is physically devastated.

What I heard was that the soldiers made him get his penis out and rest it on the table, threatening to
cane it with a wooden ruler. Apparently, they made him strip and took him out to the patch of grass in
front of the guardhouse, where they tied his arms behind his back and made him lie down on his
stomach. The ants nibbled at his genitals for three hours. I heard that after he was released, he had
nightmares about insects almost every single night. (Han. K, 2014, p.77)

Before Jin Su killed himself, he experienced a lot of grief due to extremely brutal violence. The grief
shown through the character Jin Su in this book, shows a cruelty that should not be accepted by a human
like Jin Su who only defends society. Jin Su was treated very bad, and it made him face trauma and grief that
will never go away.
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Where shall I go? I asked myself. To your sister. But where is she? I made an effort to keep calm. My
body was at the very bottom of the tower, so there was still some time before the fire consumed it. Go
to those who killed you, then. But where are they? (Han. K, 2014, p.46)

This also shows that Jeong Dae is still looking for a way to meet his sister. As a spirit, he didn't know
where to go, he looked like a confused spirit. This quote shows that Jeong Dae's spirit is still facing grief
because of her sister’s death. Even though Jeong Dae has become a corpse, here it can be seen that he also
feels physical pain because his body was shot to death.

Conclusion

Human Acts is a book that discusses the cruelty that occurred in 1980. At that time South Korea
experienced demonstrations due to the government's injustice to the people, making many people ask for
justice for their lives. At that time South Korea experienced huge demonstrations due to the government
that did injustice to the people, making many people ask for justice for their lives. The Gwangju Uprising is
a sad story because many people felt fear, pain, sadness, and even lost their loved ones. This book tells the
story of 5 characters namely Dong Ho, Dong Ho's mother, Jeong Dae, Jin Su, and Eun Sook who became
victims of the cruel government at that time. The writer found that each of these characters have different
grief due to the rebellion that occurred at that time.

Each of these characters lived their lives with deep trauma and pain. Dong Ho's story of losing his
friend made him feel very guilty and tried to find his friend's corpse. Knowing that his friend had died was
a reality that was not easy to accept. Dong Ho experienced mental pain due to the traumatic events at that
time and from the 5 stages of grief, Dong Ho experienced the acceptance phase. There is Dong Ho's mother
who also struggled throughout her life to get past the fact that the child she loved died. Throughout her life,
Dong Ho's mother was haunted by guilt and endless sadness and this character experiences three phases of
grief such as anger, bargaining, and acceptance. A character who also experiences pain due to loss is Eun
Sook who continues to live her life as if everything is fine but it is not. She experienced physical and mental
abuse during she worked. The grief of the past and the guilt of losing Dong Ho resurfaced after a long time.
This character shows that Eun Sook lied about her own feelings and tried to be strong. The writer found
that Eun Sook experiences pain physically and mentally and experiences feelings of denial.

Jin Su and Jeong Dae who also experienced this grief that made them experience physical and mental
pain. Jin Su blamed himself for Dong Ho's death and experiencing injustice in prison after the uprising in
Gwangju. The bad things that happened to him made him feel depressed and empty so he decided to kill
himself. Jeong Dae is a character who was also a victim of the cruelty in Gwangju and died at that time. In
the story, his spirit recounts the grief he experienced towards the cruelty of the government at the time.
This character experienced mental abuse when he realized that his sister also died. Even though he has
become a spirit, he also feels the stages of grief, that is anger and blaming the people who killed him and his
sister.

All characters experienced deep grief due to violence and the loss of their loved ones. There are two
pains experienced by the 5 characters in this story, which are physical and mental pain due to the injustice
experienced by the government at that time. Human Acts by Han Kang is an interesting and sad story. What
happened in Gwangju at that time made many people feel pain, grief, injustice, and even deep trauma. Each
character chooses a different path to deal with the grief they experience. This research shows that the grief
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of losing our loved ones is a feeling that will never heal perfectly and this sad feeling unfortunately can be
felt by everyone even though many people refuse to feel this feeling. Everyone cannot avoid grief and loss,
what we can do is keep trying to live even though the grief stays in our hearts. Future researchers could
discuss this story by developing topics that focus more on the history of Gwangju and could also use this
research as an example or reference.
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