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<Abstract>

Essentialism as a Constitutive Tension

—Maternity and Femininity in Korean Feminist Literary
Criticism of the 1990s

In, A-Young

This Article examines how Korean feminist literary ctitics in the 1990s
relied on categories such as “women”, “maternity” to make gendered
differences visible, even as they questioned the essentialist assumptions
those categoreis could carry. I describe the interplay between these two
demands as a “constitutive tention.” Affirming women’s differences
risked treating them as fixed attributes; rejecting such categories
altogether risked obscuring women’s specific experiences and wakening
the political force of feminist criticism.

This article first examines contemporary discussions surrounding the
reception of feminist theory in the 1990s and identifies the double bind
produced by the affirmation of feminine difference and the deconstruction
of the category of women. It then draws on the theories of maternity
developed by Julia Kristeva, Luce Irigaray, and Héléne Cixous to analyze
critical debates over Yang Gui-ja’s I Desire What Is Forbidden to Me.
This analysis demonstrates how conflicting positions on the affirmation
and essentialization of maternity generated divergent criteria for
evaluating the feminist achievements of literary works. The article then
examines competing interpretations of Jeon Gyeong-rin’s fiction to show
how the refusal to define femininity through fixed attributes opened

possibilities for feminine transgression while also risking the
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mystification and abstraction of femininity.

Essentialism, therefore, was not simply a theoretical error that
persisted in Korean feminist literary criticism of the 1990s. Rather,
criticism and reappropriation of essentialist categories produced diverse
interpretations and evaluative criteria. The constitutive tension
surrounding essentialism generated both the possibilities and limitations
of feminist literary criticism in this period, while differentiating its critical

languages for conceptualizing feminine difference.

Key words: Korean feminist literary criticism of the 1990s, essentialism,
constitutive tension, feminine difference; maternity, femininity,
feminist literary criticism
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