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Book Review 

 
 

Kim Hyena: Chŏngk’ŭ (Junk). Seoul: Minŭmsa, 2012. 256pp. ISBN 9788937486418                                                    

 

          Junk is one of three novels by Kim Hyena exploring the subjectivity of marginalised 

and oppressed South Korean children and young adults. Kim’s novels are all characterised by 

the themes of class, the urban, and always of unapologetic, graphic scenes. While certainly 

far less known than other contemporary writers such as Han Kang or Kim Young-ha, I want 

to propose that Kim Hyena’s Junk is an important literary commitment to queer potentiality. I 

borrow here the Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben’s ‘potentiality’, explored at length in 

José Esteban Muñoz’s 2009 queer theoretical text Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of 

Queer Futurity. Unlike the hype associated with certain other prize-winning novels, Junk 

does not claim to be epic or experimental; nor does it feebly feature a queer character who 

ends up being a protagonist’s or writer’s phobic scapegoat. The latter types of writer still win 

prizes! Junk however revolves more around the quotidian and is utopian in aspiration. 

Utopian here is not to be misunderstood as hypermasculine, exclusionist, and assimilationist 

rainbow-flag waving LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans-)-brand consumer culture. It is not a 

novel intent on screaming solely for gay marriage rights or on propagating such motifs as gay 

soldier love. Junk seeks to ponder what the state refuses to recognise about itself, rather than 

focusing on simply demanding to be granted the same rights as those possessed by the most 

privileged.     

           The young adult protagonist of Junk, Sŏngjae, represents more the subjectivity of an 

impoverished queer youth in contemporary urbanite Seoul. The narrative is an experience 

familiar to the marginalised queer of most massive cities, but it resonates most poignantly 

with the economically disadvantaged. Sŏngjae works in and inhabits the margins of a 

rundown subway department store, a backstreet gay bar, a sex sauna. Junk is a novel that 

unashamedly holds a naked flame to the bounds on class, sex, and the graphic grit of the real. 

Similar to Muñoz’s description of Eileen Myles’s Chelsea Girls as being “ribald text full of 

fucking, drinking, and other modes of potentially lyrical self-destruction.” (13), Junk does not 

tame itself with any heteronormative ‘respectability’ in mind. It is not afraid of the straight 

reader. Sŏngjae is locked out of the world of straight wealth or any significant economic 

upward mobility. But Sŏngjae does not exactly clamour for this either. Barred from and 

disenchanted by hetero- and homonormative bastions of social acceptance - reverence of the 

bio-family, marriage - Junk embodies a future that resists against owing anything to the 

pressuring forces of heteropatriarchy. As Muñoz wrote in the introduction to Cruising 

Utopia, “The future is queerness’s domain” (p.1). 

           Sŏngjae is secretly having sex with an older male - Minsu - who is a professional, 

wealthy, and newly a ‘(bio-)family man’ with wife and child. Minsu is perfectly content with 

properly fulfilling the duties of filial piety at the same time as continuing to satisfy his more 

homosexual inclinations with Sŏngjae. Sŏngjae is at first swooned by the allure of the 

material capital demonstrated by the gifting of a nice watch, the treatment to lavish free 

meals. The allure also illuminates the public status enjoyed by Minsu, as well as by the 

promise of the myth of a romance that is at best only a half-romance. However, as the novel 

develops, the oppressive forces of straight time and straight space become all too much for 

Sŏngjae. Even so, the reader will discover that Kim Hyena is not interested in killing off 

miserable queer protagonists or in settling Sŏngjae down into the sellout magical land of 

monogamous gay coupledom. 
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           Imagining something more than just self-interest exhibited in the material, Sŏngjae is 

untethered from the heteronormative grasp embodied by Minsu. The uncertain destination is 

not important because that is the interest of straight time, not queer time. The straight and the 

straight-acting of Sŏngjae’s world seek to grasp the present as the justification for straight 

omnipotence, characterised by the compulsion to buy and consume things and the emphasis 

on the professional as the exemplar for societal approval. Sŏngjae seeks to perform a future 

within the unforgiving present of Junk. Reflected in this future is what Muñoz terms the “not-

yet-conscious” (p.3) and an opportunity “to combat the force of political pessimism” (p.4). 

Sŏngjae’s interactions with other marginalised queers - Sŏngjae’s rightful family - engage not 

in apparently revolutionary acts such as gay parades but more in the quotidian. They eat, they 

dance, and they sometimes fuck. It is not that these characters economically or physically 

cannot participate in such mobilisations as a gay parade. There are certainly present 

movements in real, contemporary South Korea. Rather, Sŏngjae’s world “signifies a vast 

lifeworld of queer relationality […] a utopian potentiality” (p.6). 

           Let us ask, as Junk inspires, why so many gays the world over care more about 

marriage rights than the state’s warmongering, the neglect of poor people, or the oppression 

of undesirable queers on multiple fronts. Junk and its protagonist Sŏngjae resonate for all 

subjects who cannot or do not desire to conform to both heteronormative ideals and the 

capitalist lifestyle of a ‘good gay’ citizen. Kim Hyena, not only in Junk but in her other novels 

also, appears to have something to say in her works about the chasm caused between the 

LGBT and the queer. That is, an LGBT that is mostly invested in the G is increasingly 

interested in privileging and mobilising a few with the means of already-existing patriarchal 

rights and powers. Not only that, but this duplication of powers fuels the desexualisation of 

queers and queer space. As Muñoz echoes, the “we” that too many LGBT advocates imagine 

should “not speak to a merely identitarian logic but instead to a logic of futurity” (p.20). It is 

this futurity - that utopian horizon - that flickers throughout the pages and queer characters of 

Junk.  
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