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Han Kang’s Nobel Prize win

could not have come at a more significant time

RAIAN ABEDIN
As of writing this article, the official
death count in the Palestinian
genocide has surpassed 42 thousand
lives. In my room, I quietly sit and
read excerpts from Han Kang’s The
Vegetarian (Portobello Books, 2015) in
celebration of her winning the Nobel
Prize in Literature. These two events
share nothing in common, but they are
connected—if only in the loosest sense.
Writers, to me, are either never
capable or willing to dive deep into the
violence entrenched in our humanity.
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For sure, many have attempted, but
few manage to put the cruelty of our
existence so starkly on display. This
“humanity” that we are all a part of
has led to horrific events, it has led to
ongoing genocidesand state-sponsored
killings everywhere. And when I look
at writers addressing the issue, very
rarely do I find them succeeding in
connecting our history to our grief,
to our desire, to transcend it all. This
is perhaps why it feels so completely
justified for Han Kang’s literature to
win such an award in what has been
one of the darkest years in our history.
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This is the perfect time for everyone to

sit still and contemplate the nature of

cruelty and ask ourselves if that is all
that connects us as a species.

Born in Gwangju, a 10-year-old Han
had to witness as the South Korean
military butchered, raped, and tortured
its own people—innocent university
students and regular citizens alike—in
what became known as the Gwangju
Uprising. In her interviews, she has
addressed the violence of the massacre
and the deafening, outrageous silence
that followed in her soft-spoken
voice that betrays a wound she has

carried ever since. While Human Acts
(Portobello, 2016) is perhaps the most
explicit demonstration of this wound-—
her literature is seeped deep into it.

In all four of her books that are
currently available in English, Han
meditates on grief that comes from
the world around us, from the systems
that exploit or oppress us, and from
our own birth. ‘Aching prose’ is not a
phrase I use lightly when I describe her
work, and yet even that doesn’t cover
exactly how I feel about her words.

The first time I ever read The
Vegetarian, 1 was roughly 16.
It's difficult for me to forget that
experience—the extreme violence that
hid so neatly under her simple prose.
What had this author seen for her to
write like this? I wondered. More than
that, however, I questioned what the
book was really about. Split into three
parts, the increasing uncertainty of
the narrative filled me with a sense
of surreal beauty mixed with dread.
By the time the final pages had come
along, the book ceased to make any
sense to me.

It was only after rereading it a
whole year later that I managed to
absorb more meaning out of it. The
story of The Vegetarian follows Yeong-
hye who, upon having a nightmare
of human beings and their cruelty,
decides to stop eating meat. The results
are devastating for her family and the
culture they've built for themselves
around the consumption of meat. This
is the foundation Kang uses to explore
the idea of removing oneself from the
violence that very much has defined
humanity in so many ways. The systems
of oppression, the cultural normativity
of violence, and the passive ways we all
allow them to exist—the book does not
attempt to answer questions regarding
any of these. If anything, it seems (o
beg the reader to see and to wonder if
this violence is what defines us.

Her poetic style of prose is, again,
on full display in The White Book

(Portobello  Books, 2017) — the
collection of poems that work not just
as an obituary but as a meditation on
the nature of violent grief birthed from
innocence lost. It’s a sobering read,
and as the story of The White Book
chronicles the life of Han in tandem
with the death of her sister, I am left
with a single question: How does our
guilt intertwine with our grief?

At no point in her literature (at least,
in the ones that are available in English)
does Han Kang attempt to answer the
questions she raises, nor does she
really find closure to explain her grief
away. In many ways, I see this as a
resolution within herself. The author
cannot answer for humanity’s cruelty,
so she carries the grief that comes with
it as a reminder. It is only due to these
reminders that she is able to meditate,
time and again, on the nature of
violence that resides in us. In a weird
way, I think what she has arrived at is
what I would call the true essence of
our humanity: hope, despite the terror.

After the news came out of her
win, Han Kang took a clear stance
in not holding a press conference or
celebrating her prize. In her own words,
“With the war intensifying and people
being carried out dead every day, how
can we have a celebration or a press
conference?”

Today, the meditations on grief,
on histories of violence, and of our
tendencies (o carry it all with us feel
more important than ever. This is
not merely a moment of celebration,
though it needs to be noted that Han
Kang is the first Asian woman to
receive the Nobel Prize in Literature.
Her win works as a reminder that we
must carry on, with the horrors all
around us acknowledged and accepted.
It is only then that we can fight.

Raian Abedin is a poet, a student of
Biochemistry, and a contributor to
The Daily Star.

Percival Everett

SHAHRIAR SHAAMS

Everett’s breezy, fast-moving retelling of Mark
Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn
(1884) is about putting in some due respect.
James, shortlisted for the 2024 Booker Prize,
is a play of language, an account of the power
of words. Written as a first-person account
of the runaway slave Jim from Twain’s novel,
Everett reimagines the enslaved population in
antebellum America to be putting on an act. The
“slave-talk” that we associate with them is merely

James flees at the start of the novel
when he hears rumours he will be sold
off and finds Huckleberry on the run
too, who had heard his abusive father
has returned to town. The both of
them grow friendly.

a disguise to ward off white people’s suspicions.
Jim is not the mild-mannered stereotype, but an
introspective thinker, who can read and write.
He has conversations in his head with Voltaire
and John Locke. He plans to write his own story,
going to great lengths to procure a mere pencil to
tell his tale. A pencil that leads to the torture of
his fellow enslaved, but one James keeps with him
throughout his journey thereafter.

James
flees at the start of
the novel when he
hears rumours he
will be sold off and
finds Huckleberry on
the run too, who had
heard his abusive father
has returned to town. The
both of them grow friendly.
But James is wary of letting go of
his slave-talk and continues to act dumb in front
of the young boy. He explains the reasons behind
this act: “White folks expect us to sound a certain
way and it can only help if we don’t disappoint
them.”

This decision by the author inevitably adds a
layer underneath Mark Twain’s original story, and
much of the comedy in the novel comes through
knowing Twain’s memorable characters from a
new perspective. Everett takes white entitlement
to the extremes of hilarity when James, at one
point of his adventures, finds himself sold to a
group calling themselves the Virginia Minstrels.
He realises he has to pretend to be a white man
pretending to be black in blackface and sing,
as the previous tenor had up and left. “Never
had a situation felt so absurd, surreal and
ridiculous,” says James, “And [ had spent my life
as a slave.” Everett’s James here hits to the core
ludicrousness of a society that finds nothing at
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fault with chattel slavery.

Everett’s prose freewheels through much of
the action with ease. There are many brushes with
death, ill-executed plans with swindlers, boat
crashes, and raids. The violence is ever present but
never is it treated casually nor does it overwhelm
the reader. In James,we find a natural story-teller
able to temper the readers’ expectations much
like any modern protagonist.

Huckleberry Finn comes and goes throughout
the book, his reunions with James are often taken
as good news for the latter, who realises he cares
for the boy much more than he wishes to admit.
Huck’s boyish sense of adventure is a naivety
that can well ignore the brutal reality of slavery.
With the American Civil War beginning, James
and Huck see soldiers march by. Huck marvels
at the sight, “A war. Can you believe it?” he says.
For Huck, it does not matter which side of the
war one fights in as long as the romanticism of
war can be experienced. He says this point-blank:
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“What difference does it make?”

This is the luxury that James cannot have.
Even as he is suspicious of white men from both
sides of the conllict, only on one end lies heavily
the hopes for his freedom.

Everett’s James is charming in ways one
wishes Twain’s Jim had been. Right till the end,
he keeps the readers shocked with revelations
that may or may not be true. Perhaps Everrett
overdoes it a tiny bit when we see James rescuing
others with dialogues such as “I am the angel of
death, come to offer sweet justice in the night,”
but as a whole James is a rare retelling that goes
beyond derivative spins of modernity on a classic.
It is a novel that necessitates serious and needed
conversations of the classics we often grew up
admiring.

Shahriar Shaams has written for The Business
Standard, Dhaka Tribune, and The Daily Star.
Find him on Instagram @shahriar.shaams.



