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THE NOMAD OF THE NAKED BODY
The Trans-corporeal Ecopoetics of Sunwoo Kim

Abstract
The material turn in the environmental humanities drastically changes our perception of 
who we are and challenges our attitude toward nature. In this article, the author argues that 
there is a critical connection between the works of Sunwoo Kim, one of the most prominent 
ecofeminist poets of Korea, and the trans-corporeal poetics of new materialist feminism. By 
resuscitating “dead” nature and recognizing the agency of things in the world, Sunwoo Kim 
deconstructs humanity’s prestigious position of all-powerful subjects and repositions them as 
equal actors with other nonhuman beings. Trans-corporeal poetics allows her to combine the 
two most conspicuous trends of her poetry: her feminist poetics and her ecological poetics. 
Owing to her new recognition of our essential corporeality, Kim rescues the female body from 
the patriarchal society’s debasement and brings it back to its original status. The meaning of 
her trans-corporeal body is most apparent in her poems on eating, since eating shares matter 
across corporeal boundaries. Because foodways are a major contributor toward climate change, 
Kim’s articulation of the trans-corporeal nature of food and her insistence on the mindful eating 
deserves our full attention, if we are to halt our mad rush into ecological disaster.  

Keywords
climate change; ecofeministic poetics; food; Sunwoo Kim; transcorporeality

Won-Chung Kim
Sungkyunkwan University
ecopia@skku.edu



Kim /  The Nomad of the Naked Body� 351

Kritika Kultura 38 (2022): 351–364� © Ateneo de Manila University

<https://ajol.ateneo.edu/kk>

About the author
Dr. Won-Chung Kim teaches English poetry, environmental literature, and translation at 
Sungkyunkwan University. He has published articles on American ecopoets including on Gary 
Snyder, Wendell Berry, Robinson Jeffers, A.R. Ammons, and Korean environmental writers in 
journals such as ISLE , CLCweb, Comparative American Studies, and Foreign Literature Studies. 
Kim has also translated thirteen books of Korean poetry into English, including Cracking the 
Shell: Three Korean Ecopoets (2006), Scale and Stairs: Selected Poems of Heeduk Ra (2009, 
Finalist of the Best Translated Book Award), and If My Tongue Refuses to Remain in My Mouth 
by Sunwoo Kim (2018). He has published Food Ecology (2018) and edited with Simon Estok East 
Asian Ecocriticisms: A Critical Reader (Palgrave Macmillan 2013).

  



Kim /  The Nomad of the Naked Body� 352

Kritika Kultura 38 (2022): 352–364� © Ateneo de Manila University

<https://ajol.ateneo.edu/kk>

Sunwoo Kim’s poetic world rustles with many voices of Others, human and 
nonhuman. As part of the second generation of Korean feminist poets, Kim 
occupies a unique niche. While following the critical stance of her predecessors 
such as Seungja Choi and Hyesoon Kim who fought against patriarchal and 
androcentric culture, Kim goes further by presenting a very different perception 
toward women and nature, and seeks to reclaim the value of the body as the 
focal point of her poetics and perception. Instead of pursuing what Stacy Alaimo 
calls the accelerated “flight from nature” (“Trans-corporeal Feminisms” 237) by 
poststructuralist and postmodern feminism to “rout out all vestiges of essentialism” 
(237), Kim deconstructs humanity’s position of omnipotence and repositions it on 
equal footing with nonhuman subjects, boldly asserting our essential corporeality 
and embeddedness in nature. The world thus becomes a non-hierarchical network 
of life. In her poetic world, even her body is not her own but is a space in which 
numerous species and things freely enter and co-exist. Kim’s trans-corporeal1 
poetics  opens onto new ecofeminist territory where  resuscitated  bodies of the 
world drastically challenge and change our relationship with each other and with 
nature. With her body, she freely crosses the boundaries between humanity and 
nature and, thereby articulates a new poetics in her poems on food and love, two 
most distinctive areas of trans-corporeal interactions.     

At the center of Kim’s trans-corporeal poetics is her special sense about her body. 
Poetry is her bodily response to the cry and wound of the many things in the world. 
In this sense, her poetry is a bodily interaction and intra-action2 with other bodies, 
human and nonhuman. Kim emphasizes the bodily and biological origin of her 
poetry: “My poetry did not start from my aesthetic desire but from my biological 
desire . . . Poetry came to me as a body” (“My Poetry” 174). She wants her poetry 
to heal the wounds of the people and of nature because for her, poetry has two 
important functions: cleansing the soul and healing psychological wounds. She 
explains “poetry is an art of cleaning one’s soul. It is a dialect of passion that heals 
the wound of mine and ours by infusing the breath of resuscitation” (“My Poetry” 
176). With the spell-like words coming out of her nomadic body, she embraces 
and penetrates other bodies of the world and reveals how they are inextricably 
interconnected. Her poetic self flows into the world while the world flows back into 
her, telling us how we are mutually living out our lives in trans-corporeal time and 
space. In this sense, Kim’s poetry has a great potential to heal the ailing world in 
the age of climate change.       

 Kim observes the various symptoms of climate change (sea-level rise, melting 
glaciers, frequent droughts and floods, the extinction of many species, the spread of 
insect-borne diseases, and so on) caused by greenhouse gases. Watching the almost 
annual spread of epidemics—including foot and mouth disease and avian flu and 
the subsequent culling of millions of domestic animals—leads her to become an 
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active environmentalist and to seek an alternative lifestyle to mitigate this rush 
into environmental disaster. Kim’s response to climate change is in line with other 
ecofeminist critics and writers in that she criticizes the masculinist ideology 
because of which environmental degradation and climate change accelerates. 

 Theorists such as Greta Gaard have long recognized that indeed one of the 
roots of climate change is the military, industrial, and capitalist economy which 
will not be solved by masculinist techno-science approaches (20). At the core of 
this ecological crisis, Kim believes, is our attitude that nature is a dead and inert 
resource for humanity’s use. In “Bloom, Petroleum,” Kim portrays how people’s 
lust for petroleum has been the most powerful driving force devastating the earth: 

“Mother, you are torn, and suffer from the disgrace of selling black blood,/ and 
flames are spreading throughout your blood vessels” (Falling Asleep 87).3 Defining 
environmental degradation as a “purgatory,” Kim argues “the powerful ideology 
governing this labyrinthine purgatory is nothing but the patriarchal thought system” 
(“Under Water” 38). In “Black Flower,” she expresses more explicitly her view of the 
Industrial Revolution and of the need for another revolution:  

The Industrial Revolution and its aftermath was a disaster not only to humanity but also 
all the living things on this planet. Therefore, our revolution should not be limited to 
a new movement initiated and practiced by our will to correct the inner inconsistency 
in the human society but should include new thinking that considers the survival of all 
species, including humans. (165-166)

Because the Industrial Revolution and the resulting climate change have brought 
the extinction of many species and endangered the existence of humanity, Kim 
strongly advocates for the revolution of our thought that can secure the survival 
of humans along with other species. The revolution she seeks is an ecological one.  

To accomplish this revolution (which is both ecological and feminist), Kim 
employs two tactics. One is to resuscitate “dead” nature by recognizing agency in 
the world.4 This is to reverse what “thingification” does. Quantum physicist Karen 
Barad defines this as “the reduction of lively, emergent, intra-acting phenomena 
into passive, distinct resources for human use and control” (qtd. in Alaimo “Trans-
corporeal” 249). Kim adamantly opposes this kind of reification, having realized 
from her childhood that “an ant, a worm, a chestnut tree, and a flower in the 
garden are also precious lives, each in their own way as precious as humanity” (Y. 
Kim 200). Kim’s “de-thingification,” an endeavor to resuscitate “dead” things by 
acknowledging their autonomous agency, seeks to put things back to their original 
state. Her childhood experiences tell her that all of nature is humanity’s friend and 
that our relationship with nature is not vertical (Y. Kim 200).5 Understanding that 
human hubris has grown too strong, she insists that the last exit from this deadly 
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humanism is paradoxically anti-humanism or posthumanism (When the Moon 
119). The first step here is to acknowledge the agency of the natural world. Only 
when we are thoroughly disillusioned of patriarchal, neo-colonial ideology—which 
have accelerated environmental disasters—can we have compassion for the rest of 
this planet and regard it without bigotry. Alaimo argues that the “epistemological 
space” which trans-corporeality creates “becomes ethical in environmental 
philosophy and feminist theory because it repels presumptions of human mastery 
that would reduce the stuff of life to mere ‘resources’ for human consumption” 
(“Trans-corporeality” 251), and this shows well why Kim’s “de-thingification” works 
as a bridge connecting her feminist and ecological interests. As her definition 
of ecofeminism—“a practical worldview that allows us to live together in such a 
way caring about others thoughtfully without alienating or excluding anyone” (Y. 
Kim 195)—shows, Kim dreams a posthuman world where all constituents of this 
ecosystem can live without discrimination.  

Her second tactic is to restore the lost link between the humanity and nature by 
using her body as a medium.6 To do this, she first rejects the attitude that women’s 
bodies are filthy and grotesque and sees the need for fundamental revaluation. 
Ruth Williams, writing about Korean woman poets (including Seungja Choi and 
Hyesun Kim), recognizes that this characterization of the filthy and grotesque has 
often been attributed to women’s productivity:

The female body has long been associated with the grotesque; in contrast to male bodies, 
the female body seeps and weeps, often overflowing its container. It is both a void that 
can be penetrated and a dangerous fluidity that threatens to engulf everything. Part of 
the grotesqueness of these women is that they are dangerously productive; in constant 
motion, their bodies are unpredictable, unstable containers, threatening overflow. (398)

The two reasons for defining the female body as grotesque are its productivity and 
its fluidity, the very characteristics Kim advocates as positive qualities of the female 
body. As Kelly Hurley’s argument that “Slimy substance—excreta, sexual fluids, 
saliva, mucus—seep from the borders of the body, calling attention to the body’s 
gross materiality” (34) clearly shows, female fluidity is not something to be hidden 
but what confirms our essential corporeality and its natural functions.7 

 Patriarchal society’s debasement and disregard of female corporeality stems, in 
Kim’s view, from men’s fear and envy of women’s productivity, their innate ability to 
produce life, and their desire to control women’s elusiveness and unpredictability. 
Female fluidity, like slime, as Simon Estok argues, is “dangerous transcorporeal 
matter that threatens the very boundaries it traverses” (30). Mikhail Bakhtin 
explains the characteristics of the so-called “grotesque body” as one that is “in the 
act of becoming. It is never finished, never completed; it is continually built, created, 
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and builds and creates another body. Moreover, the body swallows the world and is 
itself swallowed by the world” (317). Kim thinks this trans-corporeal quality of the 
female body is not something to be restrained and shunned but is rather a natural 
law of our ecosystem. Behind patriarchal and androcentric society’s view of the 
female body and its natural functions as abjection8 lies a sexual politics to keep 
men’s position in the social order. Julia Kristeva explains that “it is thus not lack 
of cleanliness or health that causes abjection but what disturbs identity, system, 
order. What does not respect borders, positions, rules” (4). By affirming the female 
body’s fluidity as a natural function and unveiling the motive behind the patriarchal 
attitude, Kim asks for drastic change in our attitude toward the female body. 

Kim’s poetic agenda is to rescue the female body and its natural functions from 
the mire of patriarchal language. In an interview with Topclass Magazine, Kim 
repudiates derogatory views about the female body by saying that “every part 
of our body is precious. None is to be ashamed of or hidden. Our old handed-
down customs made taboo words. But a healthy eros is life” (“I See”). Kim tries 
to deconstruct these taboo words about women’s biological functions such as 
urinating and menstruation and to naturalize them into a common idiom. Her 
endeavor to “de-taboo” the female body can be easily found in her numerous 
remarks about female body parts and their functions (menstruation, urination, 
and bodily fluids). In “A Man Made by Water,” Kim ironically explains that she 

“can understand the old tale that / When the severe draught continues,/ People 
make flags with white cotton sanitary napkins thick with red menstruation-blood 
/ To hold a ritual for rain” (Falling Asleep 40-41), a practice not held in normal 
times. By saying that our mothers produced rain with the blood drawn from their 
own bodies, Kim makes clear the ecological importance of female corporeality. Her 
stance is in line with ecofeminist Kyoo Lee who argues, “What I am seeking is 
a kind of philosophical justice to menstruation itself, . . . this particular part of 
abjected, debased, subalternized female animality, bloody mammality that appears 
to and disappears into collective consciousness somehow unnaturally, despite 
being a natural body function” (26). In this sense, Kim’s endeavor to remove taboo 
from the female body and its natural function clearly seeks to fix the biased and 
warped practices of patriarchal societies. 

Kim’s comment that “a healthy eros is life” beautifully summarizes her position 
as an ecofeminist poet. In the essay “Dangerous, Beautiful Song of a Woman Exiled 
to the Mundane World,” Kim persuasively advocates the close tie between women 
and life by saying that “souls that are intimate to nature and spirituality are feminine 
in the most fundamental sense . . . , and it is the power of women and mothers that 
keeps and controls this world of life where we are” (When the Moon 33-34). The 
sexual language Kim employs in her poetry does not refer to the poet’s own bodily 
desires but rather refers to the original state of nature before it is contaminated. 
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To Kim, “a healthy eros” breeds life, while the unhealthy eros kills in both a real 
and figural sense. Everything in the universe (including inorganic elements) is 
important: “Is there anything that is not a universe by itself beginning from the 
inorganic substance to all the living things including wind, light, sand, vegetables, 
and insects?” (Y. Kim 117-118). In her poetic world, all creation is resuscitated and 
enjoys  de-objectified status, thereby making their relationship with humanity not 
a relationship between the human subject and material object but an interaction 
between two subjects. Kim’s position clearly shows a posthumanist turn, very 
similar to an argument Iovino makes: “These subjects no longer include only 
actors that are rational, free, and self-aware (i.e., humans), but also those beings 
that might be called ‘passive moral subjects; namely, non-human animals, plants, 
landscape; or, collectively the biosphere” (34-35). This is the reason why so many 
things including even inorganic elements participate freely in the feast of life as 
equal, autonomous agential beings in Kim’s poetry.

In Kim’s trans-corporeal poetics, her body is not exclusively her own but is a 
place many other bodies simultaneously inhabit. It is not a privileged human body 
or human subject. Drawing a line between her body and those of others is virtually 
impossible. This echoes the fact that billions of microorganisms live inside us. We 
are co-habiting with many other beings, and, in this sense, we are many-bodied. 
Donna Haraway emphatically shows the impossibility of separating the human 
body from other organisms, and a dualistic distinction between nature and culture 
is untenable:  

I love the fact that human genomes can be found in only about 10 percent of all the cells 
that occupy the mundane space I call my body: the other 90 percent of the cells are filled 
with the genomes of bacteria, fungi, protists and such, some of which play in a symphony 
necessary to my being alive at all, and some of which are hitching a ride and doing the 
rest of me, of us, no harm. I am vastly outnumbered by my tiny companions; better put, 
I become an adult human being in company with these tiny messmates. To be one is 
always to become with many. (3)

Haraway uses the word “messmates” to describe people with whom we share meals 
and to emphasize that we are many bodies sharing food. Our “human bodies are not 
inherently different from nonhuman ones” (Barad, “Posthumanist Performativity” 
141), and we are continually becoming something else along with these other bodies.

Kim’s trans-corporeal ecopoetics is most apparent in her poems on food. As the 
word “messmate” suggests, we live with many other beings in our bodies, some 
of which we have consumed, and eating is, as Alaimo explains, “perhaps the most 
palpable example of trans-corporeality” (“Trans-corporeal” 253). Our global food 
system is a major driver of climate change, emitting about 34% of the greenhouse gas. 



Kim /  The Nomad of the Naked Body� 357

Kritika Kultura 38 (2022): 357–364� © Ateneo de Manila University

<https://ajol.ateneo.edu/kk>

The current method of industrial farming accelerates “land use change and biodiversity 
loss, depletion of freshwater resources, and pollution of aquatic and terrestrial systems 
through nitrogen and phosphorus run-off from fertilizer and manure application” 
(Springmann, et al. 519). As Patricia Harris explains, “Our attitudes, practices, and 
rituals around food are a window onto our most basic beliefs about the world and 
ourselves” (viii). This means that our eating has a great impact on the future of the 
planet. Wendell Berry notes in “The Pleasure of Eating” that “eating is perhaps the 
profoundest enactment of our connection with the world” (234), and “how we eat 
determines, to a considerable extent, how the world is used” (231). It is not accidental 
that Kim wrote many poems on food and eating, and two conspicuous trends of Kim’s 
poetry—an  environmental concern and feminist values—merge here.    

Eating should involve ethics—and it often has done so in history. Many religions have 
strict rules about what can and cannot be eaten, and most cultures in the world have 
severe prohibitions against cannibalism and coprophagia. Eating is the incorporation of 
other things (often bodies), and through eating we involve “ourselves in a wild morphing 
of the animate and the inanimate” (Probyn 8). The fact that we get our enrichment often 
by the death of other life should lead us to be more mindful of what we eat. 

Kim’s “The Moon Died in the Many-layered Hunger Wakes Me” clearly shows 
that our bodies are the sum of many trans-corporealities in a very real sense. The 
poem is based on the Buddhist legend that the Buddha threw himself into the mouth of 
a hungry, dying tiger in his previous life. Confronted by the hungry tiger, the Buddha 
offers the tiger parts of his body beginning from one arm, one leg, and one thigh. 
But as Kim recognizes in her poetry, the weight of all life is essentially the same in 
ontological value, regardless of its size and importance: “It was a fearful full moon 
when the life of hawfinch and badger can be exchanged only with my whole body” 
(Who is Sleeping 50). Owing to this realization that “all things, whether they were 
alive or dead, that entered into my body to keep me alive must have feared this much,” 
the Buddha “crawled on his knees into the round hungry mouth of the tiger” (Who is 
Sleeping 50). He recognizes that “being unbearably sad at the many-layered hunger 
filling my whole body, I walked into your [the tiger’s] body and thoroughly mashed 
my body to feed you” (Who is Sleeping 50-51). This recognition echoes the idea that 
our bodies are constituted with other bodies and that eating is, in this fundamental 
sense, a trans-corporeal act.  

“A Noble Dining Table” in Kim’s first book of poems beautifully summarizes 
her ideas about food. On her 28th birthday, Kim finds her dinner is composed of 
many “species,” including “steamed rice, stir-fried glass noodles and vegetables, 
spicy chicken stew, salted mackerel, and seaweed soup” (If My Tongue 59). Kim’s 
cataloguing of these long lists of food is not to boast of the luxurious meal but to show 
how these various kinds of food become incorporated into her own body. By using 
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the word chongjok (종족), which can be translated either races or species, instead of 
kinds, Kim makes it clear that what we eat is not mere matter but is the bodies (or 
parts or products of bodies) of other species: 

Since I was sown in this planet and raised with water, air, and earth, like spinach, chicken, 
and mackerel, aren’t we congenital brothers and sisters? The thought that I have been 
sleeping with my father …

The chicken I am eating now, whose innards are composed of the elements that 
constituted my grandfather, is my sister, and in my blood our flesh is mixed …. (If My 
Tongue 59)

Of course, this dabbles deeply in the pathetic fallacy, but it is also a bold reminder 
of “The Canticle of St. Francis of Assisi,” that those food species are her congenital 
sisters and brothers and therefore require respect. This is the reason she says 
before the birthday meal table that “it struck [her] that [she has] been eating [her] 
mother for twenty-eight years’’ (If My Tongue 59). Because her mother’s sacrifice 
has sustained her this far, Kim thinks it is now her turn to give herself to her 
mother as food: “I’d like to climb naked and lay myself down on this unavoidable, 
bottomless table /so that my mother can eat me” (If My Tongue 59). Two phrases in 
this poem—“The table of incest through many generations” and “this unavoidable, 
bottomless table” (If My Tongue 59)— aptly summarize her view of food. In this 
ecosphere, everything that breathes is hungry, and we have to eat to survive. 

To cite Gary Snyder, “we are both hosts and guests on the big dining table called 
the earth” (A Place 70). Because we are feeding on each other and her food shares 
some elements of her father and her grandfather, Kim thinks it is similar to incest. 
In “A Body to Rent,” she says our food is a body that somebody has rented to us, and 
that “we are building a kitchen with our body” (Falling Asleep 16) to give ourselves 
to other beings. Her words shows emphatically how trans-corporeal our food (and 
beings as well) is, because our existence is a continual transformation through the 
transit between ourselves and more-than-human beings.

While “Noble Dining Table” focuses on what constitutes our food, “Clean 
Eating” investigates how we should eat. Kim criticizes our modern way of eating, 
suggesting that we are not sufficiently grateful and that we are ignorant of our food 
sources. She laments that “when we cut off the neck of another being to supply 
something to our bodies, we have forgotten how to eat from the head skin to a 
bristle in thankfulness and reverence” (Who Is Sleeping 20). Such a lamentation 
originates from her deep sympathy with and indebtedness to the animals she 
eats. Kim criticizes our casual, unmindful eating because everything is reduced 
to its monetary value in our consumer economy. “Clean Eating” needs our special 
attention here. By deliberately using the very unusual adjective “clean” to describe 
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eating, Kim points out that our current way of eating is not “clean” at all but ridden 
with a deep sense of guilt, whether we are conscious of it or not. Only when we 
acknowledge that what we eat is from other life and that we are inter-mingled can 
we practice “clean” eating. 

Kim’s belief that we should recover the mind of thankfulness and prayer is 
similar to Snyder’s ideas on eating. In “Grace,” Snyder insists that our prayer before 
the meal expresses our thankfulness for food and removes our sense of guilt. To 
him, eating is not only a way of participating in the process of the universe through 
the mutual exchange of energy but also a spiritual experience of realizing our 
fundamental unity and mutual interdependence (W. Kim 81). Likewise, in Kim’s 
poetry eating goes beyond the biological and physical level and develops into an 
ethical and moral question. In the last stanza of the poem, Kim writes as follows: 

“Now, the most fearful thing is the fact that I cannot say exactly when this heavy 
dish I am sitting on will be emptied clean. How far I should go, trailing this heavy, 
fragmented body!” (Who Is Sleeping 21). This reveals two things: one is her moral 
predicament that she is accumulating other bodies in her already “heavy” body 
through her unclean eating, and the other is that her fragmented, heavy body 
stands for the broken energy-transfer cycle. Her position is not much different 
from the one Berry expresses at the end of “The Gift of Good Land”: “This is not to 
suggest that we can live harmlessly, or strictly at our own expense; we depend upon 
other creatures and survive by their deaths. To live, we must daily break the body 
and shed the blood of Creation. When we do this knowingly, lovingly, skillfully, 
reverently, it is a sacrament” (281). Without ethical consideration and thankfulness, 
our eating degenerates into a reckless consumption.  

Kim insists that all our foods, being not our own originally, are in a sense begged 
and given on “lease”:

Is there any food except begged ones in the world?
Because none originally belongs to anybody,
we are begging for food for each other.
  I beg for food for me and for you at our convenience;  
You lie on my knee today   
and I lie down on your knee on some today to come.
         Even without thinking that we give our own,
we lend ourselves to each other
so that I can eat and let you eat. (Nocturne 90)

As the title of the poem (“What’s Wrong with Begging for Food?”) suggests, 
receiving the body of other beings and giving our bodies to other beings in turn is 
not “wrong” but is a natural way of life from which none can escape.       
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Part of nature, of course, is death, and for Kim, the body does not really die: it 
becomes part of other life. In “My Mother’s Bones and Three Does,”9 Kim describes 
her mother’s death and desire for cremation. Her mother directs her “to cremate 
her body, to finely grind three does of sweet rice, / and then to mix her bone waste 
with sweet rice powder / to scatter on a windy day, on the broad flat rock of Siroo 
Mountain” (If My Tongue 18). Her body will be food for other beings. Her wish is 
nicely fulfilled and her body becomes a garden for a new life:

That woman is dead.
The liver spots are vividly alive on the face of the dead woman.
The dead woman becomes a garden for white flower shaman mushrooms.   
The dead woman’s sealed
genitals and breasts open wide.
Like the powder of the white cabbage butterfly,
fine white dust—sparkling eggs—scatters in the wind. (Falling Asleep 18)

Her body, cremated and ground into “fine white dust” and then mixed with three 
does of sweet rice, becomes food for wild animals and birds and eventually turns 
into a garden of mushrooms. Kim subsequently states that “after death, I will not 
be buried in your family grave mound” (If My Tongue 18): she refuses to be confined 
to a grave because it is a place that blocks such natural trans-corporeal transit. Her 
refusal goes beyond the mere refusal to be buried in “your family grave mound”: by 
writing “your” instead of “my,” she foregrounds her suffering under patriarchal and 
androcentric society. Her “strange desire” to “be carried off by the wind, / lightly, to 
every corner of the earth” (If My Tongue 18) is successfully accomplished by having 
become parts of other lives.

Our bodies are the accumulation of previous interactions with others and 
environments. Barad makes this continual flow poignant: “Presence is not a 
matter of a thin slice of now, but rather the hauntology of inheritance, inheriting 
the future as well as the past” (“Intra-actions” 81). Kim’s “History,” which is about 
an old sick woman rather than a history of a nation, serves as a good example of 
this “hauntology of inheritance.” Her sixty-six year-old body carries not only the 
physical changes of the years but also mental ones: 

On her sixty-sixth birthday, when my mother was sick in bed,
I saw it when I helped her urinate.  
Her pubis must once have been a forest of brush
where the moon swelled with the overripe love
of grasshoppers on hot humid nights.
Now a steep dusty hill has taken its place.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
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I’m soaked from cleaning my mother’s body. (If My Tongue 36)

Kim portrays the change of the mother’s body by focusing on her pubis, the most 
private part of a person’s body. The change of the mother’s pubis from “a forest of 
brush / where the moon swells with” love to “a steep dusty hill” (If My Tongue 35) 
is, in a sense, a natural one inscribed on her body visibly, but her body also keeps 
the mental wounds the patriarchal society has inflicted on her. Her mother’s body 
is a “living scroll of sorts. What is written there—inside the fibers of our cells and 
chromosomes—is a record of our exposure to … environmental contaminants” 
(Steingraber 236). Her body tells us silently but exactly about her interactions with 
other bodies, both human and nonhuman, in the past.     

Quite ahead of the materialistic turn within the environmental humanities, 
Kim has intuited the aliveness of nonhuman beings and things and the fact they 
have their own agency. We are totally dependent on nonhuman beings for all our 
daily necessities—including food, clothing, and housing. In this sense, the current 
environmental degradation and climate change caused by humanity’s greed and 
blind lust for profit is truly suicidal, perhaps foreshadowing the coming extinction 
of the human race. In this dire situation, Kim’s poetics of trans-corporeality, based 
on her recognition of the world as composed of many fleshy beings, urges us to 
renounce our untenable hubris and shows us instead a way of co-existing with 
many other bodies. Kim embraces the materiality of the world, and in revealing 
how interconnected humanity is with nature, she is offering what is surely an 
important lesson in our time of growing environmental crises.               
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Notes

1.	 Though Sunwoo Kim never uses the term, her poetry shows a close resemblance to 
what Stacy Alaimo defines as trans-corporeality, in which “all creatures, as embodied 
beings, are intermeshed with the dynamic, material world, which crosses through them, 
transforms them, and is transformed by them” (“Trans-corporeality” 435). 

2.	 Karen Barad’s neologism, “intra-action,” challenges the traditional concept of matter and 
life as a fixed entity by insisting that “individuals” do not preexist as such but rather 
materialize in intra-action (“Intra-actions” 80). As a pioneer of material feminism, Barad 
argues that our bodies and nature are agentic beings that change themselves continuously 
while causing others to change in the process of intra-action. 

3.	 All the translations of Sunwoo Kim and other Korean writers are mine, except the ones 
from If My Tongue Refuses to Remain in My Mouth (co-translated by me and Christopher 
Merrill).

4.	 Serenella Iovino and Serpil Oppermann argue in Material Ecofeminism that “agency 
. . . is not necessarily and exclusively associated with human beings and with human 
intentionality, but it is a pervasive and inbuilt property of matter, as part and parcel of its 
generative dynamism” (13).   

5.	 By “vertical,” Kim means “hierarchical.”  
6.	 This clearly reflects a position that Alaimo would see as an example of the material flow 

between and among bodies—trans-corporeality at play.
7.	 I am grateful to Simon Estok for bringing the work of Hurley to my attention.
8.	 In The Powers of Horror, Julia Kristeva defines abjection as a psychological process 

through which subjective and social identity are formed by expelling anything that 
threats one’s own borders. 

9.	 Doe is a traditional Korean measurement unit of about 1.8 liters. 
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