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Abstract

The ‘Regretful Male’ and Women’s Revenge Narratives in Early 2000s

Korean Romance Novels

Son Jin-won

This paper analyzes the character archetype of the ‘Regretful Male’ and female re-
venge narratives found in Korean romance novels of the early 2000s. ‘Regretful Male’
romances did not merely depict the reunion of the male and female protagonists as
a genre convention; rather, they addressed the sociocultural vulnerability of married
women at the time. For married women in the 2000s—who had no choice but to inter-
nalize familism and accept their identity as wives burdened with various obligations—
the male protagonist’s betrayal was perceived as more than just a breach of trust in a
personal relationship; it was seen as undermining the vulnerable status of women.

This paper first explores the anger of the female protagonist in Lee Ji-hwan’s The
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Conditions of Divorce (2002), the work that brought the ‘Regretful Male’ archetype into
the spotlight. This work expressed the woman’s anger through the act of divorce and
resonated with readers of the time. This novel expressed the woman’s anger through
the act of divorce and resonated strongly with readers of the time. In contrast, ‘Regret-
ful Male’ romances that emerged after The Conditions of Divorce strategically concealed
this anger and transform it into a narrative of regaining the wife’s status through for-
giveness. Drawing on Martha Nussbaum’s analysis to examine the meaning of this
anger and forgiveness, the process of forgiveness is a controlling act that demands
self-deprecating repentance from the wrongdoer, thereby standing in contrast to the
ethics of revenge. In other words, ‘Regretful Male’ romances were narratives of female
revenge that gave voice to the desires of married women of that era to have their dedi-
cation as wives within the family properly recognized and to reclaim control over their
husbands.

Key words: Romance, Regretful male, Women’s revenge story, Web novel
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