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Abstract

Veterans, Viers, and Victims: A critical
analysis of revisiting identities of Korean
War boy soldiers during the negotiations
over veteran treatment since 1990s

Sohyun Ahn

Korean War boy soldiers were discharged from the military after the armistice,
and in the 1990s they established their identity as ‘boy soldiers’ and began to
raise questions about the way of commemoration of South Korea, which focused
only on ‘volunteer’ student soldiers. Korean War boy soldiers were also middle
school students at the time of 1950 but they enlisted in the regular army.

So far, only a few military historians have focused on the boy soldiers’ services
during the Korean War as well as the legitimacy of application of ‘Distinguished
Service to the State’ law to them. And in 2011, The official research book
“Research on 6.25 Boy Soldiers” was published by Ministry of National Defense
affiliated military history institution. Within military history and veterans’
affairs, however, reviews of literature have only spotlighted ‘what they did" and
‘how they did" about 70 years ago.

This paper broadens the scope of view to the reshaping boy soldier identity in
the process of negotiations with the government over veteran treatment. By
dividing boy soldiers’ 20 years of struggle into four phases, this paper tries to
reshape their identities not only as ‘veteran, but also as ‘vier, and ‘victim. As a
vier or a competitor, the boy soldier veterans struggled for obtaining ‘Persons
with Distinguished Service to the State’ status while comparing themselves
with other veteran groups or even with pro-democracy activists. As a victim,
the veterans claimed compensation for the violation of children's right as the
result of child-soldiering by South Korean government during the Korean War.
In consequence, however, the government commemorated the identity only as
‘veteran’ not as ‘victim' of boy soldier veterans.

This paper mainly uses two types of documents. One is a collection of materials

23



=
i

24

contributed by the boy soldier veterans, including memoirs and newspaper
interviews. The other is official documents such as administrative reports and
court records.

In addition, this paper sets the ‘North-South problem’ as another contextual
background for analysis. South Korea is positioned as a member of ‘global
North’ that has come through a series of developmental processes of economic
development, democratization, and globalization. The mobilization of boy soldiers
in the Korean War is generally considered completely different from it of child
soldiers as a contemporary children’s right issue. However, it should be taken
into consideration that the continuity of the ‘use of children in armed conflict’
has been overlooked.

Based on the arguments above, this paper is composed as follows. Part II will
examine the domestic and international background of South Korea in the 1990s
when boy soldier veterans began to identify their identities as ‘boy’ solders. Part
IIT will analyze the activities of boy soldier veterans as they changed their
positions from ordinary veteran to vier and finally to victim of child-soldiering.
Part IV will identify three characteristics from the identity of the boy soldier
veterans that revealed during the four phases and then discusses the

characteristics which the state has recognized and not.



