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<Abstract>

A Study of Foreign Personal Accounts of the

Korean War: War as a Question
Lee, Hee—Won

This study examines foreign personal accounts of the Korean War
that have been translated and published in South Korea, drawing on
Giorgio Agamben’s concepts of the “apparatus” and the “ungovernable,”
in order to explore how state-centered narratives of the war have been
both reproduced and disrupted over time. It first surveys the translation
and publication of Korean War personal accounts written by foreign war
correspondents, veterans, prisoners of war, missionaries, and others,
dividing them into four periods: the 1950s, the 1960s-1980s, the 1990s,
and the 2000s. By situating these publications within their respective
historical contexts and comparing their patterns of introduction and
reception, the study demonstrates that both the range of works translated
and the aspects of the war highlighted in them changed in response to
ideological shifts in South Korean society. The distinctive features of
these foreign personal accounts of the Korean war are particularly
evident in their accounts of the battlefield as experienced by soldiers
and by civilians. From the perspective of soldiers, the personal accounts
repeatedly depict failures to distinguish friend from foe, incidents of
friendly fire, similarities between enemy and allied forces, and the

seemingly meaningless death of soldiers. Such experiences reveal how

* Pusan National University.
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the “apparatus” of war repeatedly malfunctions on the actual battlefield.
In civilian accounts, meanwhile, the “liberation” proclaimed by North
and South Korean forces and the United Nations Command is shown to
be inseparable from experiences of occupation, purge, and expropriation.
These narratives also emphasize that civilian identities cannot be fully
defined or contained by the logic of war. Foreign personal accounts thus
record the Korean War from perspectives that reflect the national
interests and ideological positions of the authors’ respective countries,
while remaining to some extent outside the Korean apparatus of war.
This relative distance enabled them to disclose individual experiences of
fear, compassion, and contradiction that were often left unrecorded in
Korea’s official histories of the war. The gradual translation and
publication of these works in South Korea further suggests that they
became accessible as Korean society developed a greater capacity to
accommodate such alternative and unsettling accounts of the war. These
accounts thus resist closing the Korean War into a single ideological
framework or a narrative of victory and defeat, instead providing an
occasion to understand it as an unresolved event whose meanings must
be continually reconstructed. They also open up the possibility of forms
of war commemoration that move beyond state-centered remembrance
by bringing to light aspects of the Korean War that have remained
obscured or marginalized. In this respect, the study demonstrates the
need for continued research on foreign personal accounts of the Korean

War.

Key Words: Foreign Personal Accounts of War, War Memoirs, The

Korean War, Apparatus, Contemporariness, Friend-enemy
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