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At the Crossroads of ‘Liquidation’ and ‘Escape’

Analysis of the Evolution and Meaning of the Discourse on Transitional

Justice in South Korea

Noh, Yongseok
Pukyong National University

The Gyeongsan cobalt mine is a meaningful case to examine in analyzing the
modern history of South Korea as its history symbolically represents the country’s
major social and cultural changes, including the country’s history under Japanese
colonial rule and the conflicts surrounding the establishment of a modern
nation-state after liberation. In particular, the Gyeongsan cobalt mine is an
embodiment of the exploitation and forced labor that occurred on the Joseon
Peninsula during the Japanese colonial period. The mine was also the site of a
massive civilian massacre by the Korean military and police in 1950, which
received significant attention when the bodies of the victims were exhumed as a
part of the efforts to purge the past. This study historically reconstructs the
changes in the discourses surrounding the Gyeongsan cobalt mine in the course of
South Korea’s modern history to explain the historical background from which
such discourses were born. Through this analysis, this paper presents what the
case of the Gyeongsan cobalt mine suggests as the proper direction for clearing up

South Korea’s past.

W Keywords: Civilian massacres, Korean war, Gyeongsan cobalt mine,

Transitional justice, State violence, Red complex
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