
 

 

 

 

Copyright 

by 

Hye Eun Choi 

2010 



 

The Thesis Committee for Hye Eun Choi 

Certifies that this is the approved version of the following thesis: 

 

 

Untold Narratives and Inchoate Histories: 

Remembering the Pusan and Masan Uprising of 1979 

 

 

 

 

 

APPROVED BY 

SUPERVISING COMMITTEE 

    Supervisor: __________________________________ 

      Robert Oppenheim 

__________________________________ 

      Nancy Stalker 



 

Untold Narratives and Inchoate Histories: 

Remembering the Pusan and Masan Uprising of 1979 

 
 
 

by 

 
 
 

Hye Eun Choi, B.A. 

 
 
 
 

Thesis  

 

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School 

of the University of Texas at Austin 

in Partial Fulfillment 

of the Requirements 

for the Degree of 

 

Master of Arts 

 

 

The University of Texas at Austin 

May 2010 



 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

In Memory of My Father 



v 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

This thesis would not have been possible without the guidance and support of 

many people.  First, I would like to thank my supervisor, Dr. Robert Oppenheim, for 

listening to me with amazing patience and always instructing me with precision.  His 

advice and support were crucial to my student life in this program.  I also have deep 

appreciation for Dr. Nancy Stalker, my reader.  Her encouragement and trust have meant 

a great deal to me. 

Dr. Patricia Maclachlan, my mentor, has always given me useful and effective 

advice.  Dr. Chiu-Mi Lai and Dr. Kirsten Cather have helped me with papers on 

numerous occasions.  I owe them deep gratitude.  Dr. Charles Kim also gave me valuable 

assistance with my most random questions.  

 I would also like to express my appreciation for Dr. Cha, Sŏng-hwan of the Busan 

Democratic Movement Memorial Association and Dr. Lee Eun-jin of Kyungnam 

University for sharing precious documents and advice for my research.  Dr. Chŏng Sŏng-

ki of Kyungnam University helped me find interview subjects and showed me actual sites 

of Pu-Ma in Masan.  The director of the Institute for Democratic Society, Kim Ha-won, 

kindly allowed me to examine the Institute’s archives.  Dr. Jung Keun-sik and Hyun 

Jong-chul, the director of the Korean Democracy Foundation, also granted me access to 

its historical documents.  Ms. Chang Chŏng-sun of the Pusan National University 

Archives was a great help in finding sources, and I also appreciate the Dong-A University 

Library for letting me read 1979 editions of newspapers from both Pusan and Masan.  

Seoul National University helpfully granted me access to its newspaper archive room, as 

well.  I am especially thankful to all my interviewees for sharing their experiences with 

me.  My field research was possible by partial funding from POSCO, for which I am very 

grateful. 

  I would like to convey my gratitude to my family and friends.  William, Nereyda, 

Tricia, Richard and Sue were all very supportive of my study.  Duc and Shirly always 

helped me to feel rejuvenated and I cherish the time we studied and ate together.  I would 

not have finished the research for this study without help from my siblings.  My sister 

Hye-rim provided me a place to stay in summer 2009 and sent me newly available 

materials.  My bother Hey-kwang generously supported me throughout the summer.  My 

mother’s wisdom and knowledge has made me feel secure in her guidance.  Finally, 

many thanks go to my husband, Michael, who provided me with comfort and 

encouragement all though the program.   



vi 
 

Untold Narratives and Inchoate Histories: 

Remembering the Pusan and Masan Uprising of 1979 

by 
 

 

Hye Eun Choi, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

Supervisor: Robert Oppenheim 

 

Pu-Ma Hangjaeng (the Pusan and Masan Uprising, hereafter Pu-Ma) of 1979 was 

the largest and longest incident of civil unrest and resistance during the Park Chung-hee 

regime in South Korea.  However, overshadowed by more sensational and disruptive 

events in the turmoil of contemporary South Korean history, Pu-Ma was largely forgotten.  

In the post-democratization era, scholarly attention on Pu-Ma in Korean has steadily 

increased, and Pu-Ma’s valorization as a citizens’ uprising against government 

oppression has increased as well.  It has now been given an important place in the 

genealogy of the democratic movement in South Korea.   

I term such recognition among scholars, as well as South Korean governments, 

the nationalization of Pu-Ma.  One of the central concerns of this study is to explore the 

socio-political reasons behind this process.  I attempt to demonstrate that the 

nationalization of Pu-Ma is closely related to the consensus among progressive scholars 

about the need to transcend regionalism and resist nostalgia for the Park Chung-hee era.  

My other focus is on the localization of Pu-Ma, which refers to citizens’ acceptance of 

Pu-Ma as a proud part of the identities of Pusan and Masan.  I explore why localization of 

Pu-Ma has been problematic despite progressive scholars’ efforts to promote it.  I argue 

that the most significant reason is the difficulty in building coherent collective memory 

among the participants in Pu-Ma as well as the citizens who witnessed the uprising.   I 

investigate Pu-Ma through newspapers, oral history, and scholarly works to learn why 

memories of it have remained disconnected and inconsistent for so long.   
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Pu-Ma Hangjaeng (the Pusan and Masan Uprising, hereafter Pu-Ma) was a mass protest 

against the Park Chung-hee government near the end of Park‟s 17-year rule.  It occurred 

in Pusan and Masan from the 16
th
 through the 20

th
 of October, 1979.  Originally 

organized by students at Pusan National University, Pu-Ma spread like a fire in Pusan.  

With support from citizens, the main body of the protest moved to the downtown of the 

city and lasted till the 18th.  The fire did not go out, but was ignited in Masan as another 

protest was instigated by students at Kyungnam National University.  This also earned 

instant support from locals.  Pu-Ma in Masan culminated on the 19
th
, and there were 

only intermittent small protests on 20
th
.   

The downtown areas of both Pusan and Masan during Pu-Ma were filled with 

angry citizens shouting such phrases as “Down with the authoritarian government,” 

“Protect freedom of speech,” and “Smash the Yusin System.”  At first, when university 

students began demonstrating in both cities, the protest seemed to be peaceful, but when 

many workers and urban poor joined later, especially in the evening, the uprising soon 

became violent.  Many police stations and vehicles were set on fire and destroyed, and 

in both cities major government buildings as well as those of newspaper and broadcasting 

companies were vandalized by angry citizens.  Meanwhile, major universities in both 

cities were closed indefinitely and the nighttime curfew was increased from 12 pm to 10 

pm.    
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Threatened by the possibility that a national mass democratic movement would 

emerge from the uprising, Park Chung-hee's government declared martial law on the 18
th

 

in Pusan and a garrison decree on the 20
th
 in Masan and its smaller sister city, 

Changwŏn.1  Consequently, marines and paratroopers were deployed to suppress the 

protests.  Together with riot police, they used much violence, causing great casualties 

and fear among citizens.  In total, the five-day uprising in both cities ended with 1,563 

people arrested.2   

Ironically soon after, President Park Chung-hee was assassinated by Kim Che-

kyu, the Director of the Korean Central Intelligence Agency and a long-time right-hand 

man of Park's.  This occurred on October 26 1979, only six days after Pu-Ma ended.  

The alleged relations between Pu-Ma and Park‟s assassination, as Kim argued at his trial, 

prevent Pu-Ma from staying within the boundaries of the two cities, since its influence 

crossed over from a regional to a national level.  Some scholars and journalists have 

even claimed that Pu-Ma instigated the end of Park‟s regime.  However, as Jung Keun-

sik rightly points out, Kim Che-kyu‟s failure in the power struggle after his assassination 

of Park led South Koreans to consider Park‟s death to be tragic.  The truth of Pu-Ma was 

subsequently buried.3   

                                                        
1  Martial law is supposed to be declared by order of the president when the nation is at war or in a 

comparable situation, so even regular citizens can be arrested by the military and be subject to military trial. 

(Constitution 77.1) A garrison decree is one step down from martial law. 

 
2  The New York Times, October. 22, 1979 
 
3  Chung, Gŭn-sik. “Puma Hangjaeng kwa 79-80nyŏn Regim.” Hanng’guk Sahwaehak vol. 34 (Fall 

2000): 271.  It is interesting to read newspaper headlines covering the death of Park Chung-hee.  The 

following are the headlines and pull quotes from the Pusan Ilbo reporting on the atmosphere after the news 

of Park‟s assassination: “Bolt From the Blue, the Historic Event Which Made Heaven and Earth Cry,” 
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Within seven months, the assassination of Park was followed by the national 

tragedy of the Kwangju Massacre, now called the 5.18 Kwangju Minjung Hangjaeng 

(5.18 Kwanju People‟s Uprising).  During the uprising, the South Korean military took 

the lives of hundreds of civilians, leaving deep psychological scars in the survivors.4  

Despite the brutality of Kwangju, President Chun Doo-hwan, who was responsible for the 

tragedy, became more powerful and was elected President by Taet’ongryŏng Sŏngŏintan 

(the Electoral College).  Therefore, fighting against Chun‟s government while 

memorializing Kwangju became the most significant and immediate goal among South 

Koreans in the democratic movement.  In the meantime, Pu-Ma Hangjaeng was ignored 

and in large part forgotten.   

However, since 1987 when South Korea began to experience substantial 

democratic transition, the interest of many progressive scholars in Pu-Ma has grown 

steadily, at least within the country.  Such scholars credit the uprising for having a 

positive influence on the democratization of South Korea.  This national recognition of 

Pu-Ma by progressive scholars and even the South Korean government I call the 

nationalization of Pu-Ma.  It seems natural to assume that this would have helped 

citizens of both Pusan and Masan to have more awareness of Pu-Ma and understand it as 

part of the identity and history of the two cities.  I call this the localization of Pu-Ma.   

                                                                                                                                                                     

“Grieving Citizens Ask „What Happened?,‟” “Hearing the News, Citizens Stop Working and Cry,” and 

“Without Eating Breakfast, Somberly Going to Work.” 
 
4 Different organizations and scholars have conflicting figures for the number of people killed.  For 

example, Namhee Lee places the number at 200, with several hundred missing and thousands injured. 

(2007: 46-47).  Bruce Cumings estimates that between 600 and 2000 were “slaughtered” (2006: 26). 
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Contrary to my assumptions, during my research in South Korea in the summer of 

2009 I discovered that Pu-Ma is largely absent from public memory among the citizens of 

Pusan and Masan, despite South Korean scholars‟ recent efforts to promote awareness of 

it.  Even for those who took part in the uprising, their memories are fragmented and 

disconnected.  This is surprising, since many South Koreans vividly recollect the 

Kwangju Uprising, which occurred only seven months later.  There are even groups of 

people who do not approve of giving Pu-Ma such high recognition.  Why does the 

localization of Pu-Ma seem to be so difficult, even after nationalization of Pu-Ma was 

achieved?  

To answer this question, this study examines the history of Pu-Ma.  This has 

additional meaning, since Pu-Ma has not received much scholarly attention in the U.S., 

though the scale and influence of it in the history of South Korea is significant.  

However, recounting the uprising is not the sole purpose of this study.  I am more 

interested in tracing why Pu-Ma, which had been largely occluded from memory in South 

Korea, started gaining more scholarly interest on the local as well as national level in the 

post-democratization era.  I further investigate the socio-political reasons behind this 

change.   

My other main interest is to investigate why popular memory of Pu-Ma so 

inchoate and fragmented, which I suspect is one of the most important reasons why its 

localization is hindered.  Therefore, I observe the initial stage of Pu-Ma through 

newspapers, oral history, and scholarly interpretations by so-called victims and how each 

negatively affects the building of collective memory concerning it.  At this point, before 
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discussing the localization and nationalization of Pu-Ma, it may be helpful to situate Pu-

Ma in the 70s to clarify its historical importance.  Recognition of this importance led to 

Pu-Mas‟ official designation as Pu-Ma Hangjaeng, or Pu-Ma Uprising. 

 

Contextualizing Pu-Ma 

 

From a contemporary perspective, Pu-Ma seems to be a rather short, regional, and 

unorganized burst of disconnected protests, especially for those who experienced the 

massive protests and uprisings in South Korea later in the 1980s and 90s.  Simply put, 

no demonstration of this size and importance had happened since Park came to power in 

1963.  Park Chung-hee was the only president within memory for many young people in 

South Korea in the 70s, who had grown up seeing his portrait in their classrooms 

everyday.
5
 

Through the Yushin Constitution of 1972, Park had secured his lifetime 

presidency by eliminating direct presidential elections and reserving the authority to 

appoint a third of the members of the National Assembly.  Since then, Park‟s 

government had declared nine presidential emergency decrees in order to regulate 

citizens' behavior.  In 1975, Emergency Decree number 9 even made it a crime to 

criticize the constitution, which was punishable by up to one year in prison.
6
  Moreover, 

                                                        
5 Jung, Ha-yun. “Personal and Singular” Havard Review, No. 26 (2004), 172.  This is a short story 
containing a description of a classroom with Park‟s photo hung next to the South Korean National Flag. 
 
6 Lee, Chong-sik. “South Korea 1979: confrontation, Assassination, and Transition.” Asia Survey. 

vol. 20, no.1, (Jan., 1980), 64. 
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any alleged offenses against the Anti-Communist Law or the National Security Law, 

which were the principal instruments of control under the Park‟s regime, could be 

penalized with death.  Therefore, one can easily imagine that an uprising in multiple 

cities for several days in a row, demanding that Park resign his presidency, was 

significant for its participants as well as Park‟s regime.   

It was more so because, though there had been protests by students or workers, 

they had rarely reached mass proportions since the April Revolution of 1960.7  Pu-Ma 

was a mass uprising that consisted of varied participants, from the jobless, sex workers, 

gang members, and small shop-owners, to middle class citizens, dissident intellectuals, 

and university students.  Cha Sŏng-su takes this to mean that Pu-Ma was the turning 

point from a democratic movement in which students and dissident intellectuals were at 

the center to a minjung hangjaeng (mass uprising).
8
  Doubtless, the mass participation 

of Pu-Ma was greatly threatening to the South Korean government.  

Here is an example that shows how unusual a mass protest was in late 1979.  No 

Sang-kil, whom I interviewed, stated that he was greatly shocked when he witnessed Pu-

Ma.  His whole family had moved to Pusan and owned a small restaurant near 

downtown then.  The middle-school graduate helped the family business while trying to 

find a way to study.  No did not have any friends to go to the protest with, but he learned 

                                                        
7  The New York Times, October 22, 1979, morning edition.  An article titled “Troops Keep Order in 

2 Korean Cities” reported, “South Korean students and small dissident groups have held peaceful anti-Park 

protests in the past, but last week‟s unrest here was the worst outbreak of violence since the student riots of 
1960 that brought down the Government of Syngman Rhee.”  

 
8  Cha Sŏng-su. “Puma Minju Hangjaeng kwa Pusan Chungchi Chihyung ŭi Pyunhwa” in Puma 

Minju Hangjaeng Yŏnggu Nonchong. Pusan: Minju Kongwŏn. 2003, 265.  
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about the circumstances around Pu-Ma through the owner of a progressive used-book 

store where he was a frequent visitor.  During Pu-Ma, he passed by protesters every day 

as he went there.  Pu-Ma was an eye-opening moment for him because he realized that it 

was possible for average people (not just university students at their campuses) to fight 

against the government.  Since the 1980s No has owned his own used-bookstore where 

one can find many social-science and anti-government books.  

How threatening Pu-Ma was to Park Chung hee‟s regime can be understood by 

the government's declaration of martial law.9  The government repeatedly announced the 

emergency decrees mentioned previously, but the last time martial law had been 

proclaimed was when Park had established the Yusin Constitution, exactly seven years 

previously on October 17
th
 1972.  During Pu-Ma, The Pusan Ilbo newspaper explained 

the meaning of martial law, which suggests that readers were not very familiar with it.10   

Legally, martial law could be imposed if there was a national emergency such as war or a 

situation comparable in seriousness to war.  It allowed the military to seize part or all of 

the powers of administration, registration, and jurisdiction in the area where martial law 

was declared.  Therefore, regular citizens could be arrested and detained by martial law 

forces without warrants and be subject to military trial.  Freedom of speech, publishing, 

and assembly as well as the formation of organizations could be restricted.
11

  Garrison 

                                                        
9  The Asahi Sinbun reported that some diplomats thought that declaring martial law was an 

“overreaction” toward students and citizens‟ protest, but it was to prevent the spread of the protest to other 

areas. Asahi Sinbun, October 18th. 
 
10  Pusan Ilbo, October 17 1979.    

 
11   Pusan Ilbo, October 17 1979 
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law, which was declared in Masan and Changwŏn, is one step down from martial law.  

Therefore, it is necessary to see Pu-Ma in the context of the 1970s.  Simple comparisons 

with the democratization movements of the 1980s, when progressive groups had already 

earned significant power and the ability to organize mass events, can easily distort 

understanding of the importance of Pu-Ma.   

 

From Pu-Ma Satae to Pu-Ma Hangjaeng 

 

Since South Korea‟s democratic transition of 1987, Pu-Ma has gradually regained 

attention, not just from regional scholars but also those in other areas.  Before scholars 

returned their attention to Pu-Ma, the uprising had long been called Pu-Ma Satae (the Pu-

Ma Incident).  The expression Pu-Ma Hangjaeng slowly replaced Pu-Ma Satae with 

help from many scholars and activists.12  The new title was introduced in articles and 

books intermittently after 1985, but it was Hankyŏre Sinmun (the Hankyŏre Newspaper) 

that greatly helped spread the name Pu-Ma Hangjaeng by using it in its five-day special 

series on Pu-Ma.13  In 1989, Pu-Ma Hangjaeng 10chunyŏn Kinyŏm Charyochip (The 

Pu-Ma Uprising 10
th
 Memorial Compilation) was published by the Pu-Ma Minju 

Hangjaeng Memorial Committee in Pusan and Pu-Ma Democratic 10
th
 Memorial 

                                                        
12  The most well-known news magazines in South Korea, both Sintong’a (New Dong-A) in May 

1985 and Wŏlgan Chosŏn (Monthly Chosun) in May and June 1985, used "Pu-Ma Satae" in their special 

articles. However, "Puma Hangjaeng" was used in Kŏyŏk ŭi Pamŭl Pŭlsarŭra: 10wŏl Pu-Maminjung 

Hangjaengsa, published by the Pusan University Student Government in 1985, as well as in one chapter on 

Pu-Ma in the book 1970nyŏndae Minjuhwa Undong (The Democratization Movement in the 1970s) in 

1986. 

 
13  The series was published on October 15th, 16th, 18th, 19th and 22nd of 1988  
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Committee in Masan.  Since then, Pu-Ma (Minju) Hangjaeng has been standard and the 

name that one can expect to find in official printed materials.14   

The significance of the designation of Pu-Ma as hangjaeng (uprising) is that it 

reflects the elevated evaluation of Pu-Ma in South Korean history.  The word satae 

(incident) has a slightly negative connotation, though it implies the impact was not 

minimal.  However, the word hangjaeng did not have such a connotation for much of 

the population in the 1980s, and at least for many progressives it still has a positive 

meaning, implying that the uprising assisted the democratization of South Korea.  

Therefore, the adoption of the word reflected the growing legitimacy of Pu-Ma as a 

historical incident and placed it in the genealogy of the South Korean democratic 

movement in the following form: “4.19 Revolution - 5.18 Kwangju Uprising - Pu-Ma 

Uprising - June Uprising." 

The transition from Pu-Ma Satae to Pu-Ma Hangjaeng also reflects the successful 

nationalization of Pu-Ma.  For example, President Kim Dae-jung as well as the previous 

President Kim Young-sam participated in the opening ceremony of Democracy Park in 

Pusan, which occurred in 1999 on the 20
th
 anniversary of Pu-Ma.  In addition, 

Democracy Park was built with financial support from both the South Korean 

government and the Pusan City government.  Moreover, the 30
th
 anniversary of Pu-Ma 

was commemorated at both local and national levels.  In particular, the 2009 national 

conference on Pu-Ma for its 30
th
 anniversary was held not in Pusan or Masan but in Seoul 

                                                        
14  Adding “Minju” (Democratic or Democracy) to Pu-Ma Hanjaeng is related with its characteristic 

as an uprising.  While Lee Myung-bak was running to be a candidate in the presidential election of 2007, 

he used the expressions “Puma Satae” and “Kwangju Satae.” This caused a scandal and Lee was strongly 

criticized for not having historical consciousness.  A related article is available at: 

http://news.chosun.com/site/data/html_dir/2007/09/14/2007091400770.html.  

http://news.chosun.com/site/data/html_dir/2007/09/14/2007091400770.html
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and included many famous scholars.15  Needless to say, there were many related events 

in the two cities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
15  Sŏ Jung-suk, Han Hong-gu, Kim won, Kim Dong-chun, Chŏng Gun-sik (from Seoul), Kim Sang-

bong, Chung Tae-suk, Cho Jung-gwan (from Cholla province), Chung sŏng-gi, Lee Eunjin, Cha Sŏng-hwan 

(from Pusan and Masan) were presenters and discussants.  Chŏng Gun-sik is originally from Cholla 

Province.  
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CHAPTER 1 

The Nationalization of Pu-Ma 

 

In this chapter, I investigate why the nationalization of Pu-Ma has been relatively 

easy compared to localization of it.  In other words, what are the reasons many non-

local scholars and activists have been willing to embrace Pu-Ma without much 

reservation?  Having long been beneficiaries of regional politics in South Korea, in the 

post-democratization period Pusan and the Kyŏngsang region have been newly promoted 

as a central force for democratization along with Kwangju and Chŏlla Province.16  The 

legacy of Pusan and Masan was renegotiated, as stated by Sallie Yea: 

Regions are thus constantly made and remade, building on, denying, re-working, 

and reinventing legacies of the past to sustain a vision of the present and future.  

This process of ongoing construction involves negotiation, cooperation, and 

contestation among groups and actors within and beyond the region and according 

to the needs of the present.  Local, national and global actors can combine to 

produce the dominant understanding of a region at any point in time, conferring 

on such a construction material and symbolic support.17  

 

                                                        
16  Kwangju was once again promoted after Kim Dae-jung became President of South Korea.  

However, that was almost tacitly understood as redemption for Kwangju and the people of Chŏlla, 

considering how long they had been marginalized and oppressed throughout the post-liberation period. 
 
17  Yea, Sallie. “Reinventing the Region: The Cultural Politics of Place in Kwangju City and South 

Chŏlla Province.” In Contentious Kwangju: the May 18 Uprising in Korea’s Past and Present, edited by 

Gi-Wook Shin and Kyung Moon Hwang. Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2003, 111 
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What is interesting about the nationalization of Pu-Ma is that it was promoted 

while at the same time, as Abelmann points out, there was weariness with dissident 

culture and its righteousness as much as with military authoritarianism in the post-

democratization period. 18   Then, in an environment where popular disinterest and 

aversion to democratization issues prevailed, how could the nationalization of Pu-Ma be 

vigorously promoted by both the government and scholars?  It is my argument that the 

weariness with dissident culture could be considered a crisis by members of the 

progressive movement.  This made it all the more important for them to cooperate with 

each other to maintain their influence.  In other words, dissension among progressives 

could be disastrous if the situation was not favorable to them.  Especially during the 

Kim Dae-jung government, fissures between the eastern (Kwangju and Chŏlla) and 

western (Pusan and Kyŏngsang) regions became conspicuous problems for both Kim‟s 

government and progressives, as they believed that solving them would develop a more 

stable and favorable environment for the progressive movement as a whole. 

The fissures between the two regions were not so noticeable before 1987 when 

there were common goals to fight for, such as bringing down the military authoritarian 

government of Chun Doo-hwan or establishing direct presidential elections.  However, 

when there was no consensus about the most significant goals to pursue in the post 

democratization era, regionalism became an issue even among progressives.  South 

Korean progressives understood the urgent need for improving relations between the two 

regions, especially after the election of conservative President Noh Tae-woo in 1988, 
                                                        
18  Abelmann, Nancy. “Reorganizing and Recapturing Dissent in 1990s South Korea: the Case of 

Farmers.” In Between Resistance and Revolution: Cultural Politics and Social Protest, edited by Richard 

G. Fox and Orin Starn. New Brunswick, NJ and London: Rutgers University Press, 1997, 250. 



13 

 

which resulted from a split vote between two progressive candidates.  This was a great 

disappointment to progressives, who had fought for direct elections in order to elect a 

progressive president, and the blame was placed on regionalism.  Progressive scholars, 

especially those from Chŏlla and Seoul, were then willing to recognize Pu-Ma to achieve 

cooperation among progressives.  None openly admit this as the reason, but many of 

them at least strongly criticize the destructive effects of regionalism.   

 There is another reason why Pu-Ma has been promoted in the 21
st
 century in 

South Korea.  This is related to the so-called “Park Chung-hee Syndrome.”  Due to the 

long economic struggle following the South Korean debt crisis as well as disappointment 

with corruption and the performance of civil governments, conservative South Koreans 

have called for a reevaluation of Park.  They argue that though he has a dictator, his 

leadership saved South Koreans from poverty and laid the foundation for the country's 

economic success, all while defending it from North Korea.  Such arguments have had 

strong appeal.  Many South Koreans feel nostalgic about Park‟s charisma and the rapid 

economic development under his rule.  Such feelings were strong enough that the term 

“Park Chung-hee Syndrome” was coined and became widely used.  This sentiment has 

played a significant role in South Korean politics, so progressives have tried to find a 

strategic way to contain or fight the "syndrome."  In relation to this, reevaluation of Pu-

Ma is effective in two ways.  Non-local progressives can achieve closer connections 

with Pusan and Masan scholars, while in-depth study of the uprising can contribute to a 

better understanding of popular frustration at accumulated social, economic, and political 

grievances under the Park regime. 
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It is necessary to make sure at this point that, though the nationalization of Pu-Ma 

has been accomplished rather smoothly, it cannot be compared to that of the 5.18 

Kwangju Uprising.  Kwangju has been widely revisited and memorialized in literature, 

drama, film, documentaries, and music, while Pu-Ma has not been represented to 

anywhere near the same degree.19  Therefore, nationalization of Pu-Ma in this study 

refers strictly to scholarly attention and governmental support.    

 Figure 1 – South Korea 

  
                         

 

 

                                                        
19  For more information, see Don Baker‟s article, “Victims and Heroes: Competing Visions of May 

18.” In Contentious Kwangju: the May 18 Uprising in Korea’s Past and Present, edited by Gi-Wook Shin 

and Kyung Moon Hwang. Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2003. 
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Overcoming Regionalism 

 

The regional resentments between the provinces of Chŏlla and Kyŏngsang have 

deep historical roots.  Since liberation from Japanese rule, the majority of South Korea's 

presidents have come from the Kyŏngsang region.20  While Kyŏngsang was rapidly 

industrialized, especially under the 17-year Park Chŏng-hee regime, Chŏlla was deprived 

of economic and political opportunities.  This was observed by William Glysteen Jr., the 

U.S. ambassador to South Korea at the time of both Pu-Ma and Kwangju, who stated that 

there was “a deep pool of resentment in Chŏlla, where people felt they had been treated 

as second-class citizens if not outcasts by the rival region of Kyŏngsang and the 

leadership in Seoul.”21  Therefore, Kim Dae-jung‟s presidency could be understood as 

recompense for the people of Chŏlla for a long period of economic discrimination and 

political oppression.   

However, this does not mean the problems of regionalism were solved.  As Sallie 

Yea observes, “Indeed, despite President Kim Dae Jung‟s plea to end the regionalization 

of politics, his own administration was prominently staffed with advisers from his native 

Chŏlla region, and his accession to the presidency was carefully orchestrated through a 

                                                        
20  Park Chung-hee, Chun Doo-hwan, Roh Tae-woo, Kim Young-sam, and Roh Moo-Hyun all are 

from Kyŏngsang. 
 
21  Shin, Gi-Wook. “Introduction.” In In Contentious Kwangju: the May 18 Uprising in Korea’s Past 

and Present, edited by Gi-Wook Shin and Kyung Moon Hwang. Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield 

Publishers, 2003, xx. 
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Chŏlla-Ch‟ungch‟ŏng alliance that directly worked against Kyŏngsang.”22  Yu Yŏng-kuk 

describes the tension among the citizens in Pusan and Kyŏnsang since the emergence of 

the Kim Dae-jung government, stating that “they were most obsessed with 

regionalism.”23  This indicates that ordinary citizens were not the only ones to suffer 

from regionalism, and fissures existed even among progressives.  This was in part 

because of progressives and scholars in Pusan and Masan who believed Pu-Ma to have 

been underestimated or overshadowed by the Kwangju Uprising.  The prominent 

scholar from Chŏlla, Jung Keun-sik expressed his concerns in 2003 as follows: 

“Regionalism and the lamentable divisions among the democratization groups have been 

major forces in shaping the political geography of South Korea.”24  Regionalism became 

a very significant issue that progressives as well as politicians from both regions have 

wanted to overcome, but it is still an on-going matter in contemporary South Korea.  

 

Overcoming Park Chung-hee Syndrome 

 

Support for Park Chung-hee is still significant in contemporary South Korea.  

This might be surprising, considering that South Koreans made great effort and sacrifice 

                                                        
22  Yea, Sallie. “Reinventing the Region: The Cultural Politics of Place in Kwangju City and South 

Chŏlla Province.” In Contentious Kwangju: the May 18 Uprising in Korea’s Past and Present, edited by 

Gi-Wook Shin and Kyung Moon Hwang. Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2003, 117. 

 
23  Yu Yŏng-kuk, “Hangkuk Chungch‟i Pyŏntong kwa Pusan Simin ŭi Chungch‟ichŏk Yŏkhal: 4wŏl 

Hyŏngmyŏng, Puma Hanngjaeng, 6wol Hangjaeng ŭl Chungsimŭro” Pusanhak Chongsŏ vol.2 (2004), 145. 

Yŏngnam is another name of Kyŏngsang. 
 
24  Jung, Keun-sik. “The Kwangju Uprising as a Vehicle of Democratization: A Comparative 

Perspective.” In Contentious Kwangju: the May 18 Uprising in Korea’s Past and Present, edited by Gi-

Wook Shin and Kyung Moon Hwang. Lanham, Md.:Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2003, 48 
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through the 80s and 90s to oust the military government and to achieve democratization 

in South Korea.  However, support for Park is remains evident.  His daughter, Park 

Kun-hye has never lost a National Assembly election since 1988, when she first became a 

member.  She remains one of the most influential figures in contemporary South Korean 

politics.  Moreover, the former president Kim Dae-jung, who helped to build 

Democracy Park in Pusan, also proposed to erect a memorial hall to Park Chung-hee.  It 

might have been a gesture out of Kim's “spirit of forgiveness” as argued by Jager, but this 

argument does not negate the possibility that Kim sought to mollify his opponents, 

supporters of Park Kun-hye, who were too strong to ignore.25   

Son Ho-chŏl specifically mentions one current interpretation of Pu–Ma in relation 

with nostalgia for Park Chung-hee's presidency.  Son‟s logic is that if Park was a 

respectable leader, then Pu-Ma, which led to his demise, cannot not be considered a 

proud incident in the history of South Korean democratization, but rather as “anti-

national violence.” 26   Kim Sang-bong from Chŏlla expresses a similar opinion.  

According to Kim,  

If we remember and memorialize only 5.18 and the June Uprising but forget about 

Pu-Ma Hangjaeng, we forget why we should reject Park Chung-hee.  That is the 

                                                        
25  Jager, Sheila Miyoshi. Narratives of Nation Building in Korea: A Genealogy of Patriotism. 
Armonk, New York and London, England: M.E. Sharpe, 2003, 144 

 
26  Son, Ho-chŏl. “Puma Minju Haengjaeng ŭi Chungch‟ichŏk Paekyŏng.” in Puma Minju 

Hangjaeng Yŏnggu Nonchong. Pusan: Minju Kongwŏn. 2003, 61.  
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reason why Park Chung-hee is revered again these days.  When we stop 

forgetting Pu-Ma, we can understand why Park should be rejected.27   

Therefore, Pu-Ma became a frequent theme to revisit for many progressives as a reaction 

against Park Chung-hee syndrome.  By revealing, through study of Pu-Ma, the difficult 

social, political and economic conditions of the Park Chung-hee era, progressive scholars 

have attempted to prevent the further spread of this sentiment.   

 

Embracing Pu-Ma 

 

How then could Kim Dae-jung's government resolve the long-lasting problem of 

regionalism when Kim needed national support to overcome the economic crisis and 

political conflicts since his assumption of the presidency?  Sunhyuk Kim provides a 

plausible answer using Kim's Second Nation-Building Campaign as an example: 

It has been widely reported that this national campaign is an attempt by the 

Korean government to incorporate and statize as many civil society groups as 

possible to expand the mass base of the ruling party and therefore improve on the 

precarious status of the semicoalitional government surrounded by the 

conservatives.28 

                                                        
27  Kim, Sang-Pong. “Kuihyang- Hyŏngmyŏng ŭi Siwŏnŭl Chajasŏ.” In Puma Minju Hangjaeng 

30chunyŏn Kimnyŏm Haksul Simpojium Palpyo Charychip: Park Chung-hee Cheje wa Puma Hangjaeng ŭi 
Yŏksachŏk Cheachomyŏng. Seoul, 2009, 45 

 
28  Kim, Sunhyuk. The Politics of Democratization in Korea: the Role of Civil Society. Pittsburgh, 

Pa.: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2000, 132 

 



19 

 

I acknowledge that Kim differentiates civil society groups from people‟s movement 

groups in his book, but he also states that “even the people‟s movement groups have been 

exploring different modes of civil society-state relations other than conflictual 

engagement.”29   

Individuals involved in Pu-Ma who could be identified as having belonged to 

people‟s movement groups also pursued more cooperative relations with the 

government.
30

  At the same time they were able to secure government help with funding 

and locating places to promote Pu-Ma as well as job opportunities at Democracy Park.31  

Therefore, for such individuals, accepting government support was a logical choice 

considering that the Kim Dae-jung government was the first true civil government, so 

getting support from it would not be considered “collaboration” by any means.  

Considering the loss of popularity of the people‟s movement, getting support from the 

government was more necessary than ever to promote Pu-Ma. 

Though local scholars studying Pu-Ma worked for it to be recognized, this was 

only possible when scholars from other areas, especially Seoul and Kwangju, openly 

acknowledged Pu-Ma in their writings.  To address the discontent of scholars from 

Pusan and Masan who ask for more recognition of Pu-Ma, non-local scholars must be 

responsible for recognizing that Pu-Ma was significant in the history of the South Korean 

                                                        
29  Ibid., 131 

 
30  The effort for cooperative relations with the government started with Kim Young-sam‟s 

administration. 

 
31  Minchuchuŭi Sahoe Yŏnkuso (Democratic Society Research Center), an organization affiliated 

with Democracy Park, helps to promote research on Pu-Ma.   
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democratic movement, thereby helping to bring back harmony among South Korean 

progressives.  In fact, this has happened relatively easily.   

Many of the scholars who produced early articles and books on Pu-Ma had been 

personally involved with it.  Additionally, those who have focused on other incidents in 

the democratization movement, especially Kwangju, are paying increased attention to Pu-

Ma.  For example, for the Pu-Ma Minju Hangjaeng 30
th
 Memorial Symposium titled 

“The Park Chŏng-hee System and Historical Reinterpretation of Pu-Ma Hangjaeng,” 

more than half of all presenters and discussants were from Chŏlla.  The renowned South 

Korean historian Sŏ Chung-sŏk was the keynote speaker.  Among four presenters, Kim 

Sang-pong and Chŏng Tae-sŏk were professors from Chŏlla, while another professor, 

Han Hong-ku was from Seoul.  Lee Eun-jin was the only professor from Masan.  The 

ratios of discussants were similar, with two from Chŏlla and three from Seoul.  Chŏng 

Sŏng-ki, the only scholar from Masan, led the final discussion.32   

Moreover, this symposium was supported by two Pu-Ma memorial organizations 

as well as the 5.18 Memorial Foundation and the Korean Democracy Foundation, which 

can be considered an umbrella organization for the democracy movement in South 

Korea.33  Therefore, it is safe to say that the effort to nationalize Pu-Ma has been 

conducted with cooperation between both local and non-local scholars for the purpose of 

rectifying regionalism and containing the spread of Park Chŏng-hee syndrome. 

 

                                                        
32  Though Jung Keun-sik is a professor at Seoul National University at this time, he used to be a 

professor at Chŏnnam University and is still connected to the May 18 Institute.   

 
33  5.18 is another way to refer to the Kwangju Uprising.  
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CHAPTER 2 

The Localization of Pu-Ma: 

 The Difficulty in Building Coherent Memory  
 

Through Pu-Ma has gained more recognition among scholars and support from 

the South Korean government since the late 1980s, its recognition among local citizens 

still appears to be problematic.  At this juncture, I once again need to clarify my usage 

of "localization."  It pertains to the citizens of Pusan and Masan and means the general 

acceptance or consciousness of Pu-Ma as a proud moment in the political history of their 

cities.  Many progressives, especially in Pusan and Masan, have attempted to promote 

Pu-Ma as the pivotal historical incident of the two cities.  However, their efforts have 

not so far had the results they desire.  

Here is very a good example.  At Pusan‟s Democracy Park in June 2009, I saw a 

placard with the expression, “This is Not the Correct Name for This Park, Let‟s Restore it 

to Chung‟ang Park.”  I did not pay much attention to it, thinking that conservatives must 

have gotten stronger since Lee Myung-bak's election as President.  Later, when I 

returned to the U.S., I learned about the matter in more detail.   

The place where Pusan Democracy Park is located is adjacent to Chung’ang 

Kongwŏn (Chung‟ang Park), where a 70 meter tower is erected to pay respect to the 

spirits of war dead since 1948.34  Thus, Chung’ang Kongwŏn is a very important site for 

South Korean conservatives, and sharing the space with Democracy Park would not be an 

ideal choice for them.  To make matters worse, once Democracy Park opened in 1999, 

                                                        
34  http://www.ohmynews.com/NWS_Web/view/at_pg.aspx?CNTN_CD=A0001166726 

http://www.ohmynews.com/NWS_Web/view/at_pg.aspx?CNTN_CD=A0001166726
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the bus stop for both parks was named the Minju Kongwŏn (Democracy Park) bus stop.  

Conservatives did not express their dissatisfaction during the successive Kim Dae-jung 

and Noh Mu-Hyun governments, but they gained their chance with the election of the 

Lee Myung-pak, who could be considered to be on their side.  Unsurprisingly, the city 

of Pusan accepted their petition to change the name of the bus stop, which had been used 

for ten years, back to Chungang Kongwŏn and also has a plan to change the street sign 

accordingly.35 

In reaction to such changes, Pusan Simin Undong Yŏndae (Solidarity for the 

Pusan Civil Movement), including eleven organizations such as the Pusan Citizens‟ 

coalition for Economic Justice, the Pusan Citizens‟ Coalition for Democratic Media, and 

the Pusan YMCA, made an official statement in September 2009 regarding the issue, 

while expressing their will to fight against the city‟s decision.  In the statement, they 

argued as follows: 

Shouldn‟t it be understood that Pusan can improve the value of its brand and 

strengthen its competitiveness by publicizing the concept of “Democratic City 

Pusan” through Democracy Park?36 

Though progressives seem eager to promote the image of “Democratic City Pusan,” the 

controversy clearly shows that there is a strong reactionary power as well.  The re-

naming of the bus stop would not have happened so easily if many citizens of Pusan had 

opposed the petition.  Therefore, it was a disappointing incident for progressives, 

                                                        
35       

http://www.kdemocracy.or.kr/KDFOMS/Search/WonmunView2.asp?ArtcRegNo=2335&FileSeq=1 

 
36  http://www.ngo.busan.kr/mkBoard/view.php?bod=02_02&id=3475 

 

http://www.kdemocracy.or.kr/KDFOMS/Search/WonmunView2.asp?ArtcRegNo=2335&FileSeq=1
http://www.ngo.busan.kr/mkBoard/view.php?bod=02_02&id=3475
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considering that though Democracy Park has promoted Pu-Ma and other events of the 

democratic movement for ten years, the bus-stop controversy did not instigate strong 

support for Democracy Park‟s side from citizens of Pusan.   

The case of Masan is a little different.  This is because Masan has a more well-

known history to promote, the March 15
th
 Protests or simply 3.15, which is known to 

have directly led to the April Revolution of 1960.
37

  Thus the 3.15 memorial tower has 

long been the symbol of the Democratic movement in Masan.  The date is now 

commemorated as Kukka Kinyŏmil (a national day of remembrance) by the South Korean 

government.  Given the importance of 3.15 in the democratic history of Masan, how Pu-

Ma should be located in relation with 3.15 is not an easy task.  It is possible that Pu-Ma 

became important among progressives because people involved with 3.15 are usually no 

longer active participants in the contemporary democratic movement. 

Even on a personal level, Pu-Ma in Masan does not seem to be actively 

remembered by citizens.  Yi Hak-ryŏl, a renowned local historian of Masan, published a 

history book on Masan in 2003 called Kanch’urin Masan Yŏksa (The Abbreviated 

History of Masan).  In the preface, Yi wrote, “Masan is a righteous city which rose with 

citizens‟ protests against the dictatorial Liberal Party regime on March 15
th

 1960.”38  

Interestingly he does not mention Pu-Ma in the preface even though the book contains 

information on it.  Thus, the role and significance of the uprising remain ambiguous in 

                                                        
37   The April Revolution led to the resignation of President Rhee Syngman and the transition to the 
Second Republic.  

 
38  Yi Hak-ryŏl. Kanch’urin Masan Yŏksa. Masan: Kyŏngnam, 2003, 6. 
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Pusan and Masan.  In Pusan there is no general acceptance of Pu-Ma as marking Pusan 

as an important city in the democratic movement, while Pu-Ma in Masan still has to find 

a secure space in the city's progressive history.   

It is interesting why the localization of Pu-Ma has not been adequately achieved, 

considering the bravery of citizens in opposing such a long-lasting and stable military 

government.  Also, though Pu-Ma did not cause Park Chung-hee to step down from the 

presidency, it was an essential cause for intensifying the dissension between hardliners 

and more moderate figures in Park‟s government, which subsequently led to his 

assassination.  To examine why localization of Pu-Ma has been so difficult, I will first 

discuss how the Park regime controlled information on Pu-Ma by censoring newspapers 

and how such a measure could obstruct formation of coherent memory among citizens.   

 

Decoding Newspapers 

 

Awareness of Pu-Ma was greatly hindered from the first because of the 

government‟s control of information.  In this section, I mainly investigate the content of 

the two local newspapers Pusan Ilbo of Pusan and Kyunnam Maeil of Masan from 

October 16 through 26 in 1979, which will cover the start of Pu-Ma to Park Chung-hee‟s 

assassination.  However, when necessary I also examine national South Korean as well 

as foreign newspapers.  The purpose of this investigation is to examine how the South 

Korean government carefully controlled both the available information about Pu-Ma as 

well as the specific times it was released.  At the same time, the information in the 
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newspapers reflects either how Park‟s regime perceived Pu-Ma, or what it considered 

advantageous for others to perceive.  Information in the relevant articles also helps to 

reveal how the government coordinated other measures to acquire the results it wanted.  

A further reason I cover these newspaper reports is to provide readers with general 

information about what happened in Pusan and Masan during Pu-Ma.  Before moving 

on, it should be noted that the newspapers were morning editions, so news reports may be 

dated later than when events actually happened.   

On the 16
th
 and 17

th
, neither the local nor national newspapers I checked reported 

on Pu-Ma.  It was when martial law was declared on the 18
th
 that all newspapers in 

South Korea started reporting news about it.  Both the Pusan Ilbo and Kyunnam Maeil 

reported basically the same things on their front pages that day.  The headline of the first 

section was “Martial Law Declared in Pusan and its Vicinity.”  The titles of other stories 

regarding Pu-Ma indicated that newspapers, broadcasting and publishing would be 

censored, and assemblies and other group activities would be banned.  The night time 

curfew would last from 10:00 p.m. to 4:00 a.m., an extension of two hours.  On the left 

side of the first page in both newspapers, there was the same public announcement by 

President Park Chung-hee.  Park explained why imposing martial law was necessary 

and the Yusin Constitution was effective and legitimate:   

Its purpose is to eradicate the sources of rash endeavors and illegal behavior by 

impure elements who destroy social stability and endanger the constitutional order 

with vicious propaganda and violence…the Yusin Constitution was chosen 

through national consensus.  The effectiveness and legitimacy of the Yusin 



26 

 

Constitution has been proven by the past seven years of national effort and 

experience to overcome national difficulties and proceed toward restoration.39 

If all this were true, then the government was legitimate and had the authority, based on 

its previous success and the danger posed by “impure elements,” to put down the uprising 

by whatever means it found appropriate.   

Even on the 19
th
, while stating that the extended curfew would be also be in effect 

for the Masan area, neither newspaper covered the protest in Masan, which had started on 

the 18
th
.  They only reported that the city of Masan had decided to hold neighborhood 

meetings.  These were called pansanghoe and were normally scheduled for the 25
th

 of 

every month, but in this case the meetings were to “enlighten” residents regarding the 

purpose of martial law and its influence on their lives.40  It is interesting how the 

government suppressed citizens‟ right to know while at the same time, through the 

neighborhood associations, feeding them information that the government thought was 

appropriate.  In this way, the regime very quickly extended its influence directly to 

ordinary citizens.  This could be understood in relation with the government‟s effort to 

erase all traces of the protests in Masan on the morning of the 19
th
.41  The Kyungnam 

Maeil in Masan did not cover the protests there, but did report some information about 

                                                        
39 “Lamenting Social Disorder” Pusan Ilbo October 18, 1979.  

 
40 “Masan and its Vicinity Curfew Extended” Pusan Ilbo, October 19, 1979.   
 
41 Park, Yŏng-ju. “10.18 Masan Minjung Hangjaeng ŭi Chŏnkae Kwachŏng.” In Puma Minju 

Hangjaeng 10chunyŏn Kinyŏm Charyochip, edited by Puma Minju Hangjaeng Kinyŏm Saŏphoe (Pusan) 

and Puma Minju Hangjaeng 10chunyŏn Kinyŏm Saŏphoe (Masan). 1989, 296. 
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Pusan, mentioning that 21 police stations had been damaged and public buildings had 

been attacked, including the Municipal Building.42    

Again on the 19
th

, the mayor of Pusan, Ch‟oe Sŏk-wŏn, announced that 73 police 

officers, two students and four citizens had been hurt in Pu-Ma and revealed their 

identities.  Ch‟oe emphasized that there were rumors about the number of casualties, but 

that his announcement was based on proper research.43  Since there were rumors of 

deaths during Pu-Ma, the most important thing for the government to make clear was that 

no-one had been killed.  It is not hard to imagine that there were more student or civilian 

casualties, but there is at present no proof.  It can be assumed that, similar to the case of 

the reporter Kim Tak-ton, whom I will introduce in the next section, doctors might have 

refused to leave records that proved violence by government forces, or Pu-Ma 

participants did not want to reveal their identities to hospital workers because they 

worried about punishment later on.   

One thing that is clear is that the Park regime intended to disconnect Pusan from 

other areas. According to an article about public transportation, express buses were to 

arrive in Pusan no later than 9:00 p.m., train schedules and destinations would be 

adjusted, and two airline routes from Cheju would stop running.44  The government also 

tried to keep high school students from participating in Pu-Ma.  The principals of high 

schools in Pusan were told that all the high schools should shorten their schedules so that 

                                                        
42 “Three Thousand, Including Students, Involved in Disorderly Conduct for Several Days” 

Kyungnam Maeil, October 19, 1979.   
 
43 “Casualties Total 79” Pusan Ilbo, October 19, 1979. 

 
44 “Service Schedule Changed” Kyungnam Maeil, October 19, 1979. 
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their students could go home early, and all the teachers should coordinate special groups 

to collect students loitering on the street in the evening.45  In other words, teachers were 

supposed to keep their students from getting involved with protests and send them home 

immediately when they found them.   

At noon on the Saturday the 20
th
, there was a garrison decree in Masan, but both 

the Pusan Ilbo and Kyunnam Maeil did not have the chance to report it since both were 

morning editions.  Therefore, their readers had to wait until Monday for the news.  

However, an interesting article on the 20
th
 deserves attention.  The Ministry of Home 

Affairs ordered the police across the nation to crack down on gangsters and hooligans 

using more forces than ever before.  About these groups, the Ministry stated that 

“causing trouble at night, they generate social anxiety.”  The article also mentioned that 

all the gangsters and hooligans would be detained unconditionally, and police chiefs 

would be in charge of mop-up operations in cities such as Seoul, Pusan, Taegu, Masan 

and Inchŏn.
46

  All the mentioned cities were involved with protests in relation with Pu-

Ma except Inchŏn.
 47

  Moreover, the use of the expression “the violence at night” 

definitely implies that the operation was not just a random decision, but strongly related 

with Pu-Ma.  However, the article treated it as a separate matter.  

On Monday the 22
nd

, the Pusan Ilbo reported that a garrison decree had been 

declared in Masan and Changwŏn on October 20
th
.  The official statement by Cho Ok-

                                                        
45 “Depending on the Situation, Class Time Reduced” Pusan Ilbo, October 19, 1979.   

 
46   “Gangster and Hooligan Crackdown” Pusan Ilbo, October 20, 1979. 

   
47   Inchŏn in the 70s was very famous for progressive activities, especially the labor movement. 

Considering Pu-Ma‟s participants, it was possible that similar protests could have occurred there.   
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sik, the commander of garrison law forces in charge of Masan, was that the purpose of 

the garrison law was to protect order and citizens‟ property.  Cho also warned against 

observing protests, saying “Our military will consider all the people around protests 

participants and arrest all of them.”
48

  It is a rather effective measure to demand that 

regular citizens, not just possible protesters, stay away from trouble and behave 

themselves.  The Pusan Ilbo eventually reported that there was “a disturbance almost 

like a riot in Masan” while reporting the garrison decree.  It also mentioned that arson 

and destruction had been committed with Molotov cocktails and even a home-made 

firearm.  When martial law was declared in Pusan, there had been the same pattern of 

reporting.  In other words, the news media reported Pu-Ma in Pusan for the first time 

while mentioning the declaration of martial law. 

The abrupt report about the home-made firearm was interesting in many ways.  

A crude hand-drawn diagram and the photo of the firearm were provided.  According to 

the report, the purpose of the weapon was to blame the government once Pu-Ma 

participants were shot.  This was to demonstrate that there was a strong possibility of the 

existence of “organized impure elements” behind the disturbance.
 49

  Here, organized 

impure elements means a spy ring supported by the North Korean government.   

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
48  “The Whole Content of the Special Statement” Pusan Ilbo and Kyungnam Maeil, October 22, 

1979.  

 
49   “On the 18th and 19th, Disturbance Close to Riot in Masan” Pusan Ilbo, October 22, 1979. 
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Figure 2 

  
                                  

           

     

 

While the government promoted this idea, it was actively fabricating a spy ring 

that would be either connected to Kim Il-Sung or an independent Communist association, 

Namchosŏn Minjok Haebang Chŏnsŏn Chunbi Wiwŏhoe (the Preparatory Committee of 

the South Korean National Liberation Front) or Namminchŏn, which was involved in the 

biggest public security incident at the end of the Yusin era.
 50

  

On the 23th, the governor of Kyŏngnam Province, Kim Sŏng-ju made a special 

announcement in the Kungnam Maeil.  Kim said “It is a very sad thing that some 

                                                        
50  Naminchŏn was an independent Communist group organized in 1976.  84 members were arrested 

in 1979.  Fore more information, see http://www.donga.com/fbin/output?n=200603150107 or Kang, 

Chun-Man. Han’guk Hyŏndaesa Sanch’aek:1970yŏndaepŏn 3kwŏn. Seoul: Inmul kwa Sasangsa, 2008. 

 

A “home-made” firearm and hand-drawn diagram of 

it (reproduced with permission from Kim T‟ak-ton) 

http://www.donga.com/fbin/output?n=200603150107
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students participated in violent disturbances, forgetting their duty as students, and 3.5 

million citizens in the province should not applaud the disturbances, realizing that even at 

this moment Pukoe (the North Korean Puppet Regime) is aiming at our lives.”
51

  This is 

the only time I found possible public support of Pu-Ma mentioned or revealed in a 

newspaper.   

On the 24
th

, the Pusan Ilbo reported that, due to improved order in Pusan and 

Masan, on the 23
rd

 the curfew had been returned to its regular schedule from midnight 

through 4:00 a.m., but any behavior exploiting this change would be strictly punished. 
52

 

The Pusan Ilbo also included a big section promoting the resumed regular curfew.  

Some of their headlines and pull quotes are as follows:  

“Cheers on Every Street, Spirits are Restored” 

“Hotel, Restaurant, and Other Business Owners Relaxed the Creases in Their 

Faces”  

“Joyful Citizens Shout „Bravo!‟ Again and Again” 

The article on the curfew appeared the following day on the 25
th
 in the Kyungnam Maeil.  

The content was not much different, with such titles as “The City Night Resumed after 

Five Days,” and “The People Warn, Do not Cause Such Misfortune Again.”  In contrast 

to Governor Kim, the reports in the Pusan Ilbo and Kungnam Maeil implied that there 

were no citizens who supported Pu-Ma but that they were all victimized by it, which was 

the usual narrative.       

                                                        
51   “Disturbance in Masan, a Heartbreaking Event” Kungnam Maeil, October 23, 1979.   

 
52   “ Pusan, Masan Curfew Returned to Regular Schedule” Pusan Ilbo, October 24, 1979.   
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On the 25
th
, the Pusan Ilbo printed an article titled “Quite Deluding Yourselves 

That You Will Liberate the South.”  The article mainly quoted remarks by the head 

official of the Ministry of Culture and Communication.  According to the official, North 

Korea‟s announcement of support for the illegal disturbance would only cause aversion 

among citizens of the Republic of Korea toward “the North Korean communist group” 

(Pukhan Kongsan Chiptan).
53

 

On the same day, the Pusan Ilbo reported that regular assemblies and events 

would need permission from the Pusan Police Chief, and as long as they were apolitical, 

permission would be issued immediately.
54

  It also reported that the Pusan Public 

Prosecutor‟s Office had made a list of 140 gangsters on orders from the commander of 

the martial law forces.  The office would accept all reports from citizens about gangsters, 

and the arrested gangsters would receive maximum sentences.  Some may wonder why 

the commander ordered such an action.  Considering that much violence was thought to 

have been committed by alleged gangsters and lower class citizens, it had the effect of 

removing the most violent parties among Pu-Ma participants.  This policy was not 

limited to Pusan, but was enforced throughout the country, so it also would have helped 

to head off potential violence if Pu-Ma had spread to other cities.   

The control of information was not just limited to South Korean newspapers.  I 

learned this while checking an October, 1979 edition of the New York Times at Seoul 

National University.  There were no articles about Pu-Ma because all of them had been 

cut out of the paper.  Of course, it is still possible to read the articles through the New 
                                                        
53   Pusan Ilbo, October 25, 1979.   

 
54   “Regular Assemblies and Events Held with Permission From the Police Chief” October, 25 1979. 
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York Times archive service.  However, such a service was of course not available to the 

public in 1979.  I asked one of the librarians what had happened, but he was reluctant to 

say anything about it.  What I wanted to know was whether the cutting was done after 

the newspaper had arrived at the library or if it had been delivered with the articles 

already excised.   

I was able to find the answer with no trouble.  All the New York Times editions I 

checked were stamped and the archive location was written by hand at the top of the first 

section, but in the case of the October 19
th 

edition, the A1 and A2 pages were entirely 

absent.  However, there was a stamp together with the location Seoultae (Seoul National 

University) on A3.  This most likely means that it was delivered to the university in that 

condition.  Moreover, when I checked the same edition at the National Library of Korea 

(Kung’rip Chungsang Tosŏkwan), exactly the same parts were removed, so the deletion 

must have been done before it was delivered.  I also became curious about newspapers 

from Japan, so I looked up an edition of the Asahi Shimbun from the same time.  Not 

surprisingly, it had received the simlar treatment.  Based on this evidence, it is safe to 

assume that average citizens had no access to objective reporting about Pu-Ma or any 

other sensitive matter in South Korea in 1979.  Even so, it is clear that South Koreans in 

1979 were conscious of the government‟s control of the media, since freedom of speech 

was one of the demands of Pu-Ma participants.  Moreover, except for CBS, 

broadcasting and newspaper companies came under attack in both Pusan and Masan.
55

   

 

                                                        
55  Not the American network, CBS stands for Christian Broadcasting System, which sometimes 

broadcast anti-government information during Park‟s regime.  
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Figure 3 

  
 
 

 

Figure 4 

  
 

 

On the night of the 26
th
, Park Chung-hee was assassinated.  All the newspapers 

on the 27
th
 contained long stories about his life.  The following are some of headlines 

and pull quotes the Pusan Ilbo used regarding Park: 

“The Flag Bearer of the Nation‟s Modernization and National Restoration” 

“Supreme Leadership with a Strong Sense of Justice” 

“A Bolt From the Blue, a Historical Incident which Made Heaven and Earth Cry” 

“Hearing the News, Citizens Stop Working and Cry” 

Asahi Sinbun Oct. 18, 1979 (photo by author) 

 

 
 

The New York Times Oct. 20, 1979 (photo by author) 
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The Kungnam Maeil also used the similar expressions: 

 “18 Years of Remarkable Achievements under Park‟s Administration” 

 “Consolidating National Modernization and Economic Self-Reliance” 

 “Advocating the New Village Movement and Institutionalizing Political Stability”  

 “Each House Flag at Half-Staff, Pay Respect” 

 “We Lost the Great Leader” 

 “How Could It Happen…All the Nation Shocked, Writhing in Agony”  

Since both newspapers covered Park‟s death substantially, these represent only a small 

part.  However, they are enough to give impressions about the treatment of his death.  

The portrayal of Park as a hero was reinforced with down-to-earth and affectionate 

representations, such as photos of him smiling in regular clothes, talking to children, and 

helping farmers, which were far different from his regular images.
56

  Such revisionist 

image-making had unexpected implications for Pu-Ma participants, since the new 

representation of Park was entirely opposed to the figure of the dictator they had fought 

against.   

This could have been a source of confusion for many Pu-Ma participants, 

especially those who had been involved in violence, since it became apparent that what 

they had done during Pu-Ma would be considered criminal instead of righteous resistance 

against a corrupt and dictatorial ruler.  Subsequently, they became extremely secretive 

about their participation in Pu-Ma.  For example, I was introduced to a participant P in 

Masan by Professor Chŏng Sŏng-ki at Kyungnam University.  P was a factory worker 

when Pu-Ma happened.  He was very lively and talked about various things during 

                                                        
56   Kungnam Maeil, October 27, 1979 
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lunch with Dr. Chŏng and me.  However, whenever I started asking about his experience 

in Pu-Ma, P suddenly became quiet.  It was obvious that he was not comfortable talking 

about Pu-Ma.  Needless to say, I had a few other similar experiences.  

 

Two Reporters and Two Different Stories: Pu-Ma in Pusan 

 

Previously, I have mentioned how government control of information about Pu-

Ma could make it problematic for the citizens of Pusan and Masan to construct coherent 

memories of Pu-Ma.  In this section, I would like to introduce two interviews I 

conducted to show how fragmented and limited the interviewees‟ observations were on 

an individual level.  Though both interviewees were journalists in Pusan during Pu-Ma, 

even they did not have an overall perspective of it.  It is very interesting to compare 

their stories and learn how contradictory the information of one is to the other.  This 

does not mean their recollections are fundamentally wrong.  In most cases, they reflect 

the diverse aspects of Pu-Ma as it was witnessed.   

I acknowledge that their memories must have been compromised in some ways, 

considering that they were reaching back 30 years.  Surprisingly, their recollections 

were relatively clear and their statements were for the most part coherent with what I 

have studied.  I should point out that there are some parts which do not match official 

records, and I have added footnotes in such cases.  In any case, I believe that these 

interviews are crucial to evoke the atmosphere in the late 1970s and contain information 

one cannot usually find in scholarly works.  It also shows how conforming individuals 
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became in the conditions they lived in.  By comparing and analyzing the interviews, I 

will explore the complexity of localization.   

 Figure 5 

 
 

                                                                      

Kim T’ak-ton, a photojournalist with the K’ukche Sinmun (a local newspaper) 

Kim was a third-year photojournalist when he witnessed Pu-Ma in Pusan.  He 

currently teaches photography in the Journalism Department at Kyŏngnam University in 

Masan.  I met him by chance at the Permanent Exhibition Room at Pusan Democracy 

Park in summer, 2009.  Many of the photos exhibited at the park were taken by Kim, and 

he kindly allowed me to use his photos in this study.  The following are his statements.   
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When I went to work in the morning of October 16
th
 1979, I heard that there was 

some disturbance at Pusan University.  However, it was unexpected because 

certainly no journalists had heard about the plan.  If they had known about it, 

reporters would have been dispatched from Seoul to cover the news.  Even the 

riot police (kitongtae) were not ready.  University students in Seoul were the ones 

who constantly demonstrated at the square at Seoul Station or in front of Tokyo 

Hotel.  Pusan University and Dong-A university in Pusan, as well as Kyungnam 

University in Masan were quiet.  From time to time, some hand-written posters 

were put up, but intelligent detectives routinely dropped by the schools in the 

morning and removed them.  That was how they started their work.  The 

university students, who usually came to school late in the morning, missed 

reading the hand-written posters.   

On the first day of Pu-Ma, when I was leaving the office to cover the 

disturbance at Pusan University, the managing editor asked me not to.  The 

government had already issued rules to the Press (Poto Chich’im) that restricted 

publication of anything about the protest.  I went out later that day and took some 

pictures anyway.  Those pictures survived and are widely used whenever Pu-Ma 

is discussed.   

The protest started at Pusan University on the 16
th
 and spread to the 

downtown area.  Later the day, white-color workers joined in.  I saw that when 

tear gas was used a lot, a street fruit vendor gave tangerines to protesters to use 

the juice to wash out their eyes.  There were no leaders on the streets.  After 
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lower-class citizens participated in the protest, it became very violent.  There was 

a pile of stones for construction in Chakalch‟i area and protesters threw them.  

The lower-class citizens knew how to throw stones at the police.  Moreover, they 

knew the backstreets well.  The riot police and regular police could not suppress 

the protest very effectively.  For example, a policeman dropped a tear gas ball 

(sakwat’an) in the Tong-Pusan Police Station instead of throwing it out of the 

building, so all the police in the building had a hard time in it.  I think the 

strongest riot police were dispatched to Seoul for possible protests against the 7
th

 

anniversary of the Yusin Constitution, since it had been promulgated on October 

7
th
 in 1972.   

After martial law was declared in Pusan at midnight on the 18
th
, 

paratroopers arrived.  They were one of several kinds of forces the South Korean 

government could deploy without U.S. permission under the Joint U.S.-Korean 

Military Agreement.  The Marine Corps were also deployed to Pusan because its 

base was in Pohang, not far from Pusan.  Because the paratroopers caused 

trouble by acting violently and that became problematic, the Marines behaved 

better.57  

Pu-Ma was like a local riot since there was no organized leading group.  

Why would anyone listen to sophomore university students?  Many of the 

instigators were such young students.  People from Pusan are known for their hot 

tempers, and there was an expression that if the people of Pusan and Masan arose, 
                                                        
57  It is known that the marines were deployed on the evening of the 17th, and the paratroopers arrived 

the following day.    
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the South Korean government would be overthrown. 58   Pu-Ma was not an 

impressive incident at all, but it became big because of the assassination of Park.   

I was beaten by the riot police and my camera was broken meanwhile, but 

the managing editor scolded me for letting the camera get broken while covering 

news which could not be used anyway.  One of my senior co-workers, Cho Jap-

che, gave me some money so that I could obtain a hospital report.  The doctor 

who examined me said that it would take at least four weeks for me to recover, but 

he would not give a written diagnosis since I was hurt by the paratroopers.   

 

 

Ch’oe Yŏn-an, then a reporter with the Han’guk Ilbo, a major national newspaper  

Ch‟oe witnessed and covered Pu-Ma as a reporter.  I met him when I visited the 

Yosan Literary Museum in Pusan with my companion, Cha Sŏng-hwan, who had just 

finished his dissertation on Pu-Ma.  Ch‟oe is the director of the museum and I was able 

to interview him along with Cha.59  

 

I saw Pusan citizens walking down the road through the windows of the press 

room which was on the second floor of the Pusan City Hall.  That was Pu-Ma 

Hangjaeng.  They looked like a flood and it was so scary that no reporters 

wanted to get out and cover it.  I could not see the end of the stream of people.  

                                                        
58  This is because of the experience of the April Revolution.   

 
59  At moments when Cha interjects in the conversation, I have placed his remarks, as well as my own 

commentary, in brackets in order to specify that they are not the interviewee‟s statements.   
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Information about Pu-Ma was sent to the Army Security Commend (Po’an 

Saryŏngpu) or the Korean Central Intelligence Agency (Anchŏn Kihoekpu.)  

Once Martial law was declared in Pusan on the 18th, the Marine Corps came in by 

bus since they were stationed close to Pusan.  Then the paratroopers came in 

through the Pusan Train Station.   

I was at the press room when I got a phone call from my friend, Major N.  

He was at the Pusan Train Station.  I told him to do a good job and tried to hang 

up, but he insisted that I come out and cover it.  When I went to the station, I saw 

the paratroopers leaving the station and lining up at the station square squadron by 

squadron.  Armed vehicles and tanks were brought into a line.  It was quite a 

scene.  Pusan citizens looked out of their windows or from buses passing by.  I 

followed the paratroopers to the downtown area behind my friend.  They were 

not bad at first, but then they saw their fellow soldiers knocked down one by one 

by stones that the protesters threw.  They were not human beings.  They turned 

into dangerous weapons themselves.  They grabbed anybody they could see on 

the street and committed outrages.  It was so bad that I was out-of-mind and 

could not even write for a while.  [He covered his eyes with his hands and moved 

his head backward.  He kept repeating the last sentence, but did not give us 

specific information.] 

[My companion then remarked that Pu-Ma is the most historically 

important uprising in the history of Pusan, but it had not been evaluated properly.  

He also added that even Pusan citizens do not know about Pu-Ma, and Ch‟oe 
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replied while nodding.]  I think so, too.  I took notes on a notebook then.  But 

when younger reporters asked to borrow my notebooks so that they could use 

them as reference, I gave them.  Some were returned to me, but some were lost.  

I also collected my writings, which were not allowed to be published in 

newspapers for a while, but it happened so long ago.  I may have some at home.   

Anyway, the reason the paratroopers came to Pusan through the Pusan 

Train Station is that Pusan is so long.  The downtown is on the west side and 

another busy area is Sŏmyŏn on the east.  It was hard to tell which direction 

people would move toward.  Since the station is in the middle of both places, the 

paratroopers preferred it.  They could move both east to Nampodong and 

Pup‟yŏngdong and west to Suchŏngdong and Sŏmyŏn to suppress the protest.  

But when the paratroopers came in, the force of Pu-Ma Hanjaeng was already 

slightly weakened.  When there are too many people on the street, it is impossible 

to suppress them since it is not possible to move.  It was like that when Pu-Ma 

first started.  The paratroopers were able to move to the City Hall downtown 

without a big clash since the situation was already a little calm. 

Pusan citizens were able to calculate how long it would take for the 

paratroopers to move, so they demonstrated in advance.  I followed them toward 

Sŏmyŏn.  [My companion said at this point that there was no record that the 

protesters marched in that direction.]  There were 13 reporters from the Han’guk 

Ilbo, including ones dispatched from Seoul.  However, we could not cover 

everything.  Pusan is too long as you know.  We gathered and patched together 



43 

 

the pieces we knew like we were creating a mosaic, but we could not see the big 

picture, so we actually contacted our distribution centers.  There were around 100 

centers in Pusan at that time.  We asked the manager of each center to observe 

what was going on in the vicinity and report it in 30 minutes.  The manager who 

was in charge of Sasang called me and said, “A great many people are walking 

toward Sŏmyŏn.”  I asked if he was able to count them, but he was not trained to 

figure it out like us reporters.  He kept repeating, “A great many!  A great 

many!” so I had to hang up after thanking him.  I also remember hearing that the 

atmosphere in Kupo was unsettled.   People were out gathering and talking there.   

[My companion became very excited then.  He said that he had never 

heard that there were protests other than in the downtown area.  He guessed that 

there must have been some kind of protest in Sŏmyŏn, but he certainly did not 

expect other areas such as Sasang.]  Reporters can only write what they see, and 

all the newspaper offices and buildings then were downtown near City Hall.  No 

wonder that there were records only about that area.  Reporters did not go to 

Sŏmyŏn when things were going on downtown. 

We could not stand against the citizens in Pu-Ma.  Newspaper reporters 

were relatively fine since we did not reveal our status.  News agencies had more 

trouble.  I even saw people flip over a car which belonged to a news agency 

called Haptong.  The car had its logo and name on it.  The news agency was 

supported by Doosan, a South Korean conglomerate.  That was the reason 

citizens attacked its car.   
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The interview with Ch‟oe ended abruptly since he had another appointment, but he 

promised to let us interview his friend, Major N.  However, Ch‟oe later informed us that 

Major N. refused to be interviewed, not because he was worried about himself, but he 

still had to think about his children. 

Though both Kim and Ch‟oe witnessed Pu-Ma, Kim‟s description is mainly 

concerned with the situation during the first two days, before martial law forces arrived.60  

Therefore, Kim talks about how unprepared and incompetent the riot police were and 

how well both citizens and protesters cooperated.  Considering how many police 

stations and vehicles were damaged or set on fire, along with government and mass 

media buildings, Kim‟s statement is very plausible.  At the same time, Kim does not see 

Pu-Ma as a major historical incident, arguing that the assassination of Park exaggerated 

its perceived influence.  This would be a very provocative argument for many 

progressives.    

However, unlike Kim, who was relatively new in his career, Ch‟oe was already an 

experienced reporter.  Looking down from the pressroom on the street full of protesters, 

he immediately knew that it was not necessary to cover Pu-Ma.  He used the expression 

“the flood,” which evokes the vast support and participation of ordinary citizens.  Even 

more interesting is that what he remembers most is the brutality of the martial law forces, 

which contrasts with Kim‟s statement.  He also brings out much new information, which 

                                                        
60  Judging from his well-known photos, on the morning of the 18th Kim was at Pusan University to 

take photos of government proclamations, and Pusan University is far away from the downtown.   
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reveals the limitations of the information about Pu-Ma in Pusan that many scholars rely 

on.   

I should point here that there is a big gap between how Kim and Ch‟oe consider 

Pu-Ma.  For Kim, the importance of Pu-Ma is overvalued, but Ch‟oe agreed with my 

companion, Cha, that Pu-Ma needs more recognition and re-evaluation.  This gap in 

perception would not be the only reason that localization of Pu-Ma has not happened, but 

it is certainly a good reason to explain the difficulty of localizing Pu-Ma.   

 

Pu-Ma Hangjaeng in Masan 

 

In this section, I attempt to describe Pu-Ma in Masan as the participants saw it, 

not based on the government perspectives expressed in the mainstream newspapers.  To 

provide a sense of how Masan citizens participated in Pu-Ma, I take advantage of 

information available in Puma Minju Hangjaeng 10chunyŏn Kinyŏm Charyochip (the Pu-

Ma Minju Hangjaeng 10
th
 Memorial Compilation).  I mainly describe Pu-Ma in Masan 

based on an article written by the journalist and participant PakYŏng-ju, for which Pak 

interviewed about 50 participants.  Pak‟s article, named “10.18 Masan Minjung 

Hangjaeng ŭi Chŏnkae Kwachŏng” (the Development of the 10.18 Masan People‟s 

Uprising), is a wonderful source for building a broad picture of Pu-Ma in Masan on the 

18
th
 and 19

th
.61  The article is full of observations and on-site interviews.  Interestingly, 

                                                        
61  Park, Yŏng-ju. “10.18 Masan Minjung Hangjaeng ŭi Chŏnkae Kwachŏng.” In Puma Minju 

Hangjaeng 10chunyŏn Kinyŏm Charyochip, edited by Puma Minju Hangjaeng Kinyŏm Saŏphoe (Pusan) 

and Puma Minju Hangjaeng 10chunyŏn Kinyŏm Saŏphoe (Masan), 1989:278-298. 
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they were not censored like newspapers since the records were not published then, and 

Pak‟s article was originally published six years later in a local journal.  Purely 

descriptive information is also available in the records provided by Nam Pu-hee and Kim 

Hyun-Tae, who were reporters for the Kyungnam Maeil Sinmun, currently called the 

Kyungnam Sinmun.62   

It is generally understood that Masan‟s protests were more violent than those of 

Pusan.  According to Lee Eun-jin, of those prosecuted in military trials, 43 people were 

from Pusan whereas 46 were from Masan.  He also points out that this was a 

considerable number, since the population of Masan was only one tenth that of Pusan.63   

However, the general characteristics of Pu-Ma in both cities were not very different.  I 

have specified distinctive differences where they exist.  In this section, I did not footnote 

direct quotes from Pak‟s article and the records of the two reporters, but only added page 

numbers. 

 Though the uprising in Masan started at Kyungnam University around 9:00 in the 

morning, it was around 5:00 when the students finished their campus protest and moved 

to the downtown area (39).  When protesters gathered again at the 3.15 Memorial 

Tower, which has been a symbol of Masan‟s democratization movement, the Masan 

Police Chief, Ch‟oe Chang-rim ordered them to disperse.  In the early stage of the 

protest, citizens were very supportive and some of them shouted, “Good job!” 

                                                        
62 “Masan Kyungnam Taehakkyo Soyosatae 1ch‟a Palsaeng Pokosŏ” In Puma Minju Hangjaeng 
10chunyŏn Kinyŏm Charyochip, edited by Puma Minju Hangjaeng Kinyŏm Saŏphoe (Pusan) and Puma 

Minju Hangjaeng 10chunyŏn Kinyŏm Saŏphoe (Masan), 1989: 39-55. 

 
63 Lee, Eun-jin. 1979kyŏn Masan ŭi Puma Minju Hanjaeng. Seoul: Minjuhwa Undong Kinyŏm 

Saŏphoe, 2008, 16.  
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(chalanta!), but the students were not very good protesters.  Probably because of a lack 

of experience, their lines were easily disordered by the police, so some students even 

suggested going to the Free Trade Zone in Masan to ask the workers to join them (280).  

By 7:30, there were around 10,000 people in the crowd, and half of them were regular 

citizens, not university students (41).   

The leading groups, who were only in their late teens and early twenties, fought 

using empty bottles, stones, and bricks.  The police, who were not experienced with 

putting down protests, showed mild attitudes at first.  Gradually, their measures became 

much more severe (283).  The number of students also became considerably smaller, but 

the number of protesters was not reduced since other people joined in large numbers 

(283).  Overwhelmed by the numerous protesters marching down the street, the police 

escaped the scene.  The protesters pushed a police truck into a stream.  The citizens at 

the scene all clapped and cheered (284).  According to Pak, this small victory 

encouraged participants greatly. 

Later on, seven police stations were attacked, three of which were totally 

destroyed.  Many police vehicles, official documents, and even photos of President Park 

Chung-hee were vandalized or set on fire.  The City Hall, post offices, the Public 

Prosecutors‟ Office, the district court, and the MBC broadcasting building were attacked.  

Expensive vehicles and upscale shops also became targets.
64

  The protesters asked to 

turn off lights so that they could hide their identities, which had not happened in the 

Pusan protest.   

                                                        
64  I have not found any records of attacks specifically targeting expensive vehicles and upscale shops 

in Pusan.   
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Figure 6 

  
 

 

 

Police arrested protesters and shot tear gas canisters, but they sometimes appeared 

to be ineffective as well, retreating and abandoning their police cars.  Citizens‟ support 

for the protesters made the suppression of Pu-Ma in Masan even more difficult.  They 

provided food and water as well as wet-towels for protesters to clean themselves with.  

Citizens even delivered empty beer-bottles for demonstrators to throw.   

 Interestingly, 240 soldiers of the 39
th

 infantry division had already arrived around 

10:45 p.m. and in one hour had started arresting protesters.  It should be recalled that it 

was on the 20
th
 when the garrison decree was declared in Masan and Changwŏn, but the 

Burned out Sanho Police Station (reproduced with 

permission from Kim T‟ak-ton) 

 



49 

 

military was deployed to put down the protest on the night of the 18
th

, even though the 

number of soldiers was small (295).  When the protesters saw the soldiers with fixed 

bayonets, they ran away yelling “Run, soldiers!” (291) 

A total of 297 people were arrested on the first day of the uprising in Masan.  

Among them, only 40 were students.  The others included 73 factory workers, 8 manual 

laborers, 7 drivers, 25 unemployed persons, 1 shoe-shiner, and 32 with unknown jobs 

(40).  This was not a student protest any longer.  Three separate cases were also 

mentioned in which an unconscious person who had been beaten by soldiers was sent by 

taxi to a hospital (46-47).  The reports also make reference to a dead-looking man with a 

swollen, bruised face bleeding through his nose and mouth (40).  However, officially no 

one was killed during Pu-Ma.    

 By the next morning on the 19
th

, the rocks, bricks and sticks used by protesters 

were removed, streets were cleaned and broken windows were replaced (296).  The 

signs of arson attacks on police stations were removed with white paint unless the 

stations had been burned down (296).  Few signs of violent resistance remained on the 

streets.  The government also organized pansanghoe meetings in which residents were 

told that the recent disturbance had consisted of riots by “impure elements.”  

On the 19
th
, a brigade of paratroopers, which had previously been deployed to 

Pusan, arrived in Masan.  The main public buildings were guarded by soldiers with 

fixed bayonets.  Armed vehicles and tanks patrolled the city (296).  The ensuing 

protest on the 19
th
 was very intense especially in the evening, when demonstrators threw 

rocks at the riot police and military.  The protesters also attacked vehicles with their 
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lights on to protect their identities.  Government forces used teargas, and there was some 

hand-to-hand fighting between them and protesters.  The protests lasted until the early 

morning of the 20
th
.  The soldiers severely beat any young people they could find in the 

back alleys and arrested them indiscriminately (298).  On that day, a garrison decree was 

declared in Masan and Pu-Ma there was essentially over.  

 Figure 7 

  
         An armored vehicle and a tank deployed during Pu-Ma (reproduced with  

         permission from Kim T‟ak-ton)  
 

 

The information in these records and articles tells a very different story from the 

newspaper reports, showing dynamic power changes between the protesters and 

government forces as well as between the student protesters and the others.  It is, 

however, consistent with the interviews I conducted.  Thus, the characteristics of Pu-Ma 

changed very rapidly over the course of one day.  Therefore, depending on when and 

where they were, citizens could have witnessed very different versions of Pu-Ma.  Not 

just the time of day, but also the particular day of the uprising one witnessed could create 

different impressions of Pu-Ma.  When the uprising began in each city, the police, 
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including riot police, failed to effectively suppress it.  They sometimes had to retreat and 

were even ridiculed by citizens.  However, when the paratroopers became involved, 

many witnesses reported incidents of brutality.  Again, this shows how, depending on 

the day citizens witnessed Pu-Ma, their impressions of it could be quite different.   

This section also shows how short Pu-Ma in Masan was.  Though the five-day 

uprising was significantly long considering the political circumstances of 1979, Pu-Ma 

happened consecutively in Pusan and Masan and these incidents do not have an organic 

connection.  Therefore, the actual days in which citizens of each city participated in Pu-

Ma only amounted to two to three days.  Without any information on Pu-Ma, since the 

news media did not cover it during its first two days, it is possible that many citizens 

might not have known what had actually happened in Pusan or Masan.  To some, the 

only information source on Pu-Ma would have been rumors, but even that source was not 

available.  Citizens‟ access to downtown areas was discouraged and spreading rumors 

was strictly prohibited under martial law. 65   Therefore, the newspapers and the 

neighborhood meetings must have been the main source of information for most people.    

For these reasons, a well-constructed and routinized story that the oppressed 

people of Pusan and Masan fought against their authoritarian government, its brutal 

suppression causing citizens‟ violent resistance ending with many people hurt, could 

work for those who did not experience Pu-Ma directly, but it might fail to persuade those 

who experienced the uprising in different ways.  Once again, building coherent memory 

of Pu-Ma as well as localization of it are being challenged, since Pu-Ma was very short in 

                                                        
65 The New York Times, October 22, 1979.   
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each city and the dynamics between the protesters and government forces changed over 

time. 

 

Two Kinds of Participants and Two Kinds of Victims 

   

The memorializing project of Pu-Ma still has a fundamental task to accomplish… 

Unlike victims of other important democratization movements, I want to remind 

you, those of Pu-Ma, who were treated worse than animals by the state, have not 

received an apology from the state and have been in psychological and physical 

pain.
66

   

 

As mentioned in the introduction, Pu-Ma was officially recognized by the South 

Korean government as the Pu-Ma Uprising.  This opened the door for participants to ask 

the government to investigate the truth about Pu-Ma as well as to request compensation.  

This is not an easy task and leads to many questions.  Were the participants also victims?  

If so, which of them should be considered victims?  How could they prove the 

government was at fault?  Who has the ability and sources to prove such claims? 

In this section, I explore the process in which the participants in Pu-Ma became its 

victims.  The government used social and political justifications to designate certain 

groups of participants as the main targets to be controlled.  The application of this 

control then generated victims.  In the following section, I examine how this process 
                                                        
66  Chŏng Sŏng-ki in the Statement of solidarity in the Catalog for the 30th Pu-Ma Democratic 

Uprising Memorial Ceremony and the 10th Minju Kongwŏn Opening Ceremony (Puma Minju hangjaeng 

30nyŏn mit Minju Konwŏ Kaekwan 10nyŏn Kinyŏmsik), 2009.   
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distorts writing history on Pu-Ma.  I argue that Pu-Ma generated roughly two kinds of 

victims, since the government divided participants into two groups.  The first is students 

and dissident intellectuals who had been already involved in the democratic movement 

and were considered by the government to be capable of organizing protests.  From the 

government‟s perspective, their motives were suspicious and their activities ultimately 

would help North Korea.  On the other hand, there were violent participants who were 

labeled a hooligans or gangsters. The government failed to see or ignored how frustrated 

the lower-class citizens were, and indentified gang involvement as a cause of violent 

protests.  The government declared a general crackdown on gangsters a few days after 

Pu-Ma started.   

Dividing these two groups was very effective because Park‟s government could 

show publically that both kinds of people mainly involved in Pu-Ma were not ordinary 

citizens, but were either contaminated by Communism or gangsters, both of whom do not 

normally care about good citizens‟ health and well-being.  Gangsters might not want to 

associate with Communists considering how anti-Communist South Korea was and how 

disastrous such involvement could be in the 1970s.  Also, those who were accused of 

being Communists would have been unlikely to appreciate being associated with 

gangsters.  They considered themselves intellectuals who had the responsibility of 

leading their nation in the right direction, not criminals of any kind.  The Declaration 

(Sŏnŏmun), which was distributed when Pu-Ma started at Pusan National University, 
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ends “with duty and responsibility as young intellectuals living in this corrupt era, we all 

should set alight the torch of truth and freedom!”
67

 

 

Students and Dissident Intellectuals 

The following students and intellectuals were a few of whom were arrested and 

tortured in relation with Pu-Ma.  The information in this part is again based on the 

interviews in the Pu-Ma Democratic Uprising 10
th

 Memorial Compilation (Puma Minju 

Hangjaeng 10chunyŏn Kinyŏm Charyochip), otherwise specified.  Hŏ Jin-su, the 

assistant secretary of Pusan Amnesty International in 1979, remembered that all the 

people known as dissident intellectuals in Pusan were arrested on October 20
th
 because 

they were having a meeting at a coffee shop (141).  University students were arrested 

separately.  A few of those arrested were accused of being North Korean Spies first, and 

then members of a branch of Namchosŏn Minjok Haebang Chŏnsŏn Chunbi Wiwŏnhoe or 

its abbreviated name Namminchŏn (the Preparatory Committee of the South Korean 

National Liberation Front).
68

  Some were interrogated about their relationships with 

opposition party leaders such as Kim Young-sam and Kim Dae-jung.  The following are 

their stories.   

In the case of Choi Seung-mook, who was a progressive minister of Chungpu 

Church in Pusan, he was accused of organizing Pu-Ma with direct orders from Kim Il-

                                                        
67  Puma Minju Hangjaeng Kinyŏm Saŏphoe and Puma Minju Hangjaeng 10chunyŏn Kinyŏm 
Saŏphoe. Puma Minju Hangjaeng 10chunyŏn Kinyŏm Charyochip, edited by Puma Minju Hangjaeng 

Kinyŏm Saŏphoe (Pusan) and Puma Minju Hangjaeng 10chunyŏn Kinyŏm Saŏphoe (Masan). 1989. 
 
68   See footnote 48. 
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sung.  According to the analysis of Pu-Ma by the Pusan Police, Choi was indicated as 

one of the two people supposed to be responsible for Pu-Ma, the other being Professor 

Kim Tong-kil in Seoul (71).
69

  A phone call Choi had with an acquaintance was 

suggested as evidence he was a spy during his interrogation.  His acquaintance wanted 

to know what was happening and how many had lost their lives in Pusan.  Being 

suspicious that Choi‟s phone was monitored, he asked, “Was the typhoon severe?” and 

“How many apples have fallen?”  Choi‟s answer was that the typhoon was severe but he 

did not know the number of fallen apples.  The acquaintance was correct, since Choi‟s 

interrogators knew the content of the conversation.  Thus, on the 25
th
 pictures of Choi 

were taken for public release, in which he was portrayed as the head of a North Korean 

spy ring.  Like others, Choi was saved due to Park‟s assassination the following day.  

Interestingly, Choi‟s involvement with Pu-Ma was not especially dramatic.  According 

to Choi, he was in his study on the 16
th
 when he heard people marching and chanting near 

his house (153-154).   

Chŏng In-kwŏn from Masan was also accused of spying.  Chŏng was a student 

at Kyungnam University where he gave a speech encouraging students to demonstrate on 

campus the day that Pu-Ma began in Masan.  According to Chŏng, he was beaten and 

water was poured over his face while he was hung upside down.  The interrogators had 

several scenarios with which to connect him with Kim Il-sung, Kim Dae-jung, Kim 

Young-sam, the alleged North Korean spy ring at his university, and others (174-175).  

                                                        
69   “Puma Satae ŭi Punsŏk” in Ibid. 
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Chŏng was released from Masan Prison in early December, 1979 through an amnesty 

enacted by the temporary Choi Kyu-ha government (176).    

It is known that Hwang Sŏn-yong was also accused of being a spy, but his 

testimony is not available in the compilation.  When he was arrested, Hwang was sick 

and waiting for surgery.  Fearing the expected torture and jail time ahead, he tried to kill 

himself by jumping from the window of the interrogation room.  However, his life was 

saved by electric wires connected between poles below the window.
70

 

Yi Chin-gŏl was accused of getting support from Kim Young-sam and various 

opposition groups.  His was also questioned about his relation with Namminchŏn, but he 

did not know anyone involved in the organization.  What Yi did, according to his 

statement, was to hand-print flyers together with Hwang Sŏn-yong to call for a 

demonstration.  They distributed the flyers on the 15
th
, one day before Pu-Ma.  When 

Yi was arrested, his hands and feet were tied and metal rods were placed between his 

arms and legs.  Then a towel was placed on his face and water was poured on it.  He 

was tried in a military court and released the next year.  Similar accusations were made 

against Kim Chong-ch‟ŏl, Chu Tae-hwan and Hwang Sŏng-kwŏn (208-209,213).  Of 

these, Chu argued that he had only been a spectator who could not move fast enough 

during Pu-Ma (213).   

Ok Chŏng-ae and Ch‟oe Kap-sun were Kyungnam University students and had a 

plan to organize a demonstration with a few others.  However, Pu-Ma was news to them 

since their demonstration was not planned for the 18
th
 but a few days later.  Even so, 

                                                        
70  Puma Minju Hangjaeng Kinyŏm Saŏphoe. “Puma Minju Hangjaeng 13chunyŏn Kinyŏm Tŭkpŏl 

Taetam,” Puma Kwanjang vol.5 (October, 1992): 3-4. 
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they participated in the uprising and led students on the streets.  After being arrested, 

they were stripped to their underwear and interrogated.  They were not accused of being 

spies, but I believe that this case is worth mentioning, especially because Ch‟oe Kap-sun 

was sexually molested and humiliated (181).  Currently, she is the director of an 

organization to help sexually abused women. 

In the process of their arrest, interrogation, and sentencing, these students and 

intellectual participants became victims.  Some of them were directly involved with Pu-

Ma, and some of them were arrested because of their previous activities.  All those who 

were accused of being spies testified that KCIA agents were prepared with stories to 

connect Pu-Ma with either Kim Il-sung or Namminchŏn as well as opposition party 

leaders.  They all testified that there were many other participants detained, and heard 

them being tortured and threatened.  In this way, the participants were victimized by the 

state. 

The Park regime arrested potential participants in other areas of South Korea as 

well.  Afraid of Pu-Ma spreading to other cities, the National Security Headquarters (the 

previous version of the Korean National Police Agency) arrested 4,207 individuals across 

the country in four days between October 19
th
 and 22

nd
, with 313 being detained.  51% 

of all the arrestees were from Seoul.
71

  This kind of preemptive measure by the 

government was not new.  Sŏ Chung-sŏk points out that immediately before establishing 

the Yusin Constitution, Park Chung-hee announced a garrison decree and sent the military 

                                                        
71  Jung, Keun-sik. “Puma Hangjaeng kwa 79-80nyŏn Regim.” Hanng’guk Sahwaehak. vol.34 (Fall 

2000): 248-286, 269.  It should be remembered that the crackdown on gangsters was announced on 

October 19th.  However, I cannot verify at this point whether the reported number of arrestees includes the 

so-called gangsters. 
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to occupy university campuses.  177 students were dismissed from their schools and 

most of them were then conscripted.  Park eliminated potential opponents of the Yusin 

system this way.
72

   

As shown by the previous examples, the arrests of students and dissident 

intellectuals could be arbitrary and even the punishments they received might not be 

based on the degree of their activism and involvement with Pu-Ma.  In any case, the 

government‟s fabrication of a huge conspiracy behind Pu-Ma involving Kim Il-sung or 

Namminjŏn was abruptly halted by Park‟s assassination, and those accused of being spies 

and agitators were saved, though they were left with serious physical and psychological 

wounds.  Thus, as expressed by the quotation at the beginning of this section, these 

people believe that they are victims.   

 

Gangsters?  

To many scholars, the importance of Pu-Ma was based on the participation of 

regular citizens as well as lower-class elements.  According to the Pusan Minju 

Undongsa (The History of the Pusan Democratic Movement), Pu-Ma should be 

considered as a minjung (mass) uprising of kichŭng minjung (lower-class citizens), in 

which the urban poor constituted the main force and students and middle-class citizens 

joined, not the other way around.
73

   

                                                        
72  Sŏ, Chung-sŏk. “Pu-Ma Hangjaeng ŭi Yŏksajŏk Chechomyŏng.” Pu-Ma Minju Hanjaeng 
30chunyŏn Haksul Simp’ozium P’alp’yo Charyojip. 2009, 20 

 
73  Pusan Minjun Undongsa P‟yŏnch‟an Wiwŏhoe. Pusan Minju Undongsa. Pusan: Pusan City 

(Press), 1998, 426.  
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The minjung argument shows that though many lower-class citizens participated 

in Pu-Ma, participation was not limited to them since the designation minjung is not 

exclusive to lower-class citizens.  Many other people not only supported Pu-Ma, but 

actively participated in it also, as shown in the following statement: “That was the first 

street protest, but even from the start, it was not possible to differentiate citizens from 

protesters.  My interview subject, Kim Sun-ee, stated that on the 16
th
 she was walking 

with a huge number of people toward Pusan Station.  According to her, the people she 

saw were from many different age groups and economic backgrounds, and even people in 

buildings leaned out through windows and clapped.  There were no citizens who just 

remained spectators, and even those in buildings opened the windows and shouted 

slogans.  

However, among these various participants, there were those who were identified 

by the government as gangsters or hooligans.  This brings up some questions.  Did 

gangsters in Pusan and Masan suddenly become politically conscious?  Who were they, 

really?  Once again, I try to trace their identities based on the interviews in Puma Minju 

Hangjaeng 10chunyŏn Kinyŏm Charyochip (the Pu-Ma Democratic Uprising 10
th

 

Memorial Compilation), unless otherwise specified.
74

  I will not differentiate the 

statements of Pusan citizens from those of Masan in the compilation, simply because they 

are very similar.  In many cases, when speaking about Pu-Ma participants, interviewees 

used the expression rupen dŭl (lumpen proletarians).  I have just repeated their usage of 

this term without modifying it, as it reveals that when the interview project was 
                                                        
74  Puma Minju Hangjaeng Kinyŏm Saŏphoe and Puma Minju Hangjaeng 10chunyŏn Kinyŏm 

Saŏphoe. Puma Minju Hangjaeng 10chunyŏn Kinyŏm Charyochip, edited by Puma Minju Hangjaeng 

Kinyŏm Saŏphoe (Pusan) and Puma Minju Hangjaeng 10chunyŏn Kinyŏm Saŏphoe (Masan). 1989. 
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conducted in the late 1980s, many so-called intellectuals in South Korea had been 

exposed to Marxist class theory and its influence on understanding of Pu-Ma was 

significant.  The following are their statements. 

   

- The people who fought until the end were menial workers, lumpen 

proletarians, the jobless, and factory workers.  Students deserted the protest 

first (123).   

- Coffee shop girls (tabang agassi) and bar hostesses (hostes) came out to clap 

and yell.  The world was changing (128).   

- On the way from work, ordinary citizens and factory workers joined and ran 

with their arms around each other (139). 

- The people who fought in front and participated in the destruction were people 

in work clothes and shabbily dressed lumpen proletarians (140).  

- When the protesters attacked the Office of the Democratic Republican Party, 

the protest turned into a riot.  The leaders were mainly “gangsters” 

(kkangp’ae) (212).   

- Most of the people in front were lumpen proletarians (218).   

 

Many interviewees made statements similar to the above that lower-class citizens 

led the uprising.  This is the point at which people began to use various expressions, 

such as “gangsters,” “lumpen proletarians,” “the jobless,” “menial workers,” and in some 

cases even “factory workers,” judging from their clothes and attitudes.  Pak Yŏng-ju‟s 
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article hints at a way to understand the usage of these expressions.  Pak writes, “those 

who led the riot were lumpen proletarians, also known as gangsters (kkangp’ae) and 

hooligans (pulryangbae)” (290).  Pak Chŏl-kyu showed a similar understanding as 

follows: “The Masan Police Office‟s analysis was that those who led the protest were not 

students but labor workers, shoe shiners, restaurant workers, and clerks, so it announced 

that it would tighten control of hooligans.”
75

   

Thus, it can be understood that the expressions “gangsters” or “hooligans” shared 

a very broad spectrum of meanings, which demonstrates that in the 1970s, not only 

members of the ruling class but also many students and dissident intellectuals did not 

differentiate lower-class citizens from gangsters or hooligans.  In any case, they were at 

least assumed to be liable to commit crime.  Kim Wŏn criticized this way of thinking in 

2006: 

Under Park‟s rule, urban lower-class citizens (Tosi Hachŭngmin) were produced 

massively in the process of urbanization, but they were thought of as being 

aberrant and dangerous.  They were considered a “marginalized mass” or “mob” 

that was far removed from “purity.”
76

   

 

Another of Pak Yŏng-ju‟s important arguments was that plainclothes detectives 

mingled with participants.  When the crowd retreated, they arrested the ones who lagged 

                                                        
75  Pak, Chŏl-kyu. “5.18 Minjung Hangjaeng kwa Puma Hangjaeng.” In 5.18ŭn Kkŭnnannŭnga: 5.19 

Minjung Hangjaeng kwa Han’guk Sahoe ŭi Chillo, edited by Haksul Tanch‟e Hyŏp‟uihoe Pyŏn. Seoul: 

Purŭn Sup, 1988, 190. 

 
76  Kim Won, “Park Chung-hee Sigi Tosi Hachŭngmin,” Kŭndae ŭi Kyung’ge eso Tokchae rŭl Ilta. 

Seoul:Greenbi, 2006, 320. 
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behind.  Thus, among the 500 who were arrested on both the 18
th
 and 19

th 
in Masan, Pak 

strongly doubted that there were many who actually fought vigorously against the police, 

since the police were not able to arrest the ones involved in the most aggressive protests 

(290).  The previously quoted Ok Chŏng-ae and Ch‟oe Kap-sun provide a detailed 

account of the people they met when they were detained.  This account supports Pak‟s 

argument.  

- There were various kinds of people who had been arrested.  The main ones 

were workers from the free trade zone, but there was also an elderly man in 

his 70s, couples who had been on dates, male factory workers on the way to 

drink together, and people who were just on the street without knowing what 

was going on (191).  

- Sim Jŏm-pun was a factory worker who was caught while on a date with her 

boyfriend.  The taxi they took could not move due to the protest, so they got 

out.  When she was arrested, Sim had a stone in her bag which she had 

picked up from T’aechongtae (a tourist site in Pusan known for its rocky 

beach).  The stone was used as evidence that Sim had been a violent 

participant in the protest and she was accused of working as an agent for Ok 

and Ch‟oe. (181) 

When I interviewed her, Ch‟oe expressed great remorse for what happened to Sim. 

 It is natural that participants in events such as Pu-Ma tend to deny what they have 

done after they are detained.  Therefore, their accounts can be subject to change.  

However, the interviewees in the compilation shared a common opinion that citizens‟ 
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spontaneous participation caused significant changes to Pu-Ma.  This perception 

undermines the Park‟s regime‟s argument that impure elements who were either North 

Korean spies or involved with gangs organized Pu-Ma.  Such an argument and the 

resulting actions seem to be nothing more than preemptive efforts of the regime to control 

the situation and prevent its further expansion.   

There may have been gangsters intermingled with the angry citizen participants in 

Pu-Ma, but there seem to be many cases in which participants were labeled hooligans or 

gangsters because they were lower class and disorderly.  There must have been cases like 

Sim‟s in which people were arrested and falsely accused because they were in the wrong 

place at the wrong time.  The accusations were exaggerated or simply unlikely, 

considering the identities of the participants.  For victims produced in this way, Pu-Ma 

must have been a traumatic experience which they would not want to remember or 

describe.  Thus, once again building collective memory becomes very difficult, and 

localization of Pu-Ma finds a high wall to go over.   

 

Who Is Writing History? 

 

Jeyaraja Stanley Tambiah writes:  

It is victims who remember and tell and retell the story of the violence and their 

experience of victimization and suffering, and thus by repetition shape their 

narratives into a standardized or ritualized lament, which is then progressively 

shared by the community of sufferers as a collective memory, with its stereotyped 
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narrations. ...it is the victims who do the work of remembering and memorializing 

as a collective experience.
77

 

 

I generally agree with Tambiah‟s insight, but after looking at Pu-Ma closely, I 

argue that not all victims produce history.  Most producers of Pu-Ma as history were 

certain kinds of victims, specifically university students and dissident intellectuals.  

When I investigated the identities of the interviewees in the Puma Minju Hangjaeng 10
th

 

Memorial Compilation, this fact became very clear.  Among thirty-one interviewees, 

sixteen were university students, though three of them had been expelled.  Seven were 

university professors, three were religious leaders, and one was a journalist.  All are 

within the categories of university students and dissident intellectuals.   

Further, in the book Collections of Interviews with Figures from the Democratic 

Movement (Minjuhwa Undong Kwanryŏn Insa Kusul Chryo Suchip Kyŏlkwamul) 

conducted in Pusan in 2002, many of the subjects of the 10
th
 Memorial Compilation were 

once again interviewed.
78

  Many students involved in Pu-Ma have now become 

progressive intellectuals themselves, and more than any other group have actively 

produced articles and provided their stories for magazines or research on Pu-Ma.  For 

                                                        
77  Tambiah, Stanley Jeharaja. Leveling Crowds: Ethnonationalist Conflicts and Collective 
Violence in South Asia. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996, 294. 

 
78  Minchuhwa Undong Kinyŏm Saŏphoe. Michuhwa Undong Kwanryŏn Insa Kusul Chryo Suchip 

Kyŏlkwamul. (The Collection of Interviews with Figures from the Democratic Movement) Seoul, 2002.  
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these reasons, much research has been done on Pu-Ma‟s relation with the student 

movement and the book co-op movement, called Yangsŏ Hyŏptong Chohap.
79

   

What makes this phenomenon interesting is that the history-making of Pu-Ma 

reflected the attitudes and understandings of students and intellectuals as well as their 

limitations.  Their version of Pu-Ma may not present the whole picture.  For example, 

it is quite intriguing that there are no articles available on Pu-Ma in relation with religious 

groups, though neither the student movement nor the book co-op movement could be 

explained without mentioning the role of such groups.  Pak Chŏl-kyu states the 

following in his article, The Pu-Ma Democratic Uprising and the Student Movement (Pu-

Ma Minju Hangjaeng kwa Haksang Undong): 

The representative reservoir for the democratic movement in Pusan was Chungpu 

Church.  The Pusan YMCA, Tongkwang Church, and Nampu Church also took 

part in it.  In particular, the book co-op movement was established by people 

who were involved with Chungpu Church directly or indirectly, and the church 

provided space for most individuals who participated in the democratic or human 

rights movements in Pusan.
80

  

 

                                                        
79  Yangsŏ Hŏptong Chohap was a social movement organization in which progressives met, shared 

books and information, and participated in small group activities.  The co-op encouraged its members to 

read at least one recommended book per month.  It started in early 1978 and was shut down by the 

government right after Pu-Ma.  For more information, see “Puma Minju Hangjaeng kwa Yangsŏ 

Hyŏptong Chohap” in Puma Minju Hangjaeng Yŏn’gu Nonchong. 2003:300-361.  
 
80  Pak, Chŏl-kyu. “Pu-Ma Minju Hangjaeng kwa Haksang Undong” (The Pu-Ma Democratic 

Uprising and Student Movement) in Puma Minju Hangjaeng Yŏnggu Nonchong. Pusan: Minju Kongwŏn. 

2003, 199. 
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Cho Gap-che also mentioned that “Chungpu Church was the main provider of members 

for the resistance movement in Pusan and the bridge between the democratic movement 

in society and the anti-government student movement.”
81

  In the case of Masan, Pak, 

Chŏl-kyu described the Catholic Cultural Center (Katolic Munhwawŏn) as providing 

space for lectures by progressive scholars and study groups for university students.  

Moreover, a theater group for workers called Pulssi Kŭkhoe (Ember Theater) was started 

at the Catholic Women‟s Center.
82

 Considering that officials of the KCIA, National 

Security Headquarters, and the police had offices on universities in the 70s, providing 

space for students to gather and study without fear was very significant.
83

     

 My interviewee, Chŏng We-yŏng effectively shows the relationships among the 

religious, student, and labor movements.  Chŏng was a Pusan University student in the 

70s and was also an active member of Chungpu Church.   In the late 70s she was 

involved with organizing a school demonstration.  Chŏng then became a fugitive, hiding 

in a place suggested by her minister.  After she was captured, Chŏng was not only 

expelled from the university but also lost the right to study at any educational 

organization.  This kind of special punishment was called chulhak.  Subsequently, 

Chŏng began to work secretly at a shoe factory in Pusan for the purpose of organizing 

                                                        
81  Cho, Kap-che. Yugo: Pu-ma Satae esŏ 10.26 Chŏngpyŏn kkaji Yusin Chŏngkwŏn ul Punngoe Sikin 

Chonsŏng ŭi Hyŏn’jang. Seoul: Hangilsa, 1987. 196-197. 
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83  Puma Minju Hangjaeng Kinyŏm Saŏphoe and Puma Minju Hangjaeng 10chunyŏn Kinyŏm 
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workers there.  When Pu-Ma happened, she went out to watch with her co-workers, but 

did not participate, as she was worried about revealing her identity.  When I met her, 

Chŏng was working as the head of an environmental organization.   

It is difficult to state definitively whether Chŏng should be classified as a student, 

religious or labor movement activist.  Likewise, it was not easy to precisely categorize 

the various movements in the late 1970s, because they could not be sustained without 

each other.  However, many Pu-Ma participants who had been university students later 

portrayed the student movement as self-contained and distinct from the other movements, 

calling attention to their own effort and sacrifices over those of others.   

 The lack of interest in studying the relation of religious groups with Pu-Ma is 

perhaps because, with the overall development of the progressive movement, student 

movement activists no longer needed to find space in religious organizations.  In the 

1980s the student movement became very strong, and student activists became core 

members of the progressive movement.  In the book on Pu-Ma published by the Pusan 

University Student Council (Pusan Taehakkyo Chonghaksaenghoe), one of the four 

characteristics of the student movement in the 1980s was described: “we came to 

understand the limitations of cheya and religious groups and evaluated them as merely 

supporting forces.”
84

  Moreover, students, along with other social movement activists in 

the 80s, were strongly influenced by Marxist and socialist theories, and they, as Cha 

Sŏng-su expressed, wanted their movement to be based on “science” (kwahaksŏng) not 

                                                        
84  Pusan Taehakkyo Chonghaksanghoe, Kŏyŏk ŭi Pamŭl Pulsarŭla: 10wŏl Puma Hangjaensa. 1985, 

21.  Sunhyuk Kim defines cheya as a loose assemblage of dissident groups composed of social movement 

activists, politicians, writers, youth groups, journalists and lawyers in The Politics of Democratization in 

Korea: The Role of Civil Society, 2000.   
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“morality” (totŏksŏng) like in the 70s.
85

  Therefore, scholars who had been part of the 

student movement have seemed to be reluctant to give much credit to religious groups, as 

if they no longer understand the situation in the 70s. 

Progressive scholars in the 80s and 90s did not pay attention to Kim Young-sam‟s 

influence on Pu-Ma either, though probably the most significant political reason citizens 

of Pusan were agitated must have been Kim Young-sam‟s expulsion from the national 

assembly on October 4
th
 1979.

86
  A telegram from the American Embassy in South 

South Korea to the U.S. Secretary of State on October 18
th
 1979, supports this view: 

NDP PRESIDENT KIM YONG-SAM‟S EXPULSION AND MASS 

RESIGNATION OF POSITION FROM NATIONAL ASSEMBLY ALMOST 

CERTAINLY WERE APPRECIABLE FACTORS IN THE PUSAN 

DEMONSTRATIONS, ALTHOUGH KIM‟S NAME WAS REPORTEDLY IN 

SLOGANS ONLY IN PERIPHERAL FASHION.
87

 

However, many scholars have refused to accept that Kim Young-sam had any influence 

on Pu-Ma because such a connection might make Pu-Ma look like only a regional 

movement.  For example, Pak Chŏl-kyu argues that “it has not been possible to find 

regionalism in our minjung uprising, and the reason people connect the Kwangju 

Uprising with Kim Dae-jung and Pu-Ma Kim with Young-sam is due to the conservative 

                                                        
85  Cha, Sŏng-soo. “Puma Minju Hangjaeng kwa Pusan Chungchi Chihyung ŭi Pyunhwa” in Puma 

Minju Hangjaeng Yŏnggu Nonchong. Pusan: Minju Kongwŏn. 2003, 282.   
 
86    Kim Young-sam‟s wife is from Masan, but I am not sure that this fact is relevant here.   
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establishment‟s persistent propaganda.”
88

  This is a typical example of how some 

progressive scholars go too far in their desire to make Pu-Ma a national incident free 

from regionalism.  Recently, a few non-local scholars such as Han Hong-ku and Sŏ 

Chung-sŏk have criticized such an attitude, arguing that Kim young-sam should not be 

ignored as a subject for researching Pu-Ma.
89

 

More importantly, there has been a lack of in-depth research on the participation 

of lower-class citizens in Pu-Ma.  Scholars have generally agreed that the importance of 

Pu-Ma was based on the participation of ordinary citizens and admitted that lower class 

citizens were in charge of Pu-Ma outside the universities in both Pusan and Masan.  

However, they have not paid much serious attention to this subject.  Of course, the 

availability of interviewees could be a problem.  This is likely because of Park Chung-

hee‟s sudden death and his subsequent idealization, as well as the belated re-evaluation of 

Pu-Ma.  Participants who had been violent or disorderly left their narratives of Pu-Ma 

untold, thinking their acts were criminal.  In that sense, the recent work of two local 

scholars, Lee Eun-jin and Cha Sŏng-hwan on lower-class citizens‟ involvement in Pu-Ma 

are very encouraging. 

In this chapter, I have tried to show how difficult it is to shape coherent memory 

of Pu-Ma, which has negatively influenced its localization.  Due to the national-level 

media control during Pu-Ma, South Koreans were deprived of the opportunity to know 

                                                        
88  Pak, Chŏl-kyu. “5.18 Minjung Hangjaeng kwa Puma Hangjaeng.” In 5.18ŭn Kkŭnnannŭnga: 5.19 
Minjung Hangjaeng kwa han’guk Sahoe ŭi Chillo, edited by Haksul Tanch‟e Hyŏp‟uihoe Pyŏn. Seoul:  

Purŭn Sup, 1988.  
 
89  Pu-Ma Minju Hangjaeng 30chunyŏn Haksul Simp’ozium P’alp’yo Charyojip. 2009.  
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about it, and even the available information was manipulated.  Secondly, I have 

introduced two interviews in which I have attempted to point out how the memories of 

the interview subjects are contradictory.  This is because Pu-Ma was short, but its 

characteristics changed so much that, depending on the day and time, even the 

participants do not share consistent narratives about it.  Moreover, the assassination of 

Park Chung-hee and his rapid elevation to the status of great leader of South Korea 

prevented protesters from freely sharing their activities during Pu-Ma, greatly hindering 

collective memory of it.   

In general, though Pu-Ma generated two kinds of victims, only the students and 

dissidents intellectuals have actively participated in building the history of Pu-Ma.  

Information about it has been become unbalanced and reflects their attitudes and opinions.  

There may be difficulty finding consensus about the history of Pu-Ma among the 

protesters as well as witnesses.  These reasons do not help many citizens of Pusan and 

Masan accept Pu-Ma as part of the legitimate history of their cities and embrace it 

wholeheartedly.  Thus, localization of Pu-Ma is still on-going task among progressives.    
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CONCLUSION 

 

Last year when I visited South Korea to research Pu-Ma Hangjaeng, I thought it 

would be fairly straightforward to write a thesis on it.  When I explained my research 

topic to Dr. Jung Keun-sik , he immediately said, “That‟s not an easy topic for a thesis.”  

I could not understand him at that time.  Pu-Ma occurred 30 years ago, so interviewees 

were still available, and since Pu-Ma only lasted five days it would not be hard to cover 

the whole uprising.  Moreover, since I am from Pusan, I already knew several 

participants personally and was aware of memorial organizations and Democracy Park.  

Now I have to admit that I agree with him.   

Many of the participants I tried to interview remembered participating in Pu-Ma 

thirty years ago, but they did not recall many details.  In some cases their stories were 

mixed up with other demonstrations and they could not remember which was which, so I 

had to give up conducting interviews.  To my great disappointment, many of those I had 

planned to speak with had already been interviewed several times and their routinized 

statements did not contain much new information.  This is the reason I extensively used 

the interview section in the Pu-Ma 10
th
 Memorial Compilation.  Other participants, who 

believed they did not deserve appreciation for their roles in Pu-Ma, were hostile toward 

recognizing Pu-Ma as an important historical incident.  Needless to say, they were not 

happy about my research.  Further, locating participants who had been considered 

hooligans or gangsters required much more time and resources than I had.  I was still 

fortunate enough to find several new interviewees to enliven my thesis.   
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The short duration of Pu-Ma was another serious problem.  As Pu-Ma only 

happened over two and three days in Pusan and Masan respectively, there was not enough 

time for it to fully develop or create long-lasting memories, especially since the media 

was controlled.  There was no single leading group, and organic connections between 

each group of participants were absent.  There was not even consensus about what Pu-

Ma was supposed to achieve.  With a lack of memorable incidents, such as a death or 

the occupation of a government building, participants had more difficulty verifying 

exactly which day they participated in Pu-Ma.  Moreover, there had been no immediate 

results.  The government did not make any promises to become more democratic, and 

Park Chung-hee did not resign.   

Did Pu-Ma help Kim Che-kyu make the decision to assassinate President Park?  

How much credit does Pu-Ma deserve?  Could the loosening of controls after Park‟s 

assassination, called the “Seoul Spring,” be attributed more to Pu-Ma or his death?  

With all these ambiguous questions, it becomes very difficult for citizens of Pusan and 

Masan to form agreeable collective memories.  It is also hard for them to understand Pu-

Ma as a representative democratic movement in their cities and feel proud about it.  

Therefore, difficulty in forming collective memory becomes a very important reason why 

localization of Pu-Ma is hindered.  

The nationalization of Pu-Ma was achieved relatively easily.  In the post-

democratization era, progressives in South Korea had two immediate problems, one of 

which was regionalism.  In their efforts to solve this problem, cooperation between 

scholars from the Kyŏngsang region and other areas to promote Pu-Ma has been very 
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successful by placing Pu-Ma within the genealogy of the South Korean democratic 

movement.  This greatly helped to alleviate the discontent of progressive scholars in 

Pusan and Masan with their lack of recognition.  

The other main challenge for progressives was the emergence of Park Chung-hee 

Syndrome, since it could allow conservatives to gain more power, especially in elections.  

Therefore, Pu-Ma became a very attractive incident among progressives.  This was 

because Pu-Ma was an explosion of accumulated discontent and grievances against the 

social, political, and economic problems at the end of Park‟s regime.   

In many ways this thesis gave me a chance to look back at the late 1970s in South 

Korea and the relationship between the state and the people.  At the same time, I learned 

that studying Pu-Ma can provide much insight into the relations among students, 

dissident intellectuals and lower-class citizens as well as religious groups and other 

movements, among many other things.  It could also help expand understanding of the 

Kwangju Uprising, since an uprising such as Pu-Ma is a learning experience for both the 

participants and the government.  Likewise, the complexity and ambiguity of Pu-Ma 

may hinder localization of Pu-Ma, but at the same time they may help to develop a more 

profound and multi-layered understanding of South Korea and South Koreans under Park 

Chung-hee‟s regime.  The nationalization of Pu-Ma will certainly be positive for this 

purpose.   
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