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INTRODUCTION

“My life began with trash and ended with trash,” recalled Kim Ki-ha, a former
Nanjido landfill waste picker, as we drove back to the city from his suburban scrap
yard. Born in 1948 to southern rural farmers, Kim, along with many other rural
migrants, moved to Seoul in 1974, “a time when young people sold their parent’s
cattle and escaped to Seoul,” he added. He worked different odd jobs: candy peddler,
door-to-door sales person, bill collector, and local election campaigner, until he
learned about the landfill in Nanjido and moved there in 1980. Kim paid a premium
to buy a district truck sector position, which required both human connections and
sufficient financial resources. After a year, he became a district crew leader. In 1984,
he was accused of bribery regarding the landfill housing distribution and although he
was found not guilty, he was still expelled from the district group. Despite losing his
position, he continued working in the landfill: he bought another position in a private
truck sector where he worked with his wife until the landfill closed. After a succession
of odd jobs and small businesses, he returned to waste picking, which he continues to
do into his seventies. “The only thing I have learned from the Nanjido years was waste
picking, that’s the only thing I can do. Had I had enough money, I could have
contracted with factories, which required more investment, but was more lucrative.”
Yi To-il, another waste picker who is about ten years older than Kim, also
drifted alongside waste for most of his life. Born in 1939, he hailed from Harbin,
China where he was born, fleeing south after the liberation of Korea.! His mother
perished on a train to Korea and his father died shortly thereafter. Orphaned, Yi
sought refuge from the Korean War in 1950 in Pusan and endured street life under the
thumb of a gangmaster; he stole any available goods to merely survive. Only when he
was enlisted into a child protection facility at the age of 15 did he obtain an
elementary school education. Endemic hunger at the orphanage eventually forced him

to return to a life on the street. After the war, he continued as a shoe shiner in Seoul.

! The biographical summary is based on his life story published in Nongma, the magazine published by
the Rag Commune (nongma kongdongch’e). To-il Yi, “Sumkydchin ndongmajui ti yoksa I - Kosaeng

kkute naki ittadonka?” Nongma, May 15 (1987): 10-20.



In the early 1960s, having nowhere to go, he admitted himself to a Work
Reclamation Camp (kzllojaegondae), a stint that opened up his career in waste.
He collected straws (chip’uragi), straw ropes (saekki), and jute sacks (kamani)
in nine garbage dumps in Seoul. As horse manure and straw, a secondary
material used in paper manufacture were replaced by chemical pulp, Yi lost his
livelihood and drifted. In the 1970s, he returned to the waste trade, this time
opening a junk depot, a makeshift workshop space, but eventually was pushed
out due to urban development. Two years later, he started another junk
workshop, which he was forced to abandon over complaints filed by neighbors
and the 1978 World Shooting Championship in Seoul. Despite these repeated
difficulties, Yi turned to waste picking again in the 1980s. This time, he got
caught in a police frame-up, and was sentenced to one and a half years in prison
for police quotas.” By the late 1980s, he worked as a member of the rag
commune, but his work became more precarious as recycling became a more
widespread practice in households and the government established its own

recycling corporation (Han’guk chaesaeng kongsa).

These two brief biographies illuminate the lives of two waste pickers and
their entanglements in modern Korean history: the Japanese occupation and
Liberation (1945), the Korean War (1950-1955), and the authoritarian Park
Chung Hee (1961-1979) and Chun Doo Hwan regimes (1980-1988). These
were periods of political, social, and economic upheaval as the country was
liberated and divided after a bloody international conflict. The devastations of
war were eventually overcome through rapid economic development, which
saw high levels of urbanization and industrialization that was framed

strategically as a model of success by the Korean government. However, behind

2 Legal scholar Ossei-Owusu defines police quotas as “formal and informal measures that require police

officers to issue a particular number of citations or make a certain number of arrests,”, some of them
pre-specify a quantity. Shaun Ossei-Owusu, “Police Quotas,” New York University Law Review 96

no.2 (2021): 531.



successful stories of economic growth lay the social costs of that development. What is
left unseen in most of the literature on South Korea’s development are perspectives
that come from the bottom rungs of society, not in hard quantitative data but in
narratives of lived experience. The life stories of Kim or Yi, exemplars of the story that
this dissertation will unfold, point to a broader marginalization that occurred
simultaneously with rapid growth.

Kim used waste picking as a means to move up the ladder and later as a
fallback strategy throughout his life. Kim experienced modest upward mobility in his
waste career within the landfill, and with his acquired knowledge and skills returned
to waste collection after the landfill’s closure and eviction. Yi, who was orphaned
shortly after liberation, was uprooted and drifted while mostly surviving off waste. His
life on the streets made him susceptible to institutionalization in orphanages,
protection facilities, and prison; his repeated attempts to climb the informal waste
economy were thwarted by urban development, changes in material reclamation
technology, and modern waste management.

The life stories of people like Kim Ki-ha or Yi To-il illustrate the common plight
that those on the bottom rung of society, such as waste pickers, experienced in the
midst of the social and political turmoil of liberation and the Korean War. As
uprooted individuals and waste pickers, both experienced hardship—evictions and loss
of waste work—because of rapid urbanization and changing patterns of waste
generation. Invisible as they are in the literature, these are the individuals who
transformed waste materials, extended the landfill’s lifespan thereby enabling Seoul’s
expansion, and laid the groundwork for recycling, which is now an everyday practice
in South Korea.?

“Taking Up Space: Waste and Waste Labor in Developing South Korea”
examines informal waste labor in South Korea, focusing on the management of
material waste, the work of waste pickers, and their social and spatial exclusion. It
showshow the developing nation state appropriated this labor and, once it became

redundant, how it was neglected and at times discarded. This study employs Liboiron

3 South Korea has a recycling rate of 59 percent, which ranks second highest among OECD countries.

OECD, Environmental Performance Reviews: Korea 2017 (Paris: OECD, 2017).



and Lepawsky’s concept of “discard studies,” which tracks phenomena that are
not necessarily related to waste; rather, it investigates the power dynamics at
play, how dominant systems produce and reproduce power, and who benefits
from specific wasting/discarding practices.* Drawing on their perspectives, this
dissertation understands devaluing, wasting, and discarding of waste labor as
“a technique of power” and asks “how (and why) all systems waste, as well as
waste’s relationship to power.” It seeks to suggest how waste as both a material
and a metaphor can reframe our understanding of South Korean economic
development between the 1960s and the 1990s.

Focusing on the lived experiences of waste laborers in developing South
Korea, this dissertation aims to grasp the social costs of economic development
in South Korea. To analyze this question, this dissertation first provides a
historical overview of waste management. Against this background, it moves on
to the dissertation’s second focus: how such changes were embedded in the
material, discursive, and spatial dimensions of waste. Taking waste picker
camps and the Nanjido landfill waste pickers as case studies, I investigate the
organization of informal waste pickers and the formation of their communities
between the 1960s and the early 1990s. The case studies shed light on how a
developing nation-state created an urban underclass and brought them under its
purview. Specifically, it asks why waste pickers as a social category came into
being, why waste pickers were identified with waste and its material qualities,
and how regulating waste pickers coincided with the rise of environmental
awareness, the introduction of modern waste management techniques, and
urban spatial politics.

By addressing waste picking as a form of labor and agent of
industrialization and development, this dissertation makes three major
contributions to the larger literature on South Korean development. First, by
tracing the trajectories of waste pickers in varying locations, this dissertation

adds to discussions of the South Korean development experience. Despite

* Max Liboiron and Josh Lepawsky, Discard Studies: Wasting, Systems, and Power (Boston: MIT Press,
2022).



extensive studies on South Korean economic growth, little is known about what
happened beyond the formal realm. What has been overlooked in mainstream

studies of South Korea’s economic success are the different forms of the urban
informal economy that not only sustained life on the fringes of society but

ultimately contributed to the high growth era. By rereading the development of South
Korea from the refuse level, this dissertation seeks to expand our understandings of the
costs and consequences of South Korea’s much-heralded economic development.

Second, this dissertation shifts attention to the lived experience of individuals. I
bring in individual accounts of waste pickers through interviews and written sources
produced by the waste pickers themselves. One benefit of this approach comes from
seeing them as individuals who experienced the ebbs and flows of the waste economy
throughout their life, rather than treating them as abstract/voiceless victims. While I do
not suggest any individual account is representative, I contend that their life stories are
an integral part of the shared experience of economic and social transformation of
South Korea. By attending to these muted voices, this dissertation retrieves lived
experiences of development from the margins of society as well as its unspoken cost.

Third, this dissertation brings a growing body of scholarship on waste studies
to bear on the waste pickers’ experiences of development. Most existing studies focus
on the state regulation of waste pickers: they take waste less as a concern and rarely
acknowledge waste picking as a mode of labor. My focus on waste offers a potential
means to understand how waste bounded the lives and labor of waste pickers; how
their labor was enmeshed in larger social, spatial, and environmental transformations;
and how their proximity to waste interacted with their marginalization. Attention to
waste can reveal the relationship between the inveterate presence of waste pickers,
urbanization, and changes in waste management, which in turn can contribute more to
the processes of marginalization than initial state regulation itself.

The story that follows weaves together the movement of the waste pickers, their
interaction with and impact on the development of South Korea, and the waste that
provided them with a living but removed their dignity. This introduction begins by
situating the subject of this dissertation, waste pickers, and presenting the case studies.
I bring in critical scholarship on waste and discard studies to reexamine South Korean

development and show how such a perspective adds to our understanding of the other



side of development. In the final section, I explain my sources and the

organization of the dissertation.

SITUATING WASTE PICKERS IN TWENTIETH CENTURY KOREA

During the 20th century, we observe the appearence, disappearence, and reappearence
of waste pickers, which is intricately tied to the country’s tumultous modern history.
The post-1945 political disarray that ensued in the aftermath of colonialism persisted
through the United States’ occupation (1945-1948) and its dwindling sovereignty, as
well as the three years of the Korean War (1950-1953) and the division of the country.
Subsequently, South Korea’s geopolitical landscape became intertwined with the
power dynamics of the broader Cold War system, seeking to solidifying its standing as
an independent ally of the “Free World” and a bulwark against communism.

The US’s geopolitical interests explain its tolerance authoritarian regimes and
their use of economic and military coercion in pursuit of the Cold War drive. Right-
wing regimes in South Korea utilized anti-communism as a political tactic to instill fear
and unease regarding the fictitious enemy; this ideological stance rationalized the
regime’s tenuous legitimacy and its violent social control. In the political milieu of
postwar South Korea, post-colonial nation building and postwar recovery were
intertwined, as were the internalized colonial gaze and anxieties around the Cold War
competition. In the specific context of Korean division, even social unrest and postwar
poverty were considered as impediments to the national development and indications
of backwardness, as much as they were perceived potentially subversive to the regime
that can reveal its inferiority.

Recent scholarship on the Cold War expands our understanding beyond the
ideological contestation between capitalist and communist powers®. By showing how

the establishment of a global order permeated the daily lives of individuals through

5 See: Charles Kim, Youth for Nation: Culture and Protest in Cold War South Korea (Honolulu:
University of Hawai’i Press, 2017); Youngju Ryu, Writers of the Winter Republic: Literature and

Resistance in Park Chung Hee’s Korea (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2016).



discourses and practices, these works reveal various forms and experiences of the Cold
War.® One aspect of the Cold War that relatively unexplored is its impact on
marginalized populations: especially why they were considered a threat to the social
order and subject to discipline, confinement, and exclusion.” This dissertation will
analyze the historical context of waste pickers, highlighting how the consequences of
seemingly global conflicts reached the ground level, including the course of street lives.
It shows how the initial exclusion and marginalization of waste pickers stemmed from
an ideological standpoint, although they may not have been aware of it.

At the dawn of the twentieth century, waste pickers appeared in public view in
varying forms. A photo published in Tonga Ilbo, a major newspaper, shows prisoners
wearing masks that hide their faces collecting and hauling refuse in 1908 Seoul.® In
another instance, a Japanese journalist reports on rag pickers in 1920s Seoul, an
occupation that did not yet have a name, who lived together in a hut and sold their

collected material to junk dealers.” These anecdotal records suggest that historically

¢ Anthropologist Heonik Kwon demonstrates the enduring effects of the Cold War through individual
experiences and kinship relationships in places like Vietnam and Korea, where ideological terrains of the
Cold War and postcolonial politics tore apart villages and families. Heonik Kwon. The Other Cold War
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2010).

7 Namhee Lee indicates that the enforcement of the National Security Law (NSL) reveals the ongoing
geopolitics of the Cold War regime in South Korea. Korean sociologist Dong-choon Kim argues that
global cold war politics created a war-politics in South Korea, where the NSL, the martial law, and the
emergency decrees justified the state to exert violence against civilians, including student activists and
protesters, workers, and the urban poor, if the state considered them to be a threat to the
anticommunist order. Namhee Lee, “Social Memories of the 1980s: Unpacking the Regime of
Discontinuity,” in Revisiting Minjung: New Perspectives on the Cultural History of 1980s South Korea,
ed. Sunyoung Park (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2019); Kim Dong-choon, “Naengjon,
pan’gongjutii chilsé wa han’guk i chonjaeng chongch’i: kukka p’ongnyok ti haengsa wa popch’i i
hangye [War-Politics in Korea under the Cold War and Anticommunist Order: State Violence and limit
of the Rule of Law],” Kyongje wa sahoe 89 (2011): 333-366.

8 “Hansonggwa Soul (6) chonjungi (suin),” Tonga Ilbo, March 11, 1972.

? Ak’ama Kihu, a Japanese journalist who published a book about Seoul’s underclass life, Taeji riil pora
(Look at the Earth), reports that there were approximately 50 rag pickers in the 1920s. Ak’ama Kifa,
Taeji riil pora: 1920-yontae Kyongsong i mitpadak t* ambang (Look at the Earth), trans. S6 Ho-ch’6l
(S6ul: Amorumundi, 2016). Oiginally published as Daichi o miro: Hensé tanboki (Tairiku kyodo
shuppankai, 1924).



waste picking was (already) associated with criminality, implying that those on the
margins of society engaged with waste collection.

Aside from records on waste picking itself, research has been conducted on the
colonial period, particularly during the wartime mobilization.!® The historian Kim In-
ho outlines the material and metal/non-ferrous metal requisitions from the outbreak of
the second Sino-Japanese War in 1937 to the end of the Pacific War (1941-1945).!!
The wartime salvage drive included textiles, rubber, and paper in addition to metal
and non-ferrous metals, with statues, railings, and kitchen utensils among the targeted
items. Although the Government-General of Korea had direct control over secondary
materials through establishing regional salvage dealers’ cooperatives and a state
corporation, it frequently faced low participation from Koreans as well as illicit
activities. While Kim In-ho identifies the role of old material/salvage dealers and their
activities during the metal mobilization, his emphasis on colonial exploitation
overlooks the impact of the GGK’s control over the burgeoning salvage and recycling
industry, particularly how its association with fraud and theft shaped post-war

industrial regulations.!* After the Korean War, and despite little data on the wartime

10 Korea was not alone in material mobilization; it was a common phenomenon in both occupying and
occupied countries during the World War II. I discuss this literature in detail in the next section.

11 Kim In-ho, “Chungil chonjaeng shigi chosdnnae komulsang pujong Ui shilt’ae (1937-1940),”
Han’gung minjok undongsa yon’gu 66 (2011): 127-178; “T’aep’yongyang chonjaeng shigi chosoneso
kiimsok hoesu undong tii chon’gae wa shilchok,” Han’gung minjok undongsa yon’gu 62 (2010): 305-
374; “Chungil chonjaeng sigi choson ch’ongdokpu palp’yo p’yep’um sujip t’onggye i hogusong,” in
Kiinbyondae hanil kwan’gyeiti che munje, ed. Tongbuga yoksa chaedan, 19-59. (Seoul, Tongbuga yoksa
chaedan, 2010);. “Chungil chonjaeng shigi chosoneso Ui p’yep’um hoesu chongch’aek,” Han’gung
minjok undongsa yon’gu 57 (2008): 169-235.

12 Kim In-ho reports that the number of salvage dealers increased from 18,007 in 1935 to 18,974 in
1936 t018,800 in 1937. Kim, “P’yep’um hoesu,” 203. The GGK organized them into regional
cooperatives and established a state corporation, the Korean Resource Salvage Control Joint Stock
Company (choson hoesu chawon t’ongje hoesa). These dealers negotiated with the GGK in developing
the salvaging framework; they were also subject to strict police control, particularly for illicit activities
that were punishable under the Salvage Dealers Control Act (komulsang ch’uich’eryong). It is unclear
whether these dealers continued to be in the business after the liberation. However, this colonial
legislation continued to regulate the salvage dealers with the same police control that framed waste-

related works susceptible to crime.



salvage trade, colonial legislation addressing the salvage business continued to shape
the legal and institutional environment surrounding scrap/salvage dealers and waste
pickers, which I discuss in detail in chapter 3.

After the liberation (1945) and the Korean War (1950-1953), peoples’
efforts at subsistence and survival in postwar South Korea led to the creation of
a population working in waste collection. Various types of waste work,
including rag pickers, itinerant scrap peddlers (komul haengsang), or junk
depots (komulsang) arose due to the need to make a living. In the 1950s and
1960s, newspapers reported on juvenile delinquents and war orphans working
as waste pickers, who were frequently organized by a gangmaster and belonged
to street gangs. Other waste pickers, who were not necessarily adolescents,
worked for junk depots who bought their salvage in exchange for room and
tools. For uprooted populations without any connections or resources, whether
war refugees, orphans, or rural migrants, scavenging offered the most accessible
work. The state treated waste pickers, especially adolescents and those of
military age, as objects of reformation and social work." They were considered
“curbside occupation adolescents (kudu chikop sonyon)” who required
regulation and protection, until they found a stable means of subsistence. Rather than
seeing it as a mode of labor, the tendency was to link waste picking to vagrancy and
deviance.

Another characteristic of waste pickers was their informality. Waste pickers
operated within an informal waste economy in which they occupied the bottom rung.
It is important to recognize that the informal waste economy operated at the margins
of formal industry. Waste materials collected at the ground level (waste pickers,
peddlers, old material/junk depots, scrap dealers) reached paper balers or metal
smelters on the upper end of the material reclamation cycle. Although not waged or
employed, the labor that waste pickers provided was the basis for the resource
reclamation that later serviced manufacturers. The state frequently depicted the
informality of the waste trade as inefficient and outdated, and which should be

integrated into or replaced by a modern, governable economy. However, positing a

13 Idae sahoehakhoe, “Pusojin kkum il motintin sonyondiil,” Sedae 2, no. 17 (1964): 173-183.



rigid boundary between the formal and the informal obscures the mutual
constitution of both and their respective benefit to the state. It is crucial to
underline how informality is embedded within what is considered the “formal”
economy.

One obstacle to studying waste pickers is their mobility, which also kept
them out of the state’s reach.'* After being uprooted without a family or family
network, waste pickers were socially adrift, which rendered them unreliable, if
not suspicious. As detailed in chapter 3, waste pickers frequently moved
around, partly due to their uprootedness, partly due to the pattern of
institutionalization and incarceration that marked their lives.”* However,
another characteristic of waste pickers between the 1960s and the 1980s was
their collective living arrangements, ranging from street encampments to state-
or private-organized camps to voluntary moves to landfill shanty towns and
then settlement areas. The tendency toward collective living is, in itself, a
notable trait that set waste pickers apart as other urban underclass/urban poor
groups, such that it allows to track their trajectories during the country’s
development era. Considering such characteristics, this dissertation chose two
sites that show different forms of collective living among waste pickers between
the early 1960s and the early 1990s: one is waste picker camps, primarily two
police-led camps, the Work Reconstruction Camp (kitllojaegondae) (1962-
1974) and the Self-sufficiency Work Camp (chahwalgiillodae) (1979-1995), as
well as other privately-run camps; the other is the waste picker settlement at the
Nanjido landfill (1978-1993), a city-run landfill with a hybridized labor
organization that included informal waste pickers, city workers, and illicit
businesses.

Through the close examination of a social group that has been treated

4 For instance, while occasional surveys and government reports investigated the number of waste
pickers housed in camps, they all estimated that the actual number of waste pickers far exceded the
survey figure, indicating there were waste pickers who were outside the purview of state regulation and
private institutions. I will discuss this in detail in chapter three.

15 Many waste pickers worked alone and left little information about themselves. While some of their

records could be accessible through local junk depots, they rarely left any documents.
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with neglect, this dissertation seeks to reveal the dynamic between state regulation and
the regulated population. On the one hand, the presence of an urban underclass and
mobile population threatened the legitimacy of the military regime. The association
with vagrancy and deviance not only justified the state’s control over waste pickers in
the guise of protection and reformation, but it also allowed the state to break up street
gang groups and regulate them and their potential collective power. On the other
hand, as waste pickers gathered en masse, especially in the landfill, their increased
number granted them greater negotiating power as a political collective, whether in
day-to-day landfill operation, the provision of prefabricated housing, or relocation and
eviction procedure. The case studies highlight the relationship between the
developmental state and the waste pickers on its periphery, with each appropriating
and supplying cheap labor as well as propagating and partaking in developmentalist
narratives and aspirations.

This dissertation focuses on household waste. One way of classifying waste is to
divide it into streams, such as municipal solid waste (MSW, household waste),
industrial waste (ISW), construction waste, or sewage.'® Industrial waste is produced
in higher volumes, contains more valuable as well as hazardous materials, and requires

proper handling to prevent its exposure and contamination. MSW has less volume, but

16 Waste categories (household waste and industrial waste, or consumer waste and producer waste) are
not absolute and require caution. Samantha MacBride explains that modern waste differs from its
predecessors in terms of its increased tonnage and toxicity, heterogeneous material composition, and its
externalization of cost. The exception is organic waste which takes up one-third of the MSW stream
and has existed since the premodern era. Max Liboiron brings our attention to the rest of the MSW,
which largely consists of disposable objects and is synonymous with consumer waste. The producers of
modern waste give little choice to individuals (i.e., packaging) and ultimately externalize costs onto the
public sector via recycling, thus shifting responsibility to individuals and governments. Zsuzsa Gille
acutely criticizes the categories of producer waste and consumer waste for disguising who generates
garbage in the first place, obscuring the fact that the majority of what we call consumer waste actually
derives from the production stages. In this sense, Liboiron argues that MSW can be categorized as ISW,
and that “recyclables are just disposables by another name.” Max Liboiron, “Modern Waste as
Strategy,” Lo Squaderno: Explorations in Space and Society, no. 29 (2013): 9-12; Samantha MacBride,
Recycling Reconsidered: The Present Failure and Future Promise of Environmental Action in the United
States (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2012); Zsuzsa Gille, “Actor Networks, Modes of Production, and Waste
Regimes: Reassembling the Macro-Social,” Environment and Planning A 42, no. 5 (2010): 1049-64.
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it is a more accessible and visible type of waste. Unlike ISW, MSW is part of
our everyday landscape and reveals the ways in which each society relates to
garbage. Its visibility requires municipalities to implement well-functioning
waste collection and disposal systems. Its accessibility gives waste pickers a
means to make a living through extracting its value: collecting and transporting,
or reusing and repurposing.

Throughout the dissertation, I use the term “waste picker” to refer to people
who collected waste for a living in various locations. As [ will explain in chapter two,
Korean terms used to refer waste pickers were social rather than occupational
categories. For example, n6ngmajui, a Korean term that means someone who collects
rags, evokes deviance; the 1962 establishment of the Work Reconstruction Camp
(WRC), the official waste picker camp, changed the term “rag picker” into WRC
inmates (chaegondaewon), which became synonymous with ex-convicts; waste pickers
at the Nanjido landfill were referred to as Nanjido dwellers (chumin). These terms
appeared within specific social contexts and power relationships, which both reflect
the self-identification of the waste pickers as well as their relationship to South Korean
society.!” By using the term waste picker, I seek to foreground the labor that
buttressed an informal economy of waste and urban livelihood throughout the

development era.

THE CAST-OFFS OF DEVELOPMENT

Following the Korean War, South Korea was a war-ravaged and impoverished nation
with a per capita gross domestic product of just $79 in 1960. Within three decades, it
underwent a rapid transformation to become one of the world’s most prosperous
economies. A recipient of foreign aid, South Korea joined the OECD in 1996 and the
Development Assistance Committee (DAC) in 2010, becoming the only country to
transition from aid recipient to donor since the establishment of the OECD. South

Korea’s donor status allows the country to promote its growth strategy through

7T analyze the use of these terminologies and related discourses in chapter two.
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developmental assistance programs. Whether it is the Saemazil movement in rural
development or the Volume-based Waste Fee System in waste management, the South
Korean government presents its development experience as a model applicable to other
developing countries.'® For the purpose of this dissertation, it is useful to ask what
kinds of interventions took place in the name of development, what led to different
types of intervention, and how they affected the people on the ground. Two strands of
scholarship-the developmental state literature and critical development studies—
contribute to examining how scholars explained different kinds of development
process.

The prevailing explanation of South Korean modernization revolves around
“developmental state” scholarship, which emphasizes a state-centered, top-down,
elitist understanding of the development process. These studies emphasize the role of
authoritarianism, bureaucracy, and capitalism in achieving rapid economic growth,"”
especially the intricate relationship between the South Korean chaebdl (large
conglomerates) and the authoritarian government. Historian Russell Burge criticizes
the developmental state scholarship tendency for reifying rather than denaturalizing

”20 He suggests that while

the state as “the sole provider and arbiter of development.
development may have begun as a state initiative, it elicited a variety of responses from

individuals and social groups, deploying them into a developmentalist framework.*!

18 Jamie Doucette and Anders Riel Miiller, “Exporting the Saemaul Spirit: South Korea’s Knowledge
Sharing Program and the ‘Rendering Technical’ of Korean Development,” Geoforum 75 (2016): 29-39;
Hyeseon Jeong, “Globalizing a Rural Past: The Conjunction of International Development Aid and
South Korea’s Dictatorial Legacy,” Geoforum 86 (November 1, 2017): 160-68; Kwang Yim Kim and
Yoon Jung Kim, Modularization of Korea’s Development Experience: Volume-based Waste Fee System
in Korea (Seoul: Ministry of Environment, 2011).

19 Alice Amsden, Asia’s Next Giant: South Korea and Late Industrialization (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1989); Jung-en Woo, Race to the Swift: State and Finance in Korean Industrialization
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1991).

20 Russell Burge, “The Promised Republic: Developmental Society and the Making of Modern Seoul,
1961-1979” (PhD diss., Stanford University, 2019), 16.

21 Russell Burge emphasizes that state-led development would not have occurred without those who
shared the state’s vision, which he refers to “developmental society.” While he makes an important
point, he also argues that social actions—protesting against the state’s unfulfilled developmental

promises—rarely “challenge[d] the legitimacy of the government or the notion of development itself.”
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Indeed, the focus on the inner workings of the “developmental state” leave us
with little understanding of development experiences, whether they be of
proponents for the state’s vision or of those who suffered under such
development paths.

Critical scholarship within the developmental state approach demystifies
celebratory narratives and shifts focus to the actual causes and consequences of state-
led development. The historian Park Tae-Gyun emphasizes the seemingly strong South
Korean state’s political weakness and lack of legitimacy.?* The sociologist Hee-Yeon
Cho argues that the growth of oppositional forces coincided with the maturation of
the developmental state, resulting in the eventual diminution of state forces.>* Another
sociologist, John Lie, suggests that the success stories tend to overlook the costs of
South Korea’s abrupt transformation.?* As these critiques show, rapid economic
growth and repressive autocracy undermined labor rights and democracy.
Additionally, it introduced the tenacious struggles of workers, evictees, and activists;
geographically uneven development and a widening urban-rural divide; growing
inequality and social polarization in the absence of welfare and social
protection; and pollution and ecological degradation.”

Another body of scholarship on the development era shifts perspectives
from a state-centered understanding to the experiences of those affected by state
policy. Critical examinations of South Korean development have identified a

range of subjects whose lives were shaped by development: for instance, the rise

However, such a view precludes the possibility of alternative visions of development that were unheard,
unrecorded, or erased. Burge, “Promised Republic,” 15.

22 Pak T’ae-gyun [Tae Gyun Park], “Pakchonghtii chongbu sigirtil £ onghae pon paljon’gukka tamron e
tachan pip’anjok siron.” Yoksawa hyonsil 74 (2009): 15-43.

2 Hee-Yeon Cho, “The structure of the South Korean developmental regime and its transformation-
statist mobilization and authoritarian integration in the anticommunist regimentation,” Inter-Asia
Cultural Studies 1, no. 3 (2000): 408-426; Hee-Yeon Cho, et al., eds. Contemporary South Korean
Society: A Critical Perspective (London: Routledge, 2013).

24 John Lie, Han Unbound: The Political Economy of South Korea (Stanford, CA: Stanford University
Press, 2000).

% Yi Pyong-ch’0n, ed., Kaebal tokjaewa Pak chong-hiti sidae (Seoul: Changbi Publishers, 2003).
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of the Minjung,* the consolidation of the working class,?” military sex workers,* and
women workers.? Despite their significant contributions, these studies still limit
themselves to institutionalized labor and organized forms of resistance. When we shift
our focus away from formal, organized labor, we discover other types of work:
informal labor and mobilized labor. First, various forms of self-employed, informal
labor flourished on the fringes of cities. The range of informal work not only provided
income-generating opportunities but also replaced or supplemented insufficient public

services. Second, there is mobilized or forced labor, which supplied essential labor

26 Namhee Lee, The Making of Minjung: Democracy and the Politics of Representation in South Korea
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2007).

27 Hagen Koo, Korean Workers: The Culture and Politics of Class Formation (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 2001); Seung-Kyung Kim, Class Struggle or Family Struggle?: The Lives of Women Factory
Workers in South Korea (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997).

28 Seungsook Moon, Militarized Modernity and Gendered Citizenship in South Korea (Durham, NC:
Duke University Press, 2005).

2 Sociologist Kyung-Sup Chang notes that women’s labor not only generated profit for their employers
but also sustained the agricultural economy by supporting family members. Yet they were rarely treated
as real workers, and were rather considered temporary, inferior, and supplementary to capitalist
production. In contrast, Kim Won shows how the labor of women existed in a continuum across the
public and private spheres, in the home and on the shop floor, which rendered their labor and struggles
for rights as laborers invisible. Ruth Barraclough argues that the vulnerability and susceptibility of
women workers led to new female working-class subjectivities, whose narratives inserted themselves as
agents of larger social forces such as late industrialization and militarized modernization in South
Korea. These works bring women’s labor into the realms of the political. Kyung-Sup Chang, South
Korea under Compressed Modernity: Familial Political Economy in Transition (London: Routledge,
2010); Kim Won[Won Kim], Yogong 1970, kitnyodiir 1ii panySksa (Séul: Imaejin,2005); Won Kim,
“Between Autonomy and Productivity: The Everyday Lives of Korean Women Workers During the Park
Chung-hee Era,” in Mass Dictatorship in the Twentieth Century, ed. Alf Ludtke (Palgrave Macmillan,
2016) 202-217; Ruth Barraclough, Factory Girl Literature: Sexuality, Violence, and Representation in
Industrializing Korea (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2012). Anthropologist Nancy
Abelmann, on the other hand, attends to the stories of women, many of them housewives, who
navigated social, economic, and structural changes throughout their lives. Abelmann reveals how their
experiences shaped the lived sense of South Korean transformation, especially the inner class distinction
and class mobility during the period of rapid development. Nancy Abelmann, The Melodrama of
Mobility: Women, Talk, and Class in Contemporary South Korea (Honolulu: University of Hawaii
Press, 2003).
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power for industrial infrastructure projects such as road construction or land
reclamation. This labor was poorly compensated and its exploitation was excused in
the name of reformation. The informal and mobilized labor sectors, into which the
work of waste pickers is classified, have received little attention in studies of South
Korean development. Rarely has this labor been understood in relation to the
economic growth model or viewed as having any structural relevance to the historical
characteristics of South Korean growth.

Life on the urban margins shows how South Korean modernization coincided
with what the sociologist Hagen Koo describes as “compressed processes of
proletarianization.”*® Current scholarship, nonetheless, overlooks the voices and
experiences of those 