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Estrangement of Vietham War and Its Veterans

from Korean Society in White Badge by Ahn Junghyo

Jirawut Kitkarul

Abstract

During Vietnam War, South Korea sent troops to South Vietnam as an
ally of the United States. According to White Badge, although Korean
government and people supported this action, Korean society did not consider
the Viethnam War as its own problem or a significant issue. Vietnam War
veterans were treated as persons with psychic problems. Korean society only
focused on the beneficiary side of Vietnam War; that is, Vietnam was imagined
as an exotic, underdeveloped country, a place where Korean soldiers had a
chance to show their heroism, a place where Koreans could make profits from
the US Army as well as from their own business. Korean society did not care
about casualties and trauma of the veterans, as we can see, in the text, from a
scripted war documentary which was not based on facts and from the pressure
towards veterans to quit their regular job. In some cases, veterans’ trauma
caused self-alienation in terms of morality and way of life. Veterans’' sterile

production made them useless for the development of the country.
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The whole nation experienced and fought the Korean War
together, but in Vietnam the war only existed for us who actually fought
it among total strangers. This war was nobody else’s business. In the
Korean War, all the refugees streamed endlessly in the same direction.
In Vietham even the Vietnamese did not know where to turn, who to
trust and whom to fight. In my childhood war, everybody around me was
in the same war. But in Vietham we fought alone, by ourselves. (Ahn,

1989, pp. 241-242)
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convince myself of the reasons, even one single reason, why | had to fight
somebody else’s war in somebody else’s land. | would have liked it a lot better if
| could fight for myself, my family, my friends, for someone, anyone | knew,
without the need to despair in constant skepticism. What had | gained? What
would be left of me after this senseless war?” Ibid., p. 241)
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cherished the dubious idea that there would not be any actual killing around me,
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“People just don’t know, | guess — about what we are doing here. This
girl [Yun Sora], for instance. What does she know about us? | think
everybody back home is the same. They think we’re having a fantastic
adventure or something. But what did we actually go through for the
past week? Was it a Robin Hood adventure in Sherwood Forest? What
makes it big news? Nobody reports two hundred of us got killed during
the Ninh Hoa battle. Why do the government men not want the people
back home to know and share with us and the newspaper from talking
about them? Why does the press have to keep romanticizing and
exaggerating our victories while never mentioning our defeats? Why
should we keep those pains as secrets in our hearts, as if they're
unforgivable shames? The people back home, the whole nation, is
deceived en masse, and they are misled into believing that we’re out
here picnicking, masquerading as eternally triumphant heroes. | often
feel disappointment when | receive letters from my friends back home.
What they want to know is how romantic and exotic the palm trees look,
how hard it rains during the monsoon, or what kinds of things | can buy
at the PX for them when | go home. That’s about all. They don’t know
that each leaf in this jungle emits terror and panic like toxic gas. They

just don’t know that this war is tearing us into a thousand pieces,
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destroying our youth, heart, soul and everything else we have. They
have buried us alive in this jungle and completely forgotten us.” (Ibid., pp.

284-285)
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People treated me like a hero from another world. The label attached to
me — “the veteran back from the war’” — sounded so dramatic. They
preferred to see me as this heroic figure rather than realistically
scrutinizing my credentials. Some wanted to know how many
Vietnamese girls | had slept with, how exciting — Exciting, they said — it
was to kill a VC face to face, and did the Korean civilian workers really
make much money in Vietnam. Nobody wanted to hear what | really
wanted to talk about. They could not have understood the nature of the
war | had gone through if | told them. | felt like an alien from another

planet among these extremely ordinary people. (lbid., p. 324)
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[...] | felt an odd urge, or obligation, to wait for Pyon. | dallied for about
half an hour in the office after closing time, reading Modernization and
Agriculture of Korea. He did not call. On the bus home, | felt some
invisible hand was dragging me down by the ankles into a bog of the
past, the mire of Vietnam. | could hear the sputtering helicopters
everywhere in the enveloping urban noise, and the yellow sunny
landscape of the Vietnamese countryside was projected like a
monochrome double exposure upon the disorderly shapes of the city |
was plunging into that time past. The decade in between collapsed,

perished somewhere. (lbid., p. 326)

uwm"’mam]”’mﬁuuamiﬁﬁuiﬂummjﬁnmaa;ﬂij”l,a"] wiaw Tuy an
Fanload UL ALHARIATINGBAY T4 fg s&nudan 9 AU aunnIRIweAN
anfinziaditnueswmssduuiaunaseniullud Lﬁaumaamuﬂuf@q
danlasnnanssiluadaldmiunauan Fadfinvaaw13liqu (‘an odd
urge”) udfizanfisauduidu (‘obligation”) lumsdywinduuiauna (‘o wait
for Pyon”) 1389317089 Wiau Tuy Dwnideudafineslaiiin (invisible hand”) #i

ﬁamwuﬁamluﬁmaﬁm m@;msni’ﬁwaamwﬁmmmé’um%aanmamm

JIsEsMUa:SUUSsSSUINMKaANU UA 1 aUUR 1 (UNSIAU-SUDAL 2562) 19



anenlafudoaginolinainuisuasdiuruunvesioauwin 3assnluada
naufiuin w1 limansnusnuszdagtuuazadasanainnuladndaly (“The
decade in between collapsed, perished somewhere.; The past covers like
sediment and eats away the present.” Ibid.)
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