Review for Kristina Boskova’s bachelor thesis “Photography as a testimony of the

political and social climate in South Korea in the 1980s”

Kristina BoSkova’s bachelor thesis turns to a rich and engaging topic of photography as
a medium for cultural memory and identity, taking the Gwangju uprising of May 1980 as a
case study. The thesis is based on the theoretical discussions of the site of memory and
cultural memory by such key figures as Pierre Nora and Jan Assmann.

The work is divided into three chapters, accompanied by introduction, conclusion,
bibliography, and appendices. In the first chapter, the author outlines the historical
background for the Gwangju uprising and its suppression, paying attention to the political
situation in the country, to the power conflicts, and censorship existing in South Korean mass
media before, during, and after 1980. The second chapter is devoted to the theoretical framing
of the key concepts, including history and memory, cultural memory, commemoration, along
with the discussion of some problems related to how objective photography is. The third
chapter presents the author’s analysis of the selected primary sources, i.e. photographs made
in Gwangju during the May 1980 protests, giving the general overview of newspaper
publications from three selected time periods and focusing more specifically on the work of
Na Kjongtchék as one of the most prominent reporters who documented the event.

The author states that photography presents a complex historical source which both
represents and transforms public discourse and the memory of an event (p. 71). She also
observes that photographs of the Gwangju uprising have been presented to Korean public in
highly curated ways over the past decades, albeit with different dynamics, and rightly
emphasizes that photography is used for constructing a specific narrative by selecting some
and omitting other images (p. 73). Finally, she concludes from her analysis that photograph as
an instrument of memory is powerful in its ability to penetrate the way history gets told.

The thesis is well structured, easy to follow, and consistent in its use of terminology,
selected methods, and theoretical framing. The work has a clearly formulated goal (p. 7),
which corresponds with the conclusions (p. 71-73). The analytical part of the thesis
demonstrates the student’s good skills in formulating and presenting arguments to support her
hypothesis. Primary sources and research literature are chosen well.

There are minor details which might improve some parts of the thesis. First, the
introduction would benefit from an overview of practical methods which the author used in
selecting and analysing the photographs which serve as the basis of chapter 3 (“Fotografie
udalosti v Kwangdzu v kvétnu 1980”). Second, chapter 1 (“Historicky kontext) and
especially section 1.1 (“Kvéten 1980 — Kwangdzu™) lack some discussion of the denouement



of the protests: at present, the section ends at the moment when the armed forces entered the
provincial administration building, but does not provide the summary of actions which ensued.
Since the days of the denouement feature prominently in the analysis (chapter 3, especially p.
60-70), the author’s outline of key trends of those last days of the protest and its suppression
would be a relevant background for the readings of the photographs presented in chapter 3.
Third, when the author explains the criteria of searching for newspaper publications on p. 52,
she writes that “the articles were filtered only by the neutral marking 5.18”. From that it is
hard to understand if the author dismissed any articles which might have spoken about the
uprising and its suppression under different names, e.g. less neutral or more euphemistic ones.
Fourth, on the level of theoretical framing, the author could have elaborated more on the
relationship between memory and identity (which, as Jan Assmann acknowledged, was
dynamic and full of tensions), especially in application to South Korea post-Gwangju.
Although there is a section on cultural memory and identity in chapter 2, the thesis would be
enriched by a discussion of how this applies to the case in hand. Finally, Susan Sontag’s
Regarding the Pain of Others could have served as a helpful counterexample of a problematic
reading of photographs as evidence of violent events.

Nevertheless, these remarks are only meant as suggestions in case the author would like
to continue working on this or similar topic. Despite these remarks, Kristina Boskova’s work
certainly fulfils the requirements for bachelor theses and deserved an excellent grade.

Questions for discussion:

1. It is clear that protesters, victims’ relatives, journalists, and human rights activists
were using photos as weapons. Did the Korean government try to re-appropriate photography
for promoting its own narrative of the events? From the analysis in section 3.2 it appears that
towards the later 1980s and into the early 1990s, the more conservative Coson Ilbo actually
turned to visual materials more frequently than the more progressive Kjonghjang Sinmun—
why was that the case and how can this be interpreted?

2. The author writes on p. 62: “The photograph functions as a symbol of active
mobilization on the part of commoners and of resistance against the regime. More than just
documenting a certain moment of the uprising, it creates a visual symbol of national identity.”
An objection can be made that the photo does not in fact do any of that, and it is rather the

viewers who assign meanings to it. How would you respond to that objection?
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