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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY

This article discusses how the bodies portrayed by Fake Man (2020), Received 6 September 2023
a South Korean military reality show and A Silk Letter (2010), an Accepted 3 March 2025
autobiographical film produced by a South Korean conscientious KEYWORDS

objector, are differently affective in the context of South Korean Affect; military
militarism. In this paper, affect is an inherently ambiguous and entertainment; conscientious
disruptive aspect of experience arising through the body. Politics objector; South Korea; body
have attempted to capture the affective experience to reinforce

particular discourses and identities. Therefore, | discuss Fake Man to

expose how ideal soldierly bodies capture affect. To show how an

ambiguous and passive body of a conscientious objector facilitates

affective flight from such capture, | discuss A Silk Letter. | juxtapose

the two discussions to expose and challenge the affective process

of representing ideal soldierly bodies in South Korea. This article

argues that the bodies portrayed in Fake Man capture affect

through the contagious celebration of brutal military masculinity

and the narratives of rehabilitation. In contrast, the body shown in

A Silk Letter facilitates the flight of affect through its passivity and

ambiguity. The findings demonstrate that the bodies that appear

weak and ambiguous may open space for reimagining the ways to

secure lives. This paper addresses the shortage of visual studies on

militarism in South Korea, a highly militarized post-conflict society.

Also, by bringing up the capture and flight of affect, this paper

suggests a novel frame for visual and affective politics research

which actively recognizes that affect is inherently disruptive and

escaping conceptualization.

Introduction: affect and visual representations of bodies

Can a passive and frightened body bring peace and secure lives? This paper discusses how
the bodies portrayed by Fake Man (Physical Gallery 2020-2021), a South Korean military
entertainment show,' and A Silk Letter (Kang 2010), an autobiographical film produced
by a conscientious objector,” are differently affective in the context of pervasive militar-
ism in South Korea. I analyse visual representations’ of bodies as they give rise to affect
(see Deleuze and Guattari 1987, xvi; Shapiro 2009, 61). I focus on Fake Man because
popular media representations of soldiers displaying physical prowess and brutality can
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militarize the imaginations of ideal soldierly bodies (see Nagel 2017, 1452; Caso 2017,
219; Miller-Idriss 2017, 204). I bring up A Silk Letter because the film’s representation of
a passive and confused body can disrupt Fake Man’s imagination of an ideal masculine
body.

Critical military studies have indicated that the flesh and blood body is the prime
target of war and militarization (Sylvester 2012, 484; Dyvik 2016, 98; see also Wilcox
2015, 2). Notably, the field has attended to feeling and sensing military violence and
conveying embodied experiences that resist verbal or textual communication (Baker
2020, 15; Basham 2016, 884; Dyvik and Greenwood 2016, 3; McSorley 2020). Critical
military studies have highlighted that feeling the bodies is central to understanding how
militarization deepens (Chua 2022; Crane-Seeber 2016; McSorley 2016) and how bodies
can disrupt politics (Johnson 2019; see also Bates 2020; Deiana 2023).

Emphasizing the potential for political transformation by attending to the felt aspects
of bodily experiences, this paper engages both the deepening of and resistance against
militarism and militarized masculinity in South Korea through affect. Among different
definitions of affect, I follow Brian Massumi’s understanding of affect: ephemeral and
not-semiotically ordered intensity which automatically arises from encounters of bodies
(Massumi 1995, 85; see also Holland and Solomon 2014, 264; Deleuze 2003, 89; Shapiro
2013, 15).* Importantly, as the previous paragraph on feeling the bodies indicate, politics
will try to capture, mediate, signify, or conceptualize such intensity to reinforce or contest
discourses and identities (Massumi 2015, 10; Shapiro 2013, 30). However, affect also
conveys the potential to escape or resist such capture (see Massumi 2015, 105) because
the body from which the affect arises is viscerally prior to conceptualization (Gregg and
Seigworth 2010, 1). Therefore, I consider both the capture of affect by and the affective
resistance to South Korean militarism.

This article addresses the shortage of visual studies on South Korean militarism (see
Bleiker 2019; Bleiker, Chapman, and Shim 2021). The entanglements of the military with
the media, industry, popular culture, and entertainment business deepen society’s mili-
tarization (Ahill 2016, 162; Baker 2020, 10; Dyvik and Greenwood 2016, 2; McEvoy-Levy
2015, 202). Mainly since the Afghan and Iraq wars, military entertainment worldwide has
increasingly adopted the reality show format, which has increased the viewers” immer-
sion in the war and identification with the soldiers, militarizing the civil identity (Kaempf
and Stahl 2023, 648; Stahl 2010, 38). However, as Seungsook Moon criticizes, most
studies on the genre have mainly dealt with Western post-conscription societies (2005,
64), and the field’s trend remains essentially the same. In South Korea, which has
practised universal male conscription since 1949, televised military entertainment has
existed for over three decades. As per Moon, televised military shows have shaped
militarized masculinity and associated femininity while validating universal male con-
scription (65). Significantly, since the 2010s, the popularization of mobile devices and
private channels (e.g. YouTube, Instagram, and TikTok) has reinforced military enter-
tainment’s viewer immersion. Therefore, this paper discusses how Fake Man, a military
reality show co-produced by a YouTube channel and a private military company,
captures viewers’ affect.

I also contribute to the underexplored topic of South Korean conscientious objectors
(Hwang 2024; Kwon 2013) by discussing A Silk Letter. For over half a century, the South
Korean state has imprisoned conscientious objectors in large numbers’ lest they
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‘jeopardise the military and, hence, the vital common interest of national security upon
which the constitutional rights and freedoms of individuals stand’ (Constitutional Court
of Korea 2004, 2011). Despite the diverse reasons for refusing to enlist, the objectors
commonly refuse to act against their conscience, resisting the state’s efforts to mould
them into obedient citizens. In doing so, they confront the long-standing common sense
that the capacity for violence is necessary for the nation’s survival.

As T consider conscientious objectors to be disruptive subjects that convey such
resistant potential, I adopt Michael Shapiro’s analytic method of thinking with such
disruptive subjects (Shapiro 2013, xiv-xv). First, I devise competing frames for interpret-
ing visual materials: the capture and the flight of affect. Then, I discuss the visual
materials through the frames, producing two competing discussions. I discuss the bodies
appearing in Fake Man in light of the capture of affect. Then, I discuss the body
appearing in A Silk Letter while considering the flight of affect. Last, I juxtapose the
two discussions to stage a disruptive encounter which exposes and challenges the
dominant affective process of imagining ideal bodies in the context of South Korean
militarism.

This article demonstrates that while the bodies portrayed in Fake Man can facilitate
the capture of affect, the bodies depicted in A Silk Letter can facilitate the flight of affect.
In particular, the masculine and soldierly bodies portrayed in the military reality show
capture the affect through the contagious celebration of brutality, military masculinity,
and the narratives of rehabilitation. In contrast, the body ‘crouching in fear’ represented
in the conscientious objector’s film facilitates the flight of affect from the abovemen-
tioned capture. Crucially, the bodies that appear weak and trembling in the face of
imminent violence may open space for reimagining how to secure lives and promote
peace.

Next, I provide contrasting ideas of the capture and flight of affect, followed by
descriptions of research materials. Then, I discuss the political potential of the bodies
appearing in Fake Man in light of the affective capture. I also discuss the political
potential of the bodies portrayed in A Silk Letter while considering the flight of affect.
I conclude the article by reflecting on the findings.

Theoretical frame: the capture and the flight of affect

As the introduction mentions, I focus on the double-move of affect: the capture and flight
of affect. Through the double move, I can critically examine how representations of
bodies can consolidate or resist preconceptions about how to secure lives. I begin with the
politics that attempt to capture affect. Experiencing the military (e.g. through military
service) can be intensely affective. In the immediate aftermath of such an experience, one
is usually left with visceral, chaotic, and indescribable feelings. With the flow of time,
abstraction and narrativisation take over to make sense of things. The differences in
individual experiences fade and eventually vanish (Hutchison 2013, 127). For example,
through portraying heroic images of soldiers, states have attempted to control the
disruptive and excessive potential arising from the ‘unruly’ and visceral wounded,
broken, or dead bodies (see Achter 2010, 48; see also Dawney 2019).

Following Massumi (2002, 2015) conceptualization of affect, I also bring up the flight
of affect. Massumi states that affect is the body’s potential, eventually indeterminable,
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unfixed, and exceeds the individual. According to Massumi, even when affect is captured
and reduced to certain emotions or national narratives, something always escapes at the
moment of capture; something that cannot be subsumed under the existing categories
always occurs (2002, 35-36). I call this movement the flight of affect. The flight highlights
that all experiences are potentially something else and that ideological structures and the
system of signification cannot wholly decide the experience.

A notable work in this regard is Shin’s (2018) study on the aftermath of the 2011
Fukushima disaster. The initial shock, fear, and confusion of the disasters suspended
people’s ability to make sense of things. However, as the dust settled, Japanese society’s
discourses and sentiments converged upon heart-warming human stories, nationalistic
campaigns, and reconstruction narratives (Massumi 2011). According to Shin, this move
has limited the proliferation of the meanings and feelings the Fukushima disasters have
inspired in different individuals. The Japanese government, media, and mainstream
society have rewritten the disasters through the familiar post-World War II discourse
of reconstruction and development (Shin 2018, 393).

However, according to Shin, the irrepresentable remained in the background even
after attempting to make sense of the Fukushima disasters through narrativisation. In
other words, while the affect produced through Fukushima has been combined with
certain consistent national narratives, the indistinct ‘noise’ that deviates from such
narratives has persisted (Shin 2018, 397). For example, Shin discusses the affect produced
through the photos of the empty spaces of Fukushima, where the residents have fled from
radioactive contamination. The viewers of the images are affected by the portrayal of
Fukushima’s abandoned spaces, where the original residents had to leave in a hurry.
Specific emotions such as fear and anxiety may dominate the viewers. However, such
emotions are accompanied by the irrepresentable and heterogenous affect that continues
to haunt the viewers who attempt to make sense of things and reach closure (400). Shin
argues that the affect produced by Fukushima has not ceased ‘oscillating, vibrating, and
overflowing’ outside the narratives of humanism and nationalism (399). In particular,
according to Shin, in narrating Fukushima through the photos of the peaceful but
radioactive no-go zones or the voices of the displaced people still in trauma,
a particular depressing sensation remains like a ‘distant but certain noise’ (403). To not
ignore such noise, often presented only sensually, is to attend to the feelings that cannot
be directly represented through language. Such attention is an act against the capture of
affect. In the analysis, I suggest that attending to the body depicted in the film A Silk
Letter attempts a similar flight of affect from the militarizing narratives depicted in the
military reality show Fake Man. So far, I have highlighted the political potential of affect
to solidify or disrupt discourses and identities. I proceed to discuss research materials and
how to deal with affective experiences.

Research materials and analytic methods

I produce two analyses to show how different visual portrayals of the body can
facilitate the capture or the flight of affect. All the materials are accessible through
online and offline archives. The research material for the first analysis on the capture
of affect is Fake Man, a military entertainment show from South Korea. Seungsook
Moon (2005) analyses a nationally televised South Korean military variety show from
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the early 2000s. Taking a gender and cultural lens, Moon describes what is happening
in the scenes and identifies that traditional gender norms and militarism interact with
Confucian cultural norms to strengthen support for conscription. However, Moon
does not describe what is sensed or felt through watching the show. To incorporate
the felt aspect of the visual, I discuss Fake Man in light of the capture of affect. Fake
Man is a YouTube show released in 2020. The show is co-produced by MUSAT,
a South Korean private military company that offers UDT/SEAL training experience,
and Physical Gallery, a YouTube channel specializing in workout content. The show
features YouTube celebrities who volunteered to experience MUSAT’s training pro-
gramme. Fake Man claims that, unlike previous military entertainment shows, which
have been criticized for selective editing and watering down brutality, it candidly
conveys the rawness of UDT/SEAL. Fake Man is considered to be the most discussed
internet content of 2020. I have chosen to discuss the military entertainment show for
its popularity and sensational content.

The research material for the second analysis on the flight of affect is A Silk Letter, an
autobiographical film directed by Kang Sang-woo, a South Korean conscientious objec-
tor. Kang produced and submitted the film to the court to explain why he refused
military service. The film’s plot follows a day of a young man who seems anxious upon
receiving an enlistment slip. Since this is an independent film and an earlier creation of
the director, unlike Fake Man, A Silk Letter’'s consumption and audience reception are
very small. However, the film has been invited to a screening at the 2011 Seoul LGBT
Film Festival and other independent film screenings. Notably, the film has also been
screened at the National Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art, Korea (MMCA)’s
special exhibition ‘Unflattening’ (25 June 2020-20 September 2020). The exhibition
reflected on the Korean War and how the war is being remembered, leaves traces on
vulnerable people’s daily lives, and haunts today’s society and culture. I believe these
consumptions of the film indicate its potential to incite the flight of affect from the
capture by military masculinity and historic militarism in South Korea. In a related study,
Kwon (2013) discusses how the South Korean conscientious objector movement chal-
lenges pervasive militarized masculinity. Building on Kwon, my analysis of A Silk Letter
discusses how the film affectively challenges militarized masculinity.

Despite the difficulty conveying felt experiences in texts, critical military studies
scholars call the researchers to be explicitly reflexive about their embodied experiences
with violence (Baker 2020, 13-14; Dyvik 2016, 60). Therefore, my research material for
the second analysis is my notes from watching the film. In the note, I described what was
happening in the relevant scenes, recorded what I felt while watching the scenes, and
described how I was affected by the scenes. I chose to take such a note as research
material because instead of figuring out what a scene represents, I am interested in what
the scene does in terms of affect.

Thus, the notes are autoethnographic, incorporating the researcher’s felt and sensed
experiences into the study. Following Morgan Brigg and Bleiker (2010), I believe that
dealing with subjective feelings is not overly indulgent if I limit my discussion to the
topic. I am not merely laying out my feelings in my notes but focusing on how a scene
affects me. Therefore, reflecting on my feelings and the scenes through my own words in
the notes is an effective way to appreciate the sensations that overflow the denoted
meaning (see Barabantseva and Lawrence 2015, 929; Kelvraa 2015, 184).
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Despite the volatile quality of lived experiences, autoethnographic writing is a struggle
to alleviate the dissatisfaction with the ‘colourless’ and ‘neutral’ academic writing, which
erases the human elements such as ‘the sounds, rhythm, texture, energy of our words’
(Doty 2004, 388; see also Doty 2010, 1048) or ‘the murmuring, tone, rhythm, cadence, the
noise, the cacophony, internal echoes” (Dauphinee 2013, 348). In this respect, Brigg and
Bleiker claim that valid autoethnography can present a fresh angle on complex political
issues that is relevant, persuasive, and helpful for understanding the world (2010, 779;
Reeves 2017, 113).

Many political autoethnographic writings focus on how political discourses and
practices capture affect to strengthen certain discourses or identities (Closs Stephens
2016; Closs Stephens et al. 2017; Reeves 2017, 2020). For example, Audrey Reeves
discusses how the spatial layouts of the Imperial War Museum in London can affectively
strengthen a particular image of Britain in war while clouding critical attitudes in the
visitors (2017, 118). Reeves’ autoethnography recollects the sensation of walking through
the museum, critically reflects on what is felt through the experience and provides
a deeper insight into the process of (re)producing certain discourses (2017-118-119).
However, unlike Reeves, the following sections use the term ‘capture of affect’ to describe
a similar process. The ‘capture’ indicates that affect is always fleeing from being captured
through language and is inherently disruptive rather than neutral because it arises from
the body.

First analysis: affective capture by masculine bodies and military brutality

The first analysis aims to show how the bodies depicted in the South Korean military
reality show Fake Man capture affect. From watching the shows, I have identified what
facilitates the capture of affect: the contagious celebration of brutal military masculinity
and repeated narratives of rehabilitation.

Despite the show’s popularity, Fake Man’s display of the brutal violence by the former
UDT/SEAL drill instructors continued to spark controversy throughout its two seasons.
For example, a YouTube celebrity recruit with aquaphobia is forced to remain immersed
in the sea — he is shown shivering and drooling. He passes out several times, but he is not
allowed out of the water. In 2020, the show’s producers publicly apologized for the
unrefined exhibition of the recruits’ sufferings and the drill instructors’ cruel behaviours.
Remarkably, the word ‘brutality’ frequently occurs in news articles about Fake Man. An
Internet search of ‘brutality’ and ‘Fake Man’ returns more than a hundred news exclu-
sively reporting on the issue. Therefore, brutality is strongly associated with the show.

Moreover, Fake Man provoked the viewers by claiming it sincerely represents the
rawness of the brutal UDT/SEAL training. According to an analysis of almost 280,000
comments on the first season of Fake Man, the most frequently used (26,963 times) word
was ‘jinja’, which translates into ‘real’ in Korean (J.-Y. Lee 2020). Such a keyword signals
that the viewers found that the show, where the recruits are constantly shouted at, sworn
at, and physically punished almost non-stop by the drill instructors, suits their precon-
ceptions about the special forces training.

In this regard, I focus on how the viewers are drawn into the show’s affectively charged
space, the portrayals of the military. In particular, I attribute the show’s popularity to
what Christoffer Kolvraa calls ‘affective contagion’. According to Kolvraa, affective
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contagion works by provoking challenge, ‘stirring up trouble’, inviting the opponents ‘to
come out and play’, and drawing forced responses from the receivers of the challenge
(Kelvraa 2015, 196; see also Closs Stephens 2016, 186; Merrill et al. 2020, 548).

Building on Kelvraa’s thoughts, I suggest that Fake Man’s physical brutality creates an
affective residue that is not directly signified but is still present and palpable, an excess of
what is presented (Kelvraa 2015, 192). Whether the shows’ depictions of ‘reality’ ade-
quately duplicate the ordinary people’s military experience is irrelevant for stirring up
trouble. Instead, Fake Man was more of a ‘military pornography’ because it lacked a clear
and justifiable reason why the recruits had to undergo such brutal training or why their
sufferings needed to be recorded and shown to the public. During an interview, a drill
instructor asks a recruit, ‘You might wet and shit your pants; do you accept’? But, like
pornographic videos, which do not necessarily present a plausible narrative, no clear
explanations are offered for why one has to roll in the mud until he poops his pants. The
sadistic displays of violence in Fake Man simply draw the marvelled viewers into an
affectively charged space. Hence, I argue that Fake Man is affectively contagious,
encouraging the public to form an ‘affectively charged political space’ (195; see also
Callahan 2020, 2).

Significantly, it is the show’s display of the bodies in pain and the bodies inflicting the
pain that captures the viewers’ affect and reinforces militarism. For example, Fake Man
consistently presents a blunt dichotomy between the drill instructors who exhibit ‘super-
ior’ masculinity and the clumsy celebrity recruits. The show takes the recruit-instructor
contrast to an extremity through raw and unedited verbal and physical violence. The
celebrated subjects of Fake Man are the drill instructors. As former UDT/SEAL officers
and employees of a military consultation company, they are the ‘perfect male specimen’
who naturally catches the viewers’ attention. The instructors embody the robust mascu-
line features that most military propaganda aspires to promote — handsome, manly,
muscular, possessing high stamina, and displaying the ability to kill enemies with towels
or chopsticks. Celebrity recruits are the exact opposite. With their lack of physical and
mental prowess, they display ‘degenerated’ masculinity and represent what one should
avoid becoming in both dating and capitalist markets (see Figure 1).

In the comments section of Fake Man, many viewers attempted to compare their
military experiences to the training depicted in the show, trying to prove that they also
underwent indescribable hardships when training as conscripts. They seemed to be
demanding some respect for their experiences to get as close as possible to the instruc-
tors’ ‘superior masculinity’. Also, in response to the complaints against the brutality and
the reproduction of military culture presented in Fake Man, the comments responded: ‘Tf
you don’t like it, go watch something else’ and ‘The recruits voluntarily agreed to this,
and they can always stop if they want’. Other comments focussed on assessing the
recruits: how someone endures, how someone is a slacker who feigns sickness in the
hope of sitting it out, or how someone is a ‘buddy fucker’ whose inability adds to the
miseries of his co-recruits. In this respect, many viewers of Fake Man have formed an
affectively invested space (see Holland and Solomon 2014, 263), celebrating and praising
brutal military masculinity.

I also discuss how military reality shows capture affect through repeated narratives of
rehabilitation. In contrast to the fit and adroit former UDT/SEAL instructors, the
YouTube celebrity recruits are depicted as unfit, lazy, and pathetic quitters. From the



8 1. HWANG

Sy D /“\

Figure 1. A screenshot from fake man episode 1. (source: Physical Gallery 2020-2021).

neoliberal point of view, which emphasizes individual responsibility and investment in
human capital, celebrities will not survive in today’s cut-throat labour market. During the
pre-training interviews, the celebrities said they volunteered to undergo brutal military
training to transform themselves into better people. In this regard, Fake Man suggests
that celebrities must ‘rehabilitate’ themselves through the training. In criminology, while
‘punishment’ or ‘deterrence’ focuses on imposing consequences for criminal behaviour,
‘rehabilitation’ addresses the underlying factors of such behaviour and provides the
necessary tools and resources for former criminals to lead a law-abiding and productive
life (Cullen and Gendreau 2000, 112).

I suggest that, in South Korea, ‘rehabilitation’ has been a theme inseparable from the
history of the modern capitalist state’s violence against vagrants. The Japanese coloniza-
tion and the ensuing Korean War produced a great number of the poor, displaced, and
orphaned. Amidst the chaos that followed the end of the war, the state depicted vagrants
as immoral, mentally weak, deranged, or criminals that hindered the country’s rehabi-
litation. Therefore, instead of being treated as victims of war or targets of relief policies,
such ‘disgraceful’ bodies that expose the wretchedness of life were to be disciplined and
removed from the public. In a study of the history of public spaces in South Korea, D.-W.
Kim (2017) states that.

The ‘raw’ body and the ‘raw’ behaviour evidence subjectivity. However, the state
cannot tolerate such a ‘raw’ body publicly asserting itself. ... . The untameable body
has been called out and ousted as something to be despised or the diseased

Notably, the brutality of Fake Man immediately reminded me of the re-education
camps for vagrants which operated during Park Chung-Hee and Chun Doo-Hwan’s
military dictatorships. The dictatorship recklessly detained in the camps the homeless,
beggars, prostitutes, day workers, unemployed people, loners, mentally handicapped,
petty criminals, and unlucky people who had caught the police’s eyes. Life in the camps
was far from ‘rehabilitating’ the detained vagrants. The camps were marked by violent
assault, starvation, excessive disciplining, forced labour, death, and secret burial.
However, despite the continuing revelations about the camps’ brutalities after the
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democratization in the 1990s, they have often been depicted as simple human rights
violations’ and ‘failed welfare policies’ (Ha 2017).

I suggest that the rehabilitation logic of the re-education camps returned in the 2020s
through a hardcore self-help narrative that invests or captures affect through the need to
rise through the cut-throat competition in a capitalist society. The recruits of Fake Man
testified that they joined the show because they ‘wanted to change themselves comple-
tely’, ‘wanted to be reborn’, and ‘wanted to prove something to the self’. The show’s drill
instructors keep shouting something supposedly enlightening about the right attitudes or
mindset for survival. The recruits of Fake Man are fake, but by undergoing the suppo-
sedly real UDT/SEAL training for a few days, they can transform into ‘real men” who
have passed a rite of passage. As such, the show produces a fantasy that the lazy bodies
which underwent brutal physical violence, a necessary evil for transforming one’s
mentality for a better future, have become something worthwhile or positive.

Also, in the military, it is not uncommon for everyone to be punished for a mistake
made by one group member. According to Kwon In-Sook, the military is the most
convenient place for individuals to incorporate the logic of joint liability (Kwon 2005a,
235). Hence, individuals are under continuous pressure to improve themselves to avoid
being labelled a ‘buddy fucker’. For example, the ‘buddy fucker’ in Fake Man was Gong
Hyeok-joon, a YouTube webcaster infamous for laziness and obesity. Gong often got
himself and his co-recruits into trouble with the instructors due to his lack of physical
prowess. His name was the second most frequently appearing keyword in the comments
on Fake Man. Yet, as the show’s first season proceeded, his attitude during the training
‘improved’ to the point that he was no longer faking injury or abandoning his co-recruits.
Public opinion about him also shifted accordingly. Since appearing in Fake Man, his
webcast content has changed from doing absurd things to working out and dieting. The
viewers of his webcast also see him as improved and praise Fake Man for changing him.
Over time, the brutality Gong endured became a success story.

However, the case of Gong shows that rehabilitation should happen by testing one’s limits
and enduring extreme physical and mental suffering. In this regard, the brutality of Fake Man
is simulated, but building on Kelvraa, the simulated brutality is still highly affective. Kolvraa
distinguished between the plane of signification and the plane of affect (2015, 183) to show
that insincere representations of things can still have a considerable impact. For example, on
the plane of signification, the viewers acknowledge that the shows are staged. However, on the
plane of affect, the viewers can sense and get accustomed to the brutality of military violence,
given the above-mentioned history of violence in South Korea.

In my interpretation, the viewers get accustomed to the brutality of the UDT/SEAL
training in the plane of affect. Fake Man has invested indescribable appeal, force, or affect
occurring from the brutality against the ‘buddy fucker’ into the historical narrative of
rehabilitation without much objective validation (see Laclau 2004, 326). Yet, as Ty
Solomon points out, affect and narrative infuse each other (Solomon 2014, 729).
Hence, I also suggest that the historical narrative of rehabilitation has been the ‘con-
ditioning cultural context’ (Holland and Solomon 2014, 268), which induced positive
responses towards brutality. In this regard, Fake Man has captured the affect through the
familiar narratives of self-improvement, reminiscent of the re-education camps against
vagrants in South Korea.
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So far, I have discussed the capture of affect through the military reality show Fake
Man. The shows capture the viewers’ affect through the contagious celebration of
military masculinity. Notably, the show has grouped the viewers into an affectively
charged space that celebrates military masculinity through the drill instructors’ brutal
violence towards the recruits. I have also discussed how the recurring narratives of
rehabilitation, appearing in Fake Man, capture affect. In my interpretation, the bodies
featured in the shows discourage the viewers from reflecting upon their ways of seeing.
Through the historical narratives of brutality and rehabilitation, it is easy to make sense
of the bodies appearing in the show (Xian 2015, 150). For example, the drill instructors
comprise bodies that convey masculine qualities as reference points for making sense of
experiences. Also, Fake Man propounds that the bodies of potential ‘buddy fuckers’ must
be rehabilitated through undergoing brutality, another such reference point. In the next
section, I propose how the representation of the body of a South Korean conscientious
objector can disrupt such sense-making.

Second analysis: a conscientious objector’s body fleeing from the
militarizing capture

In the previous section, I discussed how the capture of affect by the bodies appearing in
Fake Man could deepen South Korean society’s militarism. The main objective of this
section is to discuss how the body portrayed in A Silk Letter (Kang 2010) facilitates the
flight of affect from South Korean society’s militarism. The film’s protagonist,
Seongwoon, is probably in his early twenties. One day, he receives the enlistment slip,
and he must leave his younger boyfriend behind whether he decides to enter military
service or refuses conscription. The following is my note from watching the beginning of
the film:

At dawn, it’s the time of the day when everything turns blue before assuming colours.
The moon shines dimly above the city, and it seems a bit chilly. The scene shows the
broad Han River that cuts across Seoul. The sounds of the cars driving fast on the bridge
fill the air. Seongwoon is burning his enlistment slip. His face is relatively flat and
emotionless. Two people are in the scene, Seongwoon and probably a younger person.
I may be sensing the anxiety and ‘weight’ of the body anticipating the approaching
prosecution. However, the anxiety and”weight” are neither clearly denoted nor depicted.
I cannot find any apparent symbols or metaphoric elements which can confirm any guess
(see Figure 2).

My note indicates that I am affected by the scene’s ambiguous atmosphere, not by
words or direct representations of violence. Therefore, instead of struggling to make
sense of the scene, I consider how the scene’s ambiguity affects me. I reflect upon the
scene’s energy, how I have been affected through silence, sounds, or visuals, and what
they can stimulate in me. Also, the film presents events in a non-sequential order and
omits many parts of the ‘whole story’. The scenes seem to ‘just happen’ instead of giving
a satisfying explanation. While Fake Man imposes a firm sense of having a clear direction
and plausibility (e.g. achieving military masculinity and improving oneself), A Silk Letter
does not allow me such a firm sensibility of what is to come. In this regard, I find the film
slightly discomforting.
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Figure 2. A still cut from A silk letter (source: Korean Movie Database 2025).

Yet, I focus on the discomfort with the film’s ambiguity, which can open an affective
space to challenge militarism. Describing another scene in the film, I wrote,

A snail moves slowly. Seongwoon is taking a nap. I feel the air in the room heavy,
stuffy, and dim. A postman arrives. It’s a registered mail’, he says. After opening the
letter, Seongwoon goes outside and sits on the refrigerator in the street. I guess it’s an
enlistment slip. He stares at the stray cats with unfocused, tired eyes. He lights a Marlboro
Red cigarette. The screen shows that it’s a poor residential neighbourhood on a hill.
Seongwoon walks down the street while smoking. He seems aimless (see Figure 3).

In the scene, Seongwoon finally receives the enlistment slip. Although he likely had
already decided to refuse conscription long ago, he now has to take action. However, the
film seems to indicate that he does not do much. Instead, I sense passivity and worry in
the face of the approaching predicament.

Figure 3. A still cut from A silk letter (source: Korean Movie Database 2025).
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My third note continues to describe and reflect on Seongwoon’s response to the
enlistment slip.

Seongwoon walks into the streets. The unanimous noises of the city fill the air.
He assumes a blank face, but reading anger is not tricky. His slender body is
swaying like a paper man amidst the bustle of the city. His unkempt hair and the
camera are shaking. Violent noises fill the big street. While walking, Seongwoon
mostly keeps his eyes on the ground. He doesn’t seem to have a set destination. He
walks like a worn-out soccer ball randomly thrown into a street, not to be picked
up later. He keeps walking into the orange and blue evening. He is panting and
mumbles something incomprehensible. All I could hear was, “You’ll beat me for
sucking at soccer. If I sit, am I a homo’? This mumbling is probably related to his
family or his school days. A ripping sound fills the scene. Yet, he cannot just
disappear into thin air. Only the noise of the cars and the subway try to fill the gap
between the screen and myself.

As the note implies, A Silk Letter does not depict a certainty, pride, or resolution
present in Fake Man. Instead, I suggest that the film tells the highly affective story of what
Tomiyama Ichiro would call ‘to have a foreboding of violence and crouching in fear’. It is
the state of being exposed to the violent scene next to myself, next to a murdered corpse,
waiting for my turn, breaking into a cold sweat (Tomiyama 2015, 25). Tomiyama initially
brought up this concept to discuss the daily death threat that Koreans and Okinawans
residing in mainland Japan had to face during World War II (2009).

Tomiyama pays attention to how the body reacts to the violence that has not yet
arrived but is imminent. For Tomiyama, ‘violence ... .is already in operation from the
moment its existence is implied’ (2009, 27). In A Silk Letter, the unanimous noises of the
city and Seongwoon’s aimless wondering seem to add to the sense of ambiguity and
anxiety. The scene conveys the feeling of being lost and having no exit in the face of
approaching persecution. He does not express some firm resolution of 'meeting one’s
destiny’ that people usually expect from a conscientious objector.

Instead, I sense that Seongwoon’s aimless wandering about in the bustling city and
darkness of the night is his ‘crouching’ in anxiety and fear upon sensing the encroaching
violence. As he refuses to be conscripted, he will have to face state violence: visits to the
police, dealing with the prosecutor, attending trials, imprisonment, and a criminal record
which will follow him for life. A person trembling and sweating next to a murdered
corpse, waiting for his turn, may appear ‘cowardly’. However, Tomiyama notes that ‘the
body of a coward overflows with imagination related to wounds’ and that ‘everyone
possesses a coward’s body’ (2009, 6). In other words, anyone can become a ‘coward’ who
crouches in fear, runs away, changes sides, or remains silent. However, rather than
criticizing a coward’s cowardice, we can carefully examine the crouching body of the
coward.

Tomiyama’s argument is not simply a call to sympathize with the vulnerability of
others to resist violence. For Tomiyama, the key point is to continue developing new
relationalities through the wounded and vulnerable ‘cowardly’ body (2009, 60). Crucially,
he emphasizes that examining how the body forebodes and responds to violence is
necessary to create possibilities for changing the seemingly self-evident future.
Attending to Seongwoon’s body is such an attempt, facilitating a flight of affect from
the militarism and proud militarized masculinity conveyed through Fake Man.
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Notably, there lies the application of Tomiyama’s insight that the most significant
potential to constitute a society lies in being fearful of getting hurt or killing a person’
(Tomiyama 2009, 7). In other words, those with a firm resolve and pride should not
monopolize social imageries about the future. Instead of quickly arriving at a conclusion,
one must not cease to wander; in the crouching in fear’s passivity, in its undecidedness,
lies the opportunity for the self and others to continue living; the strong will and brutality
can neither resolve violence nor initiate such a self-reflection (2009, 8; 2015, 63).

Unlike Fake Man’s soldierly bodies, Seongwoon’s body in A Silk Letter conveys such
an opportunity in an affective manner. Remarkably, the film can challenge the ‘male hero
narrative’ in South Korean society and human rights and peace activism. The following is
my note depicting the scene of Seongwoon in his dwelling and how I felt while watch-
ing it.

Alone in the room, Seongwoon writes on a notepaper, explaining why he refuses to
enlist. He seems to find it challenging as he fails to go beyond writing a few lines. He lives
in a semi-basement room. He coughs occasionally. Urban noises from the outside -
mostly motorbikes and cars — penetrate ears. Ample light seems to enter this semi-
basement during the daytime. He is no longer writing but lying and wrapped in a blanket.
His eyes are closed for a bit, and then his eyes are open. When his eyes are open, they gaze
somewhere above, probably the window. He is slipping off to sleep or not.

The scene depicts the body of Seongwoon, who remains passive in the face of
approaching persecution. The scene gives a sense of idleness amongst the urban noises,
and it does not seem like a resolution or completion. Compared to Fake Man, which
signals a strong sense of an ideal to refer to, A Silk Letter transmits a sense of loss,
ambiguity, and undecidability that resists being captured or defined. Through such
sensibility, the film indicates the flight of affect from South Korean society’s pervasive
militarism, which has also influenced the conscientious objection movement. Notably,
conscientious objectors have been challenging the male hero or protector narrative
outside and inside their movement, and A Silk Letter might reflect on the challenge.

To provide a brief historical background, South Korea experienced the United States’
overwhelming military superiority, division of the country by the great powers, surviving
the Korean War by the allied forces, being at the forefront of the Cold War, and
continuing military-geopolitical tensions with its neighbours. Internally, South Korea
underwent decades of anti-Communist military dictatorship. Given this history, it is
unsurprising that South Korean society has not significantly challenged the universal
male conscription introduced in 1949. Therefore, it has been common sense in South
Korea that peace depends on augmenting the military’s violent capacities. Moreover, as
South Koreans have considered conscription vital to their military, military service has
been a ‘sacred duty’ and a ‘rite of passage’ for all ‘non-disabled’ men to be qualified
as”qualified” citizens. Importantly, in such a society, imagining how the feminine will
make life more peaceful and secure (Hwang 2018, 299, 300; Kwon 2005b, 20, 21; Moon
2005, 65) is not easy.

Kwon Insook points out that, in such a militarized society, even the democratization
movement against the dictatorship also considered that a powerful military guarantees
peace (Kwon 2009, 194). Peace movement was perceived as Western, passive, romantic,
unrealistic, disarming, and most of all, feminine, and until the mid-1990s, peace move-
ments that seriously resisted various aspects of war preparation did not exist in the South
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Korean civil society (Kwon 2005b, 41, 42). This will also explain why, in the 80s, the
democratization movement was patriarchal and militaristic (Shim 2009, 161).

Similarly, a conscientious objector, Lee Yong-suk, mentions that the conscientious
objection movement was nonexistent during the 1980s when the movement against the
military dictatorship was the most active (Y.-S. Lee 2020, 104). The first person to refuse
military service for ‘political’ conviction was Oh Tae-Yang, who announced his refusal in
2001. Most early conscientious objectors were former student activists or already civic
society activists. For people sympathetic to conscientious objection, the objectors were
perceived as dauntless men with undefeatable will, defending their convictions in the face
of imprisonment and public criticism. Crucial for this paper’s discussion, Lee mentions
that such a perception has celebrated conscientious objectors as ‘male heroes’ of human
rights and peace movements (2020, 118).

Choi Jungmin and Yang Yeo Ok, female conscientious objection activists, state that
the early conscientious objection movement centred around male activists. In contrast,
the female activists were seemingly invisible or depicted only as supporters (or sometimes
lovers) of the male activists (World Without War 2022, 4, 20). The male hero figure was
problematic because making such a figure out of the imprisoned objectors could con-
tribute to reproducing militarized masculinity within the movement. Celebrating the
male activists for their ‘courageous, manly deeds’ of going to prison could not effectively
challenge the existence of the masculine and patriarchal institutions like the military,
conscription system, and even the state (World Without War 2022, 5, 15). The making of
the male hero figure out of the objectors in the human rights and peace activism of the
early 2000s demonstrates the pervasiveness of militarized masculinity in South Korean
society.

However, as the years passed, people’s reasons for refusing military service diversified.
For example, some mention the military’s part in environmental destruction, discrimi-
nation against sexual minorities, history of civilian massacres, and cooperation with the
expansion of American military bases and the War on Terror. Some brought up vegan-
ism, feminism, or childhood traumas (World Without War 2014, 6). They suggest that
the conscientious objection movement may lie at the intersection of various social
movements. Increasingly challenging traditional military and state-centric notions of
peace, the movement has become an advocate of diverse minority perspectives. As
a result, those who might have been labelled as ‘draft dodgers’ in the past have begun
to be recognized as people who convey creative perspectives on peace and security.

Yoo-Jeong Min-Seok, a conscientious objector relevant to this paper’s discussion,
announced his refusal as active-duty auxiliary police in 2005.” Through the service, Yoo-
Jeong reflected more deeply on militarism, masculinity, and his own identity and refused
to take part in disparaging femininity. The following is a part of his statement to refuse
the service.

My timidity, which makes me easily frightened and confused, might seem insufficient
as reasons for conscientious objection based on personal conviction. ... If my delicate
identity and femininity, which I discovered through military service that force masculine
values, are not something to be ashamed of, then as a ‘sexual minority’ who is still viewed
as strange by people, as one who is easily frightened, whose hands tremble at the mere
thought of military training where one practices killing others, and as one who is often
described as ‘a boy who acts like a girl’, I consider refusing this rite of passage which
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reproduces the ills of a masculinized military culture and aggressive, belligerent mascu-
linity in the name of becoming a ‘real man’ (World Without War 2014, 97).

Yoo-Jeong’s statement expresses anxiety about whether his beliefs might be insuffi-
cient to qualify as legitimate. As a result, the voice in the statement seems somewhat
trembling and wavering. Still, instead of arguing that he is not a ‘coward’, Yoo-Jeong
carefully states that being timid, feminine, a sexual minority and someone who is easily
frightened is not wrong or bad. Yoo Jeong’s statement does not represent a typical male
hero who bravely confronts persecution but affirms weakness, fear, and femininity.

In this regard, I suggest that Yoo-Jeong’s statement challenges the masculinized and
militarized understanding of peace and potentially opens space for reimagining peace in
South Korean society, similar to A Silk Letter. Both do not portray confidence, self-
assurance, or determination. Both indicate that the most significant potential for securing
a society lies not in conquering fears but in embracing our apprehension about harming
others or being harmed. In other words, both Yoo-Jeong’s statement and A Silk Letter can
facilitate a flight of affect from the deeply entrenched militarism and militarized mascu-
linity. While Yoo-Jeong’s statement, albeit carefully, lays out his feelings and ideas in
words, A Silk Letter conveys similar ideas through what the film does to the viewers.
Therefore, I considered how the film is affective and what kind of sensibility it facilitates.

In contrast to the bodies featured in Fake Man, Seongwoon’s body appearing in A Silk
Letter can affect the viewers by conveying passivity, undecidedness, and crouching in fear. In
South Korea, the collective memories of colonialism, war, and dictatorship still portend the
approaching violence across levels: the interstate, society, and everyday. A Silk Letter’s
affective transmission of the potential to resist militarism and militarized masculinity through
its staging of the body, bewildered and trembling in fear, has become ever more critical.

Conclusion: the importance of attending to affect

This article juxtaposed two discussions to expose and disrupt militarism’s institutiona-
lized mode of representing ideal soldierly bodies in South Korea. The first was my
discussion of the bodies appearing in a popular South Korean military entertainment
show, Fake Man, in light of militarism’s capture of affect. The second was my discussion
of the bodies appearing in a South Korean conscientious objector’s film, A Silk Letter,
while considering the flight of affect from militarism.

I have found that while the bodies portrayed in Fake Man facilitate the capture of
affect, the bodies depicted in A Silk Letter facilitate the flight of affect. On the one hand,
Fake Man consistently praises the brutality and military masculinity that the instructors
convey. The show also portrays the recruits as physically and mentally inept ‘buddy
fuckers’” who must rehabilitate themselves by enduring instructors’ brutality. In this
regard, Fake Man captures viewers into an affectively charged space which celebrates
militarism. On the other hand, the body of A Silk Letter conveys, in a sensate manner, the
ambiguity, the passivity, the crouching in fear upon the imminent violence. In this
regard, the conscientious objector’s body portrayed in A Silk Letter opens a new space
to consider the body’s potential to disrupt militarism. As Tomiyama suggests, in the
bodies crouching in fear might also lie an opportunity for the continuity of life and
society (2009, 8, 2015, 63).
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This article opens a new visual and affective space for addressing widespread
militarization in South Korea by bringing up the capture and flight of affect.
Given the country’s history, the military has been the most crucial party for
securing life. However, I showed how the passive, ambiguous, and frightened
body of a conscientious objector could open an alternative affective space pre-
mised on fearing getting hurt or killing a person. In this regard, focusing on what
facilitates the flight of affect from militarism, one may imagine more humane, less
militaristic, and less confrontational modes of securing lives. Therefore, this
article demonstrated a new way to address the social atmosphere that is more
prone to celebrating militarization over pacifist agendas.

Massumi (2011) writes that if individuals can attend more carefully to their
feelings and sensations, their capacity to affect and be affected can become free
from the grip of dominant discourses and identities. Likewise, I showed how
feeling bodies can facilitate the flight of affect in the context of deeply entrenched
militarism in South Korea. Based on my findings, this study encourages future
studies to embark on conceptual interventions that look for the transformative
potential in the indeterminable, unfixable, ambiguous, and open-ended qualities of
embodied experiences. Such interventions will require actively observing the
moments of ambiguity, feeling the affective charging of spaces, and listening to
the seemingly trivial voices of social minorities.

Notes

1. I follow Roger Stahl’s definition of military entertainment or militainment as ‘state violence
translated into an object of pleasurable consumption’ (2010, 6; see also McEvoy-Levy 2015;
Payne 2014).

2. A conscientious objector to military service is ‘an individual who has claimed the
right to refuse to perform military service on the grounds of freedom of thought,
conscience and/or religion’ (Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for
Human rights 2001).

3. William Callahan claims that the connection between visuals and affect is robust because,
through visuals, people are more likely to feel visceral connections with each other than
textual materials (2020, 40).

4. Massumi distinguishes affect from emotion, which is the quality of experience that language
has captured or the signified and narrativized intensities (2002, 28).

5. As of 2017, around 19,000 South Korean men have been imprisoned for refusing
military service. Before the Constitutional Court’s 2018 decision to introduce
unarmed civilian service, each year, around 600 South Korean men were indicted
and sentenced to 18 months in prison for refusing to serve in the military (D.-C.
Kim).

6. In Korean, both the words ‘jaehwal or ‘gaengsaeng translates into ‘rehabilitation’. jaehwal
is more frequently used in the context of health and medicine, and ‘gaengsaeng is more
commonplace for the legal or criminal contexts. The discourse surrounding Fake Man
employs ‘gaengsaeng .

7. From 1967 to 2013, some conscripts served as auxiliary police under the Korean National
Police Agency. As with other conscripts, they also underwent the basic military training and
served as reserve force after dischargement.
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