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<Abstract>

The Growth or Degeneration of Discharged Men:

The ‘Formative Period’ of Korean Masculinity
—The Thesis of The Formative Period by Choi Sang-gyu -

Lee, Kyoung In

This thesis analyzes Choi Sang-gyu's The Formative Period to
examine the aspects of 'Korean masculinity' during the period of
conscription establishment from the mid-1950s to the early 1960s. It is
necessary to point out that the conscription of this period provided
reduced service period only to university registered soldiers, thereby
reinforcing young men's perception of discrimination. The protagonist of
The Formative Period, Han Ji-soo, could have enlisted as a university
registered soldier but became a regular soldier due to an administrative
error. Because of that error, the sense of deprivation becomes a central
concern in his military experience. Meanwhile, Ji-soo perceives his own
military experience as powerless and meaningless. His post-discharge
daily life, unable to escape the military experience of powerlessness he
felt then, leads others to judge him as not fully matured to become an
adulthood. His inability to engage in economic activity and his lack of
interaction with women weaken Ji-soo's masculinity, causing him to clash
with friends who have already entered adulthood.

In the latter part of the novel, The Formative Period abruptly
transforms into a story about rescuing a woman named Ji Han-nyeo from

Seo Dong-hwan. From this point on, the novel progresses the illusion that
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Ji-soo's masculinity can be secured by triumphing in confrontations with
male figures like his uncle or Seo Dong-hwan. However, the entire
process of defeating them and rescuing Han-nyeo is automatically
granted, regardless of Ji-soo's efforts. The failure to synchronize with
militaristic masculinity—the original problem that weakened Ji-soo's
masculinity—is concealed in this process. At this point, The Formative
Period can be criticized as a failed narrative, ending with a protagonist
deluded into believing the false masculinity. Yet, by presenting a
character who thoroughly rejects militaristic masculinity—the most
common premise when explaining Korean masculinity—7The Formative
Period opens the possibility of alternative narrative that diversifies the

story of Korean men.

Key words: conscription system, university registered soldiers, discharged
men, militaristic masculinity, Korean masculinity, Choi
Sang-gyu, 7he Formative Period
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