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North Korean defectors living in South Korea face a paradoxical situation: they 

hold rights as citizens of South Korea, but experience ñsocial exclusion and identity 

problems as the Otherò due to a mass media system that perpetuates biased depictions 

of North Korean defector stories and a largely ignorant and prejudiced society (Park, 

2019:314).  Labor Interrogation, a webtoon (Korean online graphic novel) written by 

North Korean defector and United Nations honoree Choi Sung-Guk, attempts to combat 

this by depicting everyday life for defectors living in South Korea and demonstrating 

how differences in language and culture, as well as literal and symbolic interrogation 

from South Koreans, can make assimilation an uphill battle.  Choi based Labor 

Interrogation on his and other defectorsô real experiences, and through their stories 

demonstrates the stumbling blocks that exist for defectors who are trying to create new 

identities in the South.  

For this thesis project I translated the first fourteen chapters of Labor 

Interrogationðof 46 chapters published online in Korean at Naver Webtoon from 

2016-2017, and in paperback through publisher Koreaura in 2018ðand explored this 

theme of identity-building.  I met with Choi in Seoul periodically for interviews and 
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discussions to supplement the translation, and I include excerpts from one of these 

interviews in the preface of my thesis along with an introduction of Choi and his 

personal goals for his work.  In my analysis of Labor Interrogation, I argue that  

language, cultural norms, and societal attitudes towards defectors are obstacles for 

defector identity-building in South Korea. 

Choiôs work has the power to give Americans and others around the world a 

much-needed new perspective on North Koreansðthat of humanity.  He achieved this 

in South Korea to some extentðhis work educated readers about defector experiences 

and prompted a nationwide discussion of how South Korea treats its resident North 

Koreans, as well as South Korean policies towards North Korea. I hope that this work 

will prompt some of this same sort of discussion in the United States. 
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Preface 

We met at Sindorim Station in Western Seoul and talked while he drove. In the 

passenger seat of North Korean defector Choi Sung-Gukôs SUV, I pulled out my notes 

so we could begin our check-in meeting about my translation. He was too busy to meet 

at the office, so we had to meet like this on the way to one of his lectures. His phone 

rang constantly, and while he ignored most calls there were some he had to take. After 

the fourth or fifth call, he told me, ñWhen the caller is South Korean I tell them óI have 

someone in the car with me.ô When theyôre North Korean, I tell them óI have an 

American in the car with me.ôò He explained that since North Koreans are indoctrinated 

to hate Americans from a young age, having a born and bred American sitting amicably 

in your car is a hilarious irony. Definitely some food for thought on my end, too, I 

realized. Over the two years Iôve known Choi, he has imparted a lot of insights and 

quips similar to this one. His humanity and the humanity of other defectors is apparent 

to me through our interactions, but his primary goal is to spread that understanding to 

South Koreans and, in a broader sense, global society. 

 I never predicted that I would translate anything for a thesis assignment, let 

alone a cartoon drawn by someone who had fled North Korea. And yet here I am. But 

how did I get here? In fall 2017, I enrolled in a course entitled ñMigration and World 

Literatureò taught by Professor Susanna Lim. The course centered on themes of identity 

and how migration, diaspora, and displacement tie into how others see us and how we 

see ourselves. One day in class, Professor Lim presented a few strips from North 
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Korean defector1 and United Nations honoree Choi Sung-Gukôs webtoon Labor 

Interrogation. In so doing, she reframed defectors as migrants, displaced peoples, who 

must adapt and assimilate into unfamiliar societies. In the case of South Korea, while 70 

years ago the Koreas were one, they are now awash in cultural, linguistic, and 

sociopolitical differences that make defector assimilation difficult. She told us of the 

incredible importance this webtoon holds in South Korea for educating a disinterested 

youth and promoting understanding. But with no translation, that is where its reach 

ended. I thought to myself, this work seems too important to leave untranslatedð

Americans have so many prejudices and misconceptions about North Korea and 

defectors, and I want to do my part to change that. 

I first had the pleasure of meeting Choi in the summer of 2018 in Seoul, South 

Korea. He told me how shocked he was to receive a call from an American phone 

number, and now sitting across from each other how amazed he was to be greeted by a 

blonde, blue-eyed American college girl. He enthusiastically agreed to a translation, 

citing his intense desire to spread his work as far and wide as possible thereby stirring 

up worldwide awareness and empathy for his people. 

Choi was born in Pyeongyang, North Korea in 1980 to a relatively affluent 

family. He attended the Pyeongyang University of Fine Arts then joined the North 

Korean animation studio SEK. There, he worked on several of North Koreaôs most 

                                                        
1 There are a number of terms used to refer to those who defect from North Korea, the three most 

common terms used in South Korea being ñNorth Korean refugeeò, ñnew residentò, and ñNorth Korean 

defectorò. When I asked Choi which term he prefers for my translation, he said to use ñdefector.ò He 

described how terms like ñnew residentò feel as though they take away his identity as a North Korean 

while still othering him, and that he would rather ñsay it like it is.ò For the translation specifically, he said 

that ñdefectorò has the strongest impact and drives home the importance of his work. Therefore, I will be 

referring to him, and translating his work using, the term ñdefector.ò 
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well-known animation ventures, such as ñSimba the King Lionò and ñSquirrel and 

Hedgehog,ò as well as outsourced foreign animation (surprisingly or perhaps 

unsurprisingly, North Korean animators have had a hand in many beloved American 

cartoonsðTeenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, for example). 

Choi told me (2020 August interview) that he was motivated to defect primarily 

because of three stints in jail. First, authorities jailed him for selling copies of South 

Korean films. Upon release, he was put under surveillance but managed to help his 

mother, sister, and nephew defect. ñAnd for that crimeðbut they didnôt have any proof. 

They had a feelingéso even though they didnôt have any evidence they went with their 

gut and threw me in jail again.ò Finally, he was caught red-handed receiving a phone 

call from his mother through a third party. ñAfter the third time, I wanted to dig through 

the earth if that meant getting out of North Korea.ò He said that aside from his time in 

jail there were a myriad of reasons for wanting to leave, including a breakup that left 

him heartbroken. He ultimately fled in 2010, arriving in South Korea after fifteen days 

traversing China, Laos, and Thailand. 

After defecting to South Korea Choi, like all defectors who arrive in the south, 

spent three months at the National Intelligence Service building for defectors, 

Kukjeongwon (discussed at length in the webtoon and this translation) where, in 

addition to undergoing numerous interrogations by South Korean officials, they are also 

provided with lessons on how to survive in South Korea and adjust to a new life. He 

then attended graduate school for animation at Sejong University for a year but was 

unable to graduate because of tuition costs. He worked various jobs over the years after 

defectingðas a program developer, a radio host, a journalist and other related fields. 
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Through his work, he realized how different North and South Korean cultures, 

language, and attitudes had become. This realization inspired the creation of Labor 

Interrogation. 

 Labor Interrogationôs 46 chapters were published online at Naver Webtoon 

from May 10, 2016 to March 15, 2017.  Choi, with the small publisher Koreaura, 

published his work in three paperback volumes the following year.  My translation 

contains the first 14 chapters of the webtoon, or the first paperback volume. To clarify, 

webtoons as they are known in South Korea are online serialized graphic novels. 

Webtoons originated in South Korea in the early 2000s and are now a multi-million 

dollar industry.  In the past decade, some of the most popular domestic films and 

dramas have used webtoons as their source material.  In the United States, webcomics 

and webtoons (the latter which entered the US via South Korea in 2014) are nowhere 

near the cultural impact of South Korean webtoons.  One of their most striking 

characteristics, which sets them apart from other comic formats, is that a chapter is one 

long strip (as opposed to individual pages) read by scrolling down the page on your 

phone or computer.  This makes them easily digestible, and readers typically catch 

newly uploaded chapters while riding the subway or bus to school, work, and home 

again. 

This unique culture surrounding webtoons and their flexibility as a medium is 

important to consider when thinking about how stories are created and circulated in 

contemporary South Korea. The target audience typically ranges between middle 

schoolers to young adults but are also widely enjoyed by older demographics.  The 

weekly uploading schedule also promotes interaction between the creator and readers. 
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The direct result of this interaction can be seen in Labor Interrogation in the form of a 

series of ñNorth-South Comments Summitsò wherein Choi answers questions about the 

North from South Korean readers in the daetgul, or comments section, of the webtoon. 

More indirectly, bite-sized ñNorth Korea FYIò strips in-between chapters educate 

readers about North Korea from the perspective of a South Korean boy shipwrecked 

north of the thirty-eighth parallel.  A story within a story, Choi uses this character to 

elaborate on aspects of everyday North Korean life that do not make it into the main 

narrative.   Labor Interrogation was a fast hit among readers, gaining popularity for its 

new and intriguing subject matter and Choiôs deep involvement in interacting with his 

audience. It reached the coveted Best list on the Naver Webtoon homepage, where it 

was serialized, and received a fair amount of press and general buzz during and directly 

following its online release. This prompted Choiôs desire to publish the series in book 

format, in order to widen his readership and spread the storyôs message. 

 

August 3, 2020 Interview with Choi Sung Guk 

What follows are excerpts from my 2020 August interview with Choi.  I 

conducted the interview over two hours at Choiôs workshop in Oryudong, Seoul, with 

occasional breaks to give his three-month-old husky puppy some attention.  I implement 

a mixed style of direct quotes, paraphrases, and added context in relaying his answers 

(and took out any additions from his husky).  All my interactions and interviews with 

Choi are conducted in Korean, so I have translated the interview for use in my thesis. 

× What was your motivation for writing Labor Interrogation? 
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ñI did some work as a PD broadcasting propaganda to North Korea, and as a 

reporter.  During that time I felt that we are one Peninsula, but even as weôre in the 

midst of a battle of ideologies South Korean people know very little about North 

Koreans, and North Koreans know nothing about South Koreans, so we misunderstand 

each otheréSo I felt that something was needed that could link North and South and 

help the two relate culturally.ò  Just as these thoughts were swirling in his head, 

someone suggested to him that he share the North Korean perspective, so he went ahead 

with the webtoon. 

× Why did you choose the webtoon format and not that of a book or film? 

Choi cited two main reasons for his decision to make a webtoon rather than 

some other form of media. The first was that in South Korea, webtoons are lucrative. 

The second, that ñthe power webtoons have for wide distribution is tremendous. Huge 

amounts of young people read webtoons. And there are so many young South Koreans 

who have no interest whatsoever in North Korea, so if the target audience is young 

people, the webtoon format is the obvious choice. Furthermore, when you approach the 

topic of North Korea from a political standpointðwhen you look at it seriouslyðitôs 

scary, cruel. But through the webtoon format I can approach the topic in a lighthearted 

way, since itôs a comic.ò 

× How did you decide on the title Labor Interrogation? 

So, why the title? Labor Interrogation (Rodong Simmun) is a play on the title of 

North Koreaôs official Workersô Party newspaper, the Labor Newspaper (Rodong 

Sinmun).  The phonological difference is slightða change from an ñnò to an ñmòðbut 

it packs a punch.  The titleôs font also mimics the ever-present thick red lines of North 
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Korean propaganda.  Choi told me his primary goal with the title was marketing. ñNorth 

Korea is a very heavy topic. The Labor Newspaper represents North Korea. However, 

webtoons as a platform are very light. People read them for fun, and heavy issues donôt 

mesh well with the light-heartedness of the platform. And yet, thereôs the bright red text 

[of the title] in the North Korean font. Labor Interrogation. I felt that would draw 

people in and more people would click and start reading out of curiosity.ò 

× Why did the name change with the books published in 2018? 

The books, however, did not carry such an eye-grabbing title. When I asked why 

this came to be, Choi emphasized that he had no choice in the matter. As the South 

Korean governing administration changed with Park Geun-hyeôs impeachment the 

publisher Koreaura, whose political position can be described as a form of far-right 

patriotism, declared the title ñtoo North Korean.ò According to Choi, the publisher 

worried about facing hate or a witch-hunt or the ire of North Korea due to Moon Jae-

inôs more left-leaning administration.  While Choi protested the change, his hands were 

tied. ñWhen I signed the contractðthe concept of a contract doesnôt even exist in North 

Koreaðwhen we were going over the contract, I just signed without thinking. The 

copyright to my work should be mine, but it went to the publisher. So I couldnôt have a 

say in the title change.ò When I asked what he preferred for the English title he, without 

hesitation, responded Labor Interrogation. 

× What did you want to accomplish with the original Korean version of ñLabor 

Interrogationò? 

ñI wanted to promote empathy and relatability regarding culture between North 

and South Koreans. I wanted to do so because I wished that people would have an 
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interest in North Korea, and through that interest save those who are suppressed and 

whose rights as human beings are constantly infringed. But these days, itôs hard to make 

South Koreans really care about North Korea. So I hope that international society will 

take an interest. Also, isnôt it shocking that someone would escape from North Korea 

then draw a comic strip? éThere isnôt a single defector who has done that. In North 

Korea, the people that draw cartoons are a select few. The job is chosen for you. 

Becoming a cartoonist is nothing here in South Korea, but in North Korea itôs a very 

difficult job to come by. So, I hoped that people would take interest in North Korea and 

work to save the people of North Korea.ò 

× What do you hope to accomplish with the English version? 

ñSince South Koreans remain largely uninterested [in issues relating to North 

Korea], I hope that people abroad in places like America will take an interest. If I can 

sign with a publisher, I want to keep working foréNorth Korean peoplesô rights.ò 

× Would you have written ñLabor Interrogationò differently if you knew what 

you know now about South Korean people and culture? 

ñI would have written it so that people who are used to capitalist society could 

have more fun reading it. I wrote it without knowing much about South Korean 

societyðand while it is a fun read now, I would have tried to write it to be even more 

enjoyable. Back then, I lacked the sense to do so.ò  I believe that Choi was being 

modest with his answer here.  Labor Interrogation does in fact tell quite a bit about 

South Korean society, reflecting it back on itself.  And his relative newness to capitalist 

society at the time of writing provides valuable insights into the defector experience and 
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the differences and similarities between people from such different political and 

economic systems. 

× If you continued this webtoon, what issues would you add? 

ñI would have added even more slice of life elements, what life is like here for 

us. For instance, a North Korean man and a South Korean woman dating is funny. The 

South Korean woman says something off-handedly, and the North Korean responds 

with such extremes as óIôll lay down my life for you.ô Ha ha ha. Little things that are 

really nothingðthe North Korean person is really wacky, or something is hilarious to 

the North Korean guy but the South Korean girl has no clue whatôs so funny; really, 

romance and dating in itself are really funny topics. éI would show more of what life 

is like as a North Korean living in South Korea, and I would showcase more clearly the 

differences between people who have grown up within a socialist totalitarian state 

versus those who have grown up with capitalism.ò 

× What would help South Koreans be more accepting and understanding of 

North Koreans? 

ñThere are thousands of North Korean defectors. I wish that the government 

would actively sponsor seminars, lectures, these kinds of things, throughout the country. 

Also, there are a lot of people in South Korea who insist that everything defectors say 

are lies. But how can thousands of peoplesô stories all match exactly? éI would like it 

if TV programs and the like invited defectors as guests on their shows, too.ò 

× Has life changed for North Koreans since you defected? 

ñLife has become harder. The media will say some things have improved, but 

thatôs not the case at all. Iôve been consistently helping people defect as a broker. 
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Talking on the phone with them, prices of goods are constantly going up, 

regulation/control of markets has gotten more severe, those kinds of things. 

Punishments for crimes are more severe. Life is difficult, more and more so.ò Choi 

pulled out his phone and showed me a picture of handwritten letters. ñThe broker, the 

person helping someone who wants to defect, writes a letter like this. I help connect 

people based on letters coming from North Korea.ò He then showed me photos of a 

young boy and girl in their home, portraits of Kim Jong Il and Kim Il Sung hung on the 

wall behind them. He told me that these pictures are how he confirms that the people 

trying to defect are really in North Korea. The photos are also how he helps them 

connect with other family, etc. outside North Korea. ñBecause of this work, I am quite 

knowledgeable about the current state of North Korea. óThe translator has verified with 

her own eyes.ô Ha ha ha. When Iôve gone to places like the UN to present my work, 

Iôve realized that óHe said thisô and óI saw thisô are very different when conveying 

information. Thatôs why I am showing you these photos. Ha ha ha.ò 

× The reason behind the shift in art style as the webtoon goes on? 

The first third of Labor Interrogation does not show this shift as much as the 

latter two thirds, but I think his answer is worth including here as it addresses the 

general style of the comic.  ñIn North Korea, comics are drawn like American graphic 

novels. We look at and learn based on American materials. é We are forced to do 

realistic(realism) art. There are no graphic novels like this, no satire in North Korea. 

éIn America, people probably donôt draw Trump realistically, but rather cartoonish, 

satirically. There is nothing like that in North Korea. You canôt because itôs a country 

made by an absolute authority, an authoritarian, a god. So artists are trained in realism. 
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But when I came to South Korea, I noticed that many artists draw in this comic style. So 

I decided to try it too. But later, I realized that I couldnôt make myself keep drawing like 

that, since Iôd never practiced. So after struggling to draw in the comic style I 

eventually returned to my original style. I thought it would be important to explain why 

the styles are different.ò 

 

 

Choi expresses to me each time we meet that it is not through high-handed 

politics that democracy in North Korea or unification of the Koreas will occur, but 

through grassroots channels.  This is echoed by other defectors, such as Thae Yong-Ho, 

who spoke before the US Congress, stating ñwe can educate (the) North Korean 

population to stand up by disseminating outside information.ò2  Choi, Thae, and others 

believe that real forces for regime and humanitarian change must come from the inside, 

through demands for reform made by an educated and discontented North Korean 

population.  Choi said that the single biggest factor in maintaining the status quo has 

been the real lack of factually accurate information about every aspect of life in the 

outside world.  He hopes that, by publishing his webtoons in English, he can raise 

global awareness of his peopleôs humanity and demonstrate the power that mass media 

has in educating people and effecting regime change.  Choi believes that eventually his 

webtoons and other similar works will make their way into the North Korean black 

market, which he believes is the main conduit for educational reform. 

                                                        
2 ñNorth Korea Defector Urges US to Use Soft Power.ò BBC News, BBC, 2 Nov. 2017, 

www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-41840866. 
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The primary method of information dispersion in North Korea is the 

marketplace, a site of increasing grassroots capitalism and private businesses.  This 

ñsecond economyò began its rise in the late 1980s and flourished as all-encompassing 

state economic and societal control collapsed.3  Individual private vendors began 

trading across the Chinese border, and other forms of enterprise soon followed.  This 

link to China meant that merchants had close contact with the outside world, inevitably 

leading to the diffusion of information and goods into North Korea.  According to 

interviews conducted by Lankov and Kim with North Korean defectors, vendors are 

ñwell aware of Chinaôs prosperityò and ñnearly all merchants know that South Korea is 

a rich countryò.4  This shift to private vending in the marketplace is a crucial piece of 

the present situation in North Korea.  Private vending is only possible because of the 

level of corruption among officials and border officers.  As Lankov and Kim put it, ñthe 

world capitalist system moved to North Korea once the authorities lost their ability to 

keep the countryôs borders under control.ò5  Mainstream American media, however, 

often perpetuates the notion that North Korea is a modern-day ñHermit Kingdom.ò  

Nobody and nothing goes in or out without a state sanction, and the few stories we do 

hear about those that defect are harrowing accounts of crossing borders that seem 

almost impossible to make past alive.  Every once in a while we catch a glimpse of how 

powerful the grassroots commercial industry is in North Koreaðarticles about pop 

music and South Korean TV dramas making their rounds on the black market and the 

                                                        
3 Andrei Lankov and Seok-hyang Kim, ñNorth Korean Market Vendors: The Rise of Grassroots 

Capitalists in a Post-Stalinist Society,ò Pacific Affairs 81, no. 1 (2008): 53ï72 

https://dspace.ewha.ac.kr/bitstream/2015.oak/216247/1/north%20korean.pdf. 
4 Lankov and Kim, ñNorth Korean Market Vendors,ò 68. 
5 Ibid, 70. 
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subsequent arrests of people who dare to access it.  However, is not as iron-clad as it is 

presented, both in terms of the number and ease of defections out of and the transfer of 

media and culture into North Korea.  The inception and flourishing of markets in North 

Korea all came from bottom-up methods.  Choi staunchly believes that change in North 

Korea will only be successful working from the bottom up.  And in turn, this can only 

be achieved when the outside world has a better understanding of North Korea. 

One could say that Labor Interrogation succeeded in Choiôs goal of helping 

South Koreans understand North Koreans, and through that helping North Koreans, 

even if for some all it did was start a conversation. Every step forward, no matter how 

small, is important. Many of the prejudices towards defectors in South Korean society 

are evident throughout the webtoon. South Koreans are not quite ready to accept North 

Koreans. By addressing South Koreans and appealing to shared humanity while 

educating audiences about the lived experiences of North Koreans and what makes 

them different culturally, Choi takes that first step in his longer term project of helping 

liberate North Korea. Choi, like the main character of Labor Interrogation, arrived in 

South Korea as a young man, come to settle in a new life and pave a new way forward. 

His identity, and the identities of all those who have defected and migrated to new 

lands, shine through. 

It is clearly evident that Choi is passionate about liberating his homeland. He is 

determined to bridge the gap between disinterested South Korean youths and North 

Koreans on both sides of the border. He is committed to creating a world in which that 

gap has closed and his work will be a thing of the past, no longer relevant or needed. 

And in his mind, the way to do that is through cultural empathy. In a 2018 interview 
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with The Korea Economic Daily, Choi stated that ñI will bury my bones in the cultural 

industry. I have seen how there is nothing more powerful than culture and media for 

changing North Korea. There may even be a day that even North Koreans read my 

webtoon.ò6 (my translation). In a preface to the paperback version of Labor 

Interrogation, he writes, ñI hope that someday soon the world will have no need for or 

interest in this graphic novel.ò In translating Labor Interrogation, my goal is to help 

make his dream a reality. 

 

A note on translation: I tried to follow a few principles in my translation of 

Labor Interrogation.  First, I used the Revised Romanization of Korean (RR) when 

translating hangeul (Korean orthography) into Roman letters.  This is the ñpopularò 

romanization system promoted by the South Korean government and easiest to read 

both for Koreans and non-Koreans.  The other two most popular systems are mainly 

used in linguistics and other academic fields; as my thesis is aimed at producing a 

translation for a target demographic of teens and young adults, I felt that RR is most 

appropriate.  Following from this, I also used creative liberty by adding more 

American-sounding casual speech rather than abiding by purely technical one-to-one 

definitions.  I tried to be as accurate in my translation as possible and do as much justice 

to Choiôs original work as I could, but I had to let go of some thingsðnamely, while I 

set out with the goal of clearly demonstrating the difference between North Korean and 

South Korean dialects, it was nearly impossible to do so without taking away from the 

                                                        
6 , ̆     "       "̇pdThe Korea 

Economic Daily, 22 June 2018, www.hankyung.com/society/article/2018062114121. 
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readability of the translation.  I have, however, added a number of ñTranslatorôs Notesò 

in which I add clarifying details for an English readership so as not to detract from the 

translation itself.  These are in contrast to ñAuthorôs Notesò that Choi himself added 

intended as clarification on North Korean concepts for his South Korean readership. 

 

A discussion of one of the main themes of Labor Interrogationðdefector 

identity-building and the defector experience in South Koreaðis provided after the 

translation. 
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Self-Reflection on Summer 2020 Developments: 2020.09.02 

In Summer 2020, my thesis hit a rough spot. Choi had told me in previous 

discussions that there should be little trouble in terms of translating and using his work 

for my thesis. He was enthusiastic and amazed that an American college student had 

even heard of ñLabor Interrogation.ò Any talk of future publication took a backseat to 

the current task of translating and interpreting his webtoon for my undergraduate thesis. 

A large motivation for my desire to translate this particular work was its format 

as a webtoon. Most defector stories are told through traditional media and are rather 

dark in tone, as befits the subject matter. Defector accounts presented in English, in 

particular, are often biographies or books written by non-Korean journalists or writers. 

Yet here was a story direct from the source, shared online in a format specifically 

chosen to reach the largest audience perceived by Choi  - disinterested young South 

Koreans. I was aware of a paperback version published by a South Korean publishing 

firm, but it seemed to be of little relevance to my project when I first embarked on my 

translation work. The paperback edition suddenly became essential in late 2019 when 

ñLabor Interrogationò disappeared from its host site, Naver Webtoon (for reasons still 

unbeknownst to me). Its virtual disappearance left me with few options for accessing 

the webtoon, so I bought all three paperback volumes in order to continue my 

translation work. 

From the start, transferring my translated English script onto the webtoon strips 

posed an editing challenge. I originally planned to take screenshots of the online 

webtoon and then photoshop my translations into each characterôs speech bubbles. 

When I first met Choi in 2018, he emphasized that he wanted the finished product to 
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look professional, and that he could provide me with the original artwork containing 

blank speech bubbles for easy, seamless insertion of the translated text. I asked Choi 

about these original storyboards again in early July 2020, as I began to finalize 

translations of the first 16 chapters (i.e., volume one of three) for my thesis. He told me 

that he had to check with his publisher, Koreaura, before he could answer me. 

I interviewed Choi for my thesis discussion sections on August 3, 2020. He was 

very enthusiastic about my translation progress and excited that it seemed like his 

dream of having ñLabor Interrogationò translated into English would finally come to 

fruition. The publisher of the paperback books came up in our conversation when I 

asked why the names of the webtoon and print version differed. Choi responded, ñI 

didnôt want to change the title, but when I signed the contractðthe concept of a contract 

doesnôt even exist in North Koreaðwhen we were going over the contract, I just signed 

without thinking. The copyright to my work should be mine, but it went to the 

publisher. So I couldnôt have a say in the title change.ò Then he revealed that the 

copyright claims for ñLabor Interrogationò and his other works lay with the publisher, 

Koreaura. Choi analogized his contract later by comparing himself to a contract worker 

at Samsungðhe makes the product, but ultimately it is not his. 

The following week, Choi informed me that the CEO of the publishing 

company, Mr. Park, wanted to meet me. Choi told me that Mr. Park was a distrustful 

man who just wanted to confirm that I was a real college student working on a real 

thesis, not some spy from a foreign publishing company there to steal ñhisò work. When 

the three of us met on August 12, it became clear to me that Park was thinking far less 

about my thesis and much more in terms of immediate publication by, and profit for, 
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Koreaura. The general theme of the conversation centered on publishing the English 

translation in book form. Park supposedly had told Choi before our meeting that my 

thesis translation work qualified as fair use and would not violate copyright terms.  He 

was prepared at that point to approve my use of Choiôs original storyboards. My goals 

for the meeting were to assure the publisher of my intent to use the webtoon content 

solely for my thesis, and to confirm that I wanted to focus on my thesis and finish this 

project before any discussion of future publishing. I tried to make this clear, but for the 

duration of our meeting Park pressured me to give him my unfinished work. He was 

hyper-focused on Otto Warmbier, the young American man who allegedly died as a 

result of prolonged imprisonment in North Korea. Park told me that he wanted to take 

my partially proofed work, finish the edits himself, and make one copy of a ñsample 

bookò that I would then take to Warmbierôs parents as a means for obtaining funding.  

Park believed that the Warmbier family had set up a charitable organization with their 

substantial settlement from the North Korean government for the wrongful death of 

their son, and that they would fund translation work on the two remaining webtoon 

volumes after I graduated from the University of Oregon.  (A quick online check of the 

Warmbier settlement revealed that they had set up an organization to solicit charitable 

donations, not dole them out.)  Park then emphasized that things needed to happen 

quickly, that I needed to send him my translation before I left Korea in early September, 

and that I needed to finish all translations as fast as possible after graduation. This high-

pressured maneuvering raised many questions and red flags in my mind. I felt like Park 

just wanted to take advantage of me and use my work, without any remuneration or 

credit, for his own political and monetary gain. It also seemed as though the webtoon 
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and the books had become so conflated, because of the copyright issue, that Park felt 

like he could expect the author and me to accede to his demands. I left the meeting 

confused and wary, feeling like things were suddenly slipping out of control. The 

meeting taxed my command of the Korean language and I could barely keep up with 

what Park was saying directly or indirectly. It also became very difficult to think 

critically about the evolving situation in the moment. 

After returning home, I called Choi, expressed my concern about the meeting 

direction, and asked him to slow down the publisherôs plan to exchange my translation 

work for a ñsample bookò. In stark contrast to our conversations of the previous week, 

he too was now hurried and impatient, focusing on publication rather than our agreed-

upon first step of me completing my thesis. I managed to convince Choi that I could not 

just hand over my translation without insurance that it would not be used in bad faith 

(e.g., without proper credit), and that I needed to focus on my thesis in the near-term. 

Choi met the publisher and explained my point of view. He then told me that 

Park had doubled down on his stance that the storyboards would not be shared unless I 

gave him my translation work; he and Park had argued about the issue. I was confused 

by some of their statements, such as Parkôs questionable claim that he already had a 

translator for ñLabor Interrogationò before I ever showed up. Other statements made it 

seem increasingly clear that Park either did not understand the concepts of translation 

and copyright or was not observing the copyright laws in an ethical manner. While it 

seemed ludicrous that I had to ask him for permission to use the storyboards when he 

was not the webtoon creator in the first place, ultimately I had to reach out to Park 

directly over email one last time to try to obtain the storyboards. I told him repeatedly 
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throughout our exchange that I had no desire to break copyright laws and profit from 

my translations, that the storyboards were only going to be used for my thesis, and that 

using the blank storyboards for my educational purposes is permitted under fair use 

clauses in Korea. However, he persistently replied that he ñhopes the work will not be 

used in a way that goes against copyrightò.  He told me in the end that if I wanted to use 

the storyboards, I needed to sign a contract and compensate him either in cash (amount 

unspecified) or with my translation. He also stipulated that he could do whatever he 

wanted with my translation. I told him, in turn, that I could not just hand over my work 

without a fairly arbitrated contract that guaranteed some safeguards for the originality of 

my work. And there ended our interaction. 

I am still very confused about this whole situation. I have many unanswered 

questions regarding Choiôs contract with Koreaura, whether he fully understands the 

nature and limitations of his contract, what Parkôs (real) role is as Choiôs publisher and 

whether he is operating legally and ethically in that capacity, what words were 

exchanged between the two men, what Choi and Park understand (or donôt understand) 

about the thesis process and what I wanted to accomplish with my project, and what Mr. 

Park had intended by trying so desperately to wrestle my translation from me. From 

what Choi told me, it seems Park turned away other potential translators in the past and 

was fixated on doing everything in-house, at the expense of helping Choi further his 

creative talents and worldwide exposure as a noteworthy author.  It is clear, however, 

that the plans Choi and I had for a joint publication in English to worldwide audiences 

is unlikely, at least for now. 
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This experience, while frustrating and demoralizing, ultimately was a valuable 

one. I learned a lot firsthand about South Korea, publishing, translation, and just some 

of the nuances and stumbling blocks in the life of a North Korean defector. The 

situation in addition sheds some light on Mr. Choiôs place as a defectorðand as an 

artistðin South Korea. As my thesis advisor Dr. Susanna Lim put it, ñIt is sad to know 

he risked so much to come to the South in search of freedoméonly to have his creative 

freedom so ironically restricted.ò 

P.S. I am getting my thesis copyrighted. 
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Translation 
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