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o}2l E(Arendt, 1958/2017: 328-329)% “3§9I5}7] o]F<] Afejz &
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= e T} ojwo] ohjal ate] wAoltt ERAo)A
ol “AIAe Mze soz wWastels" “HIAA WYY oxg 2
3 QItH(o]X174, 2002: 619, 642). = 2| =9} 7HEre](Deleuze & Guattari,
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Abstract

Life History Research on Actions
and Identity Establishment of
Youth Human Rights Activists

—-focused on the educational meaning

of action-

Jo, Ji-hye
Major in Education, Department of Education
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

This study explores actions and the process of identification of
youth human rights activists, who have appeared in the public
realm since the 2000s. The study draws the educational meaning
of the actions from the perspective of Hannah Arendt. Youth
human rights activists have resisted standardized orders of the
‘student-likeness’ and the academic elitism in Korean society.

They have participated in various educational and political issues
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to overcome their non-subjective experiences in schools, and
have voiced their opinions in the public realm to visualize the
youth as ‘subjects of action’. Their activities are a type of social
phenomenon to be carefully explored into a educational point of
view, in that these activities have been caused by criticism of the
school system for the past 20 years.

As a long-term follow-up study, I conducted two fieldworks on
youth human rights activists to understand their lives in Korean
society. The first fieldwork had been carried out through the
network of the activists from 2007 to 2008. After 12 years, I
revisited the fields and shed new light on the two activists life
histories based on in-depth interview from 2020 to 2022. They
are important participants in that they have played active roles
for more than 10 years from adolescence to adulthood in youth
movement.

Through the life histories of the activists and field materials,
this study describes how youth human rights activities have been
developed in Korean society for the past 20 years. Then, it
examines the meanings that have brought on to the activists’
lives and identity establishment, and the changes in their
communities and educational fields. Based on Hannah Arendt’s
theory of action, it explores characteristics and educational
implications found in the activists' lives and the journey of their
actions.

In the early stage of youth human rights activities, the actions
were mainly expressed in the way of impromptu conflicts and
sporadic resistances within the school system. These actions

showed challenges and conflicts against the control and discipline
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of schools on an individual level. These individual resistances
drove into the beginning of collective voices and actions, which
criticize the school system and sociocultural structure. Their
activities formed empathetic solidarity and discourse among the
youth, through the political participation such as the ‘candlelight
vigil’. The activists came out to the public realm and actualized
the political power of the youth. In this way, the activists could
reveal the uniqueness of their existences and voices that has
been suppressed in our society. And their actions led to political
actions to create alternative educational and social systems. They
have required changes in schools and society in order to position
the youth as subjects of education and politics.

The two participants have led these flows of youth human
rights activities, in showing the subjects’ existential struggles in
their lives. They have tried to heal the existential wound that
they have experienced within the school system, and live as
‘subjects of action’. Due to the hard labor for the college
entrance examination, they lost relationships with others as well
as themselves. Nevertheless, they could develop the power of
action emerging from the outside of school, as their critical
thinking was triggered through the encounter with other activists.
The activists escaped from their schools by dropping out, and
rejected a single direction of life, trying to find their own unique
way of life.

However, the participants who chose to be social minorities
had to spend their twenties enduring social, economic, and
psychological instability. In the position of activists who have

become young adults in their thirties, they have tried to find
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their professional identity and prospects, and heal the instability
of the actions. Also, they have interpreted their actions as the
meaningful narratives of youth movement, which have linked
their own lives, the lives of others, and their communities.
Through these actions, they have identified their existences as
subjects of action to realize their unique ‘natality’ in the context
of Arendt, and subjects of ‘praxis’ to create history and culture.

The youth human rights activists have created possibilities of
new actions and social changes, by overcoming the ‘grammar of
schooling’” and the identity of ‘student-likeness’. Their actions
show the desires of the subjects and the journey of their
existential exploration to realize their own unique ‘natality’. They
wanted to find their unique place of existence in this world,
through ‘freedom as beginning’ which creates their own novelty
different from others. Their concerns were developed as political
actions to actively participate in the world based on their own
unique voices, beyond the ‘culture of silence’ that has been
forced upon the youth. The actions of the subjects, who tried to
realize their own ‘natality’ in this world, were characterized by
interconnecting with ‘praxis’ to make a free and equal space for
actions and social conditions.

In the course of shedding light on the lives of youth human
rights activists, | have come to understand the characteristics of
action. Furthermore, I suggest that how educational space can be
constructed in the way, in which subjective actions of the youth
are alive. The space for educational action needs to go beyond
the rigid structure that reproduces standardized subjects, so that

the youth can bring something new to this world as beings of
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‘natality’. In the space of educational action, liberty and novelty
of actions should be respected so that the youth can express and
communicate what they feel and think with their own voices.
Therefore, in the context of equality, the youth should be
recognized as subjects, who can act in the public realm and
make changes in the world. Ultimately, the space for educational
action needs to be reconstructed into an open space, providing
freedom as beginning in respecting diverse voices and differences

of the youth.

Keywords : Youth Human Rights Activities, Action, Natality,
Public Realm, Freedom as Beginning, Praxis,
Educational Action

Student Number : 2019-38540
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