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Toward a caring masculinity
: Necessity and possibility of expanding alternative service domain
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1. No more establishment of a social hierarchy of pain
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Human rights activists often face opposition when they argue that the domain of the
alternative service should be expanded and its period should be shortened. Opponents
seem to assume the ‘suffering’ of soldiers on active duty as the definite standard. But we
have to ask why the ‘pride’ of protecting the country, an experience that some people
look back on for the rest of their lives as ‘happy barrack life’, get translated so easily
into ‘hurt’ or ‘harm’? It is hard to discern whether the pride is groundless or the pain is
overstated. I think that not so many people could find it consistent or logical when they
listen to those arguments of ‘suffering’. Instead, we might take a closer look at how social
hierarchy is established by mobilizing the 'pride' and 'pain' of doing military service. Then
we could find a clue to solution of the problems like preferential treatment for those who
have served in the military, the myth that ‘military service maketh man’, the gender—based
employment segregation, the gender discrimination, the exemption of men from care

works, and so on.
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We can live our lives by a vast range of essential labors and works. I feel grateful for
their cares, efforts, and hard works. I believe that military service is one of these essential
works. It is natural that those who take on hard works should be treated with deserving
respect, especially when they are left vulnerable to human rights violation. It cannot be

emphasized enough that human rights of soldiers should be protected and improved.
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As I put it, however, doing military service is a part of the whole essential works. It
would not be acceptable that military service is the one and only essential work that
sustain our lives or it is the most painful and harmful suffering above all the rest. I have
not been so persuaded by the argument that military service is the epitome of unrequited
labor, which sometimes justifies the establishment of a social hierarchy of pain. As Sara
Ahmed points out, a sociologist who attends to the significance of emotion, pain is like a
fingerprint that is unique and incomparable. There is no point in establishing social

hierarchy of pain as it does not serve to promote social integration or strengthen security.
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Pain and suffering of the soldiers on active duty is often deployed to hinder the
improvement of the alternative service system. Some insist that “it is fair for alternative
service personnel to serve in a camp as we soldiers do” or “it is just that they have to
this or that as we soldiers suffer from doing certain things.” I find it difficult to believe
that those approaches could solve any problems that soldiers on active duty face now.
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It is assumed that the only ‘healthy’ adult men can and must serve in the army, which
would lead to the exacerbation of social discrimination against the non—normative. This
assumption haunts the social imaginary that espouses social hierarchy between the
different bodies. The discourse that ‘the deserved suffer from undeserving pain’ often
justifies such discrimination. We do not believe that soldiers should be left alone in
suffering. Hard work must come with reasonable compensation. But we also do not
believe that compensation come from a fair share of other citizens, especially of the
non—normative. Improving conditions for soldiers and challenging social hierarchy of pain
can and should go in tandem. Human rights activists have made huge efforts for two
compatible goals, and the introduction of the alternative service law is part of such

efforts.
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2. To make an alternative service visible

The area where no one pays attention is called a ‘blind spot’. This is a commonly used
expression when there are people who are out of sight beyond the scope of CCTV or who

have fallen into dead zone of welfare and thus do not benefit from systems.
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The current alternative service have made conscientious objectors do the very same
work in a different uniform that they had to do in prison before. Conscientious objectors
had received some attention by human rights activists, media, or a small number of
politicians because they had all been sentenced to more than one year and six months in
prison. But after the introduction of the alternative service, the quality and frequency of
attention has decreased significantly. How they perform their service remains in a blind

spot.
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The alternative service, which is currently limited to the service in correctional facility, is
literally ‘invisible’ to the most. Alternative service personnel are treated as soldiers or
prisoners even though they are not at all. They were once prisoner, but now become a
nobodies. As we know, closed facility is vulnerable to human rights violation because the

authorities could exercise the unchecked discretion.
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The alternative service must be performed in civil domain. I believe that this is the
original goal of the introduction of the alternative service system that paved the way for
conscientious objectors to contribute to society outside the armed forces. Doing
alternative service should have been so since its inception, but it turns out to be hidden

behind the high wall of the correctional facility.
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Alternative service should be performed not in the correctional facility but in local
senior centers, nursing homes, farming and fishing villages, forest preserves, essential

medical institutions, epidemic prevention centers, disaster shelters, etc. When it becomes



visible in our daily lives, people could feel how meaningful their service is and suggest a

new way forward.
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3. To realize the ‘alternative’ values
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Alternative service has not introduced to relieve ‘pain’ or ‘suffering’ of soldiers on active
duty but to reconstruct old concepts of security and protection. It opens up a new
horizon of the public service rather than simply allows conscientious objectors not to hold
a gun. If conscientious objectors have a right to do public service without holding a gun,
then they should have a chance to do public service in a way that is free from
militarization, too. A gun, for conscientious objectors, stands for violence, inequality,
discrimination, rule of power, and armed conflicts. It comes to a natural conclusion that
conscientious objectors should do their alternative service that has alternative meaning as
well, for example, in addressing everyday inequality and discrimination, tackling climate and
ecological crisis, degendering and publicizing care work, caring for local communities, and

protecting and responding to disasters, and so on.
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The existing alternative service law, which has been downscaled and distorted only to
replace active duty, puts conscientious objectors’ beliefs and values in the shade. It can
be called a truly ‘alternative’ service only after it could chart an alternative way to build

peace and ensure security without arms.



These are all interconnected in expanding service domains, providing diverse choices as
to a way of service(in a camp/commute), shortening its period, and appointing competent
authorities in relation to its work. For instance, alternative service personnel would do
shift work when they provide public service in the 24—hour care center for the elderly. In
the case of responding to an emergency disaster such as heavy rain, alternative service
might look like an emergency call depending on the circumstances. Then the service
period could be long enough for 10 years or so in the form of seasonal call—up rather
than ‘short’—term intensive service. Each work has its own value and danger in receiving
military training, taking care of the elderly or the challenged, or responding to the
disaster. It seems useless to decide which is the most difficult work. I believe that it is
our democracy that guarantees the rights of conscientious objectors to choose the service

domain on their own.

But we cannot help but to stand still for now. The existing alternative service law
stipulates that the Alternative Service Commission shall be established under the
jurisdiction of the Commissioner of the Military Manpower Administration and each person
in alternative service shall perform service only in a correctional facility de facto. We have
to break this mold. I want to note as clear as possible that the Alternative Service
Commission should be under the authorities independent from military and the Commission
should be comprised of professionals in social welfare to make sure that the Commission
helps conscientious objectors to find the right place for public work by evaluating their

competence and interests without interrogating their beliefs and judging their lives as it is



now. There is a great deal of capacity and need in the civil domain to cooperate with the

Commission, and to suggest and carry out new forms of alternative service.
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4. To ensure the fulfillment of basic human rights which is never the discretion of the

government
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The alternative service is a matter of basic human rights, the freedom of conscience,
which demands the government to protect and promote those rights. International human
rights norms and the Constitution of South Korea specify that it is the duty the
government to confirm and guarantee the fundamental and inviolable human rights of

individuals, not a matter of discretion.

To introduce the alternative service law is based on those obligations. It is far from
facilitating rule of state, taking on more personnel in correctional facility as a makeshift

(rather than recruiting more officials), or having mercy on one—time criminals.
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In democracy, the government have a fundamental obligation to protect and promote
the freedom of conscience. I do think that the relationship of rights and duty between

the individual and the state lies at the root of a democratic society. Not even a single



country demands conscientious objectors to perform alternative service only in the
correctional facility. Rather, a large number of countries introduce the alternative service
system on the basis of clear principles for the non—punitive, non—governmental, and public
service, which includes a care work for the elderly, the challenged, or patients, a support
in the rehabilitation center, firefighting, disaster response, forest observation, environment
preservation, and so on. I think that we do not have more time to spare. I want to assert
that South Korean government must discharge its obligation by amending the law on

alternative service to broaden its domains as soon as possible.
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5. To build solidarity and pay attention to the alternative service as a significant topic

of a ‘caring society’
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In a human rights based approach, soldiers are called ‘citizens in uniform.” This means
that soldiers are members of wider society not ranks in the military, and that their human
rights should be protected regardless of their uniform. The same goes for alternative
service personnel. Improving alternative service law, and in particular, expanding its service
domain would play an important role in enhancing the overall quality of life and human
security of all bodies. The introduction of the alternative service law implies a social
reorientation toward a brand—new world that puts emphasis on the alternative value

system unlike before.
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In other words, we have taken a new path to doing justice to values of care,
interdependence, and reciprocal solidarity over those of production, competition, and
domination. We might find a way toward a ‘caring masculinity’ apart from a dominant
view which takes a ‘warrior masculinity’ as a ‘model.” Care work is one of the essential
labors in sustaining our lives even though it has been ascribed solely to women and left
undervalued while men have long ignored it on the grounds that doing care work is the
opposite of being masculine. In this context, there have been a constant argument to
develop an alternative masculinity by recognizing and endorsing the value of care work.
Exploring new masculinities does matter both for men themselves and for the society as a
whole. Until now, men who do not want to perform ‘warrior masculinity’ were prone to
being ridiculed as being ‘unmanly’ and branded as shame and disgrace of other men.
However, we could imagine and create a new community where ‘caring masculinity is
embraced and respected as an alternative masculinity and new citizenship by putting a

high value on doing alternative service.
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The transformation toward a caring society would involve making gendered, family —based
and market—oriented care work a degendered, mutual and public work by and for all.
Care, in this sense, is not be limited to kinship system, or even human community but
widely applied to the ecosystem on this planet. Care work has been one of the most
anticipated labor in the new alternative service system. I believe that we could open up a
new opportunities to realize the full potentials for caring citizenship when care work is
included in the alternative service. As Joan C. Tronto points out in her book (Caring

Democracy) , we need to think about democracy as the allocation of caring responsibilities.
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It is no use in expressing hostile feelings and hatred toward those who refuse or do not
serve in the military like alternative service personnel. A crisis of men and dominant
masculinity results from increased labor market flexibility, infinite competition and the
winner—take—all culture, or economic instability and emotional anxiety, not from
introduction of the alternative service law. We cannot go back to the world where the
‘militarized masculinity’ dominates because what we need is not a domineering or
aggressive gestures but an alternative point of view to see who we really are and how we

tackle problems ahead of us.
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All the different overlapping crises, including an ecological crisis, a care crisis, and a
labor crisis shake and threaten the very foundations of our world. To go through these
crises, we have to dismantle old house and build new home by questioning outdated
systems and taking the fresh initiative. This includes a social realignment of power and an
exploration of new citizenship. A dominant masculinity would be changed under the
turning cultural, material, and institutional tide as well as by the emerging minority who
bid farewell to the old—fashioned concept of gender normativity. The emergence of ‘caring
citizenship’ is inseparable from changes in ‘dominant masculinity.” I hope that the
expansion of alternative service domains can play a significant role in ‘challenging’ the
old—fashioned assumptions and systems that consider caring and nurturing as a secondary,

peripheral, or underrated work.



