A Road to Modernization and  Unification
The Construction of the Gyeongbu Highway in South Korea
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C H I H Y U N G  J E O N
On the first day of 1970, a major South Korean newspaper drew an imagi- nary but impressive blueprint of “Korea in the Year 2000.” At first glance, one could not fail to notice that, in the forthcoming millennium, Korea would be an economically advanced and politically unified nation. The line of demarcation between South and North Korea disappeared and the entire peninsula was covered with the familiar icons of an industrial society such as high-rise buildings, factories, airplanes, and dams.1  The image of “Korea in the Year 2000” obviously reflected the contemporary national agenda of South Korea in 1970. In his New Year’s press conference, President Park Chung Hee summarized the two big tasks of economic development and unification by asserting that “the widening gap in economic power between the two Koreas will make the North Korean puppet regime abandon its mil- itary provocation by the late 1970s.”2 A second glance at the imaginary map reveals the centerpiece in the making of twenty-first-century Korea: high- ways. The “megalopolises” of high-rise buildings and factories were located along extensive highway networks that connected the major cities and
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1. Dong-A Ilbo, 1 January 1970.
2. Dong-A Ilbo, 9 January 1970. Conventional Korean usage places one’s family name before one’s given name, as with Park Chung Hee here (Park being his family name). This article conforms to this practice at all times in the main body of the text; it also does so in its discursive footnotes. Please note, however, that this article follows the English- language convention of placing one’s given name before one’s family name when citing source material in its footnotes, as with the work of Lee Dong Hee in footnote 54 below.
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FIG. 1  At left, “An  Imaginary Drawing of Korea in the Year 2000” (from Dong- A Ilbo, 1 January 1970,  reproduced with permission). At right, the Gyeongbu Highway route map (map by Michael Rossi, reproduced with permission).
stretched all the way up to the northern  end of North Korea, where one could see the national flag of South Korea flying. Industrialization, mod- ernization, and the unification of Korea seemed to depend upon the na- tion’s highway networks (fig. 1).
In expressing their strong optimism for Korea’s future, the newspaper’s editor and President Park both drew on one piece of physical evidence— the Gyeongbu Highway, a real highway that had been under construction for nearly two years. This highway, which would span the 430 kilometers between South Korea’s two largest cities, Seoul and Busan, was expected to open by the coming summer. As the first large-scale highway running diag- onally across the entire country, it was believed by many in South Korea to be the key to achieving economic superiority over North Korea and thereby taking a step toward unification. If “economic construction” was, as Park declared, “nothing other than the strengthening of national defense,” there was little doubt that the Gyeongbu Highway would play its role in fulfilling these two highly important and intertwined tasks.3
3. Ibid.
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Did the Gyeongbu Highway deliver what it promised? As of the thirti- eth anniversary in 2000 of its full opening, the highway had not disap- pointed its believers, though it had not yet brought about the unification of the two Koreas. The opening of the highway in July 1970 was hailed as a crucial event for South Korea, symbolizing the nation rising from the ashes of the Korean War (1950–1953). It was almost a cliché that the Gyeongbu Highway had fostered economic growth by sharply reducing the cost of traffic and transportation, transforming the country into a one-day travel zone and raising the quality of life in South Korea. The Gyeongbu Highway became a symbol of the “Miracle on the Han River,” as South Korea’s post- war economic boom was called, both enabling and exemplifying South Korea’s rapid industrialization and modernization. As its fortieth anniver- sary approached, the National Archives of Korea launched a web exhibition devoted to the Gyeongbu Highway in July 2009. The website’s homepage mostly repeated what had been said about the highway a decade earlier: “efficient use of the country’s land,” “a one-day life zone,” and “a stepping stone for economic growth.”4
There are many analyses of the economic effects of highways and other large civil engineering projects such as railroads and canals. Instead of en- gaging directly with economic evaluations of the famous highway, this essay aims to examine the ways in which it has been made into a powerful symbol in the nation’s recent historical memory. How could a highway become a national symbol? If the Gyeongbu Highway did become one, what exactly did it symbolize? Following anthropologist Clifford Geertz, I regard symbols as “tangible formulations of notions, abstractions from experience fixed in perceptible forms, concrete embodiments of ideas, attitudes, judgments, longings, or beliefs.”5 The Gyeongbu Highway, during and after its construc- tion, was a tangible artifact that embodied the beliefs and visions held by Park and many South Koreans: that of Korea as an industrialized, modern- ized, and unified nation. To build a highway was simultaneously to modern- ize a country and fight against North Korean communism. In other words, the Gyeongbu Highway was the most visible and persuasive articulation of the discourses of industrialization, modernization, and unification. This spectacular artifact helped generate, propagate, and give weight to those dominant discourses, which in turn strongly influenced the ways in which the artifact was constructed. One obvious critique points out how the
4. Yeon Hae Bae, “Gyeongbu gosokdoro samshipnyon,” Jugan Hankook, 13 July 2000; Tae Hee Choi, “Gyeongbu gosokdoro ui 30 nyon yoksa,” Tomok 48 (July 2000): 11–17. “Gyeongbu” means “Seoul-Busan.” The Han River runs through the city of Seoul, the capital of South Korea. The web exhibition (Korean-language only) can be accessed at http://content.archives.go.kr/next/gyeongbu/viewMain.do  (accessed 17  September
2009).
5. Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (1973; reprint, New York, 2000), chap. 4, esp. 89–94.
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authoritarian regime reaped political benefits by appropriating the engineer- ing project in domestic governance and its cold war rivalry against North Korea. But rather than simply claim that the highway’s political success brought about or eclipsed its engineering problems, I want to highlight the ways in which artifacts and discourses articulate each other, thereby produc- ing a symbol and thus a program by which to build a nation and organize a society.6  The rhetoric and practice of hard work and speedy development that helped complete the Gyeongbu Highway proved to be effective resources for pushing South Korean society toward economic growth, though this growth was not necessarily accompanied by democratic processes.
I consider the Gyeongbu Highway project as a case of what Chandra Mukerji called “intelligent uses of engineering” to acquire and display the “legitimacy of state power.” In an essay written in the wake of the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001, Mukerji asked historians of technology and STS scholars for a rethinking of what seemed to be taken for granted: “But why would the destruction of a single building threaten or even pose ques- tions of legitimacy of a regime?” In other words, how can an engineering artifact stand for a political regime? The Gyeongbu Highway did not col- lapse as the World Trade Center did, but it bore the burden of embodying the hopes and frustrations of South Koreans under the authoritarian regime of Park Chung Hee and thereafter. What needs to be emphasized in both engineering artifacts is that the nature of their signification was more phys- ical than metaphorical. Just as the 9/11 attacks refreshed our historical mem- ory of how much “political orders have depended upon intelligent uses of the physical world,” the case of the Gyeongbu Highway can serve as evidence that, as Mukerji suggests, states and citizens are not just “illusory cultural constructs,” but rather “physically instantiated political forms” resulting from careful construction and maintenance of the built environment.7
Despite the fact that the state initiated and dominated the entire proj- ect, it should be made clear that President Park and his government were not the only major players in making the highway a national symbol. It would not be sufficient to simply examine “the meanings attached to” or “the significance given to” the artifact by politicians, bureaucrats, or the
6. Here, I side with Gabrielle Hecht, who has shown the interpenetration  of tech- nology and politics and has argued that “the artifacts elaborated within each institution can be best understood as hybrids of technology and politics.” She also suggested that “instead of asking whether workplace experience is prior to culture or whether culture is prior to experience, we should look for ways in which experience is cultural and culture is experiential.” See Hecht, The Radiance of France: Nuclear Power and National Identity after World War II (Cambridge, Mass., 1998), 5, 11. David Mindell made a similar point when he wrote: “Making technologies is a symbolic activity, and making symbols is a technical activity”; see his War, Technology, and Experience aboard the USS Monitor (Bal- timore, 2000), 16.
7. Chandra Mukerji, “Intelligent Uses of Engineering and the Legitimacy of State
Power,” Technology and Culture 44 (2003): 655–76, quotes on 655, 657, 675.
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media. To better understand the highway, it is necessary to describe how en- gineers made sense of the national symbol they helped materialize.8  In other words, the so-called popular image of an artifact does not exist inde- pendently of its “technical design or function.”9   In the Gyeongbu Highway project, messy and minute engineering routines had as much relevance to the creation of a grand symbol as did the discursive, and sometimes coer- cive, measures taken by the president and the bureaucrats.10  To no less an extent than politicians and journalists, and in a more fundamental sense, engineers make things signify something else. Technical activities such as route planning, pavement design, and tunnel construction largely consti- tuted this “labor of signification” to make the Gyeongbu Highway symbol- ize South Korea’s modernization  and unification.11  This symbol-making activity by engineers, combined with the work of the government and the media, seemed most successful at the moment of the grand opening cere-
8. The quoted material is from Joshua Barker, “Engineers and Political Dreams: Indonesia in the Satellite Age,” Current Anthropology 46 (2005): 703–27 (emphasis added). In his comments on Barker’s article, published in the same issue of the journal, anthropologist Webb Keane pointed out Barker’s lack of attention to the materiality of the satellite system.
9. The quote is from Michael Smith, “Selling the Moon: The U.S. Manned Space Program and the Triumph of Commodity Scientism,” in The Culture of Consumption: Critical Essays in American History, 1880–1980, ed. Richard Wightman Fox and T. J. Jack- son Lears (New York, 1983), 175–209. On technology and symbolic meanings, see also David Nye, American Technological Sublime (Cambridge, Mass., 1994).
10. The recollections of engineers and supervisors who participated in the con- struction have been published by the Korea Highway Corporation  (Hankook Doro Gongsa), which was established in 1969 for the maintenance of existing highways and the construction of new ones. See Hankook Doro Gongsa, ed., Tam gua nunmul ui dae- suhsashi: Gosokdoro gunsul bihwa (Seongnam, 1980); Hankook Doro Gongsa, ed., Teut i itsukkie: Gosokdoro gunsul imyunsa (Seongnam, 1996); Hankook Doro Gongsa, ed., San i makhimyun tunnel eul tulko gang i hurumyun dari reul nokko: Gunsulindul i dameun gyeongbu gosokdoro gunsul iyagi (Seongnam, 2000). Most authors of these accounts take great pride in their own achievement of building a highway from scratch. A historian needs to read them with caution, but they nevertheless offer useful insights about what it was like to build a major highway under severe constraints. I also use the magazine Gosokdoro (hereafter Korea Highway, its official English title), published by the Korea Highway Corporation, as well as other civil engineering journals as my sources for engi- neers’ thoughts and practices on the Gyeongbu Highway. These sources contain some critical assessments of the highway’s design, construction, and maintenance.
11. I borrow the phrase “labor of signification” from Jean Baudrillard, though I use it with slightly different emphasis. Baudrillard regarded labor of signification as differ- entiated from “the process of real labor” and used it to explain Marx’s notion of com- modity fetishism. In this article, I take his definition of the labor of signification to be “the production of differences and of sign values,” but I consider real labor and labor of signification as mutually inclusive and dependent, rather than as opposed to each other. In my analysis of the Gyeongbu Highway, labor of signification mainly refers, but is not limited, to engineers’ practice of  making symbolic connections between things and meanings of their creation through their routine labor, both physical and rhetorical. See Jean Baudrillard, For a Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign (New York, 1981), 93.
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mony. It soon became clear, however, that the symbol needed a lot of main- tenance work, both technical and discursive.12  This long process of con- structing and maintaining the highway was intertwined with the changing ways in which the president defined his regime and the engineers charac- terized their profession, and how users and nonusers of the highway adapted their attitudes and behaviors.
An Ambitious Undertaking
Major General Park Chung Hee seized power in a military coup in May
1961. An emphasis on fast economic growth and a strong military to com- pete against North Korean communism characterized his regime. Park be- lieved that these two tasks went hand in hand. Lagging behind North Korea in economic performance, South Korea had to demonstrate its economic superiority in order to win the ideological war against the communists. In
1962, Park launched the first Five-Year Economic Development Plan (1962–1966), declaring that “[t]o protect the freedom from the communist threat we need absolute defensive capacity, and to enjoy the freedom eco- nomic reconstruction is necessary.” During his reign, economic construc- tion and national defense were interwoven.13
Political considerations played a role in Park’s promotion  of the Gye- ongbu Highway project. He first came to appreciate the need for a highway during a state visit to West Germany in December 1964, when he was deeply impressed by the experience of riding on the autobahn between Bonn and Köln and realized what highways could bring to his political and economic agenda.14  However, the Gyeongbu Highway project was not put to an open debate until the first year of the second Five-Year Plan began, al- though there was some internal discussion and planning within the gov- ernment. Instead, Park chose to bring the highway project to the fore in a way that would reap the most political advantage. He announced his plan for the Gyeongbu Highway in his presidential reelection campaign, on 29
April 1967, just four days before the vote. The opposition party immedi- ately attacked “the construction  without democracy” that would “only result in corruption.” Park vigorously defended his plan by insisting that
12. On the importance of maintenance in technological systems, see David Edger- ton, The Shock of the Old: Technology and Global History since 1900 (Oxford, 2007).
13. The quotation is from Park’s New Year’s address of 1962; see Chosun Ilbo, 1 Janu- ary 1962. For an evaluation of Park and his regime, see Hyung-A Kim, Korea’s Develop- ment under Park Chung Hee: Rapid Industrialization, 1961–79 (London, 2004), and Byung Chun Lee, ed., Gaebal dokjae wa Park Chung Hee sidae: Uri sidae ui jungchi gye- ongjaejuk kiwon (Paju, 2003).
14. Hankook Doro Gongsa, Hankook gosokdoro shipnyunsa (Seongnam, 1980), 115–
20; Jung Ryum Kim, Hankook gyeongjae jungchek  samshipnyunsa: Kim  Jung  Ryum hoigorok (Seoul, 1990), 234–36. Kim Jung Ryum was the minister of trade and industry from October 1967 and then the chief of staff for President Park from 1969 to 1978.
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there would be “no political autonomy without economic autarky.” For President Park, economic development through construction of the Gye- ongbu Highway would be an effective strategy to legitimize his regime.15
In spite of the president’s hope, however, few were willing to place a large-scale highway on the priority list of the Korean economy in the 1960s. The Korean government commissioned the International Bank for Recon- struction and Development (IBRD) to conduct a survey on traffic condi- tions in South Korea in 1965. The IBRD report (1966) stated that it was necessary to improve the roads in Korea by changing the railway-centered traffic system to a motorway-centered one. However, the IBRD examiners did not see the need for a large-scale highway. Nor was public opinion receptive to the plan for the Gyeongbu Highway. The plan’s critics claimed that the highway project was neither urgent nor fiscally wise given South Korea’s economic situation and its small number of cars. Indeed, there were only 60,000 motor vehicles in the entire country in 1967, and South Korea’s total state budget for that year was only five times greater than the expected construction  cost for the Gyeongbu Highway, even though the cost had been seriously underestimated.16  In addition to these issues of  financial conditions and car ownership, the question of the country’s technical capacity for the construction of a large-scale highway worried skeptics. As many Korean civil engineers often acknowledged, “trial  and  error” or “learning by doing” was the way in which Korean construction companies did their jobs, and many did not even have a clear understanding of speci- fications, tests, or equipment control. Only one construction  company, Hyundai Construction, had any experience in highway building, having constructed a sixty-mile highway between Pattani and Narathiwat in Thai- land during the period 1966–1968. And Hyundai was only one of the six- teen construction companies that would participate in the Gyeongbu High- way project.17
15. Dong-A Ilbo, 29 April and 1 May 1967.
16. Gyotongbu, Gyotong tonggye yonbo 1979 (Seoul, 1979), 158–65; Hankook Doro Gongsa, Hankook gosokdoro shipnyunsa, 81–114, 123–25; “World Road Statistics,” Korea Highway 2 (May 1972): 143–53. As late as 1969, only 8 percent of Korea’s roads were paved, whereas the percentages were 43.6 percent in the United States, 76.6 percent in West Germany, and 12.7 percent in Japan. The initial construction cost estimate was 30 billion won (KRW), plus 3 billion KRW of reserve funds. It was later modified to 43 bil- lion KRW, which was roughly equivalent to US$154 million. In 1968, the won to U.S. dollar ratio was between 274 and 282.
17. Hankook Doro Gongsa, Tam gua nunmul ui daesuhsashi (n. 10 above), 127–31; Hyundai Gunsul, Hyundai gunsul samship-oh-nyun-sa (Seoul, 1982), 604–10, 2028–47. It was the largest construction contract that a Korean company was ever awarded, and the first construction contract that a Korean company had won in a foreign country. Hyundai’s construction project in Thailand was such big news that the departure of engineers and workers to Thailand was broadcast live. However, with little technical ex- pertise or experience in such a large undertaking, or in highway construction generally, Hyundai had a very hard time completing the project and finally went into debt to the
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In the face of this skepticism, the South Korean government concen- trated its efforts on persuading the IBRD of the need for the Gyeongbu Highway and acquiring financial support from the organization. Even be- fore Park’s public announcement, the Korean government had been asking the IBRD to consider financing feasibility studies of the highway construc- tion plan that, contrary to the IBRD survey’s initial recommendation, in- cluded the Gyeongbu line. By the end of 1967, the Korean government had become more impatient; Park was determined to proceed with the con- struction soon. On 15 December 1967, Minister of Finance Suh Bong Kyun wrote to George Woods, the president of the IBRD, asking the organization to support the feasibility study of the Gyeongbu Highway. As Suh empha- sized, this “speedy link-up” between the country’s two major industrial regions was an “ambitious undertaking” that required “substantial amounts of financial and technical assistance from external sources.” The IBRD’s “sympathetic consideration” was desperately needed. Moreover, the Korean government wanted to proceed “as speedily as possible,” even suggesting that the IBRD send officials to Seoul “to expedite our cooperation.”18
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To the great disappointment of the Korean government, however, the IBRD refused to finance the feasibility study, emphasizing again the need to focus on routes with “higher priority” than Gyeongbu’s. From the IBRD’s perspective, it didn’t seem to be a good idea to have most of South Korea’s road-building resources “tied up in this one project over the next few years”—hence there was no need even to study its feasibility. In a meeting with Korean diplomatic officials in January 1968, I. P. N. Cargill, director of the IBRD’s Asia department, acknowledged the “political and military importance” of the project but did not see sufficient “economic impor- tance” to justify it. As South Korea’s ambassador to the United States reported to Seoul, the IBRD seemed “embarrassed” by the Korean govern- ment’s actions regarding the Gyeongbu Highway, which went against the organization’s consistent recommendations. Worried about the situation, the ambassador noted that the IBRD should not be “discouraged” in its relationship with the Korean government.19  Although the prospects for for- eign assistance for the feasibility study, let alone the actual construction, now seemed dim, the Korean government  nevertheless scheduled its groundbreaking ceremony for the very next month.
extent of US$1 million. The companies and their sections of work are listed in Hankook
Doro Gongsa, Hankook gosokdoro shipnyunsa, 792–93.
18. Chang Key Young (deputy premier and minister, Economic Planning Board) to George Woods, 13 March 1967, National Archives of Korea (hereafter NAK), document no. BA0587805; Suh Bong Kyun to George Woods, 15 December 1967, NAK, document no. BA0587805.
19. I. P. N. Cargill to Suh Bong Kyun, 16 January 1968, NAK, document no. BA058-
7805; telegram to the minister of foreign affairs, January 1968, NAK, document no. BA-
0587805.
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As Cargill noted, although the construction of the Gyeongbu Highway lacked a strong economic justification within Korea and seemed beyond the country’s technical capabilities, it did hold significant implications for the hostile relationship between South and North Korea. Increasing military tension lent timely support to the association of the Gyeongbu Highway with the competition against North Korea. January 1968 witnessed a peak of the anti-communist and anti-North mood in South Korea. One source of this sentiment was South Korea’s entry into the war in Vietnam. Reports of South Korea’s forces fighting against the communists in Vietnam were among the leading stories in the country’s newspapers. What made things worse was North Korea’s repeated military provocations. On 21 January, ten days before the highway’s groundbreaking ceremony, thirty-one armed guerrillas from North Korea slipped into Seoul and killed scores of soldiers and civilians in the course of an unsuccessful attempt to assassinate Presi- dent Park. Two days later, the USS Pueblo, a U.S. Navy intelligence vessel with eighty-three Americans onboard, was intercepted by a North Korean patrol boat, which heightened military tension around the peninsula. The U.S. aircraft carrier Enterprise and several destroyers were moved toward North Korea. In South Korea, the duty period of enlisted soldiers was ex- tended and a plan for mobilizing armed local reserves of more than two million was discussed and soon realized. Rallies were held one after an- other, day after day, to denounce the treacherous actions of the North Ko- rean communists.20
Park did not fail to capitalize on this situation while promoting  the Gyeongbu Highway, linking its construction to the struggle against North Korean communists and the reunification of the nation. In his speech at the groundbreaking ceremony, Park argued that the Gyeongbu Highway was not merely a road-construction  project for the nation’s modernization; he drew a clear connection between the recent military conflicts and the ambi- tious highway project:
It is Kim Il Sung [the North Korean leader] who is most nervous about our growing national might, economic construction, and improving military force. . . . Therefore, . . . they had armed guerrilla infiltrate into here . . . to interrupt economic construction. . . . Our people should be the people who construct as they fight, that is, we are to fight against communists on the one side, and to promote construction on the other.21
The term “construction” was the keyword. When used alone, it literally
20. Chosun Ilbo, 22 January, 24–25 January, 8 February, and 11 February 1968; New
York Times, 24 January and 29 January 1968.
21. Chosun Ilbo, 2 February 1968. An audio recording of Park’s speech is available online at http://ehistory.korea.kr/pop/audio_pop.jsp?srcgbn=KV&mediaid=1000004& mediadtl=1000003&gbn=SD (accessed 16 September 2009).
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meant constructing roads, buildings, dams, or factories. But in Park’s speech, it was also used frequently to form the phrase “economic construc- tion.” It was almost interchangeable with “economic development” seman- tically, but it carried a strong implication that the national economy could be best developed through construction. The groundbreaking ceremony for the Gyeongbu Highway was the ideal place to promote this convergence of economic construction and road construction, which in turn were in- separable from anticommunism. Thus the highway became a prime exam- ple of Park’s favorite slogan, “Let’s construct as we fight.” He had already declared the year 1968 to be “The Year of Construction.” The construction site of the Gyeongbu Highway would then be a virtual battlefield against North Korean communism, and President Park was said to be “the com- mander in chief in the battlefield of Gyeongbu Highway.”22
Rush Construction
As the date of the groundbreaking approached, the government and the media began to emphasize that the highway would be built with Korea’s own resources rather than foreign assistance, although the exact means of financing the project were not finalized until the groundbreaking.23  At the same time, once it resolved to build the Gyeongbu Highway against the IBRD’s advice and others’ skepticism, Park and his government had no choice but to complete it as expeditiously and inexpensively as possible. As Park said in a meeting with executives of the participating construction companies, the haste with which the project was implemented was “not merely for the purpose of industrial development”; what was just as impor- tant was creating the “pride” for future generations that “we made the best road in the quickest way in the world with our own power, technology, and finance.”24  This pressure for cheap and quick construction would heavily influence the course of the engineering project. The Gyeongbu Highway was not intended to be an exemplar of solid engineering; rather, the motto for its construction was “make it first, fix it later.”
22. The slogan is from Park’s New Year’s address of 1969; “The Year of Construction”
was declared in Park’s New Year’s address of 1968. See ibid., 1 January 1968 and 1 January
1969. For descriptions of Park as “the commander in chief ” of the Gyeongbu Highway project, see Won Chul Oh, Hankook-hyung gyeongjae gunsul: Engineering approach, vol.
2 (Seoul, 1996); Yung Ho Yoon, “Gyeongbu Highway, the Glory of Our Youth,” in San i makhimyun tunnel eul tulko gang i hurumyun dari reul nokko (n. 10 above), 33–52; and In Soo Kim, “The General Director of Highway Construction Is the President,” in San i makhimyun tunnel eul tulko gang i hurumyun dari reul nokko, 184–89. Oh Won Chul worked for Park as his presidential secretary for the economy.
23. Dong-A Ilbo, 15 January 1968; Kyung Hyang Shinmun, 18 January 1968.
24. “Daetongryung gakha ui hoonsi—gyeongbu gosokdoro gunsul upza hoi-ui reul jujaehago,” Gwanbo, 21 March 1969, NAK, document no. BA0191201. The meeting was held on 20 March 1969.
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To ensure that the project proceeded as scheduled, the army-general- turned-president turned, as might be expected, to the military. The contri- bution  of the military to the actual construction  of the highway was twofold. First, three battalions of the army engineering corps were assigned the most arduous work, because using free military labor could consider- ably accelerate the construction pace and reduce costs. They began to “exe- cute the operation” even before Congress approved the budget for the en- tire project. On the command of a captain who was “not sure about what a highway was and how to build one,” the soldiers rushed, shovels in hand, to the frozen hills that were dubbed their “enemy.” President Park visited the construction site and boosted the soldiers’ morale by ordering the installa- tion of a field hot-water shower facility.25
Second, but more important, many field supervisors for each section of the project came from the military. As there were few Korean engineers who had a background in highway construction, Park ordered a score of young, unmarried officers, many of whom had just returned from Vietnam, to be selected as field supervisors. After a maximum of two months’ training, these highly motivated officers were assigned to their respective sections. As the project proceeded, ROTC officers and graduates of engineering colleges became the next groups to be trained and dispatched as field supervisors. These inexperienced though dedicated supervisors demanded “by-the- book” practices from contractors, who had their own ways of working. At the same time, the supervisors pressed workers to meet the president’s ac- celerated schedule. Tensions and conflicts erupted between these young supervisors and contracted workers, some supervisors even fearing being assaulted by enraged workers. For these supervisors, the construction site was none other than “the battlefield” where many participants were “killed in action.” The supervisors wore the same working clothes, fatigue caps, combat boots, and armbands, and they used military phones with rotating handsets. At the opening ceremony of the Gyeongbu Highway, President Park awarded these young field supervisors the Order of National Security Merit for their contribution to its completion. Overall, the government re- warded with official medals and orders 191 persons and groups, including forty-four army officers and three army engineering corps.26
25. Hankook Doro Gongsa, Tam gua nunmul ui daesuhsashi (n. 10 above), 84–101; Sun Man Chung, “Saumyunseo gunsulhago gunsulhamyunseo saun gunsul gongbyung- dan,” in San i makhimyun tunnel eul tulko gang i hurumyun dari reul nokko, 84–87.
26. Gunsulbu  and Hankook  doro  gongsa, Seoul Busan  gan gosokdoro gunsulji
(Seongnam, 1974), 318–31; Hankook Doro Gongsa, Hankook gosokdoro shipnyunsa (n.
14 above), 157–58; Sung Wan Hong, “Gunhwa myut kyulai, tambangul myut yang- dongi,” in San i makhimyun tunnel eul tulko gang i hurumyun dari reul nokko, 190–222; Sung Kyu Lee, “Jindalae kott pil muryup,” in San i makhimyun tunnel eul tulko gang i hurumyun dari reul nokko, 130–38; Heung Suk Hwang, “Noin gua bada ui daranguh,” in San i makhimyun tunnel eul tulko gang i hurumyun dari reul nokko, 243–59; Kwang Kyu Choi, “Nae jeolmum ui tam gua nunmul, gyeongbu gosokdoro,” in San i makhimyun
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Throughout the period of construction, the engineers and contracted workers scrambled to meet the president’s timetable. It took only two-and- a-half months from the organization of the first task-force team to the groundbreaking ceremony. The construction was initially scheduled to last for three-and-a-half years. After being favorably impressed by the progress of the project, however, the planning committee curtailed the period of construction twice, each time by six months. For field workers, the tight schedule meant frequent overtime work, even overnight and on holidays as well. “Rush construction,” a term taken from the military, best described the actual practices at the construction sites and was common parlance among engineers and workers. It meant that the construction was done in the way the military rushed against the enemy. To help speed up construction, Park made thirty-three  official inspections during the twenty-nine months of construction, in addition to many informal visits. His frequent inspections raised the level of tension at the sites, because each time he visited, the workers and supervisors were expected to show signs of progress.27
[image: image5.png]


The pressure for quick and cheap construction directly influenced the actual design and construction of the Gyeongbu Highway. First, at least in principle, the route was designed to follow the shortest path between Seoul and Busan, keeping tunnels and bridges to a minimum for the sake of time and money. Dang Jae Tunnel, the longest on the highway, was representa- tive of this approach. In hopes of keeping it as short as possible, the tunnel was cut through very rough valleys. Even though geological conditions required the creation of a longer tunnel, the construction was truncated because the shorter tunnel could be completed without purchasing a highly expensive ventilation system. Consequently, several workers lost their lives during its construction, causing serious delays in the schedule, and the Dang Jae Tunnel became the bottleneck of the entire project. To meet the construction  deadline, the contracted company of the section, Hyundai, eventually had to use expensive fast-solidifying cement.28
tunnel eul tulko gang i hurumyun dari reul nokko, 112–29; Hankook Doro Gongsa, Tam gua nunmul ui daesuhsashi, 102–27. Seventy-seven people died in the course of the con- struction. The statistics of the deaths indicate the increased difficulty and pace of con- struction at later stages of the project: whereas only seven workers died during the first half of construction, seventy lost their lives during the latter half (Hankook gosokdoro shipnyunsa, 796–800). For a description of a highway construction camp in the United States, see Matthew W. Roth, “Mulholland Highway and the Engineering Culture of Los Angeles in the 1920s,” Technology and Culture 40 (1999): 545–75.
27. The first curtailment of construction was announced by Park in September 1968; see Hankook Doro Gongsa, Hankook gosokdoro shipnyunsa, 120, 205–6. For “rush con- struction” practices, see Sang Do Park, “Gaetong jeonnal kaji balpa jakup han dolguan gongsa eh daehan hoisang,” in San i makhimyun tunnel eul tulko gang i hurumyun dari reul nokko, 88–93. Rush construction in the Gyeongbu Highway project bears a striking resemblance to the huge engineering projects in the former Soviet Union, which Loren Graham discusses in The Ghost of the Executed Engineer: Technology and the Fall of the Soviet Union (Cambridge, Mass., 1993).
28. Gunsulbu and Hankook doro gongsa, Seoul Busan gan gosokdoro gunsulji, 127–
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Second, due to budgetary constraints, engineers designed the Gyeong- bu Highway with insufficient depth and width. The basic concept of the project was so-called stage construction, which aimed to build the highway with minimum initial investment and, when increased traffic flow began to cause problems, to perform repairs accordingly. Planners estimated the depth of pavement “empirically,” with much attention to cost reduction. Theoretical examination after the fact justified its predetermined depth. The depth of the asphalt surface layer deemed sufficient was 7.5 cm, which was very thin compared to foreign highways. This “economical method” to cut costs “by reducing the parts other than the lanes to a minimum” also made the width of the median strip and the shoulder narrower than any of the foreign cases that the planning committee had used as references.29
One source of the problems in determining the depth of pavement was the absence of a national standard for Korean highways. An engineer who participated in the pavement design calculated the structural number  of the pavement using the American Association of State Highway Officials (AASHO) standard. Then he adjusted the number from 3.86 to 4.66 on the grounds that soil materials for the Gyeongbu Highway were superior to those used in AASHO testing. Assuming that this modification was justi- fied, the engineer predicted that the road would function for ten years.30
Other engineers disagreed, however. Without the adjustment of the calcu- lated structural number, one engineer insisted that the highway would need overlay pavement within two years of its opening, if not sooner. When con- struction was still under way, he warned many civil engineers who “only trust their previous experience” and concluded that most failures of pave- ment were the results of “the neglected quality control with improper work schedule.”31
[image: image6.png]


There were yet other problems that would damage the structural in- tegrity of the highway. Engineers debated the method of construction for the base course beneath the top layers, because it was an important factor in the structural stability of the road. They could not employ the cement- or asphalt-stabilization method, acknowledged to be a superior approach, because it cost more and the engineers lacked the necessary experience and equipment. Instead, the engineers adopted the faster, cheaper, and more fa-
34; Wan Sik Shim, “Choigo ui nangongsa dang jae tunnel,” in San i makhimyun tunnel eul tulko gang i hurumyun dari reul nokko (n. 10 above), 264–72; Hyundai Gunsul, Hyundai gunsul samship-oh-nyun-sa (n. 17 above), 142–45; Hyo Woon Song, “Gyeongbu gosokdoro esuh toiyuk hamyunseo,” Hyundai, August 1970, 32–33; Ju Yung Chung, “Chilwol junggi johoi eseo ui hoijangnim hoonsi,” Hyundai, September 1970, 4–7. Hyundai was the official company bulletin of Hyundai Construction Company.
29. Mong Kak Jeon, “Design of Pavement for Seoul-Pusan Express Way,” Journal of the Korean Society of Civil Engineers 17 (1969): 19–25; Gunsulbu and Hankook doro gongsa, Seoul Busan gan gosokdoro gunsulji, 201–5, 218–20.
30. Jeon, 22.
31. Choon Ho Kim, “On the Failure of Paved Road Surface of Highway,” Journal of the Korean Society of Civil Engineers 17 (1969): 26–32.
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miliar mechanical-stabilization method using crushed gravel. Another sig- nificant issue was poor drainage under the median strip; closer attention to drainage in this area would have helped prevent cracks in the pavement. These “planned deficiencies” would later pose serious problems for those who assumed responsibility for the repair and maintenance of the highway.32
As the project came to an end, politicians and engineers alike raised serious concerns about the possibility of shoddy construction  caused by the accelerated pace of construction. In April 1970, three months before the highway’s completion, Wow Apartment,  a five-story, four-month-old apartment building that had been constructed for Seoul’s poor, suddenly collapsed, taking the lives of thirty-three people. The disaster turned out to be a consequence of poor planning, illegal use of materials, and hasty con- struction, all of which were attributed to the building’s use as political propaganda. In light of this disaster, the Gyeongbu Highway became a tar- get of criticism. A congressman from the opposition party extended his anger about Wow to the highway, which, had it been a building, “would have collapsed completely as well.” Some engineers expressed similar wor- ries about the quality of construction. About the time when the project was completed, one army lieutenant colonel who worked as a supervisor wrote for the Journal of the Korean Society of Civil Engineers about the “side effects and lessons” of the Gyeongbu Highway’s construction. Although he regard- ed the construction as an overall success in which the engineers could gain “confidence about our potential,” he concluded with some lessons learned. For instance, he called for engineers to maintain a “habit of abiding by specifications,” as well as to select soil materials “without constraints of cost.” More crucially, he also suggested that the construction  period be decided “based on the engineers’ opinion and judgment.”33   No one could deny that the construction had been rushed.34
32. Jeon, 19–20. The problems of pavement quality and drainage facilities were pointed out repeatedly. See Choon Ho Kim, “Highway and Maintenance (1),” Korea Highway, November 1972, 113–34; Choon Ho Kim, “Thoughts on the Asphalt Pavement Design,” Korea Highway, September 1973, 95–106; Tae Wook Ji, “Overlay Pavement for Seoul-Busan Highway,” Korea Highway, December 1980, 22–30. The term “planned defi- ciencies” is from Joon Han Kim, “Choiso biyong uiro choidae hyogua, ‘gehoikdoen jolsok’ gongsa—Gyeongbu gosokdoro ui gyeongjae nonri,” Gunsul Journal, September 2001, 27.
33. Kookhoi hoi-ui rok, 73rd sess., 5th meet., 16 May 1970; Jae Sam Cho, “My Opin- ions on the Super Highway Construction since Participated,” Journal of the Korean Soci- ety of Civil Engineers 18 (1970): 57–62.
34. Emphasis on reducing construction costs and accelerating schedules of comple- tion is a common practice in construction projects around the world, and there is always room for debate about how much reduction is appropriate and how much excessive. My aim here is not simply to point out the surprisingly low cost and quick pace of rush con- struction, but rather to address the conditions and mechanisms that made such practices acceptable and even desirable and to help recognize the legacies of these conventions in the South Korean construction industry. For a case study of a similar logic of construc- tion that experienced severe budget constraints and changing political contexts, see
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A Road to Modernization and Unification
The construction of the Gyeongbu Highway was an effective showcase and laboratory of national economic growth and anticommunism. As a tangible example of South Korea’s economic and ideological superiority over North Korea, the highway generated participation by the general pub- lic as well as that of engineers and workers. In 1969, when construction was well under way, 259 students from thirty-seven colleges volunteered to spend their summer vacation “participating directly in the construction of a national artery.” One professor who supervised the students praised Hyundai Construction Company at the site for “its sacred devotion” to the national project. He also felt great pride in “our nation’s adroitness” to build “a high-quality highway within the shortest period with the least amount of money.” Even some residents in a village of leprous people, who were usually excluded from the public, were asked to work at a nearby site to compensate for the shortage of labor and were welcomed by the con- struction company. Leaders of Buddhist priests also wished to contribute their labor as a continuation of the historical role of the “Buddhist priests’ army” to save the country in “national emergencies.”35
For the highway to be a symbol, the view from the road mattered. To give the most magnificent surroundings  to the highway, the countryside through which the highway passed was carefully landscaped. Farming vil- lages were compelled to replace their traditional grass roofs with new, mod- ern-looking tiled roofs, at least on the side facing the highway. As the con- struction drew to an end, farmers were also encouraged to harvest their barley and to plant rice before the opening of the highway, so that the scen- ery would be green and verdant. The desire to create impressive scenery from the car window may have affected the design of the highway itself. After driving on the highway just before its formal opening, one journalist guessed that, despite the general principle that the highway should follow the shortest path, it had been designed to detour through an area that pro- vided an access to Gyeongju, a historic capital of the Shilla Kingdom and a tourist destination, and a distant view of Ulsan, a rising industrial city.36
Catherine Westfall and Lillian Hoddeson, “Thinking Small in Big Science: The Founding of Fermilab, 1960–1972,” Technology and Culture 37 (1996): 457–92.
35. Seung Jong Hyun, “O-Chon gosokdoro wa hyundai gunsul,” Hyundai, Septem- ber 1969, 43–45; Gun Chang Cho, “O-Chon gosokdoro shilseup eul danyo-ogo,” Hyun- dai, September 1969, 59–60. The story of lepers and Buddhist priests is in Hankook Doro Gongsa, Tam gua nunmul ui daesuhsashi (n. 10 above), 283–97. The willingness of Bud- dhist priests was highly appreciated, but the construction office could only accept their monetary donation.
36. Dong-A Ilbo, 1–2 July 1970. On the landscaping of the German autobahn, see Thomas Zeller, “The Landscape’s Crown: Landscape, Perceptions, and Modernizing Effects of the German Autobahn System, 1934–1941,” in Technologies of Landscape: Reaping to Recycling, ed. David Nye (Amherst, Mass., 1999), 218–38.
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The Gyeongbu Highway had its grand opening on 7 July 1970.37 Seoul’s public buildings and city buses put up celebratory placards. Thousands of balloons and doves were released for the parade to the site of the opening ceremony, and the government issued commemorative stamps. In this fes- tive mood, Park boastfully reminded the audience that the “Gyeongbu Highway is the symbolic road of our nation’s modernization and is the road
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leading directly to the unification of South and North Korea.” Without mentioning his government’s failed attempt to acquire IBRD funding, he claimed that not a penny from foreign aid or loans had been used for the highway. He was also proud that the project had been accomplished with- out foreign guidance, at much lower cost than foreign highways, and within the shortest time period. The ruling party echoed Park’s words by praising the highway’s opening as “a vivid proof of the remarkable growth of our national strength.” The opposition party made a disparaging comment about “exhibitionistic government,” but there were few who could deny the political success of the Gyeongbu Highway.38
There was a careful management of symbolism for the formal opening of the highway. The date of the ceremony, 7 July, was not a random choice. It was associated with the auspicious “lucky seven,” but it also paralleled the “seventy-seven martyrs to duty” who died during the road’s construction and were called “the industrial warriors in the national march to modern- ization and the sacred cornerstones for the everlasting welfare society.” The number seventy-seven also became a key to the design of the monument for the opening: a seventy-seven-story granite tower, which at the time was the country’s tallest stone pagoda. The stairs in front of the monument-tower square also consisted of seventy-seven steps. The tower was decorated with angels holding up a laurel leaf and a dove. The front side of the monument was inscribed with President Park’s remarks at the opening ceremony: “The Seoul-Busan Highway is the road of our country’s modernization and the road to the country’s unification.” On its back side, the minister of con- struction praised President Park’s “historic decision and direct command” in the construction of “our honorable pride.” The right side featured the “Song of Highway,” written by a poet who exclaimed: “Run, the road of vic- tory. Run, the road of unification. The highway that creates history.”39
37. In fact, this was the opening of the last section of the highway between Daejon and Daegu, the section that included the Dang Jae Tunnel. The other sections were already open and in use: Seoul-Suwon opened on 21 December 1968; Suwon-Osan on
30 December 1968; Osan-Chonan  on 29 September 1969;  Chonan-Daejon  on 10
December 1969; and Daegu-Busan on 29 December 1969. See Hankook Doro Gongsa,
Hankook gosokdoro shipnyunsa (n. 14 above), 823–27.
38. Dong-A Ilbo, 6–7 July 1970. In fact, there were foreign consulting engineers whose advice was not always carefully followed; see Joong Yeol Park, “Oekuk gisul yon- gyeokdan ui yeokhal,” in Hankook Doro Gongsa, Teut i itsukkie (n. 10 above), 215–23.
39. Gunsulbu and Hankook doro gongsa, Seoul Busan gan gosokdoro gunsulji (n. 26 above), 578–80, 612–20. The designer of the monument tower, whose progress was also
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Once constructed, the Gyeongbu Highway became a favorite symbol of South Korea’s industrialization, modernization, and unification, as did the highways that followed. Postal stamps issued after the highway’s opening clearly illustrate the symbolic status of the highway for President Park and Korean society. On the inauguration  stamp issued for Park as the sixth president in July 1967, when the Gyeongbu Highway did not yet exist, his face was decorated with a phoenix, the official emblem for the president. When he was inaugurated as the seventh president in 1971 and the eighth in 1972, however, a highway took a prominent position beside Park’s face as if it were his most triumphant achievement. Another stamp in 1975, cel- ebrating the thirtieth anniversary of the liberation from Japanese occupa- tion, showed Korea’s four major achievements over the past thirty years: a factory, a cargo container, a rice paddy, and a highway. Highways were re- garded not only as Park’s great achievement, but also as a primary example of a modernized and industrialized Korea that had overcome Japanese colonialism. The glorious future of Korea as a unified nation also featured the Gyeongbu Highway and its successors. A stamp titled “Making the Garden of Unification” (1972) had a very simple illustration: a map of South and North  Korea covered with highways and trees. Along with the highways, South Korea would march in triumph  toward the north (fig. 2).
“Main artery” was the favorite description of the Gyeongbu Highway. The term had originally referred to the railway line between Seoul and Busan, which opened in 1905 under Japanese influence and was also called the Gyeongbu Line. After the opening of the Gyeongbu Highway, however, the metaphor of “main artery of the nation’s economy” seemed more suit- able to this new symbol of modernization  and industrialization. It was widely advertised that the highway was to bring enormous changes not only in industry and economy, but also in citizens’ daily lives and family re- lations. In Nae-il ui paldogangsan (Tomorrow’s scenery of Korea), a popu- lar 1971 propaganda film with an all-star cast, an elderly doctor of oriental medicine and his wife used highways in their journey to visit their sons and daughters who had settled throughout  the country and worked in diverse sectors of the economy. What they witnessed throughout  the journey was the prosperous growth of South Korea, as well as the hope for an even brighter future. In another scene aptly capturing the benefits of the new highway, their daughter and her husband, who were living in Busan, arrived at their house in Seoul in time for lunch, bringing fresh fish they had bought at a fish market in Busan that very morning. Here was a striking illustration of the new patterns of family life in the age of the highway. The
accelerated by the hasty schedule, overworked himself to death—another example of the rush construction mantra of the entire project; see Hankook Doro Gongsa, Tam gua nunmul ui daesuhsashi, 312–22.
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FIG. 2  Five stamps featuring highways. At top left, “The  Sixth Presidential Inauguration Commemoration” (1967);  at top center, “The  Seventh Presiden- tial Inauguration Commemoration” (1971);  at top right, “The  Eighth Presiden- tial Inauguration Commemoration” (1972);  at bottom left, “The Thirtieth Annniversary of Independence Commemoration” (1975);  and at bottom right, “Making the Garden of Unification” (1972).  (All five reproduced courtesy of Korea Post.)
main artery was to connect every corner of the country and bring conven- ience and happiness to all Koreans.40
A highway nation required highway-minded citizens. Highway engi- neers, politicians, and the media combined their efforts for this simultane- ous construction of the artifact and its users. The proper use of the mod- ern highway was something that had to be taught to both drivers and pedestrians. Even those Koreans who would seldom use the highway were nevertheless supposed to learn about it and understand its significance to their country’s modernization. In this vein, the high accident rate on the highway aroused much attention and discussion.41 One prominent concern
40. The film, in Korean only, is available online at http://ehistory.korea.kr/pop/ movie_pop.jsp?srcgbn=KV&mediaid=11157&mediadtl=24829&gbn=MH&quality=W, and at http://ehistory.korea.kr/pop/movie_pop.jsp?srcgbn=KV&mediaid=11158&med iadtl=24830&gbn=MH&quality=W (accessed 16 September 2009).
41. The accident rate—measured as the number of accidents occurring when 1 mil- lion cars traveled 1 km—was 2.77 in 1970, 2.11 in 1971, and 2.28 in 1972, which was
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in its early days was that people often chose to walk on it rather than drive. Farmers whose houses and rice fields happened to be separated by the highway often took the risk of crossing it. Occasionally drunken  people walked into the highway where guardrails were not installed. When an ine- briated man sitting on the highway was struck and killed in 1970, the vehi- cle’s driver was not indicted on the grounds that the accident had been “beyond human control”—in sharp contrast with past cases in which loco- motive engineers were found guilty of killing people on railroad tracks. “Modernization should include,” one journalist wrote, “the generalization of the perception that highways are not for pedestrians.” Moreover, “the waves of modernization” in transportation were accompanied by “a revolu- tion in the concept of criminal liability.”42
In most accidents, however, South Korean drivers were eventually held responsible for their failure to conform to the rules of new highways. Engineers of the Korea Highway Corporation attributed more than 80 per- cent of all accidents on the Gyeongbu Highway up till 1980 to drivers’ vio- lation of traffic regulations, mostly by falling asleep at the wheel or driving while intoxicated. The classificatory table of highway accidents in the cor- poration’s magazine, Korea Highway, contained a heading that was not included in the table for accidents on non-highways: “fatigue.” Because fatigue was “the enemy of high-speed driving,” the authors of articles in the magazine repeatedly advised drivers not only to take enough rest stops while driving long distance, but also to “take heed of health care the day before driving.”43
Worries about highway accidents led to the redefinition of “a proper driver” in the age of highways. What lay behind many highway accidents, according to an article in Korea Highway, was the “lack of law-abiding spirit.” To drive safely on a highway, therefore, a driver should have “such character and attitude that make him faithful to the duty.” The writer of the article believed that accidents might be caused by “defects in one’s charac- ter,” which should be corrected by education. Those who were “discon- tented, exclusive, imprudent,  perverse, cowardly, and indecisive” were
more than double the rates in Japan, Germany, and the United States; see Choong Geun
Park, “Comprehensive Analysis of Highway Accidents,” Korea Highway, July 1981, 73–78.
42. Dong-A Ilbo, 5 January 1970; Chul Kwon Kim, “Highway and Safe Driving,”
Korea Highway, January 1972, 62–66; Chosun Ilbo, 23–24 January 1970.
43. Kim, “Highway and Safe Driving,” 63; Park, “Comprehensive Analysis of High- way Accidents,” 74–77; Bong Jin Chung, “Safety Management of Highways,” Korea Highway, January 1972, 79–84; Je Min Lee, “Science of Safe Driving: Focusing on Driving and Fatigue,” Korea Highway, August 1972, 58–72. “Fatigue Is the Enemy of High-Speed Driving” is the title of an educational cartoon that appeared in Korea Highway in June
1973. The magazine often published educational cartoons for highway drivers; other titles were “How to Shake Off Sleepiness While Driving,” “Manners in Highway Driving,” “Have You Ever Driven on a Highway Like This?” and “Desperation and Self-Abandon- ment Makes a Murderer.”
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potentially defective drivers. The same writer also demanded that drivers be of high intelligence, since “people with low intelligence tend to have a high accident rate and to be slow in coping with the situation when acci- dents occur.” With the advent of new highways, Korean drivers had to learn the new standards of who could be allowed to drive and how one should behave on highways. “For the citizens of a highway nation,” another writer in Korea Highway suggested, “the scientific turn in living should be given a priority as a pan-national campaign.”44
The Gyeongbu Highway did not become a symbol simply by pro- nouncement; it was made a symbol through labor by Koreans in every walk of life. Students’ summer work, farmers’ landscaping work, the govern- ment’s ceremonial and commemorative practices, engineers’ activities in design and analysis, and journalists’ efforts at education and enlightenment all constituted the process of establishing a symbol. Here, the physical labor and the “labor of signification” were not distinguishable, but rather were mutually inclusive and dependent. As both a part and a consequence of this symbol-making labor, South Korean society was reorganized in a way that would best enhance the new highway age. Physical and economic land- scapes were transformed simultaneously with sociocultural assumptions and behaviors. This reorganization, however, was neither conclusive nor permanent; as both the material road and political landscape around it changed, the symbol could be unmade or remade—the road gets worn out and so does its meaning.
A Record Not To Be Proud Of
For years after its opening, the Gyeongbu Highway was a main artery without much traffic flow. To one reporter, the road sign warning “one hundred meters between cars” seemed superfluous given the traffic volume of the day. In 1970, South Korea had only 130,000 motor vehicles, about four cars per every thousand people. According to the business records of the Korea Highway Corporation, until the end of 1972, fewer than 20,000 cars used the Gyeongbu Highway each day; the number  did not exceed
30,000 until 1976. In addition, private cars outnumbered freight trucks on the highway until the end of 1971. According to the same reporter cited above, the Gyeongbu Highway might be called a “tourist road” rather than an “industrial thoroughfare”—its proclaimed raison d’être.45  This small
44. Chul Kwon Kim, “The Causes of Road Traffic Accidents,” Korea Highway, August
1972, 118–31; Je Min Lee, “The Effects of Weather Condition on High-Speed Driving,”
Korea Highway, November 1972, 48–61.
45. Dong-A Ilbo, 2 July 1970; Gyotongbu, Gyotong tonggye yonbo 1973 (Seoul, 1973),
102–5, 110–11; Hankook Doro Gongsa, Hankook gosokdoro shipnyunsa (n. 14 above),
802–5. Other statistics in the same publication show very different, much smaller num- bers, according to which daily traffic stood at 2,376 vehicles in 1970 and 3,523 in 1971,
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quantity of traffic partly explains the lack of rest areas along the highway, despite advice that drivers take enough breaks so as not to fall asleep. When the Gyeongbu Highway opened, and for six months thereafter, there were no permanent rest or service areas or gas stations along its 430 km route. These convenience facilities fell into the “fix it later” part of the construc- tion equation. By the time of the highway’s first anniversary (7 July 1971), there were still only three service areas and two gas stations along both sides of the highway—that is, along its entire 860 km course.46
Whatever purpose the Gyeongbu Highway served, driving on it was not always a pleasant experience. What most troubled drivers and maintenance engineers was the road itself. While one television report boastfully showed that a glass of water did not spill when placed on the bonnet of a moving vehicle, another journalist on the highway felt like he was riding on a rail- road bridge.47 Within nine days of the route’s full opening, accounts of new cracks in the road were reported in newspapers, not to mention the earlier cracks that had appeared long before the road opened. One month after its opening, a heavy summer rainfall caused the collapse of roadbeds and embankments, and landslides at more than a hundred sites brought traffic to a standstill. As ice on the road began to melt in the absence of sufficient drainage channels, cracking problems became very serious in the spring of
1970 and 1971, which left “miserable” memories like a “nightmare” to maintenance engineers.48
Overlay pavement, or the resurfacing of the road, became a chronic problem in the maintenance of the Gyeongbu Highway. Some engineers had predicted during and after its construction that the highway’s pave- ment could pass at most 400,000 vehicles with a single-wheel load of five tons.49  They were right. Within two years of its opening, the entire 430 km
exceeding 10,000 for the first time in 1978; see Hankook gosokdoro shipnyunsa, 806. Chung Ju Yung, the founder of Hyundai Construction Company, established Hyundai Motor Company in 1967, which began producing the Cortina (a model by Ford of Britain) in
1968. From 1968, therefore, Hyundai built both highways and highway vehicles.
46. Chan Hong Park, “Service Facilities for Highway Users,” Korea Highway, January
1972, 120–24; Chan Hong Park, “Muduh du-utdun  nah ui iyagi,” in Teut i itsukkie (n. 10 above), 201–14; Hankook Doro Gongsa, Hankook gosokdoro shipnyunsa, 594.
47. The television report is quoted in Joon Man Kang, Hankook hyundaisa sanchek,
1970 nyundaipyun, vol. 1 (Seoul, 2002), 73. The journalist’s complaint is from Dong-A Ilbo, 2 July 1970.
48. One of the first accounts of a pavement crack after the full opening is in Dong- A Ilbo, 16 July 1970. The summer landslides are reported in Dong-A Ilbo, 8 August 1970. The accounts of maintenance engineers are in Kim, “Thoughts” (n. 32 above), 105–6, and Ji (n. 32 above), 22–23.
49. Kim, “On the Failure” (n. 31 above), 27–28; Choon Ho Kim, “Highway and Over- lay,” Korea Highway, January 1972, 100–107; Sang Ok Yoon, “Problems for Expressway Design and Construction,” Journal of the Korean Society of Civil Engineers 20 (1972): 2–8. The equivalent traffic capacities of the Meisin Highway and the Domei Highway in Japan were 2,000,000 and 6,070,000, respectively.
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span was given overlay pavement. One maintenance engineer commented bitterly that the overlay cost was to be regarded not as a normal mainte- nance, but rather as the deferred cost of initial construction. What was more disappointing to the maintenance engineers was that, despite re- peated overlays for nearly ten years, the road surface was still “not satisfac- tory” and it was “getting worse.” The overlay construction did not proceed in accordance with a schedule that engineers considered adequate. There- fore the overlay was not fully contributing  to the reinforcement of road surfaces, but was “only bent on hasty repair of cracks and damage.”50
By the time the Gyeongbu Highway celebrated its tenth anniversary in
1980, highway engineers began to address this deplorable situation and attempted a reappraisal of the historic road. They pointed to the initial un- derestimation of pavement depth due to the stage-construction policy, the limited budget for repair and maintenance, and the poor understanding of the importance of pavement. “Small negligence during construction,” one maintenance engineer complained, “resulted in enormous loss of lives and property.” The more fundamental cause, however, was quite clear to these engineers: construction of the highway at the lowest cost and fastest pace. Since the Gyeongbu Highway’s construction  commenced “as a symbolic enterprise in the modernization of our country” and had to be “the quick- est and cheapest in the world,” it seemed “fortunate enough” to engineers that it was “now maintaining its current status after ten years.” The crucial features that had made President Park so proud of the highway and helped make it a grand symbol now became “a record not to be proud of.”51 How- ever, Park, who no doubt would have defended the highway, could not revive its symbolism because of his assassination in October 1979, bringing his eighteen-year regime to an end. Thus as the commander in chief was dethroned, so was his masterpiece. Despite engineers’ continuous work to maintain both the pavement and the symbolism, the linkage between glo- rious modernization and the actual rugged road now seemed precarious.
In the 1980s, the Gyeongbu Highway became a contested artifact upon which the public image of Korean civil engineering depended. Those who wanted to criticize the shoddy practices and incompetence of the engineers and constructors did so by pointing to the Gyeongbu Highway; repeated overlay paving had earned it the nickname “tattered highway,” the design of which “had not looked even ten years ahead.” The regrettable technical fail- ure of the Gyeongbu Highway was blamed on the civil engineers and con- struction companies. Korean civil engineers strongly resented this accusa- tion, although they acknowledged the highway’s technical deficiencies. The editorial board of the Journal of the Korean Society of Civil Engineers re-
50. Kim, “Highway and Maintenance (1)” (n. 32 above), 114; Ji, 26; Pil Moo Chung, “Highway Overlay Pavement,” Korea Highway, July 1981, 61–72.
51. Chung, “Highway Overlay Pavement,” 64; Ji, 22–24; “Gyeongbu gosokdoro gae- tong 10 nyun eul majumyo,” Wolgan Gunsul, July 1980, 2–3.
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vealed its embarrassment in an article titled “The Necessity of a New Pub- lic Perception about Civil Engineering”:
How can a highway, which was constructed in only three years . . . with insufficient funds, have the same strength and perfection as the “autobahn” that was constructed for decades with enormous expense? A construction engineer’s job is to build optimal facilities . . . under the given design conditions. . . . the final decision is not up to the engineer . . . it is the responsibility of the policy authorities.
The engineers tried to defend themselves by claiming the failure to be one of policy, not of engineering. The blame, they said, should go to those who had set the project’s guidelines of schedule time and money.52 Through this defensive claim, the Gyeongbu Highway came to signify not the country’s bright future, but instead the incompetence of its past engineering culture. It seemed that the highway would not remain a symbol of unsullied pride but would become a legacy that all engineers would have to overcome eventually.
The Gyeongbu Highway was brought into public discussion again in
1994 when a middle segment of the Sung Soo Bridge, spanning the Han River in the center of Seoul, suddenly collapsed, shocking the inhabitants of the city. Questions were raised regarding potential underlying causes of dis- asters in the country’s infrastructure. What became obvious to everyone were the budgetary and time constraints that already were routine  in Korean construction. Where and when did this unfortunate  situation begin? The president of the Korean Society of Civil Engineers stated, refer- ring to the Gyeongbu Highway, that “a desire for fame of a construction contractor, . . . combined with the president’s will for fast economic devel- opment, distorted the pre-modern  methods of investigation and estima- tion, and it was established as a custom, which continued  until now.” Forced curtailment of the construction schedule, unreasonable reduction of the budget, and an unusually short planning stage were, according to the leader of Korean civil engineers, “the shortcut to fraudulent construc- tion.”53  Ironically enough, the Gyeongbu Highway was now deemed a sym- bol of modernization gone astray, though of course not everyone agreed with this re-signification; to most participants in its construction it was still a source of great pride. Nevertheless, it was undeniable that, after the many layers of overlay pavements, the highway was no longer what it had been at the time of its opening ceremony, either physically or symbolically.
52. Editorial Board, “The Necessity of a New Public Perception about Civil Engi- neering,” Journal of the Korean Society of Civil Engineers 37 (1989): 1–3. The term “tat- tered highway” is from “Gyeongbu gosokdoro gaetong 10 nyun eul majumyo,” 2.
53. Se-Gye Ilbo, 31 October 1994.
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Visionary discourses around the Gyeongbu Highway were not created without friction and frustration. Participants in the project always had to struggle with the tension between the highway’s grand symbolism and the tough realities of its construction sites, since the vitality of the symbol was crucially dependent on the materiality of the highway, for which the engi- neers were held responsible. Every delay in the project’s schedule or every crack in the pavement could compromise the symbol. Indeed, as the struc- tural deficiencies of the highway became more obvious, its symbolic strength in Korean society began to change. The president’s speeches alone were not enough to sustain this symbolic linkage between the highway and the nation’s prosperity; also necessary was a great deal of maintenance work by engineers and the support of journalists, bureaucrats, and many others. The Gyeongbu Highway, and South Korean society as well, were constructed, supported, and maintained in multiple senses of the words.
What, then, did the Gyeongbu Highway symbolize? Many commenta- tors, including critics of Park’s regime, have described the highway as rep- resenting one of two opposing dimensions of South Korean society during this tumultuous period. The opening of the highway in 1970 still tends to symbolize the economic “Miracle on the Han River,” to which the dictator contributed by building it, a seemingly neutral artifact. According to this perspective, the highway is separable from the so-called dark aspects of hasty modernization under the authoritarian regime, such as the suppres- sion of labor movements and serious infringements of human rights under the banner of economic growth and anticommunism. However, once we understand how vigorously the president, the highway engineers, and many others supported and constructed the highway, which both constituted and was conditioned by political motivations, cold war discourses, and the par- adigm of a fast-track economic development, the project would seem to represent both dimensions, and perhaps many more, of the era. The Gye- ongbu Highway aptly reveals how the South Korean goal of modernization and unification was imagined, implemented, maintained, and challenged during the 1960s and thereafter. And for this reason it is truly an artifact with multivalent symbolism.
Viewed in this way, the Gyeongbu Highway is an intriguing artifact with which to think about the politics of engineering and the engineering of politics. In April 1980, ten years after the highway’s opening and six months after Park’s death, Lee Dong Hee, a professor of politics at the South Korea Military Academy, wrote an essay titled “Civil Engineering and Politics” for the Journal of the Korean Society of Civil Engineers. Having learned some civil engineering as a military cadet, Lee tried to delineate the relationship between civil engineering and politics. Drawing upon the ex- amples of the Great Wall of China and the Roman Empire, he speculated
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that people had “not made magnificent buildings in order to do politics,” but rather had “practiced politics in order to leave great structures.” Ac- cording to his logic, civil engineering, or more simply “construction,” had always been an integral part of nation-building projects. Many Korean civil engineers, however, seemed “powerless” in their relationship with politics. Lee asked Korean civil engineers to “stand up to politicians with an aes- thetic sense, culture, and insight.” He then concluded by emphasizing “the real politics of civil engineers participating in our nation’s modernization,” associating it with “courage” and “conscience,” among other virtues.54
Lee’s call for the “real politics” of civil engineers was not unrelated to his ambivalent appraisal of the Gyeongbu Highway, which was much more sober than the celebratory tone of the highway’s thirtieth anniversary in
2000 and of the government website in 2009. While he praised it as “the first piece of work under the slogan of our nation’s modernization,” he believed that Korean engineers should now (he was writing in 1980) be able to do a better job as they proceeded to work abroad, especially in the Middle East, where there would be no “political anniversaries” or “political construc- tions.” For him, the real politics of civil engineering meant being neither entirely independent of nor uncritically subordinated to politics. Engineers who worked for the Gyeongbu Highway, it seemed to him, did not do a good job in maintaining the right balance.55 Whether or not one agrees with Lee, his call for the real politics of engineers can be understood as a demand for self-awareness of their own “labor of signification”: What is it you are constructing? What do you make it signify? During and long after the construction of the Gyeongbu Highway, Korean civil engineers had to grapple with these questions. On the surface of the highway, gravel and asphalt were mixed with ideologies and discourses, and all were paved together.
54. Dong Hee Lee, “Civil Engineering and Politics,” Journal of the Korean Society of
Civil Engineers 28 (1980): 27–32.
55. Ibid., 28–30.
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