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Serious Long-term Damage and Recovery Issues for
Fishermen Kidnapped by North Korea

Aram Kim*

Keywords: kidnapped fishermen, North Korea, Bbalgaengi, social ostracism

In the 1960s and 1970s, a number of fishermen were kidnapped by North
Korea, and after being detained for some time, returned to South Korea. The
South Korean government convicted them of espionage, and subjected them to
illegal torture. They were subsequently monitored for decades. The fishermens’
families also experienced a kind of collective punishment, suffering restrictions
upon their employment and their travel. The fishermen were abducted by
North Korea following the two Koreas’ failure to reach agreement on maritime
boundaries under the Korean Armistice Agreement, but the South Korean
government assumed that the fisherman had voluntarily gone to North Korea.
While the fisherman were detained in North Korea, it was difficult for their
families to make a living, not knowing whether they were alive or dead, and
their children also had trouble continuing their studies. Upon returning to
South Korea, the kidnapped fishermen were arrested and forcibly interrogated,
being beaten and tortured. Relying on answers to leading questions and using
various methods of torture, the authorities charged them with espionage.

Additional state violence was deployed in the subsequent surveillance of the
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fishermen and their families, which sometimes included distant relatives. The
fisherman naturally felt guilty about the effects on their families, and this was
exacerbated when they were branded as Bbalgaengi (Reds) and experienced
social ostracism. As a consequence, the fishermen and their families suffered
from deteriorating health, often taking recourse in excessive drinking. There
was also frequent discord between couples, leading to domestic violence. As of
2023, fact-finding activities continue, seeking to reveal the various types of
damage done to these fishermen and their families, and to hold the state
accountable. New facts are coming to light which are helping the families to
better understand and sympathize with their husbands and fathers who,
through no fault of their own, were doubly victimized: by North Korea and then
by the South Korean authorities. Now that this tragedy has been properly
exposed, it is hoped that legal and institutional measures can be implemented

to help the fishermen and their families recover.



