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Abstract 

This study examines the apocalyptic landscape of neoliberal South Korea 

glimpsed in two postmillennial webtoons, one zombie-centered and the 

other monster-centered, whose adaptations by Netflix soared to global 

success during the COVID-19 lockdown: Sweet Home 스위트홈 (2020) 

and All of Us Are Dead 지금우리학교는 (2022). Its comparative analysis 

of the zombie/monster horror contents complicates the existing 

discourse around the transnational, transmedia flow of hallyu (Korean 

Wave). It does so by addressing the interconnected issues of genre, 

generation, and gender in the dystopic coming-of-age narratives, where 

endangered youths struggle for survival on their own under the 

necropolitical order. Situated within the country’s rapid neoliberalization 

and evolving popular protests, the emergence of the 

zombified/monsterized subject is read in relation to an aesthetics of 

relational survivance and to a vision of trans-species alliance. A 

posthuman feminist perspective tackles the affective dynamic running 

through the original webtoons, the audience’s participatory culture, and 

media convergence amid an antifeminist backlash. 



1 . W H AT  I S  W E B T O O N ?
 I N D U S T R I A L ,  F O R M A L ,  A N D  

S O C I A L  

2 . L E G A C Y  O F  M A N H WA

B EFOR E DI V ING  IN TO 

“ CO - MIX  STORYT EL LI NG IN 
NE OL IB ER A L SOU TH  KO R EA ”





ACCESSIBILITY (TECHNOLOGY)
RELATABILITY (CONTENT)

ADAPTABILITY (POTENTIAL) 



https://post.naver.com/viewer/

postView.nhn?volumeNo=275

63430&memberNo=28980604

Online reading (66.9%): 

Portal & Application

Everyday 

multisensory

experience

OSMU model



W H E N  YO U  
G O O G L E  

“ W E B TO O N  
D R A M A ”

G L O B A L I T Y

D I V E R S I T Y

R e l a t a b i l i t y

A d a p t a b i l i t y



+
WHAT IS WEBTOON? 

• ”Webtoon is a complex system created by the distinctive combination of two 

media (comics and digital)”

• “This web graphic narrative, developed in Korea specifically to utilize some of 

the potential that the digital platform offers”

• – Heekyoung Cho, “The Webtoon: A New Form for Graphic Narrative”

• “Story-telling mechanism that can capture complex reality and the 

psychological state of its characters without having to commit to one 

particular narrative voice.” – Dafna Zur, “Modern Korean Literature and 

Cultural Identity in a Pre- and Post-Colonial Digital Age” 



WHAT IS 
MANHWA (漫畵)? 

• “unrestrained drawing”

• 다음엇지 taŭm ŏtchi: “what’s next"

Choi Namseon (1890-1957)

Caricature by An Sŏkchu (Chosun Ilbo, 1927)

“Sequential art” 

(Will Eisner) 

“juxtaposed 

pictorial and other 

images in 

deliberate 

sequence” (Scott 

McCloud) 



MŎNGT ’ŎNGGURI
HŎNMULK'YŎGI 

THE “FIRST KOREAN
COMIC STRIP”

• Published in Chosun Ilbo  from 
1924 (148 times)

• Episodic narratives about 
everyday life/love rivalry of 
Mr. Ch’oe Mŏngt’ŏng (“Idiot”) 
and Mr. Yun Param (“Flirt”) 
over kisaeng Onmae

• Adapted to play (1925) 
and film (1926)

• Kim Tongsŏng (1890–1969); 
exposed to print journalism 
during his study in the US 
(OSU & Art Academy of 
Cincinnati) in the 1910s

• No Suhyŏn (1899–1978); 
known for Korean 
polychrome painting

Everydayness



Kim Tongsŏng,  “How to draw manhwa” (1923)  No Suhyŏn,“kyesanjŏngch’wi” (1957) 



→ Asahi Graph (1923) → Sidae Ilbo (1924)



THE BIRTH OF 
KOREAN MANHWA
(CO-MIX) UNDER 
COLONIAL 
MODERNIZATION

• Published in Chosun Ilbo  

from 1924 (148 times)

• Episodic narratives about 

everyday life/love rivalry of 
Mr. Ch’oe Mŏngt’ŏng 

(“Idiot”) and Mr. Yun Param 

(“Flirt”) over kisaeng 

Onmae

• Adapted to play and 

film (1926)

• Kim Tongsŏng (1890–

1969); exposed to 

journalism during his study 

in the US in the 1910s

• No Suhyŏn (1899–1978); 

known for Korean 

polychrome painting

Print 

capitalism

Modern 

desire & 

critique

Trans-

nationality

Adaptability 

Hybridity

Digital/Platform 

capitalism

Vertical Reading?



HA Il Kwon’s Duty after School (2012–13)

“Infinite canvas” (Scott McCloud)
e.g., vertical layout optimized for action/horror/thriller genre



Interactive/participatory reading
& Transmedia storytelling/cultural production

Webtoon Duty after School (2012–13) TV Drama Duty after School (2023)



• published from 2010 to 2011 on Daum

• 300 million views in total

• an exceptionally high ranking (9.7 out of 10) 

• won the 2011 Korean Content Award

• adapted into a film in 2013 (7 million tickets) 

• the highest box office record at that time for a webtoon-based 

movie 

Cartoonist HUN



Worm-Time, 131 



Ri Panghŭi/Yi Myŏnghyŏn 

killer/sweetheart in the 1999 

blockbuster Shiri

Rhyuhwan / Donggu

the North’s top agent / 

(surplus) in the south

Kanch’ŏp (spy)



Transmemory: 
the translation of and transformation through memory

 Integrates critical studies on the inter- and 

transgenerational inheritance of traumatic 

memories (e.g., Marianne Hirsch’s 

“postmemory) & the transportability in the 

age of mass media (e.g., Alison 

Landsberg’s “prosthetic memory”)

 Challenges the notions of “post-ness” and 

“inauthenticity” assumed for second-

generation remembrance and mass-

mediated representations.



THE TRANSMEMORY APPROACH TO THE
THREE MODES OF LIFE

Approaching division aesthetics as works of transmemory allows us to 
distinguish several modes of living in the continuum that spans the 
postcolonial, Cold War, and neoliberal periods. To elucidate these, I utilize 
three words that not only share the common root of “life” (saeng; 生) in 
the Sinographic script but also convey its heterogeneous nuances. The first 
is saengjon (生存), a mode of survival in the unending state of war that this 
book identifies as wormifying conditions. The second is saenghwal (生活), a 
mode pertaining to everyday living and vitality, even as a parasitic being. The 
third is saengmyŏng (生命), a mode laden with the imperative to fulfill one’s 
life through respecting others, especially the less fortunate who can no 
longer fulfill their own potential. These modes are imbricated with one 
another, as together they constitute saeng, or sam (삶) in native Korean. In 
truth, every human lives all modes at once. Still, each mode impacts 
people’s lives disparately. For instance, it would be a luxury to discuss the 
quality of saenghwal when one’s saengjon is at stake. Whereas saengjon and 
saenghwal are bound to the domains of biopolitics and social economy, 
saengmyŏng, with its invocation of reciprocal responsibilities and symbiotic 
possibilities, is linked to the domains of ethics and justice. And this 
definition of saengmyŏng, a term with broad application, strongly resonates 
with the idea of “living in relation to others” as expressed by the word 
sangsaeng (相生). Worm-Time, pp. 10-11. 



Worm-Time, 131 



I N T E R / T E X T U A L I T Y , T R A N S - N A T I O N A L I T Y / M E D I A L I T Y
A N D  H I S T O R I C I T Y

O F  C O N T E M P O R A R Y  C O - M I X

C L O S E  R E A D I N G  &  C O N T E X T U A L I Z A T I O N

“Co-mix” as a noun and a 

verb: “mix[ing] together the 

words and pictures.”  See 

“Mixing Words and Pictures: 

Art Spiegelman Discusses 
the Art of Comics: Interview 

by Rebecca Sutton” (2013)







H o w  d o e s  e a c h  o f  t h e  o r i g i n a l  
w e b t o o n s  a p p r o p r i a t e  a n d  
r e i n v e n t  z o m b i e / m o n s t e r  
c o n v e n t i o n s  t o  i l l u s t r a t e  

t w e n t y - f i r s t - c e n t u r y  K o r e a n  
s o c i e t y  a m i d  g l o b a l  

n e o l i b e r a l i s m ?  W h a t  e x p l a i n s  
t h e i r  a p p e a l  t o  “ g e n e r a t i o n  M Z ”  

( M Z  s e d a e ,  c o m p r i s i n g  
m i l l e n n i a l s  a n d  g e n e r a t i o n  Z ) ,  
w h o m  w e  c a n  s e e  n o t  o n l y  a s  

e a r l y  a d o p t e r s  o f  p o p u l a r  m e d i a  
c o n t e n t  b u t  a l s o  a s  

p a r t i c i p a t o r y  s u b j e c t s  i n  
i n t e r n e t - b a s e d  s o c i a l  a c t i v i s m ?  
A n d  w h a t  i f ,  i n  p o i n t i n g  t o  t h e  

d e a d  e n d  o f  l a t e - c a p i t a l i s t  
b i o p o l i t i c s  a n d  e l e v a t i n g  a  
v i s i o n  o f  p o s t h u m a n ,  t r a n s -
s p e c i e s  r e l a t i o n a l i t y ,  t h e s e  

d y s t o p i c  c o m i n g - o f - a g e  t e x t s  
u l t i m a t e l y  r e a s s e r t  t h e  
d o m i n a n t  o r d e r  o f  s e l f -

e m p o w e r m e n t  f o r  s u r v i v a l ,  a l o n g  
w i t h  h e t e r o n o r m a t i v e  g e n d e r  

r o l e s ?

R E S E A R C H  Q .



• Neoliberal apocalypse as a 

narrative mode employed to 

“reveal the textures of life … 

under neoliberalism” 

• where “fantasies of the good life” 

from the period of high growth, 

such as “upward mobility, job 

security, political and social 

equality, and lively, durable 

intimacy,” have been shattered by 

neoliberal restructuring. 



• If we were to read the two 

Korean webtoons not as stories 

of survival charged with passivity, 

victimhood, and nihilism but as an 

“aesthetics of survivance” with a 

glimmer of resistance, succession, 

and even hope that emanates 

through the precarious present 

and anthropocidal future, it would 

be because they envision 

contingent engagement among 

endangered lives, human or 

nonhuman. 



• Gerald Vizenor: “Native survivance is an active 
sense of presence over absence, deracination, 
and oblivion; survivance is the continuance of 
stories, not a mere reaction.”

• “Native American Indians have resisted 
empires, negotiated treaties, and as strategies of 
survivance, participated by stealth and cultural 
irony in the simulations of absence in order to 
secure the chance of a decisive presence in 
national literature, history, and canonry. Native 
resistance of dominance, however serious, 
evasive and ironic, is an undeniable trace of 
presence over absence, nihility, and victimry.”

• Beenash Jafri: “the forms of relational 
survivance that emerge in the context of the 
neoliberal multicultural settler city.” 

• “relational survivance … generated from 
spaces of difference, tension, and 
incommensurability” 

관계적
항존(抗存) 



HALF MONSTER & HALF-ZOMBIE
FOR & AGAINST “SURVIVING ON YOUR OWN”

Sweet Home Right Now, Our School

“death-worlds” & ”living dead” (Achille Mbembe) 

“aesthetics of survivance” (Gerald Vizenor )

“relational survivance” (Beenash Jafri ) 



I N D I G E N I Z A T I O N ?

C H U  T O N G G Ŭ N  ( B O R N  I N  1 9 8 3 )  

N A V E R ’ S  C O M I C S  C H A L L E N G E  
( T O J Ŏ N  M A N H W A )



SWEET HOME (2017–20)

Kim K’anbi (Kim Mint’ae; b. 1982) and drawn by 
Hwang Yŏngch’an (b. 1983) 

Bastard (Hurejasik; 
2014–16, Naver) 



Rosi Braidotti’s posthuman 

perspective warns us that 

“female self-aggrandizement” 

without feminist solidarity across 

class, race, and species merely 

fortifies the hyper-individualism 

and patriarchal familism 

promoted by the capitalist 

market economy while colluding 

with Western cultural 

imperialism.  
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