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Owen Miller

The idea of stagnation
In Korean historiography

FROM FUKUDA TOKUZO TO THE NEW RIGHT

INTRODUCTION

The idea of a stagnant past giving rise to a backward
present is by no means unique to the study of Korean
history. This idea was almost universal in the approach of
colonizing European nations to the subjects of their impe-
rial domination, from at least the late eighteenth century
onward. Perry Anderson has given an excellent overview
of the genesis and development of the ideas of ‘Asiatic’
stagnation and despotism as employed by thinkers as
diverse as Machiavelli, Bacon, Montesquieu, Hegel, John
Stuart Mill and Adam Smith. He has also analysed the
way in which Marx and Engels absorbed many of these
ideas in the mid-nineteenth century in the formation of
their views on Asia, giving some parts of Marxist theory
a distinctly ‘Orientalist’ slant.! The concept of stagnation
itself can be understood as an inversion of the concept of
linear progress, invented in the course of the most recent
world-historical transition from pre-capitalist to capi-
talist societies. This dichotomy between past and future
was something novel, replacing the prevailing cyclical or
messianic conceptions of time. As Shlomo Sand has writ-

ten recently,

The rupture caused by modernization detached human-
ity from its recent past. The mobility created by industri-
alization and urbanization shattered not only the rigid
social ladder but also the traditional, cyclic continuity

between past, present and future.?

In the twentieth century the concepts of progress and
stagnation became deeply embedded in the conscious-
ness of people everywhere, but perhaps especially so in
the minds of those living in the late developing countries
like (South) Korea, who are constantly reminded of the
need to ‘catch up’ or to eliminate any vestiges of the ‘stag-
nant’ past.

However, in the academic world the concept of stagna-
tion cannot be reduced simply to a matter of Eurocentric
ideology or a tool of imperialism, since it often forms a
part of serious scholarly attempts to analyse the history
of particular countries and reflects, however imperfectly,
the real geographical and temporal unevenness of human
historical development. When it comes to the politically
ambiguous nature of the concept of stagnation, Korea is
a case in point. In the historiography of Korea, stagna-
tion was first used as a justification for Japanese colonial-
ism and later adopted by Marxists seeking revolutionary
social transformation; the concept is still today causing
controversy among Korean historians who line up on
either side of the debate over ‘internal development’ ver-

sus ‘colonial modernity.’

This article will introduce themes that will be developed
turtherin an upcoming monograph-length study of Marx-
ist historiography in Korea and East Asia. The planned
monograph will address the recurring dichotomies of

stagnation/progress and particular/universal in the East

1 Perry Anderson, Lineages of the Absolutist State (London: Verso, 1979), pp. 462-483. For further discussions of Eurocentrism and the origins of the Euro-
centric view of history see Samir Amin, Eurocentrism (London: Zed Books, 1989); Eric Wolf, Europe and the People Without History (Berkeley: University of

California Press, 1982).

2 Shlomo Sand, The Invention of the Jewish People (London: Verso, 2009), pp. 62-3.
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Asian historical debates of the twentieth century. As part
of that broader project, this article will focus on how the
concept of stagnation or backwardness has been applied
to Korean history, from the beginning of the twentieth
century up until the present day, looking at three scholars
who have worked within this paradigm.® We will begin
with the Japanese economist Fukuda Tokuzo i H i =
in the early years of the twentieth century, then look at
the mid-century work of Korean Marxist historian Chon
Soktam 4=#5i%, before concluding with an overview of
some of the ideas of Rhee Younghoon %, the con-
temporary Seoul National University
economic historian.
Although previous scholarship
has paid attention to stagnation
theory, this attention has gener-
ally consisted of a rather formulaic
denunciation of Japanese colonial
historiography. In this scheme, stag-
nation theory is simply one element
of Japanese colonial domination that
had to be overcome by the theories of
internal development developed by
North and South Korean scholars in
the post-liberation period. Whatever
the intrinsic problems of stagnation
theory itself, this article aims to show

Fukuda Tokuzo

that such an approach to the concept
is far too simplistic. The three schol-
ars examined here have offered quite different concep-
tions of stagnation in Korean history and differing expla-
nations of its causes. The political and historical contexts
in which they have approached the problem of stagna-
tion have varied greatly and their political motivations
for applying the concept have occupied opposite ends of
the spectrum, stretching from revolutionary socialism to
conservative neoliberalism and colonial apologism. Con-
trary to the general assumption of nationalist historians
in Korea that stagnation theory was simply a tool of colo-
nial ideology that had to be ‘overcome’ in the postcolonial

era, this article will show that the politics of stagnation

are more complex and can only be transcended with a
more fundamental re-evaluation of the progress/stagna-

tion dichotomy.

FUKUDA TOKUZO’S STAGNATION THEORY

The first figure that looms large in the history of stag-
nation theory in Korea is that of the Japanese economic
thinker Fukuda Tokuzd (1874-1930). Fukuda was born in
Tokyo in 1874 and after a precocious academic career at
Hitotsubashi University (then called Tokyo Higher Com-
mercial School HtH4Epi%  1£), he went in 1898 to
study for a doctorate in Germany
under Karl Biicher and Lujo Bren-
tano, both scholars of the German
Historical School of Economics.*

In Japan, Fukuda is known as an
anti-Marxistliberaleconomicthinker
who was keenly interested in social
policy and sought to theorize ‘wel-
fare economics.” In Korea, though,
Fukuda is known almost exclusively
as the author of the original stagna-
tion theory that would become one
of the perennial ideological props of
Japanese colonial rule on the penin-
sula. Shortly after receiving his doc-
torate in Germany and returning to
Japan in 1901, Fukuda Tokuzd visited
Korea. It was this visit that inspired
the 1904 essay that has given Fukuda such an infamous
role in Korean historiography, entitled “The economic
organizations and economic units of Korea” (“Kankoku
no keizai soshiki to keizai tani” #[5 o % 75 #H ik & #5755
{i.).> Here he made an explicit contrast between the nor-
mal, developmental path of Japan which, in his doctoral
thesis of four years earlier, he had described as similar
to that of Germany, and the abnormal development of
Korea.b

For Fukuda one of the main symptoms of Korea’s back-
wardness that he had observed during his visit was the

underdevelopment of private ownership in land. Accord-

3 While | do not argue that these three scholars exhaust the history of stagnation theory in Korea, they are, | believe, representative of the three distinct forms that

stagnation theory has taken over the last century.

4 For more on the life and ideas of Fukuda Tokuzd, see Inoue Takutoshi and Yagi Kiichiro, “Two Inquirers on the Divide: Tokuzo Fukuda and Hajime Kawakami,”
http://www.econ.kyoto-u.ac.jp/~yagi/FUkkawiy.html (accessed 8/7/2010); Tessa Morris-Suzuki, A History of Japanese Economic Thought (London: Routledge,

1989).
5 Fukuda Tokuzo, “Kankoku no keizai soshiki to keizai tani.”

6 YiCh'dlsong, “Shingminji shigi yoksa inshik-kwa yoksa sosul,” Han’guksa 23 (Seoul: Han'gilsa, 1994): pp. 150-151.
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ing to him even state or royal ownership of land was
essentially a fiction, and the yangban WPt ruling class
had social privileges rather than landed estates. Another
sign of backwardness could be found in human relation-
ships, where relations of obedience between commoners
and yangban prevailed and relations between free indi-
viduals were lacking. Likewise, in the Korean villages the
clan system predominated, meaning that there was no
concept of the individual, no independent small family
unit and little or no social differentiation.” It is interest-
ing to note that these symptoms of backwardness can be
found among the main features of Asiatic societies identi-
fied by European Enlightenment thinkers such as Mon-
tesquieu, Smith and Hegel .®

Fukuda had adopted Karl Biicher’s theory of devel-
opmental stages in economic history and now tried to
apply this scheme to Korea’s economic history. In fact,
Fukuda’s essay on Korea is significant due to the fact that
it introduced the concept of economic stages to Korean
history for the first time, a mode of analysis that would
later be taken up by both Japanese and Korean Marxist
historians. He claimed that Korea was still stuck at the
stage of the small-scale self-sufficient ‘closed household
economy’ (Geschlossene Hauswirtschafl) with negligible
distribution of goods via the market. This meant that
Korea had not yet reached the intermediate economic
stage of ‘town economy’ (Stadtwirtschafi), let alone the
modern stage of ‘national economy’ (Volkswirtschafi).
According to Fukuda this meant that in terms of Japanese
history Korea was at a similar stage to the period before
the establishment of the Kamakura Bakufu in 1185. In
German terms Korea was at the same stage as high medi-
eval states such as the Salian Dynasty of the eleventh and
twelfth centuries. In other words, Korean development
lagged behind Japan and Europe by some seven or eight
hundred years.?

Fukuda, like his German mentor Biicher, was a devout

stagist.l’ He believed that to reach the stage of Volkswirt-

schaft a society had to go through the stage of Stadtwirt-
schaft, which in Europe and Japan was equated with the
feudal political system. This belief then translated into
Fukuda’s central explanation of Korean historical back-
wardness: the contention that the country had lacked
a feudal stage in its history.!! It was this stage that had
made it possible for countries like Germany and Japan to
achieve modernity, even if they lagged behind some other
European countries. Lack of a feudal stage, according to
Fukuda, doomed a country to perpetual backwardness or
the tutelage of a more advanced nation.

In his 1904 article, Fukuda openly used his theory of
Korean stagnation to advocate Japanese domination and
absorption of Korea in an argument reminiscent of the
classic justifications of European imperialism, exempli-
fied in Kipling’s “The White Man’s Burden”:

We must realise the weight of the task that faces [the
Japanese nation], as it is the natural destiny and duty of
a powerful and superior culture to assimilate [Korea] by
sweeping away the national particularity of this country
that has reached the extremes of corruption and decline
and whose people have not experienced feudal education
and the development of their economic units on the basis
of that education."

Later, during the 1920s, the idea that Korea’s backward-
ness was due to its lack of a feudal stage was taken up by
other Japanese historians such as Kokusho Iwao & 1F iz
(1895-1949) and Shikata Hiroshi /477 (1900-1973). By
the late 1920s and early 1930s, as I will show in the next
section, Fukuda’s theory of Korean stagnation was being
overtaken by the new Marxist historiography that was
eagerly adopted by both Japanese and Korean scholars.
But, with a few exceptions, this too would focus on finding

explanations for Korea’s backwardness.

1 Kang Chinch’dl, “liche kwanhakcha-ga pon Han'guksa-ui ‘chdngch’esong’-gwa ki iron,” Han’'guk sahak 7 (1986): pp. 174-175. Judged by the standards
of today’s understanding of late Choson history Fukuda'’s picture of Korean economy and society is clearly very deficient. One can only guess that the reasons
for this were a lack of serious research combined with the prejudices that he brought with him from Japan and Germany. His stagist outlook also leads him to
ignore the possibility that what he observed in Korea in 1902 was actually the result of fairly recent developments, such as the impact of imperialism and world

capitalism since the 1870s and the decline of the Choson state.
8 Anderson, Lineages of the Absolutist State, pp. 462.

9 Kang Chinch’ol, “liche kwanhakcha-ga pon Han’guksa-ui ‘chéngch’eséng’-gwa ki iron,” p. 170.
10 This is meant in the sense of someone who believes that there are necessary stages through which every society must pass in order to progress, as opposed to
thinkers like Alexander Gerschenkron and Leon Trotsky, who believed that societies could leap over certain stages, using the ‘advantage of backwardness’ to

compress development into much shorter periods than their forerunners.

11 This theory is referred to in Korean as ponggén chedo kyéllydron (EF il i Bl ).
12 Fukuda Tokuzd, “Kankoku no keizai soshiki to keizai tani,” quoted in Yi Ch'6lsong. “Shingminji shgi yoksa inshik-kwa yoksa sosul,” p. 129.
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CHON SOKTAM AND
THE ‘KOREAN KOZA-HA'
The Marxist historiography of Paek
Nam-un FIfZ= (1894-1979) is now
relatively well known, but the same
cannot be said for the other pioneer-
ing Korean Marxist historians of the
1930s and 1940s.® One reason for
this may be that among their leading
members were those who advocated
a stagnation approach to pre-mod-
ern Korea; something that did not
sit well with the Stalinist-national-
ist historiography that emerged in
North Korea in the 1950s and in the
South in the 1970s and 1980s. Already
during the 1930s prominent Korean
Marxists, including Kim Kwang-jin
< UtER (1903-86) and Yi Ch’6ng-won
4157, had fiercely criticized Paek’s
“five stages” approach and advocated
the application of the Asiatic mode
of production to Korean history in
what might be called the ‘Korean
Koza-ha'" In the post-liberation
years of the late 1940s another his-
torian, Chon Soktam, emerged as
the leading ‘stagnationist.” Before we
consider his particular approach to
the issue of stagnation and Korean
history, we should first look at one
of the main sources for the ideas of
the Korean Marxists of the 1930s and
1940s.

In the 1920s and 1930s debates raged among Marxists

1987 edition cover

around the world over the applicability of Marx’s schemes
of historical development to the non-European world and
these debates crystallized around two particular positions.
Those that advocated the five-stages theory received the

Chon Soktam — Chosén kjongjesa

official endorsement of Stalin, but
this did not stop those advocating
the “two roads” theory (feudalism in
Europe and an Asiatic mode of pro-
duction in the non-European world)
from continuing the debate well into
the 1930s.15

The background to the Korean
absorption and adaptation of these
Japanese and international Marxist
debates on history was, of course,
the Japanese colonial annexa-
tion of Korea from 1910 to 1945. It
is well known that many famous
Korean Marxists studied in Japan in
the 1920s and 1930s, but much less
known that Japanese Marxists came
to Korea. One such person was the
historian Moriya Katsumi #&%r b
. (1904-1964), who went to work at
Keij6 Imperial University 577 Bk
5 (the predecessor of today’s Seoul
National University) in 1927, imme-
diately after graduating from Tokyd
Imperial University #5001 B,
and was made assistant professor
there in 1929. In 1933 Moriya pub-
lished a volume of articles along with
some of his Keijo colleagues, includ-
ing Shikata Hiroshi, Takeji Ouchi X
Wil X and Pak Mun-gyu kb 3C4516,
entitled Studies on the Socio-economic
History of Choson (Chosen shakai kei-
zaishi kenkyu W ETEE R W SE).
In his own article “A Study on the Traditional Agricultural
Society of Korea (“Kyl rai no Chosen ndgyd shakai ni
tsuite no kenkyii no tame ni” 4k O s fif f 5 it @ 12D 1y
T OWIED 72 12),” Moriya sets out to explain Korean
backwardness, examining the ideas of Hegel, Marx and

13 For athorough introduction to the work of Paek Nam-un in English see: Pang Kie-chung. “Paek Namun and Marxist Scholarship during the Colonial Period,” in
Landlords, Peasants and Intellectuals in Modern Korea, edited by Pang Kie-chung and Michael D. Shin. Cornell East Asia Series, 2005.

14 The Koza-ha i 429k or Lectures Faction was one of the two main factions of Japanese communist thinkers in the 1930s. On the Kéza-ha position on Japanese
development and capitalism see Andrew Barshay, The Social Sciences in Modern Japan, chapter 3.

15 See Joshua Fogel, “The Debates over the Asiatic Mode of Production in Soviet Russia, China and Japan,” American Historical Review 93:1 (February 1988):

pp. 56-79.

16 It is interesting to note that the one Korean contributor to this volume — Pak Mun-gyu — was also an assistant professor at Keijo Imperial University. After libera-
tion in 1945, he eventually fled north like many other Korean Marxists and became a prominent political figure under Kim Il Sung, rising to the post of home

affairs minister in 1962.

17 Moriya Katsumi, “Kyu rai no Chd sen no gyo shakai ni tsuite no kenkyd no tame ni,” in Keijo teikoku daigaku hobun gakkai: Cho sen shakai keizaishi kenkyu

(Tokyo: Toko Shoin, 1933), pp. 297-520.
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Wittfogel along the way. Four years later, in 1937, Moriya
published a detailed study of the Asiatic mode of produc-
tion,'8 leaving little doubt that he was an advocate of the
“two roads” thesis, as opposed to the then prevailing Sta-
linist orthodoxy of the “five stages.”® Having said this,
it seems that he did not deny the existence of feudalism
in Korean history as Fukuda had done, but rather saw
Choson society as a mixture of “immature” feudalism
with a despotic bureaucratic state.?’

Although Chon Soktam studied in Japan at Tohoku
Imperial University # |t K5 during the late 1930s
and only returned to Korea in 1940, it is clear from the
writings he published in the late 1940s that Moriya Kat-
sumi was an important influence on his historiography.?
In fact, it is probably no exaggeration to say that the
influence of Moriya and other similar Japanese Marx-
ists helped to form a ‘Korean Koza-ha’ that became the
dominant group of Marxist historians during the short
post-liberation period of 1945-50.2% In a series of books
published by Chon and his collaborators between 1946
and 1949, these historians emphasized the stagnation
of pre-modern Korean history and attempted to find an
explanation for it.23

In order to give a clearer idea of the specificities of
Chon’s stagnation theory, I will briefly examine some key
ideas from an essay contained in his 1949 book Economic
history of Korea (Choson kyongjesa WIEEASH55) that
forms part of a substantial critique of Paek Nam-un’s Sta-
linist-universalist historiography. In this essay, entitled
“The problem of ‘slave society’ as a stage of progression
in the development of Korean society,”?* he takes a rather
different approach from Fukuda, proposing that the main
reason for Korean backwardness was not the lack of a
feudal period, but the lack of a slave society in Korean
history. Chon argued that although slavery had always
been an important form of labour in Korean history, it
had never dominated over serf labour:

18 Moriya Katsumi, Ajia teki seisan yoshiki ron, To kyo: Ikuseisha, 1937.

It is true that there was much slavery in the Three King-
doms period as well as during the United Shilla and
Koryd periods and even through to the Chosdon dynasty,
and slave labour had considerable significance as one
Jform of labouyr. This slave labour not only took the form
of domestic slave labour; slaves played an important
role in providing government artisans and were also
employed in cultivating the landholdings of aristocrats
and government officials. However, even in the case of
the Three Kingdoms period, where people have made
great efforts at trying to discover a slave-owning social
formation, slave labour was not the dominant form of
labour.®

Chon actually put forward three interlinked reasons for
Korea’s historical backwardness: first, the persistence
of communal forms of social production such as lineage
organizations; second, the underdevelopment of private
land ownership and the dominance of state land owner-
ship; third, the lack of a slave stage in Korean history. The
significance of the non-development of a slave society
was that, unlike in Greece and Rome, the remnants of the
communal mode of production were not destroyed by the
enslavement of a large part of the population and private
property was not stimulated by the use of slave labour on
large plantations.

At the beginning of the essay Chon refuses to be drawn
into a discussion of the applicability of the Asiatic mode
of production to Korean history. However, in the ensu-
ing discussion of slave societies, it is clear that Chon had
absorbed, almost certainly from Moriya Katsumi, many of
the elements that theorists of the Asiatic mode of produc-
tion emphasized, such as the persistence of communal
social relations. Chon’s views of feudalism in Korean his-
tory also bear some resemblance to those of Moriya, since
he argues that Korean feudalism had ‘Asian’ characteris-
tics.26 However, the political significance of Chon’s his-
toriography was quite different from that of Moriya, who

19 For more on the Asiatic mode-of-production debate in East Asia, see Joshua Fogel, “The Debates over the Asiatic Mode of Production.”
20 Kang Chinch’ol, “liche kwanhakcha-ga pon Han’guksa-ui ‘chdngch’esdng’-gwa ki iron,” p. 215.
21 The details of Chon’s life are not entirely clear, but more biographical information can be found in Im Yoéngt'ae. “Puk-Uro kan Malkstjutii ydksa hakcha-wa sahoe

kyongje hakcha tal,” Yoksa pipydng 8 (1989): pp. 300-337.

22 For more on these ‘mainstream’ Marxist historians, see Yi Hwanbydng. “Haebang chikhu Malkstjutii yoksa hakcha tuir-ti Han'guksa inshik,” Han’guk sahaksa

hakpo 5 (March 2002): pp. 41-88.

23 he main books published by Chén during this period were Chon Soktam et al., Yijo saehoe kydngjesa, (Seoul: Nonongsa, 1946); Chosénsa kyojong (Seoul: Uryu
munhwasa, 1948); and Choson kyongjesa (Seoul: Pangmun ch’ulp’ansa, 1949).
24 Chon Soktam, “Choson sahoe paljon-ui nujinjok tan’gye rosé-ui ‘noye sahoe’-ti munje,” in Choson kydngjesa, pp. 20-30.

25 Chon Soktam, Choson kyongjesa, p. 22.
26 Ibid., p. 29.

7 KOREAN HISTORIES 2.1 2010



OWEN MILLER THE IDEA OF STAGNATION IN KOREAN HISTORIOGRAPHY

by the early 1940s had become an apologist for Japanese
imperialism in East Asia under the guise of the Greater
East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere and the struggle against
Western imperialism.?” Chon Soktam on the other hand
remained a socialist and his understanding of Korea’s
historical backwardness did not lead him to pessimistic
conclusions about the country’s future. Rather, following
Lenin and Trotsky’s vision of Russia, Chon saw Korean
backwardness as a call to arms and an opportunity to
achieve rapid social change, as the following two quota-
tions demonstrate:

[B]y fully assessing the stagnancy of the Korean process
of social development that is manifested in the under-
development of slave relations, we today can feel all the
more acutely and urgently the necessity of the social
historical revolution that faces us.?

If we purge all these feudal elements and achieve |...] a
bourgeois revolution, we will not need to pass through
two or three hundred years of bourgeois society like Brit-
ain or France but will be able to move to a newer society

immediately afterwards.?®

Not long after writing this, sometime around 1950,
Chon fled to North Korea where he became an important
academic, teaching at both Kim Il Sung University < H
% K5 and the Institute of Social Sciences Jil: & B} FAPE.
However, it was not his ‘stagnationist’ view of Korean his-
tory that became the North Korean orthodoxy, but some-
thing much more akin to Paek Nam-un’s application
of the five-stages theory. This emerging North Korean
orthodoxy, along with its corollary in a theory of inter-
nal development that effectively tried to erase the idea of
backwardness from Korean history, would later have a

profound influence on South Korean historiography too.

RHEE YOUNGHOON AND THE NEW RIGHT

From the 1980s, various forms of internal-develop-
ment theory became dominant in South Korean histori-
cal scholarship on pre-modern Korea. While these new
theories may have been willing to recognize certain par-

ticularities of Korean historical development, they have

rested on two key assertions that are expressly aimed at
overturning stagnation theories: the existence of aKorean
feudal period and the endogenous development of capi-
talist relations of production during the latter part of that
period, usually referred to as “capitalist sprouts.”

Today, however, there are also heirs to the tradition of
stagnation theory among the historians associated with
South Korea’s self-proclaimed New Right. Perhaps the
most prominent of them is the Seoul National Univer-
sity economic historian Rhee Younghoon (Yi Yonghun),
who has taken a leading role in the development of the
relatively new field of quantitative economic history.
His understanding of Korean history is certainly not the
same as that of Fukuda or Chon, as it reflects decades of
further research, important new empirical findings and,
of course, the very different political and historical con-
text of early twenty-first-century South Korea. As we will
see, his understanding of the late Choson period is more
subtle than that of his predecessors and it is debatable
whether it can simply be called a ‘stagnation approach.’
However, I think Rhee’s theories have enough elements
in common with those of earlier scholars for him to be
seen as part of the same tradition in a broad sense.

In his 1988 book Socio-economic History of the Late
Choson Period (Choson hugi sahoe kyongjesa ) 6 # 10ljit:
@K€ 75 111),30 which was based on his PhD thesis of three
years earlier, Rhee attempted a Marxist analysis of late
Choson economy and landholding. This Marxist analysis
was rather different from the Stalinist five-stages theory
thatdominated Marxist historiographyin North and South
Korea by the 1980s. Instead, it was based on Nakamura
Satoru "'#/#F and Miyajima Hiroshi’s =/ I 1" reinter-
pretation of Marx. As he outlined in two appendices enti-
tled “An investigation into the historical character of the
Choson social formation” and “A critical examination
of the Choson feudal system,”3! Rhee explicitly rejected
feudalism as a label for pre-modern Korean society and
advocated a form of the two-roads theory. In these appen-
dices he stresses the particularity of European feudalism
as the dynamic system that gave rise to capitalism and
notes that “this sort of feudal system did not exist in any
non-European society, including Choson.”? In fact, he

writes, “there is a gap between any form of Marx’s feudal

21 Kang Chinch’él, “liche kwanhakcha-ga pon Han’guksa-ui ‘chongch’esong’-gwa ku iron,” p. 217-218.

28 Chon Soktam, Choson kyongjesa, p. 30.

29 Chon Soktam, Chosonsa kyojong, pp. 6-7, cited in Yi Hwanbyong, “Haebang chikhu MalksUjutii yoksa hakcha ttir-ti Han’guksa inshik,” p. 48

30 Yi Yonghun, Choson hugi sahoe kydngjesa (Seoul: Han'gilsa, 1988).

31 “Chosodn sahoe kusong Ui yoksajok songgyok e kwanhan koch’al” and “Chosdn ponggdn chedo Ui pip’anjok kdmt'o,” in Yi Yonghun, Chosén hugi sahoe

kydngjesa, pp. 599-628.

8 KOREAN HISTORIES 2.1 2010



OWEN MILLER THE IDEA OF STAGNATION IN KOREAN HISTORIOGRAPHY

mode of production and the reality of Choson society.”3?
Instead, he adopts Miyajima’s periodization of Korean
history into three phases of the Asiatic mode of produc-
tion, with Choson corresponding to the third phase.3*
Therefore Rhee’s early understanding of Korean history,
although not focusing explicitly on Korea’s backward-
ness, has some elements in common with earlier theories
of stagnation, such as the denial of Korean feudalism and
the idea that pre-modern Korea could not have achieved
capitalism independently through internal development.

More recently, Rhee has been one of the leading mem-
bers of the Naksongdae Economic Research Institute 74
SRS JE AT and the editor of a
series of volumes bringing together

=
=

Hek

(=]
—

T

- PCHAE

new quantitative research on the
late Choson period. The most well-
known of these is Re-examining the
Late Choson Period Through Quan-
titative Economic History (Suryang
kyongjesa ro tasi pon Choson hugi <+
FAAALZ A B F457])35 In
the final chapter of this book Rhee
gives an overview and interpreta-
tion of the latest research on late
Choson economic history. Although
his interpretation is based on recent
empirical findings, many of which
have demonstrated considerable  New Right textbook
commercialization of the Korean

economy during the seventeenth and eighteenth centu-
ries, it still shares some of the same basic ideas concern-
ing late Choson that Rhee developed in the 1980s.

Rhee breaks down the results of recent research by
himself and his colleagues into three key findings. First,
in the late Choson period the non-market economy
based on self-sufficiency and redistribution still made
up a considerable proportion of the overall Korean econ-
omy. Second, from the second half of the seventeenth
century until the end of the eighteenth century Choson
experienced slow growth and general economic stability.
Third, from the early nineteenth century both the Choson
32 Yi Yonghun, Choson hugi sahoe kyongjesa, p. 627.

33 Ibid., p. 590.
34 Ibid., pp. 576-578.

population and its market began to stagnate or decline,
leading to a full-scale economic crisis in the latter half
of the century.2® Rhee particularly emphasizes the role
of the Choson state’s redistributive activities, mainly in
the form of the grain-loan system, in stabilizing the econ-
omy, and speculates that the decline of this system was
one of the triggers for the general economic decline of the
nineteenth century. He even argues that the scale of the
Choson state’s redistributive system — which he terms a
“moral economy” — was quite unusual in world historical
terms.%’

This is, therefore, a much more nuanced view of the
economic history of late Choson than
earlier stagnation theories would
have allowed for, but its conclusion
is essentially the same as those of
Fukuda and Chon: nineteenth-cen-
tury Korea was backward and could
not develop without an outside
shock, or more bluntly, without colo-
nization by a more advanced nation.
Hence the final point stressed by
Rhee in this chapter is that mod-
ern economic growth in Korea only
began in the twentieth century dur-
ing the Japanese colonial period. In
addition, it was this colonial devel-
opment of infrastructure, along with
labour and credit markets, that “laid
the basis for the development of the Korean market econ-
omy and industrial society.”®8 Here, then, we can glimpse
the political subtext of Rhee’s historiography, which is
made far more explicit by the New Right organisation and
the Textbook Forum.

It is not my intention here to provide an analysis of
the historiography of the New Right’s recently published
Alternative Textbook for Korean Modern History (Taean
kyogwaso: Han’quk kiin-hyondaesa ™) QF 244 : gk -3
o A}), but since Rhee was one of the leading lights behind
this enterprise, it will be worthwhile to point out some

of the connections between his view of Korean history

35 Yi Yonghun (ed.), Suryang kydngjesa ro tasi pon Chosén hugi (Seoul: SNU Press, 2004).
36 Yi Yonghun, “Choson hugi kydngjesa-Ui saeroun tonghyang-gwa kwaje”, p. 372.

37 Ibid., p. 378.
38 Ibid., p. 389.
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and the aims of the textbook, as outlined on the Textbook
Forum website.3?

The general narrative of this new ‘alternative’ textbook
is very much in keeping with Rhee’s emphasis on the lack
of development prior to colonialism. One of the perti-
nent features of the book is its generally negative view
of Korean political developments in the period between
port opening (1876) and the protectorate treaty with
Japan (1905), designating the Tonghak peasant rebellion
RELRLRCHET) (1894) as a “conservative royalist” move-
ment, and the Taechan Empire K47 [ (1897-1910) as a
pre-modern state. This lays the ground for a relatively
positive appraisal of Japanese colonialism as a period
that saw both colonial exploitation and significant eco-
nomic development. In fact, the textbook goes as far as to
argue that colonial rule also helped to develop the “social
capacity” that Koreans needed to establish a modern
nation state. Finally, the textbook strongly emphasizes
the legitimacy of the Republic of Korea and its market
economy, which was essentially created by Park Chung-
hee’s #MEFE “modernizing revolution” on the basis of
earlier colonial and postcolonial development.4?

Despite obvious theoretical differences, the historical
scholarship of Rhee Younghoon and the overtly ideologi-
cal campaign of the New Right can be seen as the heirs
of earlier stagnation theories of Korean historical devel-
opment. What is most important to note, though, is the
specific political motivations of the New Right and the
contemporary context in which they have set out their his-
toriographical stall. This scholarship has emerged during
a period in which left-nationalist historiography argu-
ably retains its dominance in mainstream South Korean
academia, but has come under repeated attack from post-
modernists, postnationalists and those advocating other
new trends in academia since the mid to late 1990s. The
academics associated with the New Right, a number of
whom are former Marxists themselves, appear keen to
remove the influence of Stalinist or left-nationalist his-
tory once and for all as part of a more general programme
of reviving the ideological strength of the Right in Korea.
Overturning the left-nationalists’ internal-development
theory and returning to a form of stagnation theory, how-
ever nuanced, is one of their primary goals. This in itself,
however, is only part of a broader historical programme

that seeks to firmly establish the legitimacy of the South
Korean state (as opposed to a wider ‘unification nation-
alism’); give a positive spin to the dictatorship of Park
Chung-hee; and promote the modern market economy
as the highest form of human civilization. It is, in effect, a
form of neoliberal historiography that seeks to ‘re-evalu-
ate’ imperialism and authoritarianism in order to rein-

vigorate the fortunes of the South Korean Right.

CONCLUSION

The concept of stagnation should properly be under-
stood as representing a spectrum of ideas, from the most
prejudiced Orientalism of Enlightenment Europe, which
emphasized the inability of ‘Asiatic’ peoples to develop,
to the much more narrow and ‘scientific’ application of
economic theories that attempt to understand the lack
of internal development toward capitalism in parts of the
world. The thinkers that have been examined in this arti-
cle fall much closer to the latter end of the spectrum. They
were not simply ideologues, and their various historiog-
raphies should be understood as serious approaches to
the Korean past, however flawed. Above all, these histori-
ans were faced with the fact that Korea had not developed
in the same manner as European countries, or even in
a manner similar to Japan, and had, at the turn of the
century, lacked the political or economic power to resist
colonialism. In their attempts to explain Korea’s par-
ticular path to capitalist modernity, historians of Korea
therefore repeatedly returned to some form of stagnation
theory. On the one hand, this reflects a perceived need
to fit Korean history into some form of linear historical
scheme, most often based on one drawn from European
history. On the other hand, it also reflects a long-stand-
ing tradition of excluding Asian and other non-European
countries from any such ‘universal’ scheme, giving them
a separate developmental path, or paths. Above all, it
reveals a deeper desire to ‘normalize’ Korea and set it on
the path of progress, whether through colonial tutelage,
socialist progress or neoliberal capitalism.

As stated in the introduction, a more nuanced approach
to stagnation theory is required: one that is able to rec-
ognize its multiple forms and the variety of motives that
drove its advocates. Above all, the varieties of stagna-
tion theory outlined above should be understood in their

39 Textbook Forum, “Ch’ongsd 4 — Han'guk klinhydndaesa taean kyogwasd.” (published 24/3/2008) See http://www.textforum.net/bbs/board_view.php?bbs_

code=util_bbs6&bbs_number=4&page=1 (accessed 30/8/2009).
40 Textbook Forum, “Ch’ongsé 4 — Han’guk klinhyondaesa taean kyogwaso.”
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specific political and social contexts. Thus, for Fukuda
Tokuzd Korea’s backwardness was a clear justification
for the encroachment of Japanese imperialism and ulti-
mately the modernization of Korea under colonial rule.
His view that Korea had lacked the necessary prepara-
tory stage for capitalist modernity - feudalism - therefore
became a keystone of the colonial government’s ideol-
ogy. Conversely, Chon Soktam, as a socialist, saw Korea’s
backwardness as a spur to revolutionary transformation
and not as an obstacle to independent development. For
him, it seems that there was no sense of shame or inade-
quacy in recognizing that Korea’s historical development
had lagged behind that of Europe or Japan, just a sense
of urgency concerning the need to catch up, something
that would ultimately be possible only through social-
ism. Finally, when we turn to Rhee Younghoon we find a
third and rather different political motivation for seeing
Korea’s past as relatively backward. In Rhee’s case the
inability of Choson Korea to develop toward modernity
internally reconfirms the origins of Korean modernity in
the Japanese colonial period and helps to establish the
legitimacy of subsequent South Korean governments that
he sees as the inheritors of that colonial modernity. We
could also add here that Rhee’s disavowal of any form of
Marxist approach to history aids his elevation of the mar-
ket economy to the apex of human civilization by denying
the possibility of a postcapitalist horizon.

The concept of stagnation itself is neither exclusively
reactionary nor progressive; neither pessimistic nor
revolutionary; and neither apologist nor anti-imperialist.
Rather, the concept can have all of these different politi-
cal meanings, depending on the context in which it is
deployed. The formula applied by nationalist historians
in South Korea - that stagnation theory equals imperial
ideology - is too simplistic. The internal-development
theory championed by nationalist historians since the
1970s in South Korea (and even earlier in the North) as
the answer to stagnation theory has many empirical and
theoretical problems of its own.* But perhaps more sig-
nificantly, it can be just as easily implicated in the poli-
tics of modernization and appropriated as a prop for the
developmentalist states of both Koreas.

The dichotomies of stagnation/progress and inter-
nal development/colonial modernity should not be the

only options open to historians studying Korea and East
Asia. Each side in this intractable debate has its flaws and
the impasse can only be resolved with an approach that
departs from both. Such an approach could seek to con-
struct a universalist and non-Eurocentric history of East
Asia, and, by necessity, the rest of the world .2
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Koen De Ceuster

When History is Made:

HISTORY, MEMORY AND THE POLITICS OF REMEMBRANCE IN CONTEMPORARY KOREA!

“June 13 will be a day recorded in history,” the reclusive North Korean president,

Kim Jong I1, said to his southern counterpart after they arrived together at his state

guesthouse. “Let’s get on,” replied Kim Dae Jung, “and make that history.”

LET’'S GET ON AND MAKE THAT HISTORY
Expectations were running high on 13 June 2000, when
South Korean President Kim Dae Jung (Kim Taejung <>
K1) touched down at Sunan Airport, Pyongyang, where
he was greeted by North Korean Leader Kim Jong Il (Kim
Chongil 4> 1FF H). The event was historic for the simple
reason that it was the first ever visit by the head of state
of South Korea to its rival in the north since the estab-
lishment of two separate and competing states on the
Korean peninsula in 1948. The historical significance of
that summit meeting and the June 15 Joint Declaration
that was signed on the occasion does not only stem from
the unique character of the meeting, but also to a great
extent from an anticipation of its future consequences.
The summit meeting was supposed to usher in a new era
of inter-Korean relations. Rather than the confrontational
stance of the past, an era of cooperation, reconciliation
and mutual understanding was expected to open the road
to Korean unification.

The feeling that one was witnessing a historical
moment was a broadly shared sentiment at the time. But
what does it really mean when one says that “history is
made”? What is being said when such an unmediated ref-

erence is made to history? More than anything else, this

Kim Dae Jung and Kim Jong Il at their summit meeting in 2000

1 Materials supporting the arguments made in this article were partly gathered during a six-month Korea Foundation Fellowship for Field Research in 2010. |
benefitted from critical remarks from Ethan Mark, Remco Breuker, Boudewijn Walraven and the anonymous referees who read and commented on earlier ver-

sions of this article. All views expressed here remain mine and mine alone.

2 Howard W. French, “2 Korean leaders speak of ‘making a day in history’,

in The New York Times, 14/6/00, http://www.nytimes.com/2000/06/14/world/2-

korean-leaders-speak-of-making-a-day-in-history.html (consulted 3 September 2009).
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utterance is inherently teleological in that it suggests a
final outcome to the course of history. ‘History’ and ‘the
future’ are mutually interchangeable terms here. Both
statesmen could have caught the mood of the moment
equally well by saying: “Let’s make the future.”

Another thing they did not feel the need to articulate
explicitly was the subject of the history they were referring
to. What kind of history were they thinking of? Whose his-
tory were they talking about? In so far as the horizon of
unification is regarded as the quintessence of the Korean
nation, their framework was national history. Highlight-
ing the historical dimension of their actions rhetorically
strengthened the case with their respective political con-
stituencies for the appropriateness and legitimacy of that
historic meeting. In more general terms, their reference
to history is indicative of a more broadly based tendency
in Korean society, where social groups - be they line-
ages, or cultural or religious organizations - tend to vie
for a stake in national history by defining their identity
historically in reference to the nation’s history.® In that
respect, it is fair to say that in colloquial use history is
always understood to mean national history, with the
nation always present as its unspoken subject and order-
ing principle. While it is proper to distinguish between
vernacular use and the way historians problematize
history,* unearthing the subtext of such vernacular use
essentially seems to confirm Prasenjit Duara’s argument
regarding the hegemony of national history discourses.’
Duara questioned the structuring narrative of the nation
by historicizing the nation(-state) as a subject of History,
a reified history based on “the false unity of a self-same,
national subject evolving over time [...] derive[d] from
the linear teleological model of Enlightenment History.”¢
Historicizing the nation is certainly an efficient strategy
to question the hegemony of the nation as the single over-
arching subject of history, but in bracketing the nation as
a historical subject, one should not overlook the social
reality of the nation as the organizing principle of a politi-
cal community. Critical historians are particularly sensi-

tive to the power mechanisms at work in the writing of
national history, in terms of both approach and dissemi-
nation. In addition, they are attuned to the metaphysics
of nationalism. Duara rightly highlighted that in national
history, the nation is treated very much as a metaphysical
concept, primordial and preordained.” At the same time,
nation-building as a historical process is more about
social physics than metaphysics. The nation state may
be built around a metaphysical notion, as promoted by
nationalism, but both the social formation of the nation
and the political formation of state institutions are very
physical, traceable processes. Historians have an impor-
tant role to play in the demystification of the socio-politi-
cal process of nation-building. By showing the nuts and
bolts of nation formation, historians historically frame
the nation as well as reveal the power mechanism under-
lying its formation.

The metaphysical glow that surrounds much of the
nation is reinforced by nationalist ideology. Nationalism
is the glue that holds the nation and the state together
and is constructed around the metaphysical kernel of
the nation. But nationalism comes in different forms and
shapes. Critically engaging with the history of nation-
alism and nationalist movements liberates the nation
from supposedly historical inevitability and thereby also
opens up space for a debate on the future of the nation as
a socio-cultural community and its political emanation in
state institutions.

If nationalism is the ideological glue that binds the
nation to the state, national history is one of the tools
that turn national subjects into loyal state citizens. In that
sense, national history is part of a socialization process
that contributes to national identity formation. In so far
as the construction of national history relates to historical
legitimization (chongt’ongsong I-##1E), it is very much
about the legitimization of state power.® Dislodging the
state from the nation by showing how the state is but one
possible emanation of the nation already subverts the
power mechanism at work in national history. Indeed, the

3 See Boudewijn Walraven, “The Parliament of Histories: New Religions, Collective Historiography, and the Nation,” Korean Studies 25-2 (2001): pp. 157-

178.

4 Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 1995).
5 Prasenjit Duara, Rescuing History from the Nation: Questioning Narratives of Modern China (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1995), p.

4.
6 Ibid.

1 Duara, Rescuing History from the Nation, p. 29. See also Elie Kedourie, Nationalism (Oxford & Cambridge, NJ: Blackwell: 1993; Fourth, expanded edition),

pp. 67-69.

8 Han Honggu S5 Chéng T’aehdn “g Bl €, Yi Manysl ©]2Fd, Sé Chungsdk 4154, Chong Yongch'sl 4 92, Taehanmin'guk-ti chdngt'ongsdng-til mutta:
0’in osaek Han'guk hydndaesa t'iikkang T3t 71 =1 9] A 54 & Eoh: 5A5E 3= A AL 57 (Seoul: Ch'dlsu-wa Yonghti 2=} % 3], 2009).
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nation does not necessarily collapse into an existing state,
nor does the nation-state necessarily represent the full
amplitude of the nation concept ? We should be attentive,
following Prasenjit Duara’s lead, to the multiple faces the
nation takes as it is constantly imagined, constituted and
reconstituted.'’ In challenging national history, it is also
important to remember that the nation-state is not the
sole and single possible subject of history.

National history is just one cog in the wheel of national
identity formation. More important than national history
as such is the embodiment of such history in national
monuments, and its enactment through rituals and pag-
eants. Here we enter the domain of the politics of memory
with its goal of constructing and managing public mem-
ory (konggong kiok 571°) in support of social cohe-
sion and national allegiance. A national historical narra-
tive is crucial for the establishment of the legitimacy of
a state, but allegiance to the state is only attained when
such a narrative is absorbed into public memory through
the skilful interpretation and reiteration of references to
this narrative in state symbols and rituals and its display
in the memorial landscape of the country.!!

That in Korea the nation is a strong trope and the ulti-
mate point of reference in the definition of any kind of
public identity should not blind us to the fact that the
nation is, at the same time, an open-ended, dynamic
signifier, constantly reformulated and invented and less
intrinsically threatening or totalizing than retrospectively
seems the case. After decades of authoritarian rule and
the heavily distorted state-society relations this entailed,
the hegemonic nature of the nation as a historical refer-
ent endures in a democratized South Korea.'? The eager-
ness of multiple social groups to inscribe their social
memories in the story of the nation is ample proof of this
enduring hegemony. However, such discursive hegem-
ony should not blind us to the fact that as a historical and
social reality, the nation is always both contentious and

contingent. Although there is a clear power bias in favour
of state structures, such power is never uncontested, nor
immovable. Working and writing from within a specific
socio-historical context, historians are always already
interacting with an existing national historical discourse.
Many historians, particularly in Korea, are also actively
involved social actors who participate in as well as criti-
cally engage with and contribute to the articulation of the
nation. They may be involved in the writing and rewriting
of national history, or they might be on the barricades
protesting against the dominant narratives. In either
case they act not just as detached historians, but also as
involved citizens; their historical analysis is based upon
an often unarticulated conviction of the course and his-
torical nature of the nation. Regardless of where, as a
historian, one positions oneself in the spectrum of social
engagement, it is important to be aware of one’s histori-
cal situatedness when unravelling the social process of
nation-building and challenging the hegemonic charac-
ter of the nation concept.

HISTORICAL IMPERATIVES AND POST-
NATIONALISM IN KOREAN HISTORIOGRAPHY

Just as historians are always already socially situated,
shaping and being shaped by the historical reality they
confront, so too is history articulated against the back-
drop of an always already present social and cultural
memory. That such social and cultural memory is in turn
framed by the going historical narratives goes to show
how complex, entangled and forever-evolving history as a
social practice is.!* History and public memory are closely
intertwined. Socially - if not politically — embedded, his-
tory is hardly a self-contained rationality-driven scien-
tific endeavour; rather, it is always open towards society
in both its interests and functions. In that sense, history
expands on, responds to and influences public memory.*
When, in June 2000, both Korean leaders referred to uni-

9 See a.o. Anthony D. Smith, Nationalism and Modernism (London: Routledge, 1998).

10 See also Gi-Wook Shin, “Nation, History, and Politics: South Korea,” in Nationalism and the Construction of Korean Identity, edited by Hyung Il Pai and Timothy
R. Tangherlini (Berkeley: Institute of East Asian Studies, 1998), pp. 148-165.

11 See Chong Hogi 4 571, Han'guk-i ysksa kinyom shisol $k=1 2] < A}71 51 A1 4d (Seoul: Minjuhwa undong kinydm sadphoe W13k 71 1 AFS] 51, 2007), pp.
20-21.

12 As Kim Yugydng %173 puts it, there is no inherent problem with the aim of upholding national identity (minjok chdngch’esdng W15 74 #1/3). What is an issue
is the state power’s monopoly on the formulation of what constitutes Koreanness. Kim Yugydng, “Kungmin kukka-Ui chipdan kidk-kwa yoksa kyoyuk — yoksa
kyogwasd” =71 =7+ k7] 1} AL w8 - AALw A, Changjak-kwa pip’yong %2t} 1] 115 (March 2002): pp. 396-411.

13 Harald Welzer, Sabine Moller and Karoline Tschuggnall, “Opa war kein Nazi” : Nationalsozialismus und Holocaust im Familiengedéchtnis (Frankfurt am Main:
Fischer Taschenbuch Verlag, 2002).

14 Jorn Rusen, Geschichte im Kulturproze3 (KéIn: Bohlau Verlag, 2002), pp. 130-138. See also his introduction to Joérn Risen (ed.), Meaning & Representation
in History (New York and Oxford: Berghahn, 2006), pp. 1-5.
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fication as a historical imperative they did so against a
backdrop of an understanding of Korean history and its
crucial contribution to identity formation. The belief in
the indivisibility of the Korean nation has been a pillar of
Korean national identity on both sides of the Demilita-
rized Zone since the imposition of the division in 1945.15
Be that as it may, such a belief is rather an act of faith
and escapes historical scrutiny. Kang Man’gil 73 %H is
one historian who has made the division of the penin-
sulainto a defining category of contemporary history. The
division is the prism through which he examines Korean
history in order to make a projection into the future. In
an enlightening essay on unification summarizing his
views, he described the historical imperative of unifica-
tion as the completion of Korea’s modernization process
- in itself already a problematic and contested term.!®
He posited unification as an inevitable future phase in
Korea’s historical development as a nation.'” Borrowing
the universal discourse of linear progress so typical of
national historiography, Kang Man’gil repeated that the
established discourse of modernization (kindachwa 3T
f{1{t), defined politically as national sovereignty (kung-
min chukwon chuii 15K 1 HE 12 5%) and economically by a
capitalist system, was the apex of historical development.
He countered, however, that modernization would not be
complete until the unification of the nation was achieved.
Making the claim that failure to reach unification barred
Korea from joining the ranks of civilized nations, Kang
Man’gil mobilized the officially much-heralded spec-
tre of civilization (munmyong "], another important
concept in the South Korean state’s modernization dis-
course), oddly reminiscent of the “Hegelian narrative of
Enlightenment History” and its “preoccupation with the
utopia of modernity” that Duara had found in late nine-
teenth- and early twentieth-century Chinese historiogra-

phy.’® Making his argument in this way, Kang tapped into,

and inverted, the state discourse as it had been developed
since the Park Chung Hee (Pak Chonghui £ 1F ) years.
Whereas the Park regime had mobilized nationalism in
support of the state,'” Kang Man’gil dislodged the Korean
nation (minjok IJ%) from the South Korean state (kukka
B4K) by shifting the focus away from the developmental
state, to the reunified nation as the apex of national his-
tory.

In an attempt to regain control over the interpretation
of national history, some New Right historians have taken
Duara’s critique on the metaphysical nature of the nation
to heart. Challenging the hegemony of nationalist nar-
ratives by historicizing the nation, Yi Yonghun ©] 9<%,
a self-declared neo-liberal, finds the individual human
being, characterized by freedom, ethical self-interest
(todokchok igishim %517 ©]7]4]) and a capability for
cooperation, to be a more fundamental historical cat-
egory. By taking the individual as his starting point, he
writes a history of civilization that develops the state as
a historical instrument for the protection of the liberties
of individuals. Through Yi Yonghun’s reframing of the
dislodged - and discredited - state, South Korea regains
legitimacy as a state, whichithad lostas anation.?’ Rewrit-
ing national history from the perspective of the state also
shifts the parameters away from liberation from Japanese
rule and the division of the peninsula to the foundation
of the Republic of Korea as a self-contained entity. At the
time of the celebrations of the sixtieth anniversary of the
foundation of the Republic, the New Right became par-
ticularly vociferous in a campaign to rename 15 August,
currently known as Restoration Day (kwangbokchol o1
&), (State) Foundation Day (kon'gukchol d5Efi).2' The
purpose of such a move was to instil national pride in
the economic and democratic successes of South Korea,
rather than shame for the failure to uphold national unity.

Instead of facing backwards, unable to let go of the past,

15 A commitment to the unification of Korea is inscribed in the constitutions of both the Republic (Art. 4) and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (Pream-

ble).

16 Simon Gunn, History and Cultural Theory (Harlow: Pearson Education Itd., 2006), pp. 185-186.

17 Kang Man'gil “+%+4, Kang Man’gil sdnsaeng-gwa hamkke saenggakhaniin t'ongil 73Rt 224 2} 3k A 2+s)i=

16.

%< (Seoul: Chiydngsa # %A}, 2000), p.

18 Kang Man'gil, Kang Man’gil sonsaeng-gwa hamkke saenggakhantin t’ongil, pp. 15, 20-21. Prasenjit Duara, Rescuing History from the Nation, pp. 48-50. One
prominent Korean exponent of nineteenth-century civilization discourses is Yu Kilchun % #. See Koen De Ceuster, “The World in a Book: Yu Kilchun's Séyu

kyonmun,”

19 Chang Yéngmin &< %1, “Kuksa kyoyuk-Ui kwanghwa-wa kukkajutii A5 2] 7+3}9} =+ 7}5=9]
, 2008), pp. 399-469.

20 YiYénghun ©1 %<&, Taehanmin’'guk iyagi: ‘Haebang chénhusa-ii chae inshik’ kangwEHﬁ} = o]of7]: ‘gl
2007), pp. 20-21. See also Kim Yoéngho 71 &, “Kon'guk sagwan-gwa Pundan sagwa AL
inshik S+ =F A=+ 60 2] A1) edited by Kim Yéngho (Seoul: Kip'arang 7] 92+ )
Kim Yéngho (ed.), Taehanmin’guk kén'guk 60nyén-ii chae inshik, pp. 7-9; Kim K|hyop ’dﬂ A, Nyurait'i pip’an: Kim Kihydp-ii yoksa-essi 77 2Fo] E 8] 3 71

%4 3] A, edited by Kong Cheuk & #1<-(Seoul: Han'ul 32

2

=

7] & ©] o Abe] A o] (Seoul: Tolbegae 1| 7, 2008), pp. 27-35.
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in Korea in the Middle: Korean Studies and Area Studies, edited by Remco E. Breuker (Leiden: CNWS Publications, 2007), pp. 67-96.

in Kukka-wa lisang. Pak Chonghiii shidae =7} &} 12k )

WA FARS] A 12 73 2] (Seoul: Kip'arang 7] 9},
-3} FCEARE, in Taehanmin'guk kon'guk 60nydn-ii chae
o kAR, in Taeh k kén'guk 60 h

pp. 76-100.
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this approach purports to be resolutely future-oriented.
History, in the eyes of the New Right, should not paralyse
but liberate. As Yi Yonghun wrote, “developed Koreans
are free individuals liberated from the shackles of his-
tory.”?? Interestingly, by breaking out of the stranglehold
of the nation, Yi Yonghun restores the state as the hege-
monic subject of national history: not as some kind of
metaphysical entity, but as a historical reality based on a
supposedly rational weighing of options by free individu-
als. What he effectively ends up with is the defence of a
state-centred national history that should instil patriot-
ism (aegukshim % B4.0>) as an important civic virtue.?? Yi
Yonghun’s restoration of the state as subject of national
history thereby falls prey to the same idolatry of which
he accuses nationalist historians. Both statist and nation-
alist approaches are about constructing allegiance to an
overarching collective concept, whether mystical/meta-
physical in the case of the nation, or rational/institutional
in the case of the state. In both cases, however, the his-
torical analysis starts from hegemonic concepts that are
posited as a given that retrospectively orders and shapes
national history. Whether it is the nation or the individual
that becomes the primary subject of national history is
in the end the outcome of an ideological interpretation
of what holds society together. Given that a community
(kongdongch’e 35[F#%), whether defined as a nation,
a nation-state, a state, or simply as a pragmatic inter-
est group, is always a social construct supported by an
equally constructed history, such a choice is not a case
of one history being more correct than the other.2* What

is problematic is that such ordering principles are pos-

22 Yi Yonghun, Taehanmin'guk iyagi, p. 315.

ited as preordained, as forever receding and thus beyond
scrutiny. In the case of Yi Yonghun, his call for instill-
ing patriotism basically lifts the state to an absolute out-
come of historical development that should be proudly
cherished rather than critically questioned. Consider-
ing, however, that any society is based upon some sort of
social contract that is constantly negotiated and evolving,
it logically follows that such negotiation and evolution is
a legitimate subject of historical examination and, thus,
that such ordering principles should also be the subject
of critical scrutiny.

Minjung X2k historiography has proven that hegem-
onic concepts can be challenged, subverted and inverted.
This challenge eventually resulted in an era of post-
nationalist historiography.?® Critical historians are sensi-
tive to the balance of power at work in the social construc-
tion of the nation and the ways in which the ruling power
mechanism affects the creation of its history. Im Chihyon
A4 ¥ is avociferous advocate of a post-nationalist histo-
riography, though with an agenda very different from that
of Yi Yonghun.?6 Adroit at deconstructing the nationalist
paradigm, he stops short of venturing into the definition
of an alternative, as if the idea of a national (as opposed
to nationalist) history is in itself problematic.2” Where Im
Chihyon and Yi Yonghun concur, is in their support for
a democratization (minjuhwa X 1-1t) of historiography.
What they mean by this idea is that historiography should
break free from the paradigm of the monolithic nation
and become more representative and encompassing.?®
They want to see a diverse alternative history, infused

from below by repressed memories.2? Despite his inter-

23 YiYonghun, Taehanmin’guk iyagi, pp. 32-33. Critical comments on Yi Yénghun’s approach can be found in Yi Yéngho ©]1 % &, “Han’guk-es6 ‘kuksa’ hydngsong-
Ui kwajong-gwa ki taean” &F=roll 4] =A@ Ad o) 344 3} 1 T Qt, in Kuksa-tii shinhwa-nil nomosé = A+2] Al 32 o] A | edited by Im Chihydn 1A & and Yi

Séngshi ©17d Al (Seoul: Hyuménistut’a ™ 1 2~ E, 2004), p. 460 .

24 This statement of course assumes that the historians writing such history abide by the methodological tricks of the trade in terms of treatment of historical
source materials. | do not want this to be read as a relativistic statement about the veracity of historical utterances. Rather, | want to highlight that a conviction
about such very fundamental concepts, which are often not problematized, shapes the way the historical sources are approached. At the same time, where
concepts are problematized, a constant dialogue is going on between the historian and the sources, the latter affecting and shaping in no small measure the
historical understanding of the former. See also John Lewis Gaddis, The Landscape of History: How Historians Map the Past (New York: Oxford University Press,

2004).
2

<

Minjunghistoriography did challenge the historical narrative produced by the state, but eventually fell short of challenging, let alone overcoming, the nationalist

paradigm itself. Koen De Ceuster, “When History Matters: Reconstructing South Korea's National Memory in the Age of Democracy” in Contested Views of a
Common Past: Revisions of History in Contemporary East Asia, edited by Steffi Richter (Frankfurt, New York: Campus Verlag, 2008), p. 77.

26 Im Chihydn is author of the bestselling essay Minjokchuti-niin panyok-ida

=57 2] W9 o]t} [Nationalism is treachery] (Seoul: Sonamu 21}, 1999).

Kang Man’gil might be described as a modernist historian, for whom history refers to the establishment of an actual unity in the sequence of time, connecting
past, present and future through one single connecting principle (progress/development). Im Chiydn, in contrast, is a post-modernist historian who is weary of
an imposed rational historical order, preferring instead a more lively description where the contemporary diversity of experience and interpretation is shown in

all its disarray. Jorn Rusen, Geschichte im KulturprozeB3, pp. 125-155.
2

=

némoso, edited by Im Chihydn and Yi Séngshi, pp. 15-33.

Im Chihydn 2= &, “’Kuksa'-ti an-gwa pakk - Hegemoni-wa ‘kuksa’tii taeydnswoe” ‘=rAF 9] 3} gt - | Alw Y o} ‘=pAb o] T 13, in Kuksa-ti shinhwa-riil

28 Im Chihyon, “‘Kuksa’-Ui an-gwa pakk™; Yi Yonghun, “Minjoksa-es6 munmydngsa-rolii chdnhwan-tl wihayd”, in Kuksa-ii shinhwa-rtil n6moso, edited by Im

Chihyén and Yi Séngshi, pp. 37-99.
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est in an alternative history, Yi Yonghun in particular is
critical of the ongoing reappraisal of the nation’s history.
He rejects the efforts made by the successive democratic
governments to come to terms with the legacies of the
past (kwago ch’ongsan ¥+71741), deeming them a fail-
ure to let go of the past.3? Although it is clear that there is
an aspect of political reckoning involved in this process,
what Yi Yonghun fails to acknowledge is the social need
at a time of democratic transition to come to terms with
the legacies of South Korea’s authoritarian past. Histori-
ans have an obvious responsibility to attend to this proc-
ess, although it falls within the authority of the state to
dispense transitional justice, pay compensation and deal
with issues of honour restoration. These discretionary
powers go to show that the hegemony of the state, though
politically transformed, remains unaffected in the proc-
ess of democratic transition; in fact, the transition rather
confirms and highlights such hegemony. Critical histo-
rians have a duty to attend to and engage with the proc-
ess of dealing with the past, yet they are fully aware that
the ultimate outcome of the process is the continuation
of state ascendancy in the social contract. Admittedly,
not only has the democratized state become more rep-
resentative and more susceptible to demands from civil
society, but also the intention of the state’s incumbents
has genuinely been to assuage past suffering. Still, the
ramifications and eventual outcome of this entire proc-
ess of settling the past seem to point towards an affirma-
tion of state dominance and a renewal of allegiance to the
nation-state. Critical historians should engage with this
process in the acknowledgement of the continued “ideo-
logical and ideational hegemony of the nation-state and
the epistemological and hermeneutic conventions that

support it.”3!

TRUTH AND RECONCILIATION IN POST-
AUTHORITARIAN SOUTH KOREA

South Korea’s mangled post-liberation history is littered
with unsavoury memories of state violence. The authori-
tarian state largely succeeded in suppressing these mem-
ories, but whenever state power weakened, these memo-
ries resurfaced and the state was called to account. Aside
from the unfinished business of coming to terms with the
legacy of pro-Japanese collaboration, one of the most
painful episodes in Korea’s post-liberation history must
be the wave of violence that swept through the peninsula
in the years prior to and during the Korean War. Syngman
Rhee (Yi Stingman 4*7%1)’s hold on power was based on
a reign of ‘white terror’ that left hundreds of thousands
of victims.3? Following Rhee’s demise from power in
1960, in the wake of the April 19 Student Uprising, citi-
zens’ movements raised the issue of civilian massacres
perpetrated by the South Korean army, police and/or
paramilitary groups prior to and during the Korean War.
Commemorations were held for victims of state violence,
monuments erected and questions asked in the National
Assembly.® This effort at coming clean was cut short in
the spring of 1961, when the May 16 coup d’état brought
Park Chung Hee to power. The citizens’ movements were
labelled “anti-state organizations,” theirleaders arrested,
monuments destroyed and graveyards desecrated.®* Not
until the democracy movement of the 1980s brought the
authoritarian state to its knees did the issue of settling the
past return to the political agenda.

The struggle against the authoritarian state has also
been very much a struggle about history and legitimacy.
In an attempt to explain the origins and endurance of this
violently repressive authoritarian state, activist histori-
ans turned to the failure to make a clean break with the
colonial past in the aftermath of liberation. The culture

of violence and total control had risen from the ashes of

29 Im Chihyon, “*Kuksa‘-ti an-gwa pakk,” pp. 32-33. Though | have not seen it used in this way, a Korean term that might well describe such a more representative

and encompassing (national!) history might be yS/lin kuksa @ # =T A}

30 YiYdnghun, Taehanmin’guk iyagi, p. 315. There is a striking parallel with the neoconservative charge of ‘national self-flagellation’ against the New Left interest
in Vergangenheitsbewéltigung in Germany. Jeffrey K. Olick, “What Does It Mean to Normalize the Past? Official Memory in German Politics since 1989,” in
States of Memory: Continuities, Conflicts and Transformations in National Retrospection, edited by Jeffrey K. Olick (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2003),

p. 260.

31 This phrase is taken from the introduction to the Flying University of Transnational Humanities, a project run by the Research Institute of Comparative History
and Culture (RICH); see http://www.rich.ac/eng/fly/introduction.php?pageNum=5&subNum=1 (consulted on 21 May 2010).

32 Han Honggu speaks in this respect of a coup d’état by former collaborators, linking in particular the assault on and arrest of minority parliamentarians in the
spring of 1949 (known as the p'trakch’i sakén 322X AF71), the assault on the offices of the Collaboration Investigation Committee (panmin t'akwi 5 J45Z2)
in June 1949, and the 26 June 1949 assassination of Kim Koo (Kim Ku 7). Han Honggu, “Nyurait’i-Ui ydksa tishik, muds-i munjein’ga? 722 E 2] oA}
o] 2] §-9lo] F-A917}2” in Han Honggu et al., Taehanmin’guk-iii chdngt'ongsdng-iil mutta, pp. 41-45.

3

@

S6 Chungsdk A1 41, Han'guk hydondaesa 60nydn =&t A} 60 (Seoul: Yoksa pip'ydngsa &A% AL, 2007), pp. 81-82. Han Honggu, Taehan min’guk

sa 01 Tan'gun-esd Kim Tuhan-kkaji W 35157 5t 01 el A 315 8k7k4] (Seoul: Han'gydre ch’ulp’an 71 @ &3+, 2003), pp. 126-140.

34 Han Honggu, Taehan min'guk sa 01, pp. 137-138.
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the Japanese defeat,?
and the regimentation
total
tion of society became
a hallmark of Park

Chung Hee’s economic

and mobiliza-

development plan. The
failure to make a clean
break with the colonial
period and uproot all
remnants of pro-Japa-
nese collaboration was
seen as ‘the original
sin’ and the root cause
for the corruption at
the heart of the South
Korean nation. Imme-
diately following lib-
eration, the US military
government stalled all
attempts at uprooting
pro-Japanese collabo-
rators from public life. Following the establishment of
a separate South Korean government in 1948, a belated
attempt was made at weeding out the remnants of the
colonial elite, but Syngman Rhee effectively boycotted
the activities of the investigation committee set up by the
National Assembly to prosecute former collaborators. Set-
tling the past became an important issue again in Korean
societywith the restoration of democracy. By the late 1980s
the list of issues to be settled had expanded well beyond
the legacies of the colonial period. Politically, there was
an urgency to first and foremost settle accounts with the
Fifth Republic and to alleviate the pain of the suppression
of the 1980 Kwangju Uprising (Kwangju hangjaeng 3
%A). In an opposition-dominated National Assembly,
parliamentary hearings into the 12 December 1979 mili-
tary revolt and the quelling of the Kwangju Uprising were

Photo 1: K'6ch’ang: Two desecrated mass graves, with their cenotaphs torn down. This site was reassembled in April 2007.

The original site had been destroyed on orders of the Park Chung Hee government in May 1961, its cenotaphs buried and

the remains of the victims scattered. (May 2010)

organized in November 1988. Aside from publicly sham-
ing former President Chun Doo Hwan (Chon Tuhwan
72}, these nationally televised hearings failed to settle
the issue, as they were a strictly political process without
any judicial consequences. Nevertheless, these hearings
were the start of an unrelenting drive to come clean on
the secrets of the past.

South Korea’s democratization was a gradual processin
which the authoritarian political power elite was unseated
step by step. Accordingly, the scope of the movement to
settle the past expanded as the entrenched elite became
ever more alienated from executive power.26 That over the
years the issue has remained on the political agenda is,
however, also very much a consequence of the sustained
campaigning by a wide variety of grassroots movements,
which in November 2004 joined forces in the National

35 One striking example is the resurgence of the colonial system of thought control through the organization in June 1949 of the National Guidance League (kung-

3

=3

min podo yonmaeng =13 5= <1%), an organization under the control of the judicial authorities which, in the words of Syngman Rhee, “gave the chance to
leftists who had it in them to mend their ways, to abandon their beliefs” (7] 2] 1 %] 7} Q)= F el Al = ol 7] %48 2] 7] 8] & F=21th). With the outbreak of the
Korean War, a systematic elimination of its membership, thought to have numbered close to 300,000, was perpetrated by both the armed forces and so-called
youth movements, another legacy of the colonial period. Following the fall of the Syngman Rhee regime in 1960, a parliamentary investigation commission
into “the massacres of innocent civilians” (yangmin haksal %%1}+%}) was set up, but following Park Chung Hee's coup d’état, its activities were suspended
and all the documents it had already compiled, destroyed. Han Honggu, Taehan min'guk sa 01, pp. 131-135; Kang Chunman “<=%F and Kim Hwanp'yo 7
$+3E, Huisaengyang-gwa choe Uishik: Taehan min'guk pan’gong-ii yoksa =17 ¥} 2] 2] 2] o ghvl = wka-2] oA} (Seoul: kaema kowdn 7Pkl ¢l, 2004),
pp. 49-52. On the efforts at establishing the truth and its suppression in 1960, see Kim Kijin 7 7131, Kkiinnaji anhiin chénjaeng, kungmin podo ydnmaeng.
Pusan-Kyongnam chiyok €1FA] 92 A4, =t B = Ay Ak - 794 < (Seoul: ydksa pip’ydngsa AR SH A}, 2002), pp. 281-312.

Koen De Ceuster, “When History Matters.” See also Gi-Wook Shin, Soon-Won Park, and Daqing Yang (eds), Rethinking Historical Injustice and Reconciliation
in Northeast Asia. The Korean Experience (London and New York: Routledge, 2007).
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Coalition for a Proper Settling of the Past (olbariin kwago
ch’ongsan-iill wihan pomgungmin wiwonhoe &1 747
g2k $leh ¥ =71 91 €9 3]). Another equally fundamen-
tal reason why the issue has not disappeared, is the fact
that all official initiatives have always been political com-
promises that in the end fell short of public expectations.
All investigations were strictly circumscribed, both in
terms of what could be investigated and how, and in terms
of the time, funding and manpower allotted. Thus, the
state did not attempt to establish criminal responsibility
for the atrocities, nor did it seek to bring the perpetrators
to justice. Furthermore, there has been no reflection on
the institutional role and responsibility of the state, nor
has there been any attempt at drawing lessons from the
past by adopting new legislation to strengthen democ-
racy, justice and respect for civil and human rights. Over-
all, the authorities limited themselves to establishing an
account of “what really happened” (chinsang kyumyong
%1747t 7) and alleviating the pain and suffering of indi-
viduals affected directly or indirectly by the past acts of
state violence. Their efforts to alleviate this suffering
involved paying compensation, restoring the honour of
victims and erecting memorial sites as a contribution to
the restoration of social harmony.®”

The efforts to come to terms with the legacies of the past
culminated under the presidency of Roh Moo Hyun (No
Muhyon =+%) in the establishment of the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission, Republic of Korea (TRCK,
chinshil-hwahae-ril wihan kwagosa chongni wiwonhoe
4 -stal & f1sh FAARL 2] 91d3]), the most com-
prehensive attempt to date by the state at dealing exhaus-
tively with the festering past. No other president had

been as convinced of the need to come to terms with the
legacies of the past in order to strengthen the roots of
democracy in South Korea as Roh Moo Hyun. Kim Dae
Jung, his predecessor, had also actively addressed the
need to redress the wrongs of the past, but his perspective
focused on alleviating the pain of the individual victims
in a grand gesture of making peace with the past (kwago-
waiii hwahae 171 9+2] 3}3ll) and securing a future-ori-
ented national reconciliation and harmony.?® Roh Moo
Hyun, for his part, took a much more principled position
based upon a reflection on the root causes of what he saw
as an enduring culture of corruption. Firmly focused on
strengthening the roots of social justice and democracy
and committed to rebuild trust in the state, he addressed
theissue of settling the past during a presidential address
on Liberation Day in 2005, calling for a proper and thor-
ough investigation into the wrongs of the past, including
the suspension of the statute of limitations so as to bring
those responsible for such wrongs before civil or crimi-
nal courts. Nothing was more important in securing the
future of a transparent open democracy than the rigor-
ous application of the rule of law.3 The National Assem-
bly did not follow him completely in this endeavour. The
establishment of responsibility for civilian massacres
was not part of the task assigned to TRCK. A sense of
failure to thus secure the foundation of Korean democ-
racy must have contributed to Roh Moo Hyun’s highly
negative self-assessment of his presidency, which may
have contributed to his decision to end his life.*? As presi-
dent he did, however, assume state responsibility for the
genocidal suppression of the April 3 Cheju Revolt (com-
monly known as sa-sam 4.3) and as such, on 31 October

37 Kim Yoénsu 7 915=, Kwagdsa ch’'dngsan, ‘minjuhwa’ril némé ‘sahoehwa’ ro oA 2k, ‘i1 5=3F & o] ‘A}3] 3} 2 (Seoul: meidei o] B]©], 2008), pp. 55-59.
See also the website of the National Coalition for a Proper Settling of the Past: www.ktruth.org. The issue of justice and fundamental respect for civil and human

(R

rights is directly related to the question of the abolishment of the National Security Law (kukka poanpop 1% {4 4:1)), a legal tool that continues to allow the

state to repress at will any form of political dissent.
3

=3

Kim Dae Jung, of all people, talked about building a memorial hall for Park Chung Hee, whose secret service was behind a plot to assassinate him in 1973. The

plan for the memorial hall was shelved due to public opposition to the idea. See Chdng Hogi, Han'guk-ti yoksa kinyom shisol, pp. 31-32.

3

©

& k=, September 2005: pp. 40-42.
4

Kwon Oguk @ 955, “Kwagd ch’dngsan-e taehan ‘wdnch’ikchdk’ tiji-wa ‘hyonshiljok’ panbal” 713 Akell o 3 < 2] 2" o] %] ¢} &1 2 2" vkt T'ongil Han’guk

In the light of his suicide on 23 May 2009, his unfinished memoirs make uncomfortable reading as one is confronted with a clearly depressed individual who

looks back on what he saw as a failed presidency. No Muhyén =&, Sénggong-gwa chwajol. No Muhydn taet’ongnydng mot ta ssiin hoegorok 73 &3 4 =

T3 ol s® & v} 2= 3 11= (Seoul: Hakkojae 824, 2009).
4

Cheju 4.3 sakén chinshil kyumydng mit htiisaengja mydngye hoebok wiwdnhoe #| 434 712 1174 2l 8] A 2}y o] 3] 9] 91 3], ed. Hwahae-wa sangsaeng:

Cheju 4.3 wiwsnhoe paeksé 23l 9 7 4: 71 5+4.391 9 3] W A] (Seoul: Cheju 4.3 sakdn chinshil kyumydng mit hiiisaengja mydngye hoebok wiwdnhoe #| 4,34}
AR g 9l 3] YAy of) 3] 591 8] 2008) pp. 117-121; Yi Yonggwon ©1 %4 ¥, Cheju 4.3-1i] mussiimnida A5 4.3-5 &< 1t} (Seoul, Shinséwdn 414 91,
2007),p. 148.TheChejuRebellion, which beganwithaviolentlysuppressed 1 March demonstrationin 1947 and spiralled out of control when police forces opened
fire on 3 April to quell further unrest, led to a sustained police offensive against the people of Cheju which eventually left nearly 10% of the island population dead.
One of Roh Moo Hyun'’s final acts as president of the Republic of Korea was to express remorse and extend a formal apology for the unlawful behaviour of the
national army and police forces in the Ulsan National Guidance League Incident (Ulsan kungmin podo ydnmaeng sagon &4+ =111 B = AWl ALA). This incident
refers to the mass killing of 407 people in the vicinity of Ulsan over a period of ten days in August 1950. The president made this pre-recorded formal state
apology upon the recommendation of the TRCK. Anon., “Noh taet’ongnydng ‘Ulsan podo ydnmaeng sagdn’ kongshik sagwa” [ th5 3 ‘&4 B = AMALA" 3
21 A1} in Tonga Ilbo, 24/1/08 (consulted online at http://www.donga.com/fbin/output?n=200801240342).
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2003, he offered a formal apology for the grief the state
had inflicted on the people of Cheju Island.*!

In retrospect, it becomes apparent that two major con-
cerns have been motivating the desire to settle the past.
One relates to the nature of Korean democracy and the
lessons that should be drawn from the past with regard
to the role and functioning of the state. Finding its ori-
gin in the anti-authoritarian struggle of the 1980s, this
campaign focuses on the colonial period and the failure
of the South Korean state to properly deal with the lega-
cies of that past. This phase of the process of settling the
past can be described as negative in so far as it seeks to
weed out the last vestiges of pro-Japanese collaboration
from Korean society in an attempt to strengthen the rep-
resentative democratic system as an expression of popu-
lar sovereignty. Uprooting the remnants of colonial state
culture consisted of a twofold pursuit: naming and sham-
ing former collaborators (by the Presidential Commit-
tee for the Investigation of Pro-Japanese Collaboration,
PCIPC (Ch’inil panminjok haengwi chinsang kyumyong
wiwonhoe X YR S3Y 2] X171 $1 €1 8]), established
on 31 May 2005, and an attempt at repossessing prop-
erty wrongfully held by the families of collaborators (by
the Investigative Commission on Pro-Japanese Collabo-
rators’ Property, ICPCP [ch’inil panminjokcha chaesan
chosa wiwonhoe X AW Z2} AAFZ AR ¥ 3], estab-
lished on 13 July 2006).*® This campaign was built on the
conviction that the failure to root out such remnants of
collaboration following liberation had created the con-
ditions for the authoritarian state to thrive. The endur-
ing legacy of collaboration had prolonged a culture of
injustice that undermined trust in public authorities and
the rule of law. Interestingly, this campaign to uproot
the vestiges of collaboration yields to the hegemony of
national history in so far as it formulates the problem of,
and explains the solution to, the legacy of collaboration
strictly from within a reading of Korea’s national history.
Though this was a discourse developed during the wan-
ing years of the Chun Doo Hwan government, the issue
finally came to a head during the presidency of Roh Moo
Hyun when legislation was enacted to shed light on “anti-
national activities during the colonial period.” Although

previous administrations had been dedicated to uproot-

ing the physical remnants of the colonial state (Chun Doo
Hwan’s ilche chanjae ch’ongsan 2 A ZF A% 4, or at get-
ting the (nation’s) historical record straight (Kim Young
Sam’s [Kim Yongsam 7 94 yoksa paro seugi 9 AF vt
% A-§-71), only during Roh Moo Hyun’s presidency did
the authorities take up the challenge of completing the
unfinished job of establishing the extent of pro-Japa-
nese collaboration at the time of liberation. Here, as in
many other cases, it is relevant to point to the sustained
efforts by NGOs to keep this issue alive. In particular the
campaign for the compilation and publication of a bio-
graphical dictionary of collaborators deserves mention
here. Paid for by contributions from citizens, a three-vol-
ume biographical dictionary was published in November
2009.* Interestingly, compared with the 1,005 names the
Presidential Committee had listed, the dictionary logged
a total of 4,776 persons.

While dealing with the legacies of the colonial period is
largely a negative process, when it comes to dealing with
civilian massacres and cases of state violence in the post-
liberation period, the authorities took a positive approach
in so far as the focus was on compensation and restora-
tion of honour rather than on hunting down the guilty.
Although the TRCK sees its task as working towards
contrition on the part of the perpetrators and wishes to
mediate in the reconciliation between perpetrators and
victims, it does not seek to promote legal justice. The com-
mission has three subcommittees, which investigate for-
gotten activities in support of (South) Korean sovereignty
and cases of anti-ROK terror; look into civilian massacres
prior to and during the Korean War; and deal with sus-
picious deaths and human rights violations during the
authoritarian state system. As the name of the commis-
sion indicates, it serves a double purpose: to establish the
truth and to contribute to social reconciliation. However,
the truth we are talking about here is the kind of eviden-
tial truth that stands up in court but has little to do with
the kind of truth(s) historians deal with. Looking at the
composition of the committees that make up the TRCK, it
is interesting to see that although there are historians on
the committees, they are outnumbered by members with
a legal background. The reports produced by the TRCK
do indeed read rather like court case reports, where the

42 The Presidential Committee concluded its statutory activities on 31 November 2009, after publishing its final report listing a total of 1,005 persons whom it

deemed collaborators; see www.pcic.go.kr.

43 This investigative commission has a statutory mandate of four years with a possible extension of two years; see www.icjcp.go.kr.
44 Ch’inil inmyéng sajon p’ydnch’an wiwdnhoe X L QI AR H %S 91 3] (ed.), Ch'inil inmydng sajén XA A AF4 (Seoul: Minjok munje ydn'guso %1555

T4, 2009).
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established facts are laid out in order to reach a conclu-
sion dealing with an individual case and individual grief.
However, there is a looming void when it comes to giving
such grief and suffering a historical context. The com-
mission is not concerned with understanding the events
on that level. In that sense, the commission undertakes
something more akin to a criminal investigation - trying
to assess the factual course of events — than to a historical
investigation. Such an investigation would lift individual
suffering to a level of historical contextualization that
surpasses the individual and allows conclusions to be
drawn on the systemic nature of state violence. In a way,
one might discern a double process at work here, where
the social recognition of individual suffering goes hand
in hand with historical amnesia. This is far removed from
the national soul-searching historians were talking about
in the 1980s. But then the purpose of the TRCK is not to
establish historical truth, in so far as historical truth is
what transpires from a historical narrative that lifts the
single facts to a level of analysis that is the result of an
interpretative ordering of accumulated historical facts. In
fact, if anything, the TRCK contributes to a muffling of
any fundamental reinterpretation of the nation’s history.
The assessment of individual cases and incidents with-
out any fundamental questioning of the historical causes
of such violence basically keeps the existing historical
narrative intact, a narrative of the nation’s ever onward
and upward thrust. The momentum that had been cre-
ated by President Roh Moo Hyun’s official apology for the
suppression of the Cheju Uprising has been lost. Under
the current president, Lee Myoung Bak (Yi Myongbak ©]
"3 8}) the funding and activities of the TRCK have been
drastically scaled back. As the term of the TRCK was not
extended, its formal activities terminated on 30 June 2010.
The commission now has another six months to wrap up
its activities and come up with a final report. With a new
TRCK president who fatalistically accepts the absence of
public interest in the work of the TRCK, it is unlikely the
TRCK will produce any meaningful conclusions.*® The
current political majority is no longer intent on assum-
ing any state responsibility for past violence, but rather

accepts all cases of state violence as a form of collateral

damage in the nation’s history.

Despite the fact that an important aspect of the TRCK’s
social reconciliation process is the public commemora-
tion of the suffering of victims of state violence, the fol-
lowing analysis of the changing mnemonic landscape
in South Korea suggests that the hegemonic nationalist
master narrative endures. What appears at first sight to be
a fractured mnemonic landscape littered with apparent
internal contradictions, on closer scrutiny shows itself to
be a collage of vignettes of the nation’s history refracted
through the prism of very specific events or individuals
and their commemoration. These vignettes all refer back
to an implied understanding of the nation as the ultimate
motive power for historical development. It is in this
respect that the master narrative can be said to frame the
way these various incidents are recounted. One impor-
tant player in the maintenance of this master narrative
is the Ministry of Patriots and Veterans Affairs (MPVA,
kukka pohunch’o BZ#Hhkx), the authority in charge
of the official memorial sites and sponsor of numerous

patriotic organizations.

MEMORIAL SITES AND THE MANAGEMENT

OF PUBLIC MEMORY

In the process of Korea’s transition from authoritarian
to democratic rule, grassroots movements resurfaced
calling for the recognition of state atrocities against civil-
ians. This campaign has been successful in so far as the
reformed state has taken on board the remembrance of
victims of state violence. Such remembrance answers
the need at a time of democratic transition for hitherto
excluded groups to be inscribed in an inevitably rewrit-
ten national historical narrative.*® As the state reconsti-
tutes and reinvents itself as a democratic state, it develops
a discourse that tries to integrate the country’s tangled
past and heal the scars of past social injustices. While this
development shows a willingness and commitment to
make the nation more inclusive and indicates an attempt
toadaptand broaden the historical narrative of the nation-
state, it would be a mistake to ignore the nation-state’s
enduring hegemony. There is an undeniable need for the

nation-state to suggest national continuity and to restore

45 Rather than speaking up for the importance of the work of his commission, the new president, Lee Young-jo (Yi Yongjo ©1%J %), in a recent interview with Voice
of America, merely mouthed popular sentiment by saying people felt the work of the commission was nothing but a waste of money. Kurt Achin, “Korea’s Truth
and Reconciliation Commission Winds Up Painful Look at the Past (23/6/10; http://www1.voanews.com/english/news/asia/Koreas-Truth-and-Reconciliation-

Commission-Winds-Up-Painful-Look-at-Past-96979584 .html).

46 lexandra Barahona De Brito, Carmen Gonzaléz-Enriquez, and Paloma Aguilar (eds), The Politics of Memory: Transitional Justice in Democratizing Societies

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001).
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national cohesion. This desire leads to awkward tensions
in the public discourses deployed by South Korean state
institutions as the nationalist master narrative gradually
adjusts to the new political reality of a pluralistic democ-
racy. Previously excluded social memories are appropri-
ated and incorporated into public memory, but inevitably
sanitized in the process so as to serve and support the
nation-state and its interests. This in turn creates new
tensions as new debates ensue between different inter-
est groups, whether within the political elite, or between
national authorities and civil movements, over the proper
representation of the nation’s history and destiny
Although the democratized state is not the only player
in the memory game, it is certainly the most powerful,
plying the mnemonic landscape with memorials that
mobilize a master narrative that moulds the public per-
ception of the nation’s history, and that serve as reposi-
tories and testimonials of public memory. One institution
that plays a central role in the management of the mne-
monic landscape is the Ministry of Patriots and Veterans
Affairs mentioned above.?” This ministry is assigned the
task of preserving and honouring the memory of those
who gave their lives for the country and of promoting
the spirit of dedication and self-sacrifice those peo-
ple showed. More than anything else, it is a ministry of
patriotic affairs and as such it fosters allegiance to the
nation-state through research and remembrance. The
MPVA researches and preserves documents related to
the Korean independence struggle, the Korean War and,
more recently, the struggle for democracy. The ministry
manages the various national cemeteries, the Kim Koo
Museum & Library (Paekbom kinyomgwan 5 7]'3 )
and the Independence Hall (Tongnip kinyomgwan <=
71 3. It also supports, financially and otherwise, the
development of numerous memorial sites dedicated to
meritorious patriots. Paramount in its educational activi-
ties is the propagation of patriotism (nara sarang “+etAk
%) and the inculcation of national consciousness (kukka
uishik =712 2]) so as to strengthen national identity
(kukka chongch’esong =7} 473).48 As the state was
democratized, the historical discourse produced by the

4

=

TojLhs oJxl= =g 24
R

2

A banner with the lyrics of the protest song (%12 913 & %1 27) that was
dropped from the 2010 MPVA commemoration of the May 18 Uprising. In
protest family organizations disturbed the official ceremony and hosted an
alternative commemoration at the old Mangwoldong cemetery, where this
banner featured prominently. This incident is indicative of the tensions that
arise in the process of the nationalization and institutionalization of the

memory of Kwangju. (May 2010)

ministry adapted to this new situation. Without batting
an eye, the ministry proposed, as one of its main objec-
tives for 2010, a campaign to “remember with the people
the proud history of establishing simultaneously national
sovereignty, democracy and economic development,
something unique in the world”®® (italics added). This
essentialist presentation of the history of South Korea
brushes aside any contradiction that exists between the
goals of the independence movement and the fratricidal
Korean War, and ignores the struggle of democracy activ-
ists against the very state that this ministry unquestion-
ingly legitimates. The ministry gets away with this slo-
ganesque presentation because what it is presenting is
precisely that: a slogan. The ministry is not in the busi-
ness of writing history. In fact, as the following prelimi-
nary and cursory look at a number of memorial sites will
show, there exists a fair amount of contradiction between
the different sites managed by the ministry. It combines
the various sites into a memorial landscape that is scat-
tered around a core — a master narrative that frames the
way the history of the nation is remembered - but allows

quite some leeway in the way that core is represented and

Established in August 1961 as the kunsa wonhoch’dng -~ 3.7, it was elevated to ministerial level and renamed wénhoch’s 1% 1% in 1962. Another name

change, to the current kukka pohunch’s followed in 1985. See the website of the ministry: www.mpva.go.kr.
48 Asthe Korean terms already indicate, national consciousness and identity are very much focused on the state (kukka), and thus on the Republic of Korea, rather
than the nation (minjok). In the ministry’s organizational chart (=7} X.& 2] 47, 22 2k, www.mpva.go.kr), click on the link Patriots’ Promotion Bureau

(pohun sonyangguk X.-&/1 %F=7) and its different divisions.
4

©

“AANA DBl [ 8] 5 W50 BAEA]SA ol o) & Al AAbE =503 37 7191811 Consult www.mpva.go.kr; click on = 7FR.F 4] 4

7N, =2 1% The ‘uniqueness’ of this feat is something the ministry wants to promote internationally as part of the Korea Brand (kukka piraendi =7} B¢

=) campaign to further Korea’s national interests.
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The National Cemetery in Tongjak-dong, Seoul. In the distance the cenotaph,

a monument erected during the presidency of Park Chung Hee. (April 2010)

developed. What results is a collage of impressions that
fluctuate, expand and retract around a core that is so gen-
eral that it is forever elusive. The past refracted through
the prism of the master narrative scatters into a colourful
array of representations that always relate to the same
concept of sacrifice for the nation, but differ in the way
such sacrifice is expressed.?® At the heart of the MPVA
project is the state as the legitimate representative of the
nation that ties this bundle of histories together. But there
are many dark spots masked in the myriad pasts refracted
simultaneously through the prism of the nation’s history.
Historical remembrance clearly goes hand in hand with
historical amnesia.

One of the eldest memorial sites in the Republic of
Korea is the National Cemetery in Tongjak-dong. When
it was established in 1954 in the aftermath of the Korean
War, it was intended as a military cemetery (kukkun myoji
B4 %L ) where soldiers fallen in the struggle against

communism would find their final resting place. In

National Cemetery, Seoul. Tombstone of a soldier killed during the

suppression of the Kwangju Uprising in May 1980, stating he was
“killed in action” (i 4L). (April 2010)

1965, Park Chung Hee expanded the cemetery and turned
it into a site of worship and remembrance of those who
had dedicated their lives to the protection and develop-
ment of the state and the nation. He officially renamed it
the National Cemetery (kungnip myoji 47 5EH1), a site
where national martyrs (sun’guk yolsa #B711:) and
meritorious patriots (kukka yugongja B 45 2)+4) could
also be laid to rest. In 2006, the memorial aspect of the
cemetery was accentuated when its Korean name changed
to National Memorial Park (kungnip Soul hyonch’ungwon
RV A 2 B BE). 52 Pride of place is given to the tombs of
Park Chung Hee and Yuk Yongsu F£ < {&, his second wife,
who was killed in a political assassination attack in 1974.
Just as Park Chung Hee’s tomb overlooks the cemetery,
his spirit lingers on the premises.>® Following his death
in exile in 1965, the first president, Syngman Rhee, was
repatriated to be buried there and, one may wryly add,
to be forgotten. Finally, Kim Dae Jung was also given a
modest grave there, following his death on 18 August

50 On the concept of sacrifice (hiisaeng &1 48), see Yi Kich’an ©] 7] 3, “huisaeng-ul kinydmhagi —aedo-wa kinydm-ui pulli, chukim-i sogdtoen htisaeng-e taehayd
AL 71 dat7) — o=l 71 d o] Hal, FH5o] 279 3]l thEtod,” paper presented during the 5.18 Uprising 301" Commemoration International Confer-

ence, 26-28 May, 2010, Kwangju, The May 18t Memorial Foundation.
5

=

For the ROK Army, defending the country has always had the added connotation of fighting communism. Anti-communism became the bedrock of the inde-

pendent South Korean state that Syngman Rhee founded in 1948. From its inception the military cemetery, at the time managed by the Ministry of Defence
(kukbangbu 1), held not only the tombs of soldiers killed during the Korean War, but also those of soldiers killed in action during the suppression of the
October 1948 Yosu ©1<= and Sunch’dn =% rebellion. The National Cemetery has also always been one of the centres of anti-communist education in South
Korea. Even today, this ideology permeates the cemetery and its exhibition halls. For more information on the history of the National Cemetery, see the National
Cemetery's website www.snmb.mil.kr; click on &% A7), Also Han Honggu, Han Honggu-wa hamkke kdtta: P'ydnghwa-tii nun’'gil-lo torabon Han’'guk
hyéndaesa gt} &7 22t} Hghe] w4 2 FolE kAt A} (Seoul: kdmdungso 754, 2009), pp. 33-51.

5
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who gave their lives to the great national cause.
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2009. These three presidents may
represent three very different faces
and phases of South Korean history,
but all antagonism between these
three historical figures is brushed
aside in the Meritorious Citizens’
Hall (kukka yugongja shil =7}
5 A+41), where their meritorious

service to the state is lauded. In line
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Self-Defense Hall
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with the aforementioned 2010 MPVA
slogan of “simultaneous recovery
of national sovereignty, economic
development and democratization,”
they are remembered as Syngman
Rhee, the first president of the republic;>* President Park
Chung Hee who laid the foundation for the development
of a self-reliant economy;®® and President Kim Dae Jung
who devoted his entire life to democratization and human
rights, and to peace on the Korean peninsula.®® The plac-
ard detailing Park Chung Hee’s contributions praises him
for lifting the people out of poverty, strengthening the
foundation of a self-sufficient economy and building up
South Korea’s self-defence (chaju kukpang Z+-+=1); it
glosses over the human rights abuses that Kim Dae Jung
fought so hard against. The fractured history of post-lib-
eration South Korea is summarized in the political lives
of these three presidents, but the message deployed at the
National Cemetery ignores the tensions and overlooks
the conflicts between them by reframing their presiden-
cies as successive stages in the unstoppable process of
the nation’s progress.

The National Cemetery, as a site originally dedicated
to the ultimate sacrifice of Korean soldiers, has more sur-

prises in store. Wandering the grounds of the cemetery,

Placard at the entrance of the “Self-Defence Hall” at the National Cemetery, Seoul, implying that the

suppression of leftist riots was part of legitimate behaviour for safeguarding the country. (April 2010)

one may come across tombstones of soldiers “killed in
battle” (chonsa #4t) in Kwangju in May 1980. This may
have appeared to be a proper term at the time, when Chun
Doo Hwan described events in Kwangju as a rebellion
(ponggi Y&itS, p’oktong %)), but in 2010, when the same
MPVA is responsible for the management of the National
Cemetery for the May 18 Democratic Uprising (kungnip
o’ilp’al minju myoji = 5.18 Y15 5.%]), this term cannot
but be qualified as inappropriate.’” The choice of the term
is particularly injudicious given the fact that tombstones
throughout the cemetery show a considerable amount of
imagination in describing the causes of death. This goes
to show how shattered the memorial landscape is. The
National Cemetery does not reflect on the fact that the
ROK Army was mobilized in a domestic power struggle
against the people it was meant to protect. Admittedly,
political neutrality is not something that shines promi-
nently in the history of the ROK army. An equally ideo-
logical take, unbecoming of a democratic state, is to be

found on the placard at the entrance of the Self-Defence

53 From his prominent position in the National Cemetery, Park Chung Hee also has a commanding view of the Han River and the city beyond (Photo 3bis). His
imprint on the layout of the National Cemetery remains unaffected today. One example of this is the fact that the hearse (ydngguch’a % -1-}) that carried his
remains to the cemetery is still enshrined there as a relic. At the same time, signs of popular veneration of Park can be seen at his graveside, where a steady

stream of visitors come to pay their respects.
54 Yi Stingman ch’odae taet’ongnyong ©] s\ o] &

55 Charip kydngje palchon-il kich’o-rtil tajin Pak Chonghtii taet’ongnydng A5 7 A4S 7] 25 ozl ubg 3] o) 53,

56 P’'yongsaeng-ul minjuhwa-wa in’gwdn, Hanbando p’ydnghwa-riil wihae hdnshinhan Kim Taejung taet’ongnydng ¥ 42 w153} ¢} @1, 3hik - 3 5}
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Victims of the suppression of what is today officially described as the May 18 Democratization Movement were initially buried in a corner of the Kwangju munici-

pal cemetery at Mangwoldong "2 %&-. In an attempt to contribute to national reconciliation, Kim Young Sam initiated the relocation and proper commemoration
of the victims of the Kwangju Uprising. Work on the new cemetery was started in 1993 and completed in 1997. It became a national cemetery (kungnip o.ilp’al
myoji =1 $15.18.%]) under the management of the MPVA in 2002, and in 2006 was renamed National Cemetery of the May 18 Democracy Movement (=1
$15.18W152.A]); see www.518.mpva.go.kr, click on F15=HE.%] 227), ¢191. Considering the military and statist nature of most national cemeteries, one may
wonder whether the name change into “cemeteries of the democratization movement” (minju myoji W15 5.4]) was an attempt by the Roh Moo Hyun government
at stressing their civil nature. There are two other cemeteries that are related to the democracy struggle and carry the name minju myoji: the National Cemetery
for the April 19 Revolution (kungnip sa.ilgu minju myoji = $14.19% 53 %]) and the National Cemetery for the March 15 Revolution (kungnip sam-iro minju
myoji =+ H3.15%1 55 4]), commemorating the 15 March 1960 democracy movement in Masan, precursor to the April 19 Student Uprising.
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Hall (chaju kukpangshil AF+=41),
where the national army and police
are credited with “playing a crucial
role in overcoming national crises,
from the inception of the armed
forces onwards, by suppressing leftist
riots and by performing their destiny
as true bulwark for the security of
the country by gallantly giving their
lives to the fatherland, whenever the
country faced national crises, such as
the Korean War, the Vietnam War or
all kinds of armed provocations by
North Korea” (author’s translation,
italics added). Given the activities of
the TRCK in unearthing civilian massacres prior to and
during the Korean War, it is surprising to see how the
political misuse of the armed forces is still being ration-
alized in the spirit of the National Security Law, which
admittedly is still in force and remains a blemish on
Korean democracy.*®

The contradictions and tensions that appear within the
National Cemetery are repeated throughout the memo-
rial landscape managed by the MPVA. Take for example
Syngman Rhee, founding father of the Republic of Korea
and its first president. Since he is buried at the National
Cemetery, a display is dedicated to him in the Meritorious
Citizens’ Hall. The placard mentions his involvement in
the Independence Club and the Provisional Government.
It credits him with “leading the movement for the foun-
dation of the state” (kon’quk undong-iil chudohaekko 1=
+&+ T3 1) and hails him for “having established
a free democratic system” (chayu minju ch’eje-riil hwang-
niphaetta 2+ 5 A 2] = 2+7] F1T}) as the first president
of South Korea. Contrast this with the April 19 Cemetery
where the Student Revolt was said to be a first step towards
the restoration of the free democratic system. Syngman

Placard at the entrance of the Meritorious Citizen’s Hall” at the National Cemetery,Seoul (April 2010)

Rhee and the excesses of his regime are largely absent
from the displays, which focus on the immediate cause
of the revolt, namely the election rigging of 1960, without
directly making the president himself responsible. The
website of the April 19 Cemetery, however, is much more
outspoken about Syngman Rhee’s autocratic regime (tok-
chae chonggwon 577 ), although it does not specify
what autocracy meant in this context.>

The picture gets even more complicated when one
considers that Syngman Rhee’s main political rival in the
contest for power in post-liberation Korea, Packpom Kim
Koo, has an MPVA memorial hall dedicated to his life and
exploits, whereas Syngman Rhee’s own residence, thwa-
jang ©13}7, is crumbling from neglect under the care of
a private foundation. The Kim Koo Museum & Library
opened to the public in October 2002, just months after
the historic Pyongyang Summit that brought the North
and South Korean leaders together for the first time since
the establishment of two independent states. It cannot be
a coincidence that the Memorial Hall does not just con-
centrate on Kim Koo’s anti-Japanese (armed) activism,
but also firmly situates him as a precursor to Kim Dae

58 In a similar vein, it is remarkable to see how a display in the War Memorial (chdnjaeng kinydmgwan %17 711 3}), another site for the glorification of military
culture, hails the “spontaneous” organization of “civilian organizations” who performed rear guard security operations during the Korean War, a euphemism
for the civilian massacres that were carried out following the retreat of the KPA from the South in the wake of the Inch’én Landing, a sad page in the history of

Korea that is currently being unearthed by the TRCK.

59 A brief glance at the history of the April 19 Cemetery makes it clear that a study of the memorial landscape should not just be conducted synchronically, but
also diachronically. Following the ousting of Syngman Rhee, Chang Mydn “¢* decided in April 1960 that the sacrifices made by the students had to be prop-
erly commemorated. It was Park Chung Hee who eventually oversaw the construction of the memorial at what was then an outlying district of the city of Seoul.
His intention in doing so was to present himself as heir to the ideals of the Student Uprising and to confirm his break with the excesses of the Syngman Rhee
period. What Chang Mydn had still described as a student “revolution” (hydngmyong 1) became, under Park Chung Hee, a “heroic uprising” (0igo #5%), as
Park had reserved the term “revolution” for describing his 16 June 1961 coup d’état. See Han Honggu, Han Honggu-wa hamkke kétta, pp. 169-189; Chong
Hogi, Han'guk-(ii ydksa kinyom shisol, pp. 129-145. It was Kim Young Sam who renamed the Student Revolt a revolution. Under his presidency, the cemetery
in 1995 became a national cemetery. A memorial hall opened in 1997 and was fully refurbished on the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of the Revolt. See

www.419.mpva.go.kr; click on 115 3}-8-%, & A} 2] 9],
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Jung’s Sunshine Policy by portraying
him as a post-liberation statesman
who energetically opposed Syngman
Rhee’s scheme to establish a sepa-
rate state in the southern half of the
peninsula, convinced that the unity of
the nation was more important than
any political differences.5’ A symbol-
ically interesting development in this
regard is the fact that the once (July
2005) blank wall behind the impos-
ing statue of a seated Kim Koo in the
entrance hall of the museum, is now
(March 2010) covered with South
Korea’s national flag, the t'aegukki
e =71.0

What transpires from this initial
cursory overview of just a handful of
MPVA memorial sitesis afirstindica-
tion of how dynamic, multi-layered
and highly complex the memorial
landscape governed by the ministry
is. What is remarkable is that none
of the sites teach proper history,
but rather, they simply make refer-
ence to it. Surely, at some locations
the visitor must be overwhelmed by
factual detail, but the larger histori-

cal context is only suggestively touched upon. Displays
expect some kind of existing historical knowledge on the
part of visitors. In fact, what these sites really tap into is
public memory, some kind of encyclopaedic repository of

Statue of the much revered Kim Koo in the

entrance hall of the Kim Koo Museum & Library,
reminding the viewer of D.C. French’s statue of
Abraham Lincoln at the Lincoln Memorial in
Washington DC. The message is intentional: Kim
Koo is Korea’s Abraham Lincoln, the visionary who
was capable of saving “the union.” Seen in this
light, the current display of the T’aegg kki behind
Kim Koo’s statue is inappropriate, though its inten-
tion is clear: to lift Kim Koo into the pantheon of

South Korean visionary leaders. (July 2005)

historical moments thatis commonly
shared, but hardly ever the subject of
true reflection.’? The memorial sites
relatetothisrepositorybyelaborating
on specific individuals or incidents
and surrounding these with a nation-
alized glow. The diverse memorial
landscape does not converge into a
single comprehensive overview of
Korean history, but rather resem-
bles a historical patchwork stitched
together by a nationalist master
narrative of selfless sacrifice for the
greater good of national advance-
ment. Both the History Education
Hall (yoksa kyoyukkwan ©AFul<
) in the Kdch’ang Memorial Park
(Koch’ang sagon ch’'umo kongwon 71
AAFA S5 9)%3 and the Memorial
Hall (5.18 ch’'umogwan 5.18 5 5. 3+)64
at the Kwangju National Cemetery
are interesting examples of this glut
of detail. In the case of the Koch’ang
History Education Hall, the profuse
detail on display contrasts markedly
with the cursory references to the
historical context. This incident, in

which over a two-day period in Feb-

ruary 1951 the ROK Army went on a killing spree in three
villages, killing more than 700 civilians, including women
and children, is presented as the act of misguided officers,
acting on inaccurate intelligence, who subsequently tried

60 At the same time, Kim Dae Jung'’s Sunshine Policy is given historical legitimacy by linking his Pyongyang visit to Kim Koo’s Pyongyang visit in February 1948.
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It was Kim Koo's adamant and continued opposition to the establishment of the ROK that eventually led to his assassination by An Tuhti ¢+ in June 1949.
Though Syngman Rhee could not be directly linked to the murder of Kim Koo, a 1995 parliamentary commission did find that Syngman Rhee had a moral
responsibility in the murder of his political rival. Kang Shinok 7412, Paekpsm Kim Ku sénsaeng amsal chinsang chosa pogosd 1% w41 A 9H k214 1 31
~] (Seoul: Taehan Min’guk kukhoe pdpche popsa wiwdnhoe At [ & 151k ) %5 £ Er, 1995). On An Tuhui and his military career during the Park Chung
Hee years, see Han Honggu, “Nyurait’t-ui ydksa Uishik, muds-i munjein’ga?” pp. 41-45.

www.kimkoomuseum.org, click on #A], A% Al. The identification of Kim Koo with the taeglikki warrants some reservation. At
first glance, identifying Kim Koo with the t'aeglikki seems appropriate as this was the national flag of the provisional Korean govern-
ment. However, the display in the entrance hall to the Museum is of a different nature. Here, Kim Koo is mobilized in support of the Repub-
lic of Korea, a much more contentious move given the misgivings Kim Koo had about the establishment of a separate state in the south.
It is not by chance that on 26 May 2010 the Democratic Party mayoral candidate for Seoul, former Prime Minister Han Mydngsuk 78 <, joined civil society
movements in the Kim Koo Museum & Library to denounce President Lee Myoung Bak’s handling of the Ch’énan %<} shipwreck case and to counter the
president’s belligerent speech from the equally symbolic Memorial Hall (hoguk ch’unghonshil #5431 %5) at the War Memorial of Korea, where he criticized
10 years of engagement policy with North Korea as misguided. Pak Sanghai B}73], “Han Mydngsuk Chénjaeng haniin nara-e t'ujahal oegugin-tn obtta” &t
& AA S drbel] Tk 2] =112 LTk, in minjung-ui sori W15 2] 2:2], http://www.vop.co.kr/AO0000298275.html

This situation is not helped by the fact that none of these memorials host a proper bookshop (the Kim Koo Museum & Library features a book corner, selling
mainly its own publications) where the visitor can purchase additional background publications. Most of the time, one has to make do with the pamphlets avail-
able on site.

63 An overview of the layout of this hall (Photo 8) can be consulted online at www.case.geochang.go.kr; click on 5= &8¢ ek, & A w43}, See also Choéng Hogi,

64 The various displays in this Memorial Hall are introduced online at www.518.mpva.go.kr, click on W1 24 2 7)), 5= 2. A

Han’guk-ui yoksa kinydom shisol, pp. 96-105.
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to cover up their misdeeds. The incident is framed
in the context of the Korean War, and treated as a
sorry aberration, the political context of universal
and systemic violence perpetrated in the course of
the establishment of the Republic of Korea being
ignored. Visiting the Koch’ang Massacre Memo-
rial Park (Koch’ang sagon ch’umowon, completed
in 2004) one may forget the numerous other mas-
sacres that occurred during this time. As for the
May 18 Memorial Hall, only completed in 2007, the
story is even more complex. An interesting tension
appears between the displays in the Memorial Hall,
prepared by the Kwangju-based May 18 Memorial
Foundation (5.18 kinyom chaedan), and the com-
memorations staged at the May 18 Cemetery, man-
aged solely by the MPVA. The Memorial Hall over-
whelms with its factual detail, depicting the daily,
almost hourly sequence of events on those fateful
days in May 1980. In doing so, it seeks to factually
counter decades of disinformation about the upris-
ing. Particularly important in that respect is the
attention paid to the organized conduct of public
life during the period of “liberated Kwangju 3fl "%
<£,” when, between 22 and 27 May, the city was sealed
off from the rest of the country. Rather than the mob vio-
lence and disorder the national authorities reported at
the time, the city came together in a remarkable sense
of communal responsibility. Another focal point is how
the initial defeat in Kwangju turned into the victory of
June 1987. The democratization of Korea in this se