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A b stra ct
In the South Korean context, political debate over inter-Korean relations is a contentious
and complex terrain that reaches far beyond traditional considerations of physical and
economic security; it is a negotiated discourse, subject to the many twists and turns of
South Korea’s political history. Political activists have played a significant role in the
development of the South Korean state but, as yet, limited attention has been given to
examining their broader influence over the state’s approach towards inter-Korean relations.
The central research question asks: What has been the role and influence of South Korean
political activism on the domestic political debate over inter-Korean relations?
The thesis focuses on four historical case studies, revolving around key ‘critical junctures’
in South Korea’s political history - the 1980 Kwangju uprising, the June 1987 uprising,
democratic transition of the 1990s, and the decade of ‘progressive’ government that began
with the election of Kim Dae Jung in 1997. The aim is to track the trajectory of dominant
and dissident discourses in relation to three central beliefs - human rights, democracy and
unification - which I suggest are inextricably interlinked and have helped shape debate
over inter-Korean relations. A secondary aim of this investigation is to expose the links
between South Korea’s political activist history and current approaches to inter-Korean
relations. I argue that the discursive politics that activists engaged in led to the creation of
a very particular normative constellation. These norms, formed over years of contentious
relations between state and non-state actors had a significant influence over South Korean
policy-making in relation to North Korea, and continue to shape domestic political debate
over inter-Korean policy today.
The findings of this thesis suggest that South Korean political actors are motivated by a
diverse set of concerns when considering the issue of inter-Korean relations. In addition to
the more commonly cited material concerns, this thesis demonstrates that historically
constituted normative factors also have a decisive impact upon the types of arguments that
are raised in contemporary political debate. More specifically, South Korea’s history of
political activism has shaped a particular constellation of embedded norms that conditions
the South’s relationship with the North today. Two final, more general lessons are also
generated from this thesis: that the historical trajectory of norms and beliefs can have a
real impact on the way a state perceives threats and hence formulates its own security
policy; and that political activists, in their role as discursive agents, play an important role
in the creation of the sets of norms and beliefs that determine a state’s response to security
threats.
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INTRODUCTION
C ontentious Activism and Inter-K orean R elations

The Joint Security Area (JSA) lies within the ambit of the ‘truce village’ P'anmunjom,
just 55km north of Seoul and 215km south of Pyongyang. Here, South Korean and
North Korean soldiers stand, face to face, guarding their respective territories. These
young men share a common language and a common history, yet represent two
societies whose ideological structures inhibit the creation of a shared future. And so
here they are stationed, as enemies in a war that ended, not with peace, but with the
signing of a temporary armistice that has yet to be replaced with a more permanent
solution.1 This highly militarised encounter playing out daily in the isolated (and
inaptly named) Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) seems a long way removed from the
realities of everyday life in economically advanced and technologically dynamic Seoul,
just one hour’s drive down ‘Freedom Road’. Yet this dichotomy defines the very real
security situation that holds together a tentative peace along the DMZ. That the
Korean Peninsula represents the last existing Cold War frontier is an assertion that has
taken on the character of a truism, so often is it repeated by International Relations
(IR) scholars and security practitioners. It is on this divided Asian headland that
historic Cold War identities endure and the leaderships of two opposing systems of
government fight out their battles: nuclear politics and diplomacy remain dominant,
seen to be made all the more dangerous by the unpredictability of the DPRK regime.
The tense relationship between the two Koreas remains of great interest to the
international community.

Strategic studies pundits, in particular, see peace and

stability on the Korean Peninsula as axiomatic to regional security, and much
scholarship has been dedicated to analyses of inter-Korean relations, with this
endgame in mind.2
Inter-Korean relations continue to be characterised by antagonism, suspicion and a
distinct lack of mutual trust and the social and economic gulf between these two
formerly unified countries has deepened with the continuation of the country’s division.

1 The Korean War ended with an armistice rather than an outright victory for any side. The armistice,
which was only ever intended as a temporary agreement and was signed by China and North Korea, on the
one side, and the United Nations Command (on behalf of the international community) on the other side.
South Korea did not sign the armistice.
2 Throughout this thesis, South Korea will be referred to, interchangeably, as either the Republic of Korea
(ROK) or South Korea. Likewise with North Korea, which is also known by its official name: the
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK).

In tro d u c tio n

Inter-Korean dialogue, which has long been a professed policy priority for successive
South Korean presidents, continuously breaks down. These impasses are generally
brought on by military tensions, disagreement over the US-South Korean relationship
or other, ideological battles. This was brought into stark relief in May 2010, with the
termination of most ties and communications between the two Koreas, following an
international investigation that found that a North Korean torpedo was responsible for
the sinking of the Cheonan (Ch’önan), an ROK Navy warship, in an incident that cost
the lives of forty-six South Korean personnel. 3
Even on those occasions the two Koreas manage to sit together at the same negotiating
table, progress is frustratingly fleeting, and the achievement of a permanent peace and
security regime on the Peninsula repeatedly fails to reach fruition. At the height of
cooperation between the two countries, when leaders Kim Dae Jung and Kim Jong II
met in Pyongyang at the June 2000 Summit, great hopes were held for the creation of
a more lasting peace. Yet military tensions continued shortly thereafter, with North
Korea resuming its game of brinksmanship with the South . 4 While much may have
been achieved in economic and cultural relations, hopes that this would lead to a more
stable security situation were quickly dashed.
International Relations (IR) specialists tend to understand inter-Korean relations from
a traditional security perspective. This interpretation is made within a framework that
privileges a neorealist or structural interpretation of the world. The state is seen to be
cohesive and sovereign—a ‘black box’—motivated primarily by material factors. From
this viewpoint, the recent South Korean approach to inter-Korean relations that
emphasises engagement and conciliation over conflict and competition seems counter
productive, having failed to yield any tangible returns. While the South Korean
government offered economic and diplomatic concessions to the North as part of its
engagement-focused Sunshine policy, its critics argue that lack of reciprocation by the
North and the continuation of military tensions indicate the failure of this approach.
A closer examination of inter-Korean relations shows materialist accounts to be limited
in explanatory and analytical power. These existing accounts fail on two levels. First,

3 This incident (known as the ‘Cheonan incident’) is further discussed in the thesis’ conclusion.
4 In 2002, what has been described as an atmosphere of “conciliation and hopeful expectation” was
shattered in South Korea as the result of a maritime military encounter between the two Koreas. North
Korean boats patrolling the Northern Limit (maritime demarcation) Line crossed over and fired at South
Korean navy ships. Five South Korean navy men were killed, and a high speed patrol boat was sunk. (Lee,
Hong-yung. (2003). "South Korea in 2002: Multiple Political Dramas". Asian Survey, 43 (1), 64-77.).
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focused as they are upon what they view to be the cohesive analytical unit of the ‘state’,
these approaches neglect the domestic political factors influencing South Korea’s
approach to inter-Korean relations. Second, by casting inter-Korean relations as a
problem dominated by physical security concerns, materialist accounts ignore issues
surrounding a wide spectrum of normative concerns, such as justice-related issues,
which I argue are important motivating factors for South Korean domestic actors.
This thesis seeks to provide a more complete explanation of inter-Korean relations
through examining the nature of South Korean domestic political debate over the issue.
Inter-Korean relations are strongly influenced by the Peninsula’s history of division
and if we wish to better understand how to achieve peace and security in Northeast
Asia, a stronger comprehension of South Korean domestic political debate over interKorean relations is required as a fundamental first step. While classic ‘power politics’
considerations play an important role in the South Korean policy-making process, they
alone do not adequately explain why certain South Korean approaches to inter-Korean
relations have been privileged over others.

South Korea’s policy-making vis-a-vis

North Korea is better explained by the fact that, in the official discourses (of both
Koreas), unification is still treated as an inevitable future reality. While acknowledging
that instrumental practicalities regarding nuclear proliferation, security and economic
wellbeing motivate most international policy approaches to the Korean Peninsula, I
argue that not just questions of order, but also justice-related concerns, play an
important role and that this is most visible within the South Korean domestic context.
Here, unification of the Peninsula has long been understood as a morally desirable
end-goal for inter-Korean relations and South Korean political activists have played an
important role in ensuring that considerations of justice remain at the core of all
domestic discussions on inter-Korean relations. The current debate over North Korean
human rights is illustrative of this, drawing heavily upon beliefs about how South
Koreans, as the privileged citizens of a wealthy, free and democratic state, should act
towards their ‘less fortunate’ North Korean neighbours, with whom they share a
common history, language and familial ties.

R esearch Q uestion: Activism and Inter-K orean R elations
The initial motivation behind this research project was the desire to better understand
the nature of the debate over North Korean human rights in the South Korean context
during the period 1997 - 2007.

However, while researching this subject, it soon

became clear that human rights in North Korea presented a fundamental challenge for
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many South Koreans, and that internal debates over inter-Korean relations were
rooted in South Korea’s turbulent political past.

The North Korean human rights

debate cannot be separated from broader debates over democracy and unification
which have shaped South Korea’s political system and, in turn, have influenced
approaches to inter-Korean relations. This thesis looks at these broader debates and
argues that current paradigmatic understandings of inter-Korean relations are
inadequate due to their neglect of domestic political factors.

If we are to fully

comprehend the evolution of South Korean political debate over inter-Korean relations
the role that actors beyond the state, such as political activists, have played in the
evolution of this debate must be taken into account. Scholars have long recognised the
centrality of political activists in the development of the South Korean democratic
political system, yet studies have thus far failed to make the link between South
Korea’s activist past and the evolution of debate over inter-Korean relations, a task
taken up in this thesis where I address the following central research question:
What has been the role and influence o f South Korean political activism on the
domestic debate over inter-Korean relations?
C en tral A im s
Three central aims motivate this thesis.

First, I hope to provide a more nuanced

account of policy-making over security related issues, such as inter-Korean relations,
by uncovering the normative concerns motivating South Korea’s approach to the issue.
In so doing, I reject the notion implicit in much of the IR literature, that materially
constituted concerns drive security-related debates. Second, the approach taken in this
thesis places the spotlight on the role that political activists have played in the
evolution of the norms surrounding debate over inter-Korean relations. Non-state
actors, traditionally assumed to have little influence in the arena of security policy, are
thus shown to play an important role, by ensuring that questions surrounding
normative issues - such as that of justice - remain part of public debates over securityrelated issues. Finally, the research question goes to the heart of the policy-making
process by examining the domestic political debates surrounding key and related
issues in terms of the arguments put forward by both state and non-state actors, thus
highlighting the centrality of discursive power relations to the evolution of norms, over
an extended period of time.

4

In tro d u c tio n

Inter-K orean R elations: A R eview o f Existing A pproaches
Despite the voluminous literature on the study of inter-Korean relations, accounts of
discursive politics, normative considerations and the agency of political activists, have
so far been neglected. Traditional security approaches have directed the majority of
scholarship over inter-Korean relations, a phenomenon that is hardly surprising given
the embeddedness of the Korean conflict in the parameters of the Cold War. Since the
end of the Cold War, however, IR scholarship has witnessed a proliferation of
alternative approaches to security studies. In the discussion that follows both
traditional and critical approaches are canvassed for their usefulness to the study of
inter-Korean relations.
T ra d itio n a l A p p ro a c h
Traditional security issues are the primary focus of those IR scholars who undertake
analysis of the possibilities for peace and stability on the Korean Peninsula and in the
broader Northeast Asian region.

During the Cold War period, these state-centric

approaches were fairly narrowly defined, with analysis mostly confined to
consideration of material factors.

These analyses tended to be policy-driven and

concentrated on the themes of relations between great powers, the Soviet threat and
the role of a US deterrent, arms control, military preparedness, and economic and
diplomatic issues. For the most part, this scholarship eschewed discussion of domestic
political factors, focusing almost entirely on the state - viewed as a cohesive entity - as
the sole relevant actor.

In that minority of cases where peninsular politics is

considered, the authors restrict their discussion to regime legitimacy, economic and
political differences between the two Koreas, as well as the question of future energy
needs and the impact that these may have on the Peninsula’s nuclear future, s
While classical realist studies of international politics are themselves not antithetical to
justice based arguments, as evidenced in the writings of E.H. Carr and Hans

5 For examples of this scholarship, see: Abramowitz, Morton. (2006). "Moving the Glacier: The Two
Koreas and the Powers [Adelphi Paper No. 80; 1971]". In Korea, edited by International Institute for
Strategic Studies. London: Routledge; Barnds, William, ed. (1976). The Two Koreas in East Asian Affairs.
New York: New York University Press; Kim, C. I. Eugene, ed. (1970). Korea Unification: Problems and
Prospects. Series on Contemporary Korean Problems, no. 7. Detroit: Korea Research and Publications;
Klintworth, Gary. (1991). Arms Control and Great Power Interests in the Korean Peninsula. Canberra:
Strategic and Defence Studies Centre; McCormack, Gavan, and Mark Seiden, eds. (1978). Korea, North
and South: The Deepening Crisis. New York: Monthly Review Press; Polomka, Peter. (2006). "The Two
Koreas: Catalyst for Conflict in East Asia? [Adelphi Paper 208; 1986]". In Korea, edited by Studies,
International Institute for Strategic. London: Routledge; Young C. Kim, and Abraham M. Halperin, eds.
(1977). The Future o f the Korean Peninsula. New York: Praeger.
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M orgenthau,6 strategic studies approaches to inter-Korean relations have limited
themselves to a narrow, state-centric focus on material factors with little attention
given to South Korea’s domestic political sphere; concerns that this thesis addresses on
two levels. First, I place an analytical lens on the non-material elements of interKorean relations, an approach which forces consideration of the normative
underpinnings of South Korea’s approach towards the North. Second, this thesis takes
into account the political environment in which state policy-makers operate by placing
the focus firmly on South Korean politics, and particularly the discursive role played by
political activists in helping shape domestic political debate. This approach explicitly
takes into consideration South Korea’s recent political history and seeks to understand
the consequences for domestic political debate of the authoritarian and highly
restricted space in which it developed.
In the years immediately following the Cold War, IR expanded its purview beyond
military factors. In the wake of the crumbling of communist dictatorships around the
world, scholars started to examine inter-Korean relations in terms of the political and
economic adaptability of the regimes: they argued that the achievement of peace and
stability on the Korean Peninsula was at least partly tied up with political economy
factors. In one study examining the course of inter-Korean diplomacy between 1984
and 1994, the author focuses on the interaction between domestic and international
political economies and argues that adaptability in these domains is the key to
determining success in regional security relations and the eventual achievement of a
unified Korea.7 Most of this literature focuses on South Korea, with a few notable
exceptions: Nicholas Eberstadt, in his demographic study of the DPRK, makes
predictions in a range of areas such as military build-up, population/sex ratios and
urbanisation/mobility, to compile a set of policy suggestions for the United States with
regard to the eventual and peaceful reunification of the Peninsula. 8
While some IR scholars thus started to show an interest in issues beyond the narrowly
defined ‘security’ imperative that was the focus for scholars during the Cold War, this
work remained on the margins of academic scholarship and failed to attract much

6 Carr, for example, argued that a theory of international politics must include both empirical as well as
normative aspects while Michael Williams argues that “a correct understanding of the ... very idea-of
“politics” is an essential element of the ethical and evaluative stance at the heart of Morgenthau's realism.”
(Williams, Michael C. (2004). "Why Ideas Matter in International Relations: Hans Morgenthau, Classical
Realism, and the Moral Construction of Power Politics ". International Organization, 5 8 (4), 633-65.
p.634; Carr, E.H. (1964). The Twenty Years' Crisis. New York: Harper and Row. pp.1-21)
7 Gills, B.K. (1996). Korea versus Korea: A Case of Contested Legitimacy. London: Routledge.
8 Eberstadt, Nicholas. (1995). Korea Approaches Reunification. New York: M.E. Sharpe.
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attention within either the mainstream literature or the policy world. This was partly
due to the death of Kim II Sung in 1994 and the Agreed Framework negotiated by the
Clinton administration around this time, which set up a diplomatic framework for the
denuclearisation of the DPRK. These two factors ensured that much of the analysis of
the Korean Peninsula remained squarely within a traditional geo-political, strategic
studies paradigm.9 Indeed, Hazel Smith argues that these traditional approaches to
North Korea became the “common sense” approach in the scholarly, policy-making
and media spheres. This paradigm, according to Smith, not only prioritises a military
approach to the DPRK, but also subsumes all other factors (economic, cultural,
humanitarian) within the military lens.10
Towards the end of the 1990s, a shift in the South Korean approach to inter-Korean
relations was accompanied by a concomitant adjustment of focus on behalf of some IR
scholars, providing a more nuanced approach to Korean Peninsula politics.

The

election of Kim Dae Jung in 1997, which heralded South Korea’s first peaceful transfer
of power, brought with it the birth of the ‘Sunshine policy’, aimed both at ending the
combative approach that usually characterised inter-Korean relations as well as
gaining closer engagement and cooperation between the two Koreas. Now that interKorean relations were seen to be rapidly evolving, US strategic studies pundits found it
imperative to watch domestic developments more closely, given the potential security
implications of these developments.*11 With the election of George W. Bush into the
White House, US policy towards Asia started to shift, a trend that was suddenly
accentuated by the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks in New York City. Responding
to criticisms provided by neo-conservative opponents of the Clinton administration,
who had long argued that the Agreed Framework was nothing but a policy of
appeasement, the Bush administration started to put in place a form of engagement
with North Korea that is usually referred to as ‘Hawk diplomacy’. South Korean
engagement approaches, that emphasised dialogue and negotiation, now contrasted
starkly with US approaches, encouraging a proliferation of academic analyses arguing
over the pros and cons of the respective diplomatic choices, while exploring alternative
9 The 1994 Agreed Framework was a non-binding agreement between the US and the DPRK through
which the DPRK agreed to freeze operation and construction of nuclear reactors in exchange for nuclear
proliferation resistant light water reactors (LWRs) and the normalisation of relations between the two
countries. The Agreement brought about the formation of the Korean Energy Development Organization
(KEDO) to oversee implementation. The DPRK also agreed to remain a party to the NPT
10 Smith, Hazel. (2005). Hungry for Peace: International Security, Humanitarian Assistance and Social
Change in North Korea. Washington DC: United States Institute of Peace Press, p.24
11 The context driven nature of scholarship is a trend that runs in parallel with developments in the field of
security studies more generally which, according to Fierke, has been “largely stimulated by developments
in the political world” Fierke, K.M. (2007). Critical Approaches to International Security. Cambridge:
Polity Press.

7

In tro d u c tio n

options available to practitioners.12 Victor Cha, who in 2004 entered the White House
as Director of Asia Affairs for the National Security Council, treated the North-South
Korean relationship as a key variable in his examination of US policy options for the
region.13 The focus of his scholarly work, on the American alliance and the role of
China and Japan, is typical of IR analysis generated at this time, which continued to
focus on a range of factors which, while more expanded than previously, remained
restricted to the more traditional geo-strategic concerns of policy-makers operating
within a state-centric, materialist paradigm.
A lte rn a tiv e A ccou n ts o f In te r-K o re a n R e la tio n s
Human Security Approaches
Approaches that have sought to expand academic analyses of Korean Peninsula-related
issues provide the starting point for this thesis’ analysis and their contributions shall
be examined briefly here. Hazel Smith argues for a reframing of the debate over North
Korea. Writing in her capacity as a senior fellow at the United States Institute o f Peace
(USIP), Smith contends that the building of an effective security strategy on the
Korean Peninsula requires an understanding of human security needs inside the
DPRK.14 In formulating her definition of human security, Smith draws on arguments
made in the 1994 Human Development report regarding the best approaches to peace
and security. The report argues that the “battle for peace” must be achieved on two
fronts: the security front, where freedom from fear is the ultimate goal, and the
economic and social front, which aims for freedom from w ant.15 A holistic approach,
concludes Smith, must include both these freedoms, as “twin fundamentals of human
security”.16

12 For example, see: Cha, Victor. (2002). "Mistaken Attribution: The United States and Inter-Korean
Relations". Asia-Pacific Review, 9 (2), 45-6 0 ; ----------- . (2002). "Korea's Place in the Axis". Foreign Affairs,
81 (3), 79-92; Gurtov, Mel. (2002). "Common Security in North Korea: Quest for a New Paradigm in
Inter-Korean Relations". Asian Survey, 42 (3), 397-418; Moon, Chung-In, and David Steinberg, eds.
(1999). Kim Dae-Jung Government and the Sunshine Policy: Promises and Challenges. Seoul: Yonsei
University Press; O'Hanlon, Michael, and Mike Mochizuki. (2003). Crisis on the Korean Peninsula: How
to Deal with a Nuclear North Korea. New York: McGraw Hill; Snyder, Joseph, and Patrick deGategno.
(2008). "Perspectives on Peace and Security in Korea and Northeast Asia: U.S - ROK Areas of Consensus
Interim Report". The Atlantic Council of the United States last viewed 1 February 2010,
http://www.acus.org/files/publication_pdfs/3/Perspectives%20on%2oPeace%20%2oSecurity%2oUSROK%2oAreas%20of%2oConsensus%20lnterim%2oReport.pdf; Steinberg, David. (2004). "U.S. Policy
and Human Rights in the Republic of Korea: The Influence of Policy or the Policy of Influence". In
Implementing U.S. Human Rights Policy, edited by Liang-Fenton, Debra. Washington DC: US Institute of
Peace Press.
13 Cha. "Korea's Place in the Axis".
14 Smith. Hungry fo r Peace, p.6
15---------- . Hungry fo r Peace, pp.39-40
16---------- . Hungry fo r Peace, p.40
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This thesis draws a number of insights from the human security literature.

Most

importantly, I seek to shift the referent object of analysis away from the state in order
to consider the role of a wider range of agencies. The emphasis that scholars of human
security place on the role of individual citizens in helping identify where insecurity
problems may lie provides a useful departure point for the role of political activism. A
human security approach alone, however, does not sufficiently take into account the
discursive role that individuals may play in the formation of domestic political debate
over security-related issues.

For the purposes of this thesis, a human security

approach is limited as it tends to be centrally concerned with providing suggestions for
how policy-makers could better act, to take the individual into account. This thesis
deviates from this approach insofar as it seeks to understand how states and non state
agents negotiate their priorities, rather than to offer a comprehensive set of
suggestions regarding the sorts of priorities that states should adopt.
Critical Approaches
This thesis seeks to contribute to a burgeoning literature that provides alternative,
critical approaches to security analysis.

The rapidly expanding critical security

scholarship offers a plethora of approaches and, in the section to follow, I shall engage
with the most relevant and discuss the rationale behind the approach that I have taken,
in view of this voluminous scholarship. I also refer to intersecting Korean Studies
contributions, elements of which important scholarship I take up throughout the
course of my study; an integrated disciplinary and area studies perspective which, as I
explain, has yet to be adopted by IR scholars.
Roland Bleiker approaches his analysis of the problems inherent in the current
implementation of security policy on the Korean Peninsula from a critical perspective,
arguing for a ‘fundamental rethinking’ of security, a challenge taken up in this thesis in
a variety of ways, described throughout the following section . 17 The Copenhagen
School’s focus on the concept of ‘securitization’ also takes a critical approach to
international security, rejecting as its starting point the idea that ‘security’ can be

17Bleiker, Roland. (2005). Divided Korea: Toward a Culture of Reconciliation. Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, p.xxviii
In his study, Bleiker reconceptualises the prevailing language and logic of deterrence and confrontation
that has long characterised the Korean conflict and places ‘identity construction’ at the centre of his
conceptual framework. Bleiker argues that conventional security thinking must engage with broader
political questions of identity, perception, and difference, since these have been the central components of
political discourse in the decades since the Peninsula’s division.
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conceived as a fixed ontological entity . 18 The securitization approach draws on a
growing literature (such as that generated by feminist and peace scholars) that
questions the primacy of the military and the state in the conceptualisation of security.
This scholarship argues that security analyses can not be limited to one sector and
extends its framework to include; military, political, economic, environmental and
societal sectors. According to this approach, securitization needs to be understood as
an intersubjective process: threat perceptions cannot be objectively measured. Buzan,
Wasver and de Wilde contend that:
In some cases ... it does matter how others judge the reasonableness of a
securitization, because this influences how other actors in the system will
respond to a security claim. What may seem a legitimate securitization within a
given political community may appear paranoid to those outside it ...
Conversely, outsiders may perceive that a political community undersecuritizes
a “real” threat and thus endangers itself or free rides . 19
In this thesis I adopt a historical approach to the study of inter-Korean relations
(explained further below), which allows for an examination of both the intersubjective
nature of threat claims as well as the ways in which they may have been securitized,
over an extended period of time.

During South Korea’s days of authoritarian

leadership, dominant definitions of actors and concepts central to the debate over
‘unification’ were set by the state. ‘Communism’, ‘North Korea’ and political activists
were all framed as presenting a threat to the physical and moral security of South
Korea; they were ‘securitized’. As South Korea moved towards democratisation,
however, the intersubjective process became more inclusive.

Most significantly

perhaps, public opinion came to play a new and more dynamic role: no longer can a
government in South Korea impose its own interpretation of security, but rather must
engage in political debates over policy alternatives, hence complicating the
intersubjective process.
‘Securitization’, as it is conceptualised by the Copenhagen School, is thus helpful for
understanding how certain ‘things’ are classified subjectively (and based on shared
understandings) as existential threats requiring extraordinary action, while others are

18 It is sometimes argued that the Human Security and the Securitization literatures complement each
other in this respect: Floyd, Rita. (2007). "Human Security and the Copenhagen School's Securitization
Approach: Conceptualizing Human Security as a Securitizing Move". Human Security Journal, 5 (Winter),

38 - 49 19 Buzan, Barry, Ole Waever, and Jaap de Wilde. (1998). Security: A New Framework for Analysis.
Boulder: Lynne Rienner. p.30 (emphasis in original)
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not . 2 0 However, the process tracing work undertaken by security school scholars, who
seek to examine ‘who securitizes what and with what purposes’ is a somewhat different
task to one that wishes to look at non-securitised norms and beliefs and understand
how they have, through processes of argumentation, been brought to have a bearing on
the policy-making debates over security related issues (such as inter-Korean relations)
without at any stage being themselves ‘securitised’. Finally, while the Copenhagen
School provides a comprehensive analysis of elite-decision making processes, it tends
to neglect the study of non-elite forms of agency, such as political activism, which I
contend has played an important role in the evolution of debate over inter-Korean
relations. It is in relation to this last distinction, between the discourses of elite and
non-elite agents, that my approach most strongly differs from those taken within the
Copenhagen school, as this omission considerably narrows the findings possible within
these approaches. In this regard, the insights of Klaus Dodds, who approaches security
studies from a critical geopolitics perspective, are helpful.

Dodds argues that

geopolitical imaginings, which present a dichotomised view of the world, have limited
the individual creative capacity of citizens to understand their surroundings in more
holistic terms, allowing governments to pursue ends that fit their narrowly defined
political and/or ideological agendas. At the same time, these imaginings also narrow
the range of options available to policy-makers, as the preponderance of policy ideas
are based upon limited, non-critical understandings of geopolitics. 21

The analysis

provided in the thesis’ conclusion draws from these insights, arguing that the historical
trajectory of norms can have a real impact on the way a state perceives threats and
hence formulates its own security policy.
The final ‘alternative approach’ to be canvassed in this brief literature review is one
that shares many of the conceptual concerns of the securitization school and aims
centrally, according to Karin Fierke, to “expose the role of realist language and
argument in constituting a realist agenda and marginalising alternative voices” . 2 2
Fierke addresses the post-structuralist project, to examine how certain state actions
become possible (in her case, those actions which brought about the end of the Cold
War) and in doing so aims to open up spaces in which marginalised voices are able to
be heard.

In this sense, the analysis offered in this thesis also contributes to the

20 Alagappa, Muthiah. (1998). "International Politics in Asia: The Historical Context". In Asian Security
Practice: Material and Ideational Influences, edited by Alagappa, Muthiah. Stanford: Stanford University
Press, pp.23-4
21 Dodds, Klaus. (2007). Geopolitics: A Very Short Introduction. Oxford: Oxford University Press, p.42
22 22 Fierke, Karin. (1998). Changing Games, Changing Strategies: Critical Investigations in Security.
Manchester: Manchester University Press, p.5
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opening of these spaces, by arguing that non-state elements of the South Korean
security debate should be included in examinations of Northeast Asian security in
general, and the ‘North Korea problem’ in particular.

However, unlike post

structuralist theory which, as Fierke argues, operates largely at the level of the abstract
(primarily emphasising discourse and language), this study provides a more concrete
embedding of these theoretical claims, by examining the agency of those (non state)
actors who are responsible for engaging in political action, including the wielding of a
certain set of arguments about the operation of the South Korean nation-state . 23
This thesis argues that approaches to inter-Korean relations and security that seek to
move beyond a ‘military focus’ and adopt a more expansive view of conditions by
taking a variety of other aspects - such as economic, cultural and humanitarian factors
- into account should be moved from the margins of post-Cold War scholarship and be
granted more serious attention by scholars and policy-makers alike. Geopolitics has
been unnecessarily defined in narrow terms, a tendency that has become the ‘common
sense approach’ to security deplored by Smith. 24 The findings presented in this thesis
demonstrate that there is nothing at all ‘common sense’ about an approach to interKorean relations that fails to consider the role domestically driven political discourses,
norms, beliefs and ideology. The underlying assumption that these elements do in fact
inform policy-making at the state level in important and varied ways, just as the
conditions imposed by the state, in turn, have a constitutive effect on those players
who wish to influence its policies. Both state-level and society-level actors, as well as
material and normative factors, need to be taken into account. In the particular case of
South Korea, domestic political debate over a range of related issues, such as the USROK alliance, North Korean human rights, social issues surrounding the treatment of
North Korean ‘defectors’25 in South Korean society and inter-Korean dialogue, as well
as political activism around all these issues, continue to be given scant, if any, serious
attention in the academic literature, a chasm that this thesis directly addresses and
seeks to fill.

23 Fierke. Changing Games, p.12
24 Smith. Hungry fo r Peace, p.24
25 The terms ‘defector’ and ‘refugee’ are highly politicised in the South Korean context as both suggest a
political motivation behind an individual’s decision to leave North Korea and settle in the south. Nor is
‘migrant’ an appropriate moniker: North Koreans are by birthright ‘Korean’ and cannot be considered
‘migrants’ in the traditional sense of the word. The Ministry of Unification recently conducted a review of
this terminology and developed an official nomenclature for former North Korean citizens now living in
South Korea: s ’a e t ’öm in , which can be roughly translated as “new settlers”. (Ministry of Unification.
(2005). "Peace and Prosperity: White Paper on Korean Unification". Seoul, pp.100-101)
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P o litic a l A c tiv is m a n d In ter-K o rea n R ela tio n s: A n A p p ro a ch a t the
I n te rs e c tio n o f IR a n d K o re a n S tu d ies
The first port of call for an IR scholar approaching inter-Korean relations from a nontraditional perspective is the Korean Studies literature, which has examined the
subject from a number of angles.

Common concerns in this literature include

questions of identity and nationalism, the impact of democratisation on inter-Korean
relations, economic and trade relations, tourism, the US-South Korean alliance,
humanitarian perspectives, party politics, regionalism, ideology, the role of the media
and civil society actors and military culture, among others . 26 Many of the insights
provided in the Korean studies literature are discussed in detail throughout this thesis.
In particular, I will draw on Korean Studies research into the role that political
activists played in helping bring about democracy in South Korea. While Korean
Studies insights provide an important starting point for a domestically-driven
approach towards examining peninsular politics, Korean Studies scholars have not
provided any systematic explanation of the direct link between inter-Korean relations
and political activism, a lacuna addressed by this thesis.
Inter-Korean Relations and North Korean Human Rights
While engagement and cooperation are still the only acceptable approaches to interKorean relations in South Korea (a contention I develop throughout this thesis and
expand upon in the conclusion), policy-makers and analysts have proposed a range of
interpretations and policy options. One of the ‘hot topics’ which, for a section of South
Korea’s conservative side of politics, became emblematic of all that was wrong with the

26 See, for example: Chung, Chien-peng. (2003). "Democratization in South Korea and Inter-Korean
Relations". Pacific Affairs, 76 (1), 9-35; Cotton, James, ed. (1993). Korea under Roh Tae-woo.
Democratisation, Northern Policy, and Inter-Korean Relations. Canberra: Allen and Unwin; Cumings,
Bruce. (1991). The Two Koreas: On the Road to Reunification? New York: Foreign Policy Association;
Haas, Michael. (1989). "The Historical Approach to Korean Reunification". In Korean Reunification:
Alternative Pathways, edited by Haas, Michael. New York: Praeger Publishers; Kang, In-duk, ed. (2005).

Peace and Prosperity Policy and Peace Regime on the Korean Peninsula: The Limits of Coercive
Diplomacy in Korean Peninsula. Seoul: Institute for East Asian Studies; Kim, Hak-joon. (1978).
Unification Policies of South and North Korea, 1945-1991: A Comparative Study. 3rd ed. Seoul: Seoul
National University Press; Kim, Jung-sup. (2007). International Politics and Security in Korea.
Cheltenham: Edward Elgar; Kim, Samuel Seongseop, and Bruce Prideaux. (2006). "An Investigation of
the Relationship between South Korean Domestic Public Opinion, Tourism Development in North Korea
and a Role for Tourism in Promoting Peace on the Korean Peninsula". Tourism Management, 27, 124-37;
Levin, Norman, and Yong-sup Han. (2002). Sunshine in Korea: the South Korean Debate over Policies
Toward North Korea. Santa Monica: Rand; Moon, and Steinberg, eds. Kim Dae-Jung Government and
the Sunshine Policy: Promises and Challenges', Oberdörfer, Don. (2001). The Two Koreas: A
Contemporary History. 2nd ed. New York: Basic Books; Shin, Gi-wook, and Kristen Burke. (2008).
"North Korea and Identity Politics in South Korea". Brown Journal of International Affairs, 15 (1), 287303; Son, Key-young. (2006). South Korean Engagement Policies and North Korea: Identities, Norms
and the Sunshine Policy. New York: Routledge.
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Kim Dae Jung (Kim Taechung) and Roh Moo Hyun (No Muhyön) governments’
seemingly one-sided approach to inter-Korean relations, has been that of North
Korean human rights. In the mid- to late-i990s, anecdotal evidence regarding the
repressive nature of the DPRK regime started to emerge, raising concerns in South
Korea and abroad that egregious human rights violations were taking place inside the
secretive state. By the time progressive politician Kim Dae Jung was elected into office
in 1997, news of the North Korean human rights situation was slowly becoming
common knowledge within South Korea. The main conservative opposition ‘Grand
National Party’ (GNP) accused Kim Dae Jung (and his successor, Roh Moo Hyun) of
propping up a corrupt and repressive regime through their engagement policies, and
demanded that the issue of human rights become a component of inter-Korean
dialogue.

These two governments, however, refused to countenance demanding

greater transparency in the DPRK’s human rights situation, arguing that such an
approach would be counter-productive and would even signal the death knell to
cooperative relations between the two countries.
The accusations thrown by both sides of the political spectrum on this issue give a good
indication of the norm-driven ideological cultures informing the various positions.
Those in the ‘pro-engagement’ camp accused their detractors of harbouring a pro-US
anti-North Korean political stance, aimed ultimately at bringing about regime change
in North Korea by any means available. These supporters of the governments’ position
also accused their conservative opponents of endangering the achievement of peace
and stability on the Peninsula which, so the argument went, was possible thanks to the
South Korean governments’ careful and measured approach to inter-Korean relations
and engagement, which reflected the will of the citizens of a newly democratised South
Korea. On the other hand, those on the opposite, conservative side of politics labelled
the governments’ supporters ‘pro-North Korean’ and charged them

with being

responsible for the continuation of a corrupt regime and of harbouring a desire to
maintain the status quo, whatever the consequences for the well-being of the North
Korean people. And so, debate in South Korea over inter-Korean relations stagnated,
ideologically polarised.
The Kim Dae Jung and Roh Moo Hyun governments have received much external
condemnation for their silence on the issue of North Korean human rights. Their
abstention from two consecutive UN resolutions condemning the DPRK’s human
rights record drew international attention to their position. Indeed, the incapacity of
these two governments, whose parties and public service were replete with former
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student human rights and democracy activists, to consider adjusting their approach to
North Korea in the light of international concern about the internal human rights
situation appeared, to most external observers, to be incoherent and inconsistent. The
central research question of this thesis, discussed immediately below, addresses this
puzzle by allowing for an analysis of South Korean domestic political debate that sheds
light on how, in South Korea, the concept of ‘human rights’ (whether it be with regard
to South Korea or North Korea) has long been linked to arguments forwarded by
political activists as they advocated over the issues of democracy and unification. I
reveal that the linkages that formed between these three concepts in the course of the
debates that took place during the country’s heady activist days have had a strong
impact on debate over inter-Korean relations in South Korea today.

Central Argum ent
This thesis advances an alternative account of the debate over inter-Korean relations:
one that emphasises the importance of decades of political activism in the constitution
of dominant South Korean understandings of this vexed relationship. South Korea’s
successful (and relatively peaceful) transition to democracy that came about in 1987
(and was subsequently fully realised at the 1992 and 1997 elections) has been largely
attributed to the important and transformative role played by human rights and
democracy activists during the 1970s and 1980s. Over the course of this thesis, I argue
that the divisive nature of discourse over inter-Korean relations in South Korea,
illustrated in current day disagreements over the North Korean human rights issue,
finds its roots in the country’s history of democratisation.

Put differently, South

Korea’s history of political activism has left a legacy of embedded norms that continue
to inform domestic political discourse over inter-Korean relations today. Debates and
policy in South Korea are shaped, to a significant extent, by normative beliefs and
values. These normative beliefs, in turn, are most clearly expressed in the relationship
between dominant and dissident discourses.
During the 1970s and 1980s, in conditions of authoritarian rule, South Korean political
activists engaged with public debate through the discursive promulgation of particular
sets of normative beliefs about democracy, human rights and unification. In the global
political context of the Cold War, in which the Korean peninsula played a particularly
central role, the strong prevailing anti-communist discourse that permeated the official,
governmental realm came to have a significant impact, through its isolation of political
dissidents and its imposition of a communist paradigm on the dissident discourses.
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These practices, I argue, came to have a self-fulfilling prophecy, ultimately rendering
dissident discourses more radical over years of isolation (both physical and ideological)
in opposition.

While at times these communist undertones that came to colour

dissident discourses did indeed stem directly from a pro-North Korean sentiment,
most often these tendencies were the direct result of the wider political context in
which they were made. The highly ideological Cold War environment facilitated the
government’s efforts to paint the political scene as one that could be understood only
in shades of black and white. In this way, official government discourses dismissed
and discredited all political dissidents, regardless of their platforms, on the grounds
that any deviation from the official line embodied a dangerous form of communist
subversion.
Normative patterns, such as the tendency towards radicalisation of dissident
discourses, have emerged on a number of levels throughout South Korea’s political
history to date. These patterns, particularly with regard to the issues of unification,
human rights and North Korea, continue to shape South Korean political dynamics
today within the context of a democratic South Korea, long after the end of the Cold
War, and the concomitant ideological discourses that it enabled, and the emergence of
a newly democratic system of rule in South Korea.
As South Korea subsequently moved towards democratisation in the 1990s, many of
these activists left their dissident days behind them and joined the public sphere in
more institutionalised roles: as leaders of the ‘new social movements (NSMs),27
bureaucrats, academics and politicians. Kim Dae Jung, a recognised leader figure of
the erstwhile student movement and Roh Moo Hyun, a left-wing human rights activist
lawyer during the 1980s, governed South Korea between 1997 and 2007, and the
policies around inter-Korean relations formed during this time are best understood
through reference to these presidents’ activist pasts. The oppositional movements with
which these presidents had been formerly involved were, this thesis argues, driven by a
set of interrelated beliefs: democratisation, human rights and unification. Debates
over unification issues in particular have helped to shape discourse over inter-Korean
relations and, as such, an examination of the interaction between these interrelated

27 The make up and role of NSMs will be further discussed in chapter five. These are groups that started
to emerge in the 1990s, and focused their advocacy on particular issue areas such as the environment or
social justice. This was an important departure from civil society activism in the past, which had focused
all its attention on ‘meta’ issues such as ‘democratisation’ or ‘human rights’. NSMs and their predecessors
also offered in an important ideological sense: less radical than their activist forebears, NSMs held ideas
that occupied the centre-left of the political spectrum
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beliefs and the prominence given to any one of them at various points in the
movement’s history will form the empirical and explanatory heart of this project.
This thesis argues that these beliefs continue to impact debate around inter-Korean
relations in South Korea today, due largely to the agency of former student movement
activists who remained engaged with social and political issues beyond university,
becoming influential players on the South Korean political scene during the period
1997 - 2007. As I argue above, debate over South Korea’s policy making vis-ä-vis
North Korea today has been shaped by the normative patterns that have emerged over
the course of South Korea’s political history. That is, contemporary debates over interKorean relations in general, and the prickly issue of North Korean human rights in
particular, are the legacy of the protracted debates over unification, human rights and
democracy that have been taking place within political activist circles since the time of
authoritarian rule. There is a clear link between discursive political activism and South
Korean policy choices. In this thesis, I suggest that political activists have played an
important role in helping shape normative debate over inter-Korean relations. Thus,
this thesis contributes to current IR approaches in three ways. (1) It brings attention
to the important role that discursive politics has played in helping to shape South
Korea’s policy towards North Korea; (2) It uncovers the important role that political
activists have played (as discursive agents) in the evolution of inter-Korean relations
and (3) it contributes to security perspectives vis-ä-vis the Korean Peninsula by
establishing the importance of non-state political activists.

M ethodology
This thesis takes a historical case-study approach toward addressing the central
research question. It is through this approach that the influence of political discourses
on the evolution of domestic political debate over inter-Korean relations can be best
analysed and understood. Thus, the conceptual framework that I have developed for
this thesis allows for consideration of the wider historical context in which discourses
over unification, human rights and democracy have evolved. Concomitant to this, in
order to capture the interplay between state and non-state actors, including the power
relations inherent in this relationship, I make clear the distinction between dominant
and dissident discourses.

Finally, the conceptual framework recognises the moral

content of the arguments provided by dissident actors, in response to the normative
beliefs contained within the dominant discourses. Central to the domestic debate over
inter-Korean relations is the question of how South Koreans can best act so as to be
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doing ‘good’ (towards both North Koreans as well as themselves). Thus, the ethical
arguments presented by the non-state actors take on special importance and are
highlighted throughout the empirical chapters.

The overall conceptual approach

builds on existing social movement literature on framing, adapting these insights to
the particular case at hand.
C on ceptu al F ra m ew o rk
The conceptual framework sets out to achieve three main goals, explored in more
detail in chapter one.

First, to gain a better understanding of the differentiated

discursive roles played by state actors and political activists, over an extended period of
time. Second, to identify the types of arguments deployed by the various actors and,
third, to elucidate the process through which actors interact with sets of established
beliefs in order to promote their own approaches to the achievement of unification,
human rights, democracy and, finally, inter-Korean relations. Before moving on to an
explanation of the historical case study selection, I will first briefly discuss the central
tenets of the conceptual framework: discourses (dominant and dissident), argument
and norm negotiation.
Dominant and Dissident Discourses
The distinct roles played by ‘dominant’ (state) and ‘dissident’ (non-state) discourses
respectively become central to this thesis’ conceptual framework. I take as a starting
point Roland Bleiker’s definition of discourse as “frameworks of knowledge and power
through which we comprehend (and constitute) the world around us”, a definition
which “encapsulates not only the structural terrains of rules and norms, but also a
variety of other aspects, such as language and structure ” . 28
Dominant discourses contain within them the key ‘normative beliefs’ that structure the
state’s responses to contentious political issues. In other words, normative beliefs set
the context for political debate and it is thus within this normative space that political
activists operate, harnessing their own sets of arguments. The discourses adopted by
political activists are distinct from those of the state and are referred to in this thesis as
‘dissident discourses’. Dissident discourses are seen to be fluid in nature and are in a
constant state of flux, changing as a result of their ongoing interaction with other
discourses. They may adapt, shift, disappear or find themselves interacting in an

28 Bleiker, Roland. (2000). Popular Dissent, Human Agency and Global Politics. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, p.11
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entirely different set of power relations. It is through these dissident discourses that
political activists, drawing upon the central sets of normative beliefs contained within
the dominant discourses, promote their own sets of ‘behavioural norms’.
The distinction between normative beliefs and behavioural norms is an important one
and I follow the approach taken by Neta Crawford, who argues that the term ‘norm’
should in fact to behavioural norms (and not to ‘normative beliefs’), because it is first
and foremost a descriptive term: “Norms describe the dominant practice or
behavior”. D i s t i n c t from the descriptive idea of a ‘norm’, then, are normative beliefs,
which represent prescriptive statements regarding the ‘ought to’ quality of political
theory and practice. These are the normative beliefs that can be found within the
state’s dominant discourses.

Political activists, through their dissident discourses,

interact with the dominant discourses in two distinct ways. While, on the one hand,
they appeal to established normative beliefs contained within the dominant discourses,
they also challenge the behavioural norms that state actors argue to be the natural
corollaries of these normative beliefs. This process, as I explain below, is one of
‘negotiation’, whereby political activists harness particular arguments to promote sets
of behavioural norms.
Argum ent
Activists will typically have at their disposal a number of different persuasive
techniques which they wield as appropriate, depending on whether they are engaged in
the promotion of normative beliefs, or in debate over the appropriateness of particular
behavioural norms, in particular situations. The South Korean debate over how to
conduct inter-Korean relations has been undertaken, variously, on the basis of
purposive, practical, identity and ethical arguments, as the empirical studies in this
thesis attest. While practical arguments revolve around cause and effect relations,
often including instrumental forms of reasoning, purposive reasoning is used for the
task of interest formation.

Identity, or idiographic arguments attribute certain

behaviours to the characteristics of a group or peoples and ethical arguments focus on
the just nature of certain behaviours and pose the question: how should I, or we, act in
this particular situation so as to be doing good?3° The analysis provided in each of this
thesis’ empirical chapters shows a combination of these types of deliberation to form
29 Crawford, Neta. (2002). Argument and Change in World Politics: Ethics, Decolonization, and
Humanitarian Intervention. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, p.40. Emphasis in original; ReusSmit, Christian. (2004). "The Politics of International Law". In The Politics of International Law, edited
by Reus-Smit, Christian. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, p.25
30 Crawford. Argument and Change, p.82
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the heart of deliberation over inter-Korean relations. This follows the proposal put
forward by Christian Reus-Smit, who argues that political deliberation is in fact a
multi-dimensional phenomenon, framed by all of these four types of reasoning. 31
Arguments about justice—how to best act so as to be doing good—are at the heart of
the debate over inter-Korean relations.

Though these types of arguments are

inextricably linked with purposive, idiographic and instrumental forms of reasoning,
this thesis proposes that the question ‘how should we act’ is one that has been
overlooked by scholars of inter-Korean relations.

South Korean domestic actors

centrally ask, ‘how should we best act towards our northern neighbour so as to
promote a common good?’

Following Reus-Smit’s formulation, actors that are

engaged in debate over these types of questions situate “their purposive and
instrumental decisions [regarding what they want to achieve (unification, democracy
and human rights) and how they wish to go about achieving it (the behavioural norms)]
within the realm of socially sanctioned norms of rightful agency and conduct”. 3 2 Neta
Crawford also seeks to highlight the centrality of justice-focused deliberation to
political outcomes and contends that ethical arguments can account for a number of
changes in world politics, especially with regard to long-established normative beliefs
and behavioural norms, in ways that material arguments cannot. 33 An examination of
the intersubjective processes behind the evolution of key norms vis-ä-vis the
relationship between the two Koreas, and the ways in which these understandings have
changed over time, offer a more comprehensive understanding of the dynamic and
contentious nature of the South Korean debate over inter-Korean relations.

Norm Negotiation
Social movement theorists and IR scholars tend to refer to processes of ‘framing’ to
help understand the manner in which ideas are socially constructed and disseminated
by political

a c t iv is t s .34

In chapter one, I build upon concepts of framing, offering

‘norm negotiation’ as an alternative window through which to observe the
communicative processes adopted by political activists. Negotiation is a more fluid
31 Reus-Smit. "The Politics of International Law", p.25
32 ------. "The Politics of International Law", p.25
33 Crawford. Argument and Change.
34 A basic definition of framing as per its earlier conceptualisation, refers to “the conscious strategic
efforts by groups of people to fashion shared understandings of the world and of themselves that
legitimate and motivate collective action”. See: McAdam, Doug, John McCarthy, and Mayer Zald. (1996).
"Introduction: Opportunities, Mobilizing Structures, and Framing Processes - Toward a Synthetic,
Comparative Perspective, on Social Movements". In Comparative Perspectives on Social Movements:
Political Opportunities, Mobilizing Structures, and Cultural Framings, edited by McAdam, Doug, John
McCarthy and Mayer Zald. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, p.6
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concept than framing as it gives a greater sense of the ‘back and forth’ nature of the
communicative processes, within and between the dissident discourses.

Rather than

suggesting the existence of ‘reasoned argumentation’ in the sense intended by Thomas
Risse, where actors come to the negotiating table with an open mind, not entirely sure
of their interests, or of the information, and are prepared to have their interests or
identities shaped by the power of a good argum ent35, these processes of norm
negotiation can be chaotic and highly contentious and take place over a protracted
period of time. It is highly possible (and indeed likely) that norm negotiation takes
place in the context of what Risse defines as ‘rhetorical argumentation’, whereby actors
come to the negotiating process with fixed ideas regarding an outcome, and are
unlikely to change their preferences . 36

Argument plays an important role in this

regard, as described above, and is central to the concept of norm negotiation.
Communicative action involves processes of negotiation in the sense described by Jean
Cohen, who argues that:
Communicative

interaction

...

refers

to

the

linguistically

mediated,

intersubjective processes through which actors establish their interpersonal
relations and coordinate their action through negotiating definitions of the
situation (norms) and coming to an agreement. Whereas normative action
presupposes a consensus that is merely reproduced with each interpretative act,
communicative action involves uncurtailed communication between actors who
must first create a consensus ... any aspect of our culturally ingrained
knowledge which has become problematic can be thematized and tested
through an interrogation of validity claims .

37

Political activists engage in processes of norm negotiation on two levels. First, as
established above, they must negotiate against the backdrop of the dominant
discourses, which have set the terms of the debate. Second, it is important to recognise
that a certain amount of dissonance exists among the political activists themselves.
The dissident discourse is itself a negotiated one.

Where disparate actors come

together to promote a common cause, as is the case with the democratisation, human
rights and unification movement, disagreement over both the form and substance of
the advocacy campaign can arise.

35 Risse, Thomas. (2000). " "Let's Argue!": Communicative Action in World Politics". International
Organization, 54 (1), 1-39. p.i
36 Risse. " "Let's Argue!": Communicative Action in World Politics", p.2
37 Cohen, Jean. (1985). "Strategy or Identity: New Theoretical Paradigms and Contemporary Social
Movements". Social Research, 52 (4), 663-716. p.707 (emphasis in original)
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S election o f H isto rica l C ase S tu d ies
In this final section I will outline the organisation of the historical case-studies: periods
of South Korea’s political history, that I have determined to be ‘critical junctures’ in the
evolution of domestic political debate over inter-Korean relations. Collier and Collier
define critical junctures as “major watersheds in political life”, transitional events, or
periods of time, which “establish certain directions of change and foreclose others in a
way that shapes politics for years to come”.38 While major events are intertwined
within larger processes of change, critical junctures are nonetheless important,
because of the significant contingencies extant at times of crisis. Marcussen et al, in
their discussion of the different evolutionary paths that European identities have taken,
contend that critical junctures represent an ideal opportunity for those political actors
who wish to influence or change social identity. They argue that, while “there is always
some leeway for the purposive attempt of political actors to alter existing ideational
frameworks and boundary definitions ... it is particularly during critical junctures that
the likelihood of the success of such attempts is greatest”.39 The critical junctures
chosen for examination in this period represent “extended period[s] of reorientation”
rather than individual events. 40 While the transitional juncture is triggered, in all
cases, by a single event, it is the context of social tension leading up to and immediately
following the event that makes it worthy of analysis. It is thus that this thesis seeks to
understand how the struggles for meaning over the beliefs of human rights, democracy
and unification have helped form the political and ideational environment of today’s
South Korea.
I will focus on what I argue are four critical junctures in South Korea’s political history
with regard to democratisation and inter-Korean relations. I contend that analysis of
these junctures will contribute towards a greater understanding of the contemporary
debate that is taking place, over the appropriate role South Korea should play with
regard to the amelioration of North Korea’s human rights situation. In the sections to
follow, I briefly discuss the rationale behind the selection of each ‘critical juncture’,

38 Collier, Ruth Bering, and David Collier. (1991). "Framework: Critical Junctures and Historical
Legacies". In Shaping the Political Arena: Critical Junctures, The Labor Movement, and Regime
Dynamics in Latin America, edited by Collier, Ruth Bering and David Collier. Princeton: Princeton
University Press.
39 Marcussen, Marcus, Thomas Risse, Daniela Engelmann-Martin, et al. (1999). "Constructing Europe?
The Evolution of French, British and German Nation State Identities". Journal of European Public Policy,
6 (4), 614-33. p.616
40 Collier, and Collier. "Framework: Critical Junctures and Historical Legacies", p.27
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commencing with an explanation of why I consider the 1980s to be the most
appropriate place to begin this study.
It is in fact difficult to identify a clear starting point for an account of the historical
underpinnings of the South Korean civil society movement around questions of
unification, North-South relations, human rights and democracy. It would be possible,
for example, to commence such an exploration with an examination of peasant
rebellions during the Yi Dynasty, before the division of the Peninsula or, more recently
than that, with the opposition movement during the Japanese occupation. 41
Alternatively, one could trace the activities of dissident groups since the early days of
division and their role in the turbulent history of the military dictatorship of the First
Republic under Syngman Rhee. Where one chooses to begin, therefore, depends on
the purpose of recounting such a history. This thesis seeks to understand recent
developments in Korean society by placing them in their historical and cultural context
and looks towards the public emergence of dissidents as its starting point.
While South Korean civil society mobilised over the issues of labour rights and
reunification in the 1960s, this activism was quashed throughout the early 1970s with
the introduction of Park Chung Hee’s Yushin system. In response to the oppression of
the Yushin era various sectors of South Korea’s civil society—including labour,
students, intellectuals and the church—started to come together with opposition
politicians, to form a ‘loose anti-Yushin alliance’ in the early 1970s.42 The climax of
these campaigns, according to Kim Sunhyuk, was the formation of the National
Coalition fo r Democracy and Reunification, in March 1979.

Following this, Kim

argues, the 1980s saw a greater legitimation of political activism in the eyes of the
South Korean public, and witnessed increased participation from sections of the
middle class as well as the participation of almost all the democratic elements of South
Korea’s civil society.43 Thus, while the historical nature of the dominant beliefs driving
civil society in the 1960s and 1970s will be taken into account in chapter two, insofar as
it provides important background conditions, this study takes the democratisation
movement of the 1980s as its starting point for analysis.

41 Cumings. The Two Koreas: On the Road to Reunification? p.8ff.
42 Kim, Sunhyuk. (1998). "Civil Society and Democratization in South Korea". Korea Journal, 3 8 (2), 21436. p.230
43 Kim. "Civil Society and Democratization in South Korea".
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First Juncture: Kwangju Uprising
Chapter two of focuses on the events leading up to the first critical juncture: the 1980
Kwangju Uprising. The historical period surrounding the Kwangju massacre laid the
groundwork for the ideas and strategies that advocates took with them into the mid1980s; a human rights and democracy campaign that eventually brought about real
political change in South Korea.44 The conditions under which these activists operated
in the late 1970s, and the reaction to the violent repression of the 1980 Kwangju
massacre, encouraged the emergence of a particular set of radical ideas about social
structure. At the same time, the transnational movement that started to appear at this
time had a more conservative character than the domestic movement and the
interaction between these groups set a precedent for the future of transnational
advocacy networking that can be seen to continue into contemporary South Korean
civil society.
Inter-Korean relations at this time were characterised by heightened government
rhetoric regarding the importance of a national anti-communist stance. The Park
Chung-Hee (Pak Chönghüi) government argued that the physical and moral survival of
the South Korean state relied on both its strength as well as the eradication of any
communist, pro-North Korean elements in South Korean society. Thus, those radical
elements that emerged did so in a hostile environment in which any discussion of the
North Korean political or social system outside the state-sanctioned sphere was
considered a subversive act, and punished accordingly under the anti-communist
National Security Law (NSL).

Eventually, any groups advocating for stronger

democratic rights in South Korea, including the church, were painted with the same
anti-communist brush. As the chapter will discuss, this repression had an unexpected
result: formerly moderate and fiercely anti-communist church groups, disgusted that
they should be labelled supporters of radical communist ideas, revisited this ideology,
eventually discarding the more strident anti-communist aspects of it, opening it up to
broader options when it came to discussing possible inter-Korean strategies.
Unification was seen as an important aspect of pro-democratisation efforts.

Kwangju also re-emerged as an issue in the mid-1990s, as a newly democratic South Korea started to
deal with its sometimes violent authoritarian past. This phenomenon is discussed in chapter four.

44
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Second Juncture: From Kwanaiu to Democracy
The political activism of the mid-1980s that emerged in South Korea following the
Kwangju Uprising saw the coming together of various anti-government elements,
discussed in chapter three. Again the political environment was such that the Chun
Doo Hwan (Chon Tuhwan) government manoeuvred discussion over inter-Korean
relations and unification in such a way that it should remain within the dominant
discourses. The Chun government declared itself the only legitimate moral agent for
discussion of these issues and started to place more emphasis on ethical arguments
when discussing them, relative to the dominance of practical arguments under Park
Chung Hee,
Political activists, re-building their organisations after the period of repression that
immediately followed the Kwangju Uprising, reassessed their commitments and
started to separate unification and democratisation, placing priority on the latter. This
strategic decision on the part of human rights and democracy activists was arrived at
by way of a long and protracted struggle among different political activist elements,
and was largely a reaction to local social, historical and political conditions.

In

response to the state’s acquisition of the moral space around inter-Korean relations,
political activists started to build coalitions based more on pragmatic, political
considerations rather than ideological principles. As the chapter explores, the nature
of the diverse oppositional coalition that developed during this time, and which
eventually spilled out onto the streets of Seoul in the summer of 1987, had important
implications for the manner in which political activism evolved in post-1987 South
Korea.
Third Juncture: Reorientation
The third critical juncture in the evolution of domestic political debate over interKorean relations took place in the mid to late-i990s—the time of the North Korean
famine. This fourth chapter provides a discussion of the directions taken by political
activists as they reassessed their purpose and meaning, in a newly democratising South
Korea. The tendency of many political activists to move towards the centre-left, in an
environment that increasingly rejected left wing radicalism, had a strong impact on the
reaction of South Korean society to the North Korean human rights issue, when it
finally started to attract attention following the North Korean famine. The North
Korean famine caused the outflow of information from the formerly tightly sealed state
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as North Koreans, fleeing to China in search of food, brought with them horrific tales
of human rights violations.
For the first time, South Korea’s civil society had something more concrete than
rumours to act on with regard to North Korean human rights, and a minority of
political activists believed that the moral imperative was towards action. However, the
transition for South Korea’s former human rights and democracy activists to North
Korean human rights advocates was not a smooth one, and the politicised nature of
issues surrounding North Korea and unification resulted in the mobilisation of a
formerly inactive section of South Korea’s political right. As well, those from the
progressive camp who chose to take up the North Korean human rights campaign
found themselves ostracised by their former ideological compatriots, resulting in a
great deal of soul searching and, occasionally, political reorientation on the part of
these former student activists, a phenomenon examined in detail in chapter five.
Fourth Juncture: North Korean Human Rights Advocacy in the Era o f the Sunshine
Policu
More recent events in the history of the North Korean human rights campaign and the
quest for more peaceful and stable inter-Korean relations are presented as the fourth
critical juncture in chapter five of this thesis. The early twenty-first Century was a
heady time for South Koreans as inter-Korean relations reached their most cooperative,
with President Kim Dae Jung’s voyage to Pyongyang for his Nobel award-winning
summit handshake with Kim Jong- 11. This ushered in an era of great optimism in
South Korea - one in which any antagonism of the North Korean regime (such as the
articulation of human rights concerns) was seen as antithetical to the cause of peace on
the Korean Peninsula.
It was during this period that increasing levels of involvement by international actors
helped crystallise debate over North Korean human rights and inter-Korean relations
in South Korea.

While efforts by transnational actors to bring this issue to the

attention of South Korean policy-makers began as early as 1997, it wasn’t until the UN
Resolution of 2003 that the issue of North Korean human rights really started to gain
currency inside South Korea. 45 At the Fifty-ninth Session of the UN Commission on
Human Rights, the European Union brought forward a draft resolution, condemning
the DPRK for its human rights record. This resolution was subsequently passed on

45 Commission on Human Rights Resolution 2003/10
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April sixteen. The South Korean government abstained from voting on this resolution,
as well as on the adoption of similar resolutions in 2004 and 2005. While the ROK
government voted in favour of the General Assembly Resolution condemning the
“Situation of human rights in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea” in 2006,
they subsequently abstained again in 2007.
F ield w o rk M eth ods
Fieldwork undertaken for this thesis took place during three separate trips between
April 2006 and March 2008.

I spent three weeks on a study tour in Pyongyang

(DPRK), and visited Washington DC, Bergen (Norway), London and Beijing (2006). I
spent the largest amount of time (nine months in total) in Seoul between 2006 and
2008.
The three weeks spent in North Korea was a particularly important component of this
fieldwork, as it helped focus my attention on the questions of human rights, interKorean relations, and the role of non-state actors. I took part in this trip as a member
of a French/Australian study delegation, hosted by the [North] Korean Academy of
Social Sciences (KASS). This was a unique opportunity to gain a privileged perspective
on life inside North Korea. An obligatory component of the trip was attendance at
seminars which focused on the philosophy of the North Korean state (ch’uch’e sasang),
from an economic, historical and political point of view. The insights I gained at this
time, in deep, detailed and often spirited discussion with highly trained philosophers,
economists and political scientists, from Kim II Sung University (North Korea’s
premier higher education institution), were invaluable. Of greatest benefit was the
opportunity to gain a closer, more intimate view of the prevailing mindset of the North
Korean elite on questions of unification and foreign affairs.
The remainder of my fieldwork was largely interview-based.

In Washington, I

conducted approximately twenty interviews, followed by six in Bergen, London and
Beijing, and a further forty over my total time in Seoul. Interviewees were primarily
civil society activists. While most were employed as full-time North Korean human
rights advocates, some took part voluntarily, in addition to separate full-time
employment.

In Washington DC, I also spoke to a selection of academics and

Congressional staffers. In South Korea the distinction between academic commentator
and activists is not so strong, and many of my interviewees fit into both categories.
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Initial interviews with civil society activists remained fairly general, and were geared
towards gaining a broad picture of the main issues with which the actor’s organisation
was involved, as well as the rationale (motivations and beliefs) behind these choices.
Crucially, these interviews were geared towards a greater understanding of the
complex web of relationships that the non-governmental organisations (NGOs) did (or
did not) have with other civil society organisations - both in South Korea, and overseas.
To track developments, I interviewed certain key actors on numerous occasions during
the period of my fieldwork. Doing this involved an investment into the building of
trusting relationships between myself and the interviewees. In South Korea I spent
much of the earlier stages of the fieldwork process concentrating on gaining a better
understanding of the debate over the extremely sensitive issue of North Korean human
rights. The responses that I received in my interviews tended to depend upon one or
two key variables: where the individual placed themselves on the political spectrum
(that is, whether at the ‘progressive’ or ‘conservative’ end) and/or the historical
experiences of the individuals.

Actors that were involved in the unification,

democratisation and human rights campaign of the 1970s and 1980s tended to have
more strongly-held views than those for whom the North Korean human rights issue
was an isolated one. In South Korea, this latter category was in the minority and most
of the people I interviewed had a long history of engaging in debates over arguments
about unification, human rights and democracy.
Interviews with policy analysts and academics focused on two key goals: assessing the
knowledge of the interviewee, in relation to civil society activity on the North Korean
human rights issue and, based on the extent of this knowledge, to enquire further into
what the interviewee believed to be the implications of the work of these civil society
actors, with regard to the broader debate in South Korea, on inter-Korean relations.
Many of the interviewees requested anonymity, given the sensitive nature of the North
Korean human rights issue in South Korean society. In order to protect the identities
of my contacts, I have used a coded interview reference system. 46

Where the

interviewee was happy to go on the record with their comments, they are referred to by
name. Where anonymity has been requested I have used the coded reference system.
Again, given the sensitive nature of some of the discussions I did not record these
meetings and have thus paraphrased the comments made by the interviewees.

46 The identities behind the coded interviews have been tabulated and are available to the examiner, upon
request. I have been careful to only cite interviewees where their comments add important insights to the
discussion. I have only cited anonymous sources in cases where I believe the anonymity of the interview
subject does not detract from the validity of the argument being made in the main text.
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The interviews that were conducted with activists, particularly for chapters four and
five of this thesis, were designed in such a way so as to generate general discussion
about the nature of the work that the activists were involved in.

Of course, the

collation of data from key informants, such as activists, must be undertaken with some
caution, given the necessarily subjective view that the interviewee may have of his or
her own work. I addressed this methodological dilemma in a number of ways and
relied, for my selection of interview techniques and post-interview analysis, on various
insights generated from the social movement literature.
The type of interview that I undertook is known, among sociologists, as ‘semi
structured’ interviewing, which differs from structured interviewing insofar as it allow
for digression based on the particular mood or context of the interview. This flexible
type of interviewing also suited the delicate nature of the topic I was discussing with
my interviewees - North Korean human rights activism. The conversational style
adopted in the semi-structured interviews allowed for a more open-hearted sharing of
information, and allowed the activists to feel that they were having an informal chat,
rather than an inquisitive investigation. On numerous occasions, the interviewee in
fact remarked to me that they were grateful for the opportunity to reflect on their work
- a rare luxury in the frenetic world of the civil society activist.
Given my own linguistic restrictions as researcher (discussed above), I confined my
pool of potential interviewees to those that could be identified as ‘key informants’, a
tool used most commonly by anthropologists, and more recently adopted in the field of
sociology. According to this technique, well-placed individuals within an organisation
are interviewed in detail, over an extended period of time. This latter characteristic
was particularly the case in relation to the central organisations that the research
revolved around.

The most important characteristics of my key informants were

twofold. First, that they were well placed to provide information about various aspects
of the activism, from both a procedural as well as substantive perspective. Secondly,
was a willingness to share this information, in an open and frank manner.
One of the main purposes behind the interview process was to gain a sense of what was
most important vis-ä-vis North Korean human rights activism, in a thematic sense,
rather than to simply elicit certain types of information from my interviews. For this
end as well, the semi structured interview approach was the most appropriate form. As
Blee and Taylor discuss, “[in] semi-structured interviewing ... it is not only information
but also themes and categories of analysis that are generated from the responses of
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diverse movement participants. The open-ended nature of such interviewing strategies
makes it possible for respondents to generate, challenge, clarify, elaborate, or
recontextualize understandings of social movements based on earlier interviews,
documentary sources, or observational methods ” . 47
This latter point, leads me to the next step of analysis: triangulation. I did not rely on
interviews alone to generate information about the North Korean human rights
movement.

Rather, these interviews were simply one of a number of research

approaches taken for this project.

This is described, again by sociologists, as

triangulation (cite here the number of people who talk about it).

Simply put,

triangulation is the practice of generating multiple sources of information. Citing
earlier work, Snow and Trom describe the rationale behind procedural triangulation in
the following way:
[triangulation] is rooted in the complexity of social reality and the limitations of
all research methodologies. The basic argument is that social reality is too
complex and multifaceted to be adequately grasped by any single method.
Consequently, rather than debate the merits of one method vis-ä-vis another ...
one does better to combine the multiple strategies so that they complement and
supplement one another’s weakness. 48
Blee and Taylor contextualise this method of triangulation vis-ä-vis the use of semistructured interviews, reminding us that “it is important to keep in mind that even the
most nondirective interviews ultimately produce data derived from artificially
constructed realities”. 49

Interviews, therefore, tend to be supplemented with

participant observer data collection techniques and the use of documentary evidence.
Observation involved attendance at a plethora of civil society events, from conferences
and seminars to North Korean youth leadership training workshops, street rallies and
prayer groups.

Documentary evidence incorporated a wide range of secondary

resources, as well as the English language primary resources that I managed to
uncover, as described above. In the case of my research project, in addition to these
three methods, I also engaged in a third research approach, which can also be seen as a

47 Blee, Kathleen, and Verta Taylor. (2002). "Semi-Structured Interviewing in Social Movement Research". In
Methods of Social Movement Research, edited by Klandermans, Bert and Suzanne Staggenborg. Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota, p.94
48 Cited in Snow, David A., and Danny Trom. (2002). "The Case Study and the Study of Social Movements". In
Methods o f Social Movement Research, edited by Klandermans, Bert and Suzanne Staggenborg. Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota, p. 150
49 Blee, and Taylor. "Semi-Structured Interviewing in Social Movement Research", p.l 11
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subset of the interview method. That is, in addition to semi-structured interviews with
key informants, interviews were engaged in with a range of policy analysts and
academics, observers of the political activist scene in South Korea. As such, I aimed to
counteract the shortcomings that any one of these methods may have had in and of
themselves through increasing the sheer amount of information available to me for
analysis.
In addition to interviews, I also attended a large number of NGO events, the majority
of which were academic seminar sessions in Seoul. These took place in the Korean
language and I was able to take materials away with me for consideration as well as
observe the mood and nature of attendees at these events. I attended conferences (in
English) and was a participant-observer of other NGO organised events such as prayer
groups, protest actions, training sessions, rallies and meetings, which took place in
both Korean and English. One of the NGOs - Network fo r North Korean Democracy
and Human Rights (NKNet) - invited me to visit its headquarters on a regular basis,
to witness the daily running of the organisation. This interview-based and
participatory fieldwork was extremely fruitful and generated interesting insights,
which will be discussed throughout this thesis.

The informal, unstructured

interviewing style allowed for lively and fluid discussions with activists. In addition,
my regular attendance at NGO events over an extended period of time (from 2006-8)
rendered me a familiar face to them, thus opening many doors.
In Seoul I conducted archival research in two main locations. At the National Library
of Korea (Gungnip Jungang Doseogwan) I made use of newspaper archives to
investigate how certain events, such as key presidential speeches regarding interKorean relations, the Kwangju massacre and elections (among others) were reported in
the English language press. I also spent time in the newly established Kim Dae Jung
Presidential Library archives (the first such library to be opened in Korea), where I
was able to peruse correspondence between activists involved with Kim Dae Jung’s
political activities during his time in exile in the United States. Given the very recent
opening of the library, I was the first English language researcher to make use of these
archival materials.
The historical and contextualised approach taken in this research has revealed strong
and important connections between current day contention over the place of the North
Korean human rights issue in the inter-Korean dialogue, and the long and complex
normative debate that has taken place in South Korea since the turbulent days of the
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student-based dissident movement. In order to better understand the successes and
failures of the North Korean human rights campaign, as well as possibilities for future
action, the dynamic nature of the contentious process must be taken into account, and
it is this that the thesis seeks centrally to address.

A final comment must be made about the subject of language and culture. This is a
thesis about South Korean political culture, researched for and written in the English
language. This poses a number of methodological complexities, such as the question of
being an outsider to the political culture under examination, the practicalities of data
compilation and the interpretative challenges faced by the researcher when it comes to
undertaking a discursive analysis in a language other than one’s own.
As the account of a non-Korean seeking a window into the world of Korean political
culture, this thesis provides an ‘outside’ perspective to an ‘inside’ phenomenon. While,
on the one hand, the position as outsider narrows the window of possible
understandings, given the range of political cultures that remain ineluctably distant
from the researcher’s grasp, there are a number of other advantages that the ‘non-local’
position brings with it. A study of political activism and inter-Korean relations from a
non-Korean perspective will necessarily have a different focus to that undertaken by a
Korean, or even by a non-Korean fluent in the Korean language. While aware of that
which remains outside my understanding, my position as an ‘outsider’ to the Korean
language and political culture is nonetheless central to the type of research undertaken
in this thesis: that which may seem natural to a Korean is perceived as unusual to
others, and raises a series of questions that may not have otherwise been asked from
inside the domestic political culture. Put under the microscope, such questions allow
insights into previously unexplored norms, values or beliefs which, given their takenfor-granted status within the Korean context, had hitherto remained unexamined.
On a more practical level, the data for this thesis’ research comes primarily from
historical documents, interviews and secondary literature, all of which were Englishlanguage sources. The research methods were designed with my language-deficit in
mind: the level of Korean language that I possess is sufficient to help me set up
interviews and break down necessary cultural barriers, but insufficient when it comes
to translating complex Korean language documents or conducting interviews. Most of
the NGOs under examination in chapter five either had English-speaking staff (usually,
the position of international outreach officer) who became the subjects of my key
informant interviews, or had written papers for conferences, which had been
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translated into English. On a few occasions I took a translator with me to interviews.
Research into political activism undertaken for chapters two, three and four relied
heavily on the multitude of excellent English language accounts already undertaken by
Korean Studies specialists: my intention here was not to uncover new primary
evidence regarding political activism, but rather to look again at phenomenon
described in the secondary literature, this time in a new light.

The original

contribution to chapter three, which uncovered archival material regarding Kim DaeJung’s exile in the United States, hitherto unavailable to the public, was all originally
recorded in English.
Finally, the question of subtlety: how to undertake a discursive analysis in a language
other than the researcher’s own? The particular type of discursive analysis engaged in
throughout this thesis was intended to give a sense of the legacy of the arguments
made by former political activists over unification, human rights and democracy. I
argue that beliefs embedded in the political activist dissident discourses of the past live
on in contemporary domestic political debates over inter-Korean relations. Rather
than dealing with the question of semantic games, or linguistic microcosms, this
research was invested in identifying the larger, thematic twists and turns of political
dissident discourse.

That is to say, it identifies the broader trends in argument,

towards radicalisation or fragmentation, to take just two examples that arise
throughout the chapters. These broader trends become evident through the systematic
historical case study approach adopted in this thesis, which relies less on the exact
words uttered by the activists, than on the wider socio-political context within which
these arguments were made, over an extended period of time. In this sense, relying on
English language texts was more than sufficient for the development of the overall
thesis argument.

Significance o f the R esearch
The approach offered in this thesis contributes to the study of inter-Korean relations in
three important ways. First, it adds to the IR literature by moving beyond the state
centric perspective that tends to dominate Korean and Northeast Asian security
analyses, to examine the role played by non-state actors. The thesis seeks to shed light
on past, current and future policy-making processes by adding this ‘political activist
perspective’ to the extant literature, providing a more holistic view of the hurdles
facing those who seek to establish a permanent state of peace and stability on the
Peninsula.
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Second, and relatedly, the thesis contributes to the extant literature on the role of
political activism. It examines the relationship between state and non-state actors and
argues that political activists can be seen to engage in a process o f‘norm negotiation’ in
their attempts to promote their preferred set of behavioural norms. ‘Norm negotiation’
builds on the widely-used concept of ‘framing’, providing a more nuanced
understanding of how activists, through their dissident discourses, seek to promote
one set of norms over another, in situations where a wide range of activities could in
fact be legitimately ‘framed’ vis-ä-vis the established normative beliefs found within
the dominant discourses.

This approach takes the impact of historical context

seriously, requiring that the norm negotiating processes be traced over an extended
timeframe.
Finally, the thesis emphasises the way in which normative (as well as material) factors
can have a real impact on the way a state perceives threats and formulates policy
accordingly. This echoes work undertaken by some critical security scholars, who
problematise the tension between narrowly defined conceptions of security (based on
military understandings developed in the Cold War) and what Fierke describes as “the
inherently political manifestation of the concept”: the very processes of defining
security and of positioning certain actors or concepts as threats are, she argues,
“fundamentally political”.5° This is certainly the case in South Korea, where the issue
of inter-Korean relations is at its heart a deeply emotional one, involving as it did the
artificial division of a people, language and culture.

Definitions of how to define

security on the Korean Peninsula are built into this emotive thread.

O rganisation o f the Thesis
Chapter one of this thesis develops the conceptual framework around which the
empirical chapters are based, developing an understanding of the ways in which
activists engage in processes of norm negotiation and use ethical argument to
construct campaigns and develop positions on questions of just action.
Chapters two, three and four track the role of these activist-agents through the history
of South Korea’s political transformation from authoritarian dictatorship to democracy.
Chapter two acts largely as a background chapter, providing the broader context in
which the human rights and democratisation campaign took place in South Korea,
50 Fierke. Critical Approaches to International Security, p.4 (emphasis in original)
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while chapters three and four examine this civil society movement in more detail,
focusing on the interaction between the dominant (state) and dissident (political
activist) discourses, and especially on shifting importance that the achievement of
unification was given, by both sets of actors. Chapter five brings together the analysis
provided in the previous four chapters, and uses the insights generated by the
historically-embedded discussion to illuminate the various positions taken by a range
of South Korean actors on the issue of North Korean human rights. A particular focus
of the chapter will be to track the positions of dissident human rights activists of the
1980s movement through to those held by both the progressive governments as well as
the protagonists in the North Korean human rights movement of today. It is in this
respect that the interrelationship between the concepts of ‘democracy’, ‘human rights’
and ‘unification’ becomes of central explanatory importance, helping to elucidate the
complex dilemmas that a North Korean human rights movement presents to erstwhile
student activists now holding positions of power in these progressive governments.
Once heralded as the heroes of human rights and democracy, these activists-turnedpoliticians are here faced with a political conundrum - North Korean human rights that fundamentally challenges the strong desire that these political figures developed,
during their time as radical dissidents, for a better relationship with North Korea,
eventually moving towards unification.
An important thread running through these four critical junctures is the relationship
between inter-Korean relations policy and discourse, and the ethical arguments made
by political activists with regard to the three key and related beliefs of unification,
human rights and democracy. The changing relationship of these beliefs within the
dissident discourse themselves was a direct result of the authoritarian, repressive
environment within which advocates were forced to define themselves and agitate for
change. A close examination of these struggles for meaning, over the course of these
empirical chapters, reveals that this generation of activists, upon their entrance into
the institutionalised political realm after the achievement of democratisation, took
these beliefs (complete with the historical baggage that brought about their
development) with them all the way into government.
In its conclusion, the thesis reflects on the implications that this new understanding of
peninsular politics may hold for regional policy-makers.

The position that South

Korea takes towards its northern neighbour can either aid or compromise any other
diplomatic work that Japan, China or the United States may undertake with regard to
the DPRK. It is thus to the expansion of how security options for the Korean Peninsula
and Northeast Asia are conceptualised, from understandings based narrowly on
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material factors to broader insights that take into account the importance of ideational
elements of the South Korean approach to inter-Korean relations, that this thesis will
ultimately make its final contribution.
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CHAPTER ONE
Political Activism , D iscursive Pow er and
N orm N egotiation
Introduction
As a form of discursive agency, political activism challenges the boundaries of the state,
seeking to shape the course of public political debate through the provision of
alternative, dissident discourses. As we try to understand the options open to political
activists in their capacity as discursive agents we must step into the space between civil
society and the state and grapple with the power imbalances that characterise the
relationship between the two domains. Corollary to this, we must recognise that such a
simple bifurcation, while necessary, will not provide sufficient information for a
comprehensive analysis of dissident discursive agency; as well, we must look closer at
the non-state realm itself, both at the arguments that become central to the dissident
discourses, as well as at those that are marginalised and put aside (even if just
temporarily) for the sake of political expediency. In the chapter to follow I provide a
conceptual framework for understanding the complex discursive role of political
activists. I suggest that, not only must these activists contend with the norms inherent
in the dominant discourses that shape domestic political debate, but they must also
engage in processes of deliberation within and between their own dissident discourses.
These processes, I contend, are best understood as a form of normative negotiation.
Negotiation, here, should not be understood in the usual sense: a calm and reasoned
process of argumentation and persuasion. Rather, negotiation is often chaotic, rarely
straightforward, and usually requires that political activists engage, through the
application of argumentative processes, in a great deal of weaving and wending
between a set of central normative beliefs.
Political activists lead their discursive campaigns with a single, deceptively simple
contention: that the alternative behavioural norms they advocate provide a more just
frame of action. In the case of inter-Korean relations, South Korean political activists
argue for an alternative approach, one that they maintain provides a better moral
framework. Ethical argument and discursive debate are here closely intertwined, and
it is this normative role played by political activists that becomes the subject of this
chapter’s first section. The importance of ethical reasoning has long been a central
consideration for political theorists as they have grappled with the question of how
justice can best be realised within human societies. As such, my conceptualisation of
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the role played by political activists, which focuses centrally on the question of
discursive power relations, begins with a brief foray into some of the key insights that
political theorists have offered. Following this demonstration of the important role
that ethical arguments play in the processes of deliberation and contestation, the
chapter then moves on to grapple conceptually with the discursive power struggles
described above. The : the relationship between the state and political activists is a
problematic one, especially given the non-homogenous nature of the non-state sphere,
and it lies at the very core of the conceptual framework developed in the second half of
this chapter. Here, I examine the complex intersection of issues of power, agency and
discourse, and provide a conceptual framework that calls for a reconfiguration of
discursive power. Finally, in order to operationalise this conceptual framework, the
concept of norm negotiation is proposed as a useful tool for interpreting the arguments
of political activists, over the space of extended historical epochs.

Ethical Argum ent and D iscursive Politics
The centrality of the Socratic question ‘how should I live?’ to the dialogical practice of
politics is one that has resonated through the ages. 1 The use of deliberative practices
to achieve justice at times of moral disagreement has thus long been recognised as to
be a central component of political life. In the modern era, the centrality of this form
of rhetorical reason came to prominence again during the Enlightenment era. In the
work of John Locke, the correlation between discourse and legitimate governance is
seen as a central feature of liberal democratic theory : the social contract, formed as
the result of rational individuals agreeing discursively to form a state in order to secure
their private interests. 2

Scholars of deliberative democracy have more recently

attended to this question, engaging in lengthy (and ongoing) debate over if, and how,
justice can be best achieved through democratic procedures and institutions. That
ethically-directed discourse has remained a central consideration for scholars
grappling with issues of social justice is further evidenced in the work of Jürgen
1The question how should I live?’ is at the very heart of the Socrates conceptualisation of discursive
democracy. As a question that addressed a basic matter of justice, Socrates argued that it could only be
answered dialogically, and thus was the main task for the daily practice of politics. Socrates’ student,
Aristotle, echoed this argument. In The Art of Rhetoric, Aristotle engaged with the rhetorical method of
reasoning as a tool for deliberating over the best methods that should be engaged, for the realisation of
justice. For more on the centrality of ethical reasoning to ancient political philosophical thought see, for
example: Aristotle. (1947). The Art of Rhetoric. Translated by Freese, John H. London William
Heinemann, p.3; Arnhart, Larry. (1981). Aristotle on Practical Reasoning: A Commentary on the
"Rhetoric". Dekalb: Northern Illinois University Press, p.39; Mara, Gerald. (1997). Socrates' Discursive
Democracy: Logos and Ergon in Political Philosophy. Albany: State University of New York Press, p.i;
Zappen, John. (2004). The Rebirth of Dialogue: Bakhtin, Socrates, and the Rhetorical Tradition. Albany:
State University of New York Press, p.18
2 Mara. Socrates' Discursive Democracy: Logos and Ergon in Political Philosophy, p.i
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Habermas who, writing some 300 years after Locke, shares his correlation of
deliberation with democratisation. While subscribing to some elements of Kantian
ethics, such as the exigency to pursue human rights as an end and never as a means,
Habermas’ conceptualisation of the pursuit of justice differed from Kant on a
fundamental level. Contrary to Kant’s conception of ethics, which saw its realisation as
coming about due to processes of individual reasoning, Habermas saw ethics as linked
inextricably with episodes of communication.

According to Habermas’ discursive

theory of democracy, discourse lies at the heart of democratic theory, in its capacity to
allow citizens to debate and resolve disputes and decide upon collective

a c tio n . 3

With

regard to the more specific issue of deliberation over how to achieve just ends,
Habermas also claims an important role for discursive forms of ethical reasoning.
“Moral argumentation”, he argues, “serves to settle conflicts of action by consensual
means. Conflicts in the domain of norm-guided interactions can be traced directly to
some disruption of a normative consensus”. 34
The study of deliberative democracy has become a sub-field of its own within the wider
democratic theory scholarship, with a great proliferation of works on the subject. Amy
Gutmann and Dennis Thompson, for example, argue moral disagreement to be one of
the main challenges facing modern, pluralistically-constituted societies. In light of this,
they contend, the task of democratic theory must be to find a morally justifiable
mechanism through which consensus can legitimately be built in the face of disputes
over questions of justice. They argue that deliberative theories of democracy best rise
to this challenge, as they allow “decisions and policies [to be] justified in a process of
discussion among free and equal citizens or their accountable representatives”.5 Iris
Marion Young argues that “a conception of justice should begin with the concepts of
domination and oppression”. By so doing, Young contends, processes of decision
making become central to an understanding of the achievement of justice.6 While
rejecting his notion of a ‘homogenous public’, Young nonetheless draws heavily from
Habermas’ general theory of communicative

e th ic s . 7

“Justice”, contends Young,

“requires ... participation in public discussion and processes of democratic decision3 Warren, Mark. (1995). "The Self in Discursive Democracy". In The Cambridge Companion to Habermas,
edited by White, Stephen. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, p.168
4 Habermas, Jürgen. (1990). "Discourse Ethics: Notes on a Program of Philosophical Justification". In
Moral Consciousness and Communicative Action, edited by Habermas, Jürgen, Translated by Lenhardt,
Christian and Shierry Weber Nicholsen. Cambridge: MIT Press, p.67
s Gutmann, Amy, and Dennis Thompson. (2000). "Why Deliberative Democracy is Different". Social
Philosophy and Policy, 17 (1), 161-80. p.161
6 Young, Iris Marion. (1990). Justice and the Politics of Difference. Princeton: Princeton University Press.
P-3
? Young. Justice and the Politics of Difference, p.7
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making ” . 8 As such, she continues, “[d]emocracy is ... a condition for a public’s arriving
at decisions whose substance and implications best promote substantively just
outcomes, including distributive justice ” . 9
Amartya Sen argues that the achievement of justice is necessarily an interactive
process. Different philosophies of justice produce diverse arguments regarding how
justice disputes can be best resolved. This means that, when confronted with the
question of the creation of particular social arrangements, institutions and realisations,
arguments can be forwarded to justify a number of competing claims that resonate well
within particular perspectives, but which may all lead to divergent (and potentially
conflicting) outcomes. 10 Public argument and debate, therefore, are central to the
achievement of justice.

Most particularly, in this respect, political agents have a

responsibility to engage in processes of public reasoning over which methods are
appropriate to the achievement of just outcomes. In this sense, justice exists only in
comparison to other, ‘less just’ outcomes rather than through transcendental
theorising. This latter approach to justice-seeking, argues Sen, addresses an entirely
different set of philosophical questions which, though they may be of “considerable
intellectual interest” have, he continues, “no direct relevance to the problem of choice
that has to be faced.

What is needed instead is an agreement, based on public

reasoning, on rankings of alternatives that can be realized”. *11
In authoritarian South Korea, where institutionalised democratic arrangements were
absent, the task of presenting these viable alternatives over how to best and most justly
conduct inter-Korean relations (in order to bring about peace and security, with an eye
to the eventual achievement of unification) was left in the hands of dissident political
activists. Ethical reasoning and discursive politics are closely intertwined. As such,
understanding the normative role played by political activists in situations where
deliberative mechanisms are otherwise absent is an important step forward in thinking
about the role that ethical reasoning plays on a practical level in the day to day practice
of politics and in the shaping of wider political debates. As I demonstrate in chapters
two and three, non-state activists played an important normative role in ensuring that
domestic political debate continued to revolve around questions of justice and was not

8 ------ . Justice and the Politics o f Difference, p.91
9 ------ . Justice and the Politics o f Difference, p.92
10 Sen, Amartya. (2009). The Idea of Justice. Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press, pp. 12-15
11 Sen. The Idea of Justice.-------. The Idea of Justice.
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simply restricted to the narrower concerns of security, international diplomacy and
material well-being.

Power, Agency and D iscourse
I now turn to the core conceptual challenge that lies at the very heart of this thesis:
how can we understand the role played by dissident political activists, operating as
they are within a political structure that many scholars believe to constrain political
activism?

Neera Chandhoke contends that civil society is above all a “discursive

community” and that language is a dominant, constitutive aspect of activity associated
with this non-state realm . 12 She argues, however, that theories that draw on a rational,
Habermasian approach to communicative action do not adequately deal with the
problems raised by the power inequalities embodied in the existence of dominant and
subordinate language structures both between the state and non-state realms, as well
as within the civil society realm itself. Upon entering civil society, people bring with
them pre-conceived beliefs that may be incommensurable. The manner in which civil
society groups come to decide upon the system of meaning that informs their work
must thus become a matter of investigation and Chandhoke suggests that this presents
a dilemma for scholars, asking: “[w]hat methods that prove to be impartial, just and
above all normative can we institutionalise in a democratic civil society to negotiate
between rival structures of deep conviction? ” 13

There lies therein a paradox: the

language used in the processes of deliberation is itself unequal. Those who have access
to the dominant language(s) are most likely to realise their interests, while those in
possession of subordinate languages have less access to the deliberative processes.
Structures of power also exist within civil society itself, rendering certain vocabularies
restricted. Thus, contends Chandhoke, discursive approaches to civil society often
whitewash inequalities:
Theorists [of deliberative democracy] assume that when people participate in
the vocabularies of deliberation, they represent themselves, their hopes, their
dreams and their passions. They in effect assume that the vocabularies of the
deliberative sphere are not only open to all but accessible to all. What if we
recognize that vocabularies of deliberation are restricted vocabularies,
disabling rather than enabling? They speak to, they strike resonance in, and
they evoke responses in those who are already familiar with these vocabularies,

12 Chandhoke, Neera. (2003). The Conceits of Civil Society. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp.167-8
13 Chandhoke. The Conceits of Civil Society, pp.204-5
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and who are part of shared understandings. For others, they appear as nothing
but power. ^
Stephen Lukes’ examination of the ‘third dimension’ of power resonates with some of
the concerns voiced by Chandhoke. It is not enough, argues Lukes, to attend to a
purely behaviouralist view of power, where an actor A is seen to have power if she is
able to affect actor B’s behaviour. Power, he argues, can lie within the system itself and
may thus also be the result of the force of the ‘collective’ or of pre-existing social
arrangements. Thus, while some individuals may indeed have power over the biases
existing within the system, such partiality may also be the result of the “socially
structured

and culturally patterned behaviour of groups,

and practices of

institutions”.^ This shift of focus, from agency to structure, presents a very different
picture of the possibilities of discursive strategies and is best identified in Michel
Foucault’s argument that

discourse

inherently

operates

within

constraining

arrangements in the shape of their own embedded structures of meaning. “Discourse”,
Foucault famously claims, “is within the established order of things”.16 That is, it is not
always possible for outsiders - those in possession of Chandhoke’s ‘subordinate
languages’ - to gain access to the prevailing dominant discourses.

In this sense,

‘dominant discourses’ can be understood as existing not only in the state-sphere, as has
been thus far assumed, but as sub-dominant discourses within the dissident discourses
themselves.

This broader Foucauldian conception of power takes Chandhoke’s

argument beyond the schema of civil society and into a much wider political context.
Indeed, he argues that “in every society, the production of discourse is at once
controlled, selected, organised and redistributed according to a certain number of
procedures whose role it is to avert its power and its dangers, to cope with chance
events, to evade its ponderous, awesome materiality”.1? This argument sheds light on
the limited power of political activists, constrained as they are by more materiallyenabled actors: states set the boundaries of meaning-structures, and political activists
are bound to work within them.

*4

------- . The Conceits of Civil Society, p.204
Lukes, Steven. (2005). Power: A Radical View. 2nd ed. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, p.26

16 Foucault, Michel. (1972). "The Discourse on Language". In The Archaeology of Knowledge, edited by
Foucault, Michel, Translated by Sawyer, Rupert. 215-37. London: Tavistock Publications, p.218
v Foucault. "The Discourse on Language", p.218
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R econfiguring D iscursive Power
Chandhoke further argues that theorists of deliberative democracy do not properly
conceive of the role that power plays within the deliberative realm - within and among
the dissident discourses themselves which, as she presciently observes, are replete with
unequal power relations.

Chandhoke argues that, within civil society, certain

discourses are privileged over others: the marginalised “do not participate in the
construction of what counts as ‘reasonable’, or indeed what constitutes as appropriate
and legitimate knowledge in the public domain of deliberation”.

18

Marginalised

arguments are left out of the constitution of dissident discourses.

As such, the

deliberative terrain of civil society, according to Chandhoke’s conceptualisation, is
itself “already saturated with power that privileges certain ideas [over others ] ”. 19
Without discounting the validity of these suggestions regarding the subjugated nature
of marginalised discourse, this thesis nonetheless seeks to further problematise the
role played by these less prominent sets of arguments, in view of the case under
examination in this thesis; debate over inter-Korean relations.

As such, I hope to

better understand the type of power that marginalised - perhaps even inaudible discourses and beliefs may have over domestic political debate, over an extended
period of time. The power contained within marginal or inaudible discourses and
beliefs is easily overlooked since they rarely gain voice within the public sphere and
thus remain unarticulated. This lack of articulation, however, does not equate directly
with lack of influence or, as Chandhoke suggests, render these marginalised voices
powerless. An approach that properly conceives of the power of the more marginalised
influences within a dissident discourse must look beyond the arguments provided by
political activists at a particular point in time: rather, the arguments and beliefs that
are deeply embedded within the dissident discourses require identification - a process
that must be repeated for an extended historical timeframe.
Bakhtin’s work on ideology and dialogical analysis approaches this problem from
another angle. Michael Gardiner argues that, for Bakhtin, ideologies (which he refers
to as ‘myths’) take the form of “‘second-order’ signifying systems ... used by the
capitalist class to enforce a particular network of connotations or signifying
associations which both express and reinforce the dominant view of reality ” . 2 0 This is

18 Chandhoke. The Conceits of Civil Society, p.186
'9

------ . The Conceits o f Civil Society, p.194

20 Gardiner, Michael. (1992). The Dialogics of Critique: M.M. Bakhtin and the Theory of Ideology.
London: Routledge. p.145
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a particularly pertinent observation in the South Korean context and one that is
clarified in the wide-lens historical/contextual approach adopted in this thesis.
Through tracking the arguments made by agents over a protracted period of time, as
well as those that along the way become marginalised and muffled, it becomes clear
that, with the transition of activists into institutionalised political leadership positions,
the subordinate ‘view of reality’ (the dissident, pro-North Korea view of the student
activists) in fact becomes part of the dominant signifying system, or ideology, of the
state.

The implications of this, as chapter five discusses, is for a reconfiguration

(rather than an eradication) of relations of discursive and ideational power.
This phenomenon, through which discursive power is reconfigured, is a difficult and
complex one to track. Understood intuitively by those embedded within the system,
the shifting landscape is nonetheless confounding to the external observer on both an
analytical as well as a conceptual level. With regard to these reconfigurations of
discursive power relations some comparative lessons can be drawn from the Eastern
European experience. The complex ideological positioning taken by South Korean
political activists vis-ä-vis ‘democracy’, ‘human rights’ and ‘unification’, for example, is
made clearer in light of the Western European ‘peace movement’ and its relationship
with Eastern European human rights and democracy activists. During the Cold War,
Western European activists juggled with the often-conflicting ideas of ‘peace’, ‘human
rights’, ‘unification’, ‘democracy’, and ‘communism’, among others. As the empirical
chapters will discuss, these experiences resonate in the South Korean context. The
Western peace movement advocated the idea of a ‘security partnership’ (detente), a
concept that is similar in principle to the South Korean idea of ‘engagement’. In
Europe, as in South Korea, those who criticised the idea of ‘security partnership’ did so
on the grounds that it required the decoupling of the concepts of ‘peace’ and ‘human
rights’: the achievement of peace was seen as morally prior to the granting of full
human rights .

21

Christian Joppke, in his examination of the role that social

movements played in East Germany (GDR), cites a former GDR activist:
I was against the concept of security partnership, because it allowed to cover up the
real problems in the GDR, which were in the area of human rights violations . 2 2
Eastern European activists also rejected the rhetoric of the Western-based ‘peace
movement’, given its inability to engage critically with ideas of human rights, despite
21 Joppke, Christian. (1995). East German Dissidents and the Revolution 0/1989: Social Movement in a
Leninist Regime. New York: New York University Press, p.98
22 Joppke. East German Dissidents.
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the apparently strongly held normative beliefs of its advocates, whose political system
was based on liberal democratic values. Vaclav Havel, a prominent dissident who later
became president of the Czech Republic (and is now an advocate for the North Korean
human rights community), spoke with scorn of the fear that seemed to underpin peace
and disarmament movements in the early 1980s. He viewed these Western ‘peace
fighters’, who he argued risked little in their campaigns, as “mildly pathetic”,
interpreting the willingness to place peace as morally prior to all other goals as a form
of ideological opportunism. Joppke explains that, “[f]rom a Czech perspective, “peace
at any price” smacked of the “spirit of appeasement” that had made this country the
first victim of Nazi Germany”. 23 Havel held strongly to his position, arguing that:
Respect for human rights is the fundamental condition and the sole genuine
guarantee of true peace.24
These Eastern European experiences suggest that the systems of meaning attached to
behavioural norms in any particular context can complicate the relationship between
them. The empirical insights speak to the importance, urged by critical scholars, of
uncovering the power relations between various actors and the arguments that they
make. It is for this reason that my conceptual framework adopts a wide-view, holistic
approach: contemporary debate over inter-Korean relations must be understood
within the context of the historical processes of norm negotiation. These historical
processes, in turn, take place in the context of particular power relations between the
South Korean state and political dissidents.

The framework of norm negotiation

makes clear the important legacy that political activism has had in the evolution of
contemporary domestic political debates over inter-Korean relations: arguments made
with regard to unification, human rights and democracy since the days of authoritarian
rule have created a set of understandings that inform current debate over inter-Korean
relations.

An Agency-Driven C onceptualisation o f D iscursive Power
Advancing an understanding of the discursive role played by political activists in light
of this reconfiguration of discursive power requires the advancement of an alternative
conceptual framework that recognises the dynamic and historically constituted
relationship between agents and meaning-structures in view of a discursive
understanding o f power. It is to this task that I now turn. There are four important
----- . East German Dissidents, p.71
24 Cited in :-------. East German Dissidents, p.71
23
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elements within this conceptual framework: (1) Power is understood in a discursive
sense - as such, political activists wield power through the practice of discursive
politics. This leads to (2) the construction of particular meaning-structures, which in
turn (3) constrain agents’ communicative behaviour (within wider political debates).
This relationship, between political activists, meaning-structures and options for
communicative behaviour (political debates) can (4) only be understood in a historical
sense. This recognises that it is not possible to grasp the socially and discursively
constructed nature of political debates by cutting into a social structure at a particular
point in time: in order to properly conceive of the discursive power potential of
dissident discourses, the conceptual framework requires a wider, historical view of
politics.
The Im p o rta n ce o f a H isto ric a lly E m b e d d ed P e rsp e c tiv e
I have already suggested that if we are to properly conceive of the discursive agency of
political activists, we must adopt an approach that takes into account the role that
these actors have played in the developmental stages of those norms that later become
central to political debate.

The suggestion that norm evolution is best viewed

historically is not a new one - indeed, the adoption of such an approach is a central
concern for scholars working in the social constructivist tradition.25 This embrace of
history seems to be a natural corollary of the central claim advanced by constructivists,
that intersubjective systems of ideas, beliefs and values (the interests and identities of
actors) constitute social structures. Understanding how this comes about requires,
inherently, a historical lens. Finnemore and Sikkink’s description of the ‘life cycle’ of
norms, for example, argues that the influence of norms must be understood to evolve
over three stages: emergence, acceptance (the ‘norm cascade), and internalisation.26
Finnemore and Sikkink suggest, further to this, that different influences are at work
during each stage of a norm’s life cycle: the central actors, as well as the motives and
dominant mechanisms for action belonging to these actors differ according to whether
the norm is in the emergence, cascade or internalisation phase of its existence.27
These conceptual insights have been adopted by scholars of political activism. In a
volume exploring the conditions under which states are most likely to internalise
international human rights norms into their domestic practices, Thomas Risse and
2s Reus-Smit, Christian. (2008). "Reading History through Constructivist Eyes". Millennium: Journal of

International Studies, 37 (2), 395-414. p.397
26 Finnemore, Martha, and Kathryn Sikkink. (1998). "International Norm Dynamics and Political Change".

International Organization, 52 (4), 887-917. p.895
27 Finnemore, and Sikkink. "International Norm Dynamics and Political Change", p.898
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Kathryn

Sikkink operationalise their conceptual framework regarding norm

socialisation processes with a five-stage ‘spiral model’ of human rights change. This
model requires scholars to stand back and take a wide view of the dynamic nature of
the effects that activist linkages across the domestic-transnational-international nexus
can have on domestic political change.28 Yet, despite the recognition that IR scholars
have given, on a conceptual level, to the importance of viewing norm evolution and
discourse from a long-range, historical perspective, this is not an insight that seems to
have translated well into empirical studies of political activism. Instances of political
activism are rarely linked to wider debates over sets of beliefs that have interacted
within particular social structures, over longer periods of time.
In this regard, insights from social movement theory can be of some help. Sidney
Tarrow speaks of understanding political activism in terms of ‘cycles of contention’ (as
compared with more sustained social movements), which ebb and flow in phases
according to changes in political opportunities and constraints.29 Social movement
theorists have long taken a holistic view of contentious politics, yet this is not an
insight that has found much resonance within the IR literature to date. IR work on
political activism often seems to work from the tacit assumption that instances of
protest are discrete, spontaneous and contained. A ‘cycle of contention’, according to
Tarrow’s formulation, is a “period of turbulence and realignment”. He argues that the
impact of these periods can reach far beyond the goals articulated by the dissident
actors and manifest themselves in political-institutional changes. That is, effects of
‘cycles of contention’ can be seen, not just in policy changes, but can also lead to
“permanent expansions in participation, in popular culture, and in ideology”. 3° This
conceptualisation of political protest finds great resonance in the South Korean context
and an important element of my conceptual framework is the historical view of norm
negotiation processes that it takes.
In South Korea, the nature and identities of the agents participating in social protest
shifted over time, with some actors entering and then temporarily exiting the
contentious political arena, before either eventually re-entering or closing the door
permanently.

This activity, scholars of social movements would argue, is directly

28 Risse, Thomas, and Kathryn Sikkink. (1999). "The Socialization of Human Rights Norms into Domestic
Practices". In The Power of Human Rights: International Norms and Domestic Change, edited by Risse,
Thomas, Stephen Ropp and Kathryn Sikkink (eds). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 17-35
29 Tarrow, Sidney. (1998). Power in Movement: Social Movements and Contentious Politics. 2nd ed.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, p.7
3 ° Tarrow. Power in Movement, p.8
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related to the widening (or subsequent narrowing) of political opportunity structures,
defined as those “features of regimes and institutions ... that facilitate or inhibit a
political actor’s collective action and to changes in those features”^ 1 Tarrow contends
that it is during times of widening opportunity structure that the groundwork laid by
the original activists creates an environment which new actors now see fit to enter.
Such is the power of shifting opportunity structures, Tarrow continues, that “[e]ven
conventional interest groups are tempted by unconventional collective action.
Alliances are formed, often across a shifting boundary between challengers and
members of the polity”.32 Structure and agency interact closely. As the historical case
studies presented in this thesis confirm, this manifests itself through communicative
processes. This is a lacuna addressed in the operationalisation of this conceptual
framework, through which the trajectory of a set of norms - around unification,
human rights and democracy - are tracked over an extended period of time.

N o r m N e g o tia tio n
The conceptual scaffolding offered above revolves around a clarification of the
relationship between political activism, discursive power and normative change, within
a historically-embedded perspective. Operationalisation of this theoretical framework
is the final task of this closing section, where I seek to apply the concept of ‘norm
negotiation’ to the discussion presented thus far.

Here, we return to the chapter’s

original goal: the enunciation of a set of concrete conceptual and analytical tools
through which the discursive role played by political activists can be better understood.
Discursive politics becomes the central focus of this thesis’ analysis and is broadly
defined as involving processes of argumentation and negotiation.
Three central elements lie at the heart of this analytical approach, two of which have
already constituted much of this chapter’s conceptual discussion. First, I take into
account the importance of the historical trajectory of political debate through an
examination of arguments made by the various actors, with regard to a core set of
normative beliefs, over an extended period of time.

Second, I acknowledge the

complex nature o f power relations between the state and dissidents, as well as among
the dissidents themselves. This is achieved in two steps, a process repeated in each
empirical chapter. I first examine the arguments made by political activists (contained
within the dissident discourses) in the context of those made by the state (in the
3 1Tilly,

Charles, and Sidney Tarrow. (2007). Contentious Politics. Boulder: Paradigm Publishers, p.49

3 2 Tarrow.

Power in Movement, p.24
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dominant, or official, discourses) over the core set of normative beliefs: unification,
democracy and human rights. I also take note of these beliefs at times that they have
been marginalised, or are inaudible, at various historical points in time. Through
tracking the trajectory of the core normative beliefs, even at times when they appear
marginal or inaudible, it is possible to see the impact that the full range of beliefs and
arguments has on political debates, as they unfold over time.
The third and final task that I take up in this conceptual framework is to reveal the
negotiated status of the beliefs: discourse over how to best bring about fulfilment of
the core normative beliefs cannot be simply understood through the single lens-view of
either practical historical circumstances or ideological proclivities. Rather, debate over
behavioural norms is a negotiated process, and one that has evolved over time, in the
context of particular agent identities. In this final section I shall further elaborate
upon the concept of norm negotiation as a tool through which these conceptual
insights can be operationalised. I begin by introducing the concept of framing as an
explanatory tool. I suggest that, while this framework offers many useful insights to
the case under investigation in this thesis, it has its limitations and thus requires some
expansion.
The concept of norm negotiation that I have adopted builds upon existing theoretical
approaches designed to address a number of questions, such as; how do political
activists go about promoting sets of alternative behavioural norms? What persuasive
strategies do activists employ to mitigate the negative and accentuate the enabling
aspects of their normative environments? Much of the existing IR scholarship on norm
diffusion relies on concepts of framing, or norm resonance, to explain why one
particular normative claim may be more persuasive than another in any given context.
Borrowed from social movement theory, framing describes the process through which
arguments are made in terms relevant to a particular community or context. When
forming their arguments, actors draw from ‘master frames’. This process thus explains
the rationale behind the selection of certain strategies and arguments over others: the
effect is both informational and motivational. In the context of transnational advocacy
networks, for example, Keck and Sikkink describe political activists as “simultaneously
principled and strategic actors ... [who] “frame” issues to make them comprehensible
to target audiences, to attract attention and encourage action, and to “fit” with
favorable institutional v e n u e s ” . 33
33 Keck, Margaret, and Kathryn Sikkink. (1998). Activists Beyond Borders: Advocacy Networks in
International Politics. New York: Cornell University Press, pp.2-4
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Framing strategies, in this sense, have indeed played an important role in the South
Korean context. When putting forward their arguments about how political actors
should best go about conducting inter-Korean relations, activists have appealed to the
normative beliefs within extant dominant discourses, in order to ensure that their
arguments ‘fit’ with existing frames of understanding.

This, however, is a fairly

simplistic explanation of the state of domestic political debate over inter-Korean
relations in South Korea which in fact takes place against a rather chaotic normative
background and is tied up with various and often competing concerns regarding both
security and justice. An emphasis on framing simply highlights the probability that,
when a proposed course of action or normative belief resonates with existing norms, it
will be widely accepted. A more nuanced analytical lens should be able to better
recognise the possibility that two conflicting courses of action may find equal validity
within a complex normative environment.

Similarly, one group may appeal to a

particular set of normative beliefs in order to advance an argument that a particular
behavioural norm is applicable in a certain situation, while others may appeal to the
same set of normative beliefs to advance the validity of an entirely different set of
behavioural norms. There are, it seems, a number of paths to achieving the same goal.
As Aristotle so presciently observed, “we deliberate, not about ends, but about what
forwards those ends”. This important distinction between arguments over normative
beliefs and arguments over behavioural norms has significant consequences for the
conceptual framework that need be applied here.
As such, while framing provides many important insights, I propose a modified version
of this conceptual tool: norm negotiation. In the introductory chapter, I explained that
processes of norm negotiation are inherently contentious and often highly chaotic,
taking place over a protracted period of time. Actors use argument to engage in norm
negotiation processes, and often find themselves in situations where their adversaries,
like themselves, have rigidly fixed preferences and preferred outcomes, over which
they are unprepared to compromise. Thus, the communicative process involves a clash
of discourses, as a result of which actors equipped with the dissident discourses (here,
political activists) engage in processes of norm negotiation that often involve
negotiation of the central norms that inform the dissident discourses themselves.
This concept of norm negotiation builds upon the approach that John Glenn adopts for
his in-depth examination of Eastern European democratisation movements.

This

approach takes the concept of framing and adjusts it to ensure that it responds to
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circumstances (similar to the ones faced by South Korean political activists) in which a
range of competing arguments are available from which to select, and on the basis of
which further debate takes place. 34 Glenn turns to social movement theory and follows
Snow and Benford in describing framing as an attempt to “draw upon resonant
symbols and the collective memory of previous struggle ... to motivate people to act by
shaping what they perceive they are capable of doing and what they should do in
particular circumstances” . 33 Glenn then goes on to further operationalise this concept,
arguing that doing so requires a methodology that allows the competing framing
strategies employed by actors to be taken into account. Here, Glenn draws upon an
approach, introduced by Gamson, which identifies three claim-types: injustice, identity
and agency.

Moral indignation, argues Glenn, is not enough to mobilise actors.

Rather, they must be given identity-related reasons as to why they should act and how
(agency) they should act, in order to overcome a particular injustice. “Framing”, he
continues, “plays an essential role not merely by persuading individuals to join the
movement under favourable opportunities but also by aligning the claims of
challengers with the identities of pre-existing networks [of activists] ” . 36
‘Norm negotiation’ builds on Glenn’s conceptualisation of framing, explicitly taking
historical context, agency identity and the negotiated status of the norms into account.
It recognises that the ideational background against which appropriate behavioural
norms are decided can only be properly conceived through an examination of historical
political context. In the case of Korea, where the best route to unification is essentially
unknown, given the high level of secrecy surrounding the intentions of the North
Korean regime, a wide variety of actions are justifiable within the South Korean
normative context. Actors must therefore seek creative strategies to promote their own
particular points of view regarding action. In essence, a conceptual framework that
revolves around the central concept of norm negotiation takes as its starting point the
assumption that the existence of a dominant normative structure of belief simply
provides the launching place for political debate. Actors then negotiate their way
through this normative context in order to promote the particular trajectory of
behavioural norms that they believe would achieve the most advantageous and just
political outcome.

Glenn, John. (2001). Framing Democracy: Civil Society and Civic Movements in Eastern Europe.
Stanford: Stanford University Press, p.25

34

35

Glenn. Framing Democracy, p.26

36

------. Framing Democracy, p.27

51

C h apter One
Political Activism, Discursive Power and Norm Negotiation

N o rm N eg o tia tio n a n d S ou th K o rea n P o litic a l A c tiv ism
In situations where actors struggle to forge positions over matters of contention - such
as how to conduct inter-Korean relations - the discursive role played by political
activists is a powerful and meaningful one. It is not, however, entirely unproblematic.
The historical case-study approach that I adopt allows for the complex relationship
between dominant and dissident discourses to come to light. In particular, it reveals
the way in which normative beliefs and behavioural norms evolve within and between
these discourses, as political activists achieve their original goals (the establishment of
democracy and human rights institutions within South Korea) and move into positions
of power. The dissident discourses become the dominant ones, albeit with negotiated
alterations, and debate around the one variable yet to have been achieved - that of
unification - thus shifts dramatically.
The central argument of this thesis is that the parameters of contemporary debates
over inter-Korean relations were formed over years of contentious advocacy by South
Korean political activists with regard to three core beliefs: unification, democracy and
human rights. The conceptual framework that I have developed in this chapter helps
to elucidate this argument in two ways. First, recognition of the important normative
role played by political activists, as discursive agents, reveals the centrality of justicerelated questions to the current debate over inter-Korean relations. When grappling
with the question of how South Korea should best and most justly act towards North
Korea, debate revolves around both material (physical security and economic) as well
as normative (human rights, democracy and unification) concerns.

Second, the

conceptual framework deals with the question of power and provides a contextual
dimension to the problem of debate over inter-Korean relations. It shows that the
underlying arguments have been formed over years of contentious relations, through
which sets of arguments and behavioural norms have been negotiated.

Political

activists, through dissident discourses, have harnessed key normative beliefs extant
within the state’s dominant discourses to advance ethical arguments regarding which
behavioural norms will best advance the causes of unification, human rights and
democracy - all of which are central to debate over inter-Korean relations.
The approach that I adopt in my empirical chapters seeks to incorporate the insights of
critical scholars and is thus undertaken on the basis of the assumption that the
relationship between the state and political activists is a mutually constitutive one,
with the balance of power in favour of the state.

As discussed above, political

opportunity structures (exemplified by dominant discourses) influence the strategies
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and arguments adopted by political activists at the same time that they seek to have an
impact upon the dominant discourses. In the historical case studies presented in this
thesis, the nature and the content of the arguments made by both state and non-state
actors are examined, in order to assess the relationship between dominant and
dissident discourses. The particular discursive constellation of normative beliefs and
behavioural norms that shapes South Korean approaches to inter-Korean relations
today is shown to be the direct result of the protracted debates over unification, human
rights and democracy that have been taking place within political activist circles since
the time of authoritarian rule.
Throughout this thesis’ empirical chapters, I analyse the negotiating strategies adopted
by the various actors over questions of justice: the ethical arguments that actors
provide to negotiate their way around a shared set of normative beliefs and as they
promote disparate but similarly resonant behavioural norms.

By tracking the

arguments employed by the various actors over a series of four case studies, I am able
to examine the extent to which historical context directly affects the arguments that
political activists adopt and the reception that they receive.
In each of the historical case studies presented in the subsequent four chapters, I
proceed by first identifying the nature and content of the arguments put forward by the
government of the day, which form the dominant discourses. This step is achieved
through an examination of the arguments embedded in speeches and other official
statements surrounding key political events.

Second, having thus established the

normative beliefs contained within the dominant discourse, I examine the types of
arguments adopted by political activists.

These arguments, being overwhelmingly

ethical in nature, form a range of dissident discourses and are considered against the
dominant discourses. The arguments contained within the dissident discourses are
seen to interact with the dominant discourses within a frame of ethical arguments.
Chapter two examines activism leading up to the 1980 Kwangju Uprising, and
identifies two clear political activist trends.

During conditions of repression and

heightened security concerns with regard to the North Korean communist threat, the
beginnings of a tendency towards radicalisation, among some elements of the
democracy, human rights and unification movement, emerged in response. Parallel to
this, a wider segment of South Korean society became involved in the movement,
encouraging greater cooperation between disparate elements. The norm negotiation
process thus started here, between the more moderate church-based dissident
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elements, which placed emphasis upon the achievement of greater democracy and
human rights, and the students, for whom the unification movement was the most
immediate motivating force. The political environment was extremely hostile and the
dominant discourses left no room for deviation: quickly, all dissident elements were
tarred with the same brush, accused of pro-North Korean, communist motivations.
This had the effect, in turn, of helping galvanise the disparate dissident discourses,
creating a greater amount of sympathy for the more radical among them by those who
had previously bought into the anti-communist elements of the state’s dominant
discourses.
Chapter three places its focus on the political activism that took place in the 1980s, in
the years leading up to the 1987 June Uprising. Again, two trends are here identified.
The first, leading directly on from the observed phenomenon of political activism in
pre-Kwangju years, is that of radicalisation. During the 1980s, following the brutal
crackdown of the Kwangju massacre, dissident elements were driven underground.
Students joined with labour, many of them dropping out of university in order to take
up positions within the factories.

Here, they came in contact with church-based

activists. Many of these church-based activists, in turn, had connections with a wider
transnational ecumenical community. The transnational movement, however, were
more moderate than the domestic dissident discourses and avoided pro-North Korean
rhetoric.

Towards the middle of the 1980s, the focus of the dissident discourses

shifted, and the more moderate agenda achieved more prominence. This indicates the
success of arguments by key oppositional leaders, such as Kim Dae Jung, who claimed
that justice would be best achieved on the Korean Peninsula through the initial
establishment of democratic norms in South Korea.

Democracy first, unification

second thus became the catch-cry of the dissident discourses, galvanising middle class
citizens and bringing to the streets, in June 1987, a broad-based coalition of activists.
These final efforts ultimately helped bring about lasting political change.
Chapter four acts as a bridging chapter, revealing the transition that took place
between the dissident discourses under authoritarian rule and those that emerged
post-1997, in a liberal democratic environment.

During the 1990s, a time of

democratic transition, political activists reassessed their purpose and meaning.
Radical discourses quickly rose and fell and resulting fragmentation caused a
splintering of the movement. It is here that the transition of dissident discourses into
the dominant discourses can first be witnessed, as previously dissident elements
moved into more institutionalised oppositional roles within the New Social Movements
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(NSM) organisations. The ‘new left’ was born. As dominant discourse became less
authoritarian and more open to differences of opinion and greater political debate,
inter-Korean relations also became a greatly changed political battleground. It was
thus in this more open, liberal and democratic context that the North Korean famine
occurred, causing the exodus of thousands of North Koreans who brought with them
tales of a tightly repressive state, under which no dissent was tolerated and severe
human rights violations were taking place.
The analysis undertaken in chapters two, three and four lays the ground against which
debate over inter-Korean relations in contemporary South Korea can be understood,
focusing on the decade of progressive rule: 1997 - 2007. This chapter focuses upon
two distinct features of this decade: the Sunshine policy, the engagement-focused
North Korea policy developed by President Kim Dae Jung and which guided all interKorean relations during this time; and the North Korean human rights movement.
The context of the Sunshine policy, in fact, leaves very little room for a North Korean
human rights advocacy campaign.

The discursive politics that had conditioned

domestic political debate over inter-Korean relations to this point, and in particular the
important role that arguments over unification, human rights and democracy played
within this discourse, is shown in this chapter to have created a particular constellation
of normative beliefs and behavioural norms, that prove conducive to an engagementstyle approach to inter-Korean relations and hence, extremely hostile to a campaign
that sought to link progress in the human rights situation of North Korea (a highly
contentious issue) with progress in inter-Korean relations.

Finally, in the thesis’

conclusion, this argument is extended into a discussion of debate over inter-Korean
relations in South Korea in 2010, two and a half years into the new conservative
leadership of Lee Myung Bak.

This shift of government notwithstanding, both

dominant and dissident discourses conditioning debate over inter-Korean relations
today is revealed to be, without a doubt, the legacy of the long history of contentious
political activism that has characterised South Korea’s path to democratisation.

C onclusion
This thesis operates not just on the premise that political activists make a real
contribution to political debate and policy outcomes, but also seeks to understand,
discursively, the power relations that operate both between the state and the non-state
realms, as well as within the non-state realm itself. I explore the discursive agency of
political activism through the study of a series of historical case studies, organised
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around key ‘critical junctures’ in South Korea’s political development. This approach is
intended to give a sense of the legacy of the arguments made by former political
activists over unification, human rights and democracy: beliefs embedded in the
political activist dissident discourses of the past live on in contemporary domestic
political debates over inter-Korean relations, albeit under a different guise. The thesis
also takes into consideration the challenge presented by Chandhoke, who argues that
the language used in the processes of deliberation at the civil society is itself unequal,
and suggests that the “rival structures of deep conviction” within these non-state
discourses may well prove impossible to o v e r c o m e .37 As well as seeking to understand
the united set of arguments presented by political activists, this thesis examines beliefdriven rifts within the dissident discourses and thus also makes some contribution to
the task of better understanding the less than democratic aspects of political activism.
In the chapter to follow I begin to apply this conceptual framework, examining the
dominant and dissident discourses, their interactions and fates in the years of political
activism leading up to the 1980 Kwangju massacre.

37

Chandhoke. The Conceits of Civil Society, pp. 204-5
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CHAPTER TWO
Political Activism under Yushin
and th e Kwangju Uprising, May 1980
0 Kwangju! O Mudung Mountain!

Our eternal banner,
Our dream,
and cross.
Even as life flows on,
City of Youth
may you be ever younger.
For now we are sure,
gathering together. Hands joined
in sure affirmation,
we have risen.
Kim Chun Tae1

A fraught security environment characterised by Cold War politics has dominated
every aspect of South Korea’s political arena, from the foundation of the South Korean
state in 1948, up until the end of the Cold War. It was under these conditions that
human rights and democracy advocates struggled to accommodate their arguments
within the official discourse mandated by the state during the 1970s and 1980s. This
chapter will discuss the profound impact that Park Chung-Hee’s (Pak Chönghüi) tightfisted authoritarian rule, especially under the Yushin constitution, had upon dissident
civil society actors. Physical manifestations of this impact can be witnessed in the
networking choices made by civil society groups, who often found themselves in
solidarity with strange bedfellows:

students, labour union activists, opposition

politicians and church leaders came together to work for a common cause. This was
accompanied by a parallel discursive phenomenon, whereby the message emanating
from the most vocal sectors of civil society began to shift, at times taking on a markedly
more radical character.
This chapter is centrally concerned with the legacies of this era that have continued
through South Korean politics from the 1980s to the current day. In particular, the
radicalisation of the South Korean democratisation movement is explored, with
reference to the enduring legacy of radical discourse in South Korea. In order to
uncover these linkages, I examine the series of discursive shifts that took place under
Park Chung-Hee’s rule, focusing particularly on political activism under the repressive
1Also, Kim Ch’unt’ae: Kim Chun Tae. Cited in McCann, David (1988). "Confrontation in Korean
Literature". In The Kwangju Uprising: Shadows Over the Regime in South Korea, edited by Clark,
Donald N. Boulder: Westview Press.
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Yushin constitution (1972-1979). Special consideration is given to the impact of anti
communist rhetoric on both dominant and dissident political discourses.

What

becomes clear is that the experiences of activists under Yushin had an impact on the
configuration of domestic and transnational networks that emerged during the 1980s.
This chapter thus provides the backdrop to the narratives that I develop in chapters
three, four and five through a portrayal of the political environment that emerged in
the years leading up to the Kwangju Uprising.

The experiences of the ‘Kwangju

Incident’, which saw the brutal massacre of citizens participating in a peaceful
uprising, in turn helped shape the nature of the human rights and democratisation
movement that formed in the years leading up to the 1987 Uprising.
In order to witness the discursive shifts that took place in the years leading up to
Kwangju and thus understand better the normative environment that prevailed in the
1980s, this chapter will first provide a brief foray into South Korean politics prior to
the election of Park Chung-Hee. I explore the structural conditions that impacted
upon South Korea’s discourses around inter-Korean relations and democracy,
accompanied by a brief overview of the role played by South Korea’s first President,
Rhee Syngman (Yi Süngman)2. An exploration of how a series of events under Rhee’s
considerably more liberal successor, Chang Myons, contributed directly to the nature
of the discourse that dominated Park Chung-Hee’s eventual sixteen year authoritarian
reign will complete this introductory section.
I then turn to an examination of the structural conditions prevailing at the outset of the
1970s, and the impact that this had on the human rights and democratisation
movement. Following this, the history of this movement throughout the period of
Yushin will account for the bulk of the chapter.

After exploring the dominant

discourses over inter-Korean relations used by the Park Chung-Hee government, the
question of unification is given particular attention.

The role played by anti

communist rhetoric in shaping this discourse provides a lens through which the
evolution of dissident civil society discourses on these issues can be better understood,
and is further examined in some detail. Finally, providing a frame of reference for the
1980s South Korean democratisation movement, the beginnings of an alliance between
students/intellectuals, the church and the labour movement are explored, with
particular attention given to the radicalisation of dissident discourse.

This

radicalisation, I argue, was the direct result of the government’s own anti-communist
2 Rhee Syngman was South Korea’s president from 1948-1960
1960-1962

3
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rhetoric (paradoxically designed to avoid such a development) and has had long lasting
consequences for debates over inter-Korean relations and human rights; the legacy of
this discourse continues to reverberate in South Korea and, as I discuss in this thesis’
conclusion, is most evident in contemporary debates over the North Korean human
rights issue.

First Republic: Rhee Syngm an
Rhee Syngman entered the domestic political scene following a high profile political
career within the US-based Korean community.4 His background ensured that he was
well known to the American authorities, and he was installed as president in 1948 with
the blessing of the US War Department, despite initial attempts by the same
government’s State department, to deny him re-entry into Korea after the Peninsula’s
division. General MacArthur and other senior military officials considered Rhee—well
known for his US-friendly views—to be an ideal counterbalance to the DPRK’s proRussian leader Kim II Sung. An ultra-conservative nationalist, Rhee was steadfastly
anti-communist and could be relied upon to adhere to and complement America’s
foreign policy interests in the region, as well as counter any communist resistance that
may emerge in the southern part of the Korean Peninsula.
A quest for international legitimacy, vis-a-vis its northern neighbour, dominated South
Korea’s foreign policy-making during the 1950s and 1960s. Adopting policies that
closely reflected those of West Germany’s Hallstein Doctrine towards their eastern
counterpart, South Korea refused relations with any nation that recognised Pyongyang,
effectively ruling out the possibility of cooperation between the two Koreas, turning the
quest for international recognition into a zero-sum game.

With its economy

devastated by the Korean Wars, infrastructure growth dominated the attentions of the
South Korean government during this time, accompanied by the belief that it was only
after the establishment of a strong and durable economy that the question of
unification with North Korea could be seriously contemplated. Economic security,
coupled with an emphasis upon attention to geopolitical security conditions
(predominantly through the building of relations with the United States) thus dictated
the direction of South Korean policy, ultimately narrowing the government’s options
4 For a detailed account of the micro politics behind Rhee’s political career in the US, see Choy, Bongyoun. (1979). Koreans in America. Chicago: Nelson-Hall Inc. Publishers.
s The Korean War broke out on 25 June 1950 and a cease-fire armistice brought about the end of fighting
on 27 July 1950. The two Koreas are thus still technically at war. It is interesting to note that the
armistice was signed between the United States and North, given South Korean President Rhee Syngman’s
refusal to participate and thus South Korea was not technically part of the agreement.
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with regard to their relations with their northern neighbour. During this time, the
ROK engaged in what has been described as an essentially “system defensive” mode of
existence, an approach which as its corollary brought with it a “more or less simplistic,
inflexible and combative” form of policy making toward North Korea.67 Construction
first and unification later was thus the government’s mantra during the 1960s,
resulting ultimately in a worsening of inter-Korean relations, enhancing the mistrust
felt by each government toward the other. This situation had severe consequences for
those who had been hoping for a more democratic form of governance in a post-war
South Korean state. The prevailing dominant discourses within South Korea during
this post-war period justified the curtailing of democratic freedoms for the ‘greater
good’ of peace and security on the Korean Peninsula. Thus, in the context of highly
antagonistic relations at the height of the Cold War period, the South Korean
government was able to promote a ‘strong state’ for the protection of the Korean
people.
The involvement of foreign powers in the Korean war, and the subsequent exile of
Korean citizens in the United States and Japan, generated interest in the state of
political affairs on the Korean Peninsula that spread beyond domestic borders and into
the international realm. This was particularly the case in the civil society arena and
contentious activism was particularly prevalent within church communities. Due to
their status as communities slightly detached from the dominant policy discourses
prevalent on the Korean Peninsula, Korean-American activists were often able to
display a much higher level of discontent than their counterparts based within South
Korea. As will be discussed in chapter three, Kim Dae Jung (Kim Taechung) himself
was keenly aware of this and spent much time cultivating such networks during his
time in exile in the United States. However, while anti-government opposition found a
voice for itself during the 1970s and 1980s, Rhee Syngman’s close connections with the
Korean-American community meant that he was equally effective in stifling opposition
abroad as he was at home.

Intellectuals and others within the Korean-American

community, who were critical of Rhee’s dictatorial leadership, were accused (by ROK
diplomatic representatives in Washington, DC) of being sympathetic to the communist
cause, thus effectively marginalising them from the mainstream political process . 7

6 Park, Young-ho. (1997). "South Korea's Unification Policy: Past, Present and Future". In The Four
Powers and Korean Unification Strategies, edited by Kwak, Tae-Hwan. Seoul: Kyungnam University
Press.
7 Choy. Koreans in America, p.182
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This tendency to delegitimise repression of dissident voices on the basis of anti
communist rhetoric was echoed at home. As one American missionary based in Seoul
during the 1950s and 1960s observed:
As the Japanese had done before [Rhee], each unwanted event was credited to
the communists. The cry of “Communism” became his most used strategy for
stifling opposition. That legacy too was passed on to subsequent dictators.8
Rhee Syngman was driven from power in i960 by student demonstrations: the “April
Revolution”. 9

While these student protests evolved into a ‘revolutionary’ event that

ultimately succeeded in overthrowing an authoritarian regime, those involved in the
initial protests certainly did not envisage such an outcome. Originally led by high
school students, the demonstrations soon involved university students and other
citizens.

After three days of student protests, the Anti-Communist Youth Corps

(known to be an organised group, aligned with the Rhee regime) brutally attacked
protesting university students. This led to an escalation of protests and, on April 19,
the students were suppressed by the Rhee government’s civilian police force in a brutal
and bloody fashion.10 After fifty-eight days of continuous demonstrations, which
involved diverse sectors of society - from university professors to beggars - the Rhee
government was forced to resign.

Lee Namhee argues that the April Revolution

profoundly influenced future student activism. In the absence of any real and lasting
political change resulting from the protests (the new democratic government that
replaced the Rhee regime was short-lived), students were also given a sense of the
limitations of such protests, in an environment that was not conducive to real,
structural transformation. Thus, 4.19 came to symbolise an unfinished revolution,
“both a historical marker and a historical burden”.*11 Kang Man’gil, a former dissident
activist, also contends that the i960 Uprising marked somewhat of a turning point in
South Korean political activism. The previously repressed ‘minjung’ movement, he
argues, experienced a renewal and recommenced its role as the “leading force in
historical progress”.12 Though the meaning of minjung remains a contested one, it is
generally agreed to represent:

8 Ogle, George. (1990). South Korea: Dissent within the Economic Miracle. London: Zed Books, p.12
9 In Korea, the April Revolution is usually referred to as “sa-il-gu” (4.19), indicating the day on which the
demonstrations reached their peak.
10 Kim, Hyung-a. (2004). Korea's Development under Park Chung Hee: Rapid Industrialisation, 19611979. London: RoutledgeCurzon. p.41
11 Lee, Namhee. (2007). The Making o f Minjung: Democracy and the Politics of Representation in South
Korea. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, pp.26-7
12 Kang, Man'gil. (1995). "Contemporary Nationalist Movements and the Minjung". In South Korea's
Minjung Movement: The Culture and Politics of Dissidence, edited by Wells, Kenneth M., Translated by
Duncan, Roger. Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, p.36
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Koreans, predominantly workers in agriculture and urban industries, who
retained the values and sentiments of the Korean masses in the face of
militaristic rule and cultural and economic systems imposed directly or
otherwise by foreign governments or interest, along with those among
intellectuals, writers, politicians, and professionals who have supported their
aspirations.^
Kang argues that the minjung is “transcendent, encompassing categories like class,
nation and citizen”. 14 In the period since the 1960s, contends Kang, the most
important task facing this “class-confederation” group of minjung activists, is that of
national unification, a task that in itself defines the very existence of the minjung
movement.^

Second Republic: Chang Myön
It was during the fleeting existence of Chang Myön’s Second Republic that the
ideological divisions extant in South Korea became even more starkly apparent, now
that civil society was free of the highly repressive practices of the Rhee regime.16 While
this experience of democratic governance brought with it great optimism and the
promise of liberal democracy, the chaotic failure of this new government to organise
itself effectively and gain widespread popular support, ultimately caused more damage
to the democratic cause.17 The ideological cleavages that emerged in this period
included a wide cross-section of anti-government political activity.

Han Sungjoo’s

examination of the failure of South Korea’s first attempt at democracy argues that the
South Korean tendency towards strongly held ideological positions is rooted in the
divisions forged during the Korean War, just a decade earlier. During the course of
this war, he argues, “most college and high school students, like their elders, were
forced to make a choice between ideological extremes.

Consequently, it became

impossible for them to engage in any progressive, anti-government activities without
being branded as pro-Communist or subversive”.18

*3 Wells, Kenneth M. (1995). "Introduction". In South Korea's Minjung Movement: The Culture and
Politics of Dissidence, edited by Wells, Kenneth M. Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, p.2

14 Kang. "Contemporary Nationalist Movements and the Minjung". p.36
* 5 ------- .

"Contemporary Nationalist Movements and the Minjung". p.36

16 Han, Sung-joo. (1974). The Failure of Democracy in South Korea. California: University of California
Press, p.182
17 Ogle. South Korea, p.13
18 Han. The Failure of Democracy, p.198
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The ‘U nification C ra ze ’
Unification became a hot topic among activists, particularly within the student
movement, and gave rise to what Kim Hyung-a describes as a “unification craze”
whereby the division of the Peninsula was seen as the source of all other problems in
Korea.19 The student movement became an important progressive force during the
time of the Chang Myön regime, supported in its activities by the various left-wing,
“reformist” political parties, who recognised that the issue of unification was one that
would especially appeal to the younger generation of Koreans.20 In this way, the
reformist parties—themselves extremely fractured—funnelled much of their energies
through the more united progressive student movement, which adopted the causes of
unification, democracy, human rights and self-assertive diplomacy.21 This movement
was largely based at Seoul National University (SNU) and was known as the Student
League for National Unification (minjok t’ongil yöngmaeng). The members of this
League focused the bulk of their efforts on the issue of unification, believing that all
other difficulties facing South Korean society stemmed from the division of the
Peninsula, for which foreign powers (the US and the Soviet Union in particular) were
in turn to blame. Thus, social issues such as poverty and political oppression took a
back seat, and were grouped under the banner of unification.22
The progressive, leftist side of politics was itself extremely fractured and the term
‘progressive forces’ (hyoksin’gye) 23 tended to refer to all organisations that had been
excluded, under Rhee, from the political system. Despite the diverse nature of these
groups, the call for “unification first” was at this stage not up for debate. Various
individuals and groups that made up this loose configuration of anti-government
forces varied in terms of their backgrounds and constituent bases, as well as their
analysis of current conditions and future prognoses.

Represented among the

progressives were former nationalist anti-Japanese guerrilla fighters, members of the
post-liberation communist movement, and students belonging to study circles that
engaged in critical discussions of Korean social issues.*24 While a minority of these
activists harboured subversive ideas and ambitions (such as members of underground

19 Kim. Korea's Development under Park Chung Hee. p.47
20 Han. The Failure o f Democracy, p.182
21 Kim, Sunhyuk. (2004). "South Korea: Confrontational Legacy and Democratic Contributions". In Civil
Society and Political Change in Asia: Expanding and Contracting Democratic Space, edited by Algappa,
Mutbiah. California: Stanford University Press, p.143
22 Han. The Failure of Democracy, pp.200-01
23

Lee. The Making ofMinjung. p.32

24

------ . The Making ofMinjung. p.32
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Marxist-Leninist organisations that spoke of bringing about socialist revolution in
South Korea), the majority of dissidents held moderate views, desired the achievement
of a democratic Korea, and believed that unification was a necessary condition to bring
this about. However, the political climate of the 1960s, due largely to wider geopolitical
factors, was such that all dissidents, regardless of the degree of their radicalism, were
grouped together under a ‘pro-communist’ banner, and were punished accordingly,
usually severely. 2s As will be discussed throughout this chapter, this was a tendency
that was further augmented during Park Chung-Hee’s rule, and had important
implications for the shape that dissident discourse took in the lead up to the Kwangju
Uprising, and the opposition activism that followed.

While the Chang Myön

government was less likely to engage in such branding activities, the legacy of the Rhee
regime’s rhetoric, and the lived experience of the Korean War, was such that Korean
citizens were apt to view all dissident activity with great suspicion as a matter of reflex,
and anti-communist sentiments remained strongly held by the majority of the
populace.
Despite the wide array of groups and individuals involved in ‘progressive’ politics the
student movement remained the most vocal, vibrant and visible force and focused
much of its energy on bringing about dialogue between the North and the South. A
well-known example is the resolution passed by the National Student League for
Unification (NSLU), calling for the convention of a North-South Student Conference.
The North Korean regime responded enthusiastically to this idea, supporting the call
and guaranteeing the safety and freedom of South Korean delegates.26 The Chang
Myön government found themselves at a crossroads, caught between a reluctance, on
the one hand, to suppress this student movement and bring about a repetition of the
April Revolution, yet hesitant to support such a move for fear of being accused, by the
country’s powerful and influential right-wing political forces, of lending support to a
pro-communist event. Struggling itself to gain enough popular support so as to render
it a legitimate ruling force in South Korea, the Chang Myön government seemed, in the
words of one observer, “both incapable and unwilling to employ overwhelming force
against one of the other of these ideologically polarized groups”.27
Conservative reaction to the left’s efforts to bring about dialogue between the North
and the South was vehement, and couched in anti-communist rhetoric. This stemmed
2s -------. The Making ofMinjung. p.33
26
------------. The Making ofMinjung. p.28
27 Han. The Failure of Democracy, pp.204-5

64

C h a p ter Tivo
Yushin and the Kwangju Uprising

from a fear, fed by Cold War sentiments, that the Peninsula was in real moral and
physical danger of a communist invasion. A network of rightist groups representing
this viewpoint was formed under this anti-communist banner and included among its
members: veterans groups, religious organisations, associations of North Korean
refugees, and former supporters of the Rhee regime.28 The passionately nationalist
stance of this alliance was articulated in a paid newspaper advertisement, which
appeared on the front page of South Korea’s Kyönghyang Shinmun on March 23,1961
and read as follows:
The time has come for the anti-Communist camp to rise up. Whose land is this
in which Communists cavort? This is a critical moment.
destroy the Communists.

Let us unite and

Let us smash the pro-Communist elements,

disguised as reformists.^
Tensions between competing ideological factions in South Korea continued to escalate
and the left scaled back dissident activities amid fears that the military would take
advantage of the social unrest to stage a national coup.

Despite these cautionary

measures, however, the fears of the political activists were soon realised. South Korean
military commanders argued that the high level of social disorder in the country left it
vulnerable to attack by the communist North Korea. It was thus on the basis of cited
security concerns that the Chang Myön government was overthrown by the military in
May, 1961.3° Thus ended South Korea’s first brief experiment with a civilian-led,
democratic system, ushering in the Third Republic, under the leadership of General
Park Chung-Hee.

P a rk C h u n g -H ee
General Park Chung-Hee’s military government ruled South Korea for eighteen years,
during both the Third (1963-1972) and Fourth (1972-1979) Republics. The Fourth
Republic brought with it a new constitution known as Yushin (or ‘revitalisation’). As I
discuss in the following section, the high level of state-repression that was
characteristic of the Yushin period paradoxically brought with it a gradual re
awakening of South Korean civil society.

Through an examination of the ethical

arguments employed by political activists in their attempts to negotiate a normative
position in the context of highly repressive conditions, this chapter will reveal that a
28 ----- . The Failure of Democracy, pp.203-4
29 Cited in :-------. The Failure of Democracy, p.204
3 ° Ogle. South Korea, p.13
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shift towards a more radical dissident discourse occurred, in direct response to the
dominant discourses which were themselves steeped in ethical argument.

Before

moving to discussion of political activism under the Fourth Republic, inter-Korean
relations in the Third Republic will be briefly canvassed.
In the face of ideological divisions that arose during South Korea’s fleeting experiment
with democracy, the first task of the Park Chung-Hee government was to bring the
South Korean people together under a common, nationalistic worldview. This was
achieved through the appropriation of the populist discourse used by instigators of the
Uprising (4.19) that had taken place the year before. Thus, the 1961 coup led by
General Park Chung-Hee, brought into power a new, military-led regime that claimed
to be the embodiment of the nationalist revolutionary spirit displayed by the students
of the 4.19 (April i960 Uprising), that had toppled the Rhee Syngman government.
The revolution started by these patriots, Park Chung-Hee claimed, was unfinished, and
the military leadership would thus take up this great nationalistic responsibility. The
following speech, given by the new President on the occasion of his inaugural address
in December 1963, clearly articulates this rationale in strongly ethical terms:
Our unavoidable historical task in this decade, as initiated in the course of the
April and May Revolutions, is the modernization of the fatherland in all fields political, economic, social and cultural. To this end we should dedicate our
bodies and our souls in a pan-national effort to complete this task ... and I call
upon every citizen to participate positively and enthusiastically in our pan
national revolutionary march. 3 1
Economic reconstruction and national strength were flagged as priority tasks under
this banner of nationalism, which continued to be underpinned by a strong anti
communist rhetoric. Park Chung-Hee’s military junta, after establishing itself as the
Supreme Council for National Reconstruction (SCNR), immediately proceeded to quell
the nascent democratic tendencies that had started to emerge in South Korea during
Chang Myön’s Second Republic.

Democratic institutions, such as the National

Assembly, were rendered inoperative, and all political parties or organisations were
forcibly disbanded.

Freedoms of speech, the press and association were severely

restricted, and the Korean Central Intelligence Agency (KCIA) was elevated to a new
level of importance within the authority structure of the country. 32

The ultimate

31 Park, Chung Hee. (1970). "The Dawn of a New Era". In Major Speeches by Korea's Park Chung Hee,
edited by Park, Chung-Hee. Seoul: Hollym. p.286
3 2 Scalapino,

Robert. (1963). "Korea: The Politics of Change". Asian Survey, 3 (1), 31-40. pp.31-2
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objective of such crackdowns, argued the SCNR, was to save the country from “chaos,
corruption and communism” and free it from the shackles of poverty. 33
In te r-K o re a n R ela tio n s in th e T h ird R ep u b lic
Park Chung-Hee’s eighteen-year authoritarian rule of South Korea drew its legitimacy
from a dual focus on economic reconstruction and confrontation with North Korea.
The military government’s policies revolved around competition with its northern
neighbour, and based its role on a ruling ideology that was at once nationalistic and
anti-communist. With this continuation of competitive, confrontational and conflictdriven policies towards the North, Inter-Korean relations deteriorated greatly during
this crucial period..

Echoing the approach of Rhee Syngman’s regime, the Park

government refused to grant official recognition to the DPRK, claiming that the
administration in the South was the only legitimate representative of the inhabitants of
the Korean Peninsula. This position resounded well with South Korea’s official anti
communist discourse based on the concrete belief that the DPRK was in fact an ‘antistate’ organisation that had no legitimate claim to leadership over the residents of the
northern part of the Peninsula.34 The South Korean government’s policy of isolating
and vilifying the North allowed it to claim a monopoly on ethically appropriate
behaviour. It argued that, given the illegitimate nature of the North Korean regime, it
followed logically that the Park regime alone could lay claim to morally upright
behaviour, as it was acting in such a way so as to allow South Korea to gain a political
and economic advantage, with the eventual goal of national reunification in terms
dictated by the South. Official discourse placed the eventual reclamation of control
over the entire Peninsula as the South Korean government’s highest moral
responsibility, thus claiming a monopoly over ethical discourse.
Park Chung-Hee’s approach to inter-Korean relations was influenced by three main
factors. The first of these was the quest for economic supremacy within the context of
North-South competition. The second influence was that of the US’s shift in approach
to its relations with Northeast Asia, characterised by the Nixon doctrine, while the
third factor that had an impact on inter-Korean relations policy was a purely domestic
one: the rise in support for the main opposition political party led by Kim Dae Jung,
which advocated a more conciliatory approach to inter-Korean relations.

33

Scalapino. "Korea: The Politics of Change", p.31

Kim, Hak-joon. (1993). "Korean Reunification: A Seoul Perspective". In Korea under Roh Tae-woo:
Democratisation, Northern Policy, and Inter-Korean Relations, edited by Cotton, James. Canberra: Allen
34

and Unwin, pp.279-81
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Both North and South Korea based their respective performance legitimacy on three
aspects of governance: economic, diplomatic and military, all three of which are closely
intertwined, Up to the late 1960s, supported by its allies the Soviet Union and China,
the North had achieved an economic edge over South Korea, which was struggling to
recover after the Korean War. This placed South Korea’s legitimacy at risk as it was
feared that the economic prowess achieved by the North would soon translate to an
equivalent military advantage.

As such, the aptly-named SCNR, headed by Park

Chung-Hee, put national economic reconstruction at the forefront of the regime’s
priorities. This fed directly into inter-Korean relations: South Korea’s growth was not
to be measured in absolute terms, but always in terms relative to the DPRK. It was
clear that Park Chung-Hee believed that, until South Korea held the upper hand on all
three fronts, and most particularly in the economic realm, it must maintain a
competitive front, vis-a-vis its North Korean neighbours.
However, a shift in diplomatic and strategic tactics on behalf of the US, served to
dampen the hard-line nature of the government’s dominant discourses. The anti
communist rhetoric that fuelled South Korea’s approach towards North Korea was
almost invariably coupled with a strong pro-US sentiment. The US alliance was key to
the maintenance of South Korea’s security and up until the early 1970s, US policy
making, as dictated by Cold War constraints, was largely compatible with South
Korea’s confrontational attitude towards North Korea.

This situation,

changed

dramatically towards the end of South Korea’s Third Republic with the beginnings of a
detente between the Soviet Union and the United States during the 1970s (often
referred to as the ‘Nixon Doctrine’). The shift in US engagement in East Asia that
accompanied the ‘Nixon Doctrine’ included the withdrawal of one third of the US’
troops from the Korean Peninsula, and the commencement of direct, bilateral
negotiations between Pyongyang and Washington, DC. The growing incompatibility
between the positions of the US and the ROK presented Park’s government with little
choice but to revisit its approach to inter-Korean relations. These differences were
particularly evident during Nixon’s 1972 visit to China, during which he announced
that the US would encourage and support the establishment of direct dialogue between
the two

3 5 ------- .
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independent status, the ROK’s previous policy of refusing relations with any nation
that recognised the legitimacy of the DPRK regime became increasingly untenable.36
Domestically, rising support for the opposition political parties also had an impact
upon the Park Government’s approach to inter-Korean relations. In October 1970, the
opposition presidential candidate, Kim Dae Jung, proposed a revision of the ROK’s
North Korea policy and recommended a policy of four-power involvement in the
security of the Korean Peninsula. The Park government did its best to condemn this
suggestion, accusing Kim Dae Jung of harbouring a desire to leave the country open to
the mercy of outside forces, an approach that was incongruent with extant behavioural
norms that ensured the moral survival of the South Korean state:
The so-called four-power assurance of our national security, which was once
proposed in some political quarters of our country, is an unrealistic and
dangerous concept... Their [the North Korean] side would say that south Korea
started the war, and [we] would claim that the north Korean Communists
started it. During the exchange of verbal accusations, victory or defeat would
be decided ... What the north Korean Communists are trying to seize is just this
kind of opportunity ... So I think it is a very dangerous way of thinking that will
only result in providing a good chance for the north Korean Communists to
achieve their goals.37
Kim Dae Jung’s approach to inter-Korean relations was portrayed in the dominant
discourses as impractical and dangerous.

Park Chung-Hee argued that the ruling

party’s ‘nationalist’ approach to inter-Korean relations was more in keeping with the
interests of the Korean people:
The challenges to our national security i.e. in the possibility of our potential
adversaries to reach a mistaken conclusion that there is a power vacuum in this
area and that Communist forces have gained a position of superiority in power
over that of the Free World. To accelerate economic growth, to modernize our
fatherland, and to achieve peaceful unification of our country on the bases of
self-reliance, independence, and prosperity, are our clear historic mission.38

36 This recognition came largely from the DPRK’s increasing involvement with the non-aligned bloc. See:
Wood, Perry. (1993). "The Strategic Equilibrium on the Korean Peninsula in the 1990s". In Korea under
Roh Tae-woo: Democratisation, Northern Policy, and Inter-Korean Relations, edited by Cotton, James.
Canberra: Allen and Unwin.
37 Park, Chung Hee. (1976). Toward Peaceful Reunification: Selected Speeches. Seoul: Kwangmyong.
PP-44-5
38 Park. Toward Peaceful Reunification: Selected Speeches, pp.24-5
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If we are weak, our country will be in jeopardy. It is the living lesson of human
history of the rise and fall of nations. In order for a country not to fall, it must
cultivate its own strength.39
Despite these attempts to cast Kim Dae Jung’s policy ideas as endangering both the
physical and moral security of the Peninsula, Kim’s New Democratic Party gained
high electoral support during the 1972 elections. It was a source of immediate alarm to
the ruling party that the opposition leader’s call for democracy, human rights and
unification seemed to be resonating with the South Korean people. Thus, while the
shift in approach to North Korea, evident during this period, can be largely attributed
to wider structural shifts in the international political environment, the Park
government also had a strong interest in acting to quell domestic concerns over the
ruling party’s current approach to inter-Korean relations.

Y u sh in : The Fourth Republic
In ter-K o rea n C ooperation
In response to changing political circumstances, the Park government commenced a
series of outwardly conciliatory7 gestures towards the North in the years prior to the
landmark Joint Communique that was agreed to by both Koreas in 1972. A Red Cross
North-South dialogue took place in this intervening period, followed by a series of
secret negotiations between Pyongyang and Seoul.4 ° The Communique was born of
these clandestine discussions and marked an important milestone in the history of
inter-Korean relations. 4 1 For the first time in the history of the Peninsula’s division,
the goal of reunification was declared by both Koreas to be a mutual one. The three
‘principles of unification’ outlined in the Communique employed ethical and identity
arguments to justify the commitment of both sides to the shared cause of bringing
about an end to the division of the Peninsula:
First, unification shall be achieved through independent Korean efforts, and
not subject to external imposition or interference.
Second, unification shall be achieved through peaceful means, and not through
the use of force against each other.

3 9 ------- .
4°
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Third, as a homogenous people, a great national unity shall be sought above all,
transcending differences in ideas, ideologies and systems. 42
It is hard to overstate the dramatic shift in approach to inter-Korean relations that this
represented for both North and South Korea. 45 Choy Bong Young, an academic and
unification activist based in the US during this time argues that, temporarily at least,
“[t]he content of the Communique represented a serious attempt to reconcile the long
standing differences between the North Korean and South Korean unification
stands ” . 44
Choy describes the reaction of South Korean civil society, opposition parties and the
general public, as one of “surprise, joy and a cautious optimism”. The emotional
response experienced by large sections of the South Korean community demonstrates
how closely the wording of the Communique—with its combination of ethical and
identity arguments—reflected the sentiment of the general population. The great hope
felt by the South Korean people, that they may in fact see ‘unification in their time’,
was reflected in the enthusiastic coverage that the domestic media gave this
‘breakthrough agreement’. Korean expatriate communities in Japan and the United
States likewise welcomed and supported the news, and even the South Korean
opposition extended its support for the principles of the agreement. 45 Choi Won-Ki,
now an editor at the Joongang Daily newspaper, remembers the excitement felt by his
fellow students and teachers upon hearing news of the agreement:
My teacher delivered the news to us in the classroom, saying in excitement,
“Unification comes at last!”. All were shocked and emotional so much that
class was discontinued . 46
The South Korean government seized on this popular outburst of enthusiasm, and
promoted its decision to sign the Communique as a significant geo-strategic move
and—importantly for their framing of the occasion—as an ethically desirably gesture.
However, while enthusiasm for national unification was encouraged and nurtured in
South Korea, these tendencies were similarly closely monitored.

Fearful that the

42 Ministry of Unification. (1973). "South-North Dialogue in Korea N0.1 (1973.7)", last viewed 12 January
2009, http://dialogue.unikorea.go.kr/sub7/sub7_i.asp.
43 For a detailed discussion of the rationale behind North Korea’s decision to sign the Communique, see
Choy, Bong-youn. (1984). A History o f the Korean Reunification Movement: Its Issues and Prospects.
Peoria: Research Committee on Korean Reunification, Bradley University, pp. 100-2
44 Choy. A History of the Korean Reunification Movement, p.102
45------- . A History of the Korean Reunification Movement, p.103.
46 Choi, Won-ki. (2000). "The Inter-Korea Summit: What Lies Beneath". Paper presented at the

Promoting International Scientific, Technological and Economic Cooperation in the Korean Peninsula,
Rome, June 1-2. p.48
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civilian movement for unification would gather such momentum so as to become a
force of its own, the South Korean government continued to strongly dissuade the
expression of pro-North Korean opinions. This fear was expressed in Park ChungHee’s unwillingness to abolish or weaken the National Security Law (NSL) or the AntiCommunist Law (ACL) under which citizens accused of pro-North Korean activity were
prosecuted and which, according to some observers, had become ‘thought control’
instruments of the government. Rather, Park urged the strengthening of these legal
safeguards, stating that:
At the present time the government has no intention to modify or change the
National Security Law and the Anti-Communist Law; on the contrary, the
government will carry out these laws more effectively than before.47
To reinforce this message, arrests were made of those who felt that the current
atmosphere of reconciliation allowed them a greater freedom to express their views
towards their northern neighbours, sending a warning to the South Korean public that
great caution was still required.
The support given to greater inter-Korean cooperation in the state’s dominant
discourses notwithstanding, the sense of euphoria surrounding the North South
dialogue was short-lived. James Hoare, who was responsible for the establishment of
the first British Embassy in Pyongyang, argues that the “longest lasting result [of the
dialogue] was that ... Park Chung-Hee used the pretext of talks and the supposedly
increased risk from the North ... to establish a more authoritarian government”.48
Indeed, despite appearances that the South Korean government was prepared to make
sincere efforts and compromises to pave the way for unification, the “peaceful
approach” promised verbally was paralleled in practice by a military build-up.49 Sohn
Hak-kyu (Son Hakkyu), a former activist, contends that, in the face of this military
strengthening, the peaceful approach to unification was seen to be a “deceptive and
temporary policy”.50 Unification thus became another form of political capital under
the Park regime.

While inter-Korean relations did make some progress, this was

47 Cited in: Choy. A History o f the Korean Reunification Movement, p.104
4 ®Hoare,

James, and Susan Pares. (2005). North Korea in the 21st Century. Kent: Global Oriental, p.120

49 Sohn. Authoritarianism and Opposition in South Korea, p.26
s° Sohn Hak-kyu later joined the conservative Grand National Party (GNP). He then defected to the liberal
(progressive) United Democratic Party (UDP), becoming its chairman, until it changed its name to the
“Democratic Party” in July of 2008
------- . Authoritarianism and Opposition in South Korea, p.42
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ultimately limited and the unification issue was used primarily as a form of leverage,
justifying more repressive measures and a tightening of democratic freedoms.51
Efforts towards unification were thus made the sole domain of the government and all
civilian led efforts towards this goal were proclaimed to be led by communists or
communist sympathisers and were outlawed, alongside the progressive political and
social organisations that had formed during the short-lived Second Republic.52 Robert
Scalapino, a prominent Berkeley professor, influential in US Far East foreign policy
making circles, argued that “[essentially, these men [members of the ruling junta]
were and are nationalists, determined to save their country from chaos, corruption,
and communism”.53 The nationalist-driven prioritisation of industrialisation and
military build-up, under the guise of a pro-reunification policy, is neatly summed up in
the government’s ‘revolutionary pledge’:
National Unification ... will be accomplished by fostering national strength
sufficiently great to prevail over the North Korean Communist forces 5*
1972 also brought with it the Yushin constitution, which came to define the character
of South Korea’s development for the remainder of the decade. Contrary to the spirit
of the North South talks, the purpose of Yushin was to promote the development of a
modern, industrial, anti-communist state as a buffer to the ever-present threat of
North Korea.55 This, argues Kim Hyung-a, was Park’s concrete and lasting response to
the rapid structural changes that were taking place on the international scene, and in
North East Asia in particular.56 The timing of Yushin reform, just three months after
the North-South Communique, was thus strategic, designed to enhance national unity
(and avoid a division in national opinion) over the state of the North South dialogue.5?
By the time it was clear that the quest for unification (which during the early 1970s had
given legitimacy to the authoritarian rule of the Park government) was no longer a
reality, the Yushin system was firmly in place. This, argues Sohn Hak-kyu, served as a
replacement source of legitimation for the Park government.58 In the place of the

51 Park. "South Korea's Unification Policy: Past, Present and Future", p.93
52 Choy. A History o f the Korean Reunification Movement, p.86
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pursuit of unification thus came the quest for “economic development based on
efficiency and stability”.59
Following the establishment of the Yushin constitution, inter-Korean dialogue broke
down further. Kim Hak-joon, a prominent South Korean scholar, argues that this
breakdown was due, at least in part, to the Park regime’s continued insistence upon
viewing inter-Korean relations in terms of competition and confrontation, as a result of
which it was “unable to forcefully pursue a realistic unification policy”. 60 Despite
rhetoric suggesting that the ROK was keen to join the broader international trend
turning towards detente, the South Korean government in practice scarcely deviated
from its hitherto strongly held Cold War mentality.61 In a 1975 report on the state of
inter-Korean relations, the Korean Institute fo r East Asian Studies argued that, along
with a focus on strong national security and robust economic growth, “major emphasis
is placed upon maintaining superiority over north Korea in diplomatic competition”.62
“Unification through strength” was thus the predominant mentality displayed among
South Korean officials, and the main foreign policy goals of the 1970s included an
emphasis upon national security and economic growth.65
The Park Chung-Hee regime’s approach to inter-Korean relations and commitment to
economic development relied heavily on its ability to keep a check on any emerging
dissident discourses. The issue of unification was a deeply emotional one for the South
Korean public, for whom the scars of the Korean War had yet to completely heal. Thus,
while the regime gained much legitimacy from the maintenance of security and robust,
rapid economic growth, the risk that a groundswell of pro-unification populist
sentiment may threaten its stability, remained an ever-present one and the
government continued to repress these activities under the guise of anti-communist
measures. A less cynical reading of these times appreciates that, from a geopolitical
standpoint, the Cold War environment gave the South Korean government genuine
grounds for concern; the fear of the invasion of communist forces was one felt all over
the globe.

However, the extent to which the Park Chung-Hee regime stifled all

opposition under the guise of anti-communism, went beyond concrete security

59 ------. Authoritarianism and Opposition in South Korea, p.63
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concerns, and struck at the heart of Park’s desire for regime stability and the
continuation of his authoritarian rule.
The ‘unification craze’ that had characterised the pre-1961 intellectual debate had been
brought to an abrupt halt with the inauguration of the Park Chung-Hee regime, with
politically active individuals who had been involved in the reunification movement
rounded up by the military government, and accused of engaging in subversive, pro
communist activities.

Those students who escaped arrest went into immediate

hiding.64 After the initial government crackdown, civil society cautiously began to re
form and came together to reorganise itself around the issues of democracy, human
rights and unification, in the shape of an alliance between a variety of unofficial
opposition movements. Most significant in this regard is the cooperation witnessed
between the church, labour and student opposition elements. In the remainder of this
chapter, I argue that the radicalisation of the democratic movement, witnessed in the
1980s, found its roots in the anti-Yizs/rin opposition activities of the 1970s.

The

government, by categorising all dissidents as pro-communist elements, regardless of
their actual belief systems or motivations, succeeded in alienating key sections of
society, most particularly the church. The church’s involvement in dissident activities
was initially largely confined to factories, where church groups were concerned with
the appalling working conditions experienced by young women. However, disgusted at
being labelled as communist and pro-North Korean activists, the church eventually
adjusted its discourse, which began to stray from its usually anti-communist tone.
Parallel to this, church-based activists became more amenable to cooperation with the
long-active (but currently repressed and dishevelled) student movement.

The

organisational power, material resources and transnational support, in the form of the
international church network that the church brought to the alliance, proved vital to
the growth of the 1980s democratisation movement. At the same time, the more
radical approach taken by many student elements started to seep into the official
rhetoric of this new alliance. While these developments were only nascent, I argue that
they played an important role in the direction that the democratisation and human
rights movement took in the years following the Kwangju uprising.

A n ti-C om m u n ism a n d N a tio n a lism u n d er P a rk C hung-H ee
The nationalist sentiments that underpinned anti-communist rhetoric with their roots
in Japanese colonialism and the experience of the Korean War, have long dominated
64 Lee. The Making ofMinjung. pp.28-9
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the South Korean political sphere. Kang Man’gil, a former political dissident, argues
that South Korea experienced three main nationalist challenges throughout its history:
the struggle against capitalist forces at the end of the nineteenth century; the
experience of colonialism in the first half of the twentieth century; and the division of
the Peninsula since the end of World War II.**6s As Korea emerged from war at the
beginning of this third period of ‘nationalistic challenge’, ‘leftists’ had vied with
‘nationalists’ for control of the country.

The latter, under the leadership of Rhee

Syngman eventually claimed victory. The very existence of South Korea as a legitimate
entity depended upon the existence of communist North Korea as the “Other” and, as
such, anti-communism became an important element of South Korea’s national
identity.

66

This anti-communist discourse was supported by the US, whose

government viewed South Korea as an important frontline in the Cold War’s
ideological battleground. 67

Choi Jang-jip writes that “...the war gave the [South

Korean] state an ideological basis for building its legitimacy.

Anti-communism,

articulated and experienced in everyday life, became the premier motif for ideological
legitimization of the South Korean state ” . 68 The bitter experience of the Korean War
forged a strong anti-communist mentality within South Korea, and all leftist and
‘progressive’ forces were dispossessed of any legitimacy or legal status. 69 They were
portrayed as “impure elements”, described variously as criminals, deviants or evil
spirits . 70 This was followed by a purging of leftist and pro-leftist elements, eliminating
the possibility of any ideological opposition—even of a moderate nature—emerging in
South Korea for some time. The techniques employed by the Park regime, in its efforts
to promote this anti-communist discourse, and the impact that it had upon the
opposition movement’s dissident discourses, are explored in the next section, followed
by a closer examination of the networking choices made by opposition forces in this
repressive and restrictive environment.
The Rhee and Park governments defined national reconstruction, nationalism and
national security in terms of anti-communism and economic development.

6s Kang. "Contemporary Nationalist Movements and the Minjung". p.31
66 Lee, Namhee. (2002). "Anticommunism, North Korea and Human Rights in South Korea: "Orientalist"
Discourse and the Construction of South Korean Identity". In Truth Claims: Representation and Human
Rights, edited by Bradley, Mark Philip and Patrice Pero. New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, p.44
6? Lee. "Anticommunism, North Korea and Human Rights in South Korea: "Orientalist" Discourse and the
Construction of South Korean Identity", p.45
68 Choi, Jang-jip. (1993). "Political Cleavages in South Korea". In State and Society in Contemporary
Korea, edited by Koo, Hagen. New York: Cornell University Press, p.22
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Immediately following the war, the entire political framework of the South Korean
state was based around discourses of anti-communism. Thus, anti-communism, both
as a political requirement and moral obligation, came to define the very existence of
South Korea, and all actors within it.

Anti-communism, argues Choi Jang-jip,

“achieved a hegemonic hold over civil society”.71 Up until the early 1970s, nationalism
was a state-centric ideology, whereby unification efforts were seen as secondary to the
more pressing need to stamp out communist elements.?2 Under Park, freedom and
democracy were necessarily held hostage to the constraints dictated by the
commitment to anti-communism.

This included the freedoms of speech and

association exercised previously (during the Chang Myön era) by the unification
movement. In 1962, Park Chung-Hee used practical arguments, laced with ethical
rhetoric, to make this point:
Compromise with the Communist Party is the beginning of defeat. It must be
remembered that the advocacy of territorial unification while the society is in a
state of chaos - as it was under the Chang Regime - is the way to national
suicide. Theories about unifying the country under neutralism, such as those
loudly proposed by the students, provide the opportunity for a bloodless
Communist coup d’etat.

We must defend to the last the democracy and

freedom that we now e n jo y . 73
A focus upon an increase in national strength was ideologically underpinned by a
policy of anti-communism and characterised as a revolutionary goal. As described
earlier, the restrictions on democracy that came into force immediately following the
1961 military coup were justified in terms of this nationalist, anti-communist rhetoric.
This was a direct exploitation of the discourse that had slowly been emerging among
liberal intellectuals, progressive reformists, and students, around the need for another
nationalist revolution— to realise more fully the goals articulated by the
‘revolutionaries’ of 4.19.

As the North South Dialogue (initiated by the 1972

Communique) proceeded, the South Korean government linked the strong tangible
desire for a revolution in South Korean politics, in the name of nationalism that was
displayed by the South Korean people, with progress in unification efforts, careful
always to couch such claims in anti-communist rhetoric.

71 Choi.

"Political Cleavages in South Korea", p.23

?2 ------- . "Political Cleavages in South Korea", p.23
Park Chung-Hee, 1962. (Cited in Kim. Korea's Development under Park Chung Hee. pp.71-2)
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Anti-communism, as discussed above, was a powerful, unquestioned force in South
Korean society and, even as the Yushin constitution came into force, few dissidents
either in the official political opposition or within civil society questioned its relevance.
Ethical arguments, which deal with questions of what action would be appropriate, in
any given situation, so as to be doing good, dominated political discourse. In the case
of South Korea, the ‘good’ was thus defined as anti-communism and, throughout the
1960s and 1970s, there was wide-ranging consensus on the matter of this normative
belief. Thus, while the Park government continued to maintain a high level of ethical
rhetoric on the subject of ‘combating communism’, debate rising from this discourse
revolved around which behavioural norms would best achieve this goal, rather than the
utility of such rhetoric itself, thus placing clearly defined limitations on civil society
activity. Communists, argued Park in forceful ethical terms in his book Our Nation’s
Path, were deceitful, and tried to disguise their calls for unification under a guise of
neutrality (such as the proposal made by Kim Dae Jung) when all they truly desired
was to bring about the corruption and eventual communisation of South Korea:
Communists are expert double crossers. We should not let their sweet words
deceive us for a moment. It is typical of the Communists to advocate peace
outwardly even while frantically preparing for war behind our backs.74
Strong ethical arguments such as these were typically accompanied by the practical,
instrumental assertion that the only substantive way to prevent such subversive forces
from achieving their goals within South Korea was to gain the “determined
concentration of our power in the field of economic improvement in order to win the
ultimate victory against communism”. ^

This became the Park government’s

justification for the continuation of authoritarian rule and an increase in military
strength, concomitant to efforts towards unification: strong anti-communist measures
were necessary for the maintenance of greater freedom. This was not strictly an ethical
exigency, declared Park Chung-Hee, but also a practical mandate:
In order to maintain our freedom and independence and to contribute to
national unification, we must continue to maintain a strong military force.76
Anti-communism was soon normalised and internalised into the everyday lives of the
South Korean people. The main streets sported propaganda banners reminding South

™Park, Chung Hee. (1970). Our Nation's Path: Ideology of Social Reconstruction. 2nd ed. Seoul: Hollym.
p.12
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Koreans of the ever-present threat of North Korean spies, school students were drilled
in anti-communist ethics and even in the fashion world, designers produced outfits
suitable for wear in the case of a North Korean attack.77 While the idea of anti
communism was a world-wide phenomenon, its breadth and reach into South Korean
society was unique. No opposition was tolerated under its reign. Illustrative of this,
Lee Nahmee cites a former South Korean exile’s description of the situation that he had
been forced to flee because of his scholarly and creative work on existentialism.
Arriving in France, he had tried to explain to the French authorities that “[i]n South
Korea, a commie [ppalgang’i] refers not only to the communist but to the socialist, the
socially progressive, or anyone critical of the United States, the idealist, or the
humanist. To the extreme rightists, anyone who is not a rightist is a commie if he is
not silent”.78
Anti-government dissidents thus held two goals, whose agendas often proved
conflicting: anti-communism and unification. For as long as North South Dialogue
continued, and the Park Chung-Hee government succeeded in upholding the
perception that it was making positive and concrete efforts to bring about its stated
goal of unification, anti-communist arguments against an increase in democratic
freedoms held sway among the general South Korean population. Activists went to
great lengths to avoid the appearance of promoting an agenda that could be
interpreted as having communist sympathies, and there is evidence of self-censorship
among these dissidents.

Any opposition activity was extremely difficult, as the

government accused those activists of employing language that tended towards the
radical of espionage.

Protests were similarly frowned upon, with the Park regime

arguing that any such demonstrations rendered South Korea vulnerable and exposed
to the possibility that the North Korean government would take advantage of any
apparent political chaos .**79
However, with the gradual breakdown of the North-South dialogue, this willingness to
toe the anti-communist line started to show signs of wearing thin. As the initial
justification for the repressive measures subsided with the failure of the talks in 1972,
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and as the government’s unification efforts came to be no longer viewed as genuine,
demand grew among the opposition and civil society forces, that full democratic rights
be reinstated.80 This was evident in the growing distaste among activists, for the
government’s liberal application of the NSL and ACL. These laws, purported to be
necessary to guarantee the security of the nation, were in fact used by successive
governments, throughout the 1960s, 70s and 80s, as a “panacea for all socio-political
issues”.81 Political activists desired both unification and democratisation, yet were told
that these two goals were contradictory. The wildly shifting sentiments of activist Kim
Künt’ae (Kim Kun-tae), firstly in response to the signing of the 1972 Communique, and
then subsequently to the establishment of Yushin, are typical of the wide range of
emotions experienced by these political dissidents. Kim remembers that he “cried his
heart out” at the news of the 1972 Communique, and felt a great rush of gratitude and
loyalty to the Park regime. He believed sincerely, at that moment, that his previous
opposition to the government had been “childish”. Three months later, as the talks
failed and the Yushin Constitution was established, Kim’s outlook swung dramatically
back around to its initial position. He reflects that he went “almost crazy” from his
feelings of betrayal.82

P o litic a l A c tiv ism u n d e r Y u sh in
It was in this context of strong government underpinned by dominant discourses that
stressed the importance of repressive anti-communist measures, that the 1970s
democratisation movement took root. Sometimes referred to as minjung activists, they
comprised both grassroots elements, such as factory workers, as well as students and
intellectuals who supported their dissident activities.^

Lee Nahmee describes the

movement as being “born out of an intense hatred” of the restrictions under Yushin . 84
In the section to follow I will discuss the burgeoning civil society movement of the
1970s. Rather than enter into a detailed and lengthy expose of the many and various
events, individuals and dissident organisations that constituted the anti-government
opposition movement during this time, key moments will instead be highlighted.
These illustrations have been chosen to demonstrate the manner in which the
repression of Yushin brought together elements of civil society that had hitherto not
worked together, due to variance with regard to beliefs, motives, strategies and desired
80 Sohn. Authoritarianism and Opposition in South Korea, p.63
81 Lee. The Making of Minjung. p.47
82 Cited in ------- . The Making o f Minjung. p.35
8 3 Kang. "Contemporary Nationalist Movements and the Minjung". p.37
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outcomes. While in many cases these differences remained and continued into the
1980s, the remainder of this chapter will demonstrate the manner in which these
groups came together to form a loose advocacy network, with a shared dissident
discourse. This required a level of negotiation over appropriate behavioural norms
within the dissident discourses themselves. The development of these discourses had
critical implications for the ideological rhetoric that surfaced in the 1980s and came
ultimately to define the ideological basis of South Korea’s dissident movement for
democracy and human rights that helped to bring about democratic transition in June
of 1987.
In itia l S tu d e n t O p p o sitio n
While the gradual breakdown of the North South Dialogue provided a lasting, longer
term stimulus for the opposition movement, the 1973 kidnap (and subsequent release)
of opposition activist and politician Kim Dae Jung provided a particular and more
immediate instance of state terror around which the movement rallied.85 While in selfimposed exile in Japan in the early 1970s, Kim had waged a vigorous campaign against
the Yushin Constitution and had received a large amount of attention from the
Japanese and American media. During this time, Kim Dae Jung built transnational
networks (with scholars and officials), held public lectures and press conferences,
hosted meetings and wrote condemnatory articles.86 He was considered a serious
threat by the Park Chung-Hee regime. Following the proclamation of martial law on
October 17 1972, Kim had issued a statement denouncing the move, arguing that the
Park government was exploiting the issue of unification for its own purposes, using it
to justify anti-democratic actions.87 This presented a dangerous challenge to the
dominant discourse that stressed the moral task of government vis-ä-vis inter-Korean
relations and national unification. In August of 1973, Kim was abducted from his
Tokyo hotel by the KCIA.

The KCIA’s plan to assassinate him was reportedly

prevented by US intervention, and Kim was released near his home in Seoul on August
13.88 House arrest immediately followed.^

8s Sohn. Authoritarianism and Opposition in South Korea, p.72
86 Han, Sung-joo. (1974). "South Korea: The Political Economy of Dependency". Asian Survey, 14 (1), 43-

51. P-45
This transnational network building effort is discussed in more detail in Chapter Three.
87 Sohn. Authoritarianism and Opposition in South Korea, p.52
88 Steinberg, David. (2004). "U.S. Policy and Human Rights in the Republic of Korea: The Influence of
Policy or the Policy of Influence". In Implementing U.S. Human Rights Policy, edited by Liang-Fenton,
Debra. Washington DC: US Institute of Peace Press, p.183
89 Han. "South Korea: The Political Economy of Dependency", p.46
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The concurrence of the gradual breakdown of North South Dialogue with Kim Dae
Jung’s abduction acted as a final trigger for the anti-government movement.

As

discussed above, the inter-Korean talks, moving ostensibly towards unification, had
been the object of much hope among the South Korean people. However, as the Park
government’s lack of sincerity toward the dialogue became more apparent, and the
level of domestic terror and lack of tolerance for dissenting views (exemplified by Kim
Dae Jung’s abduction) increased, circles of students and intellectuals came together to
demonstrate their disenchantment in what they saw as the government’s treacherous
attempt to capitalise from the strong emotion towards unification, present since the
Korean war, among the Korean people.90 Seoul National University (SNU), famous in
Korea for its student-led, anti-government protests, was again the focus of protests
that catalysed a larger, anti -Yushin movement across Korean campuses. Demanding
an end to authoritarian rule, a fact-finding mission into Kim Dae Jung’s abduction,
and the disbanding of the KCIA (which was believed responsible for the kidnapping),
the students were soon joined by prominent civic leaders,91 progressive Christian
church organisations,92 and members of the mass media. The government eventually
bowed to this public pressure, releasing Kim Dae Jung from his house arrest and
replacing the head of the KCIA.93

The NFDYS Case
Despite these concessions, however, the government soon turned again to its formerly
repressive measures, this time through the promulgation, between January and August
1974, of ‘Presidential Emergency Measures’ (PEM’s) 1-4, which further tightened the
rule of law under Yushin. Despite these oppressive conditions, students continued
their networking activities and developed what has been described as a “loosely
connected but powerful web” of political activism, which included inter-university
activities, as well as links with the wider civic community, which provided both moral
and financial support.9« The central umbrella organisation for this activity was the
National Federation o f Democratic Youth and Students (NFDYS).93 This political
activism, however, was brought to an abrupt end when the simultaneous, inter90 Sohn. Authoritarianism and Opposition in South Korea, p.57
91 Including former President Yo Po-Sun
92 Most notably, the National Council of Churches in Korea (NCC-K) which adopted a “Human Rights
Declaration’ in November 1972. (See Sohn. Authoritarianism and Opposition in South Korea, p.66)
93 ----- . Authoritarianism and Opposition in South Korea, pp.65-7
94 Lee. The Making ofMinjung. p.171
93 Groups believed to be related (directly or indirectly) to the NFDYS included university and churchbased student activists, writers, religious leaders, alumnae, opposition politicians, and intellectuals. (---—. The Making ofMinjung. p.170)
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university demonstration scheduled for April 3 1974 was curtailed by the Park
government with the pre-emptive issuance of PEM 4. Under PEM 4, the NFDYS, and
all other anti-government activity, was outlawed. Association with and sponsorship of
the NFDYS was forbidden and any violation of PEM 4 could attract a minimum of five
years in jail, and the maximum of a death sentence.96 1,024 dissidents were arrested
as part of this so-called ‘NFDYS incident’, with 235 imprisoned, of whom fourteen were
eventually given death sentences.97

These dissidents were accused of “having

conspired to organize a nationwide campaign ... with the aim of toppling the present
government and establishing a communist regime”.98 The subsequent declaration of
the last Presidential Emergency Measure - PEM 9 - a year later, in May 1975, dealt the
final blow to this initial era of student-led anti -Yushin resistance.99

University

campuses, once a hotbed of resistance, became stifling environments. Lee Nahmee
recounts the words of an activist who remembers:
What awaited us at the university was the romance of death. The campus was
owned by plain-clothed security agents.

Notions of justice, peace, and

patriotism cried silently in the streets and one’s boarding house. Faced with a
glittering knife of Emergency Decree Number Nine [PEM 9], the spirit of youth
was like an egg hitting a rock. Even friendship was rare and confidential.100
The NFDYS incident and subsequent instigation of PEM 9 had important implications
for the evolution of the anti-government movement.

While on the one hand the

importance of student leadership in the democracy and human rights movement was
firmly established, the church also broadened its involvement and participatory base.
Since the promulgation of PEM 1, the church had begun issuing statements in protest
at the measure and began to develop a commitment to human rights at a national
level.101 As I discuss in more detail below, this involvement by the church helped the
anti-Yushin movement more effectively fight the communist label that the Park
government strove to place upon it.

96 Sohn. Authoritarianism and Opposition in South Korea, p.70
9? Korea Democracy Foundation. (2005). "National Federation of Democratic Young Students Incident".
Korea Democracy Foundation Newsletter N0.5, Seoul, last viewed 17 January 2009,
http://www.kdemocracy.or.kr/mail/newsletter/mail_article_200512_01.html.
98 From The Korea Times, May 1974. (Cited in Sohn. Authoritarianism and Opposition in South Korea.)
99 Lee. The Making ofMinjung. p.173
100 Cited i n -------. The Making ofMinjung. pp.173-4
101 Sohn. Authoritarianism and Opposition in South Korea, p.71
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The Christian church was well known and respected within the Korean community for
its clear anti-communist stance and, in the words of former activist Sohn Hak-kyu, the
cooperation of the church with the student movement “gave rise to strong doubts
[among the South Korean population] about the authorities’ claim that the NDFYS
case was a communist-inspired revolutionary plot”.102 For the first time, the dominant
state discourses, which linked together anti-government demonstrations with
communist inspired espionage, started to be openly discussed and debated among
certain sectors of society. A dissident discourse was emerging, the terms of which
would be negotiated between church members and student activists. In addition to
contributing towards a broadening of the anti-Yushin alliance, the events of 1975 also
helped draw greater attention from the international community, particularly the US
government and Congress. 1Q3 This, as I discuss in chapter three, was to prove crucial
to the evolution of the activities of groups based outside South Korea, particularly in
Japan and the US.

E m ergence o f Christian R esistance
Christian groups, described by Chang and Kim as Christian Social Movement
Organisations (SMOs), proliferated in great numbers during the authoritarian years
1972-79. These groups addressed a wide variety of issues such as democracy, human
rights, labour unions, women’s rights, poverty, and the rights of political prisoners.104
While these groups initially took form as disparate organisations, the experiences of
the Yushin era encouraged more sophisticated networking activities. It brought these
organisations, along with secular groups representing the interests described above,
closer together in an anti -Yushin, pro-democracy alliance.
The March

1 st

Declaration (1976) jointly given by an assemblage of prominent

Christian leaders at Myöndong Cathedral in downtown Seoul was a defining moment
for the development of Catholic membership of this Christian alliance and the
formalisation of its role in South Korea’s democratisation movement. 10s The message

102-------. Authoritarianism and Opposition in South Korea, pp.71-2
103------- .Authoritarianism and Opposition in South Korea, p.72
104 Chang, Paul Y, and Byung-soo Kim. (2007). "Differential Impact of Repression on Social Movements:
Christian Organizations and Liberation Theology in South Korea (1972-1979)". Sociological Inquiry, 77
(3), 326-55- P-333
103 The title of this declaration has been translated into English variously as the Declaration of Democracy
and National Salvation (Clark, Donald N. (1995). "Growth and Limitations of Minjung Christianity in
South Korea". In South Korea's Minjung Movement: The Culture and Politics of Dissidence, edited by
Wells, Kenneth M. Honolulu: University of Hawai'i. p.89), Declaration for the Democratic Salvation of
the Nation (Sohn. Authoritarianism and Opposition in South Korea, p.94, or the Patriotic Declaration of
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of the declaration was primarily moral and it strenuously (sometimes pointedly)
avoided the use of ideological rhetoric.

Taking place at an ecumenical service

commemorating the March First (1919) Independence Movement against the
Japanese, the declaration received much publicity in the media.106 This declaration,
which represented the first organised, anti-government action since the institution of
PEM 9, was a turning point in the church’s involvement (both of Protestant and
Catholic denominations) in the anti-government movement, allying it with key civil
resistance leaders such as opposition politician Kim Dae Jung and former President
Yun Poson.10? The declaration used ethical arguments to make the case for the
primacy of the issues of unification and economic justice, alongside the goal of
democracy. Former activist Sohn Hak-kyu argues that, while these issues had been
highlighted within the dissident movement previously, this was the first time that highprofile figures had made such a thorough, public exploration of the issues. This, he
contends, “represented the growing awareness among the elites in the dissident
movement of the importance of the economic and unification problems for democracy
and social justice”.108
Calling for a more justice-oriented approach to economic development, the church
leaders presciently predicted if the current situation of economic inequality were to
continue within South Korea, radical left-wing, revolutionary forces intent on
challenging the economic and political structure of the prevailing order were sure to
emerge.

In order to avoid such a destabilising scenario, they argued for a

redistribution of the nation’s wealth:
There must be a forceful and courageous administration in the redistribution of
wealth. Only by doing so can the situation where “the rich become richer and
the poor become poorer”, which is the breeding ground for communism, be
rectified, the people’s trust for a free democracy be restored, along with our
prerogative on the unification of the people over the North Korean Communist
regime. 1Q9

Democracy (Worldview. (1976). "Patriotic Declaration of Democracy: A Statement by Korean Christians".
1 9 (6), 36-7. The text of the declaration is provided in Appendix Two.
106 Oh, John K.C. (1977). "South Korea 1976: The Continuing Uncertainties". Asian Survey, 17 (1), 71-80.
107 Sohn. Authoritarianism and Opposition in South Korea, pp.94-5
Yun was president during the Chang Myön period and remained so until Park took over the presidency in
1962.
108 ----- . Authoritarianism and Opposition in South Korea.p.95
i°9 Worldview. "Patriotic Declaration of Democracy: A Statement by Korean Christians".
See Appendix Two for the full text of this declaration.
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Political aspirations or viewpoints, they further argued, should play no place in the
quest for national unification. Unification was seen to be the ultimate goal and the
most highly desired objective of the Korean people. It was believed, however, that it
was only through the establishment of democratic institutions that unification could
ever be achieved. As a result, political activists argued that the establishment of
democratic and human rights norms was a critical precondition for unification to
succeed. These ethical arguments regarding how the Korean government and people
should act in order to be doing good, where ‘the good’ meant eventual unification, were
repeated throughout the declaration:
...national unification is the supreme task that is upon the shoulder of our
people ... If any one individual or group misuses or prevents national
unification for his own political interest, he cannot escape the solemn
judgement of history.
That is, the unified nation must be established upon the Magna Carta of
democracy, which means realization of the best institutional system and policy
for the people, emerging out of the people’s will ... The way to win over
communism and to unity our nation is to foster democratic strength.
It is indeed the way for national unification, realization of justice, guarantee of
human rights, and building of a peaceful nation so that our people can live
proudly in the international society. Long live democracy! 110

The Church a n d L a b o u r
Church-based activism predominantly took place through the progressive church’s
involvement in labour unionisation.

Labour unions were stifled under the Park

regime, with the official union structure co-opted under the Yushin constitution.
These repressive measures led to what Hagen Koo describes as the externalisation and
politicisation of the union movement.

The union movement emerged under

paradoxical circumstances. Fearing that labour activists may turn to political activism
to achieve their goals, the state moved to silence unions. These repressive policies,
however, forced unions to search for external sources of support, in what is described
by Koo as a move out of the industrial arena and into the political one. Connections
between unions and political dissidents were thus firmly established during the Yushin
era, in direct response to repressive state policies which were in fact designed to avoid

"Patriotic Declaration of Democracy: A Statement by Korean Christians".
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such an outcome.111 While labour had long attracted the support of students, it was the
church that could offer the unions the organisational structure that it required to
function effectively and thus became central to the development and survival of the
union movement that emerged.112 The history of the struggle by the labour movement
in authoritarian South Korea is a complex and multi-faceted one and, given the
constraints of this thesis, will only be discussed insofar as it helped galvanise a wider
section of South Korean society, thus contributing towards the evolution of discourse
with regard to inter-Korean relations.113
The Urban Industrial Mission (UIM) provides an example of one central player in the
effort to organise labourers into politically active unions. Originally intended as an
evangelising mission to factory workers, the increasingly appalling working conditions
of the 1970s that accompanied the astonishing industrial growth of the Park ChungHee era, spurred the UIM to shift its focus from salvation of the soul, to the salvation of
society.114 Religion was seen by both the UIM clergy and worker-participants as a set
of arms with which the oppressed worker could fight their tyrannical employees.
George Ogle, a former American UIM missionary based in Incheon, explains that
“[justice for the worker became the key for understanding religion”.113 A precedent
had been set during the 1960s, when workers would come together in the evenings, to
discuss their rights and learn, from the UIM missionaries, the basics of union
organising. After the introduction of Yushin in 1972, unions were officially outlawed
and the UIM became a more central presence in the lives of these factory labourers.
That is, in the absence of institutionalised, state-recognised trade unions, labourers
turned to organisations such as UIM, which was increasingly forced underground.116
Meetings would take place in small groupings, which would meet irregularly and at
varying times and places during the night. In these meetings, workers recounted to
each other the experiences of workers around the country who were involved in strike

111 Koo, Hagen. (2001). Korean Workers: The Culture and Politics of Class Formation. New York: Cornell
University Press, pp.85-6
112 Koo. Korean Workers: The Culture and Politics of Class Formation, p.78
113 For a more detailed discussion of the labour movement, please refer to: Chang, and Kim. "Differential
Impact of Repression on Social Movements: Christian Organizations and Liberation Theology in South
Korea (1972-1979)"; Choi, Jang-jip. (1989). Labor and the Authoritarian State: Labor Unions in South
Korean Manufacturing Industries, 1961-1980. Seoul: Korea University Press; Koo. Korean Workers: The
Culture and Politics of Class Formation-, Ogle. South Korea, pp.85-7
114 Lee. The Making of Minjung.g.61
ns Ogle. South Korea, p.87
116 Lee. The Making ofMinjung. p.224

87

C h a p ter Two
Yushin and the Kwangju Uprising

protests, and studied the mechanisms of union organisation and labour law, alongside
scripture.117
Young women largely led the labour disputes in South Korea at this time and Hagen
Koo credits the efforts of these women for providing “the basis for the democratic
union movement and formation of the working class in South Korea”.118 In Asia during
the 1960s and 1970s it was unusual for women to engage in this sort of activism, and
female factory workers were popularly referred to as being “factory daughters”; docile
workers. n 9 Hagen Koo argues that the reasons behind the high level of participation of
South Korean women can be found in the “close linkages that developed between
female workers in light manufacturing industries and the progressive church
organisations”.120 Koo’s argument is supported by the responses given to him by
former women activists. One such activist, Suk-Jung-nam (Suk Chungnam), now a
documentary maker, confirms: “our struggle was not really spontaneous or made by
ourselves. Without their [church leaders and intellectuals] help, downtrodden workers
would not have entered the labour movement ... It was because they showed deep
human concern toward us and gave us encouragement that we could have done that.
They provided an outlet for us”.121
UIM membership was thus largely constituted by female workers, who came together
to meet in small groupings. It is estimated that by 1975 around 100 such groups had
come into existence. Lee Nahmee argues that without this small but vibrant resistance
movement, the labour movement of the 1970s and 1980s would have been
unsustainable. Connected with larger circles of students and intellectuals, the UIM
groups provided information about working conditions inside the factories to the wider
opposition movement.122 Former UIM missionary George Ogle explains that it was the
shared experience that the women had in these groups that formed the very foundation
of future worker activism:
...the courage that grows out of participation in secret and dangerous
undertakings gradually changed the consciousness of many and helped set the
scene for what was to become the democratic labor movement of the 1980s. 123
117Ogle. South Korea, p.89
118 Koo. Korean Workers: The Culture and Politics of Class Formation, p.92
119 -----. Korean Workers: The Culture and Politics of Class Formation.
120 ---- . Korean Workers: The Culture and Politics of Class Formation, p.94
121 ---- . Korean Workers: The Culture and Politics of Class Formation, pp.94-5
122 Lee. The Making ofMinjung. p.224-5
123 Ogle. South Korea, p.89
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C o o p era tive P o litica l A ctivism : S tu d en ts, th e Church a n d L a b o u r
Student involvement in UIM union missions became an important basis for building a
bridge between the union movement, church activism and the democratisation
movement - a connection that gradually evolved into a transnational network for
human rights and democracy in South Korea, discussed further in chapter three. The
students’ interest in the labour rights movement was generally piqued by the social
contradictions they were confronted with upon arriving in Seoul to commence their
university education: striking inequality and the poverty of the slum areas; the high
rate of prostitution; and stories of atrocious conditions experienced by young women
and men in the factories were all brought to the attention of these young students.124
All South Korean students at that time were well versed in the story of Chon Tae-il, a
young factory worker who, after dedicating his time and energy to bringing the
appalling factory conditions to the attention of authorities, eventually set himself alight
on November 13 1970 in his last desperate attempt to raise the profile of his cause.
This story appealed to university students, who experienced feelings of guilt from
reports that Chon had often wished to befriend some students, in order to learn
Chinese characters and read Korean Labor Law. 125
Many intellectuals and students thus became involved with the labour movement
through the UIM or other church organised education groups. The Christian church
provided, for some time at least, a protective veil for this activity on a number of levels.
First, the international connections enjoyed by groups such as the UIM took the issue
out of the domestic realm. The attention given by the global church community to
reports of Christian prosecution around the world more generally was extended to the
South Korean case, helping raise its international profile. Second, and perhaps even
more significantly, was the very good reputation that the Christian church had in South
Korea, for its nationalist, modern and anti-communist character. The anti-communist
ideology adopted by the Christian church stemmed largely from the North Korean
regime’s prosecution of Christians immediately following the Korean War. To avoid
this persecution, North Korean Christians fled south of the border, where they formed
strong Church communities. While many of these communities were absorbed into the
wider South Korean Christian community, the anti-communist sentiment forged
124

Lee. The Making ofMinjung. pp.150-1

University entry is extremely competitive in South Korea, particularly for entry into Seoul-based
universities and those students who came to Seoul to study were, in general, extremely bright, gifted
young people.
12s ------- . The Making ofMinjung. p.218
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during these formative years remained strong, well into the 1970s. Thus, given this
history, church groups were in a better position than other civil society groups to resist
ideological persecution, particularly so-called “red-baiting”.126
Eventually, however, it seemed that even the church was not immune from the
authoritarian reaches of Yushin and the KCIA. Ogle argues that the very existence of
labour activism challenged the authority of Yushin at its core, given that it was based
on three related assumptions.

First, that economic development could only be

achieved in tandem with low labour costs. Second, that labourers belonged to an
inferior class, subject to authoritarian measures by the superior upper classes and,
third, that a sinister, underground communist movement fomented any collective
worker action.12? It was only through the perpetuation and validation of these three
assumptions that rapid economic development could be sustained in the medium to
long term. As a result, despite the church’s impeccable anti-communist credentials,
church elders, priests and bishops were arrested over the years for their involvement
with both the labour and democracy movements. This in turn had a profound impact
on the Church’s dissident discourses regarding the role that anti-communist ideology
could and should play in a modern Korea. A turning point in the church’s position on
the role of ideology (and on anti-communism as an organising element in particular)
came with the 1978 arrests of members of the Christian Academy.

Since its

establishment in the 1950s, the Christian Academy had enjoyed the reputation of an
esteemed, scholarly organisation whose main purpose was to provide a political
education to the Korean people. This work involved, for example, lectures on what a
democracy was, how it should function and the workings of a capitalist democracy.128
The Academy’s functions evolved along with the modernisation of the Korean state
and, by the 1970s, it worked mainly with workers and farmers, intent on educating
them as to their role and political rights under the Yushin system. 129

The very

existence of Yushin and hence, the Park regime, could not accommodate activity that
served to enlighten labourers as to their role in this modernisation process. As a result,
the Christian Academy, in its role as ‘educator’, was seen by the Park regime as a
subversive element. Its staff members were charged with fomenting communism in
South Korea under the Anti-Communist Law.

Specifically, they were accused of

126 Koo. Korean Workers: The Culture and Politics of Class Formation, p.78
127 Ogle. South Korea, pp.79-80
128 Chang, and Kim. "Differential Impact of Repression on Social Movements: Christian Organizations and
Liberation Theology in South Korea (1972-1979)". pp.345-6
129 ------. "Differential Impact of Repression on Social Movements: Christian Organizations and
Liberation Theology in South Korea (1972-1979)". p.346
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studying and disseminating communist ideology, and plotting to overthrow the
government and existing social structure, in order to replace it with a socialist
revolution.

Led by respected Protestant pastor, Kang Won-young, the Christian

Academy was well known within South Korea and had a reputation for producing
exemplary civil society leaders.

Thus, the good name of the Christian Academy

contrasted sharply with the charges levelled against it, and raised the ire of the wider
Korean church.130
This experience, accompanied by many other such attacks on both the Christian
Academy as well as the church in general, in the name of anti-communism, brought
about a significant shift in the church’s official position on the validity of anti
communist ideology.

Such attempts to discredit the church gave Christians an

opportunity to reflect on the role of ideology within South Korean society and, indeed,
the utility of the church’s traditionally robust anti-communist stance. The influential
National Christian Council of Korea (NCC-K) held a ‘consultation on ideology’ in 1979.
This meeting concluded that the purposes and ideals of the church were not wellserved by the Korean government’s version of anti-communism. A true commitment
to anti-communism, they argued, would encourage the flourishing of democratic
freedoms in order to serve the greater goal of saving society’s poor and alienated. They
argued that, since communism and capitalism inevitably had to exist together in the
world system, anti-communism was not a justifiable ideology.131 Accusations of
communist motivation thus served to move the church further away from the
government. The UIM was a particular target of such accusations, with the KCIA
frequently attempting to infiltrate the organisation, detaining various high profile
activists. Workers, and Korean society in general, were warned that the UIM had been
infiltrated by communist elements, and that they should thus steer clear. One such
allegation claimed that:
The Christian movements involved in social issues are outgrowths of the
international communist party. The UIM ... [is] red. You workers best aware of
any organization whose name begins with “Ki”.132 They are dangerous things.
This impure force has infected 75% of the textile unions and 70% of the
chemical unions.133

*3 ° Sohn. Authoritarianism and Opposition in South Korea, pp.148-9
x3 **------- . Authoritarianism and Opposition in South Korea, p.149
J3 2 Ki is the Korean character denoting “Christianity”.
*33 Cited in Ogle. South Korea, p.90
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Ogle argues that, while this anti-communist drive against Christian SMO’s succeeded
in further encouraging the involvement of the church in the democratisation
movement, it ultimately failed in its mission to paint all of these groupings with the
same communist brush. The dominant discourses of the Park government and the
KCIA lacked the theoretical framework through which they could take into account the
difference between the church’s concerns for greater social and economic justice, and a
communist desire to overthrow society. Ultimately, according to Ogle, “the KCIA’s
efforts at suppression instead of stamping out ... UIM helped spread [its] theology to
areas and people who had no direct contact with either”.^4
Kim Dae Jung’s release from prison, and the commutation of his sentence to house
arrest in late December 1978, further consolidated the alliance that had formed
between students, labour and the church. One of Kim’s first moves was to organise the
National Alliance for Democracy (NAD), a group formed by high profile Christian
activist, Mun Ik-Hwan, who had since been re-imprisoned.133 The NAD became the
National Alliance for Democracy and Unification (National Alliance), whose main aims
were democracy, unification and peace.

Sohn Hak-Kyu notes that, despite the

relatively conservative leadership of the group, its ideological positioning, as indicated
by its policy platform, tended towards the radical. Of particular note was the growing
focus, within the student movement, of a structural approach, which understood the
alienation of the working class to be a direct result of state repression and economic
subjugation. This, coupled with the church’s continuing focus on social justice, came
to characterise the dissident discourses of the post Park Chung-Hee period.

The End o f Y ushin
The assassination of President Park Chung-Hee on October 26, 1979, brought the
Yushin era to an abrupt end. Park was shot by his closest aide, and KCIA director, Kim
Chaegyu.136 Labour unrest had escalated to a point where the government’s usual
repressive tactics (such as tear gas and intimidation) were no longer effective. The

J34 Ogle. South Korea, p.90
J35 The NAD was formed in July 1978, to replace the Coalition of Human Rights Movements in Korea
(CHRMK) which was unable to operate effectively, due to repressive measures taken by the regime. The
CHRMK was a coalition of prominent groups and individuals, from various sectors of civil society intellectuals, journalists, writers, students, and church activists, among others. It was initiated through
the NCCK’s fourth Human Rights consultation (December 1977). Ideologically, the CHRMK espoused
western liberal democratic values, based heavily on the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR).
(Sohn. Authoritarianism and Opposition in South Korea, pp.127-30)
J3 6 Lee, Chong-sik. (1980). "South Korea 1979: Confrontation, Assassination, and Transition". Asian
20 (1), 63-76. p.63
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government was divided on how to respond effectively. Some within the regime argued
for negotiations with the dissident groups.

Others pushed for a more hard-line

response - the deployment of paratroopers, with the possibility of installing martial
law if necessary.

Believing that Park intended to apply these latter, more brutal

measures, Kim’s assassination of Park is widely viewed as his last, desperate attempt to
avoid such bloodshed.137 As Park had made no provision for a successor, martial law
was declared in an effort to make some sense of the confusion that reigned after his
assassination. Initial hopes among the Korean people, that Korea had finally evolved
to a point where the military would no longer try to take advantage of such a situation,
and a more responsive democratic system would finally be installed, were dashed with
the coup engineered by General Chun Doo Hwan (Chon Tuhwan) - chief of the Army
Security Command and the head of the investigation into the death of Park ChungHee.138 Public outcry escalated throughout the country as their hopes for democracy
quickly faded, culminating in the bloody confrontation that took place from May 18 to
May 27 in Kwangju, the capital of South Chölla, the home province of Chun Doo
Hwan’s foremost political rival, Kim Dae Jung.

T h e M ay 1 9 8 0 K w an gju U p r isin g
The popular Uprising, that took place in the city of Kwangju, is popularly recognised as
a critical juncture in the history of South Korea’s democratisation movement, a “pivot
around which dictatorship was transformed into democracy”. 139

Seemingly

unplanned, the Kwangju Uprising is notable not only for the bloody and brutal nature
in which protesters were repressed, but also for the major role that all the city’s citizens
played, in response to the brutality they were witnessing. l * ° The uprising began as one
of a series of student protests being held concurrently around the country. These had
been made possible though the abrogation of PEM 9 in December 1979, which brought
about the release of student activist leaders from prison. The student movement had

w Clark, Donald N. (1988). "The Kwangju Uprising: An Introduction". In The Kwangju Uprising:
Shadows over the Regime in South Korea, edited by Clark, Donald N. Boulder: Westview Press, p.3
J38 Clark. "The Kwangju Uprising: An Introduction", p.4
*39 Katsiaficas, Georgy. (2006). "Remembering the Gwangju Uprising". In South Korean Democracy:
Legacy o f the Gwangju Uprising, edited by Katsiaficas, Georgy and Kahn-Chae Na. New York: Routledge.

p.i
*4° For more detailed accounts of the Kwangju Uprising, see: (Clark. "The Kwangju Uprising: An
Introduction"; Katsiaficas. "Remembering the Gwangju Uprising"; Lee, Chong-sik. (1981). "South Korea in
1980: The Emergence of a New Authoritarian Order". Asian Survey, 21 (1), 125-43; Shin, Gi Wook, and
Kyung Moon Hwang. (2003). Contentious Kwangju: the May 18 Uprising in Korea's Past and Present.
Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield.)
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started to slowly regain some of its momentum.1^

It was becoming increasingly

evident that Chun did not intend to bring about democratic change in South Korea and
students were particularly concerned with his prolongation of the Yushin constitution
and martial law, and his self-appointment to position as the head of the all-powerful
KCIA. 142

Labour rights also formed part of this agenda, a legacy of the close

connections that students had built up with the union movement over the 1970s.
These demonstrations escalated and by May 17, had brought the country to an abrupt
halt.

The interim President—Choy Kyu-Ha (Ch’oe Kyuha)—was left with a stark

choice, between opposition civilian leader Kim Dae Jung and military commander
Chun Doo Hwan. Since the December coup, General Chun had consolidated his power
among the ruling elite, and had taken control of the nation’s most powerful, physical
instruments of control: the military.143 Chun issued Martial Law Decree Number 10
and set about outlawing demonstrations and destroying all existing political
opponents, through wide ranging arrests of student leaders, opposition politicians, as
well as former key figures of the Park regime.144
Student protests took place in Kwangju between the 18 and 21 of May, 1980 before the
city was ‘recaptured’ from the citizens by assault troops (the regular military forces).
What had begun as protest rallies during this first stage of the conflict then escalated
into an uprising, with the re-entry of troops on May 21.

Rumours soon started

spreading around the city, that the troops were acting with particular brutality and it
was surmised by some that the soldiers had been starved by their commanders, and
then given alcohol and stimulant drugs. While the truth of these accusations is still
unknown, it is noteworthy that the behaviour of the troops was so extreme, that the
citizens of Kwangju searched for reasons to explain it. Linda Lewis, an American
anthropologist based in Kwangju at that time, describes the gradual ways in which the
general citizenry of Kwangju became involved in the conflict. Initial quiet support for
the students, she claims, eventually became manifest in action. Parents who locked
their student children at home out of fear for their safety, themselves went downtown,
to take part in the protests. Lewis’ descriptions are stark:
...ordinary people took to the streets as an expression of popular outrage at the
brutality of troops in suppressing the student demonstrations. It was difficult,
in fact, to totally avoid involvement in those early days, because so much street

141 Lee. "South Korea in 1980: The Emergence of a New Authoritarian Order", p.128
142 ------ . "South Korea in 1980: The Emergence of a New Authoritarian Order".
^ 3--------. "South Korea in 1980: The Emergence of a New Authoritarian Order", pp.129-30
144

--------. "South Korea in 1980: The Emergence of a New Authoritarian Order", p.131
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fighting went on. People went out to look, and got caught up in it, or went out
to join in.
The third stage [May 23] was distinguished by a new grievance, that served to
involve the rest of the demonstrators ... And that grievance was ... that the
government refused to apologize ... for provoking the initial violence.

A

rebellious populace took to the streets as a defensive response to the repressive
actions of government troops, and they remained in the streets when the
government labelled them hooligans, outlaws and Communists for doing so. ^5
The military succeeded in taking back the city on May 27, through sheer force, thus
ending the Kwangju Uprising. As Chapter Three will explore, the Kwangju massacre
marked the beginning of a more voracious and active bout of political activism that led
eventually to the pivotal 1987 democratic transition. Hwang Sög’yöng, a well known
Korean novelist, himself involved in the Kwangju Uprising, describes the critical role
played by the Uprising. “What started in 1980 ended in 1987. The Kwangju Uprising
lit the fuse of the dynamite stick of democracy ... It was the birth of citizenship. It was
the beginning of a western-style civil society - and Korean modernity”.146 While up
until now, the South Korean regime had - largely through its nurturing of a strong
anti-communist dominant discourse - succeeded in limiting the democratisation
movement to a confined sphere, habited only by political dissidents, unionist and
progressive church activists and students, the horror of Kwangju mobilised the wider
involvement of the general citizenry - of the average South Korean citizen.

*45 Lewis, Linda. (1998). "The "Kwangju Incident" Observed": An Anthropological Perspective on Civil
Uprisings". In The Kwangju Uprising: Shadows over the Regime in South Korea, edited by Clark, Donald
N. Boulder: Westview Press, pp.18-20

146 Cited in: Bramford, Becky. (2005). Lingering Legacy of Korean Massacre, 18 May: BBC News, last
viewed 18 March, 2009, http://news.bbc.eo.Uk/2/hi/asia-pacific/45573 ls.stm .
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CHAPTER THREE
From Kwangju to Dem ocracy: 1980-1987
Human beings cannot be dealt with by the natural science of causality.
In the material world, the same cause will produce the same
consequence, irrespective of time and place, but with human beings,
because the human spirit can vary so greatly in the response to the same
cause, different results occur.

Kim Dae Jung (1981)1
This chapter provides an historical account of the activities of South Korean human
rights and democracy dissidents during the period 1980 to 1987 and explores the
arguments put forward by political activists as they sought to negotiate a normative
position for themselves within the prevailing discursive context. Two political activist
trends were identified in the previous chapter: greater levels of cooperation between
disparate dissident elements as well as the increasing radicalisation of the unification,
democratisation and human rights movement. In the 1980s, cooperation among and
between dissidents continued to grow with the movement extending its reach beyond
the domestic realm via a transnational network of activists. Alongside an increase in
activist cooperation, certain elements of the movement also continued to become more
radicalised, a development best exemplified by the growing centrality of anti-American
sentiments within certain dissident discourses. This period also witnessed growing
ideological divides within the movement: while, overall, a greater number of disparate
actors cooperated together under the rubric of the South Korean democracy and
human rights movement, the centrality of anti-imperial ideas, within more radical
dissident elements, saw the partial fragmentation of the movement. However, with the
1987 June Uprising these ideological differences faded temporarily into the
background. A coalition of actors united on the streets of Korea to facilitate the
political and social changes that would see South Korea begin its transition into
democracy.
While there is much literature that deals with the politics of this stage of Korea’s
history, scholarship on political activism is clearly delineated from the examination of
issues that relate to inter-Korean relations. Astonishingly, no attempt has been made
to link the two most important dimensions of South Korean politics during this period:
the democratisation / human rights movement, and official and ‘popular’ discourses

1 Kim, Dae Jung. (1987). Prison Writings. Translated by Choi, Sung-Il and David McCann. Berkeley:
University of California Press, p.63
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regarding inter-Korean relations and unification. The interrelationship between these
two concerns, while widely acknowledged, has yet to be subject to close academic
scrutiny. This chapter draws upon these two bodies of scholarship as well as primary
sources documenting Kim Dae Jung’s time in exile in the US, in order to cast light on
the broader discursive politics relating to inter-Korean relations. The radicalisation of
the human rights and democracy discourse was accompanied by a set of ideas, held by
activists, about which behavioural norms should best be adopted by the state with
regard to its interaction with North Korea.

My examination of the increasingly

radicalised nature of the human rights movement thus seeks to understand the nature
of these behavioural norms and their position within the dissident discourses. A
second and related goal of this chapter is to highlight how, despite a high level of anti
imperial sentiment among progressive activists, a burgeoning transnational movement
for South Korean human rights, involving activists from Japan and the United States
comes into being. The involvement of American activists contrasts greatly with the
concomitant trend towards anti-US sentiment which gave the anti-government
movement a new raison d’etre during the 1980s. An understanding of this ideological
fragmentation will be provided, in order to lay the foundation for the analysis
undertaken in Chapter Four, of the future of the political activist movement, post-1987.
In order to address the relationship between South Korean political activism and the
trajectory of debate over inter-Korean relations, the dissident discourses employed by
these actors need to be examined in the context of Chun government rhetoric. The
main claims made by the government will be determined through scrutiny of official
discourses surrounding three key events, as described below. Following this expose of
the normative beliefs and behavioural norms contained within the dominant
discourses,

subsequent

sections

of

this

chapter

address

the

themes

of

transnationalisation and radicalisation, through an examination of the normative
negotiations undertaken by human rights and democracy activists. From a broader
perspective, the chapter emphasises the ways in which actors utilised ethical
argumentation so as to negotiate a persuasive position among a variety of resonant
norms.

D om inant D iscourses o f the Fifth Republic
Chun Doo Hwan was appointed President of South Korea in August 1980, following
the resignation of interim President Choi Kyu-Ha. After ordering the dissolution of all
political parties, including Park Chung-Hee’s Democratic Republican Party, Chun
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formed his own Democratic Justice Party (DJP).

Soon thereafter he replaced the

Yushin Constitution, ushering in South Korea’s Fifth Republic.

While the new

constitution did away with many of the authoritarian measures mandated under
Yushin, many of its elements remained undemocratic, particularly insofar as the wideranging powers granted to the presidency were concerned. Under circumstances that
restricted the potential success of any opposition party, Chun’s DJP dominated both
the presidential and legislative elections that were held in 1981 and Chun was thus
elected president of the Fifth Republic in his own right in February. Reflecting back on
the year, Suh Dae-wook notes that, despite the changes introduced by Chun, the
institutionalisation of democratic norms were proving harder to bring about. “The
mood in South Korea in 1981”, he observes, “seems to express the people’s
acquiescence to Chun’s quick military takeover more than any groundswell of support
for him ... the beginnings were ominous”.2 This observation proved prescient indeed.
While the first few years following the 1980 Kwangju Uprising were quiet on the
political front, activists slowly regrouped. Social unrest escalated towards the mid1980s, culminating in the June Uprising of 1987. This chapter tracks these changes.
As had been the case under previous South Korean regimes, Chun Doo-Hwan’s
government set the normative beliefs, against which political activists sought to
negotiate their own normative positions. In order to create an atmosphere in which it
was able to do this, the Chun government sought to establish itself as an authoritative
moral agent and from the outset of the Fifth Republic it did this through the
promulgation of a ‘New Social Ethics Movement’. This movement was described in a
special supplementary edition of the Korea Times: Dr. Kim Choong-Nam, research
director of the Social Reform Commission, explains that the distrust and defiance
towards authorities that had exhibited itself in South Korea’s recent history was a
direct by-product of the bitter experience that the Korean people had had under the
brutal rule of the Japanese. This ‘bad attitude’ among the people, claims Dr. Kim,
came to a climax with the assassination of former President Park Chung-Hee. In order
to overcome this ‘social disease’, a moral renovation of South Korean society was thus
determined to be required in the form of a social ethics movement. This movement
was aimed at ironing out corruption and improving democratic standards and what
were considered, by the government, to be ‘generally outdated Confucian principles’.
The ultimate outcome of this renovation, claims the article, will be a stronger South
Korea, which will be able to act with more self-confidence on the international stage, in
2 Suh, Dae-sook. (1982). "South Korea in 1981: The First Year of the Fifth Republic". Asian Survey, 22 (1),
107-15. pp.109-10
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line with the reality of a modern day Korea. In essence, the article goes on to explain,
this is an attempt by the Chun government to:
[S]et modernized normative standards best tailored to a democratic industrial
society ... More specifically, the social campaign, typified by moral regeneration
and reform of attitudes, is aimed at supplanting outdated public norms and
values with new civic ethics suited to Korean reality in order to achieve another
round of national growth’.3
By thus appropriating the discourse on social ethics, the Chun government established
itself as the agent most suited to the task of setting the boundaries on moral action
within society, a narrative that was clearly demonstrated in its appropriaton of the
discourse over inter-Korean relations.

In the overview of the Chun government’s

discourse vis-ä-vis inter-Korean relations that follows, I reveal that the 1980s
witnessed a progression from a practical defence of North Korea policy, to a discourse
that employed a great deal of ethical and identity arguments. Rigorous examinations
of the Chun government’s North Korea policy can be found elsewhere 4, and this
section will narrow its focus to three key events during the 1980s that required the
government to refocus its arguments. The events around which discourse will be
examined are: Chun Doo Hwan’s proposal for a “Unity Formula” (1982), and North
Korea’s subsequent rejection of it; the ‘Rangoon Incident’ of 1983; and the Third
Plenary Session of the Advisory Council on Unification (1984). These events are
chosen based on two variables.

First, they span the first four years of the Chun

government, a crucial time in the evolution of the dominant discourses vis-ä-vis interKorean relations. Second, they provide a series of challenges that well represent the
common themes of South Korea’s relations with North Korea during the 1980s.
Maintaining the trust of the South Korean people continued to be an important task for
the South Korean government during the 1980s, as the legitimacy of the South Korean
government remained closely tied up with its unique role as an agent for unification,
alongside its ability to continue to build up the ROK economy. Authoritarian measures
were frequently justified in the name of anti-communism and the maintenance of
peace on the Peninsula. Insecurity, the government argued, was a key constraint upon
unification. It was thus incumbent upon the regime to convince the South Korean
3

(1982). "Supplement on New Social Ethics Movement". Korea Times, May 5.

See, for example: Jonsson, Gabriel. (2006). Towards Korean Reconciliation: Socio-Cultural Exchanges
and Cooperation. Hampshire: Ashgate Publishing Ltd; Kim, Hak-joon. (1978). Unification Policies of
South and North Korea, 1945-1991: A Comparative Study. 3rd ed. Seoul: Seoul National University
4

Press.4
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population that the ultimate purpose of its domestic and foreign policies was to create
the conditions for unification. The manner in which the government presented these
justifications for the prioritisation of policies, where they involved either the sacrifice
of civil liberties or a breakdown of dialogue with North Korea, is thus the focus of this
next section.

1982 U n ity F orm u la
According to the South Korean National Intelligence Service (NIS), Chun made several
attempts at the beginning of his term in office to commence dialogue with North Korea
including, most famously, the extension of an invitation for Kim Il-Sung’s visit to
Seoul. His subsequent failure to convince the North to participate in dialogue was
followed, in 1982, by the announcement of a new and more detailed South Korean
‘Unification Policy’. This policy was delivered before the National Assembly as part of
the President’s annual New Year policy statement and came to be known as the ‘1982
Unity Formula’.
In the weeks preceding President Chun’s New Year speech, the ‘new direction’ that this
unification policy would take was foreshadowed in the country’s media, s

In the

January 1 edition of the Korea Times, the newspaper warned of increasing efforts by
North Korea to draw support from the international community, particularly from the
non-aligned bloc, at the expense of the ROK. Thus, suggested the paper, “[o]ne of the
country’s foreign policy goals to meet various challenges this year may include a firm
commitment to have close and substantial cooperative relations with all member
countries of the non-aligned bloc”. It was further made clear that the South would
continue its competitive stance towards the North, since the ensuing policy would be
Remarks published in mainstream South Korean newspapers during the 1980s are generally considered
to represent a rather reliable expression of government sentiment, given the tightly controlled nature of
the press in South Korea at the time. After the arrests, in 1980, of 600 journalists from forty publications,
the South Korean media largely practised self-censorship. This was aided by government guidelines,
supplemented with daily advice, issued by the Ministry of Culture and Information’s Department of Public
Information Control (DPIC). According to these guidelines, North Korea was a particularly sensitive topic,
and the only references made to the north were to be in the form of government news stories or
comments. In addition, the press was instructed to not publish ‘sensitive’ information about the Chun
administration, including U.S. criticism of human rights in South Korea, and U.S. concerns regarding the
security situation on the Peninsula. With regard to local political activism, the government ‘strongly
advised’ that the press limit the coverage of opposition leaders Kim Young-Sam and Kim Dae-Jung, and
instructed that anti-government protests by students, trade unions or religious movements should be
described as ‘anti-communist’ and ‘violent’ Index on Censorship. (1987). "'Guiding' the Press". Index on
Censorship, 16 (5), 28-36. Discourse in publications during the 1980s, therefore, can be largely regarded
as governmental arguments. Over the years of military rule in South Korea, the Korea Times, as a
publication marketing itself to foreigners, was not exempt from these strict guidelines. Indeed, under the
Park Administration, when the Korea Times published an article by an American writer strongly
criticising the regime, its editor was allegedly taken in for interrogation (and physical abuse) by the
KCLAKyu, Ho-Youm. (1986). "Press Freedom Under Constraints: The Case of South Korea". Asian
Survey, 26 (8), 868-82.
5
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“aimed at seeking diplomatic supremacy over North Korea”.67 On the eve of his New
Year policy speech, the front page of the same newspaper relayed news of Chun’s
address to the Homeland Reserve Forces. The paper reported that Chun had called for
“the maintenance of a watertight defense system nationwide to smash into pieces
immediately any type of armed provocations and any manoeuvre to disturb the society
in the south if they were perpetrated by North Korean Communists at any time ” . 7
It was thus in the context of repeated warnings about the North Korean threat, the role
of South Korea in the international system and increasingly open discussion, both
within and outside South Korea, on the topic of unification, that Chun proceeded with
his 1982 New Year policy statement. In this address he outlined his government’s
basic principles for the method of realising eventual unification, as well as its vision
regarding the form that a newly unified Korea would take.

Initially, Chun’s

government delivered its message in mostly practical terms, suggesting that it was
seeking to distance itself from the highly emotive responses that had accompanied this
issue in the past. Addressing the question of North-South relations, Chun argued:
Recent history teaches us that Korea will never be united as long as the South
and the North each insists on a unification formula intended to advance only its
own ideology, ideals and institutions

... I therefore propose, as a practical

arrangement leading to unification, the conclusion of a Provisional Agreement
on Basic Relations between South and North Korea.8
Presenting this ‘practical arrangement’ as a reasoned contrast to the North Korean
approach, Chun went on to explain that:
[B]y stipulating that the form and polity of a unified nation and the procedures
for general elections be fairly discussed and determined at the time of drafting
a unified constitution at a Consultative Conference for National Reunification,
the new formula applies a brake to North Korea’s treacherous and fictitious
propaganda on the question of unification ... [and] manifests a more positive
posture toward settling even military-related problems.9
North Korea refused to consider taking part in the Provisional Agreement. In response,
the Ministry of Unification (MoU) issued a statement, again framing its arguments in

6 Park, Cheong-seok. (1982). "Korea May Face International Challenges". Korea Times, January 1, p.17.
Park. "Korea May Face International Challenges".
8 Ministry of Unification. (1982a). "South-North Dialogue in Korea No.28 (1981.11-1982.3)", last viewed
14 August 2007, http://dialogue.unikorea.go.kr/sub7/sub7 l.asp.
9
------------ . "South-North Dialogue in Korea N o.28".

7
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largely practical terms. While blame shifting had long been a dominant feature of
inter-Korean relations, it is interesting to note the controlled and measured way in
which South Korean official bodies initially dealt with the North’s rejection of Chun’s
unification policy in early 1982:
As the whole world knows, it is the North Koreans ... who pose obstacles to
unification. They lay one impediment after another through deification of their
rulers, creation of an unprecedented and undemocratic hereditary ruling
system and relentless pursuit of communization of all Korea. It is also well
known that it was entirely due to North Korea that the inter-Korean dialogue
has been suspended.10
Proposals back and forth between Pyongyang and Seoul continued in the early months
of 1982, with little result. Following the eventual and complete breakdown of these
negotiations,*11 South Korean official rhetoric shifted dramatically. At a ceremony in
Seoul marking the 63rd anniversary of the March 1st 1919 Uprising12, Chun combined
ethical and identity arguments in his condemnation of North Korea’s uncooperative
stance. He argued that the DPRK regime should “immediately halt all activities which
instigate conflict, mistrust and animosity among the Korean people”. 13

Shortly

following this, on May 27th, Unification Minister Sohn made very clear that the
normative beliefs guiding the decision-making of his government were incompatible
with the worldview of the communist north:
[International society is now being reshaped into one shaped by national
egoism, economic utility and pragmatism, replacing the shattered concept of
free alliances and the so-called proletarian internationalism, which has found
itself becoming more meaningless.14
The 1983 New Year policy statement given by President Chun reverted to a more
measured, practical approach to inter-Korean relations. This again came in light of
warnings in the press that North Korea was likely to launch a diplomatic offensive on
10------- . "South-North Dialogue in Korea No.28".
11 For a detailed account of the negotiations, see Choy, Bong-Youn. (1984). A History o f the Korean
Reunification Movement: Its Issues and Prospects. Illinois: Bradley University Press.
12 The March 1st (Samil) 1919 Uprising was a series of demonstrations (beginning March 1) against the
Japanese military occupation of Korea. It was a strident display of Korean nationalism under very difficult
circumstances and led to a number of positive changes, including the beginning of a more organised
opposition: it was after the March 1st Uprising that the Korean Provisional Government in Shanghai was
established. Over the twelve months of demonstrations, an estimated 7000 (unarmed) protestors were
killed by Japanese police and soldiers. March 1 is now a national holiday in Korea.
13 Cited in Choy. A History of the Korean Reunification Movement: Its Issues and Prospects, p.182
14 Cited i n ------- . A History o f the Korean Reunification Movement: Its Issues and Prospects, pp.182-3
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the south in order to gain a vantage point in the upcoming non-aligned summit
conference. Couching many of his arguments in practical terms, the moral content of
Chun’s speech came in the form of identity arguments.

In this way, rather than

referring to unification as inherently desirable, the goal of uniting the two Koreas was
instead depicted as a national moral imperative, with Chun arguing that “[t]he
overriding justification and driving force for unification is the fact that the people in
the South and North belong to the same ethnic family”. 15 This nationalist discourse
also took the form of practical arguments:
The decade of the 1980s ... is entering a stage of even greater uncertainties than
in the past. World powers continue the race for military superiority; resource
nationalism becomes ever fiercer; protectionism keeps mounting, and even
weaker nations get involved in escalating conflicts of one sort of another.
Under the circumstances, the surest way to ensure the survival and prosperity
of the Korean people is for them to intensify their self-reliant endeavours to
realize peaceful unification at home, and externally to promote continuously
the nation’s interests in the world community.16
The R an goon In cid en t
The terrorist incident that took place in Burma’s capital, Rangoon, on October 3 1983
destroyed any remaining vestiges of hope regarding the short-term future of interKorean dialogue and marked a shift in the tone of South Korea’s dominant discourses.
In what was later revealed to be the work of North Korean soldiers, a bomb was
detonated in the Rangoon Martyrs’ Mausoleum, where Chun and his wife were
scheduled to visit on the first of an eighteen day, six nation trip. While the lives of
Chun and his wife were spared, due to their delayed arrival to the mausoleum, the ROK
lost four cabinet members, including the Foreign Minister, two senior presidential
advisors and the South Korean Ambassador to Burma.1? Shaken by the loss of some of
his closest aides, Chun cancelled the remainder of his trip and returned directly to
Seoul.18

Ministry of Unification. (1983). "South-North Dialogue in Korea No. 31 (1982.12-1983.4)", last viewed
14 August 2007, http://dialogue.unikorea.go.kr/sub7/sub7 l.asp.
16 ----- . "South-North Dialogue in Korea No. 31 (1982.12-1983.4)".
17 Oberdörfer, Don. (2001). The Two Koreas: A Contemporary History. 2nd ed. New York: Basic Books.
P-141

18 Lee, Chae-jin. (1984). "South Korea in 1983: Crisis Management and Political Legitimacy". Asian
Survey, 24 (1), 112-21; Oberdörfer. The Two Koreas, pp.140-4
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Following what became known as the ‘Rangoon Incident’, language emanating from
the South Korean government started focusing strongly on the juxtaposition between
the terrorist activities of a rogue North Korean regime and the ROK’s own peaceloving, conciliatory nature. While the causal linkage between this shift in discourse
and the attempt on Chun’s life is a fairly obvious one to make, the more detailed
examination of Chun’s speeches since 1982 provided here shows a general trend
towards a stronger, ‘ethical’ line of argument. The Rangoon Incident, in this light, can
be seen to have accelerated rather than precipitated this movement towards a focus on
ethical argumentation, with the physical security threat posed by North Korea
simultaneously reinforced through practical discourse.
The Korea Times’ 1984 New Year edition of their paper included a two-page spread on
the ‘North Korean Threat’, with the headlines “North Korean Terrorism Escalates
Tension Here: Unparalleled since Armistice Threat” and “NK Has Decisive Military
Edge Over ROK: Heritage Foundation Report”. The first of these reports emphasises
the unpredictable nature of the North Korean threat and quotes numerous sources,
including former North Korean military personnel who had defected to the South,
claiming that the North was indeed preparing for war. Citing a former North Korean
air force pilot, the paper claims that “the North Korean Communists are pushing war
preparations in a frenzied manner, saying that war is the only way to unify the divided
land”.19 The subsequent report provides the details of research undertaken by the
Heritage Foundation, which outlines the military imbalance on the Korean Peninsula,
detailing the North’s readiness for war.20

These newspaper reports exemplify the

extremely tense nature of inter-Korean relations at this time. The aggressive nature of
the North Korean regime contained no hint of an olive branch, drastically reducing the
policy options available to the Chun government with regard to inter-Korean relations.
The 1984 New Year statement, insofar as it adopted a dramatically different line of
argumentation to that taken in the two years previously, gives a good indication of how
the Chun government chose to respond to the recent events. Where it had previously
been cautiously practical and identity driven, the moral discourse adopted in 1984 is
particularly expressive and focuses on a new line of ethical argument.

Following

Rangoon, Chun seeks to rally together his ministers and calls on them to keep faith and

19 Jum-dong, Kim. (1984). "North Korean Terrorism Escalates Tension Here". Korea Times, 1 January.
20(i984). "NK Has Decisive Military Edge Over ROK: Heritage Foundation Report". Korea Times, 1
January.
The Heritage Foundation, founded in 1973, is a conservative U.S.-based think tank.
http: / Avww.heritage.org/
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execute their duty with a “new sense of mission”. He calls on ideas of solidarity and
appeals to the normative belief of ‘peace’. Chun then proceeds to condemn the North’s
aggressive behaviour in strong moral terms:
I have always believed in peace as strongly as anyone. But now I must tell you
that my hatred of terrorism and belief in peace are entrenched in my mind as
overriding imperatives.

All of you experienced the same bitterness and

emotions. I am convinced that every one of our fellow countrymen share the
same thoughts and convictions.
The North Korean Communists, however, have continued to hold out against
peace, sabotage dialogue, prepare for war and employ terrorist tactics. They
have massacred their compatriots and ... have enshrouded their society behind
a thick wall of seclusion. They continue to lie and gloss over their crime. Such
absurd behaviour has made them look ridiculous to the rest of the world . 21
Immediately following this passionate and indignant attack on the North, President
Chun assures the nation that the South is still in a position of strength. By claiming
that the South would, despite the Rangoon incident, continue pursuing dialogue with
the North, he suggests that this strength should be measured, not only with regard to
economic or military superiority, but also in moral terms. An appeal to German
philosopher Immanuel Kant suggests the moral obligation to avoid treating other
people as a means to an end, as per Kant’s famous categorical imperative.

This

reference to one of Western philosophy’s most well-known figures further serves to
juxtapose the ‘rational’ behaviour of the south against the unpredictable and
‘irrational’ behaviour of the north:
Nevertheless we have waited with patience and self-restraint for them to repent
and we will continue to do so. We did not react with arms against North Korea
at the time of the Rangoon bombing not because we were weak or had no
means to do so but because of our commitment to the cause of peace.
[A] positive peace may well begin, as Immanuel Kant once said, with the state
of cessation of all hostile conduct. Moreover, a durable peace can take root only
when a state of mutual independence, equality, respect and cooperation exists
between the parties involved. 2 2

21 Ministry of Unification. (1984a). "South-North Dialogue in Korea No. 34 (1983.11-1984.5)", last viewed
14 August 2007, http://dialogue.unikorea.go.kr/sub7/sub7 l.asp.
22 ------. "South-North Dialogue in Korea N0.34".
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A d v is o r y C ouncil S essio n (1985)
The Advisory Council for Peaceful Unification Policy was inaugurated in June 1981. It
is a government agency, conducting research for the President on unification related
issues. *23 While it is not directly responsible for policy, the Council’s mandate seems to
be to bring issues regarding inter-Korean relations and the eventual unification of the
Peninsula to a wider audience. It is often addressed by both the President and the
Unification Minister. In June of 1985, during the Advisory Council’s third plenary
session, Unification Minister Lee Se-Ki focused on the necessity of unification, in
identity and practical terms. Interestingly, the identity arguments here focused on
differences between the two populations that were seen to have occurred since
separation, a divergence from the ROK’s usual insistence upon the inherent cultural
homogeneity of the Korean people. The superiority of the south’s culture and the
inevitability that this superior culture would claim the eventual allegiance of all
Koreans is used as an argument for continuous efforts towards Korean unification.
Given Korea’s time-honored history of national integrity, the current division
can be no more than a passing phenomenon. The cultural history shows that
opposing cultural elements have tended to be absorbed into more historical and
universal ones. Therefore, if the culture of the South can be more in keeping
with the history of Korea and more acceptable anthropologically than the
North’s, the heterogeneity of the South and the North could be overcome in the
long-run and the North Korean people could recover a sense of values, a code of
conduct and a way of thinking traditionally Korean. 24
Minister Lee also drew on practical arguments to try to persuade the “number of
people [in South Korea] who remain skeptic or pessimistic” (sic) that unification is
possible, despite the “unchanging aggressiveness of North Korea, the deepening
heterogeneity of the Korean nation and the conflicting interests of those countries
having stakes in the Korean Peninsula”. These people, he insists, should concern
themselves less with such details of ‘reality’, suggesting that the Korean Peninsula is in
fact naturally progressing towards its inevitable unification. The practical discourse
accompanying this essentially ethical claim is interesting, suggesting that the Korean

The Council has since been renamed and is currently known as the National Unification Advisory
Council (NUAC)
24 Ministry of Unification. (1985b). "South-North Dialogue in Korea No. 38 (1985.3-1985.8)", last viewed
14 August 2007,
http://dialogue.unikorea.go.kr/sub7/sub7 i.asp?AC=read&dial serno= 38 &search=i&searchstring=.
23
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people are too deeply involved in the issue of inter-Korean relations to be able to make
a rational and accurate assessment:
We should reflect on ourselves for, just as it is difficult for us to realize that the
earth is round from on its surface, our preoccupation with reality in our
approach to the unification issue prevents us from tackling the problem
effectively. Our view of and prospects for unification would change, if, with an
awareness of the flow of history and the way things change, we would only
broaden our perspective, changing our microscopic standpoint for a
macroscopic one, and view things as being linked to the past, present and
future, instead of analyzing them in terms of reality only.2s
This examination of the discourse used by the government in response to three key
events during the 1980s has revealed a particular argumentation pattern.

Having

established himself, at the very outset of his presidency, as the authoritative moral
agent through the promulgation of a ‘new social ethics movement’, Chun approached
inter-Korean relations with an array of arguments, the majority of which were
overwhelmingly of a practical, instrumental nature. Deviance from an instrumentallyoriented response to North Korea came early, as a reaction to the Kim II Sung regime’s
outright rejection of overtures made by Chun as part of his 1982 Unity Formula. This
response, however, was immediately accompanied by assurances that, despite North
Korea’s uncooperative stance, the south would continue to pursue meaningful dialogue.
Practical appeals gave way to ethical arguments, with Chun’s emotive response to the
North Korean attack on his delegation in Rangoon. Again, however, while interKorean relations quickly deteriorated from this point, the South was quick to juxtapose
its own ‘rational’ response against the ‘irrational’ approach taken by North Korea, a
pattern that continued throughout the 1980s. It was in this context that political
activists were forced to operate in their quest to both challenge the government’s
behavioural norms as well as put forward their own interpretation of appropriately just
conduct. In the section to follow, the changing nature of the South Korean unification,
human rights and democracy movement, in the years leading up to the 1987 June
Uprising, will be examined in order to best understand the approaches that South
Korean human rights advocates adopted in response to the dominant official
discourses described in the expose above. This is organised around the themes of
transnationalisation and radicalisation, two phenomena that dictated the nature of the
arguments employed.

2s ------- . "South-North Dialogue in Korea No.38".
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Political Activism in the Fifth Republic
T ra n sn a tio n a lisa tio n
A key characteristic of the democratisation movement during the 1980s was its
transformation from a domestic struggle into a larger transnational movement,
involving activists from all over the globe, and particularly from Japan and the United
States. Though this movement started to emerge during the 1970s, the transnational
movement for Korean human rights and democracy did not really first come into its
own until the 1980s. Many of the American activists that became involved with the
Korean democratisation, human rights and unification movement first came into
contact with South Korean activists during their time living and working in South
Korea as missionaries or Peace Corps volunteers.26 These individuals proceeded to
campaign vigorously for the Korean cause after their return home to the US and, in
order to conduct the advocacy campaign effectively, many of these activists spent much
of their time travelling between the United States and Japan. The movement also had
a good following in Japan, where the attention of many concerned Japanese peoplemost notably church-based academic activists—was captured in 1972, with the KCIA’s
dramatic kidnap of opposition politician Kim Dae Jung, from a Tokyo hotel.27 Kim
Dae Jung’s subsequent exile in the United States between December 1981 and
February 1985 similarly gave US-based activists a tangible source of focus and
inspiration.

In the following section, the role played by Kim Dae Jung will be

examined for its impact on the transnationalisation of the movement, especially in the
context of a growing (and seemingly contradictory) trend in South Korea towards
radicalisation and anti-Americanism.28
In the following section I track the increasing transnationalisation of the movement,
beginning with the efforts made by Japanese and US activists as well as South Korean
defectors based in Japan. The role that the Reverend Pharis Harvey played in helping

26 Notable examples include Edward J. Baker and Rev. Pharis Harvey who went to South Korea as peace
corps volunteers, as well as George Ogle as a missionary.
27 As becomes evident throughout this chapter, the majority of activists outside Korea who became
involved in the Korean human rights and democracy movement were connected with the church in some
way. This continues a trend that was discussed in chapter two. One of the reasons the church became
such an important ally for the underground student movement was due to the strength that it brought in
terms of resources, mostly possible through the church’s connections with the international ecumenical
community. Thus it was no accident that the focus of transnational human rights activity took place
within progressive churches.
28 The activities that took place on the Japanese civil society scene at this time were without doubt highly
significant. The role of American activists is, however, more central to this thesis’ overall focus and will
form the central point of examination in this section.
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the movement spread from Japan to the US is examined, alongside the political
activities undertaken by Kim Dae Jung during his time in exile in the US. Very little
has been written about Kim Dae Jung’s activities while in exile, yet this time fomented
an important trend for support of democracy on the Korean Peninsula among various
groups in the US, including human rights groups and the Korean-American
community.

It also generated a greater awareness and understanding of the

complexities of Korean politics among liberal-minded members of Congress.29 Given
the lack of secondary English language accounts of Kim Dae Jung’s activist activities
while in the United States, the following section draws from a number of primary
sources, including: documents and correspondence housed at the archives in Seoul’s
Kim Dae Jung Presidential Library; letters to the editor published in leading
American newspapers and written by academics and activists who worked closely with
Kim during his time in the US; speeches and interviews given by Kim during his exile;
relevant newspaper articles; the transcript of a 2006 oral history interview conducted
with Rev. Pharis Harvey by a young South Korean scholar employed as a research
fellow at the Kim Dae Jung Presidential Library; and my own personal
correspondence with former activists.
The Reverend Pharis Harvey was one of the most active individual players in the
transnational movement for human rights and democratisation in South Korea during
the 1970s and the 1980s. His history as a human rights worker, in various roles, spans
approximately twenty-five to thirty

y e a r s .3 °

The quotations provided below are taken

from the transcript of an interview conducted in 2006 by a researcher at the Kim Dae
Jung Presidential Library as part of the library’s ongoing oral history project which
aims to document the political activities of Kim Dae Jung. Rev. Harvey first became
exposed to the work of Christian student activists when he visited Korea in early 1970,
in his capacity as the executive secretary for the university section of the United
Methodist General Bureau of Global Ministries. Harvey was based in New York and
travelled to and from Korea a couple of times a year, during which time he also helped
to found the Korean Christian Scholars Association (KCSA).

Through his good

connections within the global ecumenical movement for human rights, Harvey was
able to help make the Korean struggle for human rights and democracy known to this
wider association, thus contributing to the building of connections between local
Christian activists and the international church community. According to Harvey, the
These latter influences include such names as Stephen Solarz (D-NY), Tony Hall (D-OH), James (Jim)
Leach (R-IA) and Tom Lantos (D-CA).

29

Park, Myung-lim. (2006). "Interview with Rev. Pharis J. Harvey", Oral History Interview:
Burlingame, March 4. Seoul: Kim Dae-Jung Presidential Library Archives

3°
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transnationalisation of the Korean cause was further aided by “an important group of
Korean Christian scholars that formed during those beginning years of martial law in
the United States” and which acted as a sort of support base for the movements 1
In 1975 Harvey moved to Tokyo in order to “more directly work in support of the
Korean human rights movement”, where he took up a full time position with the
Christian Conferences of Asia as their economic justice consultant, as well as editor of
the Korea Communique. 32 As an activist, Harvey became part of an effort by Korean
churches to form what he describes as “a very quiet organization called the
International Christian Network for Democracy in Korea”.33 It was thus through
church-centred activity that Harvey became part of a small group of Japanese, Korean
and American activists, dedicated fully to the Korean democratisation effort. Harvey’s
role, as an American, was central both to information dissemination and to the
building of international networks, especially in the United States. This important role
played by American activists like Reverend Pharis Harvey will be further explored
below.
The most well known Korean human rights effort emanating from Japan during this
time was a series of “Letters from South Korea”, published in the Japanese magazine,
S e k a i,3 4

written anonymously by Korean academic activist Dr. Chi Myun-kwan under

the pseudonym T.K’.ss This first truly transnational effort to promote democratisation
in South Korea has been described as a “product of unprecedented solidarity between
the Christians of Japan and of Korea ... [and] also the product of a global ecumenical
Christian network since so many people, including missionaries and individuals from
Europe and North America, were involved and committed to the project” . 36

An

example of the ways in which a variety of nationally-based church networks
contributed towards the movement was through financial support; while Dr. Chi
Myun-kwan was officially based at Tokyo Women’s Christian University, this position
was not a paid one, and his living expenses were paid by the World Council of

3 1 Park.

"Interview with Rev. Pharis J. Harvey",
. "Interview with Rev. Pharis J. Harvey",
3 3 ------ . "Interview with Rev. Pharis J. Harvey",
32 3*-----

34 The English translation of Sekai is “The World”
35 It was not until 1990 that the identity of T.K. was publicly revealed to be that of Dr. Chi Myung Kwan, a
Korean academic based as a research fellow at Tokyo Women’s Christian University in 1972 when the
letters series began.
36 Yamamoto, Toshimasa Rev. (2004). ""Letters From South Korea" - An International Joint Project That
Worked"". Japan Christian Activity News, 736 (Spring/Summer), 4-5.
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Churches (WCC), with contributions from the Christian Conference of Asia (CCA) as
well as German and US based churches.37
‘Letters’ attempted to break through the information embargo imposed by the South
Korean government and refocus the world’s attention both on the efforts of human
rights and democratisation activists inside South Korea, as well as on the human rights
abuses they suffered for their political activities. Statements and pamphlets produced
by the churches, students and workers were reproduced, as were the lyrics of popular
songs and poems.

Direct narration of events and conversations made up another

section of the ‘Letters’, and were collected through interviews with church and student
activists. 38
The information from Korea, explains Dr. Chi, “was all brought in [to Japan] by human
hands without exception, because of the danger of mail being censored and the phones
being tapped”.39 Given that it was not possible for Koreans to travel to and from Tokyo
freely, the job of physically collecting the information was undertaken by foreign
missionaries. This would occur, according to Harvey, “about once a month or once
every other month at least to spend, say, a week in Seoul, and bring back as much
information as possible”. Once in Korea, Harvey goes on to explain, “almost the entire
human rights movement were points of contact for us”.40 As discussed in chapter two,
the church’s reputation for its strong anti-communist position allowed it to operate, at
least at the outset of the 1970s, as an organised movement without being subject to
accusations that it was part of a wider communist conspiracy to bring about the
communisation of Korea - a political tactic known as ‘red-baiting’. Thus, it was
through the church network and particularly through the National Council of Churches
in Korea (NCC-K) and the Urban Rural Mission (URM) that the coordination was able
to work.41 The URM was an organisation that worked with families of prisoners and
Pharis Harvey describes how the work of the URM enabled the passage of information
to Tokyo:

37

Chi’s position at the university was primarily for the purposes of ensuring his legal status in Japan.

Atsushi, Okamoto. (2003). "Special Interview with Dr. Chi Myung-Gwan". Sekai, 718 (September).
38 Atsushi. "Letters from South Korea".
39 ------. "Letters from South Korea".
40 Park. "Interview with Rev. Pharis J. Harvey",
41 This was not the first instance of involvement by the NCC-K. As discussed in the preceding chapter, the
NCC-K was involved in the initial student opposition that arose in response to Kim Dae Jung’s abduction
in 1973. In 1979 the umbrella organisation was also instrumental in the landmark ‘consultation on
ideology’ which ultimately concluded that anticommunism was not a justifiable ideology for the church to
continue adhering to.
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There was a small group of Western missionaries called the Tuesday Night Group
that gathered every Tuesday night to share information with each other about the
human rights situation and gathered information to send to us ... Then we would
disseminate information to press around the world, and to Professor Chi and his
writing operation at the Sekai. 4 2
The rationale behind this initiative was based on the belief that the achievement of
democratisation in South Korea required support from the international community at
large. “To accomplish that purpose”, explains Professor Chi, the activists believed that
“the world must be informed of what was happening inside Korea as well as the
thoughts of the democratization movement... that’s what we thought. We decided to
make Tokyo the dispatch center for that job.

In other words, various pieces of

information coming out of Korea would be dispatched and disseminated throughout
the world via Tokyo, and at the same time certain requests in support of the movement
for democratic Korea would be sent out of Tokyo to every corner of the world. 43
American activists played a key role in the success of this initiative and thus, the
international Christian effort for democracy in South Korea was born.
The ‘Letters’ had a profound effect within Japan and, to a more limited extent, abroad.
There was some sympathy for the Korean cause within certain Japanese circles and the
situation in Korea was catapulted into stark perspective by two key events: the
dramatic kidnap of Kim Dae Jung from the streets of Tokyo, and the ordering of a
death sentence on the famous and popular poet, Kim Chi Ha (Kim Chiha), both of
which coincided with the commencement of ‘Letters’ in Sekai. In his introduction to a
2003 interview with Professor Chi Myun-kwan, the current chief editor of Sekai
(Okamoto Atsushi) remembers the impact that the ‘Letters’ had on him as a young
college student:
It was due to the “Letters” that I began to develop a reverence for ... the bravery
and action demonstrated by those Korean people who, risking their lives, put up
resistance and kept on speaking out against cruel oppression. It was because the
“Letters” carried words that were powerful enough to shake our hearts and minds.
And it certainly influenced the Japanese of that time towards a better
understanding of South Korea.44

42 Park. "Interview with Rev. Pharis J. Harvey",
43 Atsushi. "Letters from South Korea".
44 ------. "Letters from South Korea".
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The information collected and published by the activists was also used in ways that not
all sectors of the movement were entirely comfortable with.

The ‘Letters’ were

disseminated throughout the world, including to Pyongyang, where they were used as
tools of propaganda by the North Korean regime. An editor’s note accompanying a
1987 English-language copy of the ‘Letters’, published by the Foreign Languages
Publishing House in Pyongyang, explains that:
This book deals with the bloody struggle of the south Korean people who are
fighting by the sacrifice of their lives against the frantic repression and
dictatorship of the traitor Chon Du Hwan [Chun Doo Hwan] who is dragging
the crisis-ridden military fascist rule of south Korea into a bottomless pit and
for the democratization of society and independent reunification of the country.
Contained in the book are some of the “Letters from South Korea” carried in the
Japanese political review “Sekai” from September 1985 to February 1986.45
In the previous chapter I suggested that a significant number of political activists
supported an approach that advocated the achievement of unification prior to
democratisation.

While some activists in the 1980s, primarily within the student

movement, continued to support this idea, most church-based and transnational
activists were more comfortable with a ‘democracy first, then unification’ line of attack.
The “biggest reason behind that line of thinking”, explains Professor Chi, “was that we
would be branded as “reds” if we should push the unification business first. Therefore,
the churches needed to wave the flag of democracy. This was the strategy”.46 This
shift away from a unification first perspective was not unprecedented, however. As
noted in chapter two, a confrontational approach to North Korea began under Park
Chung-Hee with his aggressive stance towards the DPRK, an approach that was
subsequently normalised into the Chun Doo-Hwan government’s official discourse.
Rev. Pharis Harvey, as noted above, played a key role during his time in Tokyo, with
the collection of raw material for ‘Letters’. Harvey had a long personal connection with
Kim Dae Jung, dating back to the late 1950s when his wife, Jane Harvey, studied
alongside Kim’s wife, Lee Hee-Ho, during their college years. The Harveys remained
in contact with Kim Dae Jung over the course of his political life which entailed a total
of six years of imprisonment, fifty-five house arrests, two periods of overseas exile,
sixteen years of forced retirement from public political life, and three attempts on his
45 (1987). Through the Darkness of the Times: Letters from South Korea. Pyongyang: Foreign Languages
Publishing House.
46 Atsushi. "Letters from South Korea".
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life by the authoritarian Park and Chun regimes.47 It was during his period of exile,
from 1982 to 1985, that the transnational human rights movement really started to
gain momentum, due in large part to the energy generated by this legendary human
rights advocate.

Don Oberdörfer, former diplomatic correspondent for the

Washington Post, based in Tokyo for seventeen years, argues that it was precisely
because of his persecution by the South Korean government that this “opposition
figure and former presidential candidate was better known abroad than any other
living South Korean”.48 The North American Coalition fo r Human Rights (also, the
Coalition) was established in 1975 as an American-Canadian church-based coalition.

Kim Dae Jung in the United States
Upon his release from prison in South Korea, Kim Dae Jung sought exile in the United
States, where he remained until early 1985. In the section to follow I shall briefly
outline some of Kim Dae Jung’s activities while in exile, with a special focus on the
networking and lobbying work that he engaged in. While Kim Dae Jung’s official
position in the United States was as a visiting fellow with Harvard University’s Centre
for International Affairs, he conducted his political activism primarily through the
Korean Institute for Human Rights (KIHR), working closely with Rev. Pharis Harvey.
Kim Dae Jung spread his message regarding human rights, democracy and unification
through three main fora: speeches; opinion and other articles in leading newspapers;
and the direct lobbying of members of Congress. In order to undertake these activities,
Kim Dae Jung took up his main residence in Washington DC and commuted into
Harvard’s Cambridge campus on a regular basis.
In the context of a growing trend towards radicalism and anti-Americanism among
political activists at home, and discussed in greater detail below, Kim Dae Jung was
faced with the challenge of balancing his belief that the South Korean cause required
the support of the international community, against the nationalist undertone of his
arguments: that true and lasting democratisation must be brought about by the South
Korean people alone.

His efforts to persuade the US government to support the

democratisation movement in South Korea seem to have had two main motivations.
The first of these was to place pressure on the authoritarian Chun Doo Hwan regime,
while the second was to salvage the faith of South Korean activists, whose increasing

Oh, John K.C. (1999). Korean Politics: The Quest for Democratization and Economic Development.
New York: Cornell University Press, p.232
4 8 Oberdörfer. The Two Koreas, p.126
47
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trend towards radicalism was a matter of considerable concern to him and eventually
precipitated his return to South Korea in early 1985. As such, while Kim wished to
continue his political activity in the US and convert key players to the Korean cause, he
did not want to be seen to be relying too heavily on US intervention into Korean affairs.
Kim addressed this tension by placing the focus of his arguments on attempts to
persuade the US government to offer its “moral” (rather than physical) support to the
South Korean democratisation cause. This focus upon the moral exigencies that a
strong democratic power like the United States could bring to bear on peninsular
politics was a theme raised repeatedly by Kim as demonstrated in the following
excerpts:
We are not asking the United States to restore democracy for us, nor do we ask for
interference in Korean domestic politics. We ask the United States to i) Stop
supporting the military dictatorship ... 2) Respect the will of the majority. For this
we need freedom of speech and free elections. We need American moral support to
bring about these two freedoms.49
I want to strongly encourage my American friends to restore the moral leadership
of the United States in the world. This is far more important than maintaining and
developing nuclear and other weapons systems. Real strength lies in a firm belief
in the ideals upon which this nation was founded.50

Kim carried this message regarding the role that he believed the United States should
play as a leading democratic power into his face-to-face meetings with members of
Congress. Tony Hall, serving in the US Congress with the Democratic Party for the
state of Ohio, was one such Congressman.

Like many Americans, Hall’s personal

interest in the issues of poverty and freedom in the Third World was prompted by his
time as a young Peace Corps volunteer^

1

Converting to Christianity in the 1980s, Hall

was attracted by the religious elements of Kim’s leadership^2 Minutes of a meeting
between Kim Dae Jung, Pharis Harvey, Rev. Moon Tong Hwan and various aides

49 Kim, Dae Jung. (1983). "Questions and Answers for ABC's Nightline - November 10,1983". Briefing
Notes, (emphasis in original)
50 ------. (1985). "Farewell Speech". Farewell Reception in Honor of Kim Dae Jung Washington DC,
January 31: The International Human Rights Law Group and The International League for Human Rights.
s1Tony Hall worked as a peace corps volunteer in Thailand from 1966-7
52 Tony Hall continued his focus on justice and development long after the democratisation and economic
development of South Korea. He became the U.S. Ambassador to the UN Food and Agriculture agencies
in 2003 and has more recently co-authored a book:
Hall, Tony, and Tom Price. (2006). Changing the Face of Hunger: One Man's Story of How Liberals,

Conservatives, Democrats, Republicans, and People of Faith Are Joining Forces to Help the Hungry, the
Poor, and the Oppressed. Nashville, Tenn: W Publishing Group.
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documented the emphasis placed by Kim on the growing anti-American sentiment
inside South Korea. According to the memorandum;
Mr Kim ... noted that moderates are being attacked as too pro-American. Mr
Kim reiterated the three necessary conditions that should be met as stated by
Pharis [Rev. Harvey].

He stated that US moral support was required.

Economic leverage and open criticism of human rights abuses should also be
exercised.53
As a follow up to this meeting, twenty-six House members sent a letter to President
Chun, in which their concerns regarding the human rights situation in Korea were
expressed. The media release sent out by Hall’s office to announce the signing of this
letter emphasised growing anti-US sentiment in South Korea. The release states:
Hall has warned on several occasions that political demonstrations in Korea are
taking on an increasing anti-American sentiment. The majority of the Korean
population is now under 30 years of age and does not remember the role played
by the United States during the Korean War. America may be better known
among the younger generation for apparently unconditional support of the
Chun government.54
The awareness of anti-US sentiment shown by members of Congress is a good
indication of the success Kim Dae Jung had had in his quest to lobby for American help
while at the same time expressing his wish that this aid be more in the shape of quiet,
moral assistance rather than unduly vocal diplomatic moves.
As well as mobilising a contingent of American activists who would continue to
advocate the cause of Korean democratisation and human rights long after his return
back to South Korea, Kim Dae Jung also put much effort into encouraging Korean
Americans to join in the fight for the democratic freedoms of their Korean compatriots
back home. Drawing again on ethical arguments, Kim also took the opportunity to
bring identity discourse into his statements. In a 1984 magazine article published and
distributed by the KIHR, Kim appeals to Korean Americans to take part in the Korean
democratisation movement, arguing that it was a “special mission”, made possible by
their residence in the United States.

53 Korean Institute for Human Rights. (1984). "Minutes from Meeting with Tony Hall, representative from
Ohio. ". Washington D.C.: March 6,1984
s^Tony Hall News. (1984). "House Members Call for Greater Freedom in Korea". Media Release,
Washington D.C.: April 18.
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I also urge Korean-Americans to be aware of the special mission with which
they have been entrusted by our nation. Because the Chun regime hangs on not
due to popular support but thanks to American and Japanese support, you
should work hard to move the United States to change its current policy of
supporting the dictatorship so that it will be in line with our national
aspirations for democracy. Korean residents in the United States should view
helping to free their forty million brothers and sisters living in Korea from
military dictatorship as a mission of the highest order”.55
It was, however, very difficult for ordinary Korean Americans to become a part of this
movement, as in doing so they would open themselves up to scrutiny by and
harassment from the Korean embassy in the US. As a result, most Korean Americans
did not become involved in the movement, with the exception of a small contingent of
dedicated Korean American activists. Harvey defends the participation of “nonKoreans” in the South Korean human rights struggle in practical terms: precisely
because Korean-Americans, particularly those who were perceived to have some
personal or regional bias towards Kim Dae Jung, faced much pressure from the Korean
embassy in terms of threats or other intimidation, Harvey argues that the
responsibility for action lay with those who did not have “vulnerable pressure
points”.56
I think in a larger scheme, that was why it was important for non-Koreans to be
involved in the human rights struggle, because we can do things safely most
Koreans and Korean-Americans could not do. They faced more pressure than
we did.57

Reverend Mun Tonghwan is one such dedicated individual who took part in the
movement. Chairperson of the United Movement fo r the Restoration o f Democracy in
Korea, a group of likeminded and politically active Korean Americans, he remained
connected with his brother, also a human rights activist, back home. This brother, Rev.
Mun Ik-hwan , was the chairperson of the United Minjung Movement fo r Democracy
and Unification in Korea (UMDUK), and the group based in the US took its name
from its brother organisation . 58 As such, Rev. Mun Tonghwan’s views on the Korean

55 Kim, Dae Jung. (1984). "The Destiny of the Korean Nation at the Crossroads: My Views and Proposals".
In Conscience in Action (April edition). Alexandria: Korean Institute for Human Rights.
s6 Park. "Interview with Rev. Pharis J. Harvey",
57------- . "Interview with Rev. Pharis J. Harvey",
s®The UMDU was founded in 1984 in an attempt to bring disparate elements of the opposition movement
together, and is a coalition of 23 organisations. Coming together under the common cause of
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situation held some weight, as he was able to learn about potential upcoming
disturbances, as well as describe the general sentiment among the largely underground
political activist movement in South Korea. In the briefing notes from the meeting
between Rev Mun, Kim Dae Jung and Congressman Hall, it is noted that
Rev. Moon [Mun] ... said he had recently talked with his brother, Moon Ik
Hwan [Mun Ik-hwan] by international phone call to Korea.

Rev. Moon’s

brother reported that ... the feeling in Seoul was that there was bound to be
massive demonstrations.

The fear is that the reaction against such

demonstrations would be bloody.

The radicals among the demonstrators

would then move to more active actions.

Rev. Moon urged that the US

Congress should signal its concern and make it clear that the US had not given
Chun’s regime a blank check to act however it pleased . 59

Kim Dae Jung’s decision to return to the United States seems to have been largely
driven by twro concerns. The first was his frustration at not being able to influence
outcomes from his position in the United States.

“Our people are fighting for

democracy in Korea” he was reported as saying, “I have tried my best to support them
from here, but I can’t say I’ve persuaded the US government to change its Korea
policy ... I think I must stay in Korea for the realization of democracy ... It must be
more effective” . 60 The second, more pressing factor was his concern at the radical
direction in which the domestic movement seemed to be headed. The ‘unification first’
approach of the more radical elements of the student movement were anathema to
Kim Dae Jung. While Kim had advocated the strengthening of ties between the North
and South, with the final goal of unification, he held steadfastly to the view that
democracy was a pre-condition for unification, rather than the reverse. Pharis Harvey
remembers Kim Dae Jung’s viewpoint as follows:
We had many discussions ... he was of the view that it was important for South
Korea to be democratic as a basis for developing relations with North Korea.
Without that, there could be no basis of trust between the two and so he was
democratisation, the groups share a strong anti-American philosophy and support, in theory, the work of
opposition politicians such as Kim Dae Jung. However, this support has not shown itself to be steadfastly
firm as the movement was naturally suspicious of the political ambitions of any individual. In 1984 one of
the movement’s leaders, in a personal interview, explained to academic Tim Shorrock that: “We want to
develop a mass line to organise our people in one organisation that won’t represent the interests of a single
individual... We have very different aspirations than any political party”. (Cited in Shorrock, Tim. (1986).
"The Struggle for Democracy in South Korea in the 1980s and the Rise of Anti-Americanism". Third
World Quarterly, 8 (4), 1195-218. p.1206)
59 Korean Institute for Human Rights. "Minutes from Meeting with Tony Hall, representative from O hio.",
60 Mark, Jeremy. (1984). "Exiled Opposition Leader Says He Will Return to Korea". The Asian Wall Street

Journal Weekly, September 17.
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hopeful that if South Korea became democratic then they could open a dialogue
with North Korea that could have some basis of trust and honesty in it.
Otherwise, it would be just one military dictator and another one with no real
basis for moving the relationship to anything different.61
The information that Kim Dae Jung received, through the transnational human rights
network, about the growing ideological trend at home in South Korea towards
radicalisation, concerned him enough to risk arrest, or indeed his own life, by
returning to his home country.62 He stated this clearly in an interview with The Asian
Wall Street Journal:
I feel the situation in Korea is very serious. Our peoples’ loyalty to the nation
has been greatly reduced by the military dictatorship, the imbalanced economy,
social injustice and huge government corruption. Some of the poor people and
intellectuals have become desperate and angry; I fear a very dangerous radical
tendency. I need to go back and have a dialogue with them, to persuade them
not to be impatient before the situation is beyond my ability to handle. 63
In his parting speech, delivered before a Farewell Reception sponsored by The
International Human Rights Law Group and The International League fo r Human
Rights held in the Rayburn House Office Building within the United States Capitol,
Kim Dae Jung acknowledged the personal risk he was taking by returning to Korea,
and outlined the reasons that he had for doing so. The speech, reflecting the nature of
his largely legal-minded audience contains reasoned and practical discourse.
...I see some possibility of dangerous development at present in the political
situation in Korea.

There may be some polarization between the military

61 Park. "Interview with Rev. Pharis J. Harvey",
62 There were great fears that Kim Dae Jung would meet the same fate as exiled Philippine Opposition
Leader Benigno Aquilo, who was assassinated upon return from his exile in the U.S. less than 18 months
earlier. It was fairly certain that, were his life to be spared, he would be immediately placed under arrest,
as the Chun government had been threatened by the Chun government. The Chun government had
appealed to the U.S. government to prevent or delay (until after the impending elections) Kim Dae Jung’s
return. In a private meeting shortly before his departure, in January 1985, Assistant Secretaries Paul
Wolfowitz and Elliot Abrams had shared this view with the Opposition leader. Kim, in a follow up letter,
had confirmed that, though he “wished [delay of his return] were possible for two reasons: my wife’s
health and my desire for dialogue rather than confrontation with the Korean government”, he could only
do so if a number of conditions - which he had already put before the Chun government - were to be met,
in which case he would delay his return until April (after the National Assembly elections). These
conditions included the granting of amnesty to all political prisoners, the lifting of restrictions on banned
politicians and the restoration of civil liberties. He also requested that the Korean government lift all
special restrictions from his wife’s and his passports to allow them to travel to Europe before their return.
(Kim, Dae Jung. (1985). "Personal Communication with Assistant Secretary Paul Wolfowitz and Assistant
Secretary Elliot Abrams". Korean Institute for Human Rights: January 25 )
63 Mark. "Exiled Opposition Leader Says He Will Return to Korea".
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dictatorship on the one side and radicals on the other. If we fail to bring about
the restoration of democracy within a few years, I am afraid we can not avoid
such polarization. *64
Kim then breaks from such instrumental reasoning to continue with the more ethical
line of argument that, if such polarization were to occur:
...we moderate democrats would lose our base of support and my whole life which has been dedicated both to the realization of freedom, justice and human
dignity under a democratic system, and to the realization of the peaceful
reunification of our people - would become meaningless.65
R a d ic a lisa tio n
Chapter two identified the beginnings of a shift towards the radicalisation of anti
government discourse during the Yushin and post-Yushin era. This was particularly
evident in the increasing prominence that anti-American rhetoric came to have within
the dissident discourses. The Park and Chun regime’s marginalisation of all activists,
regardless of their ideological orientation, and the concurrent labelling of all dissents
as communist-inspired, led to a discrediting of dominant anti-communist discourses
and the subsequent, albeit gradual, acceptance of a more radical approach to political
activism. For much of the 1970s, however, South Korean political activism, though
vehemently nationalistic, refrained from adopting an anti-imperialistic ideological
stance and the US Constitution was embraced as a potential model for a newly
reformed, democratic South Korean state; the ultimate end goal of the democratisation
movement. Tim Shorrock argues that this acceptance of the supportive role of the US
extended beyond mere recognition of the US as a “friendly power”, to the point where
American support was seen as “almost peripheral to the struggle for a pluralistic
democracy”.66

Anti-Americanism after Kwangju
Kwangju acted as the catalyst for a shift in dissident perception towards the United
States - from saviour and beacon of hope, to repressor and protagonist.

This

transition from a view of the US as a supportive power to one whose existence proved

64

Kim. "Farewell Speech".

6s ------- . "Farewell Speech".
66 Shorrock. "The Struggle for Democracy in South Korea", p.1198
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to be antithetical to the goals of the activists, is a key indicator of the ideological
direction taken by the movement. Shin Gi-Wook, a leading scholar of the politics of
identity in South Korea, contends that a good appreciation of the nature and causes of
anti-US sentiment in South Korea is crucial for a full understanding of the trajectory of
political and ideological change in the country in the years to follow.6? Lee Namhee
also subscribes to this view and engages in a detailed exploration of the ideological
refocusing that the movement underwent in the years following the failed Kwangju
uprising, and the central role that anti-Americanism gradually came to have within
that reorientation.68 The radicalisation of the political movement, which began in the
years leading up to Kwangju, instilled an inherent distrust, especially among
intellectuals, of the liberal-democratic values espoused so vigorously by the US
presence in South Korea. While the Kwangju massacre dampened the vocalisation of
these sentiments for the first few years of the 1980s, Lee reports that “[wjhen criticism
against the United States exploded ... few in the intellectual community were genuinely
surprised”. 69 An examination of the rise of anti-Americanism as a key indicator of the
radicalisation of a signification portion of the human rights and democracy movement
will constitute the remainder of this chapter. Surveys undertaken in the early 1990s
revealed this anti-US sentiment, which found its genesis in the 1980s, to be widespread
within South Korean society, and not confined to a particular class or ideology. The
surveys also shed light on the three main motivating aspects behind these sentiments:
anti-capitalist criticism, political-economic resentment and ideological rejection.7 ° It
is this latter category—anti-Americanism as an expression of ideological affinities—
that is the most relevant to this chapter, particularly insofar as it provides an
illustration of the increasingly central role that Marxist-Leninist ideas came to play
within the opposition movement.
Don Oberdörfer cites a survey undertaken at Seoul National University (SNU) which
found that fifty-nine per cent of students characterised the US as ‘neo-colonialist’ or
‘imperialist’, and eight per cent of all those surveyed expressed some amount of
dissatisfaction with the state of US-ROK relations.71 This, argues Oberdörfer, was ‘not
a-typical’ of student thinking, particularly after Kwangju, an event which he describes

Shin, Gi-wook. (1996). "South Korean Anti-Americanism: A Comparative Perspective". Asian Survey,
3 6 (8), 787-803. p.788
68 Lee, Namhee. (2007). The Making ofMinjung: Democracy and the Politics of Representation in South
Korea. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, pp.109-144
69 Lee. The Making ofMinjung. p.114

67

70 Shin. "South Korean Anti-Americanism", pp.796-800
71 Oberdörfer. The Two Koreas, p.165
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as marking the moment when “imperialism [the United States] and fascism [the Chun
government] got together” in the minds of the Korean people.72

The feeling of

resentment toward the US government for its failure to prevent the Kwangju massacre
was buffeted by reports that the American commander of the United States-South
Korea Combined Forces Command (CFC) had in fact been complicit in approving the
deployment of 20,000 South Korean martial law troops to Kwangju. 75

Other

Americans living in Korea in 1980 reported the extremely negative reaction of the
Korean population, to the perceived failure of the United States to prevent the
devastation that ensued.

An American teacher, based in Seoul, described his

experience in the following way:
Shock is an insufficient word to describe the reaction when people read these
words in black and white in the newspapers. And, ‘anti-Americanism’ is a
simplistic label for the emotions that have been generated out of that shock, the
intense feeling of having

been deceived and betrayed by somebody you

trusted and had high hopes in.**7*
The very nature of the South Korean struggle for democracy and human rights thus
shifted, from a movement that espoused predominantly Western, liberal-democratic
middle class values, to embody a movement that was first and foremost nationalistic
and anti-imperialist in character.75 This shift of perspective is noted by a number of
scholars, such as Tim Shorrock and Dong Wonmo, with the latter arguing that this
phenomenon was significant for the impact it had upon the demands of student
activists in South Korea, once the connection between the Chun government and the
United States was made.

Dong argues that in the minds of these activists, this

“inseparable relationship” represented the “root cause of almost all the political,
economic and cultural problems confronting South Korea”.76
After a period of de-mobilisation in the years following the Kwangju massacre, the
opposition movement started to re-group, re-mobilise and re-invigorate itself around
anti-Americanism as a central organising ideology. 1982 saw centennial celebrations
held in Seoul to mark the 100 year anniversary of US-ROK relations. The reaction of
South Korean political activists to these events was publicised in the US press and
72
73

------------ . The Two Koreas, p.165

Lee. The Making ofMinjung. p.46

74 Shorrock. "The Struggle for Democracy in South Korea", p.1203
75
------------ . "The Struggle for Democracy in South Korea", p.1205
76 Dong, Wonmo. (1987). "University Students in South Korean Politics: Patterns of Radicalization in the
1980s". Journal of International Affairs, 40 (2), 233-55. P-236
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further served to raise concerns regarding what many now viewed as a problematic
relationship culminating in a significant increase in the incidence of anti-American
protests in Seoul. Concerned about appearances, the Chun government treated a visit
by Vice President George H.W. Bush with caution, and kept preparations for the visit
low key.77 Outward signs of anti-American sentiment were growing in intensity and
these protests were carried out by both student and church elements.

In March,

student activists in the southern port city of Pusan set fire to the United States
International Communication Agency (USICA). Due to rising concerns about American
support for Mr. Chun in the light of emerging details around the Kwangju Uprising,
forty two church leaders of the Korea Christian Action Organization based in South
Korea called for Regan to recall these two senior US officials.78

Explaining the

motivations behind the letter, one of the “prominent churchmen” pointed at the
disconnect between the Korean peoples’ expectations of what American support should
involve, and the reality of the actions of the US embassy at the time of the Kwangju
Uprising:
The truth is people started to question Mr. Chun’s legitimacy, whether a man
who has much blood on his hands from Kwangju deserves American backing ...
We all want U.S. military support here, but it’s time Americans asked
themselves whether Mr. Chun demonstrated a broad base of support among
Koreans last year.79
While anti-Americanism had previously been something of a minority idea in South
Korea, events surrounding Kwangju changed this reality. By the mid-1980s it had
become a commonly-held view within activist circles that the relationship between the
ROK and US governments was an unequal and problematic one, wherein lay the
origins of the Kwangju massacre.

Actions by leading American figures served to

further stoke these feelings, such as refusals by Ambassador Walker and Secretary of
State Schultz, to meet with opposition politicians Kim Dae Jung and Kim Young Sam
(Kim Yongsam).80 Official commentary from these American figureheads also angered
and alienated the Korean people. Ambassador Walker, in a particularly undiplomatic
moment, expressed his disgust with student activists, calling them ‘spoiled brats’ and,

77 Stokes, Henry Scott. (1982). "Bush Visiting Seoul Amid Worry Over Anti-U.S. Acts". The New York
Times, 25 April.
78 Suh, Dae-sook. (1983). "South Korea in 1982: A Centennial Year". Asian Survey, 23 (1), 94-101. p.96
Stokes. "Bush Visiting Seoul".
80 Edward J. Baker (1986). “South Korea’s Failure Starts at the Top”, Letters to the Editor, 10 July, The
New York Times; Lee. The Making ofMinjung. p.117
79
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on during his visit to South Korea in May 1986, Secretary Schultz publicly praised the
government for its progress towards democracy. US Army General Wickham further
angered political activists upon sharing his opinion that the South Korean people were
“lemmings” in need of strong leadership.81 Lee Namhee argues that comments such as
these served to accelerate the transition that took place in the minds of activists,
whereby the US was transformed from an ally and democratic beacon of hope and
inspiration, to an instigator of violence and supporter of authoritarianism.82 President
Reagan’s willingness, early on in his presidency, to meet with Chun Doo Hwan served
as further proof to South Korean activists that the US government approved of the
military regime’s authoritarian rule.

Violent acts, symbolically and vocally anti-

American in nature, started to become more frequent. In both Kwangju and Pusan the
US Cultural Centers were burnt down within a year following the Kwangju Uprising
and, in April 1982, student protests at Kangwon University staged a burning of the
American flag, set to the chants of “Yankee, go home ! ” 8* 3
The failure of the Kwangju Uprising, and the government crackdown and repression
that led directly from it, motivated a period of deep introspection within the student
movement.
absorbed.

It was a time during which new ideas were welcomed and quickly
Pamphlets circulating during this time give a good indication of the

ideological shifts taking place. In them, South Korea was described as a neo-colonial
society, where the juxtaposition of the South Korean people vis-ä-vis the military
fascist government—which was in turn at the mercy of imperialist US (and Japanese)
forces—acted as the nation’s most glaring and problematic contradiction. 84

Anti

imperialism was now firmly a centrepiece of a newly radicalised movement. In the
context of a normative environment in which the Chun government portrayed itself as
the only legitimate moral agent on the Korean Peninsula, discourses of antiAmericanism became a core component of a more radical and progressive political
activist agenda.
The expose of government discourse provided above demonstrated that a stronger line
of ethical arguments started to be deployed by the Chun regime towards the end of
1983. This seemed to be a reaction to the ‘Rangoon Incident’, in which a failed attempt
on the President’s life was made, resulting in the deaths of seven ROK politicians and
81

------------ . The Making ofMinjung. p.117

82
------------ . The Making ofMinjung. p.118
83 Yun, Seongyi. (1999). "Contributions and Limits of Student Movement in South Korea Democratization,
1980 -1987". Korea Observer, 30 (3), 487-506.
8 4 Yun. "Contributions and Limits of Student Movement", p.492
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high-level officials. Alongside this ethical discourse (which expressed indignation and
outrage in the face of tragedy and focused on the moral superiority of the South Korean
nation), the Chun government had also been careful to emphasise that it would
continue to pursue dialogue with its northern neighbours. Even in the face of moral
outrage, insisted the Chun government, our moral superiority dictates that we shall
continue to act reasonably, and reach out to the North Koreans in a spirit of friendship
and good will.

While the Chun government may have had no real intention of

initiating a meaningful dialogue with the North Koreans, the emphasis given to a
willingness and desire to speak to the North within the official discourses was intended
to demonstrate that they were. Though the ROK government may have considered
that it was possible to make progress on inter-Korean relations, it at least recognised
the importance of the political discourse and was keenly aware that its domestic
legitimacy remained closely tied to its role as protagonist for peace and unification.
Due to a combination of factors, however, such as North Korea’s intransigency and the
stringent conditions that the Chun regime placed upon such engagement, this was
never to materialise. While the Rangoon Incident, alongside a series of other external
events 8s, served to bolster the legitimacy of the Chun regime, large sections of the
politically engaged South Korean community remained unconvinced that the South
Korean government’s efforts were sincere. Demonstrations, led by student activists,
continued throughout the year.86

Campus Autonomy Policy: The Opening o f Political and Ideological Space
This desire to demonstrate the measured and reasonable nature of the government is
further witnessed in Chun’s various attempts at conciliation towards political activists.
1984 saw a considerable rollback of the repressive measures that had been put in place
following the Kwangju uprising, an undertaking that became known as the ‘Campus
Autonomy Policy’. This policy was arguably the most important single event in the
trajectory of the student movement’s radicalisation. While the intention of the policy
was to allow the government to better ‘manage’ student politics, it had the reverse
effect of reinvigorating progressive politics on South Korea’s university campuses.87
Measures undertaken under the guise of campus autonomy included the removal of

8s 1983 was marked by what Chae-Jin Lee describes as a series of “externally induced crises and
opportunities”. These include the shooting down of Korean Air Lines flight 007 over Russia, and the visit
of President Reagan in celebration of the 30th anniversary of the Mutual Defense Treaty, (see: Lee. "South
Korea in 1983".)
86
------------ . "South Korea in 1983". p.117
87 Dong. "University Students in South Korean Politics", p.241

126

C h a p ter Three

Kwangju to Democracy

direct police surveillance on campuses, the release (and readmission to university) of
around 350 student activists, as well as the reinstatement of dismissed university
professors and expelled students.88 Dong Wonmo argues that these measures were
part of an effort by the Chun government, to counterbalance the increasing tendency
towards neo-Marxist ideology and liberation theology that had started to take hold
among the underground student movement.89 In this sense, the campus autonomy
policy can be seen as an extension of the new social ethics movement, described above,
which formed part of the government’s efforts to set the dominant normative
discourses within South Korea and establish itself as the country’s leading moral agent.
The most immediate effect of the autonomy policy was to allow for the re-emergence of
officially sanctioned student groups within universities, and the rebuilding of network
umbrella organisations between them. 90

This was followed by the gradual

establishment of an increasingly sophisticated web of networks, building strong links
between the various student groups under the umbrella of the nation-wide student
organisation, Chong hang ny on.91

The establishment of Sammintu (The Struggle

Committee for the Three ‘Mins’)92 in March 1985 represented the successful merging
of competing ideological factions within the newly invigorated student movement.93
Sammintu acted as the political wing of the National Students’ Association and, due to
its increasing vanguard approach to activism, was largely an underground movement.

88 ----- . "University Students in South Korean Politics"; Lee, Chae-jin. (1985). "South Korea in 1984:
Seeking Peace and Prosperity". Asian Survey, 25 (1), 80-9.
89 Dong. "University Students in South Korean Politics", p.241
Liberation theology was an activist form of Christianity that originated in Latin America in the 1960s and
1970s. Donald Clark explains the relationship between Marxism and Liberation Theology, as it evolved in
Latin America and was adopted by some minjung activists in the 1980s: “Liberation theology freely
borrows certain methodological pointers from Marxism; for example, the importance of economic factors,
attention to class struggle, and the power of ideology - in this case, including religion”. The anti
communist ideology of Minjung Christianity, however, meant that many Korean activists sought to
separate themselves from direct interaction with Liberation theology. (Clark, Donald N. (1995). "Growth
and Limitations of Minjung Christianity in South Korea". In South Korea's Minjung Movement: The
Culture and Politics o f Dissidence, edited by Wells, Kenneth M. Honolulu: University of Hawai'i.) For an
comparison of Liberation and Minjung theologies, see: Young, Carl. (1996). "Two Views of History : A
Comparison of Latin American Liberation Theology and South Korean Minjung Theology". MA Thesis
Canberra: Australian National University.
90 In the intervening period, many of these organisations had continued to exist underground in a some
(albeit limited) form. By September 1985, Seoul’s three biggest and most influential institutions—Yonsei
University, Seoul National University and Korea University—had successfully resurrected their respective
General Student Associations (GSAs). (Yun. "Contributions and Limits of Student Movement", p.494)
91 Chönghangnyön is shorthand for Chön’g uk Haksaeng Ch’ong Yönhap (National Students’ Alliance)
(Lee. The Making o f Minjung. p.23)
92 Here, ‘three mins’ is shorthand for “liberation of the people (masses)” (minjung haebang), “unification
of the nation” (mmjok tongil), and “fight for democracy” (mmju jaengchwi). See: Yun. "Contributions
and Limits of Student Movement", p.494
93 In the media, these groups were linked with the ecumenical youth council and the National Democratic
Youth and Students League (Kim, C.I. Eugene. (1986). "South Korea in 1986: An Evenftul Year Amidst
Uncertainty". Asian Survey, 26 (1), 66-77. P-7i)
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The Miniuna Movement
The minjung was a complex social movement in South Korea, which was made
possible by the combination of key historical factors and which can be seen to have
manifested itself in many different forms. For the purposes of this thesis, I shall
restrict my discussion of the minjung to its political activities. The fate of the minjung
in the post-1987 era becomes particularly important for the arguments made in
chapter four. Lee Namhee argues that the very emergence of the minjung movement
in South Korea was made possible through a cognitive re-writing of recent history on
behalf of dissident minjung scholars. Thus, the ideological direction that political
activism took in the mid-1980s emerged directly in response to dominant (and
oppressive) state discourses.94 Minjung became a sort of meta-narrative on university
campuses, where it was no longer seen as acceptable to display any features that may
appear too “Western” or “decadent”. 95

This included fashion, reading material,

political views, attachments to family, lovers and friends, and general demeanour.
This hegemonic hold that progressive, radical ideas had over university campuses in
general, and political activists in particular, emerged directly in response to the state’s
own ethical and identity arguments and has had important implications for the
evolution of ‘progressive’ elements within the South Korean political activist
community-

In chapters four and five I discuss in some detail one distinct

repercussion that stemmed directly from the legacy of oppositional experience in the
1980s, and which can still be witnessed among certain elements of South Korea’s
political activist’s movement today. Namely, that the movement’s deep roots in radical
left wing ideology—and in the ideology of North Korea’s leading philosophy of chuch’e
sasang (Juche) in particular—greatly curtailed the range of possible responses that
progressive political activists have been able to give to the issue of North Korean
human rights abuses that have since come to light.
The extent to which radical student politics were rekindled, by the campus autonomy
policies that had originally been enacted to disable them, was made starkly evident in
the May 1985 occupation of the United States Information Services (USIS) building in
downtown Seoul.

44

This dramatic act of protest also highlighted definitively the

Lee. The Making of Minjung. p.24

------- . The Making of Minjung. pp.183-6. For other discussions of minjung, including by some
academic-activists involved in the actual movement, see the following edited volume: Wells, Kenneth M.,
ed. (1995). South Korea's Minjung Movement: The Culture and Politics of Dissidence. Honolulu:
University of Hawai'i Press.
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centrality of anti-American sentiments among student activists and has been described
as “one of the most dramatic moments of the minjung movement’s rethinking about
the United States”.96 Between 23 and 26 May, Sam m intu student activists occupied
the USIS library, demanding that the US apologise for its role in the Kwangju massacre
and withdraw its support for the Chun regime’s oppressive policies.97 While at the
time of Kwangju, anti-American sentiments had been shared by only a minority of
student activists, the occupation of the USIS building revealed that, just five years later,
this trend had completely reversed itself and the majority of dissidents now blamed the
US government for the continuation of authoritarian, military rule in South Korea. A
letter sent to US Ambassador Walker by participants in the occupation clearly
demonstrates the activists’ efforts to recall dominant versions of history and replace
them with their own, which they believed were truer accounts of events. The letter
evokes a sense of betrayal, as well as a determination to not allow the ‘Kwangju
Incident’ to fade into historical memory.
Mr. Ambassador ... Please understand the reality of our country under which
we could not convey our opinions to you otherwise [except through this
occupation]. On several occasions, we explained our position and asked for
your kind understanding through the political counsellor of your embassy. We
feel deep patriotism and affection for an understanding of our country. And we
also know that we should try to understand the reality of the nation through
academic study because we are students. But we believe that the [Kwangju]
Incident is not a by-gone episode but a pending, vital issue. We could not
further tolerate the current situation in which no politician would positively
discuss and probe into the incident.98
In the intervening period between the USIS occupation and the trial of those charged
over the incident, the Advisory Council on Unification’s third plenary session was held.
The examination of the language used during this June session, provided above in the
expose of government dominant discourses, revealed an unusual invocation of
historical context by the Unification Minister Lee Se-Ki.

He acknowledges that a

“number of people” remained sceptical or pessimistic about the prospects for
unification, indicating a fear on behalf of the Chun regime that its role as chief
protagonist for unification may be in doubt. This is the first official admission by a

96 Lee. The Making of Minjung. p.122
97 Kim. "South Korea in 1986". p.71
98 Published in the Korea Herald, 26 May 1985. Cited in Dong. "University Students in South Korean
Politics", p.245
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Unification minister that the government may indeed be losing the discursive battle
over inter-Korean relations.

He encourages the Korean people to adjust their

perspectives, to take into account the broader historical view—reality alone can not
provide a wide enough lens.

The Korean people, he argues, are too emotionally

involved in their own situation to have an accurate view of reality. 99 The clear
imputation here is that Koreans should not question the trajectory the Chun
government had chosen to take in its self-declared quest to achieve the ultimate goal of
the unification of the Peninsula.
The Chun government’s attempts to challenge the validity of the behavioural norms
displayed by the anti-government movement, as well as to re-impose its own
interpretation, continued during the trials of the student defendants over the
occupation of the USIS building.

It was clear that the Chun government felt

threatened by the new version of ‘reality’ that was starting to emerge among the
politically engaged population and that ran counter to previously widely accepted
understandings regarding the best way to secure peace and security on the Korean
Peninsula, as well as human rights, unification and democracy.

This new

understanding of the Korean situation, that was evident in the ardent nationalism and
anti-imperialism of the movement behind the occupation of the USIS building, was
described by the student activists themselves as the “culmination of realism in Korean
student politics”. 100 Despite a clear lack of evidence that the participants in the
occupation had any direct connection to North Korea, the student activists were
eventually charged with violating the National Security Law (NSL) and Sammintu was
declared to be an ‘anti-State organisation’. In the events that followed and eventually
culminated in the June 10 Uprising (1987), it became clear that, once again, attempts
to silence dissident components by declaring them puppets of the North Korean
regime had the reverse effect of further radicalising the protest movement.

Political Activism and North Korea
Turning away from America as a source of inspiration, some elements of the political
activist minjung movement turned instead to North Korea. Just as the Park ChungHee regime had unintentionally succeeded in alienating the activist community
through its labelling of all anti-government activity as communist inspired, so too did
the Chun government’s condemnation and vilification of the North Korean state
99 Ministry of Unification. "South-North Dialogue in Korea No.38".
100 Dong. "University Students in South Korean Politics", p.246
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eventually render it more appealing to South Korean dissidents.

The new, more

radical ideology that much of the unification, human rights and democracy movement
embraced, involved a strong element of anti-capitalism; the South Korean
government’s aggressive pursuit of economic growth was seen by some to be the major
cause of many of Korean society’s current ills. Activists would gather in underground
meetings to read banned copies of Marxist tracts and North Korean chuch’e
propaganda which was smuggled in to the country via Japan.101 So enamoured were
some activists with these new, left wing ideas, that they studied Japanese, in order to
be able to understand better the Marxist literature supplied to them. Some dissidents
saw North Korea as an example of nationalist integrity for its refusal to join the
majority of the international community in its embrace of the capitalist system. Many
young dissidents eagerly embraced chuch’e sasang, the ideology underpinning the
existence of the North Korean state.

For the more radical among the political activists,

the superiority of the political philosophy of chuch’e sasang and, ipso facto, the
northern system, became their ethical basis and acted as a justification for their
political activities in the south. They saw North Korea as a sort of people’s paradise
and many genuinely believed that their northern neighbours were all well provided for
and living a fulfilled existence. For many activists, this represented the final resting
point in the search for a guiding philosophy that had been taking place for much of the
1980s; a dramatic turnaround of ideological focus, from Western-style democracy to
North Korean style socialism.

Lee Namhee explains that, “[t]he chuch’e sasang

followers found in the Northern system a facile solution to the longstanding historical
search for an alternative future for Korea”.102
This turn to the left by the more radical political activists is, it seems, what opposition
leaders such as Kim Dae Jung had feared. It is important to note here some shades of
grey.

The powerful motivating force of chuch’e sasang, while it became all

encompassing for those who embraced it, was not adopted with the same vigour by all
elements of the democracy and human rights movement.

To be sure, dissident

activists held in common a progressive ideology that, for the most part, was
underpinned by a strong Marxist ideology. The extent to which they accepted the
North Korean regime’s propaganda, however, differed. For the most radical elements
described above, there is no doubt that they believed North Korea to be a sort of
paradise on earth, and their insistence upon unification first, democracy second was
based on the belief that the Korean Peninsula would be better served by unification on
101 This material was outlawed under the auspices of the National Security Law
102 Lee. The Making ofMinjung. p.8
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the DPRK's terms. Many were prepared for this to occur by force, so truly did they
believe that the struggles of the minjung would be best achieved through unification of
the country under a chuch’e style philosophy. As Nancy Abelmann explains, “[sjocial
movements devoted to a South Korean state based on minjung subjects were also ...
struggles for a minjung-based national unification”.103 For other political activists,
however, sympathy for progressive ideology did not lend itself to an acceptance of
North Korean-style unification. Many of these activists were highly critical of South
Korea for its approach to inter-Korean relations. Rather than submission to the north,
however, they wanted the South Korean government to place more trust in the DPRK
and engage more closely in order to better increase the chances that peace,
reconciliation and eventual unification could be achieved. The discourses of these
political activists advocated a set of behavioural norms that included a democracy first,
unification second approach. This dissident discourse, in turn, more closely reflected
that advocated by opposition leader, Kim Dae Jung, and was shared by many of the
older intellectuals and religious leaders, as well as some within the labour movement.
The extent to which radical political activist elements had been affected by this new
vigour for North Korean style ‘democratic’ socialism came to be known over the course
of two years following Kim Dae Jung’s return from the United States. The newly
formed opposition party, the New Korean Democratic Party (NKDP), achieved a strong
showing at the 1985 National Assembly elections104, giving its leaders a new confidence
in its negotiations for constitutional change with the Chun regime.105 Constitutional
change had become a pivotal issue for the opposition political parties. While the fifth
constitution implemented by the Chun Doo Hwan government put limitations on
presidential tenures (allowing only for a single seven year term) it also, like the fourth
constitution, allowed for the indirect election of the president, by an electoral college.
There were grave fears among opposition forces that Chun would violate the
constitutional mandate, an occurrence that had frequently occurred in the past. Thus,
103 Abelmann, Nancy. (1996). Echoes o f the Past, Epics o f Dissent: A South Korean Social Movement.
Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press.
104 Although the NKDP was formed less than a month before the elections were held, it managed to garner
29.2% of the popular vote, a result that was only 6% lower than that of Chun Doo Hwan’s ruling
Democratic Justice Party (DJP) which polled at 35.3%. (Koh, B.C.. (1985). "The 1985 Parliamentary
Election in South Korea". Asian Survey, 25 (9), 883-97. p.888)
i°5 While the fifth constitution implemented by the Chun Doo Hwan government put limitations on
presidential tenures, allowing only for a single, seven year term. It also, like the fourth constitution,
allowed for the indirect election of the president, by an electoral college. There were grave fears among
opposition forces, however, that Chun would violate the constitutional mandate, an occurrence that had
frequently occurred in the past. Thus, a campaign for a sixth constitution to be put in place before the
expiration of President Chun’s term of office, and would call for the direct and popular election was taken
up by these opposition parties. (Kim, C.I. Eugene. (1987). "South Korea in 1986: Preparing for a Power
Transition". Asian Survey, 27 (1), 64-74. p.65)
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a vigorous campaign was taken up by the opposition political forces, calling for the
institutionalisation of a sixth constitution before the expiration of President Chun’s
term of office, as well as for direct and popular elections.
The NKDP was constituted by a coalition of opposition politicians. At its core was the
Consultative Group for the Promotion of Democracy CMinch’uhyöp), under the
leadership of Kim Dae Jung and Kim Young Sam.106 The mass signature campaign
commissioned by the NKDP was initially successful in bringing together, for a common
cause, political activists with opposition politicians. “In a remarkable display of unity”,
one observer noted in October of the same year, “the campaign gained the support of
major religious and academic organisations, and the provincial rallies drew hundreds
of thousands of ordinary citizens—the largest public demonstrations since ... 1980”10?
While Kim Dae Jung had hoped that upon return to South Korea he could redirect the
dissidents back towards a more moderate form of politics, it soon became clear that the
radicalisation of parts of the movement had gone too far for this to be possible. The
issue of constitutional change eventually brought this into sharp perspective, with
radical activists expressing frustration over what they saw as “interparty bickering
among ... a stationary party elite”.108 Emboldened by a series of events, such as US
support of the ‘people power revolution’ in Manila (which had resulted in the
overthrow of the Marcos regime), as well as by the Chun government’s withdrawal of
its total opposition to debate over constitutional change (also in response to signs that
the US government would not support any other action) 1Q9 , radical elements of the
opposition forces encouraged large scale, violent and destructive urban riots that
began in March 1986.110 These shock tactics by the left-wing of the movement
continued through the ensuing months, displaying signs of extreme anti-US sentiment.
Seoul National University (SNU) was the central locus of these protests, though they
also soon spread to other campuses. It was during these 1986 protests that expressions
of sympathy with the North Korean ideology of chuch’e sasang first started to become

106 In reality, the two Kims lead different factions of the union. While in the United States, Kim Dae Jung
had served as an advisor to the Consultative Group, and Kim Young Sam was the formal co-chairman.
However, B.C. Koh explains that there was, even during this time, a “tacit understanding ... about the
sharing of power between Kim Young Sam and Kim Dae Jung. (Koh. "The 1985 Parliamentary Election in
South Korea", p.884).
10? Shorrock. "The Struggle for Democracy in South Korea", p.1195
108 Kim. "South Korea in 1986". p.66
109 Oberdörfer. The Two Koreas, p.164
110 Kim. "South Korea in 1986"; Shorrock. "The Struggle for Democracy in South Korea", p.1211
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public in direct contravention of the NSL. A wall newspaper appeared at SNU in late
May, 1986, and declared:
We listened to the North Korean radio broadcast; what is wrong with that? We
have the right to listen to it. We receive more information from North Korean
radio than from the one-sided coverage of KBS [Korean Broadcasting
Service].111
The public expression of such sentiments was shocking even to most members of the
democratisation movement at that time. This, however, was just the beginning of what
Lee Namhee calls the “northern wind” that swept through the democratisation
movement over the years that followed.112 Thus, radical anti-US sentiment began to be
coupled with pro-North Korean chuch’e ideas, and made itself vocal through protest
movements on university campuses. Through March and April, anti-nuclear, anti-war
and anti-US demonstrations called for a cessation of the ‘team spirit’ military training
between US and South Korean militaries that takes place on an annual basis in South
Korea. n 3 This position strongly reflected that taken by the DPRK vis-ä-vis ‘team spirit;
and the language used by the student activists, who called the military activities
“mercenary training for Yankees,” is reminiscent of North Korean rhetoric that
continues to this day.11« The anti-US protests continued to increase in intensity and, in
late April, two students committed the violent acts of self-immolation during
demonstrations against the US presence in South Korea. Both students died . n 5 Kim
Dae Jung, unable to stem this rampant radicalisation, instead issued statements in
which he publicly distanced himself from the radical student protesters. This served
only as a provocation to these activists, and the protests that continued indicated that,
though these oppositional elements had come together under the same banner in order
to bring about constitutional change, this was merely a tactical alliance for radical
activists. Rather, these activists had envisaged a role for the mass participation of the

111 Lee. The Making ofMinjung. p.127
KBS is a government owned television station and was accused of pro-government political bias
throughout the 1980s and was subject to frequent boycottings by activists.
112
------------ . The Making ofMinjung. p.127
113 Shorrock. "The Struggle for Democracy in South Korea", p.1211
114 In 1999, for example, the North Korean official news agency (KCNA) described team spirit as an
“adventurous anti-north war game”. In 2006 the KCNA accused the U.S. of “driving the situation on the
Korean Peninsula to an extreme pitch of tension while hyping up "threat" from the DPRK”. (See Korean
Central News Agency (KCNA). (1999). "Aggressive nature of "joint exercise" condemned", last viewed
August 29 2009, http://w w w .kcna.c0.jp/item /1999/9902/new s02/04.htm ; ------- . (2006). "KCNA Blasts
Military Adventure of U.S. and South Korean Warmongers", last viewed August 28 2009,
http://w w w .kcna.c0.jp/item /2006/200608/new s08/19.htm .)
113 Shorrock. "The Struggle for Democracy in South Korea", pp.1211-2
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Korean people in the overthrow of the current system, and had seen the constitutional
movement as a means of attracting the attention of the general population . 116
Despite these stark differences in outlook that the public emergence of a radical, left
wing element of the Korean democratisation movement had made clearly apparent,
Kim Dae Jung did still retain his legitimacy among the wider movement. The more
moderate progressive elements, as discussed above, did not hold the same extreme,
pro-North Korean views displayed on university campuses and had some sympathy for
Kim Dae Jung’s advocacy of democracy first, unification second. Tim Shorrock argues
that, while Kim Dae Jung’s anti- communist position was well known and thus a cause
of some concern for some of the more militant, radical elements of the democratic
movement, his long and passionate fight for democracy in South Korea was
nonetheless well respected. This rendered him an authoritative moral agent in the eyes
of most political activists. The very fact of his suffering for the South Korean nation,
through his long years of imprisonment and exile, and the courageous stance that he
took even in the face of torture and numerous assassination attempts, ensured his
legitimacy as an opposition l e a d e r . K i m Dae Jung’s long connection with the
influential UMDU, which he had retained during his time in the United States thanks
to the networking activities of the Mun brothers, must have also helped legitimise his
connections.

In addition, the transnational connections retained by UMDU, and

particularly by its chairman whose brother was undertaking activist activity
concurrently in the United States, working closely with Kim Dae Jung’s Korean
Institute fo r Human Rights, helped cement Kim Dae Jung’s connection with the wider
South Korean democratisation movement, despite their ideological differences and
even during his time in exile.
The eventual outcome of the constitutional change campaign was unfavourable to Kim
Dae Jung and caused a rift between the more and less conservative factions of the
NKDP. Similarly, the UMDU strongly opposed any question of power sharing with the
military and made its case in strong terms that incorporated a combination of practical,
ethical and identity arguments, reflecting the multi-faceted array of interests that now
had to be appealed to in South Korea’s tense and complex political environment:
In world history, there has never been an instance where a dictatorial regime
stepped down through dialogue or cooperation. There is no doubt about the

116 Kim. "South Korea in 1986". p.67; Shorrock. "The Struggle for Democracy in South Korea", p.1212
117 Shorrock. "The Struggle for Democracy in South Korea", p.1214
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fact that the vitalization of the people’s movement is the only way to bring
about the withdrawal of the dictatorship. The time has come for the NKDP,
instead of emphasizing the fact that they are a conservative opposition party, to
truly understand what the Korean people really hope for, and to participate
fully in the struggle to abolish military dictatorship from our land.118

D em ocratic Transition
The Jun e 1987 U prising
The dramatic events of 1986, the imminent conclusion of President Chun’s time in
office, and the looming Summer Olympics that were to be held in Seoul in 1988
ensured, right from the outset, that 1987 would be a momentous year for South Korea.
And it did not disappoint.

In early April, unable to reconcile the rift caused by

compromise discussions over constitutional reform, Kim Young Sam and Kim Dae
Jung broke away from the NKDP and formed the Reunification Democratic Party
(RDP). The RDP was formally inaugurated on May 1, with Kim Young Sam as its
President. Kim Dae Jung was at this stage still under a technical political ban. On
April 13, taking advantage of the opposition’s disunity, Chun Doo Hwan issued a
statement in which he declared that, in order to avoid further political uncertainty and
instability, all debate on constitutional reform would be suspended until after the 1988
Seoul Olympics. 119

As a result the upcoming presidential election would be

undertaken based on the existing constitution.120 This declaration regarding the
cessation of negotiations regarding constitutional change, coupled with the
confirmation of rumours earlier in the year of the death of an SNU student by torture
at the hands of the government, dealt a vicious final blow to the popular support that
the general Korean population had until now been prepared to extend to the Chun
government. Han Sungjoo argues that, “[rjather than bringing about certainty and
stability ... Chun’s decision was met with near universal disapproval by the South
Korean public, and it provided new momentum to student protest, which had been
losing sympathy and support among the general public because of its radical and
extremist tendencies”.121 Dissident groups came together with opposition political
parties to form a ‘pan-citizens’ alliance’, and planned a mass public demonstration for

118 Cited i n -------. "The Struggle for Democracy in South Korea", p.1216
119 Han, Sung-joo. (1988). "South Korea in 1987: The Politics of Democratization". Asian Survey, 28 (1),
52-61. p.53
120 Solarz, Steven. (1987). "Not Chun or Chunism, but Democracy". The New York Times, 17 May.
121 Han. "South Korea in 1987". p.53
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June 10. 122

On June 10, in what Han describes as an “audacious act of political

sensitivity and imprudence”, Chun declared Roh Tae Woo, a military general, to be the
DJP’s successor under the existing constitution which allowed for indirect, electoral
college election . 123 Protests exploded in intensity, escalating across the country.
The protest action caught the attention of the world’s media.

Don Oberdörfer

describes it as the “single most reported upon story in the US press,” leading to a
deluge of action surrounding the issue of the South Korean crisis in the US Congress:
bills, resolutions, hearings, speeches and press conferences. 124 Particularly noteworthy
(and widely reported in the international press) was the wide cross-section of Korean
society that participated in these demonstrations; not just radical dissident elements
took to the streets, but a huge cross section of society including, importantly,
customarily apathetic middle-class Koreans. Reporting from Kwangju for The New
York Times, Susan Chira portrayed the scenes of destruction that followed an initially
peaceful protest as thus:
Riot police then moved in and “[f}or more than three hours the stone and tear
gas canisters flew. Every time the police retreated, the crowd roared with
delight and, clubs in hand, began banging a steady drum beat on flagpoles and
street signs ... Demonstrators tore up sections of pavement, and large stones
and shards of tear-gas canisters littered many downtown streets. The boom of
tear-gas launchers and the shouts of the crowd resounded throughout the
night. 125
In The Washington Post, the city of Seoul was described by correspondent John
Burgess as a “war zone”. Major protests “with comparable import” to those taking
place in Seoul, Burgess reported, have broken out in provincial cities. Even in Taejon,
a normally peaceful city, chaos now reigned, with the “real action” beginning in the
evenings, around 6 pm, escalating quickly into a:
...[A] full-scale riot ... Students with gauze and plastic over their faces
regrouped and counterattacked with rocks and occasional firebombs. A shelter
for traffic police was burned down, putting a haze of black smoke over the area.

122 Lee. The Making ofMinjung. p.265
123 Han. "South Korea in 1987". p.54
124
125

Oberdörfer. The Two Koreas, p.167
Chira, Susan. (1987). "1980 Shadow Colors Protest at Kwangju". The New York Times, 21 June p.13.
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People watched in fascination from coffee shops, night schools and roof
gardens. There was also was an element of the routine, however. Two mothers
with four girls leaving a gas-filled building with four girls seemed to be treating
it not as a nightmare but as an adventure.
The street vendors were long gone. Before the fight broke out, one of them said
he hated demonstrations. Another agreed it was horrible to lose so much
money. "But that doesn't mean we oppose the purpose of the rallies," he
added.126
With the attention of the world upon it, and indications that the US government was
unprepared to support a new South Korean government, elected under the current
constitution in the face of such disaffection among the general population, Chun Doo
Hwan was faced with a dilemma. Taking his normal military approach, he disclosed to
his aides that it would do untold damage to Korea’s legitimacy, both domestically and
internationally. Eventually, on June 29, the ruling party’s presidential nominee, Roh
Tae Woo, did a complete about-face and announced plans for a transition into
democracy that met all the demands placed upon it by the opposition, effectively
ending this “Spring of discontent”.12? As well as acquiescing to the opposition’s central
demands of swift constitutional amendments, so as to allow direct presidential
elections and the granting of an amnesty to Kim Dae Jung, alongside a full
reinstatement of his civil rights128, a raft of other “progressive” reforms were promised.
These included: the release of 3,000 political prisoners; the reform of election
campaign laws that restricted opposition parties, in order to allow for more fully
competitive elections; stronger civil rights; a new law to replace the Basic Press Law
that would allow the press to only be subject to controls where national security was at
risk; full autonomy to universities; the protection and nurturing of political opposition
parties.129
Kim Young Sam, in response to these concessions, was careful to pay homage to the
efforts of dissident political activists who, he suggested, represented the will of the
wider Korean population:

126 Burgess, John. (1987). "S. Korean Protests Grow In Provincial Cities Main Street in Taejon Becomes
War Zone ". The Washington Post, 18 June.
12? Han. "South Korea in 1987". p.54
128 ------. "South Korea in 1987". pp.54-5
129 Hartcher, Peter. (1987). "Korean Protests Win Wide Reforms". The Sydney Morning Herald, 30 June.
P-i, 15.
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It will be recorded that 1987 was the most successful and memorable year for
Koreans because this is the accomplishment of thousands of citizens and
students, in and out of jail, for democracy.
Roh Tae Woo confirmed this sentiment in terms that echoed the ethical arguments
that had been long made by political activists. He made it clear that he did not believe
that direct presidential elections were the best option for Korea, but conceded that:
...[i]f the majority of the people do not want it, even the best-conceived system
will alienate the people, and the government that will be born under it will not
be able to dream and suffer with the people ... The people are the masters of the
country and the people’s will must come before everything else.130
Democracy had finally arrived in Korea. It would, however, be another decade before
Kim Dae Jung would become leader of the country. Divisions within the opposition
party resulted in Kim Young Sam and Kim Dae Jung running separately in the 1987
presidential elections, effectively splitting the opposition’s vote and gifting Roh Tae
Woo, himself a talented politician, with electoral victory.

Important legislative

changes, however, had been made, and the campaign for democracy could congratulate
itself for its success.

C o n c lu sio n
This chapter has argued that two trends - themselves somewhat contradictory in
nature - characterised the trajectory of political activism in the years leading up to the
1987 Uprising. While on the one hand the movement expanded beyond South Korea’s
national borders, a trend encouraged by Kim Dae Jung’s residency in the United
States, back in South Korea a significant proportion of the more radical wing of the
movement became increasingly more reliant on anti-US, nationalist arguments, which
sometimes contained a pro-North Korean element.

Despite this increased

radicalisation of sections of the movement, the main sentiment that dominated at the
transitional juncture of the 1980s (the June Uprising) was a moderate one - a middleclass driven call for democracy and constitutional reform.

13 ° Cited in: The Asia Watch Committee, the International Human Rights Law Group, and American
Center of International PEN. (1988). "Freedom of Expression in the Republic of Korea". Washington DC.
p.10
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The radicalisation of a sector of South Korean society was not so easily reversed,
however, and chapter four will discuss what became of these political activists.
Dubbed the 386-generation, leaders and activists of the student movement took a
variety of paths, both practically and ideologically. 13 1 The radicalisation of sections of
the South Korean political activist movement during the 1980s still has implications
for current debates over all aspects of South Korea’s approach to inter-Korean
relations, including dialogue, human rights, economics and family reunions, and it is
this that will be explored in the thesis’ two final chapters.

13 1The term “386-generation” emerged during the 1990s to refer to a generation of people who, at this
point in time, were in their thirties, had entered universities in the eighties, and were born in the sixties.
It is an expression still used today, at a time when a majority of public positions of power (in politics,
academia, media, etc) are occupied by members of this generation. (See, Lee. The Making ofMinjung.
P-301)
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CHAPTER FOUR
South Korea in Transition: 1987 -1 9 9 6
Yes, Of course I know that I’ve enjoyed
the revolutionists better than the revolution,
the bar better than the drinks.
And when I was lonely,
I enjoyed the sweet low hum of a love song
rather than an ‘O Comrade’ anthem.
But does it matter now?
The feast is over.
The liquor’s gone,
and though people left one by one;
finally even he,
after paying their dues,
and finding their shoes,
I know in the back of my mind
that,
There will be somebody here, alone,
cleaning up the table for the hostess,
remembering everything with bitter, scalding tears.
Someone who knows all the words of the unfinished songs
Yes, maybe I know
that
Someone will set up the table and call them back
before the sunrise
and will light the stage once more,
with all the preparations done.
But does it matter now?
Does it matter now?

Ch’oe Yöngmi, “At Thirty, the Party Was Over” 1
This poem by Ch’oe Yöngmi, a female student activist, reflects some of the conflicting
feelings experienced by South Korean political dissidents, as they headed into the
1990s. With the first stage of democratisation achieved, activists struggled to find a
new meaning and purpose.

A dramatic fragmentation of the political activist

movement thus started to unfold, providing the conditions that would help determine
civil society’s reaction to the next phase in the history of political activism in South
Korea: the North Korean famine. The sharp increase in refugee outflows into China
that occurred as a direct result of the famine, allowed an unprecedented level of
information about the human rights situation in the DPRK to filter down into South
Korea.

Against an altered political context in South Korea, the arena in which

dominant and dissident discourses interacted and engaged in debate over inter-Korean
relations changed dramatically. In this chapter I discuss the fate of South Korean

1Also, Choi Young-mi
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political activism in the years leading up to the North Korean famine, thus providing
the context through which the responses of South Korean political activists to the news
of a dire human rights situation in the DPRK can be better understood, a task that is
then undertaken in chapter five. The movement for unification, human rights and
democracy of the 1970s and 1980s, discussed in the two preceding chapters, provided
the background against which civil society developed as South Korea entered a new
phase of its history: democratic transition.
An examination of the extended period of reorientation around the June 1987 uprising
provides the context for an analysis of the manner in which dissident discourses
developed in the 1990s, and will take place through two analytical lenses. Continuing
from the analysis undertaken in the previous chapter, the theme of ‘fragmentation’ will
aid in understanding the massive shift that took place in South Korean society in
general, and among political activists in particular, in the late 1980s and early 1990s.
The second theme of the chapter is the lens of ‘(re)mobilisation’, whereby South
Korean political activists are seen to re-group and reassess their meaning and purpose.
Through these dual lenses it becomes clear that the mobilisation of a ‘new left’
progressive movement that can be observed in the 1990s was made possible by the
fractured nature of the unification, democratisation and human rights movement of
the 1970s and 1980s, giving rise to the coalition of political activists that came together
in June 1987.
The strategies and positions adopted by those dissidents who attempted to cling to the
more radical and ideological style of political activism that had become so prevalent in
the 1980s, lost a great deal of public support in the years following the 1987 June
Uprising. As Ch’oe notes in her poem, some political activists did indeed remain
embedded to their anti-state/anti-system dissident discourses—those who knew “all
the words of the unfinished songs”.

The movement found that its increasingly

radicalised dissident discourses were becoming less and less relevant to the political
and socio-economic reality experienced by most South Koreans. No longer able to
attract significant public backing most activists, like Ch’oe, “left one by one”. Some
took advantage of a new, more open democratic environment, joining the arena of
institutionalised political participation, while others simply dropped out of the political
realm altogether.2 The ethical arguments of these political activists began to be
supplanted by a more practical, political discourse, and while the radical unification

2 An Kyounghee., Personal Interview 5.32, Seoul. February 2008
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movement gained some traction in the early days of democratic transition, the end of
the Cold War ensured it the same fate as other minjung causes: detached from the
reality of daily life in South Korea, its ethical arguments no longer held traction. In
place of these ethical arguments came calls for a North Korea policy that was directed
towards the goals of peace and economic prosperity, rather than revolution and
immediate unification, and the normative beliefs of ‘democracy’, ‘human rights’ and
‘unification’ started to take on markedly different significance as a result of this
reorientation and mobilisation.
Following the structure of the previous chapters, the dominant discourses against
which political activists aligned themselves will first be established with a brief
orientation through the official state arguments that prevailed through various stages
of the Fifth and Sixth Republics. The state’s attitude towards North Korea and issues
of unification, human rights and democracy is here extrapolated, drawing on key
speeches made by President Roh Tae Woo (1998-1992) and Kim Young Sam (19921 997 ).

R o h T ae W o o (1 9 8 7 -1 9 9 2 )
1988 was a pivotal year for South Korea. Seoul’s role as host of the 1988 Olympics put
the country in the international spotlight. 3 As a result, the Roh Tae Woo government
was determined to prevent radical student demonstrations from hampering the image
that it wished to project to the wider international community: that of a stable,
prosperous, newly democratic state. Despite North Korea’s efforts to sabotage the
games through rallying other non-aligned countries to join them in a boycott, the
Games were hailed a huge success and the total number of 159 participating countries
made the Seoul Olympics the largest to date . 4 In the months leading up to the Games,
domestic and international commentators had expressed concerns that social unrest
would impede the smooth running of the event.

In an example of this, Time

magazine’s Barry Hillenbrand suggested to President Roh that political activism
remained a strong and potentially destabilising force in South Korea. In response, Roh
clearly states his government’s position, that dissident elements were no longer able to
3 The 1988 Olympics were known officially as the Games of the XXIV Olympiad
4 North Korea demanded to play a role in the co-hosting of the Games, a request that South Korea
attempted to negotiate with the International Olympic Committee (IOC) as intermediary. These talks
broke down, however, with South Korea and the IOC unable to meet Pyonyang’s demands which included
that 50% of the events be hosted in the north. As a result, North Korea boycotted the Games and
convinced Cuba, Ethiopia and Nicaragua to do the same. (International Olympic Committee. "Seoul 1988:
All Facts", last viewed October 16 2009, http://www.olympie.org/en/content/Oivmpic-Games/All-Past01vmpie-Games/Summer/Seoul-iQ 88 / .)
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claim legitimacy as a voice for majority opinion. The arguments employed by Roh,
posits a reasoned, patient and calm government against an irrational, unruly, child-like
opposition:
Hillenbrand: Students have played a big role in expressing the South Korean
people’s will in terms of greater democratization. Are they the conscience or
the voice of the people?
P resident Roh: For democratization to be successful, it is absolutely essential
that there be democratic order and that the rule of law be enforced ... Some
students, though their numbers are small, have resorted to violence in their
demonstrations. Some are leftists, some belong to a radical fringe, but their
influence is limited. The overwhelming majority of people do not espouse their
causes. In dealing with the students, the government wants to show patience
because they are young. We want to limit the use of physical force to keep
order. Everything is under control. There will be peace and quiet during the
Olympics. 5
Hillenbrand persists with this line of questioning, and asks Roh Tae Woo to respond to
the rising call, from the students, for unification. In his response, Roh Tae Woo insists
upon a state-centric approach to North Korea-related issues, stressing the broad
national support there is for this position, vis-a-vis the minority view that he suggests
the radical students represent:
There is strong interest in national reunification - a national aspiration. Last
year the students concentrated on [winning] democracy.

Now they feel

democracy has been won, and they are concentrating on the need for
reunification. We appreciate their yearning. There is general agreement that
we must liberalize and open the discussion of reunification, but when it comes
to a dialogue with North Korea, there should be a unified approach, channelled
through the government. The opposition leaders agree to that. The mass
media and the people as a whole, as well as the vast majority of the students,
share that view. The number of radical students who oppose this approach and
sometimes echo the view of North Korea is limited - and we cannot allow that
to proceed.56

Roh, Tae Woo. (1990). "The Evolution of Modern Korea: An Interview with Barry Hillenbrand of Time,
September 5,1988". In Korea: A Nation Transformed. Seoul, p.144
6 Roh. "The Evolution of Modern Korea", p.145
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Following the 1987 elections, which brought Roh Tae Woo to power, debate within
South Korea had become more open. This allowed for the public airing of views on a
range of subjects, from economic growth to inter-Korean relations. On this latter
issue, however, the Roh administration continued to emphasise the ‘special’ nature of
the state’s North Korea policy, using practical arguments to appeal for the continuation
of a state-centric approach to the question of eventual unification:
While the unification issue should be discussed freely by all given its
paramount national importance, policy implementation must be based on a
nation-wide consensus. Negotiations between South and North Korea must be
systematically realized through the government or by those who have been
empowered to do so . 7
Familiar-sounding identity arguments serve to round off this appeal to the South
Korean public, combined with reference to the ‘ethical’ goals of cooperation and
reconciliation:
Our resolute stance is necessary if we are to expect a change in North Korea’s
attitude leading towards genuine dialogue. I hope that my fellow citizens will be
able to exert a united stance with respect to the unification issue and also
provide full confidence in the government’s efforts to achieve unification based
on South-North exchange, cooperation and reconciliation.78
After a series of failed attempts at dialogue with North Korea, the Roh Tae Woo
government launched its policy of Nordpolitik, through which it attempted to defer
North Korean aggression by maintaining friendly relations with North Korea’s allies—
the Soviet Union and China.9 The net effect of this approach, argues Gabriel Jonsson,
was “tantamount to the isolation and weakening of North Korea”.10 Choi Jang-jip
argues that this policy approach was born of necessity. In the face of the dramatically
unfolding collapse of communism in the Soviet bloc, as well as the concurrent
emergence of a populist unification movement in South Korea, the Roh regime was
able to claim that Nordpolitik provided an economically and diplomatically rational

7 Roh, Tae Woo. (1990). "A Change in the Direction of World History. Weekly Radio Speech: Northern
Policy and South-North Relations, July 3,1989". In Korea: A Nation Transformed. Seoul: The
Presidential Secretariat, pp.75, 78
8 Roh. "A Change in the Direction of World History", p.78
Park, Sang-seek. (1993). "Northern Diplomacy and Inter-Korean Relations". In Korea under Roh Taewoo: Democratisation, Northern Policy, and Inter-Korean Relations, edited by Cotton, James. Canberra:

9

Allen and Unwin.
10 Jonsson, Gabriel. (2006). Towards Korean Reconciliation: Socio-Cultural Exchanges and
Cooperation. Hampshire: Ashgate Publishing Ltd. p.52
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way forward for South Korea.11 As I discuss below, immediately following the election
of Roh Tae Woo, a populist movement for unification emerged in South Korea. This
unification movement was led by radical dissidents, whose increasingly unpopular
actions attracted government crackdowns in May 1989, following the death of six
policemen in a fire set by student protesters at a university in Pusan.12 In the
government’s evolving discourse, which promoted a cautious, reasoned approach to
inter-Korean relations, radical dissidents represented an overly-emotional, backward
looking sector of society, whose actions were both irrational and harmful to the cause
of peace on the Korean Peninsula.
In the wake of the growing radical unification movement, Roh supplements his appeal
for unification as a state-centric domain with a telling statement regarding
Nordpolitik.

Roh juxtaposes the actions of unification movement activists with

comments about the onset of the monsoon season (which in South Korea is stiflingly
hot and violently wet), thus evoking an image of the ‘rational’ state vis-a-vis the
‘emotional’ social fringe. This is followed immediately by a discussion of Nordpolitik,
encouraging the image of a government capable of providing a cool, rational and
measured response in the face of the hotly emotional and irrational choices made by
the dissident elements:
My fellow citizens, we are entering into the month of July, a period when the
summer heat and monsoon season begin to overlap. I am sure that all of you
were profoundly surprised and shocked when it was revealed last week that an
opposition member of the National Assembly made a secret visit to P’yöngyang
and a radical student union dispatched a delegate to the Communist-sponsored
function in Pyongyang. With respect to this case, a thorough investigation will
be launched by the relevant agencies commensurate with a strict upholding of
the

law.

Considering these developments, I will focus my remarks today on an area of
concern to all of you, namely, our Northern Policy and South-North relations.^
Roh goes on to argue that, while the primary purpose of Nordpolitik is to promote a
more independent foreign policy for South Korea, he claims to have one other, more
deep-seated motivation; peace on the Korean Peninsula. Here, it is interesting to note

11 Choi, Jang-jip. (1993). "Political Cleavages in South Korea". In State and Society in Contemporary
Korea, edited by Koo, Hagen. New York: Cornell University Press, p.43
12 Kihl, Young-whan. (1990). "South Korea in 1989: Slow Progress Toward Democracy". Asian Survey, 3 0
(1), 67- 73- P-69
*3 Roh. "A Change in the Direction of World History", p.75
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the emphasis given to the goal of ‘peace,’ which is given precedence to that of the goal
of ‘unification’, a tendency which would continue throughout the 1990s and 2000s:
A more fundamental reason for my pursuit of northern policy stems from the
desire to bring peace to the Korean Peninsula - where the threat of war must be
erased - and to also construct a favorable environment for unification through
a revamping of South-North relations.14

Kim Young Sam (1992 - 1997)
Kim Young Sam’s 1993 inaugural address to the nation focused on the theme of
moving forward to a ‘New Korea’. In calling for national unity and a break from the
ideological cleavages of the past, this former opposition politician and activist strongly
pushed for a movement away from radical ideologies, towards a more reasoned,
middle ground. While the dignity of the individual would be recognised in the ‘New
Korea’, he declares, there is an overarching requirement on behalf of the Korean
people to display characters that are disciplined and rigorous. Kim continues:
Fellow Citizens, Let us throw open the door to a new era based on justice and
reconciliation. In the past, we have been divided from within by class strife,
regional animosities, generational differences and ideological conflict.

We

must break down these barriers within our own society.«
With regard to South Korea’s approach to the question of national unification, Kim
Young Sam echoes Roh Tae Woo’s discourse, openly favouring the adoption of reason
rather than emotion:
My 70 million fellow Koreans at home and abroad, This I will pledge; I will do
my very best to fulfil the people’s call for and the historic mandate for national
reconciliation and unification. Yet, at this juncture, regarding unification, we
must acknowledge that what is needed is not emotionalism but a reasoned
national consensus on achieving this goal.16
By most accounts, 1993 was Kim Young Sam’s most successful year as president, due
largely to the reforms he pushed through with a view to cleaning up corruption in the
military and politics. In the realm of inter-Korean relations, however, Kim Young Sam

14------- . "A Change in the Direction of World History", p.76
‘5 National Unification Board. (1993). South-North Dialogue in Korea, iVo.57. Seoul: Office of the SouthNorth Dialogue, National Unification Board, p.82
16------- . South-North Dialogue in Korea, No.57. p.82
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was less successful as he struggled to balance the need for the adoption of a tough
stance towards North Korea against ever-growing demands within South Korea for
cooperation in the name of peace.17

Despite his wish—stated early on in his

presidency—to hold a summit meeting with Kim II Sung as a top priority, Pyongyang
continued to be uncooperative. While enjoying a high level of public support, Kim
Young Sam was no doubt fully cognisant of what one commentator has described as
the “capricious and ever-demanding” nature of public opinion in South Korea. This
was well evidenced in his response to North Korea’s withdrawal from the Non
Proliferation Treaty (NPT). By seeking to simultaneously wield both a carrot and a
stick vis-a-vis the DPRK, Kim was attempting to appease the many faceted responses
that the South Korean public could be counted on to hold. On the one hand, he stated
that all South Korean efforts to invest in the North Korean economy should be blocked.
This was then followed up by a gesture of reconciliation, with the repatriation of a
North Korean prisoner of war.

Conservative elements, most of whom came from

within the ranks of Kim Young Sam’s own party, attacked the government for this
conciliatory stance and, in December, the Minister for Unification was swiftly replaced
in a cabinet re-shuffle.18 Essentially, Kim Young Sam’s approach was to attempt to
court both conservatives and centre-progressives with a discourse that was
simultaneously tough on security and yet open to the possibility of reconciliation and
dialogue. After a series of inter-Korean cooperative efforts, planned for October and
November, were one by one cancelled by the North, National Unification Minister and
deputy Prime Minister Choi Young Choul responded with a discourse that emphasised
the national desire for reconciliation and the historically moral mandate to make
concrete moves towards this goal in these historic, post-Cold War years:
At such a critical juncture in national history ... [t]he North’s arbitrary
abrogation of South-North accords not only runs counter to the current of the
times towards reconciliation and cooperation but also trashes the trust and
support of the entire 70-million people.

This is really shocking and

dismaying.^
1994 was a memorable year in the history of inter-Korean relations. As the nuclear
situation on the Korean Peninsula hit the international diplomatic stage, Kim Young
Sam’s approach to North Korea policy remained inconsistent, attempting to cater to a
17This trend towards a peace and unification approach to inter-Korean relations is discussed in greater
detail, below.
l8. Lee, Chong-sik, and Hyuk-sang Sohn. (1994). "South Korea in 1993: The Year of the Great Reform".
Asian Survey, 34 (1), 1-9. p.8-9
19 National Unification Board. South-North Dialogue in Korea, No.,57. pp.17-8
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number of different audiences.

Once again, initially positive developments in the

dialogue between the two Koreas soon deteriorated into a back-and-forth exchange of
accusations.20 In response to an allegation of subterfuge, the North Korean delegation
denounced South Korea’s decision to resume ‘Team Spirit’ military exercises, as well as
a move by the Kim Young Sam regime to join with wider international sanctions
against North Korea.

The disagreement that ensued became increasingly heated,

according to a South Korean account:
In particular, the North’s chief delegate Pak Yong-Su did not hesitate to make
unprecedently “war threatening remarks” asserting, “we will deal with a
dialogue with a dialogue and a war with a war” and “Seoul is close ... if a war
breaks out, Seoul will become a sea of fire”.21
This now infamous threat, to turn Seoul into a “sea of fire”, did untold damage to the
South Korean public’s appetite for South-North dialogue in the medium term and
brought about an immediate end to the Working Level meetings (referred to here as
‘contacts’) in the short term. In a statement issued on March 19 by the Deputy Prime
Minister and National Unification Minister, Lee Yung-Duk, the familiar theme of a
patient and rational South is contrasted with the less benign behaviour of the North:
We can hardly contain our disappointment at North Korea’s unilateral break
up of the working-level delegates contacts designed to discuss the exchange of
special envoys to resolve the nuclear question ... Contrary to our patient efforts,
the North Koreans had persisted in delaying and shunning the adopting of an
agreement on the exchange of special envoys before they torpedoed the
contacts themselves while bragging that they would not hesitate to wage war.
This development has caused much concern to all our people and the peaceloving peoples of the world who wish to see the nuclear question resolved
peacefully ... We urge North Korea to correctly understand the situation at
home and abroad in which they find themselves and return to a rightful posture
at an early date, entering into dialogue to resolve the nuclear question.22
The months to follow saw North Korea catapulted to the centre of international
attention.

In March 1993, North Korea threatened to withdraw from the NPT in

response to a resolution reached by the International Atomic Energy Agency’s (IAEA)
20 For details of the meetings, se e:------- . (1994). South-North Dialogue in Korea, No.5g. Seoul: Office of
the South-North Dialogue, National Unification Board, pp.53-87

21------ . South-North Dialogue in Korea, N0.59. p.86
22------ . South-North Dialogue in Korea, N0.59. pp.86-7
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Board which called for North Korea to allow for inspections of its nuclear facilities. *23
In order to defuse the situation, the US commenced a series of talks with North Korea.
These failed and had reached crisis point, when former US President Jimmy Carter
travelled privately to Pyongyang to discuss the situation with North Korea’s President
Kim II Sung. As a result of this meeting, he secured a series of agreements from the
North Koreans, which brought both parties back to the negotiating ta b le .C ru c ia lly
for the South Koreans, he also reported Kim II Sung’s willingness to hold a summit
meeting with Kim Young Sam.2s Two weeks before the planned summit meeting, and
just hours before negotiations with the United States were due to begin, Kim II Sung
died suddenly of a heart attack.26 The North indefinitely postponed the inter-Korean
summit meeting.27

Talks between the US and DPRK continued, however, and on

August 12 an ‘Agreed Statement’ (sometimes referred to as the ‘Agreed Framework’)
was announced, in which North Korea agreed to freeze construction on two new
nuclear reactors and shut down its plutonium processing facilities in exchange for the
provision of light-water nuclear reactors (LWRs).28 South Korea was unhappy with the
Agreed Statement, a fact relayed in person by Kim Young Sam during a phone call to
President Clinton on August 17.

Among his complaints was the absence of any

mention of a North Korean commitment to North-South dialogue, which he wanted
linked to the negotiations. 29
During this time domestic problems also plagued Kim Young Sam’s discourse and
decision-making. Labour unrest and radical student activism were threatening to once
again become major destabilising forces, a situation that intensified with the death of
Kim II Sung on July 8. Four opposition legislators supported the call for official
sympathies to be sent to the North. An emotional debate ensued, culminating in an
overall rise of anti-North Korean sentiment within South Korea.

Influential

conservative groups, argues Kim Jungsup, capitalised on this sudden spike in antiNorth Korea sentiment and called for the silencing of dissident voices in South Korea,
23 This call for special inspections followed growing evidence of discrepancies in North Korea’s initial
safeguards contained within the declaration regarding its nuclear materials and activities to the IAEA in
May 1992
24 North Korea promised to freeze its nuclear program in exchange for high level talks with Washington.
(Gordon, Michael. (1994). "Back from Korea, Carter Declares the Crisis is Over". The New York Times,
Monday, June 20, p.i.)
25 Sanger, David E. (1994). "Two Koreas Plan Summit Talks on Nuclear Issue". The New York Times,
Sunday, June 19, p.2.

26
------------ . (1994). "Kim II Sung Dead at Age 82". The New York Times, Saturday, July 9, p.i.
27 Sterngold, James. (1994). "Korean Summit Talks Postponed As Northern Military Backs Heir". The New
York Times, Monday, July 11.
28 Kim, Jung-sup. (2007). International Politics and Security in Korea. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, p.101
29 Kim. International Politics and Security in Korea, pp.101-2
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whom they accused of acting as agents of the North Korean regime.

Despite the

conservative groups’ failure to produce evidence supporting this accusation, “[i]n such
a climate, the administration had no choice but to side with conservatives” . 30 When
public memorial services, illegal under the NSL, were held around the country and
radical students sought to take up the North Korean government’s offer to travel freely
to the North to attend the funeral of Kim Il-Sung, the government responded with a
crackdown. Police raided university campuses, arresting students whom they accused
of planning to send mourning committees to the North. In reaction, students launched
firebomb attacks on police stations around Seoul. 31 Kim argues that the position taken
by the Kim Young Sam administration “not only responded to the conservative mood
of the nation, it took deliberate advantage of it”, in order to successfully bolster popular
support for its policies in the up-coming by-elections. 32
It was thus in the context of a much altered and unpredictable domestic and
international environment that Kim Young Sam delivered his nationally-televised
Liberation Day speech, in which he enunciated the ROK’s new approach to unification
and inter-Korean relations: a three-phased Korean National Community Unification
Formula. While it had been quick to suppress any expression of sympathy toward the
North within South Korea, the Kim Young Sam administration also refrained from
provoking the North so soon after the death of Kim II Sung. The Formula marked a
significant shift in approach towards the unification issue: the South Korean
government distanced itself from its earlier threats, that it would consider a policy of
unification by absorption, opting instead for a series of gradual reforms . 33 The New
York Times (NYT) observed that it is “striking ... that the South Koreans are sticking to
this approach toward the North even if it means supporting the succession of Kim Jong
II”, of whom the South’s perception was not at all favourable.

The NYT cites the

opinion of respected academic and policy adviser, Kim Hak-joon, whose language
reflected the favouring of reason over a more passionate response: “we realize our
policy has to be realistic. It would be a mistake to show hostility toward Kim Jong II”.
Economic factors, argues the article, “have sobered the South Korean government and

------- . International Politics and Security in Korea, p.113
James. (1994). "South Korea Prohibits Trips to North to Mourn Leader". The New York
Times, Friday, July 15, p.2.

3°

3 1 Sterngold,

by-elections were held on August 2. Kim. International Politics and Security in Korea, pp.113-4
Just days earlier, on August 8, the Vice Minister for Unification had suggested that the South Korean
government would consider a policy of unification by absorption, linking this attitude to a determination
to improve the human rights situation in North Korea. (Lee, Chong-sik, and Hyuk-sang Sohn. (1995).
"South Korea in 1994: A Year of Trial". Asian Survey, 35 (1), 28-36. pp.32-3)

3 2 The
33
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pushed stability ahead of the emotional desire for unification”.34 The language used in
the Liberation Day speech reflects this shift, refraining from emotional indictments of
the North Korean regime, and instead drawing on practical and identity arguments to
make the case for Kim Young Sam’s Unification Formula:
It will not be possible to unify the South and the North overnight, because the
two parts of Korea have been locked into mutual hostility and distrust for as
long as they have consistently pursued distinctly different ideologies and
markedly different political and social systems. Unification should be a gradual
and

phased

process

of building

a

single

national

community

...

Our doors are always open for dialogue with the North at any place and any
time. The North must open its doors and join the rest of the international
community. We have never wanted to see the North isolated from the rest of
the world. For its part, the North must give up its isolationist adventurism
emboldened

by

its

nuclear

ambition

We must always keep in mind the difficulties being experienced by our brethren
in the North. The problems of the North are our own problems. We must
always be prepared and ready to cooperate with our fellow brethren. We must
resolutely prepare ourselves for national reconciliation and unification.35
Amid all this turmoil, the Kim Young Sam government also gave its official response to
Amnesty International’s (AI) first report into human rights abuses in North Korea.36
The language used by the Kim Young Sam government was unequivocal, and did not
hesitate to condemn the North Korean regime for its failure to meet international
human rights standards.

The following comments are to be found in an official

pamphlet on inter-Korean relations released intermittently by the ROK’s Office of the
South-North Dialogue:
...[T]he Report on North Korean Political Prisoners made public on July 30,
1994 by Amnesty International at its Asia-Pacific meeting in Seoul has brought
both shock and serious concern not only to the South Korean people but also to
the international community. In short, North Korea is a dead end in terms of

34 Sterngold, James. (1994). "South Waits Calmly as North's Transition Begins". The N ew York Times,
Monday, July 11, p.3.
National Unification Board. (1994). "A New Tack for Unity: President Kim Young Sam's 1994 Liberation
Day Speech with Explanatory Notes". Seoul: National Unification Board, pp.7-10
36 Amnesty International. (1994). "Amnesty International Report 1994 - North Korea", last viewed 26
October 2009, http://www.unhc.r.org/refworld/docid/.‘tae6aQf4c.htmI.
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human rights, an area where human rights are hardly ensured legally or
institutionally.37
1995 brought with it the first sign of food supply issues in North Korea. Shortcomings
in crop production led Pyongyang to request aid in the form of rice from South Korea,
a development described by one inter-Korean relations observer as ‘stunning’.38 The
South Korean government responded enthusiastically, as reflected in the following
statement issued on June 21 by Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Unification,
Rha Woong-Bae:
The supply of rice to North Korea, that comes 11 years after rice and cement
were provided by the North during a flood in the South in September 1984, has
set a good precedent for giving and receiving help between the same people
through talks between responsible government authorities based on the spirit
of reconciliation and cooperation between the South and the North.

The

agreement was a measure taken from the approach of pure brotherly love with
a view to easing even a little bit the difficult food situation facing North Korea
without any preconditions.39
North Korea responded to the delivery of the rice with more hostility, raising the ire of
the South Korean public and leading to a spike in anti-North Korean sentiment. This,
in the face of both South Korea’s willingness to provide rice aid and the news that the
ROK would play a central role in the KEDO project to provide LWRs to North Korea,
were developments that the Kim Young Sam government had hoped would rejuvenate
a dialogue between the North and South. The lack of gratitude and concomitant
antagonistic behaviour towards the provision of rice aid was accompanied with a
refusal, on Pyongyang’s behalf, to deal with Seoul on the KEDO project.40 The Office
for South-North Dialogue, in its publication on inter-Korean relations published early
the following year, relays domestic press reaction, as well as its own position vis-a-vis
this ‘popular sentiment’:

37 Here, the comments refer to AI’s findings, among others, that 93,000 Korean residents of Japan are
held in political prisoner camps, that there is monitoring and surveillance of people’s daily activities, and
that “once a person is caught by such surveillance, he or she is detained without due procedures and
meted out inhumane punishment such as torture without fair trail”. (National Unification Board. (1994).
South-North Dialogue in Korea, No.60. Seoul: Office of the South-North Dialogue, National Unification
Board, p.111)
3 8 Koh, B.C. (1996). "South Korea in 1995: Tremors of Transition". Asian Survey, 3 6 (1), 53-60. p.53)
39 National Unification Board. (1995). South-North Dialogue in Korea, No.63. Seoul: Office of the SouthNorth Dialogue, National Unification Board, p.28
40 Koh. "South Korea in 1995". pp.58-9
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One of the newspaper commentaries said, “the firing on and seizure of the
civilian fishing boat might have been a deliberate act intended to provide an
added pressure for their demand for exclusive military contacts with the United
States, namely, contacts between US and North Korean generals”. The South
Korean people denounced the seizure of the boat and its crewmen by the North
while agreeing in general to the press analyses and observation of the incident.
But, it is hoped that the North Koreans did not capture Woosung-ho [the name
of the boat] for such a shallow political purpose as speculated by the press. For,
if they did, it could be an obvious criminal act that can hardly be forgivable
under any circumstances. One thing the South would like to ask the North
Korean authorities is that they must stop using innocent fisherman in
intensifying their hostile policy against the Souths1
Language of a conciliatory bent continued in the months to follow, as reflected in Kim
Young Sam’s liberation day speech, where he re-emphasised the ‘three steps’ to
achieving the dual goals of unification and prosperity: the stability of North Korea,
decreasing North Korea’s isolation, and the abandonment of policies of unification by
absorption. All this, he claimed, was to be understood in the context of the now much
heralded “1994 Agreed Framework”, for which he had initially received criticism by the
conservative quarter. That President Kim Young Sam stood by this approach, shows
the currency that a moderate, ‘gradual unification’ approach had in Korea in the mid1990s, whereby peace and prosperity were valued above hasty unification:
Compatriots at home and abroad, now the greatest challenge facing our nation
is to accomplish peaceful unification. This is indispensable to completing
genuine national liberation ... We always care about the compatriots not only in
the southern area of the Korean Peninsula, but also those in the northern area
and elsewhere around the world. Last year we donated the vast amount of rice
worth 190 billion won to North Korea without any conditions simply to ease the
suffering of the North Korean compatriots.

Regrettably our good intention

failed to lead to inter-Korean reconciliation and cooperation. But, the event
would be epochally significant seen from the long-term historical point of view.
The key to developing South-North relations and achieving peaceful unification
will be “peace and cooperation”. “Peace and cooperation alone will hold the key

4 1National Unification Board. (1996). South-North Dialogue in Korea, N0.64. Seoul: Office of the SouthNorth Dialogue, National Unification Board, p.62
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to surmounting the pains and tragedy of national division and paving the way
to unification and prosperity”.4 2

Post-1987 Political Activism
Concomitant with external geopolitical changes, political activism in post-1987 South
Korea took place in a country whose political context was changing dramatically. Not
only was the ROK moving swiftly towards liberal-democracy, with a well-developed
industrial economic base, but the Cold War context that was the raison d ’etre for the
South Korean state was falling apart around the globe. In her comprehensive analysis
of the South Korean ‘minjung’ movement and its politics of representation, Lee
Namhee contends that, ultimately, the democratic transition that took place in 1987
was accompanied by a “paradigm shift within the larger social movement”.

She

argues:
[T]he 1980s emancipatory narrative of minjung, with its ontological place in
the social movement, was no longer tenable; the new social movement in the
post-1987 era centered on the discourse of “citizen”.43
The first section of this chapter surveyed the dominant discourses that served as the
basis upon which all further political agency could be both imagined and realised.
What Lee refers to as the “changed sociohistorical landscape of the post-1987 era”, is
for the purposes of this thesis, highly significant insofar as it provided a pivotal point
around which possibilities for discourse and action over North Korean human rights
were decided. The arguments and decisions made by policy makers and activists
during this time of confusion and change have had long lasting implications for
argument and activism over inter-Korean relations today. This has acted to constrain
debate surrounding such issues as North Korean human rights, a subject whose
ideological polarisation and emotive quality has alienated many and made the issue
one that many South Korean citizens have had trouble coming to terms with.
The remainder of this chapter will focus on the transformation of the political
landscape post-1987. A radical, chuch’e-sty\e unification movement emerged in the
years immediately following the 1987 Uprising. While its existence as a recognised
movement was relatively brief, I argue in chapter five that the socialist-inspired

------. South-North Dialogue in Korea, No.64. p.171
Lee, Namhee. (2007). The Making o f Minjung: Democracy and the Politics of Representation in South
Korea. Ithaca: Cornell University Press.
42
43
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underpinnings of the unification movement were not easily discarded by those
activists. I contend that this was the case even among those who eventually abandoned
public advocacy of this discourse and embraced the ‘new social movement’ (NSM) style
of activism that became the hallmark of South Korean civil society in the 1990s. As
such, the swift rise and fall of pro-North Korean sentiments had a long lasting impact
on discourse over North Korea policy in general, and greatly constrained the debate
over North Korean human rights in particular. This phenomenon will be examined in
some detail in this chapter and in the chapter to follow, where I argue that the greatest
legacy of the unification movement was its tendency to cast the issue of North Korean
human rights in an ideological light. This tendency narrowed the scope for civil society
action and ultimately constrained the South Korean debate over inter-Korean
relations. In order to explore this further, it is first necessary to gain an understanding
of the discourses and agents that played dominant roles during the first ten years of
civilian rule.

Previous chapters have demonstrated the capricious nature of South

Korean civil society and its tendency to fragment and then re-form in response to the
prevailing political atmosphere. A consequence of this, I will now argue, was that the
alliance of activists behind the successful 1987 June Uprising was a pragmatic and
ultimately tenuous one. In this case, where activists came together for a common
cause in the absence of a common discourse, the wide and varied characters of these
disparate groups and agents eventually had significant consequences, in the formative,
transitional years to follow, for the formation of an institutionalised South Korean civil
society. This is best demonstrated by the dominant role played by the middle class
activists, for whom a newly democratic, prosperous South Korea provided a fresh
range of options for oppositional action, within a more institutionalised, legitimised
setting.
In the following section, I briefly cast an eye back on the June 1987 Uprising, focusing
on the particular identities of the actors who made up the tenuous alliance that came
out onto the streets of Korea to demand political change. I argue that the pivotal role
played by the politically active middle class, distinguished here by the moniker
‘middling grassroots’, had long-lasting consequences for the nature of South Korean
political activism that subsequently emerged.

This is particularly evident in the

positions adopted by dominant and dissident discourses with regard to North Korea.
While a radical unification movement emerged in the immediate post-1987 period, it
failed to gain widespread support among the South Korean populace and was thus
unable to thrive. Rather, more moderate, institutionalised civil society organisations
(NSMs) that emerged in a new political space that catered for opposition views,
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became the focus of political activism in the 1990s. Despite this apparent submergence
of radical left-wing agendas, progressive ideologies that many of the NSM members
had previously held did occasionally resurface in response to certain issues such as
peace and unification, as well as the North Korean human rights issue. Prior to this
discussion of South Korean political activism in the 1990s, however, I will first outline
the state of party politics in South Korea, post-1987.
P o litic a l L a n d sca p e
For the first half of Roh Tae Woo’s presidency, the political scene was cumbersome,
with four significant political parties. Two of these represented the ‘conservative’ bloc:
Roh Tae Woo’s ruling Democratic Justice Party (DJP) and Kim Jong-Pil’s (Kim
Chongp’il) New Democratic Republican Party (NDRP). On the progressive side were
the formerly united opposition leaders, Kim Dae Jung and his Party for Peace and
Democracy (PPD) and Kim Young Sam’s Reunification Democratic Party (RDP).
Shortly following the 1989 parliamentary elections, in which Kim Dae Jung’s PPD
made a strong showing and the RDP dropped to third position, a reconfiguration of the
political scene took place. Roh Tae Woo, along with Kim Jong-Pil and Kim Young
Sam, announced the merger of their parties, creating a ruling Democratic Liberal Party
(DLP) which now boasted an almost three-quarter parliamentary majority. Kim Dae
Jung’s PPD was effectively sidelined for the 1992 election.44 Commenting on the
unravelling political situation, Jin Park argued that common interest bound these
three rivals together: in light of the strong showing of the PPD in the 1989
parliamentary elections, the “least desirable scenario for the three merged parties
would be to see the PPD led by Kim Dae Jung monopolize power through direct
presidential elections”.45

44 Korean politics has a long history of unlikely alliance-building, a trend made possible by a number of
conditions found in South Korea. Among these, the tendency for parties to serve their leaders (rather than
vice versa), the Confucian legacy in South Korean society, Cold War atmosphere leading to a narrowing of
ideological possibility as well as the strong tradition of regional-based loyalties are the most often cited.
For further information see: (Kim, Byung-kook. (2000). "Party Politics in South Korea's Democracy: The
Crisis of Success". In Consolidating Democracy in South Korea, edited by Diamond, Larry and ByungKook Kim. Colorado: Lynne Rienner; Lee, Su-hoon. (1993). "Transitional Politics of Korea, 1987-1992:
Activation of Civil Society". Pacific Affairs, 66 (3), 351-67; Steinberg, David, and Myung Shin. (2006).
"Tensions in South Korean Political Parties in Transition: From Entourage to Ideology?". Asian Survey,
46 (4), 517-37; Wong, Joseph. (2004). "Democratization and the Left: Comparing East Asia and Latin
America". Comparative Political Studies, 37 (10), 1213-37;-------. (2009). "Transition and Uncertainty in
Democratic Korea". Paper presented at the Workshop on Party and Party System Institutionalization in
Asia, McGill University, 27-28 August.)
45 Park, Jin. (1990). "Political Change in South Korea: The Challenge of the Conservative Alliance". Asian
Survey, 3 0 (12), 1154-68. p.1158
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The various coalitions that were formed during this time reveal expediency to have
trumped ideas and ethical arguments. The end result was that the conservative bloc
maintained and reinforced its tight hold on South Korea’s dominant discourses.
Perhaps unsurprisingly, in a country whose politics operated under the continuing
shadow of the Cold War, dominated by conservative, authoritarian governments since
its conception in 1948, progressive politics once again failed to consolidate at the
electoral level. Ideas about mass participatory democracy, which had attracted such
vocal support among workers and students, did not translate into political power. This
trend is largely attributable to South Korean political culture: issues and ideology are
traditionally less influential than personality and regional loyalties in the
institutionalised party political sphere.46 Previous to 1987, opposition parties were
only periodically free to form and campaign in any official sense and at those times
when their existence was sanctioned, they were headed by Kim Dae Jung and Kim
Young Sam—two charismatic individuals, for whom their parties existed primarily as
institutional vehicles, thus failing to produce any enduring ideological, programmatic
or policy-based statement of purpose. The opposition’s political identity rested solely
on one claim: they were anti-government parties, dissatisfied with the status quo.47
The history of civil society in South Korea is usually discussed with reference to two
distinct historical eras: pre-June 1987 (minjung), and post-June 1987 (post-miry'ung).
With the restoration of popular elections and the instalment of liberal democracy came
the institutionalisation of opposition politics in South Korea, the landscape for political
activism was consequently vastly transformed.48 South Koreans were now tasked with
building a rejuvenated, modern, democratic South Korea. This, however, was to prove
difficult.

While the longing for democracy in South Korea was widespread and

heartfelt, the particulars of what such a democratic society should look like were vague
and the country’s political divisions were deep. The main actors on the political scene
remained largely the same—and these were individuals with strong personalities and
highly contested pasts. Thus, while the South Korean people may have declared to the
world that they were putting their authoritarian past behind them, the reality at home
was far more complex. As Kim Byung-kook observed some twenty years later:
The builders of a new democratic Korea were actors with historically
constituted values, identities and reputations that were entwined with debates

Sung-joo. (1991). "The Korean Experiment". Journal of Democracy, 2 (2), 92-104. p.102
Wong. "Democratization and the Left". 1230

4 6 Han,
47

4 8 The 1987 Constitution strengthened the power of the National Assembly and considerably reduced the
power of the executive. It also strengthened civil rights in the country.
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over national security, the developmental state and the promise of liberal
democracy. Today’s conservatives and progressives had opposed each other in
myriad ways in the past - as human rights activists and economic modernizers,
internationalists and nationalists, pro-Americans and anti-Americans, and
separatists and unificationists. Consequently, the past became an integral part
of their present struggle to shape Korea’s future”.49
The 1987 June Uprising represented the culmination of the efforts of South Korea’s
political activists: it was a “broad-based, cross-class, cross-cleavage movement”. 50
Labour and student groups, with their predominantly left-wing leaderships, had
succeeded in mobilising a wide cross-section of South Korean society, sympathetic to
their democratic goals. In the following section I reveal that the identities of the actors
involved in the Uprising played an important role in determining the fate of
oppositional politics in South Korea, post-1987. Particularly affected were the agendas
of the radical elements of the unification, democracy and human rights movement,
which became increasingly marginalised within mainstream society during the 1990s.
As previous chapters have discussed, the outward radicalisation of the movement had
only a partial effect on the ideological inclinations of the many and varied actors
(students, intellectuals, workers, church-based) involved and this did not feature
prominently in the dissident discourses. While the ideological tendencies of some
elements of the movement were based on a radical interpretation of society’s ills and
called for wholesale revolution, the great majority of the middle class political activists
were more motivated by ideas about human rights and democracy, political ambition
or faith, rather than by ideological factors. Radical intellectuals, students and workers
held an anti-government, anti-corporate position and had revolutionary goals. Many
of their fellow compatriots, when pressed, would express similar nationalist
tendencies, but less radical ambitions: the concerns of this latter group, had to do with
questions of justice and the reform (rather than the overthrow) of the current system,
to make it more socially, politically, and economically just.51
The ‘M id d lin g G ra s s ro o ts ’
Much has been written about the involvement of middle class actors in the 1987
Uprising, and the important role that they consequently took on in a newly democratic
49 Kim, Byung-kook. (2008). "Defeat in Victory, Victory in Defeat: The Korean Conservatives in
Democratic Consolidation". In Political Transitions in Dominant Party Systems: Learning to Lose, edited
by Friedman, Edward and Joseph Wong. London: Routledge. pp.172-3
s° Wong. "Transition and Uncertainty", p.8
s1------- . "Transition and Uncertainty", p.8
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Korea.52 Han Sang-jin calls this group the ‘middling grassroots’ and distinguishes this
politically active section of the South Korean middle class from other middle class
citizens who shared similar socio-economic attributes but displayed little or no
political awareness. The middling grassroots, he argues, had a self-reflexive identity.
While their educational, professional and economic status placed them squarely in the
middle class, these activists identified strongly with the grassroots, largely from an
intellectual perspective. 55

These middle class activists, agrees Lee Su-hoon,

represented a large cross section of South Korean society.54 Craving transformation of
the current political and socio-economic order, the middling grassroots had joined
with radicals in 1987 to protest Chun’s decision to delay reform of the constitution and
hand over power to military general, Roh Tae Woo.

Reform, however, and not

revolution was the ultimate aspiration of these activists and as such they did not
support the radical movement’s anti-systemic posture. The 1987 alliance between the
radical students and workers, and the more moderate middling grassroots, was thus
driven more by pragmatism than ideals.

This was evident in the support that this

alliance through behind a democracy first, unification second political agenda.
N eiv S o cia l M o ve m e n ts (N SM s)
The experience of being directly involved in a watershed moment of Korean political
history inspired many of these middle class activists (the ‘middling grassroots’) to
continue their participation in the non-state sector, post-1987. Lee Su-hoon describes
this as a turning point in the involvement of a new generation of political actors in
South Korea.55 Whereas, up until now, debate over the direction of South Korean
society and economy had largely been left in the care of a handful of political elites,
radical dissidents, church-based activists and dedicated intellectuals, the 1987 June
Uprising gave birth to a new political consciousness among the middling grassroots
who formed what came to be known as ‘new left’ groups or ‘new social movements’

s2 See, for example: Dalton, Bronwen, and James Cotton. (1996). "New Social Movements and the
Changing Nature of Political Opposition in South Korea". In Political Oppositions in Industrialising Asia,
edited by Rodan, Garry. New York: Routledge; Han, Sang-jin. (1997). "The Public Sphere and Democracy
in Korea: A Debate on Civil Society". Korea Journal, 37 (4), 78-97; Kim. "Party Politics in South Korea's
Democracy";------- . "Defeat in Victory, Victory in Defeat"; Kim, Hyuk-rae. (2000). "The State and Civil
Society in Transition: The Role of Non-Governmental Organizations in South Korea". The Pacific Review,
13 (4)» 595-613; Lee. "Transitional Politics of Korea, 1987-1992: Activation of Civil Society"; Mo,
Jongryon. (1996). "Political Learning and Democratic Consolidation: Korean Industrial Relations, 19871992". Comparative Political Studies, 29 (3), 290-310; Wong. "Democratization and the Left";------- .
"Transition and Uncertainty".
53 Han. "The Public Sphere and Democracy in Korea", pp.85-6
54 Lee. "Transitional Politics of Korea, 1987-1992: Activation of Civil Society", p.358
55 ------. "Transitional Politics of Korea, 1987-1992: Activation of Civil Society", pp.358-9
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(NSMs).s6 Described alternately as “new social movements”

(N S M s )^

“civil society

movements” (CSMs) 88, or the ‘new left’ & by various commentators, this new
generation of ‘progressive’ activists sought to play a role within the formal institutions
of democracy and formed issue-based non-government organisations (NGOs),
distancing themselves from radical (minjung) elements of the pro-democracy
campaign, discussed below. In addition, transnational actors, seeing that the winds of
change were at work in South Korea, and taking the position that this was a transition
that should be managed by the South Korean people alone, now that the domestic
opposition had the ability to express dissenting opinions, stood back from their
previously active advocacy roles.60 The opening up of political possibilities in a newly
democratic South Korea allowed, for the first time in the country’s history, for the
institutionalisation of civil society. It was into this arena that the emergent, ‘new left,’
political actors stepped, becoming a central social force for a wide variety of issues
through the late 1980s and early 1990s.61
As I have discussed in previous chapters, civil society went through a series of
metamorphoses throughout the 1970s and 1980s. Groups came together to fight for
common causes, despite ideological differences. The wider South Korean population,
by and large, accepted these marriages of convenience between previously fraught
oppositional factions. Joseph Wong attributes this tendency to the innate character of
South Korean society, arguing that the non-programmatic nature of the party system
(illustrated above) is “reflective of the absence of enduringly stable and predictable
political, economic and social cleavages in Korea”.62 If we try to understand this
tendency through the classic categories of ‘left’ and ‘right’, ‘conservative’ and
‘progressive’, the South Korean political scene appears hopelessly haphazard and
illogical. This suggests that the problem is at least partly ontological: the usual division
of politics into clear categories of “progressive” or “liberal” and “conservative” do not
resonate clearly in the South Korean context. Similarly, actors show very little real
loyalty to a consistent ideological position. Jhee and Shin have argued that “[m]any of
the South Koreans who have shifted their position on the [ideological] spectrum have

s6 This terminology is described in more detail below.
57 Dalton, and Cotton. "New Social Movements and the Changing Nature of Political Opposition in South
Korea".
58 Lee. "Transitional Politics of Korea, 1987-1992: Activation of Civil Society", p.359
Wong. "Democratization and the Left".
60 Park, Myung-lim. (2006). "Interview with Rev. Pharis J. Harvey", Oral History Interview:
Burlingame, March 4. Seoul: Kim Dae-Jung Presidential Library Archives
59

61 Lee. "Transitional Politics of Korea, 1987-1992: Activation of Civil Society", p.354
62 Wong. "Transition and Uncertainty", p.35
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done so without changing their thinking about what ‘the left’ and ‘the right’ represent”.
63

As I discuss later, this tendency had important implications for the further

fragmentation of civil society that took place in the 1990s, alongside the statesanctioned erasing from collective memory of the important, transformative role
played by radical politics in the formation of Korea’s history.
R a d ic a lisa tio n o f the U nification D isco u rse
Choi Jang-jip describes unification as “the issue that [has] most fundamentally
challenged the existing political system in South Korea”. A s

I suggested in the

previous chapters, successive South Korean governments proscribed debate over
unification issues, alienating the discourses of those seen to be sympathetic to the
claims of the DPRK. Both the Park and Chun governments limited discussion of
unification to the official discourses, arguing that the state was the most suitable moral
agent to interact with such a sensitive subject. Choi agrees that the state of the debate
around unification can act as a key indicator of political and social conditions in South
Korea. He contends that an analysis of “why, when, and under what circumstances the
issue of unification came to the fore of South Korean politics is extremely important for
understanding the entire structure of conflict established since liberation,” since “[a]ll
other political and social issues, including those of democracy and distribution, are at
some level linked to the division of the Korean Peninsula”.

Included among these, I

will argue in chapter five, is the structure of conflict over the issue of North Korean
human rights. The parameters of contemporary debate over how to deal with human
rights violations in the DPRK were formed during these early days of South Korean
democracy, when unification issues once more came to the fore, in circumstances
which were themselves the product of the struggle for democracy, over the previous
two decades, undertaken by political dissidents.
The restrictions placed upon unification as a subject of debate and critical analysis led
political activists to form dissident discourses based on a new political and social
consciousness as part of their struggle for unification, human rights and democracy in
South Korea. These dissident discourses, in turn, caused these activists to think about
North Korea and unification in ways that diverged starkly from the mainstream, a

Shin, Doh-chull, and Byong-kuen Jhee. (2005). "How does Democratic Regime Change Affect Mass
Political Ideology? A Case Study of South Korea in Comparative Perspective". International Political
Science Review, 26 (4), 381-96. p.381
64 Choi. "Political Cleavages in South Korea", p.41
63

65

------. "Political Cleavages in South Korea", p.40
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journey further augmented in the post-1987 e ra .66 Following the success of the June
Uprising and the institutionalisation of liberal democracy in South Korea, the loosely
held together nature of the opposition civil society alliance and the existence of a
number of divergent dissident discourses became clear. The movement, which found
itself searching for ways to continue articulating its relevance, was suddenly made
strongly aware of the absence of any real ideological commonalities among those
actors whom Joseph Wong describes as being “minimally characterized as
progressive”.6? For some of the more radical elements, there existed a sense of having
come full circle: this is articulated by Wong, who argues that “[t]he opposition seemed
to not stand for anything (while the ruling party seemed to stand for everything). Its
oppositional basis - for instance, anti-authoritarianism or socio-economic justice had been lost to the pre-emptive manoeuvring by the ruling party”.68 This alienation
from the mainstream, coinciding with a loosening of political control and the end of
the Cold War, led to a resurgence of radical dissident discourses: as the movement
started to fragment in the months and years following the June Uprising, and as its
activists searched for a common meaning and purpose, those political activists who
remained committed to a radical ideology started to articulate and further develop new
dissident discourses about unification, North Korea, human rights and inter-Korean
relations.
A series of events brought the connection between student/worker activism and proNorth Korean sentiments to the forefront of political debate in South Korea and the
radical unification movement was ultimately short-lived.

The movements public

adoption of a pro-North Korean unification agenda has been identified as the main
determinant behind the dramatic drop in public support for radical activism.
“Unrealistic advocacy of immediate unification with North Korea by left-leaning
activists” argued Han Sung-joo in 1991, “proved to be their undoing”.69 As I discussed
earlier, democratic transition in South Korea coincided with the end of the Cold War,
creating an environment in which hopes for development and democracy transcended
desires for unification and the wholesale transformation of society.

The residual

radical elements of the unification, human rights and democracy movement either
failed or refused to recognise this shift in political mood. In 1989, high profile activist
Reverend Mun Ikhwan travelled to North Korea on invitation of Kim II Sung, in clear
66------- . "Political Cleavages in South Korea", p.41
6? Wong. "Transition and Uncertainty", p.10
68 ------. "Transition and Uncertainty", p.10 Wong also makes a similar argument elsewhere: (------- .
"Democratization and the Left", p.1222)
69

Han. "The Korean Experiment", p.99
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violation of the National Security Law (NSL).7° In the same year, radical student
group, Chondaehyop, protested a ban imposed by the South Korean government on
travel to Pyongyang for the International Youth Festival. With the ban still firmly in
place in July of that year, Chondaehyop activist Im Su-gyong travelled to North Korea
regardless, via Europe, and was arrested upon her return to Seoul.71 The public’s lack
of sympathy for these dissident acts, as I discuss below, mirrored the reaction, six years
later in 1994, to the government’s clampdown on the unification movement in the days
following the death of Kim II Sung.
M a rg in a lisa tio n o f R a d ic a l Id ea s
In the years immediately following the 1987 election, the more radicalised elements of
the democracy movement continued their campaigns, largely in support of labour
rights, which they argued had not yet been realised in the newly democratic Korea.
This class-based consciousness was to become the most important differential marker
of politics in this period of South Korea’s history.

In the months and years

immediately following the 1987 June Declaration, labour activism intensified
exponentially. Official statistics show that labour disputes increased in number from
171 in the six years leading up to the June Uprising, to 3,749 in 1987 alone. This
intensity abated somewhat in the years to follow, but remained historically high: 1,873
disputes in 1989 and 1,616 disputes in 1990. Not until 1991 did these numbers drop
below 500.72 Farmers, students and workers were part of this campaign which, the
more it was repressed by the government, the more militant it became.
As the violence of these campaigns increased so too did public tolerance for them
decrease. South Korean society was undergoing a transformation from within and
without: alongside the failure of socialist politics in Romania and Eastern Germany,
the political mood in South Korea shifted towards the centre of the ideological
spectrum, with the general populace exhibiting a desire for a more conservative
politics. 73 Now that the goal of liberal democracy was perceived, by the majority of the
population, to have been achieved in South Korea, the middle class showed itself
increasingly unwilling to support any labour unrest that would threaten the health of

?°------ . "The Korean Experiment", p.99
71-------. "The Korean Experiment"; Kihl. "South Korea in 1989". p.70
72 Figures from the Ministry of Labor, Korea Labor Institute and Korea Trade Union Congress. Compiled
by Jongryn Mo (see Table 2): Mo. "Political Learning and Democratic Consolidation: Korean Industrial
Relations, 1987-1992". p.299
73 Dalton, and Cotton. "New Social Movements and the Changing Nature of Political Opposition in South
Korea", p.283
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the economy. This represented an ideological about-face, given the pro-labour, leftwing sentiments that had characterised the popular protests in June of 1987. Rather
than representing the repressed and otherwise unarticulated desires of a cross-section
of South Korean society, the radical elements of the erstwhile political activist
movement were once again relegated to the status of a marginal dissident voice.
Lee Tae-ho, policy director at the progressive NSM NGO, ‘Peoples’ Solidarity for
Participatory Democracy’ (PSPD) cites a number of “limitations and problems” that he
argues were behind the unification movement’s failure to attain widespread popular
support in South Korea during the late 1980s and early 1990s. First, he argues, the
movement’s privileging of ‘national disparity’ and ‘anti-imperialism’ over all else did
not allow the movement to connect with changing international trends influencing the
wider global community, which itself had a stake in the peace of the Korean Peninsula.
As such, the movement’s narrow focus had, according to Lee, “clouded the critical
perspective of the structure of national division which has been in existence for the
past 50 years ... so much that the problems on the Korean Peninsula were losing links
with other races, other countries, the world and other universal problems”.™ In
addition to this parochial historical view, continues Lee, the unification movement
failed to link itself with the other issue-based NGOs that had proliferated in South
Korean civil society. This inability of the radical left to adapt to the political and socio
economic reality experienced by the majority of the South Korean people, further
alienated its goals and motivations from society. Lee also points out that the stance
taken by the unification movement led it to adopt an uncritical approach to North
Korea: the movement offered “unilateral support for North Korean policies”. This
unification movement simply supported the model for unification offered by the North
Korean government.^ It is this latter tendency that will now be examined.
This shifting perception of the role played by the radical political activists in South
Korea’s recent past was reflected in popular culture. Nancy Abelmann notes that, by
1995, depictions of the 1980s in such outlets as art, music and literature became

™Lee, Tae-ho. (2003). "Overcoming National Division on the Korean Peninsula and the Peace
Movements". In Korean Peace Report: Proposals for Peace, Disarmament and Cooperation, edited by
Center for Peace and Disarmament: PSPD, Translated by Chang, Jennifer. Seoul: PSPD and Friedrich
Ebert Foundation.
Lee. "Overcoming National Division".
Interestingly, this damning critique of the 1980s unification movement is presented by an activist (Lee
Tae-ho) who, in his role as policy director at PSPD has long resisted public debates about the South
Korean government’s policies on North Korean human rights issues. This will be discussed in chapter five
where it will become clear that this apparent contradiction is an outgrowth of the inherently messy
ideological divisions extant on the Korean Peninsula.
75

165

C h ap ter Four
South Korea in Transition

popular. In these representations, contends Abelmann, the significance of the 1980s
for these artists is clear: “the decade stands for extremes—excessive repression and
dramatic dissent”. 76 Those sections of the middle class (the ‘middling grassroots’) that
had once joined with students and labour to fight for democracy, now expressed
concern about what they perceived to be a dangerous, ideological trend towards even
more extreme left-wing politics. In this sense, argues Abelmann, both left-wing and
right-wing ideologies - with their tendencies towards extremism - were rejected, seen
to be equally responsible for the upheaval and instability of the 1980s. “[T]he culture
of 1980s dissent”, she contends, “is [in the early 1990s] portrayed not for its
progressive teleology but rather as a window on the pathological political and social
character of its times”. As such, the Korean people displayed a tendency towards
“widespread fatigue and even disgust with that culture of dissent”.77
When dissident elements publicly expressed pro-North Korean sentiments, requesting
permission to travel to the North to express their condolences to the regime and the
North Korean people, as well as setting up memorials in the South, the South Korean
public showed little support. Understanding that it had the implicit support of the
wider South Korean population, including an almost united voice from major
newspapers and television broadcasters,78 the government threw the national security
apparatus into full-force. With this final tightening of control, the public face of the
radical, pro-unification movement all but dissipated.

From 1991 onwards, the net

effect of these experiences, argues Han, was that “dissidents found themselves moving
further away from the Korean electorate in a vicious circle of militancy and isolation”.7$
Actors either joined the emerging NSMs, or departed politics altogether to concentrate
on their lives outside the public sphere.80 In this post-minjung era, only remnants of
the movement continued, visible in some of the more moderate agendas of the new
left.
Those who continued their anti-government opposition were motivated by a classbased ideology and progressive teleology that showed itself to be too inflexible to
her chapter, Abelmann refers specifically to the twenty-six episode drama entitled Morae Sigye
(Sandglass), aired on television. This drama sought to relive the tumultuous days of the 1980s, from the
Kwangju Uprising (1980) through to the June Uprising (1987). (Abelmann, Nancy. (1997). "Reorganizing
and Recapturing Dissent in 1990s South Korea". In Between Resistance and Revolution: Cultural Politics
and Social Protest, edited by Fox, Richard G. and Orin Starn. New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University
Press, p.250)
77 Abelmann. "Reorganizing and Recapturing Dissent", p.250
7®Han. "The Public Sphere and Democracy in Korea", p.90
79 ------. "The Korean Experiment", p.99

76 In

80 An Kyounghee. Personal Interview 5.32, Seoul, February 2008
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perceive the shifting mood in South Korea.

This failure to adjust methods and

arguments to more presciently appeal to prevailing perceptions of reality ultimately
brought about the downfall of radical dissident politics in South Korea. Dissident
politics in South Korea was de-radicalised and, by 1991, this trend had been openly
recognised and legitimised in the media. Student activism, claimed one issue of the
weekly publication, Korea Newsreview, is changing. Illegal assemblies, the use of
Molotov cocktails, and the sale of ‘left-wing’ books were reported to have undergone a
dramatic downturn in the previous 12 months.81 In an article entitled; ‘Collegians
prefer culture, sports to socialism’, an expert commentator is cited as explaining the
changing attitudes among students to be a direct by-product of a shift in mood among
the wider South Korean population, away from the types of issues around which
mobilised students traditionally mobilised:
Apathy of the general public towards political activities of radical students has
... helped to create a kind of atmosphere in which the so-called student
movement is left to drift without a viable cause.82
With the de-radicalisation of the dissident movement in the early 1990s, a proportion
of these activists joined their former middling grassroots activists colleagues in the
emerging NSM NGOs, putting aside, at least publicly, their many devoted years of
studying Marxism and other leftist ideas, among them chuch’e sasang, the guiding
philosophy of North Korea.83

The agenda and beliefs of the radical unification

movement, advocated by these activists during their years of opposition in the
immediate post-1987 years, were thus largely abandoned, at least publicly, and the
more conciliatory and publicly accepted ‘engagement’ philosophy of Kim Dae Jung was
embraced wholeheartedly.

These former activists came to be known as the 386-

generation, an expression which emerged during the 1990s.

This moniker made

reference to the fact that the people whom it referred to, were in their 30s, were
student activists in the ‘8 os and were born in the ‘60s. Many of these ‘386-ers’
ultimately went on to have long and successful careers, holding positions in key
political, academic and civil society organisations during ten years of progressive
government, commencing with the 1997 election of Kim Dae Jung.
81 Cited in Dalton, and Cotton. "New Social Movements and the Changing Nature of Political Opposition in
South Korea", p.283
82 Korea Newsreview. (1991). "Collegians Prefer Culture, Sports to Socialism". October 19, p.9-10.
83 Nancy Abelmann notes that “[m]any of the old activisms continue”, such as the farmer’s movement,
which was the subject of her chapter. (Abelmann. "Reorganizing and Recapturing Dissent".) However, for
the broad purposes of this thesis, the non-issue-specific style of radical left-wing ‘revolutionary’ politics
was largely discontinued, to the extent that it no longer played a significant role in the public’s day-to-day
political consciousness.
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C o n so lid a tio n o f the NSM s
The trend towards the establishment of the NSMs and a new generation of political
activism in South Korea, rode on the back of the de- legitimisation of the more radical
political activists who were formerly presented as the heroic protagonists of democratic
change: the 386-generation. Many of the middling grassroots activists became part of
this newly emerging, institutionalised ‘civil society’ in South Korea through their
involvement in NSMs. Joseph Wong, in his comparative study of the impact that
democratisation had upon the opposition ‘left-wing’ movements in East Asia (Taiwan
and Korea), and Latin America (Chile and Brazil), argues that this is a trend that has
been repeated elsewhere.

In his study, Wong argues that the introduction of

democracy into all three of these countries was accompanied by the moderation of the
more radical, left-wing aspects of politics:
Democratic competition in Taiwan, South Korea, Brazil and Chile ... forced the
new left to rethink its strategies for political inclusion as well as its
transformative demands on state and society. The new left in both regions,
therefore, repackaged their political and economic goals in similar ways that fit
the context of the new democratic regime.84
During the 1970s and 1980s, South Korean political activists had concentrated their
dissent on one key objective: the overturning of authoritarian rule, a revolutionary goal
that was replaced by a trend towards issue-based political activism in the 1990s. The
more moderate progressive activists of the middling grassroots, such as Kim Dae Jung
and his supporters, held development and democracy to be the raison d ’etre of their
activism. With the advent of democracy, consumer capitalism was wholeheartedly
embraced and these moderate, progressive activists turned their attention to ironing
out the inequities characteristic of the capitalist system, rather than seeking to
overturn it. Many political activists shifted their energies to campaigns over various
social issues that they perceived to be in the public interest: environmental
degradation, political transparency, gender equality and protection of minority
interests (such as the disabled and the elderly). The new left, through the NSMs,
became an issue-based movement, distinguishing itself from the radically progressive

8 4 Wong. "Democratization and the Left", pp. 1214-5
This is not the last time we shall witness the South Korean political actors demonstrate a chameleon-like
character - a tendency which can be attributed to the weak and undeveloped meanings that political
cleavages in this country have had in the public discourse.
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ideological agenda that had formed the motivation for the previous unification, human
rights and democracy movement.
The S h iftin g R ole o f D o m in a n t a n d D issid e n t D isco u rses
While the demise of radical political activism, and the dissident discourses that had
been attached to it, can largely be attributed to the inability or unwillingness of the
workers and students to adapt to changing domestic and international realities, the
concomitant rise of the new left NSMs contributed to the further marginalisation of
these

dissident

elements.

The

changing

nature

of memorial

ceremonies

commemorating the Kwangju Uprising illustrates an instance in which a new form of
rational and institutionalised discourses have gradually come to represent the
democracy movement in the collective memory and now occupy the historical place
previously dominated by radical dissident discourses.

As the nature of dominant

discourses shifted and started to co-opt some previously dissident elements, they
managed to move in and colonise the space previously dominated by dissident
discourses, thus replacing radical dissident arguments over unification, human rights
and democracy, with a more moderate agenda. Illustrative of this is the research
undertaken by anthropologist Linda Lewis who argues that the reconfiguration of
South Korean civil society led to a rejection of the tradition of providing an ‘emotional
retelling’ of South Korea’s recent history, a style of activism that had previously
characterised the commemoration of the anniversary of the Kwangju massacre.
Prevented for many years from seeking closure with this traumatic instance of state
repression, the inauguration of civilian rule in South Korea had allowed for open and
public recognition of the sacrifices made by those involved in the May 1980 Kwangju
Uprising.

For many years, then, in the post-1987 era, May marked a time of

remembrance in Kwangju, commemorated by emotional ceremonies and re
enactments of the unfolding of those tumultuous days in 1980. Ethical arguments
were considered the best expression of dissident discourse. Conducting her research in
the 1990s, Lewis notices a drastic shift in the tone of the events towards the end of the
decade, when the state started to appropriate the commemorations, replacing ethical
discourse with a more practical one. It was deemed that the former style of political
activism was no longer appropriate in a modern Korean democracy.

With their

emotional, sometimes hysterical style of remembering, these public ceremonies did not
reflect the image of a mature and rational civilian democracy desired by the newly
democratic South Korean government. Lewis attributes this to the very nature of the
post-minjung environment extant in 1990s South Korea, arguing that along with a
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more open, diverse public sphere came marginalisation of fringe, left-wing, radical
views:
The changing national political context of the 1990s opened a space for
competing claims and diverse readings of 5.18 [the Kwangju Uprising^] to be
articulated in Kwangju itself; with the minjung movement weakened,
fragmented, and in large part coopted by the state and new middle-classoriented citizens’ movements participating in the institutionalized political
sphere, it seems inevitable that the direct victims’ groups will be displaced
further to the margins.86
This appropriation of dissident ethical argument became even more apparent with the
inauguration of Kim Dae Jung under whom Kwangju ceased to act as a shrine to anti
government resistance and suffering under authoritarian dictatorship, and instead
came to symbolise a ‘mecca of democracy’.**8? Kim Dae Jung held a special place in the
hearts of the citizens of Kwangju, whose city’s status as the capital of Kim’s birth region
(South Chölla) was the reason behind it being the focus of the 1980 protests. Much of
Kim Dae Jung’s public support was, and continues to be, concentrated in the Chölla
region. That radical discourses had emerged in Chölla, despite his efforts to publicly
distance himself from such rhetoric, gives a good indication of the type of negotiation
that took place within and between the dissident discourses: where agreement existed
over normative beliefs, shared beliefs over appropriate behavioural norms differed,
often wildly. Under Kim’s presidency a more concerted effort was made to replace
public rememberings of 1980s activism, as a radical political movement harbouring
revolutionary desires, with a version of history that painted the movement as one that
was cohesive and held moderate political goals for the institutionalisation of liberal
democracy. The slogans used to remember Kwangju, Lewis notes, themselves changed
to reflect the new values of this contemporary Korea under Kim Dae Jung. In 1998,
emotive declarations such as “The Rebirth o f May! Autonomy, Democracy,
Reunification” were replaced with banners expressing vaguer and more moderate
sentiments such as “Human Rights and Peace, fo r a Harmonious Future”. 88 The
radical political activist identity here is gone, the progressive agenda markedly
changed. Autonomy and democracy are trumped by the more general value of ‘human
8s In South Korea, the Kwangju Uprising is sometimes referred to as “5.18”, which makes reference to the
day (18 May 1980) that marked the peak of the protests.
86 Lewis, Linda. (2002). Laying Claim to the Memory of May: A Look Back at the 1980 Kwangju
Uprising. Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, pp.160-1
8? Lewis. Laying Claim to the Memory o f May. p.162
88------- . Laying Claim to the Memory of May. p.156
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rights’ defined as applying to the citizens of South Korea. Even more significantly, the
goal of ‘unification’ is replaced with the ambition of ‘peace’ two goals that, as we will
see in chapter five, are seen as inherently incompatible, at least in the short to medium
term.
The nature of the changing public mood in South Korea that facilitated this shift in
dominant and dissident discourses is demonstrated in an account provided by Lewis,
recounting a conversation that took place during her attendance at the 1998
Commemorative Service in Kwangju. As she waits for the service to commence, Lewis
asks a middle-aged woman for her thoughts on the fact that Kim Dae Jung had sent his
prime minister, Kim Jong-Pil, in his place, especially given the prime minister’s
connections with previous authoritarian regimes. 89 She receives a response that
directly reflects the wide-spread belief in Kwangju, that the election of Kim Dae Jung
was in itself an achievement, closing a door to this stage of South Korea’s tumultuous
past:
“Oh, it’s good,” [the middle aged woman] said, eliciting a chorus of assent from
those sitting around us. “What with the economic problems and his upcoming
trip to America, the president is too busy to come. Those things are more
important than coming here, so he has sent Kim Jong-Pil as his representative”.
“But... it’s Kim Jong-Pil.”
“Oh, that’s okay,” she answered. “We have achieved democracy, Kim Dae Jung
is president—this is right. We are one with the nation now”.90
Lewis contends that these divisions in the Kwangju movement “mirror the fault lines in
the national political discourse”.91 In chapter five I will argue that, not only had an
ideological shift taken place in South Korea during the 1990s, this appearance of a
sense of weariness with seeing Kwangju as a place of suffering, and the
delegitimisation of impassioned and emotional calls for democracy and human rights,
is indicative of the reasons behind the unwillingness of the wider South Korean

89 Kim Jong P’il was a graduate of the Korean Military Academy and married a niece of (Major General)
Park Chung-Hee. Kim founded the KCIA following the military takeover in 1961 and became its first
director. After election to the National Assembly in 1963, he served as senior advisor to President Park
Chung-Hee. (Nahm, Andrew, and James Hoare. (2004). Historical Dictionary of the Republic of Korea.
2nd ed. Lanham: The Scarecrow Press.
Thus, while Ki wasn’t directly involved with the government at the time of Kwangju, his previous
connections with the Park Chung-Hee regime rendered him a suspicious character among
minjungactivists, despite his change in political allegiances - a move seen as purely strategic.
90 Lewis. Laying Claim to the Memory of May. p.161-2
91 ----- . Laying Claim to the Memory of May. p.110
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population to grant legitimacy to radical and emotional discourses around the subject
of North Korea in the post-1987 environment.
This shift in domestic political dominant and dissident discourses is most clearly
illustrated in the changing approach to inter-Korean relations that took place in the
late 1990s and continued into the 2000s. This change in approach and rewriting of
dominant discourses, to the extent that they started to reflect the ethical arguments
made in previous dissident discourses, is directly related to the fragmentation and
(re)mobilisation of political activism discussed in this chapter. The final empirical
chapter of this thesis (chapter five) turns its attention to contemporary Korea, where
debate over inter-Korean relations is sensitive, volatile and, due to the history of
debate over inter-Korean relations, as discussed in this and previous chapters, is
ideologically loaded. Nowhere is this illustrated better than in discussions, within
South Korea, about how to approach the issue of North Korean human rights. In the
concluding section of this chapter I introduce this subject, and briefly discuss the lack
of immediate response by South Korean civil society in the mid-1990s, to the rising
evidence of human rights abuses in the DPRK that the North Korean famine brought to
the world’s attention.9 2 I propose that this failure to provide a coherent response to an
emerging human rights crisis in the northern part of the Korean Peninsula has its roots
in the tumultuous ideological history of the South Korean human rights and
democracy movement that has been discussed in some detail in this and previous
chapters. While a pro-North Korean dissident discourse was abandoned in the post1987 era, alongside the radical unification movement, the central role that chuch’e
ideology had previously played in the consciousness of the 386-generation has not
been completely subsumed into the moderate progressive agenda, a truism that
becomes only too evident when considering the silence that greeted the news of gulags
and public executions, among other atrocities, in the DPRK. The battles within and
between civil society groups, both domestically and transnational^, become the focus
of chapter five.

The North Korean Fam ine
With the North Korean famine of the mid-1990s came the first verifiable reports of
extensive human rights violations in the closed, secretive state. Compared with the
strong condemnatory response that the Kim Young Sam government had given, just a
few years earlier, to Amnesty International’s report on the North Korean human rights
92 These reports came from defectors, fleeing to China in search of food or commerce.
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situation, this new evidence was greeted with a resounding silence. The NSM NGOs,
whose members included many activists who had only recently discarded their openly,
strongly-held pro-North Korean attitudes, did not have a clear ideological or policy
platform from which to respond to the allegations of those defectors whose claims of
widespread human rights abuses in the DPRK were making their way into the South
Korean media. They chose, instead, to concentrate on the immediate humanitarian
response, citing concerns for ‘peace’, ‘stability’ and ‘prosperity’ as reasons for this
decision to pay scant attention to complaints of human rights abuses, so similar to
those that they had only just recently fought so hard to rectify in their own society.
The considerable evidence that the famine brought regarding the weakened state of the
North Korean regime added to the increased sense of security that South Korea had
been developing in the 1990s.

The end of the Cold War, the consolidation of

democratic institutions in South Korea and the evidence of a stunted North Korean
economy, decreased both the need for, and resonance of, state-led anti-North Korean
discourses.

These factors combined to bring about the birth of the peace and

unification

movement.

As sections of civil society mobilised to provide

relief/humanitarian aid, followed by development assistance, NGOs, advocating
unification through the ‘engagement’ of a benevolent South Korean society, started to
proliferate. This ‘peace movement’, explains Lee Tae-ho of the NSM NGO, PSPD, “was
necessary from the aspect of war prevention on the Korean Peninsula and the
reduction of economic burdens on South Korea in the case of the rapid collapse of
North Korea”. 93 Thus, the two main arguments that had historically been put forward
by successive, authoritarian South Korean governments for the isolation of the North
Korean regime—physical security and South Korean economic development-were
effectively countered. State and civil society engagement focused on the humanitarian
aspects of the problem - the provision of aid - and was presented to the South Korean
people in practical terms: this type of engagement would further the cause of ‘peace’
on the Korean Peninsula, as well as South Korea’s long term prosperity. The legitimacy
of the ‘peace movement, argues Lee, was based on its ability to play a key mediation
role:
Through diverse methods of contact with North Korea, these people became
civilian experts on North Korean society and acted as multi-structured
messengers between the North and South Korean governments and the civilian
society, and started to establish themselves as rational mediators providing

93 Lee. "Overcoming National Division".
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rational advice to the international society and as agents for resolving
tensions.94
As I discussed in chapter one, this ideological positioning by the left-wing peace
movement is not without precedence. The peace movement that emerged in Western
Europe during the Cold War emphasised engagement and denuclearisation over
human rights dialogue, much to the disdain of Eastern European human rights and
democracy activists such as Vaclav Havel, who scorned Western ‘peace fighters’ for
what he saw to be a low-risk, narrow-minded and ideologically opportunistic
campaign. As I further explore in some detail in chapter five, the accusations levelled
towards the Western peace movement during the 1970s and 1980s, of appeasement
and the desire to achieve peace at any price’, are echoed in today in Korea by critics of
Kim Dae Jung’s Sunshine policy.
In South Korea, however, a small sub-section of the progressive movement resisted
this latest ideological trend which pitted ‘peace’ against ‘human rights’, a decision that
ultimately had a dramatic impact on their ideological and political agenda and
dissident discourse.

Having failed to adopt to the norms of the ‘new left’, these

political activists underwent a transformation: from defenders of South Korean human
rights and advocates of North Korean style socialism to advocates for greater
accountability of the North Korean regime with regard to human rights and liberal
democracy. Thus, a South Korean version of the ‘new right’ was founded and dissident
discourse that emerged around this ‘North Korean human rights movement’ forms the
core of the analysis provided in chapter five.

C onclusion
This chapter has argued that two important phenomena continued to influence the
direction of political activism in post-1987 Korea: fragmentation and (re)mobilisation.
Immediately following 1987, a radical unification movement that embraced a chuch’einspired vision of a unified Korea emerged. However this trend was short-lived. After
the wholesale de-legitimisation of this movement, radical progressive discourses were
eventually subsumed into the dominant moderate progressive discourses as a large
number of the radical dissident communities surrendered their anti-systemic stances
and pursued careers in the issue-based NSM civil society organisations. This resulted
in a ‘new left’ movement whose discourse was unable to express a clear ideological
94------- . "Overcoming National Division".
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world-view, instead focusing on the inequities inherent to particular aspects of the
capitalist system, such as environmental disadvantage and gender inequality: issuebased activism was born. Aspirations for unification were also subsumed into this
catch-all progressive discourse, re-emerging as the ‘peace movement’ which prioritised
the maintenance of peace and the pursuit of prosperity over idealistic visions for
unification in the short term.
While pro-North Korean discourses disappeared, the silence that emanated from the
progressive side of politics, in response to allegations of human rights abuses in the
DPRK, suggests that many of these activists had not yet fully discarded the socialistinspired, class-based understanding of society that had for so many years inspired
their work as political dissidents. Explicit condemnation of the North Korean regime
for its human rights abuses appeared anathema to this group of activists, many of
whom had long argued that the human rights situation in South Korea under
authoritarian rule was rooted in the country’s systemic features, the amelioration of
which would only come with the transformation of this system into one resembling
that of the DPRK.

However, in a society where liberal democracy and freedom of

rights were now enshrined, the movement’s lack of action on the issue of North Korean
human rights was untenable, especially given the militant, pro-human rights and
democracy identity of many of its members.

The election of Kim Dae-Jung as

President, and his adoption of the ‘Sunshine policy’, provided some legitimacy to this
moderate, ‘peace-oriented’ approach of the NSMs. As I will discuss in chapter five, the
Sunshine policy was seized upon by the peace movement as it satisfied the moderate
progressive agenda that had emerged during the time of democratic transition. It also
catered to the deep-seated disinclination of the more radical among these activists, to
come out strongly in opposition to the North Korean regime.
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CHAPTER FIVE
A New Era of Inter-Korean Relations: 1997-2007
The North Wind and the Sun were disputing which was the stronger,
when a traveller came along wrapped in a warm cloak.
They agreed that the one who first succeeded in making the traveller
take his cloak off should be considered stronger than the other.
The North Wind blew as hard as he could, but the more he blew the
more closely did the traveller fold his cloak around him;
and at last the North Wind gave up the attempt.
Then the Sun shined out warmly, and immediately the traveller took off
his cloak.
And so the North Wind was obliged to confess that the Sun was the
stronger of the two.
Gentleness and kind persuasion win where force and bluster fail.

“The North Wind and the Sun”, Aesop’s Fables
Aesop’s fable, The North Wind and the Sun, came to symbolise the new Kim Dae Jung
government’s policy towards North Korea which, advocating gentle persuasion over
brute force, became known as the “Sunshine policy”. Whereas in the past, South
Korean governments had been reluctant to align themselves too closely with the
bellicose and unpredictable left-wing regimes of Kim II Sung and Kim Jong II,
President Kim Dae Jung declared that the best approach towards North Korea was one
of patient

conciliation:

cooperation

and

economic

interaction

became

the

government’s main tools through which it would endeavour to decrease tensions on
the Korean Peninsula. In this chapter I discuss the evolution of political activism in
this new environment, with a special focus on the undertakings of those activists who
advocated around the cause of North Korean human rights. This chapter thus provides
the final building block of the argument presented in this thesis, about the historicallyconstituted, negotiated nature of debate over inter-Korean relations and the role
played by political activists in its evolution.

Through their dissident discourses,

political activists engaged in processes of norm negotiation around the three central
beliefs of unification, human rights and democracy. The interrelationship that was
built between these beliefs had important consequences for domestic political debate
over inter-Korean relations, witnessed most clearly in contemporary discourse on
North Korean human rights today.
Previous chapters have revealed a series of political activist developments. In chapter
two, which examined activism leading up to the 1980 Kwangju Uprising, two clear
trends were identified: the very beginnings of the radicalisation of dissident discourses
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among some elements of the democracy, human rights and unification movement, as
well as the start of greater cooperation between disparate political activist elements,
such as the church, students and labour. Chapter three, focusing on 1980s activism
taking place between two key critical juncture events (the Kwangju Uprising and the
June 1987 Uprising), noted the continuation of the trend towards radicalisation, on a
more significant level, alongside the greater transnationalisation of the movement
which coincided with Kim Dae Jung’s exile in the United States. While these two
trends were contradictory in many ways and resulted in the partial fragmentation of
the movement, the work of activists during the 1980s culminated in the coming
together of a wide range of actors into a powerful coalition which took to the streets in
June 1987, calling for constitutional change and greater democratisation.

This

presentation of a united voice for democracy had important consequences for the
future of political activism, as the domestic scene shifted dramatically during the
subsequent period of democratic transition.
During the 1990s, as discussed in chapter four, the fragmentation that had existed as a
state of tension between dissident elements in the years leading up to the 1987
Uprising now sharpened.

As activists reassessed their roles in a new era of

institutionalised democracy and opposition, the movement splintered definitively.
After a period of increased radicalisation at the beginning of this era, it became clear
that militant, ideologically-directed oppositional politics no longer had a place in South
Korean society and a second trend - remobilisation - started to emerge.

Those

activists who remained committed to social and political change refocused their
energies and took up a variety of different agendas in a movement that became known
as the ‘new left’, which better reflected the new environment in which they found
themselves. This shift of agendas is the starting point for the current chapter: while
most activists made the smooth transition from dissident politics into institutionalised
politics (either through party politics or as the leaders of the New Social Movements
(NSMs)), a smaller faction reassessed their priorities entirely in light of information
that was emerging over North Korean human rights. These groups joined the trend
towards the South Korean ‘new right’, challenging entrenched discourse over how to
conduct inter-Korean relations.
In this final chapter I argue that, during the years of progressive rule under the Kim
Dae Jung and Roh Moo Hyun (No Muhyön) governments (1997-2007), the trends
identified in the previous chapter (fragmentation and remobilisation) converge,
resulting in the development of a new propensity towards political reorientation,
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described above. Concomitant to this, and continuing from the development that was
first identified in chapter three, is the tendency towards transnationalisation.

In

addition to these two political trends, which form the analytical lenses of the chapter, a
third and entirely new development is also identified as starting to emerge towards the
end of the period in question: depoliticisation. Actors attempted to build bridges
between ideologically opposed political adversaries, concerned that the legacy of
decades of political activism had stultified discourse over inter-Korean relations.
Appealing to universal, ‘depoliticised’ values of human rights and democracy, in an
attempt to overcome deeply entrenched divides in South Korean society, these actors
strove to untangle the issue of North Korean human rights from the ideological web of
norms, beliefs and arguments that it had become caught up in.
Following from the analytical approach adopted in preceding chapters and to properly
understand the dominant discursive structure in which political activists operated, I
will firstly provide a brief outline of South Korean government discourse over interKorean relations during the period under examination. A notable difference between
this and accounts provided in the previous three chapters is that government
documents dealing with the subject of North-South relations become decidedly duller
with the advent of the Sunshine policy.

Flamboyant accusations and colourful

pejorative statements disappear altogether from South Korean rhetoric towards North
Korea, reflective of the gentle approach taken by Aesop’s ‘Sun’ rather than that of the
blustery ‘North wind’.

Discourse around Kim Dae Jung’s announcement of his

Sunshine policy is first canvassed, followed by an examination of justifications given
for this new inter-Korean relations initiative, in the light of a series of events that take
place during Kim’s presidency, such as North Korean aggression towards the end of
1999, as well as the June 2000 Summit meeting between Kim Jong II and Kim Dae
Jung. Roh Moo Hyun’s presidency will similarly be viewed in terms of its Sunshinestyle inter-Korean relations policy of “Peace and Prosperity”, with a focus on a series of
events: the passing of the North Korean Human Rights Act (NKHRA) in the US
Congress, increase in tensions between the two Koreas in 2005, as well as backlash
against the re-emergence of radical left wing points of view in South Korean society.

K im D a e J u n g (1 9 9 8 - 2 0 0 2 )
The Su n sh in e P o licy
Political debate during 1998 was undertaken in the shadow of the financial crisis that
hit much of Asia in July 1997. South Korea was particularly badly hit by the crisis and
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was forced to adopt a series of reforms under the direction of the International
Monetary Fund (IMF).1 The inaugural address given by Kim Dae Jung in February
1998 reflects the central role played by economic considerations during this period and
the impact it was having on the day-to-day lives of South Korean citizens. Entitled
“Overcoming National Crisis and Taking a New Leap Forward”, the speech was
centrally focused upon addressing the new government’s proposed measures for
tackling the financial crisis. Emphasis is given to a number of key themes; patriotism,
cooperation and dialogue.

Inter-Korean relations, in this atmosphere, are given

relatively little space, and the government’s new North Korea policy is addressed by
the President as the speech’s final agenda item.
Kim Dae Jung addresses the question of inter-Korean relations in the context of a
newly globalised world. By framing the issue in this way, Kim urges South Koreans to
recognise the far-reaching consequences of inter-Korean relations policy, suggesting
that it can no longer be seen as a ‘unique’ Korean problem only able to be understood
within the particular context of peninsular politics. Through drawing attention to the
ramifications of a divided Korea on both the region and the world, Kim Dae Jung
attempts to strip inter-Korean relations of some of the emotion and identity politics
that had long characterised the debate, thus desensitising the issue overall, and
incorporating it as part of the new approach to diplomacy that the ROK would take,
heading into the twenty-first century.
In this respect, the most noteworthy aspect of Kim’s inaugural speech is the absence of
accusatory statements towards North Korea. Nowhere is North Korea blamed for
either the division of the Peninsula or for the ongoing conflict between the two Koreas.
In contrast to his successors, who positioned themselves as morally superior to the
North Korean regime, Kim Dae Jung adopts a self-effacing language; humble and
contrite. By confessing himself to “feel boundless shame” he infers that a certain
amount of responsibility for ongoing tensions between the two Koreas lies within
South Korea’s own political structure:
The 21st century will be a millennium characterized by both competition and
cooperation. Diplomacy in the age of globalization will require a change in
ways of thinking ... Our national security has to be independent as well as
collective. Based on the unity of the people and a strong armed force with high
morale, we must strengthen our independent security posture. At the same
1As a result, in South Korea today the Asian Financial Crisis’ is most commonly referred to as the “IMF
Crisis” or more simply, as the “IMF”.
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time, we will never neglect collective security, further firming up, among other
things, the ROK-US security arrangement ... Inter-Korean relations must be
developed on the basis of reconciliation and cooperation as well as the
settlement of peace. The Cold-War style of South-North relations for over a
half century, during which members of separated families could not confirm
whether their own parents, brothers and sisters are alive or dead, let alone
carry on dialogue and exchanges, must be transformed as soon as possible. I
cannot but feel boundless shame before our ancestors who maintained one
unified country for more than 1,300 years.23
Towards the end of this address, Kim enumerates the principles guiding his
government’s approach to inter-Korean relations—the Sunshine policy—that would
shape North-South relations in the years and decades to come:
First we will never tolerate armed provocation of any kind. Second, we do not
have any intention to harm or absorb North Korea. Third, we will actively push
reconciliation and cooperation between the South and North, beginning with
those areas which can be most easily agreed upon. 3
In an official booklet published by the South Korean Ministry of Unification (MoU),
summarising

recent

developments

in

North-South

relations,

the

“People’s

Government’s Engagement Policy Toward North Korea” is described as being based on
a recognition of the ‘dual nature of reality’. That is, the Kim Dae Jung government
positions itself as privileging pragmatic considerations over policies driven by emotion
and ideology:
North Korea is a hostile entity that threatens the security of South Korea. On
the other hand, however, North Korea is a partner with which South Korean
ought to promote unification through reconciliation and cooperation. Due to
this duality of inter-Korean relations, the South’s North Korea policy calls for
the promotion of reconciliation and cooperation based on solid security
preparedness.
What is most crucial on the Korean Peninsula is to nurture peace while
thwarting North Korea’s military adventure and tension building. Inducing

2 Kim, Dae Jung. (2004). "Overcoming National Crisis and Taking a New Leap Forward: Inaugural
Address of the 15th President of the Republic of Korea, February 25,1998". In The 21st Century and the
Korean People: Selected Speeches of Kim Dae-Jung, 1998-2004, edited by Kim, Dae Jung. Seoul:
Hakgojae. pp.29-30
3 Kim. "Overcoming National Crisis", p.30
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North Korea to give up its scheme to unity the Korean Peninsula under
Communism is the short cut to securing peace on the Peninsula .4
Throughout 1998, scepticism over the Kim Dae Jung government’s Sunshine policy
remained relatively high.s Addressing this doubt, Kim Dae Jung gave the issue of
inter-Korean relations priority in his New Year Address. Continuing with the adoption
of a strictly pragmatic tone, Kim acknowledges the ongoing provocations by the North,
and points out the quieter yet concomitant successes that the Sunshine policy had had,
in its infancy, in its goal to increase interaction between the two Koreas.
language such as ‘consistent’, ‘favorable

Using

results’, ‘preparations’, and ‘active

engagement’, the President continues to steer clear of emotionally provocative identity
and ethical arguments:
Fellow citizens,
Our North Korea policy, which in the past, repeatedly caused our allies to be
confused has been carried out more consistently over the past 10 months than
at any time before and has reaped favorable results.

The policy of the

Government of the People to simultaneously pursue national security and
reconciliation and cooperation is being supported not only by our citizens but
by people around the world as the most proper North Korea policy
North Korea, on one hand, is repeating provocative acts ... On the other hand, it
has started to undertake inter-Korean exchanges and cooperation beginning
with Kumgangsan [Kümgangsan] tourism.
I will not neglect to take thorough preparations against North Korean
provocations in cooperation with our allies, but I will continue to maintain the
position of active engagement if North Korea shows a positive attitude.456
C ooperation in the Face o f A g g re ssio n
1999 brought with it the first real test of Kim Dae Jung’s engagement policy:
simultaneous with the first South Korean tourist trip to North Korea’s Kümgangsan
resort came North Korean transgressions in the West Sea, over the Northern Limit
Line (NLL). The South Korean navy took a firm and strong stance against the North

Ministry of Unification. (1999). South-North Dialogue in Korea, N0.66. Seoul: Office of the South-North
Dialogue, Ministry of Unification, p.8
5 Yoon, Young-kwan. (2000). "South Korea in 1999: Overcoming Cold War Legacies". Asian Survey, 40
(1), 164-71. p.
6 Kim, Dae Jung. (1999). "Glory out of Difficulties: A New Year’s Message to the Nation, January 1,1999".
In Government of the People: Selected Speeches of President Kim Dae-Jung, Vol. 1, edited by Office of the
President. Seoul: Office of the President, Republic of Korea, p.339
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Korean transgressions, further galvanising support for the Sunshine policy and
combating the Opposition’s criticisms that the engagement approach was in fact
merely a form of dangerous appeasement.7 In a letter published on Global Policy
Forum, the South Korean President describes the implications of continuing North
Korean aggression for his approach to inter-Korean relations:
A test of my pledge [to the Sunshine Policy] came in June when the Republic’s
navy in the Yellow Sea had to fend off intruding North Korean navy ships ... The
navy faithfully followed the guidelines I set down, and the result was the
avoidance of a potentially greater tragedy.
Even in the face of such armed conflicts and war like crisis, I made decisions
based on my vision for the long-range development of friendly relations with
North Korea ... However, the fact remains that, despite our genuinely friendly
gestures, North Korea has not shown much indication that it is changing its
hostile ways in any fundamental sense. A case in point is the suspicion that
North Korea is preparing to test-fire a long range missile soon ... To deter the
test-firing, we have to both persuade and pressure the North Koreans. We are
making it clear to the authorities in Pyongyang that such provocations will be
repaid with severe pain and a high price while, on the other hand, if they shift
their attitudes to reconciliation and cooperation, it would bring them more
benefit... We will not give up under any circumstances. I am firmly convinced
that the two Koreas will eventually be reconciled, grow together and eventually
contribute to world peace in a unique way.8
In ter-K o rea n S u m m it
Over the course of 1999, much of the debate and scepticism over the value of the
Sunshine policy subsided, laying the ground for the organisation of the June 2000
Pyongyang summit between Kim Jong II and Kim Dae Jung, for which Kim Dae Jung
would, later that year, win a Nobel Peace Prize.9 While the year 2000 brought with it
an increase in concerns regarding the reciprocity of the Sunshine policy,10 this debate
did not overshadow the elation experienced by South Koreans at the time of the
historic June summit. In fact, in the first half of 2000, Kim Dae Jung’s popularity

7Yoon. "South Korea in 1999". p.165
8 Kim, Dae Jung. (1999). "Seeking to Prevent a North Korean Missile Test". Global Policy Forum, Global
Viewpoint: August 30. last viewed 3 December 2009,
http: / / www.gIobaIpolicv.org/component/content/article/202/424d8.htm1.
9 Ha, Yong-chool. (2001). "South Korea in 2000: A Summit and the Search for New Institutional Identity".
Asian Survey, 41 (1), 30-9; Yoon. "South Korea in 1999".
10 Ha. "South Korea in 2000". p.31
182

C h a p ter F ive

New Era of Inter-Korean Relations

ratings skyrocketed to levels around 70-72%, and polling revealed that the Nobel
committee’s decision to grant the Peace Prize to Kim Dae Jung was a move welcomed
by the majority of the South Korean population.11 Upon his return to Seoul, Kim Dae
Jung gave a speech describing his experience. Despite the high levels of emotion
experienced by the South Korean people on the occasion of this summit, the speech
delivered by the President remained pragmatic, continuing his rejection of the emotive
rhetoric adopted by many of his 386-generation supporters. While drawing on some
common identity discourse, the speech put this all in the context of the themes of
cooperation and confirmation of the value of the Sunshine policy, encouraging the
continuation of directing the Sun’s rays towards the DPRK rather than the blustery
North Wind:
Fellow Koreans,
I have just returned home after completing the historic visit to North Korea. I
am pleased to be back with my tasks finished as planned ... a new age has
dawned for this nation ... National Defense Commission Chairman Kim Jong
IPs welcome and hospitality was beyond my expectations.

He came to

Pyongyang Airport to welcome me on my arrival and also on my departure. In
the course of the talks, there were times when I was desperate, but I tried my
level best with faithfulness ...
[M]ore than anything else, the summit meeting itself was the most important. I
found that Pyongyang, too, was our land, indeed. The Pyongyang people are
the same as us, the same nation sharing the same blood. Regardless of what
they have been saying and acting outwardly, they have deep love and a longing
for their compatriots in the South. If you talk with them, you notice that right
away. That is quite natural because we have been a homogenous nation for
thousands of years. We lived as a unified nation for 1,300 years before we were
divided 55 years ago against our will. It is impossible for us to continue to live
separated physically and spiritually. I was able to reconfirm this fact first-hand
during this visit. I have returned with the conviction that, sooner or later, we
will become reconciled with each other, cooperate, and finally get reunified.12

11
------------ . "South Korea in 2000". p.34
12 Kim, Dae Jung. (2004). "A New Age has Dawned: On Returning Home from the Inter-Korean Summit
in Pyongyang, June 15, 2000". In The 21st Century and the Korean People: Selected Speeches of Kim DaeJung, 1998-2004, edited by Kim, Dae Jung. Seoul: Hakgojae. pp.127-8
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R oh M oo H y u n ( 2 0 0 3 - 2 0 0 7 )
The P o licy f o r P eace a n d P r o s p e r ity
The election of Roh Moo Hyun to the presidency in late 2002 brought with it high
hopes for renewal and reform within South Korea, and marked the coming of age of
the 386-generation who were given influential posts in government and the public
service. Described by both his supporters and critics as a highly idealistic man,13 Roh
worked his way up from humble beginnings to become a human rights lawyer.
Working during the 1980s, he was horrified by the plight of the students that he
represented and became himself a leader in the 1980s student movement. As the
president of South Korea, Roh promised reform and a new future for Korean politics,
freed of the authoritarian vestiges of the past. Roh Moo Hyun’s narrow victory over his
conservative GNP opponent defied several long-term trends in Korean politics. Most
notably, this was the first election where the decisive factors behind the candidate’s
success were not regionalism, but ideology.14 While Roh himself was fifty-six years of
age, he was the champion of the younger 386-generation, and the internet activism
surrounding his election campaign is widely credited for ensuring his success.13
Perhaps the most noteworthy feature of Roh’s electoral success was his identity as a
political radical and his openly ideological politics. For the first time, a left-wing,
‘progressive’ government was elected into this country whose politics had, since its
conception, been shaped by the conservative-driven discourses of anti-communism. In
an article published in Newsweek towards the beginning of Roh’s presidency, reporter
B.J. Lee explains that “Roh, who championed a liberal agenda, was shunned by the
older generation, but young supporters supported him en masse”.16 In recognition of
this debt, Roh filled his government with young staffers belonging to the 386generation, in a move to overcome the stultifying patterns of corruption that had
characterised South Korean politics to date but which he promised were now
consigned to Korea’s history. Thus, in a Confucian society where age and status are
closely tied together, this younger 386-generation, notorious for its anti-authority style

Moon, Ilhwan. (2003). "South Korea's Roh: From Idealist to Pragmatist". Business Week, June 9;
Snyder, Scott. (2009). "South Korea's Roh Moo Hyun: An Impossible Idealist". 23 May,

http: / /sitrep.giobalsecuritv.org/articles/0Q0523350-sQuth-k0reas-r0h-m00-hyun-an-i.htm.
14 Campbell, Emma. (2009). "Roh - A Nation Mourns". Westender. last viewed 7 December 2009,
http:/ / www. weste nder.com. au/ news A548.
13 Moon, Jae-yun, and Shinkyu Yang. (2003). "The Internet as an Agent of Political Change: The Case of
"Rohsamo" in the South Korean Presidential Campaign of 2002". Twenty-Fourth International

Conference on Information Systems.
16 Lee, B.J. (2003). "Out with the Old". Newsweek, 4 August.
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political activism, was suddenly catapulted into the spotlight. A news article published
the day before Roh’s inauguration speech summed up the mood in South Korea: “This
generation doesn’t like authority,” says student radical-turned-lawmaker Im Jeongseok. “Increasingly, however, this generation is the authority. Korea may never be the
same”.17
Roh’s foundational speech, delivered at his inauguration ceremony in February 2003,
focused both on his strategy for overcoming the deep-seated patterns of corruption in
government and business, as well as his vision for a new security future in Northeast
Asia. Appealing to the South Korean nation’s ability to overcome adversity he argued
in firm and pragmatic terms for a reconceptualisation of the role that the Korean
Peninsula could play in the pursuit of regional security:
In this new age, our future can no longer be confined to the Korean Peninsula.
The Age of Northeast Asia is fast approaching. Northeast Asia, which used to
be on the periphery of the modern world, is now emerging as a new source of
energy in the global economy ... In order to bring about a genuine Age of
Northeast Asia, a structure of peace must first be institutionalized on the
Korean Peninsula.18
In further extrapolating the realisation of this new ‘Age’ and the principles that would
underline his government’s approach to North Korea - the Policy for Peace and
Prosperity - the new President made reference to concerns that some in South Korea
had started to raise over the lack of reciprocity in the conduct of inter-Korean relations
and, relatedly, the moral appropriateness of the Sunshine policy, which Roh’s Policy of
Peace and Prosperity closely mirrored:
So far, we have made great efforts to promote peace in the land and the results
have been remarkable. Exchanges of people and merchandise between the two
Koreas are taking place routinely, almost on a daily basis ... In this process,
however, we have come to learn that we need to pursue North Korea policies
based on a broader national consensus. While trying to build on the good
results reaped so far [through the Sunshine policy] and to bring further
progress, I intend to improve the way the policies are actually implemented. ^

17 Moon, Ilhwan, and Mark Clifford. (2003). "Korea's Young Lions". Business Week, 24 February, last
viewed 2 December 2009, http: / / www.businessweek.com/magazine/content/Q2 o 8 /b 2 8 2 io n .h tm .
18 Roh, Moo Hyun. (2003). "Inauguration Speech", last viewed 2 December 2009. p.116
19 Roh. "Inauguration Speech", p.117
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The Roh government’s approach to inter-Korean relations emphasised the placing of
special focus upon dialogue, mutual trust and reciprocity, the involvement of the
international community without taking away the principle agency from the two
Koreas and to “enhance transparency, expand citizen participation, and secure
bipartisan support”. Roh further promised to “implement my policy for peace and
prosperity with the support of the general public”.20
Despite the promises given by Roh Moo Hyun during his election campaign, and the
high hopes of those who had voted for him, Roh’s leadership faced some serious
challenges during 2003, casting into doubt his government’s capacity to bring about
the reforms promised. Roh’s unique leadership style did not inspire confidence among
the Korean people, symbolised by his announcement in June—less than six months
into his presidency—that: “I feel incompetent as president and a sense of crisis that I
will not be able to perform my duties”.21 Lacking the Parliamentary majority necessary
to bring about his promised reforms, and the political ability to overcome such hurdles,
Lee Hong-yung argues that Roh “alienated almost every politically influential group”.22
With Roh’s moral authority in serious doubt going into 2004, it is no surprise that his
first New Year’s address to the nation put the greatest focus on overcoming domestic
problems, and made only passing reference to inter-Korean relations. Roh made no
attempt to combat increasingly loud criticism of his North Korea policy as a form of
appeasement, leaving this task to the Ministry of Unification (MoU). Minister Jeong
Se-hyun commemorated the one-year anniversary of Roh’s inauguration with a letter
published in The Korea Times, in which he defended the progress of inter-Korean
relations under the government’s policy for peace and prosperity. In doing so, he
counterpoises his government’s approach to inter-Korean relations with the concerns
of the conservative Bush government which he describes as ‘hawkish’, thus suggesting
that accusations of the South Korean government ‘appeasing’ the North Korean regime
were ideological attacks rather than considered political positions:
20 ----- . "Inauguration Speech", p.117
21 Green, Shane. (2003). "Roh's game of self-doubt leaves Korea rudderless". Sydney Morning Herald,
October 18.
Roh’s self-professed lack of surety, as well as being widely reported in the South Korean domestic press,
was also picked up by many foreign news agencies and was thus a source of embarrassment to the South
Korean people, who until now had been basking in the glow of a reputation as a stable example of a
peaceful and successful transition to democracy. Time Asia’s Seoul correspondent, John Larkin,
concludes that while the crisis of confidence Roh was experiencing was indeed devastating, it was not
irreversible: “Can Roh get back on track?” he asks? “Maybe. One way to start would be to quit carping
about his “sense of crisis”—the kind of talk that gives Seoul’s political sharks an intoxicating scent of blood
in the water. For now, there’s hope. Roh, who rose from an impoverished family to become President, has
already shown his gift for turning adversity intro triumph”. (Larkin, John. (2003). "President Roh Sings
the Blues". Time Asia, 2 June.)
22 Lee, Hong-yung. (2004). "South Korea in 2003: A Question of Leadership?" Asian Survey, 44 (1), 130-8.
P-131
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When President Roh Moo-Hyun took office in February last year, political and
economic circumstances at home and aboard were anything but rosy; in fact
they were quite grim ... North Korea’s nuclear issue cast a shadow on the
Korean Peninsula, and South Korea and the US were not in complete alignment
with each other on how to deal with North Korea ... My first concern was
finding the appropriate balance in the priority between resolving the nuclear
issues and promoting inter-Korean relations.

The central question was

whether resolution of the nuclear crisis had to precede continued promotion of
inter-Korean relations. The Korean Peninsula was already in a state of tension
due to the unfreezing of nuclear activities by North Korea and the rising voice
of “hawks” within the US administration. Moreover, domestic public opinion
began to sway away from the promotion of inter-Korean relations, and
maintaining the traditional ROK-US alliance was becoming progressively more
challenging.^
The Minister goes on to explain the rationale behind the government’s decision to
pursue the Sunshine-style policies of the previous government. He argues, in practical
terms, that South Korea had the most to gain from cooperation with North Korea, and
the most to lose from increased tensions:
In the end, a decision was made by the government to pursue a policy of
simultaneously attempting to resolve the North Korean nuclear issue and
developing inter-Korean relations.

The basis upon which this policy was

founded rested on a realistic and comprehensive assessment of the unbalanced
social structure of South Korea where more than half of its population resides
around the Seoul metropolitan area not too far from the DMZ. In addition, the
vulnerability of the economic structure in which the stock market and the
industrial sector can be adversely affected by political insecurity was all too
clear. Ultimately, this policy reflected the inescapable fact that it was in the
national interests of the people of South Korea as we were the primary party to
the nuclear issue and would have the most to lose if the nuclear crisis
worsened. *24

23

Jeong, Se-hyun. (2004). "Inter-Korean Relations under Policy for Peace and Prosperity". The Korea

Times, February 24, p.i, 5.
24

Jeong. "Inter-Korean Relations under Policy for Peace and Prosperity".
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Growth of the Peace Movement
The peace movement has become a strong phenomenon in South Korean civil society
and has been closely linked with the progressive governments of Kim Dae Jung and
Roh Moo Hyun, and the policies of unification-direction engagement that they adopted.
The precedence that the achievement of ‘peace’ through engagement should take in
South Korean policy was clearly articulated by Park Kyung-seo, ROK Ambassador-atLarge for Human Rights between 2001 and 2006. He cites the National Human Rights
Commission, an institution whose senior membership was heavily dominated by 386generation former activists and which, in 2004, released an “anti-war statement”. The
statement, according to Park, was “a reflection of a general national consensus in
Korea”, following polling that had shown over 70% of the Korean public opposed war
and supported peace building on the Peninsula. Park cites the statement in some
length, focusing particularly on the relationship between peace and human rights:
The National Human Rights Commission has been entrusted by the people of
South Korea with the duty to protect and advance the cause of human rights,
according to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights ...
As a national institution, we further have a responsibility and duty to protect
the right to life and safety of citizens; protect the ideology and value of our
Constitution, which promotes world peace and renounces wars of aggression.2s
Park draws two important lessons from the statement. First, he argues, “a universal
respect for human rights and pursuit for justice will pave the way for world peace ...
Peace can only be achieved through peaceful methods”. Second, he continues, “the
extent to which peace can be achieved is directly related to the struggles and efforts put
by the peace movement.

Peace and action are always proportional”. 26

The

juxtaposition of these two arguments - the continuing importance of ‘human rights’ as
a motivating belief, and the subsequent pursuit of these rights through peaceful means
- reflects the unification-first platform of the progressive movement, for which Park,
in his position of ‘Human Rights Ambassador’, was a key spokesperson. According to
the argument presented by Park, and reflected in the Commission’s anti-war statement,
human rights, as an overriding consideration for government and civil society, could
not be secured in the context of conflict and confrontation. As a corollary to this,
government and civil society action should strive to achieve peaceful relations with
their adversaries. Domestic political debate was thus framed in these terms and had

2s National Human Rights Commission-ROK (2004). Cited in: Park, Kyung-seo. (2007). Promoting Peace
and Human Rights on the Korean Peninsula. Seoul: Ehwa Womans University Press, pp.13-14
26 Park. Promoting Peace and Human Rights on the Korean Peninsula, p.14
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important implications for discourse over North Korean human rights. The peace
movement, which informed the dominant discourse of the Kim Dae Jung and Roh Moo
Hyun governments, as well as the dissident discourse of the powerful NSMs, held the
promotion of unification as a primary political goal, a legacy of the 1980s oppositional
movement.*2?
N orth K o rea n H u m an R ig h ts A c t (NKHRA)
After an Opposition Party attempt to impeach President Roh in March 2004 failed,
and was subsequently condemned by majority public opinion in South Korea28, the
crisis facing Roh’s Uri Party gradually subsided. 29 At the Spring Parliamentary
elections the Uri party finally gained an absolute majority. Victor Cha observes that,
for the first time since its founding, South Korea was finally governed in the majority
by a government that outwardly promoted a progressive, liberal politics.30 Perhaps
feeling emboldened by this, the ruling progressive Uri party were critical of the US
North Korean Human Rights Act (NKHRA) which was passed through US House of
Representatives in July and through the Senate in September.31 Although the Uri
party did not make direct comment on the Act, it made clear its concerns that pressing
North Korea on its human rights record would negatively impact the progress of interKorean relations.32 In the months leading up to the Congressional vote on the Act,
Park Kyung-seo (Pak Kyöngsö), South Korea’s first ‘Human Rights Ambassador’33,
warned:
[I]t might be said that the US North Korean Human Rights Act is a mixture of
human rights politics of the super power and human rights movements of
NGOs. Thus, it is necessary for us to watch the Act whether it is purely for the
improvement of human rights situations for North Korean or whether it
contains other political reasons.3*

2? Doucette, Jamie. (2010). "The Terminal Crisis of the "Participatory Government" and the Election of
Lee Myung Bak". Journal o f Contemporary Asia, 40 (1), 22-43. P-31
28 Cha, Victor. (2005). "South Korea in 2004: Peninsular Flux". Asian Survey, 45 (1), 33-40. p.33
29 Early on in his presidency, in the face of a lack of support by some lawmakers within the MDP, Roh
broke away with those loyal to him (largely from the MDP’s left faction) and formed the “Uri Party” whose
full Korean name (Yeollin Uri Dang) can be translated as “Our Open Party”.
3° Cha. "South Korea in 2004". p.39
31The NKHRA (known officially as H.R. 4011 (North Korean Human Rights Act of 2004)) was signed into
law by President Bush on 17 October 2004
The Act, whose stated purpose was “To promote human rights and freedom in the Democratic People’s
Republic of Korea”, allowed the President to
32 Suh, Bo-hyuk. (2007). "Controversies over North Korean Human Rights in South Korean Society".
Asian Perspective, 31 (2), 23-46. p.37
33 Park is also referred to alternatively as the Special Envoy on Human Rights or the Ambassador-at-large
for Human Rights. Park served in this position between 2001 and 2006.
34 Park. Promoting Peace and Human Rights on the Korean Peninsula, p.151
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In the same document, Park outlines the various responses emanating from South
Korea. He observes that while the Opposition supports the Act and the South Korean
media and civil society is divided over the matter, the ruling Uri Party stands in
opposition. He cites Lim Chae-jung, Chair of the National Assembly’s Unification and
Trade Committee:
From the perspective that human rights is a universal value, it is difficult to
oppose to the US North Korean Human Rights Act. However, considering the
current situations that South and North Korea cope with, the Act must be a
burden to the North Korean government”.35
Various Uri Party lawmakers also issued a statement to US Senators, following the
unanimous passing of the Act through the House of Representatives, in which they
express their concerns that the NKHRA would have a negative impact on inter-Korean
relations and peninsular peace:
We anticipate that South Korea’s efforts to work with the international
community to foster change in North Korea will be wasted ... We think this Act
will serve to worsen, not improve, the human rights and nuclear crisis in the
North and moreover increase tensions on the Korean Peninsula . 36

2005 was a turbulent year for DPRK-US relations, with tensions heightened and
rhetoric between the two governments was strong and at times vicious. It was in this
context that Unification minister Chung Dong-young wrote an open letter to The
Korean Times entitled: “Road to the Future of South Korea”. 37 Chung opens the letter
with a story, drawing on his student activist history, presumably in order to give some
weight to his arguments as Unification Minister - the “386” identity, he clearly
believes, still holds much currency in South Korean society. The emphasis given here
to the role played by history (as well as Chung’s credentials as a historian) tell us much
about the historical lens through which the South Korean government and people view
politics on the Korean Peninsula. The Korean people, the familiar argument goes, have
for too long been stripped of their agency, the fate of the Peninsula left in foreign
hands:

35 Park Kyung Seo pp.149-50
3 6 Todd Thacker, “South Korea Lawmakers Decry NK Human Rights Act”, OhmyNews International,
viewed 8 December 2009,

http://english.ohmvnews.com/articleview/aiticle view.asp?menu=ei0400&no=i83543&rel n o -i
37 Unification ministers were replaced frequently during the Kim Dae-Jung and Roh Moo Hyun
governments. During these ten years (Feb 1998 - Feb 2008), there were a total of nine Ministers for
Unification. Chung Dong Young (Jul 2004 - Dec 2005) was followed by Lee Jeong-Suk (Dec 2005 - Dec
2006) and Lee Jae Jeong (Dec 2006 - Nov 2008).
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When I was a college student majoring in history, I was once detained on
charges of demonstrating against the constitutional amendment drawn up by
the then dictatorial Park Chung-Hee government.

Sitting in a jail cell, I

pondered over a historical supposition, which is usually regarded as a taboo
among historians. While French philosopher Blaise Pascal once said for his
intellectual pleasure, “If Cleopatra’s nose had been a little shorter, the history of
the world might have been different,” I then thought in grief, “If our politicians
had been more gravely concerned about our future...” ... [HJowever, for the first
time in our history, we have recently come to the forefront in the international
arena as a party directly concerned in dealing with issues associated with the
Korean Peninsula [at the Six Party talks] ... This was such a good example of
demonstrating our capacities for determining our fate and future on our own.
It is my firm belief that such a diplomatic breakthrough was possible not only
due to our government’s commitment but also based on South Korean citizen’s
sense of responsibility, self-esteem, and confidence built in the process of
accomplishing democracy”.38
During the tenure of the Roh Moo Hyun government, ideological disputes within the
country sharply increased. Dubbed the ‘South South Conflict’ (Nam Nam Kaltüng),
ideological disparities became more and more extreme on both sides of politics.39 The
media spotlight was brought to bear on the extreme left in July 2005, with the
publication of an article by Dongguk University sociology professor, Kang Jeong-koo,
in which he criticised the US intervention in Korea following the invasion of the DPRK
in 1950, arguing that the North’s invasion of the South was an attempt to unify the
country. The US, he claims, hindered the unification of the Peninsula.«0 Chung Dongyoung distances himself and the South Korean government from the professor’s
comments which evoke strong anti-American hatred and pro-Pyongyang sentiments.
Arguing that the government should attempt to move forward in history towards peace

38 Ministry of Unification. (2005). "Contribution by Unification Minister Chung Dong-Young to the
Korea Times on Nov. 1, 2005", last viewed 6 December 2009,
http://unikorea.go.kr/eng/defauIt.isp?pgname=PREspeeches&:brd cd=engoi03ftcat cd=£main uid=7Q
6&file nm=£page n=2&sch word tvpe=o&.sch t.itle=&sch attach=&sch word=&sch dt tvpe=&sch
begin dt=&sch end dt-&sch speech grd=Minister&contents sub board list search item=o&conten
ts sub board list search value=.
39 Chaibong Hahm. (2005). "The Two South Koreas: A House Divided". The Washington Quarterly, 2 8
(3), 57-72.
4° For more information on the case of Kang Jeong Koo, including details of his previous arrest in 2001 for
charges of violating the National Security Law during a trip to North Korea, see: Cho, Chung-un. (2005).
"Kang Case Rekindles Debate on National Security Law". The Korea Herald, October 17; Seo, Dong-shin.
(2005). "Kang Case Rekindles Ideological Battle". The Korea Times, 16 October.
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on the Peninsula, rather than backwards into the Cold War divisions of the past, Chung
calls for unity over North Korea policy:
It seems apparent that thanks to the [September 19] agreement,41 external Cold
War confrontations surrounding the two Koreas, such as the vestiges of
animosity between the two Koreas ... will start breaking down rapidly. However,
the reality is that a so-called South-South conflict, an ideological division
among the South Korean people over the inter-Korean issues lingers within us.
Therefore, it is such a pity that some people still immersed in a totalitarian
mindset used Professor Kang Jeong-Koo’s historical viewpoint on North Korea
to instigate a South-South conflict and conjure up the ghost of the Cold War. I,
as unification minister, do not agree with Professor Kang’s point of view ... I
believe there are few who agree on his point of view ... Our citizens, who have
been sick and tired of ideological debates for a long time, do not wish to witness
the revival of the Cold War and look forward to seeing a bright and hopeful
future”.42
In his final New Year’s Address as President, Roh Moo Hyun reiterates the premise
and principles of the peace and prosperity policy. In so doing, he makes a veiled attack
at his conservative detractors, both at home and abroad, who have questioned the
approach taken by the South Korean government.

His language is measured and

careful, reflective of those criticisms that the Roh Moo Hyun government is driven first
and foremost by a deep-seated ideological mindset:
The crux of the policy toward North Korea is peace and security on the Korean
Peninsula. The unification issue will follow afterwards. Peace should not be
upset for the sake of unification. The best security is to preclude any possibility
of war.
The centrepiece of the peace strategy is the wisdom of co-existence. Trust and
tolerance are the most important elements in reconciliation, cooperation and
coexistence. Trust will not be established if we continue to antagonize, suspect
and find fault with our counterpart. We should avoid provoking their self
esteem and concerns, taking issues with them at every turn and placing our
self-respect before theirs.

If not, a dialog [szc] of reconciliation and

4 1As

part of the September 19 (2005) agreement, talks between North Korea, the US, China, Japan, South
Korea and Russia led to a statement in which the parties agreed to discuss provision of a LWR to North
Korea, in return for its commitment to verifiably dismantle its nuclear weapons program.
4 2 Ministry of Unification. "Contribution by Chung Dong-Young".
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collaboration will be impossible. We should embrace our counterpart with selfconfidence and a broadminded attitude. Confrontation will get us nowhere.
Of course, we must ensure military readiness. An engagement policy is only
possible for the strong who have enough power not to fail even if their enemies
dupe them. We have appropriate deterrence to guard against any contingency.
We are thoroughly prepared. This is what the engagement policy is all about.43

P olitical Activism under the Su nshine policy
The above sketch of government discourse shows the engagement-orientated,
conciliatory and measured nature of the discourses of the Kim Dae Jung and Roh Moo
Hyun governments to be both a practical and ideological turning point in inter-Korean
relations.

Whereas earlier dominant discourses had emphasised competition and

antagonism vis-ä-vis North Korea, such approaches were now seen as antithetical to
the cause of peace and security on the Korean Peninsula. Political debate over interKorean relations started to take place under an entirely new paradigm and it was in the
context of an environment that emphasised conflict avoidance that the issue of North
Korean human rights abuses first started to come to the attention of South Korean
political activists.
The issue of human rights violations inside North Korea has proven to be particularly
challenging for the formerly dissident 386-generation, representatives of which came
to occupy influential positions in the government, public service and civil society
between 1997 and 2007. The historical examination of domestic political debates
around the issues of human rights, democracy and unification provided in this thesis
provides some important insights into the specific reasons for this struggle, insofar as
the dominant discourses of the Kim Dae Jung and Roh Moo Hyun governments
borrowed heavily from the dissident discourses of the 1970s and 1980s. During this
time, the processes of norm negotiation that surrounded arguments over human rights
and democracy rendered these two beliefs dependent on, and tightly entangled with,
arguments over unification. Activists believed, in turn, that unification would be best
achieved through dialogue and rapprochement, thereby rejecting the behavioural
norms promoted in the dominant discourses.

While the fluid nature of dissident

discourse meant that the relative prioritisation of these beliefs tended to shift (for
43 Moo-Hyun, Roh. (2007). "Excerpts on Security Policy from President Roh Moo Hyun's New Year's
Special Address to the Nation: "Review of Four Years of the Participatory Government and the National's
Development Strategies for the 21st Century; Calling for Another Inter-Korean Summit, Seoul, January 23,
2007". Korea and World Affairs, 31 (1), 90-5. pp.91-2
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some activists, unification was always seen as prior to the installation of a democratic
human rights regime in South Korea while, for others, the achievement of democracy
and the institutionalisation of human rights was an important precondition for interKorean relations), all three remained front and centre. In addition, and central to their
arguments, political activists supported the indivisibility of human rights, rejecting
statements in the dominant discourses, that democratic institutions favouring the
fulfilment of political and civil rights could be subjugated for the sake of economic
development and the maintenance of a security regime.
The difficulty that the North Korean human rights issue has experienced in gaining
traction in South Korea is usually attributed to the fact that, in South Korea, all issues
relating to inter-Korean relations tend to be dealt with in a bifurcated, cold-war-style
manner. This chapter, however, argues that the political reality in South Korea is far
more complex than this.

The North Korean human rights issue challenges the

entanglement of beliefs over unification, human rights and democracy, present in the
dissident-turned-dominant discourses, suggesting that the radicalisation of political
activism had an impact beyond the provision of a convenient motivating force. While
many former dissidents turned their attention away from systemic revolution to
concentrate on ‘new left-style’ issue-based justice concerns, as part of the new left
movement, the official silence that greeted news of human rights abuses in North
Korea suggests that, while the unification movement was officially disbanded in the
1990s, the achievement of human rights and democracy in South Korea left unification
as a central (yet unachieved) goal of the 386-generation. In this context, the North
Korean human rights movement, which prioritised human rights and democracy and
attempted to redefine discourse over unification, struggled to gain legitimacy and
acceptability as a public discourse under the Kim and Roh governments.
The final stage of political activism presented in this chapter illustrates this point. It
shows the deep divisions, evident in arguments over unification, human rights and
democracy, that separate the approaches of various sectors of South Korean society
and, ultimately, stymie domestic political debate over North Korean human rights in
particular, and inter-Korean relations in general. While discourse over inter-Korean
relations and unification is now officially open to all points of view in South Korea, the
conditions under which domestic political debate over the issue has evolved, together
with the complex interrelationship between unification, human rights and democracy
norms that has developed, has narrowed the range of acceptable arguments in the
South Korean context. To make this point, I now examine political activism in this
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new era of inter-Korean relations through the lenses of the three trends that I
identified above: political reorientation, transnationalisation and depoliticisation.
To track these trends, I focus on the advocacy efforts of a range of non-governmental
organisations (NGOs).

The NGOs chosen for this purpose have been selected to

represent a wide range of positions, across the political spectrum. In doing so, it has
first been necessary to label these groups according to their ideological proclivities, a
task that activists involved in these groups would no doubt reject. However, while all
of the activists involved with these groups expressed frustration, during interviews, at
the ideological labelling that was unavoidable in the South Korean context, professing
themselves free of such agendas and concerned uniquely with the North Korean
human rights issue, there is no doubt that the categories externally applied to them
(both by the government and by fellow activists) have affected the advocacy
approaches that they have adopted.

The groups presented below have thus been

chosen to represent NGOs across the ideological spectrum in as broad a manner as
possible, and the list is in no way meant to be an exhaustive one. The depth and
breadth of issues that North Korean human rights groups in South Korea and abroad,
deal with has grown exponentially over the past decade and is far beyond the scope of
this thesis. Instead, in keeping with the central concerns of this thesis, I have selected
groups that are representative of the three broader trends outlined above. The main
South Korean groups include: People’s Solidarity for Participatory Democracy (PSPD);
Network for North Korean Democracy and Human Rights (NKnet); FreeNK Radio;
Citizens’ Alliance for North Korean Human Rights (NKHR); Good Friends: Center for
Peace, Human Rights and Refugees (Good Friends), and Peace Foundation . 44 The
latter five organisations (NKnet, NKHR, Good Friends and Peace Foundation) directly
address the issue of North Korean human rights, while the first (PSPD, a classic newleft social movement (NSM) introduced in the previous chapter) has notably been
reluctant to. I also examine Defence Forum Foundation (DFF), a conservative USbased NGO, as well as a number of defector organisations, such as FreeNK Radio
(FreeNK).

44 PSPD: Ch’amyö Yöndae. http://www.peoplepower21.org/ (Korean site);
http://blog.peoplepower2 i.org/EngIish (English site). NKnet: Bukhari üiMinju Juüi wa In’gwon
Sirhyeon ül Wihan Network. http://NKnet.org/ (Korean site); http://NKnet.org/eng/index.html (English
site). NKHR: Bukhari In ’gwon Simin Yönhap www.nkhumanrights.or.kr (Korean site);
http:/ /eng.nkhumanrights.or.kr (English site). Good Friends: Choün Pöttül. http://goodfriends.or.kr/
(Korean site); http://goodfriends.or.kr/eng/ (English site). Peace Foundation: Pyönghwa Chaedan.
http://peacefoundation.or.kr/ (Korean site); http:/ / peacefoundation.or.kr/english/ (English site).
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P o litic a l R e o rie n ta tio n
The ‘N ew Right’: NKnet
The rise of the new right in South Korea has been credited as a reaction to the
country’s governance structures taking a rapid shift towards the left since the election
of Kim Dae Jung in 1998. The ‘new right’ movement was initiated by young
conservatives who despaired at the leadership exhibited by the Kim Dae Jung and Roh
Moo Hyun governments, yet were hesitant to associate with the opposition
conservative party, still resplendent with politicians with links to the country’s recent
corrupt, authoritarian past. Marginalised by the dominant discourses that prioritised
dialogue and conciliation over any other approach to North Korea, these break-away
dissidents challenged what they believed to be the South Korean government’s
unquestioning acquiescence to the DPRK for the sake of engagement - which they, for
the most part, label as ‘appeasement’ - while simultaneously rejecting the tenets of the
dissident discourses that they had once held. The provision of an alternative approach
to inter-Korean relations is thus a particularly symbolic and defining feature of the new
right’s dissident discourse.

The movement’s focus upon civil liberties and human

rights distinguishes its position from that of the mainstream conservative opposition,
represented by the Grand National Party (GNP). Political commentator Yuna Han
argues that, “[wjhile the [GNP], the leading conservative party for decades, still refuses
to recognize North Korea, the new right has agreed to recognize it as a separate country
while maintaining a vocal opposition to North Korea’s authoritarian regime and gross
violations of human rights”.45
The Network for North Korean Democracy and Human Rights (NKnet) was founded
on December 10 1999, as a single-issue North Korean human rights NGO, by former
political dissident Han Ki-hong.

Han, who attended Yonsei University (Yönse

Taehakkyo) in 1983, had been a radical student activist. During his time at Yonsei he
led anti-government and anti-American protests, spending six months in jail for his
dissident activities.46 Many of Han’s fellow NKnet activist members share a similar
past. While once pursuing a progressive, left-wing, pro-North Korean agenda, the
North Korean human rights situation caused these individuals to reassess their
assumptions and perform an ideological somersault. This aspect of their identity is an
explicit, defining aspect of NKnet’s identity, as extrapolated in their publicity
pamphlets and on their website:
45 Han, Yuna. (2007). "The New Right: Political Winds in South Korea". Entrepreneur, last viewed 16
December 2009, http://www.entrepreneur.com/tradeiournals/artiele/164222102.html.
46 Lee, B.J. (2006). "A New Kind of Pride". Newsweek, 8 May.
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We, the Network, are all veterans of the Pro-Democracy campaign against
military dictatorship in South Korea, some of us served years in prison for our
leadership roles in activist student groups.

While taking pride in the

achievements of that struggle to establish democratic institutions in South
Korea, we have publicly stated our regret for our mistaken view during the
1980s that North Korea represented the better economic and political system.
After the dramatic changes in Eastern Europe and the food crisis in North
Korea, we reassessed our fiercely held views and concluded that socialism is not
a viable alternative and that the North Korean idea of socialism is an even more
reactionary regime.

NKnet, therefore, strongly supports the modern

achievements of mankind, namely individual human rights, democracy and the
free market system.47
NKnet thus represents a break-away group of the 386-generation.

The 386-

generation, according to Han Ki-hong, is best understood as having divided into two
groups since the mid-1990s. The first of these is best represented by Roh Moo Hyun,
himself a former student activists, whose political colleagues formed a crucial part of
this 386-generation. The second group are those who rejected the socialist viewpoint,
and took up a range of new right causes, most notably that of North Korean human
rights. “Every part of their policy ideas,” says Han of these formerly united factions,
“are different”.48 In an interview with Newsweek, Han expands on this, extrapolating
the ideological shift that his outlook in adjustment and agenda entailed: “My former
comrades call me a betrayer ... But I couldn’t deny the fact that capitalism won over
socialism ”.49
Parallels are often drawn between the neo-conservative movement in the United States
and South Korea’s new right. This correlation can be problematic, given the different
historical contexts in which each movement came into being. While conceding the
historical similarities between the two movements, Han insists that there are many
points on which the viewpoints of the two diverge.

When pressed on the extent to

which his ideological outlook has changed since his student activist days, Han explains
that the shift is not a radical one: he still considers himself first and foremost a liberal.
It is unhelpful, he continues, to talk in terms of ‘conservative’ and ‘liberal’ in the South

47 Some of the language has been edited due to minor grammatical and spelling errors in the original text
on the website.
48 Han Ki-hong. Personal Interview 5.11. Seoul, June 2006
49 Cited in: Lee. "A New Kind of Pride".
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Korean context. He would rather describe his viewpoint as that of a “humanist”. On
one ideal, however, Han concedes that the new right and the neo-conservative
movement stand united: the value of democracy promotion.50 Often conflated with the
controversial ‘regime change’ strategy (discussed below), it is on this last point that the
new right attracts the most criticism within South Korea.
Initially set up as an organisation that focused on information collection and
dissemination, NKnet shifted its focus to acting as an ideas hub, around which
strategies could be formed and debated in a series of academic ventures. ‘Strategic
forums’ were initiated in 2006 and focused initially on evaluation and analysis of
South Korean policy towards North Korea. An Kyoung-hee (An Kyönghi), manager of
international affairs at NKnet, explains that this approach was adopted due to a belief
that influencing government discourse and action is more effective than targeting
public opinion.51 This is a clear reference to the relationship that NKnet activists
believe to exist between dominant discourses and wider public beliefs. The latter, they
argue, drives the former. This is seen to be the case especially with regard to issues
relating to inter-Korean relations: for so long consigned as the sole concern of the state,
public opinion continues to follow the government’s lead. Through their strategic fora,
NKnet activists hoped to highlight what they believe to be the major shortcoming in
the Roh Moo Hyun government’s approach to inter-Korean relations: its failure to
advocate a ‘people-focused’ policy, instead taking only military and economic
considerations into account. Through inviting young people, such as academics, to the
fora, NKnet thus hope to shift the discourse towards a reconsideration of government
policy, which they believe the Roh Moo Hyun government will have no choice but to
take notice of.52
Daily NK and Radio Free Chosun (RFC) are two offshoots of NKnet and all three
organisations are linked through the shared presidency of Han Ki-hong. Daily NK, an
online newspaper publication, was founded in 2004, in response to a desire to publish
information about North Korea for the consumption of the South Korean public.
Previously, NKnet had produced monthly and quarterly publications, yet soon realised
that this was an inadequate format for a constantly changing subject m atter.55
Originally publishing in Korean and English, Daily NK is now also available in Chinese

5°

Han Ki-hong. Personal Interview 5.11. Seoul, June 2006
s1It became clear, during the course of the interview, that this position regarding the focus on the
government rather than the public was born of experience: efforts at brining about a shift in South Korean
public opinion had until now proved fruitless, hence the NGO’s strategic modification in their approach.
52 An Kyoung-hee. Personal Interview 5.12. Seoul, August 2007.
53 Han Ki-hong. Personal Interview 5.11. Seoul, June 2006.
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and Japanese. The rationale behind Daily NK is that better availability of information
about North Korea will help public discourse within South Korea, thus far rendered
impossible by the fraught history of continued animosity between the two halves of the
Korean Peninsula and led, as mentioned above, by the beliefs contained within the
dominant discourses.

This philosophy is outlined in some detail on Daily NK's

website:
There have been times when South Korean public opinion on North Korea has
been so varied that conflict and mistrust have existed between members of the
same group. This is because we have no clear basis with which to guide us in
how to view North Korea.
The Daily NK believes that universal human rights and democracy are the only
values that are able to solve the myriad problems afflicting the country. Ending
the suffering of the North Korean people is an essential step in the quest for
national reunification, peace in Northeast Asia, and recognition of South Korea
as an advanced nation. The Daily NK is taking the lead in addressing these
problems.54
Daily NK has rapidly gained a reputation for its unique style of reportage, relying as it
does on a network of informant-reporters within the DPRK, and is often cited in the
international media. One of the highlights of Daily NK is the regular column written
by South Korea’s highest profile defector, Hwang Changyöp. Hwang’s arrival in South
Korea, as described above, was extremely controversial and the profile of this formerly
high ranking North Korean official was reportedly carefully managed by the Kim Dae
Jung government. In his column, which is described as a “Remark on North Korea,
South Korea, and the Reunification [sic] by Hwang Jang Yop, the Former International
Secretary of the North Korean Worker’s Party,” Hwang extrapolates his opinion on
subjects varying from best approaches to the nuclear problem, the rationale behind
North Korean strategic thinking and the shortcomings of the South Korean
engagement policy.55
Radio Free Chosun (RFC) is the most recent addition to the NKnet family. Founded in
2004, it started broadcasting into North Korea via shortwave radio in December 2005.
On the RFC website, Han explains that the radio station aims to directly provide a
source of information to the North Korean people:
54 Han, Ki-hong. "President's Message" Daily NK, http://wwv.dailynk.com/english/companv.php.
55 Hwang, Jang-yöp. "With Hwang Jang Yop" Daily NK, last viewed December 20 2009,
h ttp :/Avww.dailvnk.com/english/sub Iist.php?catald=nko22QO.
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Radio Free Chosun came into existence to improve and shine light on the worst
reality the North Korean people are facing today. North Korea has an extremist
cruel totalitarian regime, its kind unfound in history.

In North Korea, no

information can be circulated without the state permission ...
Radio Free Chosun is for the North Korean people yearning for the truth. Just
as people do not know the importance of air in quotidian life, those who live in
the democratic nations including South Korea do not know the importance of
freedom.

Those who live in the world of information do not know the

importance of information. Yet [for] those who live under extreme control such
as in North Korea today, even the smallest voice is as precious as water and air
for life.56
RFC broadcasts daily, on three different frequencies, at three different times.57 The
schedules for the broadcasts are published, on the RFC website, in English and Korean.
Content revolves around three themes: News; Correction of North Korean propaganda
and; First-Person Accounts (people speaking directly to people). The program usually
commences with a breakdown of the day’s news.58 A variety of segments may then
follow, with a typical broadcast covering five to eight programs.59
The ‘New Left’: PSPD
The rise of the new left, and the concomitant phenomenon of ‘New Social Movements’
(NSMs) that it brought along with it, began in the early 1990s and was introduced in
chapter four . The issue-based NGOs affiliated with the NSMs continued to dominate
the political scene into the 2000s and are thus an important consideration for any
student of South Korean political activism. For the most part, however, NSM-style

56 Han, Ki-hong. (2007). "RFC Introduction: President's Message" Radio Free Chosun,
http://www.rfchosun.org/eng/page/intro intro.php.
57 One of the broadcasts takes place early in the morning (5am), while the other two are at night (9pm and
9:30pm).
58 For example, on December 14 2009, the daily news review reported on the following stories: Detection
of illegal weaponry by Thai authorities on a plane departing from Pyongyang; efforts by the US’s special
envoy for Human Rights to visit Pyongyang; the delivery of a letter from President Obama to Kim Jong II
by US Special Representative to North Korea, Stephen Bosworth. and the South Korean government’s
supply of Tamiflu to North Korea.
59 These include; “Justice and Truth” which “reveals the truth to North Korean people by fighting against
the distorted propaganda published by North Korean media sources from organizations like Rodong
Shinmun [Rodong Sinmun - the North Korean Worker’s Party’s official newspaper]”; “The Cook of Kim
Jong II”, a program based on the testimony of Fujimoto Kenji, who worked as Kim Jong IPs personal cook
for thirteen years; “Voice of People”, a program based on the stories of North Korean defectors and; a
radio drama entitled “Real Story Theater” which describes its content as uncovering “Kim Jong IPs birth,
childhood, succession, and 33 years of ruling by using a script based on accurate research and personal
testimonies”.
See:
Radio
Free
Chosun,
last
viewed
20
December
2009,
http://www.rfchosun.org/eng/board/list.php9uiNe_bbs_echo.
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NGOs have steered clear of the North Korean human rights issue given its
incompatibility with the ‘peace movement’, an important cause of the new left. The
People’s Solidarity for Participatory Democracy (PSPD) was one of three NGOs that
were created in the years following the 1987 Uprising and is considered, along with
Citizen’s Coalition for Economic Justice (CCEJ) and the Korean Federation for
Environmental Management (KFEM), to be one of the most vocal and influential
policy-focused NGOs to have emerged in post-authoritarian South Korea.60 PSPD was
established in 1994 with over two hundred members and purports to promote “justice
and human rights in Korean society through the participation of the people”.61
The new left political phenomenon, of which PSPD is one of its chief manifestations,
marked a distinct departure from the oppositional politics that had characterised the
1970s and 1980s, whereby progressive, left-wing politics were based on the radical,
minjung ideology discussed in the previous chapter. Cho Dae-yop argues that the rise
of the new left, made particularly apparent with the establishment of these NSMs,
“represented a kind of discontinuation of the democratization movement, marking a
great change in Korea’s social movement landscape. A violent resistance campaign to
challenge state power became a moderate institutional campaign focused on policy
issues”.62 The new left, which became the dominant form of oppositional expression in
the 1990s, especially after the discrediting and eventual disbanding of the radical
unification movement, thus marked a break from the former unification, human rights
and democratisation movement and yet, as Cho notes, there were also a number of
important continuities, insofar as they continued to emphasise democratic political
reform of the administration, legislature and political parties. 63 To this observation, I
would add ‘unification’ as another important continuity: although no longer a policy
priority, it still remained a strong tenet of the progressive camp. This hypothesis is
echoed by Jamie Doucette who argues that, in the “long decade”64 following the 1987

60 Cho, Dae-yop. (2006). "Korean Citizens' Movement Organisations: Their Ideologies, Resources, and
Action Repertoires". Korea Journal, 4 6 (2), 68-98. p.69; Kim, Pan S., and M. Jae Moon. (2003). "NGOs
as Incubator of Participative Democracy in South Korea: Political, Voluntary, and Policy Participation".
International Journal of Public Administration, 2 6 (5), 549-67. p.556
61 People's Solidarity for Participatory Democracy. "About PSPD", last viewed 1 December 2009,
http: / /blog.peoplepower2i.org/English/2078Q.
62 Cho. "Korean Citizens' Movement Organisations", p.69
63 ------. "Korean Citizens' Movement Organisations", p.70
64 Doucette defines her usage of ‘long decade’ as a reference to the fact that the tensions within the
progressive side of politics, and which came to a head with the unravelling of the Roh Moo Hyun
government, began long before the decade of progressive rule (1997-2007) - as far back as 1987. She
explains: “That the tension between a national project of reunification and egalitarian economic reform
have continued to inform the organisation of progressive forces in South Korea since 1987 makes the
period between the democratic uprisings of 1987 and the unravelling of the Roh government something of
a long decade, in as much as the terminal problems of the Roh governments, particularly the
disintegration of that regime into competing tendencies, speak to political tensions whose historical
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transition, activists from the democracy movement who had placed emphasis on
unification-focused policy now “advocated and pursued projects for peaceful
engagement and reunification with North Korea ... even though they had switched
from revolutionary action to the development of civil society, political parties and postMarxism ... the priorities of the 1980s movements continued to inform progressive
political practice”.6s
Concomitant with the trend towards a new-left peace movement described earlier,
PSPD established its own ‘Center for Peace and Disarmament’ in 2003, adding ‘peace’
to the list of issues that it was concerned with advocating for.66 In their founding
workshop, one participant argues that the incentive for a peace movement was clear
within South Korean society, and that “[ajfter the inter-Korean summit in June 2000,
hopes for reconciliation and reunification between south and north Korea called for a
change from a Cold War order to a peace system”. In the same paper, divisions within
South Korean society on issues of peninsular division are called to attention, arguing
that structural changes had “induced conflicts within South Korean society on security
issues and US policies ... Korean people [have] started to become more interested in
ways to overcome the crisis and to build a peaceful system on the Korean Peninsula
and in East Asia”. Following from this, therefore, the PSPD’s Peace and Disarmament
Centre concentrates on public education as one of its core activities, both within the
school system and in wider society.67 As I discuss below, when I consider the bridge
building efforts (between the new right and the new left) that were attempted in the
final years of the Roh Moo Hyun government, PSPD was unique among NSMs for
shifting slightly from its strongly-held anti-war stance, to engage in dialogue about
approaches to North Korean human rights. This, however, always took place within
strictly defined dissident-turned-dominant discourse, whereby the interrelationship
between unification, human rights and democracy relied upon the ‘peace movement’
definition of human rights as described above.
The net effect of the introduction of dissident discourses into the dominant discourses
was the reconfiguration of the associations that existed between unification, human
rights and democracy and, consequently, the narrowing of space for debate over
trajectories exceed the mere decade of rule by liberal-progressive governments from 1997-2007 and which
thus must be situated in the longer trajectory of democratisation since the June Uprising.” (Doucette. "The
Terminal Crisis of the "Participatory Government"", p.30)
65 ----- . "The Terminal Crisis of the "Participatory Government"", p.32
66 Other PSPD “Centers” include: Center for National Assembly Watch; Center for Tax Reform; Center for
Government Administration Watch and Committee for Fair Labor Society.
67 Democracy, People's Solidarity for Participatory. (2003). "PSPD Launch the Center for Peace and
Disarmament", last viewed 1 December 2009, http://blog.peoplepower21.org/English/10944.
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certain issues that lay outside the ambit of acceptable approaches to inter-Korean
relations, as dictated by the peace movement. One such issue to suffer was that of
North Korean human rights, relegating any discussion of the political and civil rights
regime to the outside, both of the dominant as well as the prevailing, governmentsanctioned, dissident discourses.

While engaging in critical discussion of the

government’s North Korea policy was no longer considered a criminal act, such
debates remained on the margins of political discourse. As discussed earlier, groups
like NKnet were created in response, and joined the wider new right movement in
order to mount opposition and campaign on behalf of a ‘human rights’ element to be
included in inter-Korean dialogue.
While these groups were largely content to remain as oppositional anti-government
groups, they do not represent the entire spectrum of North Korean human rights
activists who, for the most part, resented that they were forced to remain on the
margins of South Korean political debate, encumbered with the label of ‘conservative’.
The Citizens’ Alliance for North Korean Human Rights (NKHR), the first South Korean
NGO to form solely on the issue of North Korean human rights, rejected any
ideological labels, striving to influence policy debate in a positive and neutral manner.
Unlike NSM and new right activists, most of NKHR’s members had not been central
players in the 1980s democratisation movement and thus did not take ideologicallyburdened agendas with them into their careers as North Korean human rights activists.
NKHR found that, with the election of Kim Dae Jung, the establishment of the
Sunshine policy and emergence of a powerful peace movement, the space for debate
over alternative approaches to inter-Korean relations was extremely narrow. With
very few, if any, funding opportunities to be had within South Korea and a wider public
that was reluctant to take up the cause of North Korean human rights, especially in the
face of the Asian financial crisis as well as the 2000 inter-Korean summit and all the
optimism that this brought with it, NKHR increasingly turned abroad for support. In
so doing, NKHR moved the conversation over North Korean human rights outside the
South Korean domestic realm altogether, fomenting an active transnational network.
This trend towards greater transnationalisation, the shift in strategy and focus that it
brought with it and the feedback effect that these alternative dissident discourses had
on the domestic political debate over inter-Korean relations and North Korean human
rights, is the subject of the next section.

20 3

C h a p ter F ive
New Era of Inter-Korean Relations

T ra n sn a tio n a lisa tio n
Citizens’Alliance for North Korean Human Rights
Reverend Benjamin Yoon, along with other human rights activists, intellectuals and
North Korean defectors, founded Citizens’ Alliance for North Korean Human Rights
(referred to hereafter as NKHRJ in May, 1996.68 Yoon describes the lonely and
difficult task his group had at the time of its foundation:
When I first started this work more than a decade ago and began shouting out
“human rights in North Korea, human rights in North Korea” it was an echoless
cry into the horizon. Without any surrounding mountains or hills, but alone in
an open field, there was not one response.^
NKHR positions itself as a “non-profit, non-governmental, non-religious human rights
organization”. 70

Himself the former director of the national Korean Section of

Amnesty International (1972-1985), Yoon’s vision was that this North Korean human
rights NGO would adopt a similar style of advocacy to that of Amnesty International
(AI).

Current NKHR board member and former South Korean vice minister for

unification, Kim Suk-woo, credits Yoon with setting up what he describes as a very
‘pure’ NGO, made possible by the reputation for political neutrality and fairness that
Yoon developed during his time as director of South Korea’s national Amnesty office.
Yoon and his colleagues promoted themselves as non-ideological, non-partisan
proponents of human rights, whose left-wing credentials had been well established
during their time at Amnesty when they had given their support to South Korean
human rights and democracy dissidents.
NKHR’s board members, many of whom are tenured professors at South Korean
universities?1, were attracted to the NGO by its tendency towards research-based
advocacy, based on the principles of international law. These activist-academics work,
in a volunteer capacity, as advocates and researchers for the NGO, writing and
presenting papers, representing NKHR at the UN in Geneva, and when needed,

68 NKHR was originally called Citizens’Alliance to Help Political Prisoners in North Korea. It changed its
name to Citizens’Alliance for North Korean Human Rights
69 Yoon, Benjamin. "Welcome" Citizen's Alliance for North Korean Human Rights, last viewed 9
December 2009, http://eng.nkhumanrights.0r.kr/info/01.htm.
7° Yoon. "Welcome".
71 In South Korea, the role o f ‘academic activist’ is well established and respected. It is not considered
unusual for university based academics to be involved in a number of different social justice issues outside
their academic career.
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providing the institutional support of their respective universities. 72

Inside South

Korea, the NKHR engages in a wide range of activities such as support and advocacy
for North Korean settlers in Seoul, a university awareness program for South Korean
students, training for South Korean volunteers, leadership camps for young North
Korean new settlers, Summer/Winter schools for North Koreans in Seoul, home visits
and other relief, education and advocacy activities.^
Hong Seong-phil, a law professor at Seoul’s Yonsei University and an NKHR board
member, became attracted to the issue of North Korean human rights when it was
raised at the UN Commission on Human Rights (UNCHR). Compelled to act on the
information, he became involved with the formation of NKHR. Hong explains that the
founders decided right from the outset that, if this campaign were to be successful, it
would have to operate around three central parameters. First, given the lack of space
for debate within South Korea itself, the North Korean human rights movement should
be an international one. Following this, a second criterion would be to base such a
movement on the principle of the rights of the individual, thus rendering it politically
neutral, not susceptible to accusations of regime-change motivations.

Finally, to

overcome the long entrenched Cold War attitudes that approaches towards North
Korea usually entailed, this should be a ‘youth movement’, attracting the energies of a
generation who were not tainted by memories of the Korean War.7« That is, NKHR
was hoping to motivate a new era of political activism, one that was not influenced by
the entrenched and complex interrelationship that usually evolved around the beliefs
of human rights, democracy and unification and that made ideologically neutral debate
over inter-Korean relations impossible.
Given the constriction of debate within the South Korean domestic sphere, NKHR
looked abroad, utilising the international networking experiences of Yoon and his
associates to link up with the international human rights community.

Yoon’s AI

training had exposed him to the value of international networking efforts over single
issues. As Amnesty director, he had been able to establish his reputation outside South
Korea, as well as cultivate a number of contacts whom he was able to call upon in his

?2 Academics that have been involved with the NKHR over the years include Hong Seong-phil (Yonsei
University); Soh Chang-rok (Korea University); Heo Man-ho (Kyungpook National University); Won Jaechun (Handong International Law School).
73 For more information on these activities, visit the NKHR’s English-language website. (Please note that,
as of December 2009, the website was subjected to frequent hacking and was often unavailable. I have
been assured that this is in the process of being ameliorated), http: / / eng.nkhumanrights.or.kr
Hong, Seong-phil. Personal Interview 5.6, Seoul. June, 2006.
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capacity as chairman of the NKHR board.75 One of the rationales behind taking the
issue to the international community was that in so doing it would eventually have a
feed-back effect into South Korea.76 It was reasoned that, once the international
community recognised the gravity of the North Korean human rights situation and
started to act through the UN, the South Korean people would likewise gain a greater
understanding of the imperative towards debate and action, and demand their
government to become answerable.

In June, shortly after the NGO was officially

founded, a memorandum of solidarity, networking and cooperation was signed with
the Japan-based Society to Help Returnees to North Korea.77 In 1997, having been
granted official legal status as a not-for-profit group, the NGO commenced its welfare
activities, providing assistance to North Korean ‘new settler’ communities. Academic
activities also began in 1997 and became an ongoing, regular feature of the NKHR in
1998. Known as “Life and Human Rights in North Korea”, these symposiums act as a
forum for information sharing and community outreach.

Korean-language and

English-language newsletters are generated from these symposia, and are mailed to
NKHR members around the world.78

In 1998, in the wake of the election of Kim Dae Jung, NKHR increased its engagement
with international bodies such as the International Red Cross (IRC) and the UN’s
Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), drawing the attention
of these organisations towards examples of North Korean violations of international
human rights norms. NKHR also started establishing a transnational network with the
US based Defense Forum Foundation (DFF) run by Suzanne Schölte, who had been
advocating on the issue of North Korean human rights since 1996. This relationship
was significant insofar as, unlike NKHR which strives for neutrality, the DFF is openly
motivated by conservative Christian values. Schölte, a seasoned political lobbyist in
Washington DC, worked energetically to bring North Korean defectors to testify before
Congress on the human rights abuses taking place inside the DPRK.**7?

75 Kim Suk Woo, Personal Interview 5.2, Seoul, March 2008.
76 Jae Won. Personal Interview 5.7. Seoul. March 2008.
77 Information for the following section can be found on the NKHR’s official website: Citizens' Alliance for
North Korean Human Rights. (2009). "History", last viewed 9 December 2009,
http: / /eng.nkhumanrights.or.kr/info/oa.htm.
78 Life and Human Rights is, for the most part, published quarterly.
79 The work of the DFF, as well as the umbrella North Korea Freedom Coalition (NKFC) established by
Schölte in 2003, has been an important influence on the nature of the US based advocacy and will be
discussed in more detail below. The NKFC is an umbrella group of US, South Korean and Japanese NGOs
working on the North Korean human rights issue, www.nkfreedom.org
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NKHR International Conferences on North Korean Human Rights and Refugees
NKHR held the first of its International Conferences on North Korean Human Rights
and Refugees in 1999. These conferences have become the NGO’s most important
international networking tool, providing exposure and a platform for debate for the
work undertaken by the group’s researchers. Since 1999, nine of these conferences
have been held in various locations. The content, attendance, location and focus of
these conferences has changed over these years, a reflection of the dynamic, ongoing
learning curve that North Korean human rights advocacy groups face in an
international community whose members, in general, for a variety of diplomatic and
security reasons, reluctant to take up the cause of North Korean human rights. The
first three of the NKHR conferences were held in Seoul (1999 and 2000) and Tokyo
(2002) and covered similar themes, including; political prison camps, the situation of
North Korean refugees in China, North Korean abductions of Japanese citizens and
South Korean POWs, and included defector testimony focusing on the situation inside
prison camps as well as conditions of life in China. The speakers included South
Korean academics, and a wide variety of activists who had previously been working on
the North Korean human rights issue. In the context of the Sunshine policy, these
conferences were aimed at providing an alternative dissident discourse over North
Korea, one that privileged a universal appeal to human rights. As the expose of
government discourse provided above revealed, Kim Dae Jung was careful to eschew
ethical argumentation in preference for discourse that relied upon appeals to
pragmatism and reason. In contrast, the language at these conferences was highly
emotive, aiming to juxtapose the government’s approach and thus attract the attention
of the South Korean population. In this regard, it had little success, especially in the
wake of preparations for the 2000 Pyongyang Summit, which attracted much
excitement and support from the wider South Korean public.
The subsequent three conferences (2003-2005) shifted somewhat in focus, catalysed
by a locational change to Europe. Basing themselves in Prague and Warsaw for 2003
and 2004, NKHR brought attention to the lessons that could be learnt from the
experiences of these Eastern European countries, in their recent successful civil society
campaigns to overturn entrenched Communist dictatorships.

Carl Gershman,

President of the National Endowment for Democracy (NED), the principle source of
funding for all nine NKHR conferences, opened the conference with a welcome speech
entitled: “Learning from Central Europe: The Struggle for Human Rights in North
Korea”. While acknowledging the striking differences between the North Korean and
central European situations (most notably the lack of space for dissidence within the
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DPRK), Gershman embraced the idea that there were lessons to be learnt from the
peaceful approach embraced by Czechoslovakian civil society dissidents in their quest
to bring democracy to their country:
We gather today in liberated Prague with the firm intention that within some
reasonable period of time, the length of which we cannot precisely know, we
shall meet in a liberated Pyongyang, welcoming the end of the long night of
totalitarianism that has engulfed the people of North Korea for more than half a
century. Meeting here in Prague calls to mind the seminal events of the Cold
War that are associated with this city: The communist coup d’etat of February
1948 that deepened the East-West conflict and inaugurated the Cold War; the
reform movement of 1968 called Prague Spring that was quickly crushed by
Soviet tanks and the promulgation of the Brezhnev doctrine threatening
intervention against any East Bloc state seeking to escape Soviet control; and
finally the Velvet Revolution of 1989 that swept the democratic dissidents into
power and signalled the end of the Cold W ar.80
This change of focus towards Europe marked a significant change of approach for
NKHR’s advocacy campaign. NKHR was looking to expand both its political agenda
and its target actors, appealing to Parliamentarians of the European Union to take up
the cause of North Korean human rights.

Rather than continuing the previous

conferences’ focus on prison camps and refugees, the schedules for 2003, 2004 and
2006 sought to encourage debate over the ‘whole spectrum of human rights’. By thus
encouraging a more holistic approach to the human rights issues plaguing the North
Korean people, NKHR sought to attract a wider base for its international movement.
Papers were presented on a wide range of subjects, including; family rights, the food
crisis, children/women’s rights, ‘new dimensions’ of North Korean human rights
problems, and the role of youth in activism.

The diplomatic role for EU

parliamentarians was also put under the spotlight with a special roundtable, convened
towards the end of the Prague conference, to discuss the various possibilities for such
action.
This change of approach, heralded in 2003, was put into full action in 2006, where the
renewal of strategy was made most noticeable by the change in the conference title.
Whereas earlier these events had simply been referred to as “Conferences on North

80 Gershman, Carl. (2003). "Learning from Central Europe: The Struggle for Human Rights in North
Korea". The 4th International Conference on North Korean Human Rights and Refugees. 29 February - 2
March. Prague, Czech Republic.
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Korean Human Rights and Refugees”, participants convening in Bergen, Norway in
2006 did so under the unambiguous banner: “New Approaches: North Korea”.
Rejecting the idea that the North Korean government is an ‘evil’ regime with which no
morally defensible form of engagement was possible (an argument that, as I discuss
below, is popular among many South Korea-based North Korean human rights NGOs),
NKHR called upon the Scandinavian experience of engagement with the DPRK.
Joanna Hosniak, the international face of NKHR, explains that this change in
approach was an attempt to overcome accusations from the South Korean peace
movement and other new left organisations, that NKHR used the issue of human rights
as a cover for their own political purposes. She argues that, while “flattering” the
North Korean government would be morally inappropriate, North Korean human
rights advocacy groups had to start thinking in terms of long-term goals. In this sense,
harbouring openly hostile intentions towards the DPRK is necessarily counter
productive.
As well as attempting to shift the focus of human rights advocates from confrontation
to cooperation, the conference was also aimed at attracting the attention of a wider
range of stakeholders towards the problem of human rights in North Korea. Thus,
individuals who usually focused more selectively on North Korea - whether in their
diplomatic, business, tourism or sport capacities - were brought together to discuss
how their interaction with the North Korean regime could be managed in such a way
that it would benefit the human rights situation in the DPRK.81 The 2006 Bergen
conference saw the involvement of many actors who had previously not been explicitly
involved in the North Korean human rights scene, including Scandinavian government
officials, a British designer whose work included commentary on the North Korean
dictatorship, and film maker and Koryo tours operator Nicholas Bonner. Participants
at the conference explored engagement options, from rights-based humanitarian
assistance to economic, sport, or cultural interaction, and argued that the human
rights situation in North Korea was best approached by patiently building up a
relationship of trust with the North Korean regime, thus increasing the people-topeople interaction of North Korean citizens. The conference organisers notably invited
DPRK officials to the conference, promising transparency and openness. While the
North Korean regime did not respond to this invitation,82 for the first time a
representative of the South Korean government, Park Kyeong-seo, agreed to deliver an
address to the conference. While his speech did not deviate from the Roh Moo Hyun
81 Joanna Hosniak. Personal Interview. Seoul. June 2006
82 Personal Interview, 5.10, Seoul. June 2006.
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government’s usual policy line, the very attendance of Park in his capacity as the ROK’s
‘Ambassador at Large for Human Rights’ was a key marker of success for NKHR. After
ten years of activism, the debate over North Korean human rights was gaining some
ground as a legitimate dissident discourse within South Korea, to the extent that the
government deemed it necessary to send along a representative to defend their
approach.
The exclusion from the conference agenda of formal network partners, such as the DFF,
Freedom House and other right-wing US groups, was intentional and considered
necessary following the fall out of the 2005 Seoul Summit, which will be discussed
below. Organisers of the Bergen conference were aware that their new approach to the
North Korean human rights issues, through engagement and cooperation, was
anathema to many of their partners in the loose transnational coalition that had
formed around North Korean human rights since 1996, and decided it best to not
extend invitations in this case. Jan Ramstad of NKHR’s Norway-based partner NGO
Raftohuset, argues that these exclusions were made in order to allow for a more
constructive dialogue.83
Good Friends
Like the NKHR, Good Friends entered the North Korean human rights advocacy arena
in an attempt to break the conservative monopoly on the issue. Good Friends is a
Buddhist organisation and operates under the umbrella JungTo Society as its human
rights advocacy division. Working alongside Good Friends is the Join Together Society
(JTS), JungTo Society’s humanitarian and development assistance branch. Together,
these two groups are South Korea’s main source of civil society humanitarian aid to
North Korea and Good Friends is often quoted in the English-language international
press. The work undertaken by international liaison Erica Kang, with her softly spoken,
serious and firm-handed approach to external NGO relations, as well as the
consistently good quality information emanating from the group’s flagship publication
NK Today, that is emailed out to a large number of individuals and organisations
world-wide, have gained Good Friends a reputation, internationally, as a reliable,
politically neutral and knowledgeable source of information on North Korea issues.
Good Friends have quite remarkable access to North Korea, and often act as a channel
of dialogue between the two Koreas. While Good Friends is a strong proponent of the
engagement policy, it recognises the moral imperative to engage in dialogue, both at

83 Jan Ramstad. Personal Interview, 5.27, Bergen. May 2006.
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home and with the wider international community, over the whole spectrum of human
rights issues in North Korea.
Good Friends was established in 1996. Originally known as the Korean Buddhist
Sharing Movement (KBSM), it focused purely on issues related to economic, social and
cultural rights. The group’s support of the South Korean government’s engagement
policy and humanitarian food aid provision to North Korea situates it on the
‘progressive side’ of the political spectrum. Its more recent publications, however,
condemning the North Korean regime for extensive human rights violations also opens
the group to accusations of a conservative, ‘anti-North Korea’ agenda. Kang echoes the
sentiment shared by a number of advocates across the political spectrum, that the
concepts of ‘progressive’ and ‘conservative’, ‘left’ and ‘right’ make little sense in the
Korean context.*8« Good Friends’ decision to include political and civil rights as part of
its advocacy agenda has won the group a great deal of respect among their fellow North
Korean human rights NGOs, both in South Korea and abroad. Observers and activists
believe that this shift in discourse was a natural evolution for this research-based
organisation and Kang’s own account of the shift verifies this interpretation: collating
information on the economic situation in North Korea, Good Friends eventually
became aware of the indivisible nature of both economic and civil rights in the
DPRK. g5
While undertaking research in the Chinese border region, Good Friends started to
become aware of the dire nature of the human rights situation inside North Korea.
Further research made it clear to the organisation’s researchers that many of these
human rights violations were indeed avoidable and could be directly traced to
deliberate decisions made by the North Korean regime.86 A report, collated in 2006
and released in October 2007, focused explicitly on the full range of human rights
problems in the DPRK. The publication of a report critical of the whole spectrum of
human rights in North Korea, explains Kang, was brought about by a worsening of the
situation inside the DPRK itself rather than by a change of heart on the part of Good
Friends. As the control by the government over their people has become fiercer,
restrictions on people’s political and civil rights increasingly adversely affect their
economic, social and cultural rights.87

Erica Kang. Personal Interview 5.13, Seoul. June 2006.
8s Personal Interview 5.14, Seoul. June 2006., Erica Kang, Personal Interview 5.15, Seoul. February 2008.
86 Erica Kang. Personal Interview 5.13, Seoul. June 2006
87 Erica Kang, Personal Interview 5.15, Seoul. February 2008.
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The transnational networking efforts of NKHR and Good Friends, described briefly
above, are complex and both groups have been reluctant to form strong, binding
coalitions. Rather they only work with other groups on a case-by-case basis. While
Good Friends has shown itself willing to work as an information source, upon request,
for South Korean and international NGOs, and has built up a considerable following
through dissemination of its NK Today publication, it has been careful to avoid any
type of formal networking connections. NKHR, on the other hand, has made many
such connections and yet eschews any kind of ideological or strategic linkages with its
‘partner’ organisations. As described above, NKHR started to move away from the
types of approaches adopted by groups such as Suzanne Scholte’s DFF (described in
more detail below), which NKHR had made connections with early in their advocacy
days. This convergence was symbolised most strongly by the Seoul Summit as well as
the NKHR’s turn towards Europe for alternative advocacy styles. While maintaining
formal connections with each other, the activists involved with these organisations had
increasingly little to do with each other, upon a mutual recognition that their dissident
discourses were evolving in different directions.

While all these groups believed

centrally that the South Korean government should make the North Korean human
rights issue a more central policy issue, dissident discourse increasingly diverged over
the types of behavioural norms that it was believed should be attached to them. The
case of North Korean defector NGOs is a case in point, and the approach taken by these
NGOs, and their US partners, has symbolised an important breaking point between the
approaches of groups like NKHR and Good Friends, and their more hard-line activist
colleagues. In the section to follow, the transnational networking activities of some of
these defector organisations, as well as the reception of these efforts within South
Korea, is discussed.
North Korean Defector Organisations
While NKnet, and all other North Korean human rights NGOs, are careful to avoid the
politicised rhetoric of regime change and democracy promotion when discussing the
human rights situation in North Korea, ‘defector’ organisations are quite open about
their desire to topple the Kim Jong II regime. The role played by these groups is
extremely controversial: while most South Koreans hold it as axiomatic that unification
is a future reality, it is generally acknowledged that this process is necessarily a slow
one, and the great majority of South Koreans place their faith in inter-Korean dialogue
and economic assistance measures to achieve this goal. The activities of North Korean
defectors, advocating for a more pro-active stance by Seoul over the issue of North
Korean human rights, fly in the face of these widely held beliefs regarding the desirable
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trajectory of inter-Korean relations. Insofar as they have no connections with the
turbulent history of South Korean civil society, defectors seemed at first to bring with
them a moral authority and neutral stance, untouched by ideology, that many hoped
would galvanise an otherwise largely apathetic South Korean public.

The actual

experiences of defector organisations, however, have dashed these hopes.
Defector activism originated with the efforts of conservative activists in the United
States, in particular the DFF’s Suzanne Schölte, who began efforts to bring Hwang
Changyöp to Washington in 1997. In 2003 this persistence was rewarded with the Roh
Moo Hyun government finally granting permission for Hwang to depart South Korea
for the US.

Following the precedent set by Hwang, a group of politically-active

defectors gathered on Capitol Hill during ‘North Korea Freedom Week’ to announce
the formation of the Exile Committee for North Korean Democracy (ECNKD), which
was to serve as an umbrella group for all North Korean defector organisations based
within South Korea. Hwang Changyöp gave his support to this group and accepted a
position as Honorary Committee chairman. Addressing the Washington DC audience,
Hwang argued that the issue of North Korean human rights should not remain the sole
concern of those on the Korean Peninsula - indeed, he argued, it is a “problem for the
world”. Activists envisaged that through the ECNKD, all like-minded defectors groups
would “unite to work for regime change in North Korea ... and to transform North
Korea into a free, democratic and prosperous nation once Kim Jong -11 is gone”.88
The ECNKD declares itself to have four main goals: To expand the ‘anti-Kim’ force
within North Korea; to enlighten the North Korean people, primarily through the
distribution of radios, and radio broadcasts; to form an international united front
against Kim Jong -11 (as the options available to those inside North Korea are perceived
to be extremely limited), and to prepare North Korean defectors in South Korea as the
new leaders of a free and democratic North Korea.89 The foundation of this exile group
was not entirely unanticipated. In the weeks leading up to Hwang’s initial visit to
Washington, some supporters of the regime change school of thought voiced their
hopes, that Hwang would become a unifying figure for anti-North Korean forces, and
form a government in exile, along the lines of the Iraqi National Congress headed by
high profile Iraqi defector Ahmed Chalabi. Douglas Shin, a Korean-American pastor,
told the L.A. Times that although the idea was still a nascent one, “... what we are
88 While he himself did not attend North Korea Freedom Week, Hwang spoke from Seoul via video link-up.
(Defense Forum Foundation. (2004). "North Korean Defectors Announce New Alliance at DFF Forum
During North Freedom Week", last viewed November 4 2008.)
89 ----- . "North Korean Defectors Announce New Alliance at DFF Forum During North Freedom Week".
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talking about is something that could function as a transitory government when North
Korea collapses”. 9 °
The North Korean defector community, however, is itself a divided one and the Exile
Committee ultimately had limited success in bringing the disparate defector-led NGOs
together in any meaningful manner. The Committee for Democratization of North
Korea, was thus founded in November 2007, this time in Seoul, and was intended to
take up where the Exile Committee left off. One defector suggests that the main cause
of the group’s gradual disappearance off the political scene was due primarily to
personality clashes and a lack of desire among defectors to take over the leadership
role.91

Another South Korean activist, working with the defector organisations,

explains that the nature of North Korean society, in which differences of opinion are
discouraged, has stymied the problem-solving capacities of the North Korean defectors,
who lack the negotiating skills to solve even small disagreements among themselves.92
Most non-defector NGOs advocating over the issue of North Korean human rights have,
over the years, become cautious about speaking explicitly in terms of regime change.
This includes groups based in the United States, which initially took on this more
aggressive, pro-regime change vocabulary and have since tempered their language as a
result of the difficulties they have had conducting transnational activities with
domestic South Korean NGOs. The defector community, however, has declined to take
this more cautious, conciliatory approach and has stayed true to the self-declared
mission of Hwang Changyöp who, in his first official address to the South Korean
media insisted: “Unification must be achieved. As the first step to that, the present
North Korean regime must collapse so that the North can move to reform and
opening ” . *93 In this respect, the declared aims of the new Committee appear strikingly
similar to those of the former Exile Committee. These goals include the support of
greater awareness of human rights and democracy and the inflation of anti Kim Jong-Il
forces in North Korea, and the proactive advocacy of movements to end the North
Korean regime.
Despite these apparent similarities, the disbanding of the ECNKD and establishment of
the Exile Committee was more than a symbolic re-branding activity. An important
9° Demick, Barbara. (2003). "Defector's Trip to U.S. Divisive in South Korea". L A . Times, October 28, p.A391Personal Interview 5.17. Seoul. July 2006
92 Personal Interview 5.16, Seoul. July 2006
93 Federation of American Scientists. (1997). "Hwang Jang Yop holds press conference to explain why he
defected from North Korea", last viewed 27 May 2009, http://www.fas.org/news/dprk/1997/bgl52.html
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difference between the approaches of the two umbrella groups is the decision made by
the Exile Committee, to reduce its transnational cooperation. It has thus endeavoured
to largely limit its networking activities to South Korean civil society. In this way the
NGO has been able to focus more of its energies on the promotion of awareness inside
South Korea. This change in direction is neatly summarised in the group’s fourth goal,
articulated as the desire to “unveil pro-North Korea leftist forces in South Korea”.94
This last aim speaks directly to the frustration of North Korean human rights
advocates in South Korea, that some on the left, progressive side of politics, who were
so pivotal in bringing about the democratisation of South Korea during the 1980s,
remain wedded to the ideology of this Cold War era.
FreeNK Radio
Free NK Radio is the most well established and high-profile defector NGO. Its founder,
Kim Seong-min (Kim Songmin), was motivated to leave North Korea in 1996 as a
result of the information he was exposed to as part of his job in the North Korean
military. His main function within the People’s Army was the monitoring of foreign
radio broadcasts and it was through this position that he quickly learnt of the reality of
the world outside his country. Kim recounts that he became increasingly suspicious of
the information that the North Korean regime provided its population through its
education system and propaganda activities.95 “I found out North Korea was not the
best socialist country in the world, but the most backward undemocratic country in the
world”, Kim told the NED, “It was a total shock”.96 After defecting to the South, Kim
founded Free NK Radio in 2004, in order to further his belief that the best way to help
the North Korean people is through the provision of information. This, he argues, is
more important than food, for it is with information that “human rights thoughts will
begin to grow”.9?
As of 2006, the eight-man radio station began broadcasting directly into North Korea
for one hour per day, via shortwave radio. The times for broadcast were decided upon
carefully, in order to best reflect timeframes in which the North Korean government
would be least likely to block radio waves. Thus, the broadcasts were conducted
between 19:00 and 19:30, as well as 02:00 and 02:30. The content of the programs

94 Sung, Jeong-jae. (2007). "10,000 Defectors, Committee for Democratization of North Korea
Established". Daily NK, 4 November.
95 Personal Interview. Seoul: July 2006
96 National Endowment for Democracy. (2007). "Kim Seung Min", last viewed August 2 2008,

http://www.ned.org/events/feb2007/min.html.
97 Personal Interview. Seoul: July 2006
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varies; some are outwardly political, such as lectures by Hwang Changyöp. At other
times, North Koreans now living in Seoul share their own experiences of their flight
from North Korea, transition through China and life in South Korea.98 A newer
initiative is “Letters from America”. Ordinary American citizens based in the United
States—usually made aware of the situation through church-based activists —write
“letters” to North Koreans, which are read out by the broadcasters. The aim of this
latter activity, according to one American activist working closely with Kim Seong Min,
is to “spread the truth about our country [the US] and our values and our concern for
North Koreans”.99
Activists argue that defector broadcasting directly into North Korea is a highly effective
form of advocacy. Insofar as it allows North Koreans in Seoul to interface directly with
their fellow nationals back in North Korea it is a unique and unprecedented form of
activism regarding the history of the North Korean human rights campaign. While
broadcasters such as Voice of America and Radio Free Asia have long been
broadcasting their programs into North Korea, many argue that defector radio is much
more meaningful and has a higher potential impact. The dialect, intonation and style
of speaking used by the North Korean broadcasters is familiar to any who may be
listening from within the DPRK, adding authenticity to its content, the majority of
which is likely to prove quite shocking for its intended audience. It is thus widely
agreed that the impact of the radio broadcasts is high, relative to any other activity that
aims to directly reach the North Korean people inside their own country.

While

reliable surveys of the North Korean population are impossible to conduct, estimations
of audience size and broadcast impact are taken from surveys of North Korean defector
and refugee communities. In 2006, the Korean Press Foundation surveyed just over
three hundred newly arrived North Koreans. Of these thirteen (4.27% ) had listened to
foreign short wave radio broadcasts.100
As a public, highly visible organisation, Free NK Radio, more than any other defector
group, has attracted vocal criticism from the South Korean public. In 2005, the North

9 8 Personal

Interview. Seoul: July 2006
99 Personal Correspondence. November 2008
100 Ha Tae-kyung (Young Howard), of Open Radio Korea, a South Korean run broadcast service argues
that this is not an insignificant number - assuming that the sample surveyed represented a group of
people that were more likely to listen to banned shortwave broadcasts than the majority of the population,
a much reduced figure of 1% was still highly significant: out of a population of 20,0 0 0 ,0 0 0 , this would
represent 200,000 people listening to the broadcasts. See: Ha, Tae-kyung. (2002). "North Korean
Audience for Open Radio for North Korea" Open Radio for North Korae, last viewed August 5 2008,
http://www.nkradio.com/bbs/view.php?id=nkradioio&:page=i&sni=&divpage=i&.sn=off&ss=on&sc=on
&select arrange=headnum&desc=asc&no=i2&PHPSESSlD=4ae8a38a6f35ac.e>oaq,:*72Qo8e4fbb784.
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Korean regime directly requested the South Korean government to bring about the
cessation of the activities of Free NK Radio. Staff at the broadcaster reported threats
delivered by phone and in the post, vandalism, as well as protests outside their office
location. Eventually, they were forced to pack up their office, moving to the outskirts
of Seoul. These opponents of the activities of Free NK Radio believe that such work
contravenes the spirit of the South Korean government’s engagement and cooperation
policies, undermines the achievements of inter-Korean dialogue, and ultimately
presents a threat to the peace and security of the North Korean Peninsula. According
to these groups, the broadcasts represent a regression to the behaviour exhibited by
the two governments at the height of Cold War hostility. At a press conference, one
such group, the Unification Alliance for the 6.15 Joint Declaration and Peace (T’ongil
Yöndae) argued that “[t]hrough intra-Korean military talks in which the North and
South agreed to suspend slanderous broadcasts aimed at one another, the mood of
intra-Korean reconciliation and cooperation is building. Despite this, however, Free
North Korea Radio is sending forth broadcasts that run counter to this”.101
North Korean Human Rights Act (NKHRA)
The different approaches adopted by some South Korean NGOs during the Roh Moo
Hyun government, particularly defector organisations, were partially influenced by the
direction taken by their partner groups in the loose transnational North Korea human
rights advocacy coalition, as advocacy in the United States started to gain traction and
have a feedback effect inside South Korea.

North Korean human rights advocacy

efforts in the US gained a higher profile with the first ‘North Korea Freedom Week’
held by Scholte’s NKFC in 2004, and which later became an annual event. Taking
advantage of this increase in momentum, efforts were made to pass legislation through
Congress that would compel the US government to action on this issue.102 The high
profile lobbying required for passing such a contentious piece of legislation heightened
both the number as well as the profile of interest groups that were brought into the
advocacy fold.

101 Digital Chosun Ilbo. (2004). "Civic Group Demands Free North Korea Radio Be Shut Down". June 11.
102 North Korea Freedom Week is a week long event in Washington DC intended to raise the awareness of
Congress to the North Korean human rights problem. By highlighting both the security threat raised by
the human rights problem as well as the moral danger that the activists believe Kim Jong II poses, not only
to his own people, but to the international community as a whole, the NKFC hopes to compel Congress to
action. In 2009, for example, events included protests staged outside the White House, exhibitions
depicting the horrors of the Kim Jong II regime, Church services in Washington and Virginia, calling the
church community to action, House and Senate hearings on a number of actions, lobbying of members of
Congress, an all night prayer vigil, a range of seminars and lectures, a press conference, finally
culminating in the “North Korea Freedom Day Rally” outside Capitol Hill.
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Forces within the NKFC- by now a group comprising cold-war era NGOs such as the
DFF as well as conservative evangelical organisations such as the Southern Baptist
convention and the Christian Coalition—came together to lobby and raise support
within Congress for the North Korean Human Rights Act (NKHRA), which was
eventually passed unanimously in both Houses and made into law on October 4, 2004.
The NKHRA is arguably the single largest achievement of the human rights advocacy
campaign in the United States and acted as a lynchpin for further advocacy. Members
of Congress were lobbied individually by their constituencies, led by influential
evangelical organisations such as the National Association of Evangelicals (NAE) and
the Southern Baptist Convention.

The Wilberforce Forum also played a key role,

utilising its lobbying powers and, despite many doubts to the contrary, the NKHRA
was passed through the Senate, and then the House, at the eleventh hour.
NKHRA. Freedom House and the 2005 Seoul Summit
The NKHRA included a number of provisions among which were the appointment of a
special US envoy on North Korean human rights issues, funding of radio broadcasts
and other NGO activities and directions to grant North Korean defectors to be allowed
refugee status in the US, regardless of their eligibility for South Korean citizenship.
Despite the passing of the NKHRA, however, very little of the $96 million was ever
appropriated. While a special envoy—Jay Lefkowitz—was appointed, and some North
Koreans were accepted into the US, the money earmarked for defector NGO activity
within the US never eventuated and Lefkowitz, whose role as special envoy was a parttime one under the Bush administration, is often accused of being ineffectual. The
politics behind the appropriation of the money became a highly divisive issue within
the US North Korean human rights advocacy community. Michael Horowitz, fellow at
the conservative Hudson Institute and evangelical activist (though himself Jewish) was
instrumental in acquiring two million dollars under the terms of the NKHRA, which
many believe should have gone straight to grassroots NGOs. Instead, in a highly
controversial move, it was granted to Freedom House, for the express purpose of
bringing people together for one conference.

In a hearing on the issues and

implications of the NKHRA, in front of the Committee on International Relations
(HOR), a representative from the State Department described the purpose and
procedure of the upcoming Freedom House conferences:
The Bureau [of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor] expedited the processing
of this grant and Freedom House developed plans for a timely synchronized
international advocacy campaign dedicated to pressuring the North Korean
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regime to end its abuses. Freedom House will hold three conferences ... to
internationalize the North Korean human rights situation. Each conference
will feature the testimony of victims of the North Korean regime, and high
profile figures will be invited to address the conferences.1^
Tim Peters, an American pastor based in Seoul, running the Helping Hands charity,
opined that it seemed that the NKHRA had, in the end, “come to nothing” and his
views on the matter echo the complaints of many NGOs, from both sides of the
political spectrum.

While resources were devoted to “a nice corner office” for

Lefkowitz as well as the Freedom House conferences, which Peters describes as
“preaching to the converted,” the biggest complaint was the lack of funding
appropriated for grassroots NGO work.10«
The Freedom House conference, held in Seoul in 2005, referred to most commonly as
the Seoul Summit, was the most memorable of these events, due largely to the
controversy it caused within South Korea. It served both as a rallying point for the
transnational movement for North Korean human rights as well as a point of division
for advocates.

David Hawk, a former Amnesty researcher and author of a

groundbreaking study into the DPRK gulag system commissioned by HRNK, a NKFC
coalition member that focused on promoting a moderate agenda, 1Q5 summed up the
general mood of activists towards the conferences, explaining that there seemed to be
no role for the mainstream, especially in the first of the conferences held in
Washington.106 The Summit generated a great deal of media attention, grabbing front
page coverage in mainstream newspapers and opening up the public space within
South Korea for discussion of North Korean human rights.107 Even NGO activists who
decided against participation in this conference due to fears that it would be overly
politicised conceded that, overall, the Seoul Summit did more good than harm .108
While drawing attention to the issue of North Korean human rights and opening it up
as an issue for public debate, the Summit also simultaneously constricted the space for
human rights activism within South Korea. The politicisation of the North Korean
human rights issue, the high profile given to defectors and other activists who openly
103 Committee on International Relations. (2005). The North Korean Human Rights Act of 2004: Issues
and Implications. Joint Hearing Before the Subcommittee on Asia and the Pacific and the Subcommittee
of Africa, Global Human Rights and International Operations, 109th Congress, ist Session, 28 April.

Tim Peters. Personal Interview 5.21, Seoul. July 2007.
Hawk, David. (2003). "The Hidden Gulag: Exposing North Korea's Prison Camps". Washington DC:
U.S. Committee for Human Rights in North Korea.
106 David Hawk. Personal Interview 5.22, Washington, DC. May 2006.
10? Personal Interview 5.24, Seoul. June 2006, Personal Interview 5.26, London. May 2006.
108 Personal Interview 5.25, Seoul. June 2006. Personal Interview 5.9, Seoul. June 2006.
104
105
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advocated a regime change agenda, and the aggressive style of advocacy exhibited,
more suitable to the American political scene than the Korean one, cast North Korean
human rights advocacy in South Korea in a certain light, drawing all who campaigned
on the issue into its glare. This was certainly the sense felt by the Citizens’ Alliance for
North Korean Human Rights (NKHR) who had made a conscious decision to refrain
from participation in the conference, despite the central role played by people like
Suzanne Schölte, with whom they had closely worked on international conferences in
the past. Lee Young-hwan, director and co-founder of NKHR, publicly accused South
Korean NGOs working on the North Korean human rights issue of being “partially
responsible for the issue’s politicisation”. She argues that the flamboyant rhetoric
employed by North Korean human rights advocates during the Seoul Summit
contributed to the marginalisation of the North Korean human rights issue, further
alienating it from the mainstream public interest. Lee explains that NKHR decided not
to become involved in the Freedom House conference due to concerns over the
politicisation of the issue, a trend that became evident during the planning stages of
the conference: “We found out that some NGO groups that express anti-nuclear and
anti-Kim Jong II sentiments to an extreme level were part of the organizing team”. In
the same speech, Lee also criticises the type of strategies adopted by Liberty in North
Korea (LiNK), a grassroots, university based-NGO made up mostly of KoreanAmerican university students. “Not all street campaigns,” Lee counsels, “are effective
and productive ... It is important to understand that some campaigns such as a funeral
parade with people all in black suits or lying down in the middle of the roads do not
appeal to the South Korean students”. 109

As a corollary of the Seoul Summit and the tendency towards high profile, emotionally
provocative advocacy strategies, the NKHR made the conscious decision to shift its
advocacy direction, as described above. Joanna Hosniak, the international campaign
manager for NKHR, observes that the approach taken by organisers of the Seoul
Summit lacked originality and failed to advance the North Korean human rights
advocacy campaign in any useful or meaningful way.

Hosniak points out that

Summit’s agenda items and speakers, rather than engendering a new approach, closely
reflected the conferences held by NKHR in the late 1990s and early 2 0 0 0 s.110 While
this approach was deemed to have been necessary and useful for raising awareness
during the early days of the North Korean human rights advocacy campaign, NKHR
109 Lee, Young-hwan. (2006). "North Koreans in China and Beyond: The Role of NGOs". International
Symposium on Human Rights in North Korea. November 30. Seoul: National Human Rights Commission

of Korea and The Institute for Far Eastern Studies, Kyungnam University.
110 Joanna Hosniak. Personal Interview 5.10, Seoul. June 2006.
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board members and activists decided that a new approach was needed, and that this
would not be achieved through the existing transnational networks. NKHR thus made
the conscious decision to move the focus of its transnational cooperation to Europe, an
approach that was put into action at the 2006 international conference held in Bergen,
Norway.
D e p o litic isa tio n
Peace Foundation
While the Freedom House conferences were intended to act as a bridge between the
disparate North Korean human rights NGOs, they ultimately had the opposite impact,
serving to highlight the sharp divisions within the North Korean human rights
community. Despite this, however, the increased profile of the North Korean human
rights campaign inside Korea brought about some movement on the progressive side of
the political spectrum.111 PSPD, which had until then been silent on the North Korean
human rights issue, agreed to participate in a number of seminars, roundtables and
conferences.

In an effort to discredit the work of groups like NKHR and NKnet,

progressive groups started to undertake their own research into the human rights
situation. However, the information they received, rather than discrediting the claims
made by North Korean human rights NGOs, served to verity them.112 Thus, some
South Korean progressives realised that opposition to the North Korean human rights
advocacy campaign would have to be undertaken in discussion with these groups,
rather than as a public attack against them .113 The Seoul Summit, in this regard, by
accelerating the speed at which the North Korean human rights issue took traction
within South Korea, acted as the proverbial straw on the camel’s back. Lee Keum-soon,
of the government funded think-tank, Korean Institute for National Unification
(KINU) verifies this interpretation, explaining that PSPD started to engage with the
issue of North Korean human rights, simply because it could no longer ignore it. There
was, by now, simply too much evidence of the dire situation in North Korea for a high
profile human rights NGO like PSPD to be able to deny the situation any longer. “«This
was seen as a very positive development by the full spectrum of North Korean human

111 For example, two conferences were held, organised by prominent progressive groups: the South Korean
National Human Rights Commission held an ‘International Symposium on Human Rights in North
Korea,’ held by the South Korean National Human Rights Commission (NHRCK) and the well-respected,
progressive think tank Sejong Institute convened a similar conference in Europe, where liberal-minded
Korea specialists gathered from around the globe, to discuss a way forward on the North Korean human
rights issue.
112 Personal Interview 5.28, Seoul. August 2007.
n 3 Personal Interview 5.28, Seoul. August 2007.
u 4 Lee Keum-soon. Personal Interview 5.31, Seoul. June 2006.
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rights NGOs and a new group, “Peace Foundation” (which is part of the JungTo family,
to which Good Friends also belongs) commenced a series of ‘bridging’ efforts in an
attempt to coordinate debate among the disparate groups.
While the PSPD’s position did not shift as a result of them taking part in these
preliminary bridging meetings, their involvement was interpreted positively by North
Korean human rights activists, at least initially. Capitalising on PSPD’s willingness to
engage, Peace Foundation started to hold a series of closed meetings among
representatives of the various groups.

Ryoo Jung-gil, a representative of Peace

Foundation, explains their rationale behind attempting to engage the progressive
community. “Traditional left wing groups,” Ryoo contends, “are not very flexible about
ideology and this is not good for the real situation. So we think - our group tries to
connect and make contact between every side, left and right. Contact and dialogue is
important for peace and development [on the Korean Peninsula]”.1^ PSPD, NKHR,
NKnet and Good Friends, among others, participated in these events. In 2006, after
the first few rounds of such meetings, representatives from the North Korean human
rights organisations, participating in the proceedings, all expressed a cautious
optimism that these were a valuable exercise, and that there was a reasonable chance
of a positive outcome resulting from it. Although, by mid 2007, the PSPD was still not
acting on the issue, one activist opined that “at least they were talking about it” and not
ignoring the 'real situation' in North Korea.

This opinion was shared by Young

Howard (Ha T’ae-kyöng) a former leftist student dissident who also shifted his political
ideology in response to the North Korean human rights situation and subsequently
founded a radio station, Open Radio, which broadcasts into North Korea, shared this
opinion. The Peace Foundation discussions thus far, he reflected in 2007, had made
good progress in general. On specifics, however, such as how South Korea should
approach the issue of North Korean human rights, a wide range of varying opinions
still exited. The left, Young Howard went on to explain, still does not want to engage in
direct criticism of the Kim Jong II regime, believing that so doing would undermine
peace on the Peninsula.116
A year later, the same activists who had once expressed such optimism regarding Peace
Foundation’s efforts to engage in bridging activities and bring about a more cohesive
South Korean civil society approach to the North Korean human rights problem, now
indicated that the bridging process had all but stalled. Likening the discussions with
Ryoo Jung-gil. Personal Interview 5.29, Seoul. July 2007.
116 Young Howard. Personal Interview 5.30, Seoul. July 2007
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“speaking to an echo,” activists lamented that while individuals from the NSMs may
have come to a better understanding of the exigency to act on North Korean human
rights, they had not managed to translate this to a shift in policy within their respective
organisations.117 This viewpoint was shared by other participants in the discussions:
failure of the progressives to exhibit any flexibility of their positions in the face of all
the evidence presented to them led to an unavoidable stagnation.118 While some
agreement had been reached on the seriousness of the situation, serious differences
over approach still existed and seemed, for now, insurmountable. n 9 North Korean
human rights activists, for whom the game had significantly changed with the election
of the more conservative Lee Myung Bak (Yi Myöngpak) of the GNP, abandoned their
quest to engage progressives and concentrated again on the policy choices of the new
Lee government.

C o n c lu s io n
By the end of a decade of progressive rule, while public awareness of the North Korean
human rights movement had greatly increased, and a proliferation of civil society
groups advocating for the cause had emerged in South Korean society, the discourses
of the 386-generation failed to shift in any significant way. Over the course of this
thesis, an examination of the processes of norm negotiation undertaken by political
activists has shown that, over the course of time, arguments about human rights,
democracy and unification became closely intertwined in the dissident discourses of
the political opposition. While many radical actors had shelved their ‘unification first’
agendas in order to bring about the achievement of democratisation in 1987, these
once strongly held beliefs in the unification of the Peninsula had, in fact, informed
their entire advocacy agenda. They were not easily discarded and remained a priority
goal vis-ä-vis the conduct of inter-Korean relations.
Many observers and new right political activists attribute the stagnation of dominant
progressive discourse between 1997 and 2007 to the pro-North Korean beliefs that
underlay the 386-generation’s discourses. The reality, however, is far more complex
than this. The manner in which political activists negotiated their dissident discourses
through the years of authoritarian rule brought about a particular constellation of
behavioural norms.

That is, arguments about human rights, unification and

democracy became tightly intertwined and, with the institutionalisation of human
u? Personal Interview 5.33, Seoul. February 2008.
118 Personal Interview 5.34, Seoul. February 2008.
n 9 Personal Interview 5.35, Seoul. March 2008
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rights and democracy in South Korea, unification via engagement re-emerged as a
precondition for all inter-Korean relations policy.

South Korean political debate

during the timeframe examined in this chapter was thus tightly constrained by the
interrelationship that had grown, under decades of repression, within the dissident
discourses of the political activists. As these political activists came into positions of
influence, and the dominant discourse came to reflect erstwhile dissident discourses,
the interdependency of human rights and democracy arguments underpinned by the
unification norm (and its concomitant behavioural norm of engagement and
cooperation), dictated the development of political debate and policy development over
inter-Korean relations.
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CONCLUSION
Inter-K orean R elations from a South Korean Perspective
Policy-making over inter-Korean relations is about more than strategic calculation:
normative elements play a key role in debates over how this difficult relationship
should best be conducted. The central purpose of this thesis has been to identify and
examine discourse over inter-Korean relations in the South Korean political context, in
order to better understand its enabling and constraining elements. The thesis has
focused upon one central research question: what has been the role and influence of
South Korean political activism on the domestic political debate over inter-Korean
relations?

To address this question, I constructed a conceptual framework for

understanding the central norms guiding debate over inter-Korean relations, as well as
the particular role that South Korean political activists have played, in their capacity as
agents for human rights and democracy, in the evolution of these norms. In each of
the four historical case studies presented in this thesis, I outlined the discursive
context determined by state discourses, and tracked how activists have advanced their
normative agendas within the confines of this space.
The first three historical case studies examine the events leading up to central critical
junctures in the evolution of debate over inter-Korean relations: the 1980 Kwangju
Uprising, the 1987 June Uprising and the period of reorientation of the early 1990s,.
The fourth case study examines a final, ‘protracted’ critical juncture: the decade of
progressive rule, post-democratic transition (1997-2007). Recognising that the first
three historical case studies represent “extended period[s] of reorientation”1 in the
lead-up to each critical juncture, rather than individual and isolated events, this
approach allows for the tracking of trends that affected the relationship that political
activists had with each of the three central beliefs.
The conceptual framework, designed for the purpose of understanding political
activism over the course of the four historical periods, recognises the dynamic and
historically constituted relationship between agents and meaning-structures in view of
a discursive understanding of power. The conceptual framework is applied to the
ensuing empirical chapters through three key elements of analysis: the importance of

1This description has been borrowed directly from Collier and Collier (Collier, Ruth Bering, and David
Collier. (1991). "Framework: Critical Junctures and Historical Legacies". In Shaping the Political Arena:
Critical Junctures, The Labor Movement, and Regime Dynamics in Latin America, edited by Collier,
Ruth Bering and David Collier. Princeton: Princeton University Press, p.27)
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historical trajectory, the complex nature of power relations, both between state and
non-state actors, as well as within civil society itself, and the negotiated status of
beliefs.

This framework builds upon existing theory, providing a more nuanced

explanation of the discursive and historical contingencies of political activism. I work
from the theoretical basis of ‘framing’, an analytical tool used by scholars in their
efforts to understand the strategies adopted by political activists as they disseminate
normative agendas within particular contexts, and the conditions under which these
norms may or may not resonate. This study’s findings suggest the need to expand on
these theoretical insights and take into account the historical nature of political
activism (recognising that it is not a spontaneous, individual phenomenon but rather
one with deep-seated social, cultural and political roots), and the broader discursive
context.

The ways in which arguments and norms interact to form particular

discursive constellations have important implications for the nature of domestic
political debate at any particular point in time.

A further finding is that the

relationship between dominant (state-governed) and dissident (political activist)
discourses is multifaceted. The power dynamics inherent to the relationship between
these two discourses is not a straightforward, bifurcated one.

In the course of

institutional change, for example, this power relationship can be turned on its head.
One consequence of this phenomenon for the trajectory of domestic political debate is
that the relative preference given to any particular norm within the discourses may
shift.
This thesis has thus challenged the conventional neorealist and structural
interpretations favoured by IR scholars who approach the subject of inter-Korean
relations from a traditional security perspective by providing an account that revolves
around discursive politics.

Findings reveal a number of factors, outside those

considered by material accounts, to have a significant influence on inter-Korean
relations. First, domestic political factors have a real and lasting impact upon the
trajectory of inter-Korean relations. Corollary to this, within the domestic context,
South Korean political activists have played an important role in helping determine
how debate over inter-Korean relations has unfolded. Second, it is important to look
beyond material motivations and take into account other concerns animating debate
within South Korea over inter-Korean relations.

Here, justice concerns play an

important role in the Korean context, where debate revolves around the emotive issue
of eventual unification of the two halves of the peninsula.
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Following on from this, the central finding of the thesis is that the norms underpinning
domestic political debate over unification and inter-Korean relations were developed
through a negotiated argumentative process that took place between dominant and
dissident discourses.

Put differently, the norms embedded in the discourses that

inform domestic political debate over inter-Korean relations today are the legacy of
South Korea’s turbulent political activist history. Three central beliefs have largely
determined the shape of this debate: unification, human rights and democracy. The
question of how domestic political debate over inter-Korean relations, in relation to
these central beliefs, has evolved over the years is a task that has been largely neglected
by scholars who tend to deal with South Korea’s political activist past, and South
Korea’s approach to inter-Korean relations, as two separate matters
The implications of this thesis are three-fold.

First, at a theoretical level, it

demonstrates that the domestic political debates that accompany political activist
campaigns over individual issues need to be examined within a larger, more
contextualised, historical paradigm. Political activism rarely arises spontaneously, but
rather emerges as the result of a series of conflicting ideas and arguments around
which actors have negotiated a set of normative beliefs and behavioural norms.
Second, it suggests that in South Korea, political ideology continues to play a
significant role in determining both how the countiy interacts with its northern
neighbour, as well as the types of arguments that are deemed acceptable within the
discursive constraints that determine the parameters of domestic political debate.
Third, from a policy perspective, it suggests that actors that have a stake in the
establishment of a peace and security regime on the Korean peninsula need to take
seriously the domestic political constraints facing the South Korean government as
well as the trajectory that political debate has taken thus far, given that it contains
within it important clues for the future. As such, not only material concerns that
animate South Korean political actors, but also a series of historically constituted
normative factors need to be given equal attention. Not doing so could result in policy
initiatives that not only fail to take South Korea’s very real normative and material
concerns into account, but could also lead to negative consequences regarding the
scope of policy options in the future.
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A N e w A ge o f C o n ser v a tiv e P o litic s
In ter-K o rea n R ela tio n s u n d er Lee M yu n g B a k
The analysis provided in this thesis stops with the Roh Moo Hyun government, in
power until early 2008. Since this time, inter-Korean relations have witnessed some
dramatic changes and it is these most recent events that will now be briefly canvassed
in these concluding sections.
Lee Myung Bak, a representative of South Korea’s conservative Grand National Party
(GNP), achieved a landslide victory at the 2007 presidential elections.23 Campaigning
on a platform of economic growth and job creation, Lee’s success can be partly
attributed to disarray within the progressive party following the perceived failures of
the Roh Moo Hyun presidency, declining economic conditions and a younger, less
ideologically-driven generation of university-aged voters that preferenced job creation.
One conservative commentator observed that Lee’s electoral success was, at least in
part, a signal to the 386-generation that they had wasted their opportunity to govern
the country. 3 Whatever the reasons, Lee’s resounding victory shook up discourse over
inter-Korean relations and animated the North Korean human rights community, who
hoped that domestic political debate over inter-Korean relations would finally open up
and allow some space for the dissident discourses that they championed.
In opposition, various GNP lawmakers had certainly supported the North Korean
human rights community. While the North Korean human rights campaign never
attained particularly high levels of support, due mostly to the issue’s low profile among
the electorate, the GNP did, in principle, support the call for greater reciprocity in
inter-Korean relations and a voice for the North Korean human rights community. For
Lee Myung Bak, however, inter-Korean relations were a relatively low priority and an
issue on which he did not hold any particularly strong ideological position. In fact, in a
country where conservative ideology still harked back to a recent, authoritarian past,
Lee attempted to distance himself from any kind of ideological politics and promoted
himself as a ‘pragmatist’.

2 Lee won 48.7% of the vote. His progressive opponent, Chung Dong-young, achieved a result of 26.1%,
while his more conservative opponent (Lee Hoi-chang) won just 15.1% of the vote. 10.1% went to other,
more minor party candidates. This result represented the largest winning margin in a presidential
election since the reintroduction of direct elections in 1987. (Klingner, Bruce. (2008). "New South Korean
President Brings Conservative Policy Change". Backgrounder, no. No. 2120: Heritage Foundation, pp.1-2;
Moon, Chung-In. (2009). "South Korea in 2008: From Crisis to Crisis". Asian Survey, 49 (120-8).)
3 Klingner. "New South Korean President", p.3
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During the election campaign, Lee’s position on inter-Korean relations revolved
around a policy entitled “Denuclearisation and Opening up North Korea to Achieve
US$3000 in Per Capita Income” (DN03000)A

The policy presented itself as an

alternative to the engagement approach of the previous two governments, dismissed
summarily by the GNP as a failure. DNO3000 proposed that it would reward future
DPRK compliance with its denuclearisation obligations by helping raise living
standards in the country within the decade, through the encouragement of opening
and reform. 5

Lee also promised to demand more reciprocity from inter-Korean

relations, including improvements in the North Korean human rights situation. In
practice, however, most policy pundits believed that a Lee Myung Bak administration
would continue an engagement-style policy towards the North, albeit under a different
guise. It was widely recognised that, though the South Korean public may have shown
themselves to be frustrated with what they saw as a one-way policy of engagement, for
which they received very little return, domestic political debate did not in fact provide
any real discursive space for an alternative approach to inter-Korean relations.
After taking office in February 2008, Lee had little opportunity to initiate the
constructive approach of conditional reciprocity to inter-Korean relations that he had
promised. As part of DNO3000, most of the inter-Korean projects that had been
promised during the October 2007 Summit between Roh Moo Hyun and Kim Jong II
were indefinitely postponed. In addition, Lee ended the previous governments’ policy
of unconditional humanitarian aid, requiring the North to formally request such
assistance in the future. The North reacted angrily to these changes, leading to a
disruption in inter-Korean relations. North-South interaction continued to take a turn
for the worse throughout 2008, with the shooting of a South Korean woman at the
North Korean tourist resort Kümkangsan in July. Immediately following the incident,
all future tours to the mountain resort were cancelled, a huge blow to inter-Korean
relations.
It was in the shadow of worsening relations following the Kümkangsan shooting that
the Lee Myung Bak government faced the first real test of its commitment towards
human rights change in North Korea and its reaction to the civil groups that it had
given its rhetorical support to while in opposition. In October 2008, South Korean

4 Snyder, Scott. (2009). "Lee Myung-bak's Foreign Policy: A 250-Day Assessment". The Korean Journal o f
Defense Analysis, 21 (1), 85-102. p.85
Moon Chung-in refers to this policy as the “De-nuke, Open 3,000” initiative. (Moon. "South Korea in
2008: From Crisis to Crisis", p.127).
s Moon. "South Korea in 2008: From Crisis to Crisis", p.127
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groups representing the North Korean human rights issue, released balloons
containing anti-Kim Jong II and anti-North Korean propaganda, along with dollar
notes and Chinese RMB across the border into North Korea. Pyongyang appealed to
the Lee Myung Bak government to stop these actions, arguing that they contravened a
2002 agreement between the two countries in which they would cease propaganda
battles. At first, Lee Myung Bak declined to interfere with the civil society activity,
arguing that, as the leader of a democratic nation, he had no legal recourse through
which to prevent such behaviour.

However, after further threats from the North

Korean regime that it would close down the joint-venture Kaesong industrial park,
hence terminating the work of South Korean businesses based there, the South Korean
Ministry of Unification (MoU) sent an official letter to the civil society groups, asking
them to stop their provocative behaviour in the name of continued inter-Korean
relations.6
Throughout 2009, the security situation on the Korean peninsula and inter-Korean
relations declined even further. North Korea tested a series of long and medium range
missiles, in response to which the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) imposed a
series of sanctions.

While there were signs of improvement between the Koreas

towards the end of 2009, with North Korea lifting some of the border restrictions it
had earlier imposed and requesting humanitarian food aid from the ROK, a heightened
sense of insecurity continued to grow in South Korea as the countries’ navies
exchanged gunfire in disputed territorial waters to the west of the peninsula. Tensions
continued to build between the two Koreas in March 2010, immediately following the
sinking of a South Korean warship (the Cheonan), which claimed the lives of forty-six
South Korean sailors: all inter-Korean communications and projects were put on hold
until investigations into the cause of the sinking were completed. The crisis then came
to a head in May 2010, with the Lee Myung Bak government’s announcement that the
international investigation had found Pyongyang to be responsible for the Cheonan’s
sinking. North Korea angrily rejected these accusations and, in response, Lee Myung
Bak announced the cutting of most ties with the north, including a drastic reduction in
North Korean trade, as well as the resumption of propaganda broadcasts along the
DMZ. Relations between the two Koreas seem to have regressed to their pre-Sunshine
state, not witnessed since the mid-1990s.

6 The groups refused to do so, arguing that South Korea should not give in to pressure from the north and
that this was the first such request that they had received, despite having engaged in this activity for the
past five years. See: Petrov, Leonid. (2009). "The Politics of Inter-Korean Cooperation: 1998-2009". Asia
Pacific Journal, 29 (3).
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Civil society discourses are making small gains in their quest to achieve a more
prominent position in the national public debate, as has been evidenced by a number
of small-scale, yet significant events with regard to the North Korean human rights
issue.

In 2008 and 2009, the Lee Myung Bak government broke with past

governments by co-sponsoring and voting in favour of UN General Assembly
Resolutions criticising human rights violation in North Korea.

South Korea’s

nominally independent National Human Rights Commission (NHRCK) which, under
Kim Dae Jung and Roh Moo Hyun had shown a great deal of recalcitrance on the
North Korean human rights issue, awarded its annual “ROK Human Rights Award” to
the ‘Network for North Korean Democracy and Human Rights’ (NKnet) for its work on
North Korean human rights issues. Upon presenting NKnet founder and director, Han
Ki-hong with the prize, the Commission congratulated the organisation for its efforts in
organising “campaigns, forums and international conferences on North Korean human
rights in order to release the reality of North Korea to the world”.7 Further to this, the
NHRCK announced, in May 2010, that it would publish a “roadmap” late in the year,
designed to “come forward with policies and action plans the Seoul government will
pursue to improve North Korea's human rights in the long run”. 78

Finally, a

government sponsored “North Korean Human Rights Bill” was introduced into South
Korea’s National Assembly, following the approval of similar bills in the US (2004) and
Japan (2006). The Bill, which is opposed by the Democratic Party and has so far been
refused passage, would provide financial support for civil society organisations
focusing on North Korean human rights, in a bid to encourage more non-government
action in this area.
All of these developments, while significant in light of the previous decade’s suffocation
of North Korean human rights discourse, are still consigned to the margins, having yet
to find any space within wider political discourses in South Korea. As I discuss below,
there is still very little sympathy for approaches to inter-Korean relations that involve
‘disruptive’, accusatory or confrontational language. What effect, if any, this nascent
opening of space on the North Korean human rights issue will have on inter-Korean
relations remains to be seen, as does the response from the South Korean public.
Recent evidence in light of the Cheonan incident suggests that South Koreans are not
yet prepared to witness a worsening of their peace and security situation either for the
sake of more reciprocity in inter-Korean relations or for the improvement of the more
prickly human rights issues.
Kim, So-yeol. (2009). "NKnet Collects ROK Human Rights Award". DailyNK, 10 December.
8 Park, Si-soo. (2010). "Roadmap on NK Human Rights to be Crafted". The Korea Times, May 31.
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While some in South Korea argue that the achievements in inter-Korean relations that
were achieved during a decade of progressive rule have been reversed under the Lee
Myung Bak presidency, it seems clear that political debate over the most appropriate
approach to inter-Korean relations has not shifted quite as dramatically as these recent
events imply. In an op-ed article printed in the New York Times, B.R. Myers reflects
this view, arguing that most South Koreans favour a response to the North Korean
aggression that quickly puts the incident behind them and allows for further progress
on inter-Korean relations. Myers argues that this can be at least partially attributed to
historical factors that have led to a widespread sympathy, among the South Korean
people, for the position that the North claims to find itself in. “There is more sympathy
for North Korea here [in South Korea]” he contends, “than foreigners commonly
realise”.9 In explaining how this cultural phenomenon has come to be, Myers makes
reference to the South’s political history of authoritarian rule, arguing that sympathy
for the North is particularly high in Korea’s southwest region of Korea, of which
Kwangju, which just previous to the announcement had celebrated the 30th
anniversary of the 1980 massacre, is the capital city. Many of those massacred, Myers
recalls, had once been accused by a conservative government of being pro-North
Korean agents and communist sympathisers.
In this thesis I have made a similar argument, claiming that the dissident discourses
which evolved in a climate of anti-communist rhetoric and political repression led to
the equating of the campaign for human rights and democracy with a pro-engagement
(and sometimes pro-North Korean) attitude towards the unification issue. Human
rights, democracy and unification, in the minds of many activists, were an indivisible
set of beliefs. While the radicalised discourse of unification with North Korea was put
aside in the mid- to late-i98os to make way for the more moderate oppositional
rhetoric of leaders like Kim Dae Jung, which brought together a broad coalition of
actors and eventually culminated in the successful 1987 Uprising, the language of
unification remained a central (albeit temporarily muffled) component of the activist
agenda.

When these activists - the 386-generation - came to occupy key policy

advisory positions with the Kim Dae Jung and Roh Moo Hyun governments, they
brought these beliefs with them, allowing for a transition of dissident discourse into
dominant discourse. The New Social Movements (NSMs), which dominated the civil
society scene, were also staffed with members of the 386-generation, rendering their

9 Myers, B.R. (2010). "South Korea's Collective Shrug". The New York Times, May 27.
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arguments closely compatible with the dissident-turned-dominant discourses of the
Kim Dae Jung and, particularly, the Roh Moo Hyun government.
The reaction of the ‘People’s Solidarity for Participatory Democracy’ (PSPD) to the Lee
Myung Bak’s handling of the Cheonan incident is typical of the type of left-wing,
‘progressive’ responses that were raised in the weeks following the announcement.
The PSPD, as discussed in chapter five, is a leading NSM, which promotes a ‘peace
movement’ approach to inter-Korean relations. If we, as Myers suggests, compare the
response of the South Korean population with the vitriol and outpouring of grief that
followed a 2007 incident in which two South Korean schoolgirls were killed when they
were run over by a U.S. army vehicle, the example of the PSPD is particularly
illuminating.

Anti-American protests swept the country, and the internet and

mainstream press were alive with claims that the deaths of the girls had been
intentional. The protests were emotional and rage-driven. In contrast, in response to
the news that forty-six young South Korean men had been the victims of a North
Korean torpedo attack, the response is strikingly different and marked, primarily, by a
distinctly cautious response.

Many, even those in the conservative press, seem

reluctant to engage in finger-pointing and refer to the incident as an ‘accident’. The
“lack of indignation”, notes Myers, “is mainstream”.10 Despite the calm and measured
response taken by Lee Myung Bak to the news, including the conduct of a lengthy
international investigation before any official claims of North Korean involvement
were made, South Koreans seem reluctant to believe a conservative government’s
accusations of North Korean subterfuge. The PSPD, in its report on the incident,
charges the South Korean government with attempting to hide important facts to do
with the sinking.

The report demands a full public disclosure of all information

obtained during the investigation in light of what it claims to be “the frequent changes
in the Navy’s stance over the truth and attempts at concealing vital information during
the early stage of investigation”.*11 The PSPD report then proceeds to raise a number of
technical questions regarding the investigation’s findings, arguing that “it would be
difficult to conclude that the pieces of a torpedo, which was presented by the Ministry
of Defence, presumed to be of North Korean’s (sic) ... are the vital evidence and that
the real truth has been found beyond any doubt”. 12

10 Myers. "South Korea's Collective Shrug".
11 Kwak, Junghye, Huisin Kim, and Taeho Lee. (2010). "The PSPD's Stance on the Naval Vessel Cheonan
Sinking". Issue Report, no. IR-20100601, Seoul: PSPD Center for Peace and Disarmament.
12 Kwak, Kim, and Lee. "The PSPD's Stance on the Naval Vessel Cheonan Sinking".
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The future for debate over inter-Korean relations in this environment seems bleak and
the mixed South Korean response to the Cheonan incident has shown the domestic
political scene to remain replete with ideologically-driven responses.

Though Lee

desired moving beyond ideology to forge a ‘pragmatic’ and non-political response to
inter-Korean relations, mixed messages emanating from his administration at the
beginning of his presidency, combined with a steep decline in inter-Korean relations,
have rendered this task extremely difficult. A new generation of Koreans are coming of
age, for whom both the Korean War and the battle for democracy exist as stories told
through the generations, rather than lived experiences yet, despite this, the 386generation (and their ideological opponents) still dominate the policy-making scene.

Future P rospects for Security
Inter-Korean relations are an intrinsically complex phenomenon.

The approaches

adopted by both the North and the South Korean governments revolve around the
exigencies dictated by domestic factors on either side of the divided peninsula. While
this thesis has concentrated on the case of inter-Korean relations, its findings provide
some lessons that resonate beyond the Korean peninsula.
Security in Northeast Asia begins with stable relations between North and South
Korea. The outcomes of any external efforts, including those of regional stake-holders
China, Japan and the United States, to place pressure on North Korea, are dependent
upon the concomitant actions of South Korea. The reverse is also the case: the position
that South Korea takes towards its northern neighbour can either aid or compromise
any other diplomatic work that Japan, China or the United States may undertake with
regard to the DPRK. It is thus to the expansion of understandings of security based
narrowly on material factors to broader conceptualisations that take into account the
importance of normative elements of the South Korean approach to inter-Korean
relations, that this thesis ultimately hopes to make its final contribution.

Policy

makers and analysts would do well to adopt a vision of security that is based upon a
clear understanding of both material as well as normative factors. As such, this study
offers two final lessons.
First, the historical trajectory o f norms can have a real impact on the way a state
perceives threats and hence formulates its own security policy.

Constructivist

scholars in IR have long argued that the interests and identities of states are
constituted by intersubjective sets of ideas, beliefs and values. This thesis builds upon
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that claim and argues that, not only is this process important to the constituted nature
of a state’s identity and interests that dictate its policy-making processes, but that the
ideas and beliefs responsible for this particular structure of interests are conditioned,
over time, by the intersection of actors and social structures.

Security and other

foreign relations policies are not immune from these constitutive processes; in fact,
they are highly dependent upon it. The manner in which a state perceives external
threats is closely tied up with its identity, which then leads directly into security related
policy-making processes.
Second, political activists play an important role in the creation o f the sets o f norms
and beliefs that determine a state’s response to security threats. Non-state actors are
usually thought to have a limited impact on security-related policy, and yet the role
they play in the intersubjective processes described above is important for the shaping
of domestic political debate around issues of threat perception as well as ethical
deliberation regarding appropriate behavioural norms.

Traditionally seen as the

exclusive realm of the state, scholars would do well to expand these understandings
and take into account non-state actors, such as political activists, who ensured that
debate over inter-Korean relations dealt with a wide range of issues normally thought
to be outside the realm of ‘security’, narrowly defined.
Inter-Korean relations remain a complex terrain. The relationship between the two
Koreas is a vexed one and, as the time since division continues to grow, the countries
move further apart; culturally, economically and diplomatically. The generation of
South Koreans who remember days of a united Korea, or who retain vivid memories of
the destructive Korean war, is rapidly aging and will soon be gone, leaving only the
legacy of stories handed down through family accounts behind them. Likewise, the
386-generation, who sacrificed so much in the battle for the democratisation of South
Korea, are being quickly overtaken by a younger generation, keen to take up positions
of institutional and political power. This younger generation are less idealistic and
grew up, not in the shadow of an authoritarian dictatorship, but under strict IMF
reforms, imposed on the country in the wake of the Asian Financial Crisis of the late1990s. The priorities of these two generations are necessarily different. And yet, even
as the 386-generation activists relinquish power to a cohort of actors more driven by
concerns for economic growth than by ideology, they leave behind them a strongly
embedded constellation of normative beliefs and behavioural norms that structure
domestic political debate over a wide range of issues, including inter-Korean relations.
The recent electoral backlash experienced by the conservative Lee Myung Bak
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government, even in the wake of its calm and reasoned response to the Cheonan
sinking, which many policy pundits expected to reverse the previously ailing popularity
of the ruling GNP, is particularly telling.

There may be many reasons for the

unexpected outcomes of the local-level elections, which saw the ruling GNP win only
six out of sixteen mayoral and gubernatorial races.13 What remains clear, however, is
that any government that seeks to fundamentally challenge the logic of Sunshine-style,
engagement with antagonistic approaches towards North Korea, that threaten to lead
to a worsening of inter-Korean relations, has a difficult discursive battle ahead of it.
While Lee may have broad support for the idea of reciprocity, his policy options are
very limited, due to domestic political realities. The dominant norms structuring this
reality were constructed during times of great political upheaval and normative
reconstitution in South Korea’s recent history, and will take some time to shift.

13 Voter turnout at the 2010 local elections reached its highest level in fifteen years, at 54.4%. The GNP
suffered defeat in South Kyöngsan province, usually one of their stronghold, as well as in the traditionally
conservative Kangwön province. Seoul went to the incumbent GNP mayor (Oh Se-hoon) by 0.6%.
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Appendix One
The C onstitution o f the R epublic o f Korea
P rea m b le
We, the people of Korea, proud of a resplendent history and traditions dating from
time immemorial, upholding the cause of the Provisional Government of the Republic
of Korea born of the March First Independence Movement of 1919 and the democratic
ideals of the April Revolution of i960, having assumed the mission of democratic
reform and peaceful unification of our homeland and having determined to consolidate
national unity with justice, humanitarianism and brotherly love, and
To destroy all social vices and injustice, and
To afford equal opportunities to every person and provide for the fullest
development of individual capabilities in all fields, including political, economic, social
and cultural life by further strengthening the free and democratic basic order
conducive to private initiative and public harmony, and
To help each person discharge those duties and responsibilities concomitant to
freedoms and rights, and
To elevate the quality of life for all citizens and contribute to lasting world peace and
the common prosperity of mankind and thereby to ensure security, liberty and
happiness for ourselves and our posterity forever, do hereby amend, through national
referendum following a resolution by the National Assembly, the Constitution,
ordained and established on July 12,1948, and amended eight times subsequently.
October 29,1987
CHAPTER I. GENERAL PROVISIONS
Article 1
The Republic of Korea shall be a democratic republic.
The sovereignty of the Republic of Korea shall reside in the people, and all state
authority shall emanate from the people.
Article 2
Nationality in the Republic of Korea shall be prescribed by Act.
The State shall protect its citizens abroad as provided by Act.
Article 2
The territory of the Republic of Korea shall consist of the Korean peninsula and its
adjacent islands.
Article 4
The Republic of Korea shall seek national unification, and shall formulate and carry
out peaceful unification policy based on the free and democratic basic order.
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Article R
The Republic of Korea shall endeavor to maintain international peace and shall
renounce any war of aggression.
The national Armed Forces shall be charged with the sacred mission of national
security and the defense of the land and their political neutrality shall be observed.
Article 6
Treaties duly concluded and promulgated under the Constitution and generally
recognized rules of international law shall have the same force and effect of law as
domestic laws of the Republic of Korea.
Status of aliens shall be guaranteed in accordance with international laws and treaties.
Article 7
Public officials shall be servants of the people and shall be responsible to the people.
Status and political neutrality of public officials shall be guaranteed as prescribed by
Act.
Article 8
Establishment of political parties shall be free and the plural party system shall be
guaranteed.
Political parties shall be democratic in their objectives, organization and activities, and
shall have necessary organizational arrangements to participate in the formation of
political will of the people.
Political parties shall be protected by the State as provided by statute and may receive
subsidy for operation from the State as prescribed by Act.
If the purposes or activities of a political party are contrary to the democratic basic
order, the Government may bring an action for its dissolution in the Constitutional
Court, and the political party may be dissolved by decision of the Constitutional Court.
Article Q
The State shall strive to sustain and develop cultural heritages and to enhance national
culture.

CHAPTER II. RIGHTS AND DUTIES OF CITIZENS
Article 1 0
All citizens shall be assured of human dignity and worth and have the right to pursue
happiness. It is the duty of the State to confirm and guarantee the fundamental and
inviolable human rights of individuals.
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Article 11
All citizens shall be equal before the law, and there shall be no discrimination in
political, economic, social or cultural life on account of sex, religion or social status.
No privileged caste shall be recognized or ever established in any form.
Awarding of decorations or distinctions of honor in any form shall be effective only for
recipients, and no privileges shall ensue therefrom.
Article 12
All citizens shall enjoy personal liberty. No person shall be arrested, detained,
searched, seized or interrogated unless it is so authorized pursuant to statute. No
person shall be punished, subject to preventive restrictions or to forced labor unless it
is so authorized by an Act or without due process of law.
No citizen shall be tortured or be compelled to testify against himself in criminal cases.
For arrest, detention, seizure or search a warrant issued by a judge in due process of
law upon request of a prosecutor shall be presented: Provided, That in a case where a
criminal suspect is an apprehended flagrante delicto, or where there is danger that a
person suspected of committing a crime punishable by imprisonment of three years or
more may escape or destroy evidence, investigation authorities may request an ex post
facto warrant.
Any person who is arrested or detained shall have the right to prompt assistance of
counsel. When a criminal defendant is unable to secure counsel by his own efforts, the
State shall assign counsel for the defendant as prescribed by Act.
No person shall be arrested or detained without being informed of the reason therefor
and of his right to assistance of counsel. The family of a person arrested or detained
and others as designated by statute shall be notified without delay of the reason for and
the time and place of the arrest or detention.
Any person who is arrested or detained shall have the right to request the court to
review the legality of the arrest or detention.
In a case where a confession is deemed to have been made against a defendant's will
due to torture, violence, intimidation, unduly prolonged arrest, deceit, etc. or in a case
where a confession is the only evidence against a defendant in a formal trial, such a
confession shall not be admitted as evidence of guilt, nor shall a defendant be punished
by reason of such a confession.
Article
No citizen shall be prosecuted for an act which does not constitute a crime under the
statute in force at the time when it was committed, nor shall he/she be punished over
again for the criminal act for which he/she has been once punished.
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No citizen shall be restricted in his/her political rights, nor be deprived of property
rights by means of retroactive legislation.
No citizen shall suffer unfavorable treatment on account of an act not of his own doing
but committed by a relative.
Article 14
All citizens shall enjoy freedom of residence and movement.
Article 15
All citizens shall enjoy freedom of occupation.
Article 16
All citizens shall be free from intrusion into their place of residence. For search or
seizure in a residence shall be presented a warrant issued by a judge upon request of a
prosecutor.
Article 1 7
All citizens shall enjoy inviolable right to privacy of life.
Article 18
All citizens shall enjoy inviolable privacy of correspondence.
Article iq
All citizens shall enjoy freedom of conscience.
Article 20
All citizens shall enjoy freedom of religion.
No state religion shall be recognized, and church and state shall be separated.
Article 21
All citizens shall enjoy freedom of speech and the press and enjoy freedom of assembly
and association.
Licensing or censorship of speech and the press, and licensing of assembly and
association shall not be recognized.
Facility standards of news services and broadcasts, and matters necessary to ensure
the functions of newspapers shall be determined by Act.
Neither speech nor the press shall violate the honor or rights of other persons nor
undermine public morals or social ethics. Should speech or the press violate the honor
or rights of other persons, claims may be made for the damage resulting therefrom.
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Article 22
All citizens shall enjoy freedom of science and the arts.
The rights of authors, inventors, scientists, engineers and artists shall be protected by
Act.
Article 23
Right of property shall be guaranteed for any citizen. Contents and limitations thereof
shall be determined by Act.
Exercise of property rights shall conform to the public welfare.
Expropriation, use or restriction of private property for public necessity and
compensation therefore shall be governed by statute: Provided, That in such a case,
just compensation shall be paid.
Article 24
All citizens shall have the right to vote under the conditions as prescribed by Act.
Article 25
All citizens shall have the right to hold public office under the conditions as prescribed
by Act.
Article 26
All citizens shall have the right to petition in writing to any governmental agency under
the conditions as prescribed by Act.
The State shall have the obligation to examine such petitions.
Article 27
All citizens shall have the right to trial according to law by judges qualified and
appointed under the Constitution and Act.
Citizens who are not on active military service or employees of the military forces shall
not be tried by a court martial within the territory of the Republic of Korea, except in
case of crimes as prescribed by Act involving important classified military information,
sentinels, sentry posts, the supply of harmful food and beverages, prisoners of war and
military articles and facilities and in the case of the proclamation of extraordinary
martial law.
All citizens shall have the right to a speedy trial. The accused shall have the right to a
public trial without delay in the absence of justifiable reasons to the contrary.
The accused shall be presumed innocent until a judgment of guilt has been
pronounced.
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A victim of a crime shall be entitled to make a statement during the proceedings of the
trial of the case involved as under the conditions prescribed by Act.
Article 28
In a case where a criminal suspect or an accused person who has been placed under
detention is not indicted as provided by Act or is acquitted by a court, he/she shall be
entitled to claim just compensation from the State under the conditions as prescribed
by Act.
Article 2Q
If any citizen is injured by unlawful act committed by a public official in the excercise
of public office, he/she may claim just reparation against the State or public
organization under the conditions as prescribed by Act. In this case, the public official
concerned shall not be immune from liabilities.
If any person on active military service or an employee of the military forces, a police
official or others as prescribed by Act is injured in conjunction with performing official
duties such as combat action, drill and so forth, he/she shall not be entitled to a claim
against the State or public organization on the grounds of unlawful acts committed by
public officials during those official duties, but shall be entitled only to compensations
as prescribed by Act.
Article 10
Any citizen who has suffered physical injury or death due to criminal acts of others
may receive aid from the State under the conditions as prescribed by Act.
Article 31
All citizens shall have an equal right to receive education corresponding to their
abilities.
All citizens who have children to support shall be responsible at least for their
elementary education and other education as provided by Act.
Compulsory education shall be free of charge.
Independence, professionalism and political impartiality of education and the
autonomy of university shall be guaranteed under the conditions as prescribed by Act.
The State shall promote lifelong education.
Fundamental matters pertaining to the educational system, including in-school and
lifelong education, administration, finance, and status of teachers shall be determined
by Act.
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Article 32
All citizens shall have the right to work. The State shall endeavor to promote
employment of workers and to guarantee optimum wages through social and economic
means and shall enforce a minimum wage system under the conditions as prescribed
by Act.
All citizens shall have the duty to work. The State shall prescribe by Act the extent and
conditions of the duty to work in conformity with democratic principles.
Standards of working conditions shall be determined by Act in such a way as to
guarantee human dignity.
Special protection shall be accorded to working women, and they shall not be subjected
to unjust discrimination in terms of employment, wages and working conditions.
Special protection shall be accorded to working children.
The opportunity to work shall be accorded preferentially, under the conditions as
prescribed by Act, to those who have given distinguished service to the State, wounded
veterans and policemen, and members of the bereaved families of military servicemen
and policemen killed in action.
Article 99
To enhance working conditions, workers shall have the right to independent
association, collective bargaining and collective action.
Only those public officials who are designated by Act shall have the right to
association, collective bargaining and collective action.
The right to collective action of workers employed by major important defense
industries may be either restricted or denied under the conditions as prescribed by Act.
Article 34
All citizens shall be entitled to a life worthy of human being.
The State shall have the duty to endeavor to promote social security and welfare.
The State shall endeavor to promote welfare and rights of women.
The State shall have the duty to implement policies for enhancing welfare of senior
citizens and the young.
Citizens who are incapable of earning a livelihood due to a physical disability, disease,
old age or other reasons shall be protected by the State under the conditions as
prescribed by Act.
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The State shall endeavor to prevent disasters and to protect citizens from harm
therefrom.
Article 3R
All citizens shall have the right to a healthy and agreeable environment. The State and
all citizens shall endeavor to protect the environment.
Substance of the right to environment shall be determined by Act.
The State shall endeavor to ensure comfortable housing for all citizens through
housing development policies and the like.
Article 96
Marriage and family life shall be entered into and sustained on the basis of individual
dignity and equality of the sexes, and the State shall do everything in its power to
achieve that goal.
The State shall endeavor to protect mothers.
The health of all citizens shall be protected by the State.
Article ,97
Freedoms and rights of citizens shall not be neglected on the grounds that they are not
enumerated in the Constitution.
Freedoms and rights of citizens may be restricted by Act only when necessary for
national security, maintenance of law and order or for public welfare. Even when such
restriction is imposed, essential aspects of the freedom or right shall not be violated.
Article 38
All citizens shall have the duty to pay taxes under the conditions as prescribed by Act.
Article 3Q
All citizens shall have the duty of national defense under the conditions as prescribed
by Act.
No citizen shall be treated unfavorably on account of the fulfillment of his obligation of
military service.

CHAPTER III. THE NATIONAL ASSEMBLY
Article 40
The legislative power shall be vested in the National Assembly.
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Article 41
The National Assembly shall be composed of members elected by universal, equal,
direct and secret ballot by the citizens.
Number of members of the National Assembly shall be determined by Act, but the
number shall not be less than 200.
Constituencies of members of the National Assembly, proportional representation and
other matters pertaining to National Assembly elections shall be determined by Act.
Article 42
The term of office of members of the National Assembly shall be four years.
Article 43
Members of the National Assembly shall not concurrently hold any other office
prescribed by Act.
Article 44
During the session of the National Assembly, no member of the National Assembly
shall be arrested or detained without consent of the National Assembly except in case
of flagrante delicto.
If any member of the National Assembly is apprehended or detained prior to the
opening of a session, such member shall be released during the session upon request of
the National Assembly, except in case of flagrante delicto.
Article 45
No member of the National Assembly shall be held responsible outside the National
Assembly for opinions officially expressed or for votes cast in the National Assembly.
Article 46
Members of the National Assembly shall have the duty to maintain high standards of
integrity.
Members of the National Assembly shall give preference to national interests and shall
perform their duties according to the dictates of their conscience.
Any member of the National Assembly shall neither acquire rights and benefits in
property or other positions, nor assist other persons to acquire the same things, by
means of contracts with or dispositions by the State, public organizations or industries
in abusive exercise of his/her status as a member of the National Assembly.
Article 47
A regular session of the National Assembly shall be convened once every year under
the conditions as prescribed by Act, and extraordinary sessions of the National
245

A p p en d ix One

Assembly shall be convened upon request of the President or one fourth or more of its
total members.
The period of regular session shall not exceed a hundred days, and that of
extraordinary session, thirty days.
If the President requests convening of an extraordinary session, period of the session
and reasons for the request shall be clearly specified.
Article 48
The National Assembly shall elect one Speaker and two Vice-Speakers.
Article 4 Q
Except as otherwise provided in the Constitution or Act, the attendance of a majority of
the total members, and the concurrence of a majority of the members present shall be
necessary for decisions of the National Assembly. In case of a tie vote, the matter shall
be regarded as rejected.
Article ro
The sessions of the National Assembly shall be open to the public: Provided, That when
it is decided so by a majority of the members present, or when the Speaker deems it
necessary to do so for the sake of national security, they may be closed to the public.
Public disclosure of the proceedings of sessions which were not open to the public shall
be determined by Act.
Article Ri
Bills and other matters submitted to the National Assembly for deliberation shall not
be abrogated on the ground that they were not acted upon during the session in which
they were introduced, except in a case where the term of the members of the National
Assembly has expired.
Article 52
Bills may be introduced by members of the National Assembly or by the Executive.
Article R3
Each bill passed by the National Assembly shall be sent to the Executive, and the
President shall promulgate it within fifteen days.
In case of objection to the bill, the President may, within the period referred to in
paragraph (1), return it to the National Assembly with written explanation of his
objection, and request it be reconsidered. The President may do the same during
adjournment of the National Assembly.
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The President shall not request the National Assembly to reconsider the bill in part, or
with proposed amendments.
If the President returns a bill together with a request for reconsideration to the
National Assembly, this shall reconsider it. If the National Assembly repasses the bill
in the original form with the attendance of more than one half of the total members,
and with the concurrence of two-thirds or more of the members present, it shall
become Act.
If the President neither promulgates the bill, nor request the National Assembly to
reconsider it within the period referred to in paragraph (1), it shall become Act.
The President shall promulgate without delay the Act as finalized under paragraphs (4)
and (5). If the President does not promulgate an Act within five days after it has
become Act under paragraph (5), or after it has been returned to the Executive under
paragraph (4), the Speaker shall promulgate it.
Except as provided otherwise, an Act shall take effect twenty days after the date of
promulgation.
Article 54
The National Assembly shall deliberate and decide upon the national budget bill.
The Executive shall formulate the budget bill for each fiscal year and submit it to the
National Assembly within ninety days before the beginning of a fiscal year. The
National Assembly shall decide upon it within thirty days before the beginning of the
fiscal year.
If the budget bill is not passed by the beginning of the fiscal year, the Executive may, in
conformity with the budget of the previous fiscal year, disburse funds for the following
purposes until the budget bill is passed by the National Assembly:
The maintenance and operation of agencies and facilities established by the
Constitution or Act;
Execution of the obligatory expenditures as prescribed by Act; and
Continuation of projects previously approved in the budget.
Article 55
In a case where it is necessary to make continuing disbursements for a period longer
than one fiscal year, the Executive shall obtain the approval of the National Assembly
for a specified period of time.
A reserve fund shall be approved by the National Assembly in total. The disbursement
of the reserve fund shall be approved during the next session of the National Assembly.
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Article 56
When it is necessary to amend the budget, the Executive may formulate a
supplementary revised budget bill and submit it to the National Assembly.
Article 5 7
The National Assembly shall, without the consent of the Executive, neither increase the
sum of any item of expenditure nor create any new items of expenditure in the budget
submitted by the Executive.
Article sß
When the Executive plans to issue national bonds or to conclude contracts which may
incur financial burden on the State outside the budget, it shall have the prior
concurrence of the National Assembly.
Article 5 Q
Types and rates of taxes shall be determined by Act.
Article 6o
The National Assembly shall have the right to consent to conclusion and ratification of
treaties pertaining to mutual assistance or mutual security; treaties concerning
important international organizations; treaties of friendship, trade and navigation;
treaties pertaining to any restriction in sovereignty; peace treaties; treaties which will
incur grave financial burden on the State or people; or treaties related to legislative
matters.
The National Assembly shall also have the right to consent to declaration of war,
dispatch of armed forces to foreign states, or stationing of alien forces in the territory
of the Republic of Korea.
Article 6i
The National Assembly may inspect affairs of state or investigate specific matters of
state affairs, and may demand production of documents directly related thereto,
appearance of a witness in person and furnishing of testimony or statements of
opinion.
Procedures and other necessary matters concerning inspection and investigation of
state administration shall be determined by Act.
Article 62
The Prime Minister, members of the State Council or Government Delegates may
attend meetings of the National Assembly or its committees and report on state
administration or deliver opinions and answer questions.
When requested by the National Assembly or its committees, the Prime Minister,
members of the State Council or Government Delegates shall attend any meeting of the
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National Assembly and answer questions. If the Prime Minister or State Council
members are requested to attend, the Prime Minister or State Council members may
have State Council members or Government Delegates attend any meeting of the
National Assembly and answer questions.
Article 6,9
The National Assembly may pass a recommendation for removal of the Prime Minister
or a State Council member from office.
A recommendation for removal as referred to in paragraph (1) may be introduced by
one third or more of the total members of the National Assembly and shall be passed
with the concurrence of a majority of the total members of the National Assembly.
Article 64
The National Assembly may establish rules of its proceedings and internal regulations:
Provided, That they are not in conflict with Act.
The National Assembly may review qualifications of its members and may take
disciplinary actions against them.
The concurrent vote of two thirds or more of the total members of the National
Assembly shall be required for expulsion of any member.
No action shall be brought to court with regard to decisions taken under paragraphs
(2) and (3).
Article 65
In case the President, the Prime Minister, members of the State Council, heads of
Executive Ministries, Justices of the Constitutional Court, judges, members of the
National Election Commission, the Chairman and members of the Board of Audit and
Inspection, and other public officials designated by Act have violated the Constitution
or other Acts in the performance of the official duties, the National Assembly may pass
motions for their impeachment.
A motion for impeachment prescribed in paragraph (1) may be proposed by one third
or more of the total members of the National Assembly, and shall require a
concurrence of a majority of the total members of the National Assembly for passage:
Provided, That a motion for the impeachment of the President shall be proposed by a
majority of the total members of the National Assembly and approved by two thirds or
more of the total members of the National Assembly.
Any person against whom a motion for impeachment has been passed shall be
suspended from exercising his power until the impeachment has been adjudicated.
A decision on impeachment shall not extend further than removal from public office:
Provided, That it shall not exempt the person impeached from civil or criminal
liability.
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CHAPTER TV. THE EXECUTIVE
SECTION ONE: The President Article 66
The President shall be the Head of State and represent the State vis-a-vis foreign
states.
The President shall have the responsibility and duty to safeguard the independence,
territorial integrity and continuity of the State and the Constitution.
The President shall have the duty to pursue sincerely the peaceful unification of the
homeland.
Executive power shall be vested in the Executive Branch headed by the President.
Article 67
The President shall be elected by universal, equal, direct and secret ballot by the
people.
In case two or more persons receive the same greatest number of votes in the election
as referred to in paragraph (1), the person who receives the greatest number of votes in
an open session of the National Assembly attended by a majority of the total members
of the National Assembly shall be elected.
If and when there is only one presidential candidate, he/she shall not be elected
President unless he/she receives at least one third votes of the total number of the
electorate.
Citizens who are eligible for election to the National Assembly, and who have attained
to the age of forty years or more on the date of the presidential election, shall be
eligible to be elected to the presidency.
Matters pertaining to presidential elections shall be determined by Act.
Article 68
The successor to the incumbent President shall be elected seventy to forty days before
his/her term expires.
In case a vacancy occurs in the office of the President or the President-elect dies, or is
disqualified by a court ruling or for any other reason, a successor shall be elected
within sixty days.
Article 6 q
The President, at the time of his inauguration, shall take the following oath: "I do
solemnly swear before the people that I will faithfully execute the Office of President by

250

A p p en d ix One

observing the Constitution, defending the State, pursuing the peaceful unification of
the homeland, promoting the freedom and welfare of the people and endeavoring to
develop national culture."
Article 70
The term of Office of President shall be five years, and the President shall not be
reelected.
Article 71
If the Office of President is vacant or the President is unable to discharge the powers
and duties for any reason, the Prime Minister or the members of the State Council in
the order of priority as determined by Act shall act for him/her.
Article 72
The President may submit important policies relating to diplomacy, national defense,
unification and other matters relating to the national destiny to a national referendum
if he/she deems it necessary.
Article

73

The President shall conclude and ratify treaties; accredit, receive or dispatch
diplomatic envoys; and declare war and conclude peace.
Article 74
The President shall be Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces under the conditions
as prescribed by the Constitution and Act.
The organization and formation of the Armed Forces shall be determined by Act.
Article 7R
The President may issue presidential decrees concerning matters delegated to him/her
by Act with the scope specifically defined and also matters necessary to enforce Acts.
Article v6
In case of internal turmoil, external menace, natural calamity or a grave financial or
economic crisis, the President may take minimum necessary financial and economic
actions or issue, in this regard, orders having the effect of Act, only when it is required
to take urgent measures for maintenance of national security or public peace and
order, and there is no time to await convening of the National Assembly.
In case of grave state of hostilities affecting national security, the President may issue
orders having the effect of Act, only when it is required to preserve the integrity of the
nation, and it is impossible to convene the National Assembly.
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If the President has taken any action or issues any order pursuant to paragraphs (1)
and (2), he/she shall promptly notify it to the National Assembly and obtain its
approval.
If the President failed to obtain the approval as referred to in paragraph (3), the action
or the order shall lose effect forthwith. In such case, the Acts which were amended or
abolished by the order in question shall automatically regain their original effect at the
moment the order failed to obtain approval.
The President shall, without delay, put the developments under paragraphs (3) and (4)
on public notice.
Article

77

When it is required to cope with a military necessity or to maintain the public safety
and order by mobilizing the armed forces in time of war, armed conflict or similar
national emergency, the President may proclaim martial law under the conditions as
prescribed by Act.
Martial law shall be of two types: extraordinary martial law and precautionary martial
law.
Under extraordinary martial law, special measures may be taken with respect to the
necessity for warrants, freedom of speech, the press, assembly and association, or the
powers of the Executive and the Judiciary under the conditions as prescribed by Act.
When the President has proclaimed martial law, he/she shall notify it to the National
Assembly without delay.
When the National Assembly requests the lifting of martial law with the concurrence of
a majority of the total members of the National Assembly, the President shall comply.
Article 78
The President shall appoint and dismiss public officials under the conditions as
prescribed by the Constitution and Act.
Article

7Q

The President may grant amnesty, commutation and restoration of rights under the
conditions as prescribed by Act.
No general amnesty shall be granted without the consent of the National Assembly.
Matters pertaining to amnesty, commutation and restoration of rights shall be
determined by Act.
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Article 80
The President shall award decorations and other honors under the conditions as
prescribed by Act.
Article 81
The President may attend and address the National Assembly or express his views by
written message.
Article 82
The acts of the President under state law shall be executed in writing, and such
documents shall be countersigned by the Prime Minister and the members of the State
Council concerned. The same shall apply to military affairs.
Article 83
The President shall not concurrently hold the office of Prime Minister, a member of the
State Council, the head of any Executive Ministry, nor other public or private posts as
prescribed by Act.
Article 84
The President shall not be charged with a criminal offense during his tenure of office
except for insurrection or treason.
Article 8r
Matters pertaining to the status and courteous treatment of former Presidents shall be
determined by Act.
SECTION TWO: The Executive Branch
Sub-Section 1. The Prime Minister and Members o f the State Council
Article 86
The Prime Minister shall be appointed by the President with the consent of the
National Assembly.
The Prime Minister shall assist the President and shall direct the Ministries of the
Executive Branch under order of the President.
No member of the military shall be appointed Prime Minister unless he/she is
discharged from active duty.
Article 87
The members of the State Council shall be appointed by the President on the
recommendation of the Prime Minister.
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The members of the State Council shall assist the President in the conduct of state
affairs and, as constituents of the State Council, shall deliberate on state affairs.
The Prime Minister may recommend to the President the removal of a member of the
State Council from office.
No member of the military shall be appointed a member of the State Council unless
he/she is discharged from active duty.
Sub-Section 2. The State Council
Article 88
The State Council shall deliberate on important policies that fall within the power of
the Executive.
The State Council shall be composed of the President, the Prime Minister, and other
members whose number shall be no more than thirty and no less than fifteen.
The President shall be the Chairman of the State Council, and the Prime Minister shall
be the Vice-Chairman.
Article 8 q
The following matters shall be referred to the State Council for deliberation:
Basic plans for state affairs, and general policies of the Executive; Declaration of war,
conclusion of peace and other important matters pertaining to foreign policy; Draft
amendments to the Constitution, proposals for national referenda, proposed treaties,
legislative bills, and proposed presidential decrees; Budgets, settlement of accounts,
basic plans for disposal of state properties, contracts incurring financial burden on the
State, and other important financial matters; Emergency orders and emergency
financial and economic actions or orders by the President, and declaration and
termination of martial law; Important military affairs; Requests for convening an
extraordinary session of the National Assembly; Awarding of honors; Granting of
amnesty, commutation and restoration of rights; Demarcation of jurisdiction among
the Ministries of the Executive; Basic plans concerning delegation or allocation of
powers within the Executive; Evaluation and analysis of the administration of state
affairs; Formulation and coordination of important policies of each Executive Ministry;
Action for the dissolution of a political party; Examination of petitions pertaining to
executive policies submitted or referred to the Executive; Appointment of the
Prosecutor General, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the Chief of Staff of each
armed service, the presidents of national universities, ambassadors, and such other
public officials and managers of important state-run enterprises as designated by Act;
and Other matters presented by the President, the Prime Minister or a member of the
State Council.
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Article

QO

An Advisory Council of Elder Statesmen, composed of elder statesmen, may be
established to advise the President on important affairs of state.
The immediate former President shall become the Chairman of the Advisory Council of
Elder Statesmen: Provided, That if there is no immediate former President, the
President shall appoint the Chairman.
The organization, function and other necessary matters pertaining to the Advisory
Council of Elder Statesmen shall be determined by Act.
Article Qi
A National Security Council shall be established to advise the President on formulation
of foreign, military and domestic policies related to national security prior to their
deliberation by the State Council.
The meetings of the National Security Council shall be presided over by the President.
The organization, function and other necessary matters pertaining to the National
Security Council shall be determined by Act.
Article Q2
An Advisory Council on Democratic and Peaceful Unification may be established to
advise the President on formulation of peaceful unification policy.
The organization, function and other necessary matters pertaining to the Advisory
Council on Democratic and Peaceful Unification shall be determined by Act.
Article Q9
A National Economic Advisory Council may be established to advise the President on
formulation of important policies for developing the national economy.
The organization, function and other necessary matters pertaining to the National
Economic Advisory Council shall be determined by Act.
Sub-Section n. The Ministries o f the Executive
Article Q4
Heads of the Ministries of the Executive shall be appointed by the President from
among members of the State Council on the recommendation of the Prime Minister.
Article
The Prime Minister or the head of each Ministry of the Executive may, under the
powers delegated by Act or Presidential Decree, or ex officio, issue ordinances of the
Prime Minister or the Ministry of the Executive concerning matters that are within
their jurisdiction.
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Article

q6

The establishment, organization and competence of each Ministry of the Executive
shall be determined by Act.

Sub-Section 4. The Board o f Audit and Inspection
Article Q7
The Board of Audit and Inspection shall be established under the direct jurisdiction of
the President to inspect and examine settlement of the revenues and expenditures of
the state, the accounts of the state and other organizations specified by Act and the job
performances of the executive agencies and public officials.
Article q8
The Board of Audit and Inspection shall be composed of no less than five and no more
than eleven members, including the Chairman.
The Chairman of the Board shall be appointed by the President with the consent of the
National Assembly. The term of office of the Chairman shall be four years, and he/she
may be reappointed only once.
The members of the Board shall be appointed by the President on the recommendation
of the Chairman. The term of office of the members shall be four years, and they may
be reappointed only once.
Article qq
The Board of Audit and Inspection shall inspect the closing of accounts of revenues
and expenditures each year, and report the results to the President and the National
Assembly in the following year.
Article 100
The organization and competence of the Board of Audit and Inspection, the
qualifications of its members, the range of the public officials subject to inspection and
other necessary matters shall be determined by Act.

CHAPTER V. THE COURTS
Article 101
Judicial power shall be vested in courts composed of judges.
The courts shall be composed of the Supreme Court, which is the highest court of the
state, and other courts at specified levels.
Qualifications forjudges shall be determined by Act.
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Article 102

Departments may be established in the Supreme Court.
There shall be Supreme Court Justices at the Supreme Court: Provided, That judges
other than Supreme Court Justices may be assigned to the Supreme Court under the
conditions as prescribed by Act.
The organization of the Supreme Court and lower courts shall be determined by Act.
Article 103
Judges shall rule independently according to their conscience and in conformity with
the Constitution and laws.
Article 104

The Chief Justice of the Supreme Court shall be appointed by the President with the
consent of the National Assembly.
The Supreme Court Justices shall be appointed by the President on the
recommendation of the Chief Justice and with the consent of the National Assembly.
Judges other than the Chief Justice and the Supreme Court Justices shall be appointed
by the Chief Justice with the consent of the Conference of Supreme Court Justices.
Article 10Ft

The term of office of the Chief Justice shall be six years and he/she shall not be
reappointed.
The term of office of the Justices of the Supreme Court shall be six years and they may
be reappointed as prescribed by Act.
The term of office of judges other than the Chief Justice and Justices of the Supreme
Court shall be ten years, and they may be reappointed under the conditions as
prescribed by Act.
The retirement age of judges shall be determined by Act.
Article 106

No judge shall be removed from office except by impeachment or a sentence of
imprisonment without prison labor or heavier punishment, nor shall he/she be
suspended from office, have his/her salary reduced or suffer any other unfavorable
treatment except by disciplinary action.
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In the event a judge is unable to discharge his/her official duties because of serious
mental or physical impairment, he/she may be retired from office under the conditions
as prescribed by Act.
Article 107
When the constitutionality of a law is at issue in a trial, the court shall request a
decision of the Constitutional Court, and shall judge according to the decision thereof.
The Supreme Court shall have the power to make a final review of the constitutionality
or legality of administrative decrees, regulations or actions, when their
constitutionality or legality is at issue in a trial.
Administrative appeals may be conducted as a procedure prior to a judicial trial. The
procedure of administrative appeals shall be determined by Act and shall be in
conformity with the principles of judicial procedures.
Article 108
The Supreme Court may establish, within the scope of Act, regulations pertaining to
judicial proceedings and internal discipline and regulations on administrative matters
of the court.
Article i o q
Trials and decisions of the courts shall be open to the public: Provided, That when
there is a danger that such trials may undermine the national security or disturb public
safety and order, or be harmful to public morals, trials may be closed to the public by
court decision.
Article 110
Courts-martial may be established as special courts to exercise jurisdiction over
military trials.
The Supreme Court shall have the final appellate jurisdiction over courts-martial.
The organization and authority of courts-martial, and the qualifications of their judges
shall be determined by Act.
Military trials under an extraordinary martial law may not be appealed in case of
crimes of soldiers and employees of the military; military espionage; and crimes as
defined by Act in regard to sentinels, sentry posts, supply of harmful foods and
beverages, and prisoners of war, except in the case of a death sentence.

CHAPTER VI. THE CONSTITUTIONAL COURT
Article 111
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The Constitutional Court shall have jurisdiction over the following matters:
1. The constitutionality of Acts upon the request of the courts;
2. Impeachment;
3. Dissolution of a political party;
4. Competence disputes between state agencies, between state agencies and local
governments, and between local governments; and
5. Constitutional petition as prescribed by Act.
The Constitutional Court shall be composed of nine Justices having qualification for
court judges, and they shall be appointed by the President.
Among the Justices referred to in paragraph (2), three shall be appointed from
candidates selected by the National Assembly, and three appointed from candidates
nominated by the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court.
The president of the Constitutional Court shall be appointed by the President among
the Justices with the consent of the National Assembly.
Article 112

The term of office of the Justices of the Constitutional Court shall be six years and they
may be reappointed under the conditions as prescribed by Act.
The Justices of the Constitutional Court shall not join any political party, nor shall they
participate in political activities.
No Justice of the Constitutional Court shall be expelled from office except by
impeachment or a sentence of imprisonment without prison labor or heavier
punishment.
Article n n

When the Constitutional Court makes a decision of unconstitutionality of an Act, a
decision of impeachment, a decision of dissolution of a political party or a decision
accepting constitutional petition, the concurrence of six Justices or more shall be
required.
The Constitutional Court may issue rules and regulations relating to its proceedings
and internal discipline and regulations on administrative matters within the limits of
Act.
The organization, administration and other necessary matters of the Constitutional
Court shall be determined by Act.
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CHAPTER VII. ELECTION MANAGEMENT
Article 114
The Election Commissions shall be established for the purpose of fair management of
elections and national referenda, and dealing with administrative affairs concerning
political parties.
The National Election Commission shall be composed of three members appointed by
the President, three members selected by the National Assembly, and three members
designated by the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court. The Chairman of the
Commission shall be elected from among the members.
The term of office of the members of the Commission shall be six years.
The members of the Commission shall not join political parties, nor shall they
participate in political activities.
No member of the Commission shall be expelled from office except by impeachment or
a sentence of imprisonment without prison labor or heavier punishment.
The National Election Commission may issue, within the limit of Acts and decrees,
regulations relating to the management of elections, national referenda, and
administrative affairs concerning political parties and may also establish regulations
relating to internal discipline that are compatible with Act.
The organization, function and other necessary matters of the Election Commissions at
each level shall be determined by Act.
Article n s
Election Commissions at each level may issue necessary instructions to administrative
agencies concerned with respect to administrative affairs pertaining to elections and
national referenda such as the preparation of the pollbooks.
Administrative agencies concerned, upon receipt of such instructions, shall comply.
Article 116
Election campaigns shall be conducted under the management of the Election
Commissions at each level within the limit set by Act. Equal opportunity shall be
guaranteed.
Except as otherwise prescribed by Act, expenditures for elections shall not be imposed
on political parties or candidates.
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CHAPTER VIII. LOCAL AUTONOMY
Article 1 1 7
Local governments shall deal with administrative matters pertaining to the welfare of
local residents, manage properties, and may enact provisions relating to local
autonomy, within the limit of laws and regulations.
The types of local governments shall be determined by Act.
Article 118
The local government shall have a council.
The organization and powers of local councils, and the election of their members;
election procedures for heads of local governments; and other matters pertaining to
the organization and operation of local governments shall be determined by Act.

CHAPTER IX. THE ECONOMY
Article H Q
The economic order of the Republic of Korea shall be based on respect for the freedom
and creative initiative of enterprises and individuals in economic affairs.
The state may regulate and coordinate economic affairs in order to maintain a
balanced growth and stability of the national economy, to ensure proper distribution of
income, to prevent domination of the market and abuse of economic power and to
democratize the national economy through harmony among the economic agents.
Article 120
Licenses to exploit, develop or utilize minerals and all other important underground
resources, marine resources, water power, and natural powers available for economic
use may be granted for a period of time under the conditions as prescribed by Act.
The land and natural resources shall be protected by the state, and the state shall
establish a plan necessary for their balanced development and utilization.
Article 121
The state shall endeavor to realize the land-to-the-tillers principle with respect to
agricultural land. Tenant farming shall be prohibited.
Leasing of agricultural land and consignment management of agricultural land to
increase agricultural productivity and to ensure rational utilization of agricultural land
or due to unavoidable circumstances, shall be recognized under the conditions as
prescribed by Act.
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Article 122
The state may impose, under the conditions as prescribed by Act, restrictions or
obligations necessary for efficient and balanced utilization, development and
preservation of the land of the nation that is the basis for the productive activities and
daily lives of all citizens.
Article 123
The state shall establish and implement a plan to comprehensively develop and
support the farm and fishing communities in order to protect and foster agriculture
and fisheries.
The state shall have the duty to foster regional economies to ensure the balanced
development of all regions.
The state shall protect and foster small and medium enterprises.
In order to protect the interests of farmers and fishermen, the state shall endeavor to
stabilize the price of agricultural and fishery products by maintaining an equilibrium
between demand and supply of such products and improving their marketing and
distribution systems.
The state shall foster organizations founded on the spirit of self-help among farmers,
fishermen and businessmen engaged in small and medium industry and shall
guarantee their independent activities and development.
Article 124
The state shall guarantee consumer protection movements intended to encourage
sound consumption activities and improvement in the quality of products under the
conditions as prescribed by Act.
Article 12R
The state shall foster foreign trade, and may regulate and coordinate it.
Article 126
Private enterprises shall not be nationalized nor transferred to ownership by a local
government, nor shall their management be controlled or administered by the state,
except in cases as prescribed by Act to meet urgent necessities of national defense or
the national economy.
Article 127
The state shall strive to develop the national economy by developing science and
technology, information and human resources and encouraging innovation.
The state shall establish a system of national standards.
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The President may establish advisory organizations necessary to achieve the purpose
referred to in paragraph (1).

CHAPTER X. AMENDMENTS TO THE CONSTITUTION
Article 128
A proposal to amend the Constitution shall be introduced either by a majority of the
total members of the National Assembly or by the President.
Amendments to the Constitution for the extension of the term of office of the President
or for a change allowing for the reelection of the President shall not be effective for the
President in office at the time of the proposal for such amendments to the
Constitution.
Article 12Q
Proposed amendments to the Constitution shall be put before the public by the
President for twenty days or more.
Article 130
The National Assembly shall decide upon the proposed amendments within sixty days
of the public announcement, and passage by the National Assembly shall require the
concurrence of two thirds or more of the total members of the National Assembly.
The proposed amendments to the Constitution shall be submitted to a national
referendum not later than thirty days after passage by the National Assembly, and shall
be determined by more than one half of all votes cast by more than one half of voters
eligible to vote in elections for members of the National Assembly.
When the proposed amendments to the Constitution receive the concurrence referred
to in paragraph (2), the amendments to the Constitution shall be finalized, and the
President shall promulgate it without delay.

ADDENDA
Article 1
This Constitution shall enter into force on the February 26,1988. However, the
enactment or amendment of Acts necessary to implement this Constitution, the
elections of the President and the National Assembly under this Constitution and other
preparations to implement this Constitution may be carried out prior to the entry into
force of this Constitution.
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Article 2
The first presidential election under this Constitution shall be held not later than forty
days before this Constitution enters into force.
The term of office of the first President under this Constitution shall commence on the
date of its enforcement.
Article 9
The first elections of the National Assembly under this Constitution shall be held
within six months from the promulgation of this Constitution. The term of office of the
members of the first National Assembly elected under this Constitution shall
commence on the date of the first convening of the National Assembly under this
Constitution.
The term of office of the members of the National Assembly incumbent at the time this
Constitution is promulgated shall terminate the day prior to the first convening of the
National Assembly under paragraph (1).
Article 4
Public officials and officers of enterprises appointed by the Government, who are in
office at the time of the enforcement of this Constitution, shall be considered as having
been appointed under this Constitution: Provided, That public officials whose election
procedures or appointing authorities are changed under this Constitution, the Chief
Justice of the Supreme Court and the Chairman of the Board of Audit and Inspection
shall remain in office until such time as their successors are chosen under this
Constitution, and their terms of office shall terminate the day before the installation of
their successors.
Judges attached to the Supreme Court who are not the Chief Justice or Justices of the
Supreme Court and who are in office at the time of the enforcement of this
Constitution shall be considered as having been appointed under this Constitution
notwithstanding the proviso of paragraph (l).
Those provisions of this Constitution which prescribe the terms of office of public
officials or which restrict the number of terms that public officials may serve, shall take
effect upon the dates of the first elections or the first appointments of such public
officials under this Constitution.
Article R
Acts, decrees, ordinances and treaties in force at the time this Constitution enters into
force, shall remain valid unless they are contrary to this Constitution.
Article 6
Those organizations existing at the time of the enforcement of this Constitution which
have been performing the functions falling within the authority of new organizations to
be created under this Constitution.
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Appendix Two
Patriotic Declaration o f Dem ocracy
S ta te m e n t issu ed M arch l b y K o rea n C h ristian s, w h ich p r e c ip ita te d
m a n y a r r e s ts in K o re a 1
Today we celebrate the fifty-seventh anniversary of the March First Independence
Movement. Compelled by the aspirations of our people that resounded throughout the
world on that day in 1919 and moved by the patriotic spirit of our forefathers, we take
this occasion to make a solemn and patriotic declaration, both at home and abroad,
concerning democracy.
The division of Korea at the end of World War II shattered the hopes that had filled the
hearts of our people at the time of Liberation from Japanese rule. This tragic division
once more cast a dark shadow over the future of our nation. Yet to the end our people
refused to give up their cherished hope. They rose up out of the ashes of the Korean
War. they crushed the dictatorship of Syngman Rhee through the Righteous Uprising
of April 19. and they reestablished in every heart the hope for realization of a free and
democratic society.
But these dreams were short-lived. We have again been bound by the chains of
dictatorship. The separation of power among the three branches of government is now
but an empty appearance. As the days go by both the freedom of faith and the freedom
of conscience wither away under the pretext of national security interests. Academic
freedom and the freedom of speech have been crushed to death.
By concluding the treaty of normalization with Japan the present regime led our nation
once again into enslavement whereby our industry and our labor are the victims of a
new Japanese economic invasion.
The Republic of Korea has been turned into a pitiful orphan among the nations of the
world. The claim that on the Korean Peninsula the Government of the Republic of
Korea is the only government recognized by the United Nations as legitimate has
become nothing more than a myth. The present regime neglects the nations of the
Third World that have emerged as a new and decisive force in maintaining the balance
1Worldview. (1976). "Patriotic Declaration of Democracy: A Statement by Korean Christians". 19 (6), 367-
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of power between the Eastern and Western alliances. This regime places reliance only
upon the Western powers, who even now are abandoning their commitment to our
nation.
The present regime must take the responsibility for bringing our nation to this state of
affairs. It must recognize that it has lost credibility among the democratic nations of
the world precisely because it has suppressed the essential democratic forces within
our country. Before the United Nations can be blamed for accommodating to the
changes brought about by the emergence of the Third World powers, this regime m ust
hold itself responsible for its own inability to perceive the trends of history in a longrange perspective.
This is the time when we must unite and foster democratic forces inside and outside of
our country toward the goal of national unification that is the aspiration of our people.
Nevertheless, this nation is experiencing the ruthless suppression of human rights and
the robbing of freedom under the one-man dictatorship.
Thus, our people are losing purposefulness, a sense of direction, commitment to
democracy, and are moving step by step toward a complete breakdown. We cannot sit
by and watch. We make this democratic and patriotic declaration, looking ahead for
the future of this nation, transcending any consideration of political strategies and
interests of either ruling or minority parties.
Democracy is the polity of the Republic of Korea. Democracy is the true tradition of
our nation. Therefore there can be no excuses to suppress democracy. In a situation
where we are in serious competition with the North Korean Communist regime we
must foster the strength of democratic forces. Although we must strengthen our
national security and economic power, without the backing of democratic forces they
are like a building that is built upon sand. Then what is democracy? It is not any
particular institution we find in other nations, but it is an attitude and conviction that
will enable the creation of the best system under which the members of that society can
participate in their affairs and by constantly reforming them to promote the rights,
welfare, and happiness of all. Therefore, democracy means from the people rather than
for the people. It means any judgment on what is the best for the nation and the people
should come from the people themselves. Without listening to the people the
considerations “for the people” can never become democracy. To think that democracy
can be established by only being for the people is an illusion that democracy means
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command and obedience. This is something that can never be for the people. The
people do not want obedience. They are demanding autonomous participation. The
people must examine their government, and they cannot abandon their basic right to
criticize their government, because it means that they are giving up on democracy.
Then how do we fulfill or realize a democracy “from the people”? The key is the basic
right of the people called “freedom.” The people must be guaranteed to have freedom
to express freely without being threatened spiritually or physically.
Therefore, we demand that the emergency measures be rescinded that suppress the
freedom of our people. We demand the release of all democratic people and students
who are arrested and imprisoned because of their demand for democracy. We demand
that the freedom of speech, assembly, and publications be returned to the people so
they may express their will freely.
Second, we assert that parliamentary procedures must be restored from the present
empty shell of the Yushin Constitution. The Assembly must reflect the will of the
people, which is freely expressed in the process of making law, and the administration
m u st reflect this. Any regime that hesitates and hinders this process can only be the
regime that is not willing to be for the people even as it says it is for the people.
Third, we demand that the judicial branch of the government be independent. Without
this independence the people have no way to receive protection from violence of the
strong. Therefore, the regime that uses the judiciary as its slave can only be said not to
have any consideration for the people from the beginning.
We know very well that economic development is very important for the strength of this
nation. Nevertheless, national strength is not necessarily economic strength. The
present regime believes that economic strength is the national strength. Through this
narrow thinking the present regime devoted all the energies of our people to economic
development by sacrificing everything else. Now what is the result? The export
industry, which has been the focus of economic development, incurred $ 4 billion of
trade deficits in the years of 1974 and 1975, and there is no hope this deficit is going to
be reduced. By the end of 1975 a national debt of a total of $5.78 billion was incurred.
The companies established by foreign loans are continually bankrupt. Then who is
going to pay th is huge debt? The regime robbed the rights of workers to organize
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labor unions and to strike. The regime turned the workers and farmers for exploitation
over to the companies that were established with foreign loans and foreign capital.
From the beginning the planned economic order and development have never been for
the people. 11 was a mistake not to develop the economy of the people upon which the
export can be fostered. It was an illusion to achieve a huge modern industrialization
upon the ruin of a rural agricultural economy. The economic system, which is
dependent only upon foreign capital, contained from the beginning the factor of
corruption. If this present state of affairs continues, the breakdown of economy of this
country is a matter of time. It has been long that the present regime has lost any
capacity to save this nation from economic bankruptcy. The economic ills and the
corruption have their roots in the very center of the present power structures. When
the situation has reached this point, the Park regime has no other way but to assume
responsibilities and resign. It is our judgment that this change of regime is inevitable in
order that the breakdown of the economy can be prevented in advance and that the
credit not be completely lost in the international society, and that deferment of
payments of loans can be requested from the lending nations and banks. If the
President does not have the courage to resign, we call for a total reexamination of
planning of economic development as though he were transplanting a new heart. He
should not try to rationalize the economic bankruptcy, but frankly recognize it. He
should change the expanded national budget, which does not give any consideration to
the capacity of the people who cannot bear the burden of tax. There must be a forceful
and courageous administration in the redistribution of wealth in order to foster the
purchasing power of the people. Only by doing so can the situation where "the rich
become richer and the poor become poorer," which is the breeding ground for
communism, be rectified, the people's trust for a free democracy be restored, along with
our prerogative on the unification of the people over the North Korean Communist
regime.
The tragic division of our land has provided excuses for dictatorships in the North and
South for the past thirty years since Liberation, and has caused the drying up of
spiritual and material resources of our people, which should have been mobilized for
the prosperity of the nation, the happiness of the people, and creative historical
development. It is impossible for the economic and productive capacity of our people
alone to bear the burden of arming more than one million armed forces of the North
and South with modern weapons and of maintaining them without any foreign military
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assistance. Moreover, it is indeed regrettable that the wisdom and creativity that
should have been mobilized for cultural development are being misused.
Therefore, national unification is the supreme task that is upon the shoulder of our
people. It is the wall that must be overthrown with the wisdom and strength of our fifty
million people. If any one individual or group misuses or prevents national unification
for his own political interest, he cannot escape the solemn judgment of history.
The opportunity for national unification can come or go away depending upon the
attitudes of the political leaders of the North and South. If they really are for our
people, they must have wisdom and courage to grasp the opportunity without losing it,
inducing favorably the changing international environment for the unification. This is
the very autonomous foreign policy we must pursue.
At the same time, there is the last line we must hold. That is, the unified nation must
be established upon the Magna Carta of democracy, which means realization of the
best institutional system and policy for the people, emerging out of the people's will.
Are we indeed fostering our democratic strength, looking toward that coming day or
shrinking it? The way to win over communism and to unify our nation is to foster
democratic strength.
It is indeed the task of our fifty million people to create a new history. It is indeed the
task of lifting the torch in Asia once again, which has been burning since the March
First Independence Movement and rekindled in the April 19 Revolution.
It is indeed to make the true face of democracy shine throughout the world, recollecting
the experience of the suffering in the battle between democracy and communism. It is
indeed the way for national unification, realization of justice, guarantee of human
rights, and building of a peaceful nation so that our people can live proudly in the
international society.
Long live Democracy!
Ham Suk-hon
Chung Il-Hyong
Suh Nam-dong
Lee Oo-chung
Ahn Byung-moo

Yun Ban-woong
Kim Dae-Jung
K'un Po-sun
Kim Kwan-suk
Eun Myung-ki

Paik Ki-wan
Lee Mun-young
Moon Dong-
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