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The Minjung Culture Movement
and the Construction of Popular
Culture in Korea

Choi Chungmoo

T yet a traine
{ want to drive a sewing machine
Bitting at 4 sewing raachine
With a general’s proud fac
... T want to sew together my torn lie
Biding a sewing machine

With the dream to sew together
, Al that ave divided in the world,

ek Nohie,

Nodongiit Saehydk (The dawn of lubor)

fot mean to recognize i

To articulate the past historically doe

veally was” Tt means to seize hold of v memory as it
: ! ; Y
toof danger. .. In every e the atbempt

wrest tradition away from a con formism

st be made anew t
that is about to overpower it
e Walter Benjamin, Hhominations

National Unification and Minjung Culture
The preparation of this volume on Korea’s minjung pationalisim coincided
with one of the most dramatic moments in recent world history, the ronssive
counterrevolution in Eastern Burope where, from Poland to Bomania,
socialism was effectively challenged. As a result of the changes there, the
major strongholds of socialism are now found in the Third World. In addi-
tion, the unification of Germany left Korea as the only divided country, and
nationalism in Korea focuses intensely on the unification issue.

Korean minjung nationalists hold that the incorporation of multiple
nations into a state with artificial borders, auch as Tndia, South Africa, and
the former Soviet Union, is the consequence of some form of colonialism.
Although the national division of Korea runs counter to the arbitrary incor-
poration in these countries, to the eyes of minjung nationalists, national uni-

fication is coterminous with decolonization, Their discourse contextualizes

Korean unification in this sense of world history and attempts to overcome
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the division of a people with a common culture and history. Tt aims to fulfill
the will of the people. Minjung nationalism resists blatant political negotia-
tions motivated only by the interests of individual rulers, political partie
even by the vested political and economic interests of powerful me
the international community. In fact, minjung nationalism denounces the
anthority of the two superpowers, which divided Korea against the will of
the pe %M? and their Cold War ideologies, 1t also denounces the ibsorption
of other countries into satellite states and blocs. In other words, minjung
nationalism resists any form of imperialism,

In this expanded sense, the unification effort of z§ minjung nationalist
movement in South Korea is a struggle against a capitalistic world order that
attempts to maintain the status quo. As such, the minjt ung discourse often
eriticizes capitalism and seeks alternative visions of society, Certain factions
of the movement %%2% incorporate social d W.E.ﬂ,w_%,ié ideals into their
vision and strategy of social reform. In the coming years, this discourse will
add its contours to the global ideclogical map.

In the broad historical context of the Third World, the emergence of such
a populist movement as the minjung, combined with nationalistic ideas and
symbolie strat gies, is part of the decolonization movement still in progress.
In fact, for the last few years nationalism and the decolonization strug gole
have become ever more vibrant as the world’s economic and politic
enters have begun to shift,

Benedict Anderson, in his
Imagined Communi ies, identifies two major types of nationalism

germinal work on the origin of nationalism,
, ‘, w%mm%;
3 two opposite motiv the imperialistic and the anticolonial, Anticolo-

vial nationalism arose as nee of episodes of imperialistic national-
ism, itself a by-product of European capitalism, However, Anderson’s sty

of anticolonial nationalism ends with the nationalist movements led by what
1k

d averlooks the grass-roots
populist movements. Franz Fanon contends that the national bourgeoisie
identify with the decadent bourgeoisie of the tmperialist West and with the

allegedly most enlightened sector of the new state, thus actively trans smitting
and reproducing the colonial legacy.!
Song ﬁ?g argues that such distorted bourgy
offered a basi
It enabled tl ﬁf% to incorporate colonial administrators into its govern-
ment while forcefully advocating an anti-Japanese policy. Song identifies
another brand :m‘ nationalism—n: amely, militaristic, fascist nationalism. This
nationalism justifies the colonial invasion by the weaker capitalists through
oppression and terror. In some developing countries, Song contends, the
specter of this fascist nationalism is once again raised, especially in conjune-
tion with the development of state z.:i alism, By this, Song Konho is obvi-
ously referring to nationalisms like that of the milit: ary government of Korea,
As an alternative to the nationalism endorsed by the Korean government,

o 8

Frang Fanon labels the "national bourgeoisie” an

) ois nationalism in Kore
sis for the political legitimacy of the Rhee regime (1948-1960),
1e

THE MINJUNG CULTURE MOVEMENT AND POPULAR CULTURE o7

Song Kdnho advocates minjung ¢ pationalism.? This he offers as an antidote to

cure a nation still suffering from the cﬁ%A,\wﬂ:é?@ of u fascist colonial expe-
rience and the liberation by military forces of .f&“:i party. (

The minjung culture movement, the %.Ez‘w [ practice of minjung nation-
dlism, attempts to heal the nation’s wounded history by reconstruc r,wf.w
popular culture common to all. Based on the strong bond of cultural com-
monality, they argue, national unification in the true s

o

nse can be achi

s

““Although Franz Fanon is not the i,;v\ souree cm in & ration to the move-

) ing national culture
- det ep :ﬁ: easion Wz the discourse of
the minjung culture movement, %ﬁgé,wz 5 that the reconstn 3:: Q
national culture will not only awal Al consciousness but also pre

vide a breeding ground for native sensibility. However, he warns against the

ment, his emphasis on th

for the wtv?:wz% 3] nations has

danger of creating a culture by utilizing techniques and r:wr:ai«, hor a?%m
from the dominant other, A culture so created, though meant to be national,
soticism and makes its purveyor a stranger among r his or her
In its stead, Fanon propoeses a reinvigorated :ﬁrw; nous cul

fed
Eﬁm ating in such a resctivat

G

emphasizes ¢

own people
M;w @ ﬁ» ‘Q.%MW

ed culture, Fanon argues,

empowerment

re invocations but as the
in both an

conducive to political struggle i

:ople. This, Fanon s
%SEM and symbolic
In this spirit, the minjung culture movement properly
dismantling of the colonial discourse on indigenous cultu
that includes ide ntifying the cultural natio malism of the 1 m% as o hege-
monic nationalism coopted by the colonial government.? Minjung nation-
alism criticizes the 1920s movement as a passive culturalism g,:” on ﬁm
ern ideas of enlightenment, the subtext of which valorized Westernized
??ﬁ:;ﬁ eulture and devalued Korean culture: it was a fetishization & v
culture of the colonial masters. Minjung s historians s argue that the 19 ) m? elite
culturalists placed themselves in Teadership positions and mw?%;m the
Korean people as objects to be reconstructed. For instance, Yi Kwangsu
“Thesis on National Reconstruction” is considered to be a prime ex: Eéwa of
such distort ﬁw nationalism, But in this influential article, Yi Kwangsu failed
* ) acknowledge the health of the Korean people’s indigenous culture, which

is created from the life-force of the : people. Consequently, his argument was
sffectively coopted by the colonizers to justify r

g

o

froniy

racial denigration of the put
:»&? inferior Korean culture, The minjung culture movement differentiates
tself from 1920s culturalism in that it aims to reconstruct the people’s ¢ Ww
:x: not only as a way of creating a field of discourse but also as a social

praxis, o

' In the early 1980s, Koryd University students s produced a reader for its
underground study group. It is one of many such texts s and is titled “Towards
the Establishment of a New Culture Movement.” This text envisages the

i
1 o
sressions and themes mrm are imbued with power: &A
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contours of the minjung culture movement for the coming years and states
that the goals are not only to revive Korea'’s indigenous culture but m,?m., to
incorporate it into ﬁ%i w life , 80 that it will be reinstituted and diss :\:wl
nated in the life of :; people. The advocates of the movement
argue that cultural unity should precede national unity and, indeed, :,,_,‘s xr
spiritual realm of national unity cannot be achieved without it, The ey hold
the view that cultural unity is only possible when it is based on indigenous

d by all members of th ﬁ,,wiawx The

5

ulture, which is thought to be shared
polemics of the movement call for cultural resistance to foreign cultur
especially the commercially marketed, mass-produced culture of the West,
This market-oriented forei ign culture, it is argued, alienates those who ;,:
not have access to the education neces sary to a:x,‘?ﬁ a fust x:,\ andd T
skills to xE reciate, the culture of those consid Sg advanced (and mg«.‘%x( .
superior) in the ¢ ﬁmﬁaﬁ:w# nt narrative of the West. This ::xi .d and
imposed Wastern culture widened the e; w,:w,m, zap between classes and
certainly between Koreans separated 3 ot radled mff,mw
on this fo sgie, the culture movement ;i% @5 to oreate a new 3%~,:,,»gw,wwmﬂ.@WW
appeal widely to all members of the ¢ %?3% classless com ZEWW&, ;, .:M be
conducive to the ,,ﬁ__,:; unity of the people from both si od
nation. T g culture movement, as a ?L;;i movernent
serse, ho ‘? open up a %& e for discourse but al

that people’ i ?; one a eritics M M
unilication proe ess. It ﬁ%:%, a ﬁ:,ima ierpretation of popular culture
and therefore infers itg empowerment, leadin rr:;/:z unification WW,:\ mw:,“
people and by the people. ‘ -

f.

s

ular consciousness so

The Construction of Popular Culture and ﬁg Carnival “u@ﬁw,ﬁmnw
In the late 1980s, South Koreans became aceu :
music as students danced to farmers’ music, % z;& ? trax
white clothes, and battled with riot police. No longer alie:
sion Korean public was the mask-dance drama, with its
struggled against the exploitative company owners %.w,:wm g?& strikes.
Koreans also understood the singing of humorous prote s by univer-
sity women expressing their wish to marry museular North mi,:,i an
inan attempt to conjure national unification. The general public now recog-

nizes social and political protest staged in the form of reconstructed folk cul-
ture as a part of the minjung culture movement.
The students’ mse of popular culture as an instrument for raising critical

consciousness or nobilizing the masses, as I shall describe shortly, resulted

ot

< e
:‘:Mm their engagement with rural life through the onarod movement of the
1960s. The 1960s vnarod movement took place following the student revolu-
tion that toppled the United States-dependent Rhee regime in w@m& The
end of the Rhee regime could have signified the end of co Jlonial %m%,,.,:w ﬁnm
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in Korean political culture, However, the student revolution was, according
to Paik Nak-chung (Pack Nakch'tng),? an incomplete one in the sense that
the actars were students with a limited power base. Consequ ently, the t
of nation-building was transferred to the weak interim government, which
dlowed a military coup in 1961 and thereby perpetuate d military rule
Korea until the present time.?

In the following years, the legacy of the ¢ student revolution continued in a
number of campaigns for reform, Among them were na tional unification
campaigns and a native land development ( (hyangt'o kaech’sk) movement.
After the 1960 student revolution, the students identified the final goal
of the re as national unification, ad been taboo
throughout the twelve years of the Bhe The students’ National
Unification Union called for a South-INoth ﬁ:; s’ ting. However,
the campaign was quickly n,ﬁﬁ sed as the 1961 military coup gained mo-
mentum, and its leaders were ¢ Ex:;w? sentenced to lengthy prison terr

In the ensuing ?ﬁ:i instead i P M yatin ,ﬁ in state-building, the students
devoted their S,%: to helping the farmers restore their life-style, which
had been devastate 1 eeonomically and ;ii vlogically by severe colonial
J045) and the Korean ﬁ,_.i (19501855,

{198 ._:%ﬂ,,x:,i that the military junta was preparing to inst: %
itsalf an.:ﬁ GIH Q a number of Seoul National University students bega

staging shamanic rituals to re ,,? ¢ the depleted spirit of the nation. When mx
milit ary government announced a plan to normalize diplomatic relations
hetween Korea and Japan, intellectuals concluded that this new relationship
Ezi { bring in Japanese capital to finunce the military government, which

suld help consolidate military rule in Korea—a foreshadowing of military
%i torship. M.“.},,‘»i colonial memories aside, being troubled by the poten-
tial neocolonial exploitation implied in the conditions of the treaty, students
and intellectuals @c,::i out into the streets appealing to the public to halt
this new form of colonization. A poet, Pak Tujin, protested z:m treaty in hi
poem “We cannot become slaves again,” Journalist Song Konho predicted
hat the treaty would legitimize Japan's economic invasion. Ecc Jostasticnl
leaders foresaw that the treaty would materialize Japan’s neocolonialism in

@ bw

exploitation {
When | ,wﬁww

s

I this moment of crisis,

form of folk culture was invoked to awaken the
eritical consciousness of the popular masses. Fhie Tow Tegendary Rt o
Anvoke Native Land Consciousness (hyangt'o tiisik ehohdn kut t was per-
" formed as a part of the students’ massive protest ally at Seoul National Uni-
/ versity in May 1964, The “ lemocracy,” the symbolic

funeral of national d
(e funer: al of the military government, concluded the ritual, in which approxi-
" mately fifteen hundred students participated? Such symbolic funeral pro-
cessions have since thrived as a part of the protest movement. The widely
publicized shamanic ritual dance %Zr%ﬁzw by Yi Aeju during the public
funeral of Yi Han'ydl in the spring of 1987 documents the ?_:;r:ﬁ tradi-
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tion of protest vitnal: anyol dicd
on ! :w:: storitnal: Yi Hun'yal dicd from a wound cansed by o pepper-gas
: ) s
‘ M" ( MF ing student protests carlier that year, The protest ritual beeame
a catalyst for w month-long mass mobilization of the people, which eventu-

ally brought about the demise of the Chun Doo-Hwan n hon Tuhwan)

eime,

| Efforts to empower the oppressed and marginalized pe

to take shape in the form of symbolic resistance. In 196 m :

{W ”,@ zimi ::.w was formed and named the Malttugi > gagws? after

M‘__ W“MMM,,;MUM MMW WWW”MWWMWM:WM%W Nw «w& ,r noe Tm:_;‘ ,(wfc is v;?iﬁ% and antthero

o this syle of at : ﬁ 2 alttugi, ridicules ;‘:Z?:.A\. yangban class
1 exuberant, bawdy puns and obscenities, using bodily sub

A
m:i? and defames the very authority of the rulers, ﬁﬁ.ﬁéry slave also pro
fane es the sacrosanct Confucian morality of the Exrmﬁ n and H x,‘,,E,L Mﬁ:@
rw%;v., of their moral superiority, the 5::;;:3 of the pxwi:ﬁswfgf,‘,w:%\
Eﬁ%ﬁ pf way of poetic transgression, the drama suggests ﬁ,,mﬁ,w wssible
reve ;.ﬁgw? of the hicrarchical social order, The Ezé?ﬁmw ,,,?4 M; m: :
Association selected this character to represent the critical awtz,f.,mq; “ :rw
the organi ﬁ%.h& ind its subversive activities, Pre wauimmw _r.\ ombors :w
the émmx il Association were not aware of Mikhail m&&;:? work Ra y
@& ?.ﬂ« World. However, we may note the similarity between wi;%%
of ca ‘x%«mmim; inversion and the subversive notion embodied by the (ME‘
;M:MWM :M w&.ﬁf dance &ﬁ:ﬁ Balchtin &ﬁ: es that a folk festi 5& ::w?%
si % _w M%” M MWWMM:W?@ mwmw xz@“:‘::, the prevailing truth of the established
len I ks fhe & w.wf:.i.u: of all ru,,.éﬁ%& rank, privileges, norms and
; ons. Carnival was the true feast of time, the feast of becoming
Li:f, and renewal. It was hostile to all that was immortalized w com-
oo imortalized and com-
,, ?.&,:m light, naming the folk-theater group after Malttugi was a political
statement pronouncing the group’s revolutionary am bition: th z?%@g of
ﬁ% power hierarchy, the triumph of subordinated people over the dominant
smw,& oppressive rulers. This symbolic inversion suggested to the sw‘:w&ﬁm,swi
w%%gﬁ w MEWM“W,W ﬁ..mwﬁ,w&: ﬁi:: the culmination of the minjung move-
ment Cho I th ormer me nber of the Malttugi Association, took on the
L@Mvw@”.“ “%xmz gmw sk :wx,ﬁavﬁ:,m this aesthetic principle of the mask-dance
r% ,“:,& ,mwx«( 1 m ,Mwﬁw a theoretical ground for the symbolic inversion. He
ik.vma: 4%.~,Mw.~?%mmgc§“‘w%zw%ﬁwzwwWmm :Mw,_:mw M,,M,«,,wm&ﬁ o
which cetonates the minjungs et mﬁ con :),;::.;,%: #,:::,.,z; d sub-
ing hierarchical social order.!! This aesthetic theory implies the revo-
lutionary potential of counterhegemony and offers a subve . strategy o
politically disenfranchised people, o sbrersive sty for
| Based on this revolutionary aesthetic of folk theater, the mask-dance
%f:% became an icon of the people’s resistant spirit and a mark «Mm,%:m "
&ﬁ;é In less than five years——that is, by the early 1970s. ”,::.% unt WH,E@
ties in Korea had mask-dance theater groups. However, at the MT%:WMMMMMW

.r 1
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movenent there were differont layers of understanding of popular el
ture among the participants. When folk- %,%: groups were first formed on
university campuses, the term “minjung” was not familiar to most Koreans.
When a few M:E;Q eritics used the term, the meaning of minjung was
foosely defined as “popular masses " Members of the folk-theater groups
had only a romantic notion of the folk and their culture. According to a
former member of the mask-dance association, the members had a genuine

nse of mission: to revive the lost art of the people and “return’ i &
folk-culture items to the people, their true owners. M,M,;,mm_mg %
sion, the mask-dance association of Sogaug University in 5¢
struct the art of the Hahoe mask-dance rit al and returned it % ﬁ% m%x%
villagers. This static view of culture leads to the tot: | objectification of popu-

the

lar culture

In fact, such objectification was initiate
with the legistation of the Cult iral Ass
act, numerous items of lost popular trac
served. and digseminated through mass media, public exhibitions, and per
itemns are designated Important Intangible Cultural
gm, ritual s permanently
Property No. 68, as are many

military junta in 1962
ervation Act. Under this
been “excavated,” pre-

formances. These
Property.!t Now the objectified m,,?? e i
museumized as Important Intangible C Jubbur
other genres of performing arts @ nd :%3? In other words, in mz, e :?
stage, xT minjung movements displayed little awareness c‘m, m
mount a critique of the dominant construction of cultu
inspired w students was the fact that the Japanese nx,,vrqa;
ed Korea’s cultural past through the discourse o
1t was pre m,‘mf,,,w s this criticism Qm colonial tlat was the s w::ﬁ%: m
the cultural ?m oy of the military government

Nevertheless, in dancing the ancient dance
heen “systematically eras o7 under co ?:W& rule, the students were cele
brating hecoming-one-with-history and the establishment of the historical
context, The language the students use d in the performance pamphlet
describes the discovery of self in history and conveys a rich symbolism. For
wwgém&,, lancing often signifies “breathing together with the ancestors,
“reclaiming one elf by becoming one with the spirit of the ancestors,” “clis-
covery of oneself through the rhythm of the ancestors t that is embodied.”
One pamphlet ﬁﬁ.a:wi? stated that performing mask-dance drama is

offort to discover one’s identity, It says further that the student mask-
dancers are ?%E&:é to the call of history.

ﬁaﬁ:w Ating the present in the past was a te hnique of allegory some of
the writers, such as Kim Chiha, chose to practice. In his lecture delivered at
the Anti-Japanese Nationalist Sehool (hangil minjok hakkyo) in tq: ?:ﬁ
Chiha argued that the most important mission of young Korean poets was o
the value of oral literature and adapt it reatively to ﬁmf 85 COf-
5. His Fivg

i

540
k]

had repr

e

which was thought to have

discove
temporary situations.' He particularly treasured humor and sat
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Bandits (Ojok) appeared in the spring of 1970. His reconstruction of the tra-
ditional on ~ tale-singing genre, p'ansord, is one of many subversive cultural
practices. In his Five Bandits and The Rumor, Kim Chiha restores not only
the form and w‘gﬁ.yms of p'ansori but also the technique of subversive satire,
The genre arose in the eighteenth century with the g growth of a market
economy, This new genre celebrated the life of the common people and the
ideology of the newly rising commoner and merchant classes over the de.
clining gentry class., , a |

In Kim Chiha’s critique of the ruling bourgeoisie and their exclusive
access to wealth under the protection of the military government’ state cap-
Mfrﬁz he effectively recaptures the mode of p'ansori production: the lan-
guage of the zx@ ate commoners who were denied access to education in
~ 2 privileged lar e, Chinese. In the Five Bandits and The Rumor, he
dismantles and » 3&? bastardizes Chinese characters to suit the sound a,m
the ffﬂ.:w language in his carnivalesque eritique of the bourgeoisie as ra
enous, simian cre Indeed, Kim Chiha’s pungent satirical writings
awakened the critical consciousness of his readers, and his vision of social
reform contributed to the ideclogy of the minjung movement. However, this
ter %M%waé liberation was far from the remedy needed to deal with the reali-
o the time,

History and Magical Realism
ject of treating a nation’s wounds by reaffirming it: &,,z\m::i
nd remembrance i as A6
history. To Koreans of the period after national division, ¢
are inscribed in their memory and embodied as habitus, 1 .u?i: :r;é
the minjung culture movement is a movement to lik )

The utopian pre

past inevitably involves recuperation

serate people from the

M M/ﬁ

psychology of the colonized, their self. legradation, which Abdul
T:g:?:::w wl refers to as a Manichean struggle to overcome their subal-

ternity."* It is the :a.:m of alienation by reconciliation with essence. It is
“th ﬁﬂdwrhw,un the unthought,” as Foucault describes it, and voicing the history of
the subaltern® who has been silenced in the official state history, It also
means liberating the domesticated (both by the state and the family) calture
of the carnivalesque in general: the ribald humor, parody, grot ﬁ?éﬁ an
s0 forth, which were incompatible with the of fficial elite culture.

History thus remenbered is, as I shall illustrate later, not the history “the

way it really was.” It is referential history for the %:;&% of redeeming the
present. In thig history, past is often surrealistically grafted onto the ﬁ,m,c, ent.
The suprate zi?r% or magical realism, in this stra tegic history is the very
fountainhead of popular imagination about revolution.

Sin Tongydp's epic of the Tonghak Peasant War, Kiim River, was one of
the first steps taken to remember the unthought by unleashing the hushed-
up memories of that war.'s The poem begins with the poet’s memory of a
folk song, an agent of social memory: .

@

[0
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THE MINjuNG Cu

When we were litt]
in the dusty village on a hill,
on the back of my grandmother,
my sister and I learned
the song of a blue bird,

Bird, bird, blue bird
dure not sit on the mungbean patch.
rumghean blossom full

1f the
the beancurd seller will leave in tears,
We did not know then

that this song would bring

the needle pusher to take us away,

The folk song, “Blue Bird,” invokes the peasants” wish for the success of the
Tonghak revolution, which is metaphorized in their wish for the mun ngbes
blossom to seed.” ??E% can was the nickname of the commander Chin
Pongjun of the Tonghak Peasant Army. As metaphors are polysemic, this
song also pow werfully invokes the m,vi:,% of economically Eﬁ socinll “@ devasg-
tated rural communities at z,% threshold of Korew’s modernization. The live-
lthood of the resourcelsss | vepresented here as a be: ancured seller, is
s0 precarious s that one crop faillure may force him to leave his land.!” Here

Sin Tongydp also protests the oppression that silenced even a folk song
icci a peasant’s simple wish to remain on his land. To the powerless peas
ants, the Tonghak War might have been the only chance to realize their
simple dream. However, as the poem unfurls, we learn that the Peasant War
was brutally trampled with a violence perpetrated by the firearms of foreign
forces

The poet sarcastically points out the fact that the memories rror and

violence were my?,méi% repressed with the threat of a mere acupunctu

needle. By extension, Sin Tongydp also protests against the contemporary
5.:,3.3 itwation, in which people’s voices are effectively muffled under the
military rule fostered by the g f:a:w: g presence of foreign forces.

In this poetic reconstruction of ﬁ.z, Tonghak Peasant War, Sin TongyGp
collapses linear time into a contemporality to make a point-by-point com-
parison between the realities of the 1890s and the 1960s ind to suggest
the imminence of a popular revolution, He int ﬁ:i@ the Peasant War
peasant’s struggle st both the corrupted ruling class and the encroach-
ing imperial powers. Sin Tongydp thus locates the Tonghak War in the his-
tary of world capitalism and defines the devastated situation of postdivision
Korea as a :,,_mxézaz of that war,

In Kitm River, the hero, Sin Haniii, is at once a day laborer in Seoul in the
Jate K,ﬁ% and a warrior of the Tonghak War, The ME;: strategy here, as
mentioned above, is to equate the devastating economic and political condi-
tions of the 1890s with those of the 1960s. Through the insertion of the
poet’s autobiography into the body of the epic, it is hinted that the hero Sin
Hantii is also Sin Tongydp himself, who spiritually joins this utopian peasant

4
i
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war. The politics of Sin Tongydp's magical realism warns readers that Korea
is under the threat of a new colonialism and prophesies the imminence of a

people’s revolution, Like the novels of some Third World writers, such as
Cuba’ Alejo Carpentier, Sin Tongydp's Kiim River contains the revolution-

ary future in the memories of the past. The late Sin Tong <S who grew up
in colonized Korea and whose history had been denied and distorted, could
only write an alternative history, with its own transgressive time. ﬁ_.w ‘M;&:&?
yiip's magical realism and the new interpretation ¢ new
door to historical and social consciousness

As Sin Tongytip had predicted, alrea q in 1970 the disconcerting experi-
ences of transnational capitalism and a subsequent labor-intensive industri-
alization had begun to permeate the everyday life of Koreans, In the fall of
1970, a young factory worker, Chon T "eil, committed self-immolation, pro-
testing subhuran working conditions and pleading for the workers’ right to
unionize. Chitn was a laborer in the @:ﬁ;,,i dustry at the Peace Market in
Seoul, and his numerous attempts to unionize the workers failed. In his will,
Chon appealed to the students, his contemporaries who were the privileged
recipients of a university education, to help the uneducated laborers union-
2. This incident shocked and stirred many students, especially those who
n involved in the various types of student movements, and they
i to reorient their movement and reexamine Korean realities, In the
w : wing decades, they actively involved themselves in the labor movement,

consciousness, educating laborers, and organizing labor

-
B

unions,
However, for the purpose of transforming Korean society, symbolie pro-
test was no longer ,3; ctive, Tt became increasingly apparent that mask-
dance drama passive medium seeking a temporary liberation. A new
kind of form was necessary—a form that would have more persuasive and
lasting effect, a medium that would articulate the newly developing prob-
lems and point to the means to transform the realities, While Kim Chih
explored the possibility of revitalizing the revolutionary religion Chiing
san'gyo, an offshoot of 1 Tonghak, ' Ch'ae Hitiwan examined the historical
background of the mask-dance drama and developed Kim Chilals idea of
madang, a courtyard or a space within the wall around the house. However,
in the farming community, madang also means a shared space where people
carry out commnunal activities {ture), such as harvesting. According to Ch'ae
the very root of the mask-dance drama during the precapitalist period _:% 5
the collective activities of ture, It was at this madang that the mask-d
drama and the shamanic ritual festivals had been performed for th
being of the community. This was the space where tenant farmers commu-
nally harvested, but their year’s work was ruthlessly taken away by the land-
owners, mostly of the ruling class, the yangban, There, it is imagined, th
collective will to struggle arose and solidarity was attained, In an expanded
sense, the communal ritual-festival is coterminous with the people’s struggle
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against the ruling class. The landowners connived at and even helped
finance the festival to ease farmers’ discontent and thus rule them more
effectively!? In this sense, the struggle between the ruling class and the
A%mkif,i sannot be seen as black-and-white, The complexity of ﬁégfﬁﬁ
can be detected at every level of practice, as was implied in the case of the
Cultural Assets Conservation Act and the students’ reconstruction of popu:
lar performing genres, Nevertheless, this complexity does further revolu-
Honary %:r;:é

Kim Yolgyu had
nity members experience shared ecstasy;*
wan asserted that, through this collective sy (chiptan stnmyong), mem-
bers of the community achieve not only a sense of communal solidarity but
also the energy to struggle together against the exploitative ruling class 21
In his reading of the communal space, we detect the notion of a._mg,mr%
activity and co ollective unity (kongdong ch’e), which was later developed into
the key word {or national unification, national unity: minjok kongdong oh'e.

In this communal sense ,.W% ,,ﬁ,,:i f adang,” Kim Chiha created
new drama genre, madangg wetic principle of mas
dance theater. The @c@.ﬁr??,u ﬂ_‘.?_? stru \,\:ﬁ of the mask-dance theater
sather than a linear narrative structure, and the in orporation of sham
[ the crucial elements of m: wlangguk. These ritual tech

]

argued that during the shamanic ritual-festival, commu-

bt

following this idea, Ch'ae Hii-

ritual, are two of
niques allow the theater to function as an open forum anticipating audience

participation and communication. U iif:ﬁr? a number of Kim Chiha’s
madangguk, which problematized various social and political issues, were
either performed underground or banned from public appearances until
1980, ,

The introduction of the term “madang” demarcates the beginning of a
theoretical development in the :3w::y:m?:.q mevernent. By constructis
madangguk, Kim Chiha poses a

44

itical question: where is the madang iv
.:&&}@r:xé; life? He rhetorically proposes that the minjung culture
movement should turn to history to reread contemporary reality.

I an article “From Theater ?w langguk) to Ritual [madang kut],” Ch
Hitiwan and Im Chint’aek suggest that the future madanggok must turn to
ritual enactment to realize collective life. The authors argue that by trans-
forming theater into a ritual act, the actors and the audience together share
ecstatic moments and experience oneness with each other® A ritual presup
poses reconciliation and transformation. Based on this assumption, th
ritual that Ch'ae and Im envisioned implies the transformation
society; the contradictions which divide the lives of Koreans need to wx,
ished and conflicts reconciled, Ch'ae’s and Im's idea of the ritualization of
theater challenges divisions; the division of work and play, of production and
consumption, of haves und have-nots. The theorists of the minjung culture
movement who work within the framework of Wallersteinean theories of
political economy attribute these social divisions to national division, the
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imperialistic powers that partitioned Korea, and the forces that perpetuate
such :ﬁ\: on,

Kim Chiha catechistically identifies this nation-dividing force as a devil,
This devil, he .ﬁ.@:ﬂ (.W.wm:,%i be exorcised through a collective shamanic
ritual (k)

t), and thus existing divisions will be eliminated, be they class or
national. As briefly mentioned earlier, Kim Chiha thu

§ turns to Kores
millenarian religions, e lly Tonghak and Chungsan’gye, for Zx:x?i
references for Both religions syneretized chonggamnok,
indigenous belief in the coming of a just king, and the elements of Buddhist
Maitreya tradition into new millenarian religions and prophesied the com-
a&;&??ixr;: :v?:w%w;r?

ing of the second perfect eyele of th
volutionary religion.” He suggested

millenarian idea into bis vision of a

that the revolutionary ideas of pe opular religious movements may help th

underclass to lead the world, Kim Chiha learned that Chi ngsan’gyo adapted
shamanic ritual ag a symbolic form of social transformation. Noting that
estasy is quintessential to the shamanic transformation, Kim applied the
notion of collective ecstasy to the ideas of minjung eulture as a principal
torce of transformation. Through collective ecstasy, M‘,?,’, &,m.v%ﬁ_& pe
reach a certain state of communitas; in this a colle
is formed, and energy is drawn to break
impasse—a revolution.

This millenarian idea of social veform and
stasy as a method of channeling coll
56 :x:% e turn to the issues of national unification. The radical reading
cestasy and the idea of ritual bringing oge ther what s divided merge into
vl another form of syneretic ideology through the m 5: ation of shaman.-
ism. Paek Kiwan, director of the National Unification Research Institute
and a presidential candidate during the 1987 national referendum, is also an
wclviser to the National Kut (shamanic :r,iw Association. Paek expands the
» of ritual to encompass the people’s struggle to overcome and tran-
»nd national conflicts, To put it sim ”% the kut is a metaphor of the
gle for n %:;,m unification. He maintaing that unification can be achieved
through collective ecstasy. Pack divides ecstasy into types: religious fan-
tasy and r?: wical experience. He argues that %r&x; ?:ﬁ?v is 4 meta-
physical concept that ignores the re ;:f of people. As a religious practice, it
5 ¢ Cone erned mainly with accumulation of material. He warns that this ca M‘,?
talist ;é ect of ecstasy is subject to manipulation by a hegemonic ruling
icle i: gy He goes on to contend that ecstatic experience in the true (not
di ,.rz,%% hiskory of the minjung has been the culmination of the struggle to
break loose from the coerced reality and an individuals effort to encountes
his or her real self as a human being, Ecstasy, Pack continues, is a momen-
tum through which each individual experiences true transformation of self,
[t becomes an aesthetic moment when individual experience merges éi

social praxis. Ecstasy in this sense should become the very momentum fro

i3

-

strategic interpretation of

:etive energy into revolution gives a

i
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hich history “develops.”® Pack suggests that shamanic ritual is a historienl
through which one learns the history of a people’s struggle and

W

i?mﬁym :} 1L

revolution,

Paek Kiwan identifies history as the knowledge of the contradictions in
O of ereating o world where such contradic

people’s realities and the Mx Cess !
tions are ; solved, Hence, the development of history is a process of strug-

»:x??& world, Paek attributes all the contra-
o and calls for
ms the M“&%,:a‘

gle to realize this contradi :
dictions that Koreans are experiencing to national divis
?;? wal unification ritual, whereby each individual le:
and experiences a trans stormation
ice will be energized into a collective force, which, in turn, émw M\%

yed
€ %,Qm ‘ ,
channeled into the unification of the nation.

The methodology of the minjung culture move
rereading of h Istory as history of the oppressed minjung’s struggle and a rep-
‘,,;ﬁz:%?; of that higtory as a paradigm of ngé, In the history thus

w,ﬂ.ﬁe ,w r&;f3:%3;?3?é.yﬁ t::kmx,
agents of history. In this process of historical evolution, minjung culture
”? t is, the ?;‘V‘Eixﬁw folk Mixﬁmﬁ no f iger lies on the periphery. Strate-
gists of the cultural movement believe that folk 2%.5; with its latent sub-
versive and transformative mci,ﬁ can lead the movement through the
veform process and into the postrevolutionary era once the winjung become
the subjects of history. Minjung culture is, in the word of one reform activist,
a methodology of v in:\%ﬂ.w il
The minjung culture movement has indeed left an indelible mark on
modern Korean history, not in that it el its :5&W.MQ::E{ goal, which
is implicitly utopian socialism, but becanse it opened up an alternative @pis-
emologic al space, For the first time in Korean history, a large Eg%g of
lite and members of the oppressed class found common ground for solidar
.« in the name of caltural nationalism. So powertul was this phenomenon,
1t the movernent mobilized massive numbers from the middle class that
grown up in the wake of South Korea’s ruthless industrializatior
However, as has been suspected, since the :A‘miz;».. of socialism and
rampant globalization of capitafism, the once powe erful minjung movement
now faces the detlation of its :,:nzgz 5 energy. The decline .g,%xxi,?
I would argue, is only a convenient cause of the decline of the minjung
mavemnent. Rather, 1 suspect that the s ?{i,.,,,:zi s of the movement stem
from its inherent weakness, the problematics of ﬁ% minjung movement. As
a noted political scientist, Ch'oe Changjip, once observed, the minjung
movement is the politics of han. Han is an aesthetic concept denoting
bottled-up resentment and sorrow. This han, unless released, will explode
e, Curiously, Korean aesthetics
wting this han, If we imagine
sostasy, was a releasing of the han
ublimation and the transtor-

by
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into a destructive power causing harm to lifs
does not provide the methodology for subli
that the minjung movement, a collective ¢
of the oppressed nation, then how to achieve

=
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mation of u nation is left unanswered. (To be sure, minjung christian theol-
ogy attempts a solution, as Donald Clark observes in &:%x@ 5 of 9?
volume. ) g\./m,_d :n the revolutionary han seemed ;:m,,?.,ii%,5 « :i ﬁm,w W.w‘.w
next stage of thinking was required, South Korean oppc itional intellectuals
found a vacuum, which was exacerbated by the decline of socialism ”{3:

which they belatedly r clied. This is the limitation of the mcm”g of aesthetics
&:w toa mem;, extent, of critical thinking without an informed agenda.

~ This Korean experience may be instructive to postcolonial ‘theories
Robert Young pointed out in his critique of Said’s Orientalism, such ;m,mg
Emgm releasing of resentment toward European imperialis : zw,x s :v
critic al discourse. Yet, criticism of colonialism does not deter or x{_,%mwwmd
imperialist practices. Recent discourse about Korea in the Western me fia
oced sioned by the “nuclear crisis” in North Korea attests to q.g;vﬁxw.ﬁm:w
cg%?%wE even after decades of the most vibrant critique A_,,vmwmz,s? ialism in
Western academia, The task for the next generation, then Koreans and
other Third World thinkers alike, should be to dev ,*W”% 3 ,wé,m:w%mé M,m
sublimate both this eritique and caltural resistance t good is resistance

What good is resistanc

¥

without anticipated transformation?

Minjung Movements and

the Minjung: Organizers

and Farmers in a 1980s
armers’ Movement

Nancy Ab lmann

nel

4

PER CONCETHS ceractions between farmers
arnal forces, or oebuserydk, various support institutions and

THIG CHAF
so-called ext ‘
individuals, in the microworkings of the Koch'ang Tenant Farmers
ment from 1085 to 1987, The movement was a protest calling for the distri-
bution or sale of the tenant plots of t eri landlord estate, or nongjang,
to its tenant farmers; a purchase agreement was reached in September
North Challa prove
ince dates back to the Japanese colonial p eriod, when a large-scale land-
ceclamation project was undertaken by the family of Kim Songsu and Kim
Yomsu, well-known historical figures, who are considered by some to have
been Japanese collaborators, In the immediate postliberation era, in spite of
a land-reform policy, the farmlands of the Haeri Estate were not distributed
to their cultivators. The 1980s protest escalated into a dramatic demonstra-
tion when in August 1987 over two hu adred farmers traveled to Seoul and
staged a month-long occupation of the headquarters of Samyang, the Jand-
lord corporation. By the time of the final settlement, however, the moves
ment was polarized, and many farmers returned to the countryside
disgruntled.!
ere | shall take up competing idioms and ideals of activism through the
story of the Koch'ang Tenant Farmers mover jent, We shall see that this
movemnent, like all movements, was forged in and took its course from these
very dissentions. T situate this late 1980s movement in the broader context
of social activism and the minjung movement in the late 19808, For my pur-
poses here, the minjung movement refers to the theories, idioms, and strnte
egies by which a community of activists sought to evoke and mobilize peaple
broadly perceived to be dispossessed, and hence the rightful subjects of his-
tory and agents of political transformation. This chapter thus considers the

1087, The Haerl Estate in the Ko ch'ang district of th
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