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How should the United States respond to popular struggles for human 

rights and political democracy in Third World non-communist countries? 

Kim Dae Jung, the political leader of South Korean democratic forces now 

temporarily resident in the United States, has dedicated his life to this 

struggle. The interview that follows can be read as an eloquent plea to the 

practical conscience of the American people and their leaders. 

Mr. Kim arrived in this country on December 23, 1982, after being re- 

leased from jail for medical reasons. He had been earlier sentenced to 

death for his alleged role in provoking the 1980 Kwangju demonstration 

in which several hundred unarmed civilians, mainly students, were killed 

by government security forces. Most observers have accepted Kim Dae 

Jung's claim that he was "framed" by the Korean government. A careful 

scrutiny of the record shows that Mr. Kim, far from being the inciter 

alleged, actually attempted to caution the demonstrators against militancy 

and confrontation. The Seoul government's case against Mr. Kim rested on 

a highly questionable confession of a third party, which was apparently ex- 

tracted through torture, subsequently withdrawn, and followed shortly by 

the confessor's suicide. 

Throughout his career, Kim Dae Jung has stood courageously for pro- 

gressive, democratic, and humane governance in South Korea. In 1973, 

despite many pressures, he ran for president against Park Chung Hee on 

such a platform, and paid subsequently by facing a variety of political 

charges and harassments that included several harrowing attempts on his 

life. The most spectacular of these was his forcible abduction in 1973 by 

KCIA security forces from a Tokyo hotel, a blatant disregard of Japanese 

sovereign rights that caused a considerable international stir. Mr. Kim is 

alive today only because of his prominence as a world figure. The U.S. 

government has in various ways over the years persuaded South Korea's 

military leaders to spare Kim Dae Jung's life. 

The situation in South Korea remains tense. The government of Chun 

Doo Hwan continues to stifle dissent and to rely upon repression against 

moderate politicians and religious leaders. One indication of the situation's 

severity was the "indefinite" fast in May 1983 by Kim Ybung Sam, former 

president of the now banned New Democratic Party, a political and moral 

stance strongly endorsed by Kim Dae Jung. After 23 days without food, 

and repeated appeals from his family and compatriots, Kim \bung Sam, 

in deteriorating health, ended his fast, announcing that he would rather 

"fight upright" than "die in bed." 

Kim Dae Jung is a visiting fellow at the Harvard Center for International 

Affairs this year. He plans two books, one on the struggle for political 

democracy in Korea and the other on the course of his own extraordinary 

life. But, as this interview makes clear, his central commitment remains the 

struggle of the Korean people, a commitment that includes a readiness to 

return to Korea whenever "useful" and whatever the risks. 

Kim Dae Jung fervently hopes that the U.S. government will become 

more supportive of social democracy in the Third World. He believes in the 

idealistic elements of the American heritage to such an extent that he can 

hardly contain his repeated disappointments about the support given by 

Washington to repressive regimes in South Korea over the years. Charac- 

teristically, he warns that if President Reagan goes ahead with his planned 

November visit to the Philippines, in light of Benigno Aquino's assassina- 

tion, disillusionment with America's role in the political destiny of Asian 

countries will intensify considerably. 

Kim Dae Jung's hopes and fears are outlined in this interview. They 

represent a challenge to all Americans. Far more is involved than just living 

up to ideals. At stake is our capacity to understand historical tendencies, 

especially the turbulent forces of Third World nationalism. Without this 

understanding we will continue to back "losers" in the various struggles for 

self-determination going on around the world. 

Richard Tanter, Professor of Social and Political Studies at the Swinburne 

Institute of Technology in Australia, participated in this interview with 

me. Richard Falk.

Falk: As you know, the Reagan administration has taken credit for your 

release, and has claimed that by improving relations with the government 

of Chun Doo Hwan, it has been more successful in promoting human 

rights in South Korea than was the Carter administration. Is this an ac- 

curate claim? Or, do you think your release from jail and the suspension 

of your sentence were mainly matters of domestic Korean politics? 

Kim: There are several possible explanations for my release. Chun Doo 

Hwan may have wanted to improve his international image; he may have 

wanted to secure a Japanese loan; or he may have wanted to show the 

American public that he could release me without political repercussions. 

There is also the possibility that he wanted to separate me physically from 

the Korean people to reduce my influence. But these are not the basic 

reasons. The more likely reason is that Chun wanted to soothe our people's 

discontent. South Korean officials may have decided that my colleagues 

should be freed and that I should be sent away from Korea to prove a shift 

in the government's attitude. In this sense, my release is the result of our 

people's struggle against Chun Doo Hwan, although I do not deny that the 

U.S. government played some role in bringing it about. Let me elaborate. 

After the May coup of 1980, with all its cruelty, many feared that the 

struggle of the Korean people for freedom was over. But late that same 

year, our students rose up seeking democracy and staging demonstrations 

as they had during the Park Chung Hee era. This was the first time our 

people openly criticized America, because our people were very disap- 

pointed with the U.S. support of the Chun regime. 

In neither of the two coups d'etat that helped solidify Chun Doo Hwan's 

rule did the United States do anything to discourage the lawless actions of 

Chun's forces. In December 1979, the U.S. commander in charge of the 

combined forces in South Korea did nothing to stop the withdrawal of the 

Republic of Korean (ROK) forces from the demilitarized zone. Nor did the 

U.S. government say anything when Chun Doo Hwan arrested his superior, 

the Korean Army Chief of Staff, and shot and killed his aides. Though the 

U.S. commander was in a position to ask the Korean government to punish 

Chun and his men for their disregard of the U.N. command structure, he 

did nothing to restore the neutrality of the army and to re-establish mili- 

tary order. Chun was encouraged by this. He seemed to believe that the 

U.S. silence had given his moves an air of legitimacy and that it was a signal 

that he could continue his lawless acts. 

Thus, Chun was emboldened to carry out the second coup in May 1980. 

Again, the United States did nothing when Korean troops were dispatched 

to Kwangju in violation of the chain of command, killing hundreds of 

citizens there. Moreover, the U.N. commander, an American army general, 

gravely insulted the Korean people, by comparing Koreans to lemmings- 

implying that they would follow any leader they got. These events trans- 

pired during the Carter years. 

Koreans were then deeply shocked when President Reagan invited Chun 

Doo Hwan to Washington as his first state guest and greeted him as a friend. 

Our people who have been disappointed repeatedly by various U.S. admin- 

istrations have come to ask whether America is our friend or not. That is 

why some Christian students set fire to the American cultural center in 

Pusan, and other students set fire to American flags on at least two other 

occasions. Of course, I do not approve of such destructive behavior, but I 

can understand how disappointed they were with America's support of the 

repressive Chun government. So the situation has evolved. Chun Doo 

Hwan and the U.S. government can no longer convince the Korean people 

that their intentions are constructive. 

Let me add one more thought. Even though our people were greatly dis- 

appointed by America, and even though there is growing sentiment against 

the United States, especially among the young, I do not believe the 

majority of the Korean people are "anti-American." Such anti-Americanism 

is felt by a minority and it is a new phenomenon which arose only after 

the May coup d'etat and the Kwangju massacre. 

Falk: Why has the Chun government prosecuted you as a major enemy of 

the regime, in a way that the Park regime never attempted? Why, for ex- 

ample, did the Chun regime want to hold you responsible for Kwangju? 

Kim: The methods by which the Park and Chun regimes tried to have me 

removed differ considerably. Park tried several times to remove me by illegal 

assassination. For instance, his agents once tried to kill me under the guise 

of a car accident while I was en route to a public speech. They also tried 

to kill me in the course of my abduction in 1973 - once in a Tokyo hotel 

and once at sea. But Chun was different in that he tried to remove me from 

any political role, indeed from life itself, in a way that was public and open, 

and even appeared to be legal. 

There are several reasons Chun took this approach. After Park's assassina- 

tion in 1979, the Korean people entertained the dream of democratizing 

the nation. At that time, there were several possible future leaders. I think 

I was very popular then. For example, in spite of martial law prohibitions 

against the attendance of my speeches, I drew a crowd of 30,000 on one 

occasion, 80,000 on another, both in Seoul. Near my hometown, I drew 

some 100,000 persons. Because I was so popular, Chun Doo Hwan fabri- 

cated a case against me, asserting that I was the agitator in the Kwangju 

incident for only I could have mobilized such a large number of people. 

Yet, how could Chun get rid of me? 

Because the sentiment for establishing a democracy ran so high after 

Park's assassination and because I was recognized as a very popular leader 

in the democratic movement, the Chun regime could not do away with me 

secretly. Nor could they try me as a criminal on any charge but that of 

being a communist, for the Korean people would have risen up in strong 

protest. In South Korea, anyone accused by the government of being a 

communist can be effectively done away with because the South Korean 

people are so opposed to communism. Thus, Chun's regime first falsely 

stated that a group in Japan with which I had connections was communist 

and further, that I was chairman of this group. They labeled me pro- 

communist and said I should be executed. Only by fabricating such a case 

could Chun try to get rid of me. 

Falk: When I was in Korea last year, some people were saying that Chun's 

main reason in prosecuting you was to discredit you by associating you with 

political violence. Have the Korean people been manipulated into believ- 

ing the regime's allegations? 

Kim: The fact that the regime is afraid of any remark I may make in answer 

to its charges, and the fact that the Korean media are prohibited from even 

reporting my name, is clear evidence that the government knows the great 

majority of people no longer believe, if they ever did, its fabrications and 

that they still strongly support me. There are probably some people who 

are still misled by the government's false claims, but I have no doubt that 

once freedom of the press is restored, they too will learn the truth. 

Let me add something about the difference between our people's atti- 

tude toward Park and Chun. Though Park was criticized as a military dic- 

tator, he had some reason to be supported by a sizeable number of our 

people. First, when he staged a military coup in May 1961, some of our 

people did not oppose him; they accepted his rule because they were sick 

and tired of the disorder in our society at that time. After the assassination 

of President Park, our people wanted to realize democratic freedoms- to 

enjoy public rallies, freedom of speech and the freedom to conduct 

political activities. This was because they had been suppressed for twenty 

years. By this time, they were fed up with the forced silence that had been 

brought about by Park's military regime. 

Second, though President Park Chung Hee initiated the Yushin Dic- 

tatorship in October of 1972, from 1963 to 1971, there at least were direct 

presidential elections on three occasions. That is, there was a legal vehicle 

for such elections even if Park did not always follow the law by conducting 

fair elections. Under the Chun regime, there is no legal guarantee of free 

and direct elections. So, the people see little legitimacy in Chun's rule. 

Finally, rightly or wrongly, the claim that President Park was responsible 

for the Korean economic miracle was accepted by the general population. 

But Chun has no such accomplishment to justify his being in power. 

Falk: Did Chun Doo Hwan ever ask you to make a deal with him? 

Kim: Just one day after my arrest on May 17, the people of Kwangju rose 

up against Chun Doo Hwan insisting on my release as one of their major 

demands. Even though Chun massacred the people of Kwangju to suppress 

them, he needed to soothe our people's anger, especially the anger of those 

in Kwangju. So he wanted to make a secret deal with me, even though he 

had publicly accused me of being pro-communist and an agitator behind 

the Kwangju uprising. Approximately two months after my arrest, on July 

10, a top-ranking official of the national security guard, now an aide to 

Chun, came to see me in detention at KCIA headquarters. He asked me 

to give up my active opposition to Chun and promised that if I agreed I 

would be well taken care of. He said to me, <ribu have only two choices- 

death or survival. If you will cooperate with us, then you will survive; other- 

wise you will surely be killed. All we ask is that you give up any idea of 

becoming president." 

He gave me two reasons why the Chun government would treat me lenient- 

ly. The first was the need to soothe tensions between rival regions. There exists 

a serious regional rivalry between the people of Cholla-Do and those of 

Kyungsang-Do. I come from Cholla-Do and Chun Doo Hwan comes from 

Kyungsang-Do, as did Park Chung Hee. The second reason was to enlist 

me in the struggle to influence our students who he said were becoming 

pro-communist. He told me I alone had the required stature and credibili- 

ty to persuade our students to reject communism. I responded to this 

"offer" as follows: <ribu are accusing me of being pro-communist and then 

you ask me to persuade our students not to become pro-communist. How 

can a pro-communist persuade pro-communist students not to become 

pro-communist!" He told me that we did not need to debate the point. 

This event clearly proved that the charges against me were "far-fetched," as 

the U.S. State Department has said. 

Falk: Was the Park assassination itself mainly connected with the effort to 

end military dictatorship? 

Kim: Yes, this is how I look at the situation. Even though Park was respons- 

ible to some extent for Korean economic development, that development 

was accompanied by two major problems. One was the exploitation of the 

general population through inflation. And the second was the inequitable 

distribution of wealth and income, both in terms of geographical regions 

and income classes, generated by this process of economic development. 

Thus, there was a general dissatisfaction on the part of the people because 

of these two problems and because of the suppression of their political 

rights. 

The strong desire of the people for democracy was later represented by 

the uprisings in Pusan and Masan just before the shooting of President 

Park. These uprisings were the culmination of seven years of long and con- 

tinuous struggle for democracy. When Kim, Park's assassin who was the 

KCIA chief, assessed these uprisings, he found that those participating in 

them were not just students or poor workers. So he told President Park that 

these uprisings were not carried out by small minority groups, byt that they 

reflected the sentiments of the general population. "Therefore," Kim 

argued, "unless you, Park, embark upon some major reforms, you will not 

be able to prevent such uprisings from spreading and engulfing the 

regime." At this point, President Park told him to shoot the people causing 

the disturbances. So Kim had only two alternatives: either to follow Park's  

orders and shoot the people, or to shoot Park. He opted to shoot Park. 

What this means is that his action was forced upon him by the struggle of 

the people. So, in that sense, Park's assassination is the result of the 

people's anti-Yushin campaign for a democratic Korea. 

I think it is very important to understand why the Korean people have 

continued to work so persistently and heroically on behalf of democracy, 

in spite of a series of defeats and frustrations since 1952. We have been 

separated from our brothers in the North now for nearly 40 years, which 

causes us deep frustration. We can endure this separation only if we have 

democratic rights. We know that in the North there are no such rights; 

there is no hope for democracy. Democracy can persuade us to endure this 

separation with a strong hope that we may realize peaceful reunification 

with the strength of the people's full support; only democracy can inspire 

our people to fight against communist domination and to resist reunifica- 

tion under communist auspices. We know that only when we have re- 

alized democratic government in the South can the government enjoy the 

full support of the people, and that only then can we be sure North Korea 

will not be able to overwhelm South Korea. At that time, North Korea may 

be forced to engage in a peaceful dialogue with the South Korean demo- 

cratic government, and then we may promote peaceful dialogue, peaceful 

coexistence, peaceful exchange, and finally achieve peaceful reunification. 

So democracy is necessary to solve the problems of North and South peace- 

fully. The conflict between the South and the North cannot be resolved by 

force but only by peaceful means. 

Tanter: It seems that the peculiar tragedy of Korea is the division of the 

country, and as you suggest, the division goes together with repression and 

the absence of democracy on both sides. How much stress should be put on 

reunification at this time? 

Kim: At this point it is more important for Korea to establish peace be- 

tween the North and the South, and thus prevent the outbreak of another 

war. I believe that is what the four superpowers- the United States, the 

Soviet Union, Japan, and China- also want, but in varying degrees and 

with different aims in mind. Complete reunification would be very difficult 

at present because of the 40 years of hostilities between the two sides, be- 

cause of our different political and economic systems, and because the in- 

ternational system cannot yet support a reunified Korea. In addition, sig- 

nificantly different economic and cultural customs have developed in the 

two parts of the country over the last four decades. It would therefore be 

unwise to rush reunification efforts; for the present, it is more important 

to establish a simple peaceful coexistence and peaceful exchange. By so 

doing, we may eventually achieve some loose form of unification and then 

move steadily toward a complete unification with the agreement of both 

parties. In the meantime, we cannot disregard the interests of the four 

superpowers, for we need their cooperation in any efforts aimed at eventual 

unification. 

Tanter: It seems as though the international situation regarding Korea has 

in fact worsened in recent years. One thinks of the increased tensions in 

U.S.-Soviet relations, as well as the U.S. pressure on Japan to rearm with all 

the implications that has for Japanese-Soviet relations. Moreover, there is 

the proliferation of advanced weapons systems, particularly nuclear 

weapons, throughout the area, and the close cooperation that has de- 

veloped among Korea, Japan, and the United States. Taken together, these 

developments would seem to create a much more hostile environment in 

which the Korean people must try to sort out their disagreements. What 

do these developments imply for Korea? 

Kim: Despite the tension that does exist, I remain convinced that the four 

superpowers do not want another war in Korea. First, the United States 

may want to use Korea as a base from which it can oppose any Soviet or 

communist invasion from the North; however, I do not think it has any in- 

tention of using it as a base to launch a war northwards. Second, Japan does 

not have at present the military capability to launch a war against either 

the Russians or the Chinese. In addition, Japan has profited from its 

economic relationships with Korea, China, and even with the Soviet Union 

(in connection with Siberian development); no doubt, Japan will want to 

continue to reap such benefits. Moreover, Japanese public opinion strongly 

opposes any aggressive military action. Thirdly, China, in order to achieve 

its goal of becoming a developed nation by the year 2000, is relying heavily 

on American and Japanese economic assistance and trade. Any war in East 

Asia with ideological overtones would almost certainly destroy their 

strategy for economic development. Finally, while the Soviet Union may 

pose some threat to peace in the region, I don't think Moscow will be able 

to wage a war against the will of the three other superpowers. Moreover, 

most of the Soviet military might is situated along its western frontier or 

near the disputed territory on the Sino- Soviet frontier, making it very 

difficult to move sufficient additional armed forces to the East to wage a 

war. In any case, it is doubtful whether Russia would actually benefit from 

such a war. Thus, I seriously doubt whether any of the four superpowers 

have reason to initiate or engage in any acts of hostility. Also, neither side 

would accept the reunification of Korea under the influence or hegemony 

of the other side. That means that they would prefer to keep the status quo. 

It also means that I don't see much prospect of a positive political break- 

through coming from the four superpowers. It can be argued that the 

Korean peninsula is a virtual powder keg waiting to explode: there is bitter 

hostility between the South and North; technically, they are still at war; 

and both sides have military alliances or close ties with one or more of the 

superpowers. There is, however, a well-established balance of power 

between the South and the North. Neither side can overcome the other, 

and the allies backing both sides are strong enough to check each other. 

Thus, the military balance on the Korean peninsula is one of the most 

stable in the world. History has proven that when a good balance of power 

exists, there has been no outbreak of war. The thirty-year period since the 

end of the Korean War testifies to this balance of power. 

There is some speculation about a close triangular relationship among 

Korea, America, and Japan. There may be closer cooperation among these 

three countries in the future, but I don't foresee a formal alliance. Even 

though the Korean people are very attentive to national security, they are 

very, very reluctant to drift into a military alliance with Japan. The Japanese 

people as well are reluctant to enter such an alliance. If a Japanese or 

Korean government should seek such an alliance, it would not remain in 

power long. So although the United States may want an American-Korean- 

Japanese alliance, I don't think it is likely to happen. 

Falk: Have there been any changes in the American relationship to the 

Seoul regime, or has it remained essentially the same? Does the United 

States have much influence? 

Kim: I don't see much change in American policy towards Korea. The 

American policy at present is to support Chun Doo Hwan, although it may 

also aim to make his government less repressive and to encourage him to 

leave office after one seven-year term. This policy may result in some cos- 

metic changes, but it is not what we want. We want to see a restoration of 

the democratic system in South Korea. Under the present constitution, and 

under the present political circumstances, even if Chun Doo Hwan were to 

leave office after seven years, there still would be no freedom of speech, no 

opposition political activities, and no free elections. Even though the presi- 

dent might be changed, the new president would likely be another Chun 

Doo Hwan. So the abolition of the present dictatorial system and the 

restoration of democracy are most important. But if after a restoration of 

the democratic system, Chun Doo Hwan himself ran for the presidency and 

won, we would accept him as the choice of the people, freely made. If he 

is willing to have a dialogue with us, and if he sincerely respects the desire 

of the people to restore democracy, then we are ready to discuss all things 

with him. But I don't think there is much possibility of that. 

Falk: If you had an opportunity to redirect American foreign policy, how 

would you change it? 

Kim: The British historian, Arnold Toynbee, addressed a challenge to the 

American people some years ago: "The only way for you Americans is to 

return to your original spirit." This is my advice as well. America should 

return to supporting the will of the majority in every country; then the 

majority in those countries will in return support America. The world's 

people once admired and respected the United States because of its demo- 

cratic traditions and its support of majority rule. Unfortunately, the U.S. 

government has recently supported a minority- in Vietnam, in Korea, and 

elsewhere- using as its excuse the cause of anti-communism. This has been 

a tragedy, not only for America, but also for our free world. 

If the United States had supported human rights and democracy in Viet- 

nam, even if it had been defeated, it would have been admired and 

respected as a defender of, even as a martyr on behalf of, democracy and 

human rights. And the American people would have been proud, even in 

defeat, because they had supported democracy and human rights. They 

would never have been confined by the frustration they feel at present. 

In America, only when the people enjoy democratic freedoms can they 

expect real social stability to be maintained. And without real stability, one 

can never expect real security. The Korean people face the same dilemma. 

We believe that many American leaders place military security ahead of 

democracy when it comes to Korea, and that they attempt to justify this 

position by pointing to Korea's security problem. Yet, the United States 

also faces a security problem with the Soviet Union. To be logical, then, 

American leaders should advocate security first, democracy second for the 

United States as well. If Americans were willing to accept these priorities, 

then we Koreans would reciprocate. 

You might argue that America has had a long history of democratic 

experience, that Korea has not, and that therefore Koreans must accept 

repressive rule for security purposes. But think of your country at the time 

of its revolution. The level of education and sophistication among the 

people was nowhere near that of Koreans today, and yet Americans 200 

years ago insisted on fighting to the death for liberty. In light of this, if 

America continues to insist on security first in Korea, we must conclude 

that the United States espouses some form of racial discrimination. 

America must understand this; only then will the United States win the 

friendship of the Korean people; only then will Korea enjoy the security 

that the United States regards as so important. So let us agree that it must 

be: "democracy first, security second." If U.S. leaders do not begin to recog- 

nize the priority of democracy in Korea, anti-American sentiment will con- 

tinue to grow, and we will be unable to avoid the Vietnamese fate. 

The United States must pay much more attention to the desires of the 

people of the Third World. This is the only way for America to successfully 

solve its current serious problems. The people of the Third World are not 

fated to be communist. Only when the United States ignores the will of 

the majority will Third World peoples turn to communism. If the majority 

of the people enjoy democracy, freedom, and economic progress, then 

there will be no reason for them ever to seek communism. Undeniably, 

security is important. But we must have something to secure, something 

to defend: democracy, freedom, justice and human dignity. American 

leaders must begin to recognize this, and act upon it. 

Falk: That is a very powerful message. How does it relate to the presence 

of American troops in South Korea, given the anti-democratic character of 

the Chun regime, and the threat you say North Korea poses? In his presi- 

dential campaign, President Carter advocated the removal of American 

troops from Korea and was greatly attacked for that suggestion, both by the 

Pentagon and by various elements in South Korea. As president, Carter 

abandoned plans for withdrawal. Can the United States practice respect for 

democracy in Third World countries, if it has armed forces and close rela- 

tionships with the military leadership of those countries? 

Kim: President Carter was forced to renege on his campaign promise, part- 

ly because of vehement criticism from the sources you mentioned, but 

mainly because he realized the policy was premature. He came to believe 

that it was too soon to withdraw American troops. His recognition of that 

fact prevented him from removing the troops from Korea. As for whether 

the presence of American armed forces in Korea makes it difficult to 

democratize the country, or whether the close relationship between the 

American armed forces and the Korean armed forces indirectly helps to 

sustain the dictatorship in Korea, there may be some justification for this 

view. But this need not be the case. If you look at West Germany, there 

is a sizeable contingent of American armed forces there, but West Germany 

is a democracy. If you look at Latin America, the Middle East, or at African 

countries, even though there are no American troops in such countries, 

there are dictatorships. So I don't see that there is any direct relationship 

between the presence of American or any other foreign armed forces and 

the existence of a dictatorship. 

In Korea there is also clear evidence of this point. In April I960, when 

our students staged a democratic revolution, there were far more U.S. 

troops in Korea than there are now, but this presence was not an obstacle 

to the student revolution. To the contrary, the indirect influence of the 

American commander greatly helped to maintain the neutrality of the 

Korean army toward the revolution. There is another example which shows 

a positive attitude toward democratic principles on the part of the U.S. 

military. When Park Chung Hee staged a military coup in May of 1961, the 

U.N. commander entreated President Yun Po Sun to allow him to defeat 

General Park's military coup. The American commander failed because he 

didn't gain President Yun's permission to put down General Park's coup. 

The restoration of democracy in Korea depends more on U.S. policy than 

on the presence or absence of U.S. troops. 

If Korea cannot be democratized while American armed forces are 

present, it probably will be impossible to do it at all. For if U.S. troops are 

removed from Korea, there will be a general panic among the people about 

the perceived threat from the North, and the military dictatorship will 

fully exploit this feeling. Even now, when American armed forces are 

present, the dictatorship occasionally cites the possibility of a North 

Korean invasion, or many other perceived threats from the North, in order 

to justify its repression. Just recently, the Korean Defense Minister was in 

the United States, and he said in a public speech that there was a possi- 

bility that the North Koreans might invade the South this summer, to 

which a high ranking American military officer in Korea said, "I bet they 

won't." 

There are many, many instances in which the Korean government has 

exploited the security danger to justify repression. For example, in 1972, 

just one year after I stood for the presidency, Park's government put out 

some shrewd propaganda, saying that on April 15 th Kim II Sung would 

turn 60 and that he was planning to celebrate his birthday in Seoul. There- 

fore, it was necessary to be especially vigilant about the threat of invasion. 

The alleged security danger was invented to intimidate our people. Then 

on September 9th, 1975, on the thirty-year anniversary of the North 

Korean Labor Party's establishment, President Park himself declared to our 

people that Kim II Sung planned to come down to Seoul to celebrate the 

30th anniversary of the North Korean Labor Party. Almost every spring, the 

government propagates rumors, saying things like: "The grass will grow 

high enough to allow the North Korean guerrillas to come down, hiding 

themselves in the grass." In the autumn, the government says that with 

winter coming, the river between the South and the North Korean front 

will freeze over and the North Korean troops will cross the river. 

Falk: Are nuclear weapons part of a necessary security shield against North 

Korea? The understanding has been that the American forces won't feel 

confident about discharging their mission in Korea unless they have 

nuclear weapons in order to stop a possible invasion. 

Kim: Because I am not an expert in military weaponry, my answer cannot 

be fully comprehensive. But I think that even without nuclear weapons, 

the very presence of American armed forces in Korea is a sufficient deter- 

rent against a North Korean invasion. I strongly oppose any kind of nuclear 

war on the Korean peninsula, or in any other part of the world. Thus I 

would like to pose some questions to the governments of South Korea and 

the United States. First, are there nuclear weapons on the Korean penin- 

sula? Many people say there are, but there has been no official confirma- 

tion. Second, if there are nuclear weapons there, are they needed in the 

South if it is true that there are no nuclear weapons in the North? Third, 

don't nuclear weapons add to tensions on the peninsula and block any 

movement toward a peaceful solution? If we maintain nuclear weapons in 

the South, is it not likely that North Korea will seek nuclear arms from 

China or the Soviet Union, or even produce them on its own? Finally, I 

want to ask if the presence of nuclear weapons in the South may not actual- 

ly be counter-productive in terms of real security and peace on the penin- 

sula. I think both the U.S. government and the South Korean government 

should give full answers to these questions. 

Falk: Do you have any specific comments on Reagan's approach to Korean 

issues? 

Kim: The Reagan administration has made a mistake by supporting dicta- 

torial rule and by invoking security concerns as a justification. As I ex- 

plained before, without democracy no one can expect real security in 

Korea. There is a suspicion among our people that the security issue is not 

the only reason the United States supports the Chun regime; another 

important reason is to protect American economic interests. A dictatorial 

regime can suppress any complaints about or criticisms of American 

economic activities in Korea. If American officials do adhere to such a 

belief, they are very short-sighted. In the long run, only democratic govern- 

ments can guarantee the stability that American business interests need to 

operate smoothly and to carry out long-range plans. Only under a 

democratic government can U.S. businessmen expect a fair and open 

market in Korea with no extortion and with no need to make secret deals 

in order to do business. Only then will American business activities be 

well-understood and supported by our people, and only then can Koreans 

and Americans pursue mutual interests. 

Therefore, not only for the benefit of the Korean people but also for the 

benefit of American interests, the Reagan administration should reconsider 

its policy of quiet diplomacy. I recognize the need for quiet diplomacy in 

dealing with some cases, but quiet diplomacy alone is not enough to clear- 

ly and unmistakingly express the American devotion to democracy and 

human rights. Though the Reagan administration made significant efforts 

to save my life, to release political prisoners, and to save the lives of the 

young men who set fire to the American cultural center in Pusan, the 

White House still is viewed by the Korean people as giving strong support 

to the Korean dictatorship. If Washington wants to show our people that 

the United States is a friend, it should openly and forcefully advocate 

democracy and human rights. The recent brutal assassination of Senator 

Benigno Aquino in the Philippines presents the Reagan administration 

with a clear opportunity to show the people of East Asia how it stands with 

regard to respecting the will of the majority. President Reagan will be 

watched closely by Filipinos, Koreans, and many others to see if he carries 

out his planned trip to the Philippines in November. Such a trip would be 

viewed as clear evidence of U.S. support for dictatorship over the interests 

of the people. 

In addition to openly supporting democracy in Korea, the United States 

should urge the Korean military to stay out of politics and to dedicate itself 

to the defense of the country. This would encourage the military to main- 

tain its neutrality and, in effect, to support democracy. I advocate the U.S. 

administration taking this active role in speaking to the Korean military 

because the American command there is in charge of okaying the move- 

ments of the Korean army. 

Tanter: Are there generals in Seoul who are sympathetic with your view- 

points and who could be induced to support moves toward democracy? 

Kim: In the past, the Korean army has respected neutrality and democracy, 

because it was a system patterned after the U.S. military. The neutrality of 

the army was accepted as a "given." The Korean army was conceived as an 

instrument for fighting communism. As a result, the Korean soldiers bear 

arms to uphold democracy. During the student revolution in I960, the 

army proved its respect for neutrality and democracy. And even though 

Park Chung Hee abused the army consistently, the democratic commit- 

ment remained. 

Thus, after Park's assassination in 1979, the army as well as the people 

favored a democratization of the country and the neutrality of the army. 

For example, in a secret vote among Korean commanders after the assassi- 

nation, 22 generals out of 25 approved a return to democracy. So Chun 

Doo Hwan was isolated, in a tiny minority. He wanted to maintain the 

Yushin system (the anti-democratic constitutional arrangement imposed 

by General Park), but a majority of the generals wanted a change. It was 

in such a setting that Chun staged the military coup of December 1979 and 

that of May 1980. If the U.S. government had been determined to support 

the neutrality of the Korean army and had not recognized the December 

military coup as a fait accompli, those Korean generals who favored 

democracy would have been greatly encouraged in their efforts to insure 

the military's neutrality and could have dedicated themselves, without dis- 

traction, to their defense duties. 

I can cite another example of the respect of the Korean army for 

democracy. When paratroopers were sent in to massacre the Kwangju 

people, a division chief stationed in the area opposed the massacre. He was 

beaten and expelled from the army. But there is a sequel to this story. A 

year later, during the general election in April 1981, the people of Kwangju 

asked this former division chief to stand for a seat in the National Assembly. 

He accepted their request. There is no doubt that he was the most popular 

candidate in the Kwangju area, which frightened the Chun regime. One 

day, this man disappeared, suddenly and mysteriously, after he had unex- 

pectedly tendered his formal, written withdrawal from the election cam- 

paign. We don't know where he is today. If the U.S. government truly sup- 

ports the neutrality of the Korean army, I believe that most Korean army 

officers will dedicate themselves to neutrality, democracy and their genuine 

defense duties. 

Falk: What conditions are necessary to achieve democracy in Korea? How 

will you participate in this process? 

Kim: First, it is my conviction that Korean democracy must be achieved 

through the efforts of the Korean people themselves. Fundamentally 

speaking, without the commitment, efforts, and sacrifices of the Korean 

people we cannot realize a democracy that can survive the challenges it will 

face. Our people have matured considerably and are ready to restore and 

to enjoy democracy because of their long and bitter struggle against con- 

tinued dictatorship, a struggle that has lasted more than 30 years. 

Second, most of the Korean people believe they are strong enough to 

overcome the military dictatorship and to restore democracy. But primarily 

because of the U.S. support of the dictatorial regime, they have been 

thwarted in their efforts to achieve that goal. Because the United States 

supports the Chun dictatorship, Japan follows suit. Because both the 

United States and Japan support the dictator, many of our people, especial- 

ly some military leaders who had upheld democratic principles and the 

neutrality of the army, have been frustrated and have lost hope that 

democracy will ever be restored. The military men have now abandoned 

their pursuit of what they know is right and have yielded to the military 

dictator in order to survive. 

In this sense, many of the Korean people think that while restoring 

democracy is their responsibility, they realize that if they are to achieve 

democracy without a protracted and bloody struggle and without open 

hostility toward the United States, a change in U.S. policy toward Korea is 

essential. Nonetheless, a mistaken U.S. policy continues, and the American 

people and the mass media pay little attention to the efforts of the Korean 

people to achieve human rights and democracy. For example, compare the 

neglect of our movement with the heavy media coverage devoted to the 

Solidarity Movement in Poland. 

Falk: Are you optimistic at this time that the Korean people genuinely seek 

democracy and that, if it were established, democracy could be sustained? 

Kim: I am not overly optimistic, but I believe that the Korean people have 

good reasons to seek democracy at this moment in history. Let me point out 

five reasons that show why democracy is both necessary and possible in 

Korea in spite of continued setbacks and existing obstacles. First, Korea has 

managed to preserve its self-identity despite thousands of years of Chinese 

domination. Other groups such as the Manchus and the Mongolians have 

not been so successful. Second, democratic principles are imbedded in the 

Korean tradition. For example, the native Tongkak religion has advocated 

that "man is heaven" and that "to serve man then is to serve heaven." 

Third, in the face of authoritarian rule over the past 100 years, Koreans 

have been persistent in their quest for human rights and democracy. There 

are several examples of this: the Tongkak Peasant Rebellion of 1894, the 

Independence Movement of 1919, and the Student Revolution of I960. 

Fourth, the Korean people are well-educated and culturally sophisticated. 

Their level of education and culture is greater than that of the Americans 

at the time of their democratic revolution 200 years ago. Fifth, Christianity, 

as an influential spiritual force, has taken root in Korea and has streng- 

thened the democratic movement. Of particular value are the Christian 

beliefs that all people, men and women, have rights and that the dignity 

of all, regardless of wealth or educational status, is sacrosanct. 

Although Korea is an advanced country in terms of education and cul- 

ture, and although its economy is moving towards full development, in 

politics Korea still is underdeveloped. This is an intolerable situation: from 

a sociological viewpoint, we know that people will not long tolerate such 

a repressive political system when they have made such progress in other 

areas. Such a system hampers full economic development. To achieve 

economic development there must be creativity and vitality, as in the 

United States and other western societies. According to a recent public 

opinion survey taken by a Korean newspaper, 80 percent of the respondents 

expressed their hope for the democratization of Korea even if it would 

mean the sacrifice of some economic development. 

We know that democracy in Korea requires the commitment, effort, 

and sacrifice of the population to prevent dictatorship. I believe that the 

Korean people are in the process of taking such a stand for democracy. The 

recent hunger strike by Kim Young Sam, who showed his willingness to 

make great personal sacrifices for the democratic movement, dealt a sharp 

blow to the Chun government and opened up the possibility of greater 

cooperation among opposition politicians and democratic figures, includ- 

ing religious leaders, intellectuals, and students. Kim Young Sam's hunger 

strike greatly restored the credibility of politicians among all those in the 

movement. I gave my sincere support to his struggle and on the occasion 

of our Liberation Day, August 15, we issued a joint statement expressing 

our desire to cooperate for the restoration of democracy. 

The movement, at present, is not yet strong enough to restore democracy 

though the Korean people have, in fact, successfully defeated two dictators. 

In Korea, the confrontation between the people and the military is at a 

stalemate. The military government does not have enough power to crush 

the people's will for democracy. On the other hand, the people don't have 

enough power to change the military rule. 

Falk: What is your vision of societal and economic development for Korea, 

and how does it differ from the approaches taken by Park and Chun? 

Kim: Since the time of my presidential election campaign in 1971, I have 

advocated an economic policy of "mass participation." First, I view a free 

economic system that respects and promotes social justice as necessary and 

fundamental. A free-market system can encourage the creativity and ini- 

tiative of businessmen necessary for the achievement of a highly developed 

economy able to compete with those of the developed countries. I believe 

that a socialist system may hinder economic development and that it may 

provide government a material basis for suppressing the freedom of the 

people. 

Second, under Park's regime, though there was rapid economic growth, 

the Korean economy showed evidence of a serious imbalance between 

urban and rural areas, between large enterprises and smaller businesses, be- 

tween heavy industry and light industry, between the export industry and 

businesses devoted to domestic production, among the various regions, 

and especially between the "haves" and the "have-nots." Moreover, infla- 

tion exacerbated these imbalances. The situation under Chun's regime has 

not improved. I strongly oppose such an unbalanced approach to economic 

development. We should seek concurrently the following three goals: 

steady growth in the economy, a well-balanced economy, and economic 

stability. We must especially seek a fair distribution between the "haves" 

and the "have-nots." Fair distribution is essential to social stability and 

economic growth, and must be a chief aim of Korean economic policy. 

Third, to realize a fair distribution of wealth, we must consider encour- 

aging broad participation, as in the United States, in holding shares of 

stocks in large enterprises; participation, as in Germany, of labor unions in 

management decisions affecting enterprises in order to insure fair distribu- 

tion and to promote high productivity; reinforcement of a direct tax struc- 

ture because at present more than 70% of government income is derived 

from indirect taxes which place a heavy burden on low-income people; and 

a systematic approach to consumer protection. 

Fourth, the independence and integrity of businessmen must be com- 

pletely guaranteed. There should be no government suppression or intimi- 

dation of businessmen, no forcing them to perform in the way the govern- 

ment wishes, as has been the case under the Park and Chun regimes. Thus, 

businessmen should be encouraged to direct their attention toward 

economic development, consumer satisfaction, and the rights of laborers. 

These concerns should be placed ahead of the solitary pursuit of the ac- 

cumulation of wealth. 

Fifth, under a democratic government, Korea should welcome invest- 

ment by foreign concerns. Foreign economic cooperation would be encour- 

aged with an eye toward realizing a healthy development of the Korean 

economy. Any unfair dealings would be prevented. We know that, for our 

part, we must guarantee a fair return for foreign businessmen and com- 

pletely protect their rights to have safe and free activities in Korea. 

As for the social structure that should be built. We first must insure that 

only the honest and diligent rise to the top. Moreover, Korean society must 

be able to guarantee justice, human dignity, and freedom to its people. 

Second, we must create a social welfare system, although I am not advocat- 

ing one that would discourage diligence. Third, we should realize the 

equality of women, guaranteeing equal opportunities and equal pay for 

equal work. Fourth, we must fully guarantee the rights of the suppressed, 

especially laborers, low-income farmers and other low-income groups. 

Finally, I strongly believe that education should be the cornerstone of 

our society. Education will encourage a healthy development in economics, 

politics, and the society in general. To achieve this the government should 

support education of the people throughout their lives. Moreover, govern- 

ment educational programs should seek not only to increase knowledge 

but also to promote character in order to enhance the integrity of indi- 

viduals. 

Falk: Your struggle has been an inspiration for the pursuit of democracy 

in many countries. How have you personally been able to persevere despite 

persecution, torture and threats on your life? 

Kim: I have been able to persevere over the years for three reasons. The 

first stems from my religious faith. Jesus came to this world to liberate the 

oppressed and to eliminate social injustice, thus creating a heaven on earth. 

Therefore, he was born as one of the oppressed, lived his life as one of 

them, fought for them, dedicated his life to them, and died for them. He 

told us that if one wanted to become a disciple of his, one must be ready 

to sacrifice everything, including life itself. From the viewpoint of Christian 

faith, where there is oppression, there also is Christ standing with the op- 

pressed and he beckons us to side with him in helping the downtrodden. 

Where there is social injustice, we can hear his voice calling us to fight 

against such evil. 

I think that many in the Christian church have for a long time aban- 

doned this mission. I am glad, however, that I am a Christian in the 20th 

century, when both Protestants- mainly from the World Council of 

Churches -and Catholics have placed a renewed emphasis on social justice 

and helping the oppressed. Who would ever have imagined that a Catholic 

Church would advocate a policy as progressive as a nuclear freeze? As a 

Catholic, my faith has caused me not to retreat from this world, but rather 

to participate actively in it so that God's will may be realized. This has en- 

couraged me to give up personal luxuries and comforts. 

The second reason I have persevered is due to my view of history. In all 

my reading, I have never read of anyone who failed in the eyes of history 

when he dedicated himself to the people, justice, and human dignity. Like- 

wise, I have never heard of anyone who has succeeded in the eyes of history 

if he betrayed the people, justice, and human dignity. The third reason I 

can carry on is my love for life. My life must have meaning; yet it cannot 

if I wander through life aimlessly, without tackling those things that need 

to be corrected. We have but one chance to live this life, so we must do 

a good job of it. In a word, I regard my life as so valuable that I cannot 

help but pursue my mission: that is, to dedicate myself to the people, to 

justice, and to human dignity. In places where there is no freedom or 

justice, a man who lives with this attitude must be prepared to persevere, 

to overcome any difficulties, and to surmount any bitter turn of events. 

Another person may cause me pain, but no one can ever force me to be 

unhappy. In the last analysis, it is only I who can decide whether I shall 

be happy or unhappy. I feel my life has been happy and I would willingly 

repeat it again in spite of the pain. 
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