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Abstract
Asian Liberty Undone

- South Korea’s April Revolution as Method -

Han Kang
Political Science Major
Department of Political Science & International Relations

The Graduate School

Seoul National University

In modern South Korean society, specifically according the
preamble to the Constitution of the Republic of Korea, the civil
uprising of April 1960 and its democratic ideal(“4.19 minjuinyeom”)
serve to elucidate the historical content of Korean democracy. In
contrast, the 5.16 coup detat in 1961 is taken to be the reactive
backlash to “4.19 minjuinyeom.” Recent historical research shows,
however, that 4.19 and 5.16 were not conceived to be so diametrically
opposed events within their contemporaneous discursive milieu. If so,
how may the content of “4.19 minjuinyeom” as the opposition to 5.16
be reconstructed? Critically utilizing Takeuchi Yoshimi's “Asia as
method” approach, and focusing on the monthly magazine Sasanggye
as a representative archival resource, this study reformulates the
intellectual history of 4.19 and 5.16 as the intellectual history of
postwar Korean nationalist political thought. As the April uprising

ushered in a surge of nationalist sentiments, the “ideational”
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autonomy of Korean nationalism was manifested in the South Korean
intellectuals’ motive to integrate “Western” liberal democracy with
anti—colonialism and anti-imperialism. The multipolarization of Cold
War in the early 1960s provided the realistic basis for such a motive.
However, under the influence of the Cold War épistéme, South
Korean anticommunist intellectuals came to forge an isolationist
Korean identity, as they failed to build solidarity with contemporary
Third-Worldist movements and could not legitimize the normalization
of diplomatic relations with former colonizer Japan. This exploratory
study suggests that such ideological “failures” display the
impossibility or the “aporia” of East Asian liberalism, and that the
meaning of “4.19 minjuinyeom” should be located in that lost

possibility of political thinking.
keywords : 4.19 minjuinyeom, Asia as Method, Nationalist

democracy, National culture, Cold War in East Asia, aporia
Student Number : 2020-29886
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