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Between Truth and Power: Kim Kyung-Won,
1936-2012

Paul Evans

The word “liberal” is not the only one that comes to mind in
remembering the thought and career of one of Korea’s most gifted
and influential thinker—practitioners in international affairs.
Some remember him as a realist and conservative, the adviser
and emissary for two authoritarian presidents, more than a litde
skeptical about idealistic prescriptions, and deeply rooted in a sense
of tragic possibilities in political life and international politics.

Yet Kim Kyung Won had a quality of mind and philosophic
complexity that make labeling hazardous. He grew up in the tumult

of mid-20th century Korea and benefited from a first-class liberal

8) Paul Evans is Professor of Asia Pacific international relations at the University of British Columbia. Like
Kim Kyung Won he began his teaching career at York University in Toronto. He first met Dr. Kim in
1990 and worked with him to found the Canada—Korea Forum in 1995. He is grateful to several of Dr.
Kim’s colleagues and friends who contributed recollections as this essay was being written.
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education in rhe United States. Through intellect, ambition, and
forcune, he played multiple roles as scholar, teacher, foreign policy
advisor, diplomat, columnist, and public intellectual. If the noun-
liberal or conservative—is difficuls, perhaps the best adjecrives are
“cosmopolitan” and “refleccive.”

This volume assembles some of his more than four hundred
essays, celumns and speeches in Korezn and more than a hundred
in English. Though rempred, he did not write a memoir, claiming
thar it was difficult to revisit his experiences in government service
while any of the political masters he served were still living. And
his writings (at least the ones in English) have virtually no auto-
biographicai content. The inner story remains uncold. It is as
important to a future generation of Koreans and students of trans-
Pacific affairs as the story of his Harvard menror Henry Kissinger
is to Americans. While remembered and often revered by a senior
generation of foreign policy professionals, he is scarcely known by
a new generation of students or emerging leaders. One friend has
commented that he is only known by those who knew him. This
needs to be remedied.

Those wha did know him described him after his death from

Parkinson’s disease in June 2012 as wise, rational and arriculate,
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a patriot and strategist, one of the greats of our generation, a
penerrating mind of broad phifosophical and historical scope,
strongly ethical, humorous, and one of the best story tellers in
Korea. A later Blue House advisor and prominent academic recalled
that “He made me feel intellectually mediocre.”

To say that Kim lived in what Chinese writers call “interesting
times” is an understatement. His life spanned a rurbulent period
in Korean history and regional affairs—civil war, division and
enduring enmity on the peninsula, tumultuous economic and
social transformation in South Korea, transition in the South from
authoritarian to democratic rule, and the emergence of middle-
power Korea as a player on a global stage.

Bern in 1936 in finnanpo, South Pyongan Province, in what
is now North Korea, Kim was the son a business man, who died
when Kim was in early middle school, and was raised by a mother
who supported the family by teaching piano. She and her two sons
escaped to Seoul by a smali boat on 4 January 1951, entering a city
ravaged by war and hardship. Kim completed studies ar the Seoul
High School along with many others who had escaped to the south.
After two years of study at Seoul National University, he received

a scholarship ac Williams College, a privare liberal arts college in



Massachusetts, where he graduated magna cum laude in Political
Science in 1959. A fellow student remembered him as studious,
remarkable in his English-language capabilities, and constantly
immersed in Western political philosophy.

At Harvard, he studied in the Government Department and
later recalled the influence of four professors in particular. Henry
Kissinger co-supervised his dissertation and embodied a form of
entightened realism and 2 curiosity about the diplomacy of 19:h
century Europe that was reflected in Kim’s disserration and che
book thart toliowed from it, Revolution and International System
published in 1970, based on his doctoral dissertation on the
upheavals of 19th century Europe. Kissinger’s inzellect, personae
and reputation were useful to a Kim who did not resist media
references to him as Kerea’s Kissinger or “Kimsinger” when pulled
inte the service of two strong-willed Presidents.

Kim appreciated Adam Ulam’s thinking on the nature of the
communist power and the Cold War and John Fairbank’s approach
ro understanding the civilizational forces that shaped East Asia as
well as his appreciation of how urgent it was for Asian students like
himself to succeed. Kim spoke with special respect and affection for

Stanley Hoffmann. Hoffmann’s urbanity, his life style and muldi-
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dimensional appreciation of European politics and diplomacy had
a major influence. One friend noted that he “admired Hoffmann
bur acred like Kissinger.” He read widely in European political
theory, with his essays including far more references to Hobbes,
Kant, Rousseau, Comte, Marx, Weber and Schumperer, than to
any American or Asian thinkers. And his passion for the music
of Wagner was legendary. His sense of history and politics was as
much shaped by the European experience he only knew from a
distance as the East Asian from which he came.

Kim raught at York University in Toronto from 1963-66, at
New York University from 1966-71, and then as Professor of
Polirical Science at Korea University from 1971 to 1975. Some of
his early writings focused on the social foundations of ideology and
nationalism in contemporary Korea. He tried to explain why South
Korean elites had little of either, save for anti-communism. In a
1965 essay he chastised the Park administration for an absolurist
perspective thar failed to distinguish between different forms of
progressive politics, some of them desirable.” 1 Tn 1972 at Korea

University he penned an essay that gave 2 clear and conventional

9 Ideclogy and Political Development in South Korea.” Pacific Affiins, 3812), Summer 1963.p. 173,



realist account of balance of power politics and American interests
as America re-shaped its Asia policy in the Kissinger—Nixon era
of détente. And again he took subtle aim at the administration in
Korea that was founded on an ideology of modernization but in
preferring manipulation of soclety rather than institution building
was “digging its own grave.”

[n 1975 he accepred an invitation he could not refuse to serve
as an advisor in that government. Friends recali that he did not
hesitare to accepr, partly out of personal ambition and partly our of
an instinceive graviration pull to power and national service.

Unfortunately there is no written record in memos, diaries, or
interviews about King's role in the Blue House during five years
with President Park, the transition to Chun Doo Hwan after the
assassination in December 1979, and later when he served as
Ambassador and Permanent Observer at the UN from 1981 to
1985 and then Ambassador to the United States from 1985 to
1988.

During his time as Presidential adviser, there are two English-
language essays that give a sense of his views at the time. In 1977,

103 "The Foundation of Law in a Modernizing Sociery? Some Tenwive Commients on Kowea,” fonrma! af
Agturic Steddies, V972,012,
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he assessed the commonalities of inrterest and the differences in
Korean and U.S. values and world views. He aimed to dismiss
American conceprions of Korea as pathologically fearful or
ideologically obsessed and instead underlined the immediate
threat to survival presented by North Korea. “We are a country
surrounded by the major powers of the world. We are also a nation
whose fate historically has been inescapably linked to the rivalries
and conflicts among the powers that surround us. And today, we
are threarened by a regime that is not only unique in today’s world
in terms of its total regimentation, absolute personal aurocracy
and sheer craziness, but also happen to be run by the same autocrar
who faunched the invasion in the summer of 19507 Imagine
if the U.S. civil war had ended in a draw and the southern forces,
armed to the teerh, were deployed around Dulles airporr. In 1978,
he wrote a sharp critique of American thinking of the time, the so-
called Brookings Formula, for American disengagement from the
peninsula.

Later he provided 2 glimpse into his Blue House experience in a

11} Korezund America—Common Interests. Ideals and Differences.” Koree and World Affairs, 1{4), Winter
1977.p.371.
12} "Karea and Security in Northeast Asia,” Comparntive Serategy 111 & 2L 1978,
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presentation he gave in Noverber 1994 1o his former colleagues
in the Deparunent of Political Science at York University where
he began his teaching carcer 30 vears earlier. Working from a
single page of scratched notes, he reviewed several instances
of American efforts to promote democracy in Korea. With his
characteristic precision and deliberate cadence, body rwisted to
the right as he spoke, eyves occasionally twinkling, he argued thar
there was no single road 1o democracy in Asia, no recurring parttern.
Japan came to it through American occupation, India chrough
colonial experience, South Korea and Taiwan after a period of
industrizlization and modernization.

In the Korean case he spoke abour how the Carrer
administration’s plans 1o reduce the U.S. troop presence in Korean
and its criticisms of human right policies, while sincere, had the
opposite effect. The Blue House took “merely cosmetic” steps
to address human righes issues and used “native nationalisms”
to distinguish Korean from U.S. interests. Alternatively, Ronald
Reagan was not a charmpion of human rights bur the quier signals
and gestures of his officials had maximum effect in constraining
Chur’s response to the June 1987 pro-democracy demonstrations.

“I worked for the three authoritarian governments in South

2 2% g 49
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Korea thar were certainly not headed by Jeffersonian democrats,”
he said. “To understand these governments you need to either be a
compterte cynic or have a sense of history. Demacracy comes only if
the bricks are laid one at a dme and are accompanied by economic
modernization. Eventually, it becomes inevitable, the only possible
cheice. In South Korea, authoritarian government became
untenable because the Korean bourgeoisie would no longer tolerate
being treated like children. Democracy comes not for ethical, mozal
or idealistic reasons but rather for pragmatic and practical ones.
The foreign role in the coming of democracy to South Korea was
minimal.”

In a 2003 lecture at Stanford University he sharpened the
argument. “Democracy is alive and well in Korea” and would
have been difficult to achieve without the security provided by the
alliance with the United States. ™

As a fronc-line player in the events of 1975 to 1988, there are
stories of his admiration for the main lines of Park’s approach to
Korea’s modernization, his role during the Gwangju democratic
movement in 1980, his agonized relationship with Chun Doo

13} "Proliferation. Ang-Americanism and the Tivo Koreas.” Shorenstein lecrure ar Sranford Universicy. May
22,2003,
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Hwan, his narrow escape from being part of the ill-fated delegation
o Yangon in 1983, his speech ar the UN Security Council in the
aftermath of the shooting down of the KE007 civilian flight in
1983, his criticisms of the chaebols, his role in saving the life of Kim
Dae-jung, and the management of relations with Washington.

Afrer leaving government, he played several roles as columnist,
commentator and public intellectual, writing frequently for
several Korean papers, playing a leading role in the Seoul Forum
for Internationat Affairs and the Instizute of Social Sciences,
lecturing occasionally, attending dozens of international meetings,
and taking on occasional assignmenrs, including as head of the
Commission on the Internationalization of Korea created by
President Kim Young Sam.

He wrote voraciously and made dozens of speeches and
presentations in Asia and internationally. A spellbinding speaker
with a sense of gravitas combined with self-deprecating humor
and sardonic wit, he was a major figure in business, governmental
and track-two discussions of Korean domestic politics, foreign
relations, North South relations, regional affairs and relations
with the United States. He championed deterrence and bilateral

diplomacy bur also encouraged the nascent efforts to create regional

44

institutions, all the while polirely skeptical that they could be
realized in the near furure. Pressed to identify the path to peace,
he turned to Kanr and identified the creation of constitutional
regimes founded on the rule of law and international insticutions.
In the meantime, Asia-Pacific was in “the extremely dangerous
position of having to restructure old peace mechanisms, such as
bilateral alliances and the Korean Armistice Agreement, while
trying to develop multilateral institutions...which are still in cheir
infancy.” ::

While Kin's views were distinctive, he had common purpose and
close affinity with two other practitioner—intellectuals, Lee Hong-
koo and Han Sung-joo. Exactly who influenced who is uncerrain,
but their collective impact on Korean foreign policy and the
international image of Korea continues to be formidable.

Kim also had a grear deal in common with a handful of policy-
minded intellecruals around the Pacific. In 2012, two of the
most influential, Robert Scalapino in the United States and
Tadashi Yamamoto in Japan, also passed away. All were men of
ideas who had witnessed first-hand the carnage of war and were

14} "Maintining Asias Current Peace,” Survived, 39(4), Winzer 1997 ~98,p. 35,



internationalists who combined a mix of realism, liberalism,
pragmatism and cosmopolitanism.

Each was a special form of nationalist and patriot who
understood and advanced his country’s national interests but who
had a philosophic perspective to also look beyond it. All three were
hopeful that multilateral processes could take root in Asia but
mindful of the obstacles they faced. All three understood the role
that national interests and the struggle for power and sometimes
survival play in international affairs. Yet all three looked for
moments and opportunities when international cooperation could
be deepened, conflict made less likely.

At a moment when nationalism seems to be stirring again in
several parts of Asia, when tensions on the Korean peninsula are
rising, when strategic rivalries are sharpening in an era of power
transition, and when leadership is in short supply, it remains
to be seen if their successors in governments and the academy

can draw lessons from their experiences and understand the

painful constraints of the politics of survival and competition in

international politics while not losing sight of its possibilities for

cooperation and, European-style, transcendence.
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