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 Opinions expressed this winter, both in government statements and by the media, strongly suggest that
 South Koreans' fear of a war precipitated by US-North

 Korean antogonism far outweighs their fear of possible nuclear
 capability in the north. Another full-scale armed conflict on
 the Korean peninsula is viewed as the classic case of a war both
 sides would lose. Thousands would surely die, including many
 Americans, and Seoul, the commercial and communications
 center for South Korea's hard-earned prosperity, would almost
 certainly be devastated. People believe that South Korean
 forces, with U.S. military support, would eventually prevail,
 but not before the country had tumbled into the chaos of refu
 gees and rubble still redolent of the Korean War (1950-1953).
 This potential is seen as a tragic affirmation of the Confucian
 maxim: "in human endeavor nothing is harder to build than
 what is good, and nothing is easier to destroy (Sai On, 1682
 1761)." Even if the north were defeated in a less devastating
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 confrontation, Kim Il-Sung's government would likely collapse,
 bringing disorder and destitution to Koreans in the north. The
 economic repercussions for people in the south, who could
 hardly refuse to shoulder the burden of rescuing their long
 estranged brethren, would make the disruptions in western
 Germany's post-Berlin Wall economy look like a minor down
 turn.

 This is not to suggest, however, that people in South Korea
 are unconcerned these days about nuclear weapons. On the
 contrary, the height of their awareness is reflected by the enor
 mous popularity of a novel, selling briskly despite its three
 volume length, based on an incident from the late-1970s when
 Park Chung-Hee was President. US President Jimmy Carter
 had openly discussed the possibility of removing from South
 Korea—widely believed to be armed with nuclear weapons—
 most of the 40,000 U.S. forces stationed there . Even with the

 focus of recent U.S. government attention on a nuclear pro
 gram in North Korea, at least one American military think-tank
 has continued to argue that U.S. garrison forces in Korea and
 Japan are not necessary for the defense of South Korea; and,
 that their presence only increases the chances for miscalclulation
 and ensuing war with North Korea. The Center for Defense
 Information in Washington, D.C. explains that South Korean
 forces, though fewer in number (approximately 650,000) than
 North Korean troops (approximately 1,000,000), would repel
 an invasion from the north because they are far better equipped
 and supported; additionally, a successful invasion requires
 overwhelming superiority in numbers and weapons, which the
 North Koreans lack.

 Meanwhile, anti-American sentiment has been building in
 South Korea since the early 1980s, generated by: (1) the U.S.
 military's ultimate command over divisions of South Korean
 forces, which Koreans see as an infringement on their sover
 eignty; (2) the belief that the U.S. military presence has had the
 effect of prolonging a series of repressive regimes, such as Park
 Chung-Hee's; (3) the far too common incidents of GI crime,
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 including muggings and murders; and (4) the belief that the
 notorious Kwangju Massacre of protest demonstrators in May,
 1980 was precipitated when the U.S. military released South
 Korean troops under its command who killed the protestors.
 The people of Kwangju had been demonstrating against the
 Korean military's seizure of government power and declara
 tion of martial law during what was supposed to have been a
 transition period to civilian rule. Before 1980, the gratitude
 South Koreans felt toward the United States for economic and

 military assistance engendered the image of America as a be
 nevolent "big brother." But more recently, South Korea's
 strengthened military, its spectacular economic growth, and its
 political reform have contributed to a rising nationalism that
 encourages Koreans to seek a more equitable relationship with
 the United States.

 The aforementioned novel, so widely popular today, touches
 on the possibility of a nuclearly armed north, but has much
 more to do with U.S.-South Korean relations. It articulates an

 other suspicion sometimes expressed in South Korea: that the
 United States government played a role in assassinations car
 ried out there, including that of President Park in 1979. The
 Rose of Sharon has Bloomed (Mugunghwa kkochi piotssumnita)
 by Kim Jin-Myong (Seoul: HaeNaem Publishers, 1993) is a his
 torical novel based on reports of a top-secret program, under
 taken by Korean scientists during Park's presidency, to develop
 atomic weapons for the South Korean military. After Presi
 dent Carter's proposal—later withdrawn—to remove large
 numbers of U.S. forces, the leaders of the Seoul government
 purportedly organized a research project to build a bomb. The
 central character in the story bears the same surname as the
 person he is modeled on, the late Dr. Lee Hwi-So, a Korean
 physicist of enormous talent and energy. Born in 1935, the real
 Dr. Lee came to the United States in 1955 where, known as Ben

 jamin Lee, he completed a doctorate in nuclear physics at the
 University of Pennsylvania before the age of thirty. He later
 did research at Princeton's prestigious Institute for Advanced

 The Brown Journal of World Affair§

 Spring 1994

 323

This content downloaded from 128.148.254.57 on Thu, 01 Feb 2018 13:53:29 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 Hye-Sook Wang & Steve Rabson

 Study, and taught at the University of Chicago. While residing
 in the United States in the mid-1970s, he was killed in an auto

 mobile crash. It is widely believed in South Korea that, during
 the months before Dr. Lee died, President Park had been urg
 ing him to return and head the project to develop nuclear weap
 ons, but that he declined. Suspicions have lingered about the
 circumstances of Dr. Lee's death, but because it was ruled acci

 dental by the police, no one was ever charged or tried in the
 case.

 The novel develops the theory that the murder of Dr. Lee
 (given the only slightly altered name of Lee Yong-Hwi in the
 story) was part of "covert operations" directed by the Ameri
 can C.I.A., which included other murders in South Korea as
 well as the assassination of President Park. The book's title,
 The Rose of Sharon Has Bloomed, refers to Korea's national flower,
 and was the code phrase used to notify President Park that a
 nuclear weapon had been successfully assembled. The story is
 told from the viewpoint of Kwon Soon-Beom, a newspaper
 reporter known for skillfully ferreting out concealed informa
 tion for articles that often "scooped" his colleagues. Kwon's
 reputation as a crack reporter leads a district attorney, Mr. Kim,
 to ask his assistance in investigating Dr. Lee's death. Kwon
 agrees and enlists the help of his close friend Mr. Park, a detec
 tive assigned to Seoul Police Headquarters. At District Attor
 ney Kim's suggestion, Kwon visits a professional hit-man in
 prison who admits that he was hired to kill Dr. Lee, and volun
 teers to tell everything he knows about the murder. But mid
 way through their series of jail-house interviews, the prisoner
 is killed by another inmate. And, while investigating this mur
 der, which he believes was ordered by someone else, Detective
 Park is killed in a staged automobile accident while returning
 on the highway to Seoul.

 Reporter Kwon now finds himself at an impasse, without
 sources or clues, as he tries doggedly to find out how and why
 three men have died violently in quick succession under highly
 suspicious circumstances. Lacking any leads in the case, he
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 agrees to represent his newspaper at a conference in the United
 States where, on a hunch, he visits the late Dr. Lee's home in
 Boston. There he meets Lee's daughter Mi-Hyon, now teach
 ing at Harvard Medical School, who shows him a watch her
 father had given her before his death. Examining the watch,
 Kwon accidentally discovers a deposit slip folded inside for a
 Swiss bank account in Dr. Lee's name. Kwon and Mi-Hyon
 trace money from the bank account to a physicist in India,
 whom they decide to visit together. In India, the physicist tells
 them that he and his government had agreed to sell plutonium
 to Dr. Lee and the South Korean government. And, upon his
 return to Seoul, Kwon is able to confirm that such a purchase
 was made by the South Korean government through Dr. Lee.

 Now, Kwon is determined to find out what happened to the
 plutonium, and arranges to meet with the director of the Ko
 rean C.I.A. who, in turn, arranges for Kwon to meet with the
 current president of South Korea. The President tells him that
 the plutonium, sufficient to manufacture a bomb, is hidden
 inside the trunk of an elephant statue that stands in the garden
 of South Korea's chief executive residence, called the Blue
 House. The President further explains that since President
 Park—who had vigorously pushed the bomb project—and Dr.
 Lee were both dead, the responsibility now fell on his shoul
 ders to complete it.

 Marginally plausible up to this point, the story now merges
 into an ironic fantasy that is the realm of mystery stories ev
 erywhere, especially those with political overtones. The cur
 rent president expresses the belief that South and North Korea
 have to agree on the development of nuclear weapons as a co
 operative project. The bomb, he insists, must be deployed to
 protect the security of the entire Korean Peninsula, rather than
 as a tool that Koreans can use to threaten each other. And, he
 reveals that he sent the South Korean C.I.A. chief on a secret

 mission to North Korean President Kim Il-Sung, who has agreed
 to a joint project. Everything would be proceeding smoothly,
 he explains, except that now a Korean C.I.A. official who has
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 knowledge of the plan is about to fly to Washington, where he
 intends to sell this top secret to agents of the American C.I.A.
 In the novel's climactic, if improbable, conclusion, reporter
 Kwon manages to board the same plane on which the turncoat
 spy is travelling, and to kill him on board before he can deliver
 this information. Kwon then hijacks the plane to the North
 Korean capital of Pyongyang where the passengers and plane
 are released to complete the trip to the United States, and Kwon
 helps to conclude arrangements with North Korean officials
 for the joint nuclear project. As the final drama unfolds, Kwon
 comes to a deeper understanding of what it means to be Ko
 rean, and is eventually recognized as a national hero.

 The first question that those familiar with the long history
 of censorship and repression of speech in South Korea might
 ask is, why could this novel be published? The Rose of Sharon
 has Bloomed plays off historical events and prominent person
 ages in ways that certainly would have made it unpublishable
 while South Korea was ruled by a series of army generals ex
 cessively sensitive to questions about the legitimacy of their
 power. With the election of Kim Young-Sam, the first civilian
 president in thirty years, the book's publication now suggests
 that, although some people identified by Amnesty International
 and other organizations as political prisoners are still incarcer
 ated, the current South Korean government is more confident
 of its legitimacy and less suspicious of its citizens. Perhaps the
 most astonishing departure from the past in this work is the
 portrayal of Kim Il-Sung as a president whose underlying con
 cern for all of Korea would move him to join hands with his
 oft-vilified "U.S. puppets" in the south to develop the "ulti
 mate weapon." Publishing such a depiction would have been
 unthinkable during the Cold War, when the specter of an ag
 gressive communist ideologue leading his fanatical followers
 on an invasion from the north was constantly put forward by
 the government in the south as an excuse for secrecy and re
 pression. Furthermore, it seems unlikely that a book could have
 been published then in which the U.S. government, and espe
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 dally its largest intelligence agency, are the
 villains. In contrast, the present Korean
 government can hardly "censor" the
 growing resentment against what many
 Koreans see as heavy-handed and ma
 nipulative policies of the U.S. government.
 As for the issue of military secrecy, pub
 lishing information about a government's
 efforts (successful or unsuccessful) to de
 velop nuclear weapons would ordinarily
 be highly problematic at any time in any
 country. Yet in late March of 1994 the
 South Korean government officially ac
 knowledged what millions of Koreans,
 including the many readers of Kim Jin
 Myong's novel, suspected already—that
 such efforts had been underway in South Korea as late as 1991.

 But perhaps an even more interesting question is, why did a
 three-volume "triple-decker" mystery with numerous charac
 ters, copious detail, and complicated side-plots become a best
 seller? One reason, that should hardly come as a shock to
 Americans, is that the novel reflects widely held South Korean
 views of the three-way military situation currently prevailing
 among the two Koreas and the United States. What might sur
 prise many Americans, however, is that its popularity also re
 flects widespread opinion in South Korea that it is not only
 necessary, but urgent, for Koreans to develop and control then
 own nuclear arsenal for the security of the Korean peninsula;
 as in the novel, this must be accomplished jointly with the north
 in the context of reunification which remains a deeply cher
 ished goal of South Koreans.

 Desire for the bomb as a measure of a nation's prestige and
 independence, as well as its power, is nothing new, and can be
 seen in the reported efforts of such countries as Brazil, with no

 easily identifiable "security" rationale, to acquire nuclear weap
 ons. By incorporating Korea's national flower into the code
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 phrase announcing successful develop
 ment of an atomic bomb, the author sug
 gests just how closely nuclear weapons
 can be associated with a nation's power
 and status. But, unlike Brazilian military
 needs, the need perceived among Koreans
 for an atomic arsenal arises from acute

 feelings of vulnerability. The novel strikes
 a responsive chord because it expresses the
 popular sentiment that South Korea has
 become excessively dependent on the

 American military, which has made the country susceptible to
 U.S. government manipulation. In this sense, the United States
 military presence is viewed today as stifling of Korean inde
 pendence, which can be better secured by Korea building and
 controlling its own nuclear arsenal. Recalling the years of
 Japan's brutal colonial rule in Korea between 1910 and 1945, it
 is perhaps not surprising that Japan is also seen today as po
 tentially threatening to Korean independence and security.
 Koreans were especially sensitive to speculation that Japan's
 recent buildup of plutonium could lead to the development of
 nuclear weapons in response to the program undertaken by
 North Korea. Like the U.S., Japan is viewed as a country desir
 ing to maintain powerful influence in Korea—it is thought that
 a Korean nuclear arsenal would strengthen and maintain in
 dependence from both countries as well as from other outside
 forces. U.S. and Japanese concerns over a nuclear program in
 the north are viewed in part as a manifestation of the two coun
 tries' desire to continue wielding a degree of control over the
 Korean peninsula.

 Of course, all this does not take into account the persisting
 state of high hostility between the two Koreas, or of their fail
 ure to go beyond the most preliminary and tenuous of con
 tacts, let alone negotiations for a joint military force and reuni
 fication. It also ignores what would seem to be legitimate con
 cerns in Japan about North Korea's recent test flight of a nuclear
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 capable missile over the ocean near the Japanese main island
 of Honshu. Yet the capacity for such a work as The Rose of
 Sharon has Bloomed to capture the popular imagination, despite
 containing obvious elements of fantasy and wishful thinking,
 is further evidence of the power of its narrative. It is, in fact,
 one of several historical novels on the theme of Korean nation
 alism that have become best-sellers in the 1990s.

 Though set for the most part in much earlier periods of Ko
 rean history, these works share with Kim's novel expressions
 of: (1) outrage at Korea's victimization and manipulation by
 outside forces, and (2) longings for unification even amidst se
 vere internal and external hostilities. They also center on the
 portrayal of heroes who are combinations of real and imag
 ined personages from Korea's past. Perhaps the most promi
 nent among them is Cherishing Eastern Medicine (Dong Yi Bo
 Gam) by Lee Eun-Sung (Seoul: Changjak kwa Bipyong Pub
 lishers, 1990). Also a three-volume historical novel, Lee's work
 recounts the exploits of Huh Joon, another Korean doctor (this
 time of medicine) who dedicated his life to the advancement
 of Korean medical science at the end of the sixteenth century
 during the Yi Dynasty. Like The Rose of Sharon has Bloomed,
 Lee's novel unfolds amidst international violence and intrigue,
 this time resulting from the devastating invasion of Korea in
 1592 by Japanese soldiers under the command of Toyotomi
 Hideyoshi.

 Whether set in modern or ancient times, the appeal of such
 stories also reflects the resentment expressed in Korea today
 towards manipulation and victimization from the outside,
 along with the desire for eventual reunification. Historical con
 ceptions of Korea's recent past usually begin after the mid-19th
 century, when China, Russia, and Japan, as well as the U.S.
 and European countries, competed for influence with little re
 gard for Korean sovereignty. Within the first decade of the
 20th century, Korea rapidly came under the control, occupa
 tion, and colonization of Japan as the "spoils of victory" in the
 Russo-Japanese War of 1904-5. Yet even the defeat of imperial
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 Japan at the end of WWII four decades later, far from bringing
 peace and unified independence to Korea, led instead to its
 division, imposed by other countries, into two halves, each of
 which became a staging area and flash point for Cold War hos
 tilities among the formerly "Allied" powers. And now, de
 spite the end of the Cold War, statements by American policy
 makers that the U.S. must "draw the line" on nuclear weapons
 in Korea—even at the risk of a "hot war" there—to discourage
 other nations from acquiring them, has again made Koreans
 feel they are being manipulated, this time as a nuclear "have
 not" country by the nuclear "haves." Such feelings can ex
 plain in part why people in Korea today-north and south- see
 a need to acquire these weapons, and why The Rose of Sharon
 has Bloomed became a best-seller. O

 Notes

 * Following her visit to South Korea (21, December, 1993 to 18 January, 1994).
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