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Abstract
Dual Faces of Nationalism reflected in Contemporary
Korean Art and Society

Choi, Tae-Man

In Korea, nation and nationalism are undeniable justice, absolute virtue and
moreover system of desire. From the late Chosun Dynasty when the Korean Peninsula had
to survive from the critical situation of being the arena of competition, and through the
colonial period under Japanese imperialism, nationalism became stronger as a logic of
survival. The policy of seclusion under closed and exclusive nationalism that didn’t
recognize the world situation well enough, eventually gave more pain to the nation.
Nationalism in colonial Korea which was as reformed nationalism and on the other hand,
as intransigent, resisting nationalism. Since the purpose of this writing is not for clarifying
the argument raised on Korean nationalism, there is no use mentioning how it went with
the change of time. But we have to focus on the fact that the word ‘nation’ which
appeared under the influence of popular revolution and capitalism meaning ‘a group of
people’, was translated and understood as a racial concept for strengthening the unity of

‘single-race nation with five thousand years™ history.

First of all, there is nationalism used to fortify the system. ‘The Charter of National
Education’ and ‘The Pledge of Allegiance’ were ornaments to intensify the ruling ideology
and dictatorship to militarize entire South Korea for ‘settling Korean democracy’ professed
nationalism. Also, another ruling ideology armed with ‘self-reliance’ put North Korea into
the state of hypnosis called nationalism. Nationalism, claiming 'nation’ outwardly, but in
reality, being an illuminating, instructing ideology isolating each other was indeed a body
with two faces. This made 'nation’ in Korea mysterious and objective through work such
as. The statue commemorating patriotic forefathers and picture of national records in
South Korea art. Nationalism used to strengthening the system encountered the magical
‘single-race’ and made ‘ghost’ being an extreme exclusion to other nations. We can find
pedigreed pureness not allowing any mixed breeds from the attitude accepting western art
-via Japan or directly- and making it vague by using the word Korean and Asia.

There’s nationalism as a resistant ideology to solidify the system on the other side. It
came out as a way of survival among the Great Power and grew with the task of national
liberation to became as a powerful force facing against the dictatorship dominating South
Korea after the liberation. This discussion of nationalism as a resistance ideology was active
in 1980s. In 1980, democracy movement against the dictatorship of 5th Republic originated
from military power which came out suppressing the democratic movement in Gwangju,
spread out from the intellects and the students to the labors, farmers and the civilians. It is
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well known that the ‘Nation-People(Minjoong)'s Art Movement could come out under this
social condition.

Our attitude toward nationalism is still dual in this opening part of 21st century. On
one hand, they are opposing to the ultra-nationalism but are not able to separate it from
nationalism, and on the other, they have much confusion using it. In fact, in a single-race
nation like Korea, the situation of being nationalism and jus sanguinis together can cause
dual nationalism.

Though nationalism is included in the globalization order, it is evidence that it's
effective in Korea where there are still modern fetters like division and separation. In
particular, in the world where Japan makes East Asia Coalition but exposed in front of
nationalism, and China not being free from Sinocentrism, and American nationalism taking
the world order, and Russia fortifying nationalism suppressing the minority race after the
dissolution of socialism, Korean nationalism is at the point to find an alternative plan
superior to the ruling and resisting ideology.
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