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Part I:

United States Government
Views and Actions



Secretary of State Cyrus Vance
cable to Ambassador Gleysteen

February 1979

US goals are to gain a
“maximum US share of
economic benefits from
economic relations with
increasingly prosperous
South Korea.”



 US knew the opposition to the
new military dictatorship was

widespread
February 1980

US knew Chun had mobilized
Special Warfare Command
troops, trained to fight behind
the lines in North Korea, to
repress dissent in Gwangju.

--Tim Shorrock, Debacle in Kwangju: Were Washington's cables 
read as a green light for the 1980 Korean massacre? The Nation, 
December 9, 1996, available at 
http://base21.jinbo.net/show/show.php?p_docnbr=20896



• May 8, 1980 US Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) reports
to the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) that that the 7th Special Forces
Brigade (responsible for worst brutalities in Gwangju) “was probably
targeted against unrest at Chonju and Gwangju universities.”

• May 8, 1980 Gleysteen to Washington DC: reports Special
Forces moved “to cope with possible student demonstrations.”

• May 9, 1980 Gleysteen meets with Chun Doo-hwan: US
does not oppose South Korean “contingency plans to maintain law and
order, if absolutely necessary, by reinforcing the police with the
army.”

• May 9, 1980 State Dept. and DIA cables: US gave proper
approval to Chun to use military on student demonstrations.

• May 10, 1980 Dep. Sec. of State Christopher to Gleysteen:
“We should not oppose ROK plans to reinforce the police with the
army.”



More than 100,000 people
protested at Seoul Station on

May 15, 1980

  Gleysteen observed
the protesters,
some of whom later
tried to climb over
the fence around
the US embassy,
and grew alarmed.



May 16, 1980
US releases 20th Division from
its operational control; after
“consulting with his own
superiors in Washington,”
Wickham agreed the 20th could
be dispatched to Gwangju.

May 19, 1980
US Commanding Gen. John A. Wickham Jr.: “The only
issues are the speed of consolidating power and the form
in which it takes.”
Korea on the Brink: A Memoir of Political Intrigue and Military
Crisis (Washington D.C.: Brasseys, 2000), p. 132.



May 21, 1980       Gleysteen to DC: “The massive insurrection in
Gwangju is still out of control and poses an alarming situation…”;
“…a large mob has gained temporary run of the city…”



The Beautiful Community

The Union World 1



May 22: Gleysteen to DC
…Gwangju “turned completely into a scene of
horrors…Rioters were reported firing on
helicopters overhead.”

–

–GDMM IX:219. (80Seoul 006522). May 18 Gwangju Democratization Movement Materials,
hereafter GDMM, Gwangju City May 18 Historical Materials Compilation Committee (광주광
역시 5-18사료 편찬위원회, 5-18 광주 민주화운동자료총서), December 17, 1997.

*



White House Meeting
At the White House at 4 p.m. on
May 22, an extraordinary
meeting to discuss Korea took
place, attended by Secretary of
State Edmund Muskie, Deputy
Secretary of State Warren
Christopher, Assistant Secretary
of State for East Asian and
Pacific Affairs Richard
Holbrooke, National Security
Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski,
CIA Director Stansfield Turner,
Defense Secretary Harold
Brown, and former Seoul CIA
Station Chief Donald Gregg.

“…there was general agreement that the first priority was
the restoration of order in Gwangju…” See Gleysteen’s book, Massive
Entanglement, Marginal Influence: Carter and Korean in Crisis (Washington D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 1999)
p. 135.



White House
Meeting

May 22, 1980
They approved the suppression of the Gwangju Uprising, approved the 20th

Division move from Combined Forces Command Seoul to ROK command, and
simultaneously decided to sanction the June visit to Seoul by John Moore,
president of the US Export-Import Bank so that he could arrange US financing of
mammoth ROK contracts for US nuclear power plants and expansion of the Seoul
subway system.

A few hours after the White House gathering, i.e., on May 23 in Seoul, Gleysteen
requested and got a meeting with Korean Prime Minister Park Choong-hoon in
which the US Ambassador acknowledged that “firm anti-riot measures were
necessary.”

– GDMM IX: 235: 80Seoul 006610.



May 22, 1980 US DOD spokesperson

Gen. Wickham “has
accepted and agreed to the
request by the Korean
government to allow the
use of certain selected
Korean armed forces under
his operational control in
operations to subdue the
crowds.”



May 23: Gleysteen to State

–GDMM IX: 234. (80Seoul 006610).

* *



May 23 cont’d

*



White House news conference
On May 23 in Washington, State Department
spokesperson Hodding Carter announced that the
Carter administration “has decided to support the
restoration of security and order in South Korea
while deferring pressure for political
liberalization.”

President Carter was even
more explicit: he told a CNN
interviewer on May 31 that
security interests must
sometimes override human
rights concerns.



May 24, 1980 US asks ROK to
postpone suppression of Gwangju until arrival of
USS Coral Sea.

May 26, 1980 Gleysteen to DC:
“Situation in Gwangju “took a sharp turn for the
worse. There were reports of vigilante groups,
recovery by radicals of weapons turned in earlier, and
even of people’s courts and executions.”

– GDMM IX:257. (80Seoul 006660).

May 25, 1980 Sec. Muskie cables: “The situation
in Gwangju has taken a rather grim turn.” According to his
sources: “the moderate citizens’ committee has lost control of
the situation and the radicals appear to be in charge. Peoples
courts have been set up and some executions have taken
place. Student demonstrators have been largely replaced by
unidentified armed radicals who are talking of setting up a
revolutionary government.”

– GDMM IX:254. (80State 138557).



May 26, 1980

Gwangju spokesperson
Yoon Sang-won asks
Gleysteen and the US to
mediate a peaceful
solution; Gleysteen
declines to answer.

On May 27, Yoon is killed 
as the army attacks Province Hall.



May 27

Army retakes Gwangju



May 22, 1980 US DOD spokesperson:

Gen. Wickham “has accepted and agreed to the request by
the Korean government to allow the use of certain selected
Korean armed forces under his operational control in
operations to subdue the crowds.”

June 19, 1989 State Department’s White Paper:

The US “had neither authority over nor prior knowledge of
the movement of the Special Warfare Command units to
Gwangju…”

--http://seoul.usembassy.gov/kwangju.html



Part II:

Neoliberalism



Neoliberalism began in the early 1970s:

Nobel Prizes in economics were awarded to August
von Hayek in 1974 and Milton Friedman in 1976,
thereby legitimating monetarist neoliberal thought.

Chile was an example of “pure neoliberal practices
after 1975.”

In 1979, “a dramatic consolidation of neoliberalism”
at the national policy level occurred in both the UK
and the US.

David Harvey, A History of Neoliberalism, pp. 22, 74.



Immanuel Wallerstein
dated neoliberalism to the late
1970s: the “past 30 years of
financial speculation,
increased unemployment, and
wider differentials between
rich and poor…” He considers
it a counterrevolution of the
late1970s and early 1980s.

2008 radio interview
http://www.againstthegrain.org/



James Petras

dated “the first phase of neoliberalism” to the 1970s in
Latin America and 1980 in Turkey. The first phase of
neoliberalism “took place shortly after military coups”
and

--was accompanied by “massive corruption, crisis, deepening
inequalities, and the emergence of a kleptocratic state”

--produced greater class polarization

--led to massive privatization and the denationalization of banks,
industry, telecommunications and other strategic sectors

“Turkey and Latin America: Reaction and Revolution”
http://www.dissidentvoice.org/2007/09/turkey-and-latin-america-reaction-and-revolution/



Neoliberalism means that:

• The net worth of the world’s 358 richest
people in 1996 was equal to the combined
income of poorest 45% of the world’s
population--2.3 billion people

• The world’s 200 richest people more than
doubled their net worth in the four years to
1998, to more than $1 trillion.

United Nations Development Program, Human Development Report, 1996 and 1999.



Neoliberalism is the opening of nations’
economies to penetration by large

corporations and banks in the name of
“free markets.” It results in:

• Privatization of public companies
• Lower corporate taxes
• Attacks on trade unions
• a widening gap between rich and poor and an

increase in the number of poor in a country
• A large number of temporary or part-time workers

(now more than 50% of all jobs in South Korea)
• Creating conditions for the inflow of foreign

investments



• In the US, the federal minimum wage
matched the official poverty standard of
living in 1980; by 1990 it was 30%
below poverty.

• After 1990, an even steeper decline in
real wages occurred.



Neoliberalism means:
• Kenya became a net importer of corn, the country’s

most important food, after International Monetary
Fund (IMF) structural adjustment and trade
liberalization in the 1990s.

• Haiti grew all the rice required to feed its people in
1975. The IMF loaned the country $24.6 million. The
IMF loan required the country to reduce its import
tariffs on rice and other agricultural products in order
to open up the markets to outsiders. Within 2 years,
farmers could not compete with “Miami rice” and
stopped growing it. Today, poor people in Haiti eat
“mud cookies.”



US Chamber of Commerce
• After the high point of the US New Left in 1970, Lewis

Powell (about to be elevated to the Supreme Court
by president Nixon) wrote a confidential memo to the
US Chamber of Commerce (CoC):
“…the time has come--indeed it long overdue--for the
wisdom, ingenuity and resources of American
business to be marshaled against those who would
destroy it.”

• CoC expanded from 60,000 firms in 1972 to more
than 250,000 in 1982.



Neoliberalism in Korea

• Although many people believe
neoliberalism came to Korea in the
1990s (especially with the “IMF Crisis”
of 1997) its first phase in Korea began
with the 1980 Gwangju Uprising

• The US supported suppression of the
Gwangju Uprising in order to impose a
neoliberal economic regime



Three days after the bloody
suppression of the Gwangju
Commune, Gleysteen wrote:

*

GDMM IX: 304-5: 80Seoul 006921.



Gwangju and Neoliberalism
On May 30, Gleysteen finished his article for
the June issue of Nation’s Business, the
national magazine of the US Chamber of
Commerce:

“Economically, the country is going through a
massive shifting of gears, from the almost
frenetic growth of the past two decades to a
more moderate, stable, and market-oriented
growth better suited to the economy’s present
stage of development…The next crucial step in
the country’s economic development
—liberalization of the economy from tight
central control to a greater reliance on market
forces—is one which has been accepted in
principle and is being pursued as conditions
permit.” (my emphasis).

US Chamber of
Commerce building



Gwangju and Neoliberalism

Gleysteen explicitly names the
need for a shift from “central
control” to “market forces”
and “economic liberalization.”

The suppression of the Gwangju Uprising
marked the bloody imposition of a
neoliberal accumulation regime on Korea.



Doc: GDMM  9: 348

*

June 6: Gleysteen telegram to Washington (cont’d)



The US encouraged Chun to provide stability for
business reasons, and Chun’s “purification”
program was quickly implemented. To help allay
investor fears, Chun dined on June 13 with leaders
of the American Chamber of Commerce in Korea,
including the president of 3-M and representatives
of Bank of America, Dow Chemical, and Gulf Oil.



The secret to Chun’s US support
was his reliance on technocratic
experts; like Pinochet’s nods to
Milton Friedman and the “Chicago
boys,” and like Turkey’s new
military rulers, Chun promoted
men friendly to American business
interests who implemented
neoliberal economic policies.



Debt is the major way neoliberalism traps
countries.

From 1980 to 2002, the debt of the
developing world rose from $580 billion to
$2.4 trillion.



South Korean Foreign Debt

Sources:
Economic Planning Board,
Bank of Korea,
Martin Hart-Landsberg, The

Rush to Development,
p. 146.)
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• Neoliberalism was simultaneously a means to curb
inflation/recession (stagflation). In South Korea in
1980, this was precisely the economic situation.

• Simultaneously, neoliberalism was a way to reverse
the social democratic reforms (Keynesianism/U.S.
New Deal) in advanced capitalist societies.



“Neoliberalism has meant, in short, the
financialization of everything,”

David Harvey, A History of Neoliberalism, p. 33.



“The New York investment banks had always been
active internationally, but after 1973 they became
even more so, though now far more focused on
lending capital to foreign governments. This required
the liberalization of international credit and financial
markets, and the US government began actively to
promote and support this strategy in the 1970s.”

David Harvey, A History of Neoliberalism, p. 28.



GDMM 9:583

On July 11, Deputy Secretary of State Christopher cabled Seoul that 
US bankers were in a titter about Korean political dynamics:

Nine days later, the press reported that 431 officials 
from Korea’s banking sector had been fired. 
-GDMM IX: 583: Department of State telegram, 11July80 State 182038; 

*

*



On August 2, the largest US banks (Bank of America, Chase
Manhattan Bankers Trust, Chemical Bank, Hanover and Citibank)
hesitated on future medium- and short-term loans. Korea Electrical
Company could not obtain commercial loans for nuclear power plants
7 and 8. Chun again moved even more harshly against his opponents.
The same day that these bankers equivocated, the State Department
noted in a classified telegram: “Having already purged the KCIA,
arrested major political figures and fired more than 5,000 senior and
middle grade officials South Korean military authorities turned their
attention to other areas this week.” Over 67,000 people were sent to
brutal “purification camps.”



On September 2, Gleysteen happily noted, “The new line-up should tend to
reassure international business interests.”

On September 22, The New York Times ran a photo of David Rockefeller
shaking hands with a smiling Chun.

Three days later, the ROK government announced new policies relaxing
foreign investments, including 100% foreign ownership of companies,
100% repatriation of funds invested from abroad, and foreigners’ ownership
of land.

Westinghouse Board Chairman Robert Kirby visited Seoul and described
“recent Korean developments and Westinghouse’s prospects in euphoric
terms.”



Part III:

Why US Support for
Democratic Reform ?



Rationales for US support for the suppression of the
Gwangju Uprising

• avoiding a “second Iran” (where American
hostages and the US Embassy were still held by
radicals in May 1980)

• preventing the debacle of “another Vietnam”
(which had “fallen” only five short years earlier)

• repelling a possible North Korean threat
• responding to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan

on December 25, 1979
• stopping the threatened nationwide uprising

against the military that loomed in 1980



Thousands of pages of US Embassy
documents make clear the view of US
officials that there was little or no
North Korean threat to peace during
the Gwangju Uprising. In its weekly
status report on September 13, for
example, the State Department cabled
the US Embassy in Seoul that “North
Korea continues to signal a desire to
expand contacts with us…to ‘build a
rainbow bridge’ between the U.S. and
North Korea, which ‘spans the past
troubled relations to a future of good
friendly relations.’”
–  GDMM IX: 355: 80Seoul 007266.
–  GDMM X: 401: 80State 244450.



Actually…
My reading of the US
documents indicates that the
chief perceived threat was a
capital flight by US investors.

In 1980, a democratic
national developmental state
would have threatened
global US neoliberal
ambitions. Chun dismantled
the developmental state.



Chun’s Neoliberal Policies
In 1983, Chun’s government revised the Foreign Capital
Inducement Law, removing nearly all restrictions on
profit-taking and capital flow out of the country. Foreign
investment in Korea, a little more than half a billion dollars
in the five years from 1977-1981, jumped to that much
every year by 1985.

In the first four years of his government, the country’s
foreign debt more than doubled, giving South Korea the
dubious distinction of fourth place among the world’s
debtor nations behind Argentina, Brazil and Mexico.



In June 1987, a nationwide uprising in
which “Remember Gwangju!” was one
of the most important slogans won
democratic reforms.

June 10-19

Nineteen consecutive
days of illegal
demonstrations
involved millions of
people



So why did the US Change
Policy in 1987 and Keep Chun

from Using the Army?
Common understandings of the shift in US policy

include:
• wishing to offset the kinds of virulent anti-

Americanism that affected Korea after Gwangju
1980

• US understanding that liberal democracies
provided even stronger bulwark against
Communism than did pro-US dictatorships, like
Marcos or Chun



Interviewed in his home by a sympathetic
analyst in 1998, Chun maintained that US
pressure, evident in a personal meeting he had
with Ambassador Lilly on June 19, was the key
reason for his cancellation of the order to
deploy army units to urban areas in 1987.

See Jung-kwan Cho, “The Kwangju Uprising as a Vehicle of
Democratization” in Contentious Kwangju, edited by Gi-Wook Shin,
pp. 76-7.



According to William Stueck, mainstream
historian of the US role in Korea:

“The United States did nudge democracy forward in
1987, but this was under very different conditions [than
in1980]. By that time Chun could step down and not fear
for life and limb…a continued effort to deny elections to
determine his successor would likely produce broad civil
conflict under circumstances in which the army’s loyalty
to him below the top ranks was questionable. In that
situation the United States would actually have assumed
more risk if it had failed to press Chun against using the
army to control the civilian population.”
--William Stueck, “Remembering the Kwangju Incident,” Diplomatic History
(Winter 2002), p. 157.



Richard Holbrooke reported to the
Trilateral Commission in 1988:

“Once pressures for greater political participation become
widespread, however, stubborn resistance is an equally likely
cause of turbulence. In the new era of East Asia, this was
amply demonstrated in the last years of the Marcos regime.
The people of South Korea, by contrast, are beginning to fulfill
their own aspirations for political participation under much
more favorable circumstances, thanks to the last minutes
recognition by the government in June of 1987 that blocked
evolution might well open the door to chaos or revolution.”

--Richard Holbrooke, Roderick MacFarquhar, Kazuo Nukazawa, East Asia in
Transition: Challenges for the Trilateral Countries (New York, Paris, Tokyo: The
Trilateral Commission, 1988) p.5.



Between 1980 and 1987, US
banks had made substantial
investments in South Korea that
would have been jeopardized if
a nationwide uprising brought a
radical regime to power.



In the same report, Holbrooke
added,

“The Trilateral nations have a clear and substantial stake in
the successful political evolution of the East Asian nations.
Without such political evolution, economic progress cannot
continue for another two decades as it has over most of the
last 20 years. This is the central challenge for the region over
the next decade. Political structures and institutions must
catch up to the economic achievements of the region, before
the cushion afforded by economic growth erodes.” (p. 51)



Chun’s lasting effects
Military governments of the 1980s in Korea, Chile,
and Turkey “…did not leave power until they had
made extensive adjustments in the economy and
deep changes in the structure of the political
system…”
--Stephen Haggard and Robert R. Kaufman, The Political Economy of Democratic
Transitions (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995) p. 42.

Ahmet Kenan Evren
Turkish President 1980-1989



Questions?


