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The Creation of “Anniversaries” in Modern
Korean History:
A “Struggle over Memory”

Yuko Manabe*

In this paper, I frame memory as a representation of history and “anniversaries” as
embodiments (commemorations) of the memories that constitute modern Korean history. In his
examination of the spread and intensification of anniversary cultural activities in 1980s United
States and Europe, William M. Johnston saw it as a phenomenon inseparable from the
appearance of postmodernism, calling it “the cult of anniversaries.” Ever since the
democratization declaration of 1987, there has been a tremendous increase in anniversaries
related to the Korean democratization movement. This signifies the efforts of young historians
since the 1980 Gwangju Uprising to resist the “official history  grounded in the military
government's anti-communist ideology and to construct a principle that runs consistently
through the history of the Korean people, minjung. When the dates commemorating the April
Revolution that overthrew the Rhee Syng-man administration in 1960 (April 19) and the 1980
Gwangju Uprising (May 18) were made national anniversaries by Kim Young-sam in the mid-
1990s, this was tantamount to the simultaneous public honoring of both those who sacrificed
themselves for the anti-communist ideology on which the South Korean state in actuality was
established and those who did so for the national democracy that opposed the other. In this way,
the public historical memory of South Korea cannot be reduced to “a single narrative/history,”
but rather exists in a state of mutually opposing ideologies suspended in mid-air. Taking such a
perspective, this paper examines the rivalry between the New Right view on history, which has
become prominent after the Lee Myung-bak administration, along with the move under Park
Geun-hye to nationalize history textbooks and the view on history promoted by the progressive
administrations under Kim Dae-jung and Roh Moo-hyun, the very people who brought the
democratization movement to power. Specifically, I highlight what has manifested as a “struggle

over memory with regard to anniversaries.
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Key Words : The history of the Korean people (minjung), Anniversaries, A struggle over memory, The New Right view on history,
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