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 1. Introduction
Many intellectuals in South Korea now often say that Marxism is in  crisis, socialism is dead, or the History has ended, as some Western scholars assert. But It is incorrect to talk about the death or even the crisis of Marxism at least in South Korea, because it is illogical to proclaim the death of something that has not even existed at all. Actually, in South Korea, what was often viewed as Marxism is not Marxism, but only a type of Stalinism. 

It may be a controversial issue, but we must re-evaluate whether Stalinism is one variation of Marxism or rather an ideology which does not belong to Marxism at all. Althusser, still a popular figure among radical scholars in South Korea, asserted that  Stalinism is undeniably one version of Marxism, although it economically and deterministically deviated from Marxism.
 However, if we understand the essence of Marxism as the self-emancipative spirit of  the working class, in other words, ‘socialism from below,’
 we must admit that Stalinism had nothing common with Marxism. Stalinism was the negation of ‘socialism from below,’ or more specifically, the state capitalist counter-revolution that smashed the self-emancipation of the working class.
 In this sense, Stalinism cannot even be considered a deviated or distorted variation of Marxism. The true nature of Stalinism is anti-Marxist. The essence, or differentia specifica of Stalinism is not just economic determinism or essentialism, but should be sought in its reactionary anti-proletarian reality itself.

Unlike Western countries, the influence of Stalinism has been astonishingly tremendous and tenacious among radical movements even recently in South Korea. Two competing versions of Stalinism have dominated radical thought and movements in South Korea. One is the ideology of Kim Il Sung, who ruled North Korea for almost half a century. The official name of this ideology is chuche-thought, which literally means a thought of self-independence, although in South Korea it was usually called ‘national liberation,’ or NL, in an abbreviated form. The other is the official ideology of the former USSR, usually called PD, the abbreviation of ‘people’s democracy.’
 What was alleged to be the ‘renaissance of Marxism’ in the mid-1980s, when a series of debate became intensified over the characterization of capitalism in South Korea, was nothing more than the ideological contest  between these two camps of Stalinism. If we take into consideration this overwhelmingly Stalinist theoretical and practical terrain, it is no surprise that not even one Trotskyist political organization was seen in South Korean politics before the 1990s. Trotskyism, recognized as one of the main currents of classical Marxism among Western scholars, like Anderson (1976), has been castigated as a virulent enemy of socialism, or the agent of the U.S. imperialism.

In as much as the Stalinist influence was strong, so devastating the impact of the collapse of actually existing Stalinist regimes
 after 1989. As the material base of the Stalinist ideology disappeared, the ideology itself also vanished. I think, however, that Stalinism, once dominant in South Korean radical groups, and seemingly non-existent at the present time, actually transformed itself into several variations of reformism, especially into Laclau-Mouffe, or Hindess-Hirst type Post-Marxism, without being fundamentally criticized from the Marxist standpoint. Furthermore, it continues to exert negative influences upon burgeoning of revolutionary Marxist movement. In this light, the fundamental break with Stalinism is urgently needed as one of the most important preconditions for rekindling the classical revolutionary Marxist tradition in South Korea.

In order to explain the lack of a real revolutionary Marxist tradition in South Korea, the next section examines the tenacious historical roots of Stalinism in South Korea. The third section critically reviews the Stalinist debates over the characterization of capitalism in South Korea by exposing the theoretical and practical fallacies of that debate from the viewpoint of classical Marxism.
 The fourth section describes the twofold impact of the demise of the Eastern Bloc to South Korean radical politics, that is, the collapse of Stalinism and the beginning of a real Marxist tradition in South Korea.

2.  The Historical Roots of Stalinism in Korea
The historical origins of the predominance of Stalinism in South Korean radical politics can be traced back to the colonial period under Japanese imperialism (1905-1945). Like other Western modern ideas, Marxism was imported to Korea indirectly from Japan. As the Communist Party of Japan had been a faithful follower of the Communist Party of Soviet Union (CPSU) for a long time, Marxism in Japan has been affected by Stalinism from the beginning. What had been imported to Korea by Japanese communists  was not Marxism, in the strict sense, but Stalinism. Naturally, the Korean people’s struggle against Japanese colonial rule was strongly influenced by the Stalinist strategy of a two-stage revolution. After anti-imperialist and anti-feudal democratic revolution was accomplished, the socialist revolution could be launched.  So during the anti-Japanese imperialist struggle, the task of the workers’ revolution cannot be brought on the agenda. Intellectuals in the colonial period were also deeply baptized by Stalinism. The Social Economic History of Korea (1933) by Namun Paik, recognized as the magnum opus of all the radical academic works accomplished during the colonial period is, in fact, nothing more than the mechanical application of the five-stage theory of Stalin to Korean history. 

Although Independence in 1945 was brought about as the result of compromise between the U.S. and USSR, rather than the achievement of the anti-imperialist struggle of the Korean people, it ignited a spontaneous self-emancipation movement of workers and peasants on a national scale. The working class organized factory committees and demanded the workers’ self-management over the factories Japanese capitalists deserted. Peasants organized people’s committees, parceled out the land Japanese landowners left behind, and demanded Korean landowners to abolish  their  tenant system. The American Military Government, which divided Korea, and ruled the South for three years after its Independence, violently oppressed the people’s self-emancipating movement. Strangely, however, the Communist Party of Korea, in accordance  with the policy of the American Military Government, ordered workers’ and peasants’ committees to return the property they seized over to the American Military Government. A more striking fact is that the Soviet Military Government, which occupied North Korea after Independence, not only oppressed domestic communist political leaders remaining in the North, but also blunted workers’ and peasants’ movement from below. It further substituted the political leadership with its agent, Kim Il Sung. As a result, the prospect of ‘socialism from below’ after its Independence was blocked and the fascist dictatorship and  Stalinist totalitarianism were established by the two imperialist powers. The Korean war (1950-1953) was neither the continuation of the national liberation struggle, as Kim Il Sung mystified, nor the extension of civil war, as Bruce Cumings(1981) argued. Rather, it was the direct offshoot of imperialist war, that is, the military confrontation between American imperialism and Soviet imperialism. During the Korean War, the last remnants of socialism from below were eliminated not only in the South but also in the North. After the Korean War, the pro-Soviet Stalinist regime and pro-American reactionary anti-Communist regime were firmly consolidated in the North and the South respectively. From then on, the ideological direction and sometimes material support of the radical movement in the South was provided from the North. Some Kim Il Sung-ists asserted that the ‘base camp’ of the radical movement in South Korea no longer existed inside of the South, but moved to North Korea after the Korean War.

Since the Korean War, anti-Communist dictators, from Syngman Rhee, Park Chung Hee, Chun Doo Hwan, Rho Tae Woo, to Kim Young Sam, severely repressed even the liberal democratic oppositions, not to mention the pro-Communist movements. Even the personal reading or possession of Marx’s or Kim’s works has brutally been punished with the imprisonment at least over three years. As a result, radical scholars wanting to study Marxism were denied the opportunity to learn Marxism within formal education, and were forced to learn for themselves at some ‘underground’ places. As they could hardly obtain direct access to primary texts, they resorted to studying Marxism through secondary sources. Moreover, many radical scholars pursued economic history as a disguised detour of studying Marxism. In this period, some Japanese Stalinist academicians, namely, Otska Hisao and a few Western Stalinist or neo-Marxist intellectuals, like Maurice Dobb, were most influential. For example, the controversy between Dobb and Sweezy on the  transition from feudalism to capitalism was frequently included in the reading list for radical studies. Interestingly enough, in this study, it was almost always suggested that the position of Dobb be taken, since he was orthodox. It revealed that the learning of Marxism in my generation was not only very shallow but also deeply biased toward Stalinism.
 This severely distorted learning process combined with the poor understanding of Marxism was, of course, unavoidable under the severe fascist oppression of the freedom of thought and ironically provided the fertile ground on which Stalinism thrived in South Korea.

But before the 1980s, under the dictatorship of Syngman Rhee and Park Chung Hee, when anti-Communist sentiment was still notoriously powerful, the leading ideology of the anti-government movement was not Stalinism, but liberal bourgeois democracy, as represented by the political dissident, Kim Dae Jung. It was the people’s uprising against the military coup in 1980 in the southern provincial town of Kwangju, that gave momentum for Stalinism to dominate the radical movement. 

As the capitalist relations of production developed rapidly in accordance with state capitalists and the export-led industrialization policy of Park Chung Hee during the 1960s and 70s, the class contradiction deepened, and the workers’ movement grew. The Kwangju Uprising in 1980 resulted from the explosion of contradictions inherent in this capitalist development. It was characterized by the authoritarian anti-democratic oppression, super-exploitation over workers and peasants, and the political and economic dependency on imperialists, especially the United States.
 However, the bloody defeat of the Kwangju Uprising showed clearly the limits of liberal bourgeois democracy and the necessity of a more progressive, working class based thought, which was undoubtedly Marxism. It exposed not only the imperialist essence of the U.S. who assisted the bloody suppression by the military fascist, Chun Doo Hwan, but also the hopeless impotency of liberal democratic political leaders, like Kim Dae Jung, even to lead the people’s struggle for democracy. So a lesson of the defeat of Kwangju Uprising was that, even if  we hope to have a liberal democratic regime, and not socialism, we must fight against not only the military fascist but also the U.S. imperialists. And it became clear that liberal democratic politicians were not able to fulfill these tasks. More progressive political thought became urgent for the people’s democratic struggle. But in the absence of any real revolutionary Marxist tradition and the inveterate roots of Stalinism, this aspiration was filled only by another kind of Stalinism, not classical Marxism.

The version of Stalinism that began to influence the radical movements after 1980 was Soviet Stalinism, or PD. This line is different from the dominant line of Kim Il Sung-ism, or NL. The difference between these two and some common fallacies will be discussed in the third section, in which the famous debate between these two versions of Stalinism about the characterization of the capitalist development in South Korea is examined.

3. The Stalinist Debate over the Capitalist Development   in South Korea
‘Theory of National Economy’ before 1980

Most of the critical studies on the South Korean economy before 1980 were based on the first version of Stalinism, Kim Il Sung-ism, though their research direction is rather concealed. They were usually called the ‘theory of national economy’ (NE), and one of its main advocates was Hyunchae Park. NE criticized the export-led industrialization policy pursued by Park Chung Hee, for it aggravated internal economic inequality and external economic dependence. NE argued that the main contradiction in South Korea was national, not class contradiction. It also asserted that dependent and unbalanced economic growth could not be sustained in the long run and would face a fundamental limit in the near future. It was suggested that the first task of the people’s struggle would not be the workers’ revolution, but the national revolution, or the abolition of a dependent economy and the establishment of self-reliant economy. For this revolution, the alleged national bourgeoisie, in fact, small and medium capitalist, were considered a faithful alliance with the working class and peasants. The original idea of NE could be traced to the ‘theory of colonial semi-feudal society’ (CSF) upheld by the Stalinist Communist Party of Korea, or Maoist Communist Party of China, or more remotely, to the definition of ‘colonial-dependent country’ by the Stalinist Comintern; however, the euphemistic style of the discourse, which was inevitable under the severe Anti-Communist Law, and the practical implication of NE, namely, the realization of advanced independent economy, could be easily reconciled with the contemporary dominant ideology of anti-fascist movement, which was the ideal of liberal bourgeois democracy.

Renaissance of Stalinism after 1980

The catastrophic and populistic propensity of NE became increasingly incompatible with the reality of South Korea, however, as the capitalist relations of production developed rapidly after 1980. It seemed that the reality of developed capitalism with big conglomerates,  chaebol,  after the 1980s was inexplicable in terms of CSF, which was the essence of NE. After the aborted Kwangju Uprising, some intellectuals, who were disillusioned with liberal democratic politics and NE, and in search of the more progressive alternative, discovered Soviet Stalinism, which was usually called Leninism or PD. As a new leading ideology of the radical movement, PD or Leninism urged many radicals to build a vanguard party in order to give the leadership to the revolutionary workers’ struggle for socialism. ‘Building the vanguard party’ was the fashion of the Leninist radicals in the late 1980s. Several dozens of underground organizations that aimed for the Leninist party mushroomed, only to be destroyed by the police.

Some academicians considered the advent of so-called Leninism or PD in the radical movement the ‘resurrection of Marxism,’ or ‘renaissance of Marxian political economics’ after the break of more than forty years. For example, see (Lee and Yoon 1988). But it should be stressed that what was understood as Leninism by Korean radicals is, in fact, Soviet Stalinism. Evidence can be found in the fact that basic materials for Leninist underground groups in this period were Foundations of Leninism by Stalin and Short History of CPSU, as well as many other textbooks published by Progress Publisher in Moscow. But as Stalinism was diametrically opposed not only to Marxism but also to Leninism, though it also might be a controversial matter, it is totally unjust to recognize the so-called Leninist phenomena as the ‘renaissance of Marxism-Leninism,’ in its proper sense.

Leninists constructed their theory of South Korean capitalism merely by mechanically  applying the official theory of  CPSU on advanced capitalism, or the theory of state monopoly capitalism (SMC). In contrast to NE, Leninists or PD argued that the stage of capitalist development in South Korea had already been the stage of SMC, like that of Western advanced countries. Leninism and the theory of SMC were rapidly accepted among radical academicians. Furthermore, they easily occupied the status of orthodoxy in radical academic circle. Needless to say, the alleged orthodoxy originated from the fact that SMC was the official theory of the CPSU, the Pope of the World Communist Movement!

Rivalry between NL and PD

The advent of Soviet-type Leninism in South Korea annoyed the rulers of North Korea, since SMC was openly opposed to North Korea’s official interpretation of South Korea, CSF. But more threatening was the practical implication of SMC, which was the rejection of the leadership of Kim Il Sung-ism in the radical movement in South Korea and the attempt to build its own Communist Party independent from that of North Korea. In order to blunt the Soviet-type Leninism and sustain their hegemony in the South Korean radical movement, North Korean rulers tried to implant directly their original theory of South Korean society, CSF, into the radical movements in South Korea, especially student movement, rather than staying content with its disguised or surrogate form, NE, from the late 1980s.

The famous controversy on the nature of social formation in South Korea was nothing other than the competition and interaction between these two theories, CSF and SMC.
 As the controversy heightened, dichotomical confrontation as well as the interpenetration process started. As a result of this interpenetration, the group supporting CSF, reluctantly admitted that the capitalist development in South Korea which SMC emphasized occurred. It then renamed its theory the theory of colonial semi-capitalism (CSC). Conversely, the group in favor of SMC, after digesting the definition of colony and the slogan of national liberation from CSF, was metamorphosed into the theory of neo-colonial state monopoly capitalism (NCSMC). Thus the main forces of the debate became CSC and NCSMC, although there  were other episodes in this debate. The theoretical debate between CSF (CSC) and SMC (NCSMC) was inextricably linked to the rivalry between the two different prospects of revolution in radical politics. The political tendency corresponding to CSF (CSC) was NL, and the other tendency corresponding to SMC (NCSMC) was PD.

The Debate between NL and PD, or in other words, between CSC and NCSMC were focused upon three points, namely, the nature of state power, the nature of economic base, and the nature of impending revolution in South Korea.

First, CSC defined the nature of the present state power in South Korea as the colonial administration of U.S. imperialism. In other words, CSC did not admit any degree of autonomy of the state in South Korea. The state in South Korea was not actually considered a state in its proper sense, but just a puppet of U.S. imperialism. From this definition of the nature of state power, the national liberation struggle against U.S. imperialism was derived as the main task of the revolutionary movement. NCSMC, however, admitted the relative external autonomy of the state power of South Korea in spite of its dependent, or neo-colonial nature. NCSMC regarded the establishment of the Republic of Korea in 1948 as the epoch that made possible the independent capitalist development in South Korea. While the distinction between colonial and neo-colonial status and the significance of the establishment of an independent political regime in South Korea in 1948 were important for NCSMC, they had no meaning for CSC . 

Second, concerning the nature of the economic base of South Korea, CSC argued that, despite the rapid industrialization after 1960s, the economic base was still characterized as colonial and semi-capitalistic. Whereas the colonial characteristics could be found in the unbalanced economic structure, the domination of the basic means of production and the super-exploitation of workers and peasant by imperialist and comprador capital, the semi-capitalist characteristics could be noticed in the tenacious remnants of the semi-feudal tenant system in the countryside and the disproportionate capitalist development itself. CSC emphasized the backwardness and weakness of capitalism in South Korea, in spite of its phenomenal rapid industrialization. On the other hand, NCSMC argued that the capitalist development in South Korea had already reached the stage of state monopoly capitalism in the 1980s, like Western advanced countries. NCSMC argued that the domination of monopoly capital, which was represented by the big capitalist conglomerates, chaebol, was the most important characteristic of the capitalist development in South Korea.

Third, on the nature of the revolution in South Korea, CSC and NCSMC sharply disagreed. Whereas CSC considered the confrontation between the U.S. imperialism and the Korean people the primary contradiction in Maoist terms, NCSMC viewed the contradiction between South Korean monopoly capital and South Korean people as the primary contradiction.
 CSC asserted that the most severe obstacle to the development of South Korea was the forceful division of the Korean Peninsular and the domination of its Southern part by U.S. imperialists. Naturally, CSC ranked the reunification of Korea as the foremost task of the revolutionary movement in Korea. On the other hand, NCSMC, although they admitted the presence and importance of the national contradiction, namely economic dependence or military occupation of South Korea by U.S. imperialism, they explored the primary contradiction of the South Korea in terms of its internal class struggle, especially between monopoly capitalists and people including non-monopoly capital, and not its external relation with imperialism, as CSC did. From this different understanding of the primary contradiction, CSC and NCSMC derived apparently contrasting conclusions about the nature of the revolution. Whereas CSC espoused the anti-imperialist and anti-feudal national liberation people’s democratic revolution as well as the reunification of Korea, NCSMC advocated the anti-imperialist and anti-monopoly national liberation peoples democratic revolution.  

Table 1 summarizes the Stalinist debates over capitalist developments in South Korea. It is worthy to note that the two opposing camps used the common phrase ‘anti-imperialist national liberation peoples democratic revolution,’ NLPDR in an abbreviated form, except that the prefixes, namely, ‘anti-feudal’ or ‘anti-monopoly,’ were different. This coincidence is not accidental, since both shared a common root, that is, the Stalinist strategy of two-stage revolution. In fact, these phrases, NLPDR, ‘anti-feudal,’ or ‘anti-monopoly’ have little to do with the abolition of the system of production and the appropriation of surplus value. Instead, they are actually used to contain the people’s struggle within the boundary of a bourgeois democratic revolution. Table 1 also shows that there exists a one-to-one direct correspondence between the definitions of society and the revolutionary strategies. Both NL and PD mechanically derived specific revolutionary strategies from their definitions of the economic base of South Korea. This also reveals their shared Stalinist economic determinism.

Table 1: Two Versions of Stalinism in the Debate on the South Korean Capitalism


Origin
Definition of Society
Revolutionary Strategy
Current Position

NL
N.Korea (Chuche)
CSF (Colonial Semi-Feudalism)

CSC (Colonial Semi-Capitalism)
Anti-Imperialist Anti-Feudal NLPDR
Nationalism

PD
USSR
NCSMC (Neo-Colonial State Monopoly Capitalism)

PSMC (Pure State Monopoly Capitalism)
Anti-Imperialist Anti-Monopoly NLPDR

Anti-Monopoly PDR
Althusserianism

Postmodernism

Note: NLPDR is the abbreviation of National Liberation People’s Democratic Revolution

The controversy between CSC and NCSMC was nothing more than the internal hegemonic struggle between two different versions of Stalinism. In fact, as the earlier version of CSC, or CSF, was the official interpretation of colonial dependent countries held by the former CPSU and Stalinist Comintern, the original form of NCSMC, or SMC, was the official theory of advanced capitalism stated in the political economy textbook published by the former USSR. Although NCSMC or PD theorists criticized CSC or its fundamental philosophy, chuche, following the official line of former USSR, their criticism of North Korea always confined at particular defects of its superstructure, especially the ‘cult of personality’ of  Kim Il Sung, never touched its material economic base, namely, state capitalist exploitation and oppression. Actually, like CSC or NL, NCSMC or PD still considered North Korea a socialist country, and in some cases, the last bulwark of socialism after the fall of Eastern Bloc. They also regarded Kim Il Sung-ism, or chuche, as a kind of Marxism, however crude it might be, not as non-Marxism. But, the essence of  Kim Il Sung-ism is the ultra-nationalistic ideology of the state capitalist ruling class in North Korea. In other words, it is the highest form of Stalinism, not a sort of underdeveloped or distorted Marxism.

Since CSF and SMC, or NL and PD, originated from the same root, it was easy for these two theories to interpenetrate with each other. Even though it might appear absurd that the definition of developing countries, neo-colony (NC), and the definition of developed countries (SMC) were applicable to the same country at the same time, these two definitions were easily combined to generate one notion like the case of NCSMC, in the Stalinist framework. Likewise, the political slogan of NL and PD was easily combined into NLPDR. 

More importantly, the common Stalinist features of CSC (NL) and NCSMC (PD), reveal themselves in that the practical implication of these two theories or two tendencies boiled down to the Stalinist strategy of a two stages revolution. Both NL and PD postponed socialist revolution after the achievement of a democratic revolution, though their natures are different. While NL absolutized the task of ‘anti-imperialism’ in the democratic revolution, PD emphasized the task of ‘anti-monopoly.’ Moreover, the alternatives envisioned by these two theories were constructed along the same Stalinist agenda for ‘socialism in one country.’ Actually, ‘building self-reliant national economy’ was the common ideal shared both by NL and PD. However, the realization of ‘socialism in one country,’ whether the establishment of ‘national self-reliant economy’ (NL) or of a ‘people’s democratic economy’ (PD), looks not only undesirable but also no longer feasible in the globalized world. Historical experiences show that the attempt to build ‘socialism in one country’ has inevitably degenerated into state capitalist regimes. These have been no different from Western private capitalism, in that there exists capitalist exploitation and oppression. Moreover, as the world economy has rapidly globalized since the 1980s, the objective conditions that had once made possible the rapid accumulation of Stalinist state capitalism no longer exist. 

At the end of this controversy, NCSMC or PD succeeded in gaining hegemony among the radical scholars. The relative victory of NCSMC or PD over CSC or NL owed much to the Great Workers’ Struggle in 1987. Near one million workers participated in more than three thousand strikes for a wage increase and democratic labor unions from July to September in 1987. In terms of intensity and scale, it was unprecedented in the world history of a workers’ movement.  The explosion of the workers’ struggle looked like the resumption of the historic spontaneous workers’ self-management movement after the break of forty years. This splendid mass strike of the working class eloquently vindicated that the capitalist relations of production had already been firmly established, and that the primary contradiction of South Korea was the class contradiction between capital and labor, not some kind of national contradiction, as CSC or NL argued.
 But it should be noted that NCSMC or PD had not predicted the mass strike even the day before the explosion let alone play any role in preparing it. The Great Workers’ Struggle in 1987 came like a thunderbolt from the blue sky, when PD as well as NL were content with trivial concessions which the fascists threw to them after the Great Civil Movement in June, 1987, namely, the acceptance of the people’s demand of the direct election of the President. They did nothing but debate over the determination of the Presidential candidate. Thet especially quarelled over Kim Dae Jung as the candidate of radical circles, during the period when the workers’ struggle continued. This Stalinist inability or unwillingness to intervene in the workers’ struggle to step up the democratic movement toward the revolutionary struggle for socialism permanently by combining the economic struggle with the political struggle was one of the main reason why this Great Workers’ Struggle in 1987 proceeded totally spontaneously and ended only with some economic achievement. Indeed, Stalinists committed another great crime by stemming the explosion of the workers’ revolutionary struggle and confining the people’s struggle within the narrow bourgeois limit, namely, the direct election of the President of Republic of Korea.

However, in peasant movements and student movements, CSC, or NL-like ideologies, especially the slogan of anti-imperialism and reunification, still dominated, because of its appeal to the nationalistic sentiments of young students and peasants. The overwhelming appeal of the slogan of reunification could be found in the fact that it was also included as one of the most important political tasks of NCSMC or PD, not just that of CSC, or NL. 

But if it is true that North Korea is state capitalism, as reactionary as is South Korean capitalism, then it is also evident that the reunification slogan cannot be the main task of the socialist revolution in Korea. The geological reunification  of the North and South would only mean the unified exploitation and represson by unified state bourgeoisie of the North and South. Moreover, the reunification movement, however pursued in innocent intent, will only help strengthen the political and economic power of the bourgeois ruling class as a whole in the Korean Peninsular.
 It is one of the most important lessons from the experience of the reunification of Germany. In fact, dictators of both parts of Korea have frequently used the reunification ‘card’ for stemming the anti-government movement or legitimatizing their dictatorship. The problem of reunification can be rightly posed and solved only from the revolutionary internationalist standpoint, not from nationalistic Stalinism. From this standpoint, the correct solution of the problem of reunification would be the establishment of a unified workers’ state on the whole Korean Peninsular through the revolutionary overthrow of the bourgeois class rules in the North and South based on the solidarity of working class in the North and South.

Bifurcation of PD and the End of Debate

No sooner did NCSMC get hegemony among radical academicians than it began to be differentiated into NCSMC proper and pure SMC (PSMC) again. First of all, some academicians tried to elaborate on NCSMC by combining some propositions of the Soviet textbook of political economy with Althusserian philosophy. This resulted in the so-called thesis of the ‘monopoly strengthening-cum-dependency deepening’ (MSDD). This implies that as the power of monopoly capital grows, the degree of economic dependency increases, or that the power of monopoly capital can grow only under the condition of deepening economic dependency.

But, as the chronic deficit in balance of payments and foreign debts decreased, with resumed rapid economic growth at the end of 1980s (1986-1988), the relevancy of MSDD began to be questioned. The theory of Pure SMC (PSMC) entered the scene and criticized NCSMC proper, or MSDD, for the lack of empirical relevance. By ‘pure,’ I mean that the prefix ‘NC’  was dropped from NCSMC. PSMC asserted that the stage of capitalist development in South Korea was the same as in advanced countries  without any fundamental difference in their specificity. In other words, PSMC argued that there were no longer such characteristics as NC (Neo-colonial) in South Korea. PSMC asserted that since the growing power of monopoly capital weakened economic dependence, MSDD was simply wrong. Some advocates of PSMC even argued that state monopoly capitalism in South Korea developed to the stage of imperialism at the end of 1980s, with the beginning of capital export, the third characteristic of imperialism in Imperialism by Lenin.  

It may seem that MSDD and PSMC are diametrically opposed, or mutually exclusive. But I think that they have one fundamental trait in common, which is Stalinism. In fact, despite their apparent conflicts, their theoretical frameworks were based on the Stalinist theory of state monopoly capitalism, and their theories shared the common practical implication of the Stalinist strategy of a two-stage revolution, in which only after anti-monopoly people's democratic revolution (PDR) socialist revolution can be started. I do not think that so-called PDR could achieve anything other than Stalinist state capitalism. The histories of revolutions in Eastern Europe, China, Yugoslavia, Korea, Viet Nam, or Cuba showed that so-called PDR in that region had only led to the establishment of a Stalinist state capitalism, notwithstanding whether it was carried out with its own forces, or implanted by Soviet imperialism.

Neither MSDD nor even PSMC can be free from the problematique of economic dependence, the essence of which is the Stalinist theory of “socialism in one country.” But the problematique of economic dependence, whether it took the form of increasing economic dependence as in the case of MSDD, or the converse form, as the case of PSMC, must lead to the non-revolutionary politics. In fact, whereas politics stemmed from the thesis of deepening dependence (MSDD) led to a horrible ‘de-linking’ experiment, like Khmer-Rouge, politics related to the thesis of decreasing dependence easily degenerated into reformism, as evidenced in the case of so-called theory of ‘medium developed capitalism.’ Its upshot is that, because South Korea has already begun to enter the status of advanced countries, the task of radical politics should be to accelerate it, not to resist it. But neither form of the problematique of economic dependence can be the necessary effective politics to overcome even economic dependence, let alone accomplish socialist revolution. Experiences of Third World economic development clearly show that both the ‘de-linking’ and ‘rising-up’ strategies within the world system were hardly successful in overcoming economic dependence and backwardness.
 These problems of the Third World, including Newly Industrializing Countries, cannot be overcome without the transformation of the hierarchical structure of the world system itself, which, in turn, calls for a permanent revolution on a world scale. 

Moreover, the theory of state monopoly capitalism (SMC), the common theoretical framework of MSDD and PSMC, and especially the thesis of monopoly rate of profit, could not be logically driven from the method of Capital by Marx, or empirically proven.
 Since there is no fundamental antagonism between monopoly capital and non-monopoly capital, there cannot exist such a thing as the fixed stratification of the rates of profit, namely, the structural hierarchy between the monopoly rate of profit and non-monopoly rate of profit. Monopoly related phenomena should be understood as the appearance forms of competition, or the inherent tendency of capital in general, not as the antithesis of competition. The failure of the ‘Popular Front,’ Eurocommunism, and Popular Unity in Chile clearly show that so-called ‘anti-monopoly alliances’ could at best be the reformist strategy, which only strengthens bourgeois hegemony, not the first stage of a socialist revolution. At worst, it results in the bloody slaughter of the working class. The fact that the strategy of ‘anti-monopoly alliances’ is automatically derived from the thesis of the monopoly rate of profit with its stages theory of capitalist development, (SMC), clearly shows its Stalinist economic determinism once again. 

With this bifurcation of NCSMC into MSDD and PSMC in its last phase, the debate over the characterization of capitalism in South Korea came to a sudden end with the unexpected fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989. 

In short, this debate on South Korean capitalism began as an internal controversy among different versions of Stalinism, and proceeded in the Stalinist problematique, and abruptly ended with the disintegration of actually existing Stalinist regimes. So, to repeat, it is utterly absurd to hold up this debate as the ‘renaissance of Marxian political economics.’ It was nothing other than an anachronistic attempt to repeat Stalinist discourse or experiment that had been tried so many times before in so many countries, which ended up with the establishment of the state capitalist totalitarianism or with the reformistic surrender to existing bourgeois hegemony, or sometimes with the bloody slaughter of working class.

4. Marxism in South Korea: Collapse or Rebirth?
It can be expected that the demise of Stalinism would facilitate the rediscovery of the real Marxist tradition unknown to Koreans. It is unfortunate that this did not occur. Seeing the fatal crumbling of the Stalinist regimes that had been regarded as the actualization of Marxism, or at least a more progressive system than capitalism, Stalinists had no other choice but to reluctantly accept that event as a decisive vindication of the alleged historical fallacy of Marxism, and to desert the political creed that they wrongly believed to be Marxism. In other words, Stalinists threw away not only their Stalinist ideology but also Marxist tradition as a whole into the same dustbin of history. Actually, most ex-Stalinists have already converted to social democrats in South Korea. One tragi-comedy in this shameless march of desertion and defection is that Trotskyism died the second death in their hands, the accusation of which is exactly the opposite to that made at its first death, that is, it inevitably leads to Marxism-Leninism-Stalinism! 

At the present time, many ex-Stalinists wish to find an alternative to the alleged ‘crisis of Marxism’ in the philosophy of Althusser, or in many kinds of ‘Post-ism,’ such as Post-Marxism, Post-modernism, Post-structuralism, Post-fordism, the new social movement, the women’s movement, environmentalism, and so on. While the old battle front among the radicals had been drawn between NL and PD, or PD itself, the new dividing line seemed to be formed between Althusserians and the Laclau-Mouffe type, or the Hindess-Hirst type Post-Marxists after the fall of Communist regimes. In spite of the common thesis of the crisis of Marxism, there seemed to be a difference between them. Althusserians chose to remain Marxist, although they try to ‘transform’ Marxism, whereas Post-Marxists in South Korea no longer adhere to Marxism, and do not hesitate to go beyond it. It was also worthy to note that many Althusserians were advocates of NCSMC in the past, while most Post-Marxists were converters from the position of PSMC.

In my opinion, neither Althusserianism nor Post-Marxism can be the Marxist alternative to the alleged crisis of Marxism. First, the problematique of the crisis of Marxism itself upon which the problematique of Post-Marxism was based is wrong. Marxism which has allegedly fallen into crisis is not Marxism at all. The so-called crisis of Marxism is not the crisis of Marxism in its genuine sense, but is only the bankruptcy of Stalinism which equated actually existing Stalinism with socialism. However, actually existing Stalinism could never be considered socialism, but only a reactionary state capitalism which smothered socialism in its true sense, that is, ‘socialism from below.’ Therefore, the demise of an actually existing Stalinism should be considered the disappearance of the barrier hampering the way to a real Marxist socialism. So there is no legitimate reason to transcend or ‘post’ the Marxism. Post-Marxism in South Korea is nothing other than a liberal ideology that shakes hand with Stalinism in the negative sense, in that it attributed the alleged death of socialism to faults of Leninism. Furthermore, it traced the origin of Leninist fallacies to the thought of Marx himself, viewing Stalinism as the successor of Marxism-Leninism. But since Stalinism had nothing to do with Marxism or Leninism, the linchpin of Post-Marxism is simply groundless.

Post-Marxists dismissed the grand theory of society, such as SMC or CSF, as a futile phrase, and focused their research on the development of specific alternative policies, such as the extension of public land ownership, regulation of chaebol, and the protection of environment, etc.. Since they believed that the deadlock of the debate on the South Korean capitalism was mainly due to the failure to develop reasonable policy alternatives, the alternative policy project was crucial. But, to me, the alternative policy project of post-Marxists is another name of reformism. In fact, Post-Marxists admit that the objective of alternative policies is to save capitalism in South Korea, which has fallen into a structural or total crisis since 1990.
 At the peak of the debate a few years ago, Stalinists, based on their strategy of the two-stages of revolution, persistently asserted that it was mandatory to precede the demands of a democratic revolution or reformistic demands, and ahead of socialist demands, arguing that the weakest link for a socialist revolution can only be grasped by the demands of a democratic revolution. In other words, the raison d'etre of reformistic demands in the first stage of revolution was that it could prompt the take-off of the second stage of revolution. Reversed logic is asserted today. These ex-Stalinist Post-Marxists espoused reformistic demands, for exactly the opposite reason that only real reform can bail out capitalism in South Korea. This clearly shows that the essence of a Stalinist strategy of the two stages revolution is nothing but a reformistic project. In addition, I think that the reason why the debates over capitalist development came to a cul-de-sac was not the lack of reasonable policy alternatives, as Post-Marxists argued, but their total inability to endure the devastating impact of the crumbling of an actually existing Stalinism which provided the whole ideological terrain upon which the debates proceeded. Marxism is not the science of alternative policy but the science of class struggle. As was shown by the history of the revolutionary workers’ movement, especially contrasting the experiences of 1917 in Russia and 1923 in German, a revolutionary party, not a blueprint of future society was crucial for the victory of socialist revolution.

Likewise, Althusserianism cannot be a Marxist alternative to the alleged crisis of Marxism. Like Post-Marxism, it is based upon the false premise of the crisis of Marxism. Althusser himself was the originator of this false phrase. Moreover Althusserianism still remains inside the boundary of Stalinism, despite its partly valuable criticism of Stalinism. Several things indicate that Althusser himself was actually a modernized Stalinist. Althusser never left the Stalinist (or Eurocommunist) Communist Party of France even after the slaughter of the Spring of Prague by the former USSR; he considered actually existing Stalinist regimes as socialism despite of its defects; he was a passionate advocate of the theory “socialism in one country” and the strategy of “Popular Front,” namely, the essential elements of Stalinism; he often discredited Trotskyism; he understood Stalinism not as non-Marxism, but as a deviation in Marxism.
 The Stalinist essence of Althusserianism was clearly illustrated in its easy marriage to the Stalinist theory of state monopoly capitalism, as in the case of NCSMC in the debates on capitalism in South Korea. The so-called ‘transformation of Marxism,’ a favorite project of Althusserians, cannot but end up being ‘post,’ ‘beyond,’ and finally ‘anti’ Marxism, as was clearly shown by the recent intellectual history of Western Althusserians who have  finally arrived at the position of anti-Marxism as the result of consistent pursuits of Althusserianism. Nowadays, most of Korean apigonens of Althusser have already transformed into blatant Postmodern anti-Marxists, following the track of Western Althusserians.

What is urgently needed for those who wish to achieve the ‘renaissance’ of Marxism in South Korea is the fundamental break with all sorts of Stalinism, including Althusserianism and Post-Marxism. In this task, what is to be done first is to smash the dual false identity on which all variants of Stalinism were erected, namely, the identity of an actually existing Stalinism with socialism and the identity of Stalin’s theory and practice with Marxism.  

After the downfall of Stalinism, serious theoretical and political efforts to rediscover the revolutionary Marxist tradition started for the first time in the history of South Korea. It can be evidenced by the appearance of several Trotskyist tendencies, for example, the International Socialists, which continues to intervene in the workers’ movement and tries to build the revolutionary communist party today. This group has already shed its roots in workers’ movement. Although the voice of Trotskyists in radical politics has not yet grown enough to take a hegemonic position in radical movements, it is probable that the historical fate of Marxism depends on their  shoulder, not on any variations of ‘Post-ism,’ or academic Althusserianism.

In sum, until recently, there has never been a real revolutionary Marxist tradition in South Korea. What existed for about seventy years was Stalinism, which died only a few years ago with the fall of Communist regimes. Only after that was a real revolutonary Marxist tradition born. So, there is no such thing as the End of History in South Korea. History has just begun.

_____________________



�Althusser even discarded the term ‘Stalinism,’ arguing that ‘it explains nothing,’ and proposed, instead, to use the term ‘Stalinian deviation.’ (Althusser 1976: 81) What Althusser wished to mean by this substitution of terms is that Stalinism is a deviation within Marxism, in other words, it is a sort of Marxism, not a kind of non-Marxism, or anti-Marxism.


�Draper (1992) gives an excellent disscussion on the concept of ‘socialism from below.’


�For a classical Marxist formulation of the theory of state capitalism in the former USSR, see Cliff (1988). Recently, Resnick and Wolff tried to elaborate it according to their ‘class theoretic,’ while accusing Cliff of being trapped in ‘power theoretic.’ (1994: 56) However, their criticism of Cliff does not seem to be quite pertinent. For, Cliff is clearly distinguished from other previous theories of state capitalism, for example, those of C.L.R.James or Castoriadis, in that he constructed his theory by rigorous application of Marx’s law of value. I rather agree with Alex Callinicos. ‘Cliff’s analysis of Stalinism followed Trotsky’s theory of permanent revolution in taking the capitalist world system as its basic frame of reference. ... Cliff’s theory ... was able to explain the subjection of the working class in the USSR in the dynamic of capital accumulation by setting the Stalinist regime in its global context, the international state system dominated by military competition.’ (Callinicos 1990: 77) Moreover, following description of Stalinism by Resnick and Wolff seems to me neither correct nor consistent with their theory of state capitalism in Russia. ‘Only on the collective farms and only for a relatively short time after the early 1930s a serious experiment in the collective appropriation of surplus labor by its performers (i.e., a communist class structure) undertaken.’ (1996: 188-9)


�The use of extremely abbreviated term or phrase was customary among radicals in 1980s, because it helped keep the radical discourse from being detected by police, as well as because it economizes words.


�I think that the term, ‘actually existing socialism,’ widely used to designate the ex-Communist countries, is not value-free, for it implies that the latter was actually a kind of socialism, in spite of many problems. I think that my expression, ‘actually existing Stalinism’ is more pertinent.


�To my knowledge, this paper is the first attempt to introduce this debate in somewhat length in English language.


�For most South Korean radicals, it took really long to recognize that Dobb was a member of the Stalinist Communist Party of Great Britain, and a life-long mouthpiece of the former USSR. On this point, refer to (Howard and King 1992: 32-37).


�Amsden (1989), though useful as a critique of mainstream neo-classical free-market ideology, has serious defects. First of all, it one-sidedly focused on the discipline of capital by strong government, as the cause of ‘Korean economic miracle,’ without paying any serious attention to the other side of the ‘discipline’ by government. That is, the extremely authoritarian dictatorship with its super-exploitation of the working class and peasants, is a more fundamental factor than the discipline of capital. Moreover, she seems to be totally ignorant of the debate on South Korean capitalism among the radicals. In this respect, Hart-Landsberg (1993) is a far more accurate introduction to the South Korean economy than Amsden (1989), for it pays legitimate attention to the social contradictions and the limits of rapid economic growth. But I don’t think that Hart-Landsberg is immune from the influences of Stalinist discourse. It seems largely oriented towards CSC, or NL tendency. For example, he regarded ‘democracy, national independence, and reunification,’ the slogan of NL, as the ‘basic political principles’ of the people’s struggle in South Korea. (1993: 301,302) Moreover, what he projected as a ‘new vision of Korean society’ is nothing other than the Stalinist self-reliant socialism in one country model, in that it ‘give(s) greater attention to producing affordable domestic goods with domestically developed technology and machinery rather than import-dependent, high-technology products for foreign markets,’ (1993: 305), without paying any attention to the primacy of the task of workers’ revolution.


�Most of the articles by the participants of this debate were collected in Park and Cho (1989-1992).


�Although Maoist terms, like ‘primary contrdiction,’ etc., were widely used in this controversy, there were and are no Maoist political organisations in South Korea. As Maoism has much in common with Kim Il Sung-ism, especially its stress on the importance of NLPDR in the Third World, it might be unnecessary for Maoist oriented tendencies to build separate political organisation, apart from NL. 


�While the rate of surplus value shows a rising trend during the period of rapid economic growth after 1970s, Marx’s law of the tendency of rate of profit to fall underlies the process of capital accumulation in South Korea. For more about the empirical testing of Marxian ratios in the case of South Korea, refer to Jeong (1990). These facts clearly show that the high economic growth has accompanied the deepening contradiction of capitalism.


�I think that Paik (1993) one-sidedly absolutised the positive effect of the reunification movement upon the democratization of Korea, without paying any serious attention to the negative effects, that is, the strengthening of bourgeois rule in the Korean peninsular as a whole, if it is isolated from the working-class based movement. 


�Cliff (1950) interpreted the so-called PDR in Eastern Europe as the establishment of a dependent state capitalism by Soviet imperialism. Cliff (1963) also argued that the so-called socialist revolution in the Third World, including Cuba, was nothing but the ‘deflected permanent revolution’ driven by petty bourgeois intelligentsia and peasants only to bring about the state capitalist exploitative systems.


�On this point, Arrighi (1991) provides pertinent evidence.


�Zeluck (1980) provides an excellent explanation regarding the problem of the monopoly theory. For a Marxist criticism of SMC as well as of MSDD, refer to Jeong (1990).


�I think that the thirty-year boom period in South Korea has ended since 1990. In other words, the ‘social structure of accumulation’ (SSA) which had sustained the economic miracle began to crumble since 1990. The continuing breakdowns of big bridges, buildings, and even the sub-way system in these days are only a few symptoms or precursors of the biginning of a long slump, or the structural crisis of capitalism in South Korea. For more details about the rise and demise of SSA in South Korea, refer to Jeong (1995).


�For evidence of Althusser’s favor toward Stalinism, refer to Callinicos (1976), pp.89-95, and Elliott (1987), chapter 5. For a recent Trotskyist critique of Althusser, see Clegg (1991).


�In this regard, ‘Overdetermination Marxism’ or ‘Postmodern Marxism’ in America, which still claims to be Marxist, while following the legacy of Althusser and Postmodernism, seems to be an exceptional case in the intellectual history of Althusserians. However, alleged differnce or distance between ‘Postmodern Marxism’ and Post Marxism is becoming increasingly ambiguous. For ‘Overdetermination Marxism,’ refer to Resnick and Wolff (1987), Callari et.al. eds. (1995), and Callari and Ruccio eds. (1996).
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