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The May 18th Kwangju Uprising
and
Mangwol Cemetery

Kwangju:

Mecca of Democracy

The torch of democracy is stil] burning:
people surrounding the fountain in front
of the Provincial Capital Building,

Citizens’ Solidarity of KWANGJU
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Kindergarten Children at Mangwol-dong Cemetery: The lofty ideal of the Kwangju Uprising
is inherited to the younger guneration

1. Mecca of Democracy

In May of 1980, the torch of democracy was glaring in the peaceful city of Kwangju,
located in the southwestern part of the Korean peninsula. For ten days, from May 18th
to the 27th. the citizens of Kwangju protected the torch of democracy at the cost of their
lives. Although the suffering of the city Kwangju still continues, her solemn struggle for
the democracy has moved the hearts of people across the world who have truly loved
peace and freedom. Kwangju has been praised as one of the meccas of democracy. along
with the Paris Commune and Auschwitz. It attracts a large number of visitors from
many parts of the world in remembrance of the sacrificed lives. People will remember
Kwangju forever as a torch for freedom, peace, and equality which are universal virtues
of mankind.

2. Reservoir of Democracy

The military dictatorship that lasted for 19 years came to an end with the assassination

of Park Chong-hee by one of his subordinates who headed the KCIA. Under the long
military dictatorship, Korean society suffered from growing structural contradictions such
as the increasing economic disparity between the wealthy elite and the general populous
and the corruption of those in power. The demands for the democratic change sprang up
around the country. Laborers in Pusan and Masan staged violent demonstrations on
October 16th, 1979 ultimately triggering conflicts within the ruling dictatorship which in
turn caused the assassination of Park Chong-hee. The ultimate result of his death was
the collapse of the ruling military dictatorship.
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3. Righteous City of Art

In the early 1980s when people embraced the ‘Spring of Democracy,” Kwangju citizens
appealed for political freedom and the remodeling of the undemocratic social system.
They protested in peaceful rallies and demonstrations like citizens of other cities.
However, because of regional discrimination in the national government’s policy-making,
the economical development of Kwangju had been neglected to a greater degree than that
of other areas. The city was still known not only as the “Home of Art” for its love of
literature, arts,and music but also as the "righteous city” for its brave defensive uprisings
in time of danger caused by external invasions. The citizens of Kwangju, who cherished
the patriotic tradition such as Gabo Peasants’ Revolution(1894). the Independence
Movement of the March 1st(1919), and the Kwangju Students’ Independence Movement
(1929), stood up against the coup by the new military powers, headed by Gen. Chun
Doo-hwan, in the May of 1980.

4. Lofty Victory

From May 14th to the 16th, students held a large meeting in front of the Provincial
Capital Building to discuss the present political situation. As a group they decided to
T =+ take a "wait and see” approach to the

new dictatorship’s actions. The
students agreed to meet there again if
anything dramatic or unusual
happened. On May 18th, the
government proclaimed that martial
law would be nationally enforced and
ordered the temporary closing of all
the schools. Three or four hundred
students gathered in front of the
school insisting to enter the
University, but the paratroopers
blockaded the students and other
people in front of the Main Gate to the
Chonnam National University on the
morning of May 18th, 1980. Despite
the peaceful demonstration demanding
the rescinding of the unnecessary
martial law, the paratroopers cruelly
suppressed the gathering by beating
them with clubs and bayonets. These
actions angered the citizens of
Kwangju and escalated the peaceful
demonstration into an increasingly
violent situation. On May 21th, the
army turn it guns on he citizens killing
a lot of innocent young demonstrators.
Angry citizens organized themselves
intoa Citizens Army, arming
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themselves with guns and swords and risking their lives. At last, the Citizens’ Army
succeeded in expelling the army from Kwangju and achieved a short heartfilled victory.
On the dawn of May 27th, the Citizen's army took control of Kwangju. During the next
six days, Kwangju was an ideal democratic republic: with peace, order and warm-
heartedness. The citizens cleared the streets and elected new representatives who
discussed and solved important matters with consensus. Kwangju was a democratic city
where the spirit of communal living was realized.

9. Last Struggle

Refusing to surrender, Kwangju citizens struggled against the military power of the
new ruling dictatorship to the end. The national army marched towards the Chonnam
Provincial Capital Building armed with tanks on the dawn of May 27th. The Citizen's
Army, comprised of some 500 citizens. fought bravely against them to protect their
headquarters. An unknown number of citizens were killed in this last struggle and they
are now buried in Mangwol Cemetery. The democratic ideals that this citizens army
represented throughout the struggle were never defeated even though the
overwhelmingly cruel national military force was ultimately victorious.

6. The City of Anti-Americanism

After the Uprising in May of 1980, Kwangju became the center of the anti-American
movement on the Korean peninsula. This came about because of the widespread believe
that the suppressive army and new dictatorship was possible only under the consent of
the United States, for it was in charge of the strategic command of the Korean army.
President Reagan also became the target of criticism from the Korean people for his
allowing of Gen. Chun Doo-hwan to lead the military coup and then to violently
suppress the May Uprising by force.

Ruthless Paratroopers




The Mangwol Cemetery:
Mecca of Democracy

1. Tombs of 130 Victims

Mangwol Cemetery, which commemorates the sacrifices of the May Kwangju Minjung
Uprising, has the tombs of some 130 victims of the uprising. On May 29th,
paratroopers brought 126 corpses in garbage trucks to a corner of the Kwangju
Municipal Cemetery. The dead were falsely accused as "mobsters”. Aside from the tombs
of the citizen soldiers in the cemetery, there are the tombs of pregnant women, middle
school students, high school students, and nameless tombs for those who had gone
"missing’during and after the uprising. The possibilities of secret burials and cremation
have also been continually questioned but this silent cemetery only knows the cruelty of
the suppressive army.

2. Military Regime’s Attempt to the Graveyard That Failed

since May of 1980, Mangwol Cemetery has been the target of continuous
pressure from the military regime that took power at the expense of citizens of
Kwangiu.

The victims’ families could not
even hold memorial services at the
cemetery and many visitors were
taken away by the police every
time they tired to assemble. New
organizations were also established
(by the authorities) to deter the
association of the families of the
victims and the injured.

In addition, the government
planned to move the graveyard of
the victims to another location in
order to attenuate the spirit of the
May Uprising. In 1983, the
victims” families were forced to, or
coerced by money, to move the
tombs. As a result, 26 tombs were
relocated elsewhere. Despite all
these attempts to close the
cemetery, most of the families of
the victims remained united and
succeeded in protectingthe

graveyard in Mangwol Cemetery. It
An Innocent boy with a picture of his deceaced now attracts lots of visitors from all
father over the world.




3. Mecca of Democratization Movements

In Mangwol Cemetery, there are also 31 additional bodies of those who sacrificed
themselves or were victimized in the democratization movements during the latter half of
the 1980s. Many young men and women were sacrificed in the movement to clarify the
truth of the Kwangju massacre, and others also perished in continuing anti-American or
labor movements. Their families preferred to have them buried there in memory of their
struggle and personal sacrifices. The burial of these victims, of the on going
democratization movement proves that Mangwol Cemetery is an everlasting shrine of
democracy that breathes dynamically with the history.

4. May, It is Not Finished Yet!

The political achievement of the Korean Minjung, or people, through the uprising in
June of 1987 shed a warm light over the Mangwol Cemetery. The National Assembly
opened a series of public hearings to clarify the truth of the Kwangju massacre. The
sanctification of Mangwol Cemetery is under way, following the establishment of the
civilian govermment in 1992. Several civilian organizations have also initiated a
movement to pile stones around the graveyard in Mangwol Cemetery to honor the buried
and to forever enshrine the spirit of the May Uprising.

However, only a part of the commemorative project has been achieved. The truth of the
uprising and the punishment of persons in charge of the massacre, which are the core
parts of the project, show no progress even under the civilian, or non-military,
govermment.

Mangwol Cemetery covered with snow




