
HIS 395 – International Relations since 1870  
 
Topic for Winter 2018: War and Diplomacy in Korea, 1876-2018  
   
Fridays 2:30-5:30, Nicolls 116 
 
Instructor:  Dr. David Webster 
Office: Morris 9  
Hours: Wednesday & Friday 1-2 pm or by appointment 
E-mail: dwebster@ubishops.ca 
Office Telephone: 819.842.9600 x 2384 
 
Course Description  
International relations since the late 19th century have featured repeated 
conflicts alongside attempts to resolve conflict through diplomacy. A recurring 
arena for both war and diplomacy has been the Korean peninsula, a “shrimp 
among whales” often shaken by international struggles between larger powers 
surrounding it. Through a close examination of crucial flashpoints from the 
late 19th century to today, we will examine conflict and peacemaking in Korea 
by global powers and weaker actors to shed light on broad themes of war and 
diplomacy globally.  
 
Required Readings 

• Bruce Cummings, Korea’s Place in the Sun: A Modern History 
• Steven Hugh Lee, The Korean War (seminar studies in history) 
• Jennifer Jung-Kim & John Duncan, Korea at the Crossroads of 

Civilizations: Confucianism, Westernization, and the 1894 Kabo Reforms 
(provided as a photocopy) 

• Additional articles and source documents, to be made available via 
moodle or during class. 

 
Course Requirements and Evaluation  
Kabo reforms game: 30% 
Teach-in: 10% 
Research paper: 30% 
Participation: 30% 
 
The Kabo reforms game requires you to play a character attending a 
conference in 1894 to discuss possible changes to Korea’s government and 
international relations at that time. You will write two short memorials 
(recommendations to the King on potential reforms) and take part in debate in-
character. For more details, see the game book and assignment sheet to be 
distributed. Your mark is broken down as 10% each for the two memorials, due 
by Jan. 31 and Feb. 7 respectively, and 10% for your non-written work in this 
simulation.  



 
This course aims to be not simply about one-way transmission of information, 
but to involve all students as researchers who will share results with a wider 
audience. Therefore, your major project for this course is a research paper of 
about 15 pages, double-spaced, chosen from the list of guiding discussion 
questions attached to each week’s readings (one question per student). You 
should address the general question with reference to the specific historical 
moment examined.  

• Each student should meet with me individually once a month (at least 
once in January, at least once in February and at least once in March), 
during office hours or at another mutually arranged time, to discuss your 
progress on this project.  

• You should have a preliminary version of your research paper ready by 
Easter (the end of March) and be prepared to present (orally or visually) 
in at a teach-in for the university community during the week of April 2 
that will aim to place the current standoff in Korea in its historical 
context.  

• This is a collaborative project: we are working together to research, 
produce and share knowledge about the history of war and peacemaking 
in the Korean peninsula for an audience of other Bishop’s students.  

• After the teach-in, you will have the chance to further polish your work 
prior to writing it up as a final research paper. I encourage you to meet 
with me individually to maximize feedback.  

• The final research paper is due by April 20. It should address the 
research question; make an argument, including a thesis statement; and 
support that argument with evidence drawn from both primary and 
secondary sources. Successful essays will be shared via a project web 
site in order to better inform local debate on this topic. In sum, we are 
working together on a joint project, with each of us researching a section 
of the project.  

 
Participation: As a seminar, this course is driven by student discussion. You 
are expected to come to class having read and understood the assigned 
readings, and be able to discuss them in class. Everyone should come prepared 
to speak to the discussion questions and with at least one thing that you found 
interesting about the reading, or one thing you wish to raise in discussion.  
 
You must attend at least 50% of classes, and complete all assignments, in 
order to complete the course with a passing grade.  
 
Instructor communications 
Questions are welcome before, after and during class. Apart from office hours, I 
am happy to arrange to meet with you at other times. You are also welcome to 
send e-mails or contact me via the course web site. Questions will be 
responded to promptly, either with an answer or a time when I will be able to 



answer. If you have not heard back within 48 hours, please re-send or contact 
me by other means, in case the message has gone astray.  
 
Academic integrity 
Plagiarism (a form of academic dishonesty in which one person submits or 
presents the work of another person as their own), self-plagiarism (submitting 
the same work in different courses) and cheating (dishonest behaviour, usually 
in tests or examinations) are not acceptable. For details, see the university 
calendar section on plagiarism, available online at 
http://www.ubishops.ca/wp-content/uploads/05-University-Regulations-
2017.pdf  
 
Submission of written work 
All written should be submitted using the course moodle page. Deadlines are 
firm and, out of fairness to other students, will not normally be extended. Late 
work will be penalized at 5% off per weekday. In other words, an essay worth 
76% will be marked down to 71% if one day late, 66% if two days late, and so 
on. It is especially important that your work in the Kabo reforms game is 
submitted in a timely fashion since others depend on your participation to 
succeed in their own work.  
 
Territorial acknowledgement 
Bishop’s University stands on the unceded traditional territory of the Abenaki 
people. 
 
 
Class schedule and readings (topics subject to change) 
As noted above, you should come to class prepared to discuss the assigned 
readings, with at least one point you wish to raise.  
 
Jan. 12 | War and diplomacy: the Korean peninsula as global flashpoint 

• Introduction to course themes and logistics 
• Discussion of “Staring into the Abyss” – preliminary thoughts on the 

current US-North Korean nuclear standoff 
• Film: The Map Against the World (2016, 129 minutes, Korean with 

English subtitles) 
 
Jan. 19 | The “hermit kingdom”: Isolationism & the Confucian belief system in 
Korea, up to the late 19th century 

• Reading: Korea at the Crossroads (entire game book); Chu-Yun Hsu, 
“Applying Confucian ethics to international relations” (moodle reading) 

• Discussion of Hsu, “Applying Confucian ethics.” Guiding question: are 
Confucian and Western-derived conceptions of international relations 
compatible?   

• Kabo reforms game organizing session 

http://www.ubishops.ca/wp-content/uploads/05-University-Regulations-2017.pdf
http://www.ubishops.ca/wp-content/uploads/05-University-Regulations-2017.pdf


 
Jan. 26 | Gunboats & missionaries: the world system swallows Korea 

• Reading: Korea’s Place in the Sun, chapter 2; Keylor & Bannister, 
“International Relations at the Beginning of the Twentieth Century” 
(moodle reading) 

• Speed-dating with documents: primary sources in international history 
• Discussion of assigned readings. Guiding questions: (a) for small states, 

how do ideas of national sovereignty and international pressures 
interact? (b) is it useful to try to draw parallels between outside efforts to 
“open” Korea in the late 19th century and efforts to “open” North Korea 
today? 

• Kabo reforms game huddles 1 
 
Feb. 2 | Japan’s Chosen Colony: Korea in a world of empires 

• Reading: Korea’s Place in the Sun, chapter 3; Myers & Peattie, “The 
Japanese Colonial Empire” (moodle reading) 

• Discussion of assigned readings. Guiding question: how did imperialism 
shape international relations – and how different was Japanese 
colonialism from European models? 

• Kabo reforms game session 1: international relations 
 
Feb. 9 | “Restore our freedom!”: the Korean nationalist movement as 
international actor 

• Reading: Erez Manela, The Wilsonian Moment: Self-Determination and the 
International origins of Anticolonial Nationalism, introduction & chapters 
6 (“Seizing the Moment in Seoul”) & 10 (“A World Safe for Empire?”) (e-
book via library) 

• Discussion of assigned reading. Guiding question: how do ideas of 
nationalism and internationalism interact across borders? 

• Primary source focus: the declaration of Korean independence, 1919 
• Kabo reforms game session 2: government 

 
Feb. 16 | Into the Korean War: Origins of a global conflict 

• Reading: Korea’s Place in the Sun, chapter 5; The Korean War, chapters 1 
& 2 and documents 1-12 

• Discussion of assigned reading. Guiding question: what were the local 
and international causes of the war?  

• Speed-dating with documents: international primary sources on the Cold 
War and the hot war in Korea 

 
Feb. 23 | The Korean War: in the maelstrom 

• Reading: The Korean War, chapters 3-5 and documents 13-33 
• Discussion of assigned reading. Guiding question: was it a Korean War 

or a proxy “War in Korea” between superpowers?  
• Mini-game: whispers from New Delhi to Washington  



Mar. 2 | Ending the Korean War: the Geneva conference, 1954 
• Reading: The Korean War, chapters 6-8 and documents 34 & 35; selected 

Geneva conference documents (moodle) 
• Discussion of assigned reading. Guiding question: what were the key 

challenges in bringing an end to war and seeking a foundation for peace?  
• Mini-game: peacemaking and stalemate in Geneva 

 
Mar. 9 | Reading week, no class 
 
Mar. 16 | Development and demands for democracy: the Republic of Korea, 
1954-2000 

• Reading: Korea’s Place in the Sun, chapters 6 & 7; selected documents 
from the democracy movement for North American audiences (moodle) 

• Discussion of assigned reading. Guiding question: how did economic and 
political developments in South Korea mirror and shape global trends? 

• Mini-game: Responding to the Kwangju massacre 
 
Mar. 23 | Memory and politics in South Korea 

• I will be absent this week at the Association of Asian Studies 
• No assigned readings, to enable you to work on your research paper 
• Film screening: Ode to My Father (2014, 2h 6m, Korean with English 

sub-titles) 
 
Mar. 30 | Good Friday, no class  
 
Date TBA (week after Easter) | Teach-in: Understanding the Korea Crisis  
 
Apr. 6 | A “hermit Kimdom”? The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, 
1954-2000 

• Reading: Korea’s Place in the Sun, chapters 8 & 10; selected documents 
on the 1990s North Korean famine (moodle) 

• Discussion of assigned reading. Guiding questions: (a) can we go beyond 
depictions of “rogue state” and an “axis of evil” in looking at North Korea? 
(b) how and why did North Korea “go nuclear”? 

• Mini-game: Nuclear disarmament talks on the Korean peninsula 
 
Apr. 13 | The new nuclear standoff 

• Reading: selected articles/press reports (moodle) 
• Discussion of assigned readings. Guiding question: what are the 

prospects for a peaceful solution to the Korean standoff?  
• Revisiting our preliminary thoughts on the current US-North Korean 

nuclear standoff 
• Matrix game: A mystery in Pyong’yang 

 
 



Guiding Questions (for use in research essays) 
 

1) are Confucian and Western-derived conceptions of international relations 
compatible? (discussed Jan. 19) 

2) for small states, how do ideas of national sovereignty and international 
pressures interact? (discussed Jan. 126) 

3) is it useful to try to draw parallels between outside efforts to “open” 
Korea in the late 19th century and efforts to “open” North Korea today? 
(discussed Jan. 26) 

4) how did imperialism shape international relations – and how different 
was Japanese colonialism from European models? (discussed Feb. 2) 

5) how do ideas of nationalism and internationalism interact across 
borders? (discussed Feb. 9) 

6) what were the local and international causes of the Korean war? 
(discussed Feb. 16) 

7) was it a Korean War or a proxy “War in Korea” between superpowers? 
(discussed Feb. 23) 

8) what were the key challenges in bringing an end to war and seeking a 
foundation for peace? (discussed March 2) 

9) how did economic and political developments in Korea mirror and shape 
global trends? (discussed March 16) 

10) can we go beyond depictions of “rogue state” and an “axis of evil” in 
looking at North Korea? (discussed April 6) 

11) how and why did North Korea “go nuclear”? (discussed April 6) 
12) what are the prospects for a peaceful solution to the Korean 

standoff? (discussed April 13) 


