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<Abstract>

The Critical Threshold of Civilizational
Thought

- Kim Ki-rim's Perception of Modernity and the
Abstraction of the East

Han, Soo-Yeong"

This paper aims to reexamine, from a new perspective, certain
characteristics of the “civilizational thought” found in Kim Ki-rim's
critical writings and essays of the 1930s and 1940s. By “civilizational
thought,” 1 refers mainly to Kim’s logic and structural understanding
of “modernity,” as well as the trajectory of his thinking on this topic.
Kim Ki-rim was not only a modernist poet and critic, but also an
mntellectual who responded with exceptional sensitivity and intensity
to the signs of civilizational transformation in his time. Even before
discourses on East Asia emerged in Japan following the outbreak of
the Second Sino-Japanese War and began influencing neighboring
countries, Kim was already proposing discourses of civilizational
transition in relation to modernity. The apocalyptic symptoms of
Western modernity’s collapse and the utopian imperative to envision
what might follow were expressed in diverse ways across his critical
and poetic texts.

Previous scholarship has generally focused on whether Kim's

civilizational discourse was aligned with or resistant to Japanese

* Yonsel University
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mperial narratives of the East. This study, however, seeks to
examine the structural characteristics and internal coherence of his
discourse.

One of the most notable features of Kim Ki-rim's civilizational
thought is the way it relies heavily on binary oppositions and abstract
categories. Frequently used terms such as “modernity,” “the West,”
“the East,” “the world,” and “the collapse of modernity” often
functioned more as representational forms or symbolic frameworks
rather than being grounded in specific, concrete meanings. The critical
questions necessary to clarify these concepts were often left unasked.
Strictly speaking, this phenomenon is not unique to Kim; it is a
common trait in many forms of civilizational discourse, as also seen
in Japanese roundtable discussions on “Overcoming Modernity” or
“The Method of World History.”

Another significant characteristic of Kim’s civilizational thought is
its asymmetry: when constructing oppositions between the West and
the East, he tends to reduce the East to a timeless, monolithic
representation, lacking historical specificity, in contrast to the
historically nuanced portrayal of the West. This act of exclusion and
objectification of the East within his own discourse constitutes a
major flaw and loss in the logic of civilizational transition.

The abstraction based on symbolic forms and the asymmetry in
binary oppositions serve as a mirror reflecting the challenges we
must grapple with when attempting to formulate civilizational thought
in response to our own crises and transformations. Reflecting on the
features, possihilities, and limitations of Kim Ki-rim’s civilizational

thinking leads us to revisit the question of what relevance his
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declaration of the “end,” “collapse,” or “settlement” of modernity still
holds for our contemporary moment. It also invites us to reexamine

the continued validity —or temporal efficacy —of his thought today.

Key Words: Kim Ki—rim, modernity, the West, the East, the collapse

of modernity, representation
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