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Notes on Transliteration 

I follow the McCune–Reischauer system of transliteration for most Korean personal and place names throughout this book. However, in cases where non-standard transliterations are widely used (for example, Syngman Rhee), I use the more common form followed by the McCune–Reischauer transliteration in parenthesis at the first appearance of the name or place.

In the text, most Korean names (with some exceptions, for example, Syngman Rhee) are listed with the family names first, followed by the given name. For authors of works cited in the notes, I have listed the family names first unless the author reverses the order in the transliterated version of their name. Also, I have taken the liberty of inserting hyphens between the two first-name syllables for all Korean names in the text for consistency and clarity (even though I do not use a hyphen for my own given name).
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Introduction | Bipolar Orders

Korea.

For those who watch television news or glance through newspaper headlines on a regular basis, the word might invoke two starkly contrasting images. Satellite photographs of nighttime on the Korean peninsula show the Southern half below the 38th parallel densely packed with glittering lights, while the Northern half sits above, not a single light marring its darkness. This chiaroscuro is an apparent embodiment of Richard Rorty’s observation that “the thesis will escape our notice … unless it catches the reflection, the pale fire, of the … antithesis.”1

One Korea is incandescent with economic success, with names like Samsung, LG, and Hyundai having wended their way into the global consumer lexicon through their consumer electronics and automobiles. The population has seemingly been transformed overnight from the impoverished farmers who occasionally meandered into the backdrop for American doctors on the TV show MASH into successful businessmen garbed in fashionable suits, competing for dominance in the global market for semiconductors, mobile phones, steel, and behemoth tankers. The capital city of Seoul is bathed in neon and traffic, constantly abuzz with dreams wrought of capitalism and consumerism. South Korea (officially known as the Republic of Korea) appears to be a develop-mentalist dream brought to life, a capitalist success story polished to a poster-like sheen.

The other Korea is the “evil” doppelganger, an anachronism in the post-Perestroika world, often pejoratively described as a “rogue state” or the “Hermit Kingdom.” Sharing essentially the same language, cuisine, and pre-1945 history as its capitalist sibling to the south, for all appearances it clings with desperate zeal to anachronistic, even alien doctrines and practices. At night, the boulevards of Pyongyang – its showcase capital – are empty  and pitch black, as streetlights are often unlit because of energy shortages. Branded one of the three states comprising an “axis of evil” (along with Iraq and Iran) by US presidential pronouncement in 2002, North Korea (officially known as the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea) remains a bête noire de jour, constant fodder for headline tickers and journalistic sensationalism around the world.

In between the polar opposite worlds, a four-kilometer-wide strip of sylvan land called the Demilitarized Zone (hereafter DMZ) winds along for some 250 kilometers, dividing the two Koreas roughly at the 38th parallel. Technically, the DMZ extends two kilometers on each side from the Military Demarcation Line (hereafter MDL) that marks the front line when the truce agreement was signed to end the Korean War in July 1953. High barbed wire, thick concrete barricades with grated metal gates, military vehicles, and uniformed soldiers bristle on either side of the DMZ. 

Within the DMZ, hills looming above the valleys are dotted with guard posts, watchtowers, and bunkers. On some hilltops, the watchtowers on the far side of the MDL are close enough to spot with the naked eye. The muffled sound of an explosion occasionally drifts up to a watchtower from the valley below – the sound of an animal triggering one of the 1.2 million landmines planted within the DMZ. Surveys have confirmed that 146 species of rare animals and plants are the primary residents of the land, with two very small human villages on the southern and northern sides.2 Small teams of troops that patrol either side of the DMZ within the fenced-off area are regular but temporary intruders onto the scene. The patrol teams are technically not allowed to cross the MDL, although there have been numerous violations over the years. The tension is palpable: newswires have been laden for decades now with dramatic descriptions of the DMZ, probably the most oft-cited quote being by US president Bill Clinton, who during a 2003 visit stated that the DMZ was “the scariest place on Earth.”

Near the west coast of the DMZ lies a roughly circular area of land about 800 meters in diameter called the Joint Security Area (hereafter JSA), often referred to as “Panmunjom.” Two three-floor concrete buildings mirror each other across an unfenced portion of the MDL, with soldiers from each side standing like menacing  mannequins within close physical proximity, with only a 40-centimeter-wide piece of concrete marking the MDL separating them. In between the two concrete buildings, several smaller huts, powder blue on both the outside and the inside walls, straddle the MDL precisely half on one side, half on the other. These huts have served as meeting rooms for negotiations between the two sides, as temporary reunion spaces for families separated by the division, and as exchange points for prisoners. Fatal clashes have occurred here as well, such as the horrific so-called Axe Murders – an incident in 1976 where North Korean soldiers killed two US soldiers (one with axes) during a clash in the forests within the JSA – and a 1984 shoot-out during a Soviet defector’s rush over the MDL that resulted in four deaths. Before the Axe Murders, soldiers had been allowed to cross the MDL under limited terms but this practice was ceased. After the 1984 incident, the North Koreans began posting guards that faced back or at least sideways towards their own side to prevent future dashes into the South.

As a site that distils international tensions into one riveting scene, the JSA is a popular destination for an estimated 100,000 or more tourists per year. It also remains a frequently invoked visual symbol of the polarities that divide the peninsula, especially after some incident or other triggers a media competition to portray North Korea as the oddest and the most menacing country in the world.

The Significance of the Two Koreas in Contemporary Global History 

Even in the age of globalization, in which global information networks and free trade agreements abound, literal and figurative walls and boundaries exist between all nation-states. Nonetheless, the binary on the Korean peninsula is galvanizing for its appearance of being caught in a time warp in the post-Berlin Wall world – “the Cold War’s last divide,” according to Bill Clinton in his 1997 State of the Union address. The collapse of the Soviet bloc did have an undeniably major impact on both North and South Korea. This diptych of accelerated capitalism and intransigent communism packed onto a small peninsula seems inherently compelling, possibly triggering associations with Robert Louis Stevenson’s Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, or perhaps the Chimera, the  monster that pads around Greek mythology endowed with, in most accounts, the head of a lion, the body of a goat, and the tail of a serpent, a hybrid creature composed of oddly juxtaposed parts. The vividness of the literary associations notwithstanding, there are several more intellectually compelling reasons why the post-1989 histories of the two Koreas are important within the context of the global history of the present.

Against the ‘end of history’

First, there is a very prevalent view of world history that sees 1989 as a watershed between outdated communism and a universal capitalism. While many countries challenge this teleology, few do so more starkly than the two Koreas. Given the contrasting political systems, the polar opposite economic situations, and the ostensibly ossified lines of engagement, the standard narrative of post-1989 millennial capitalism inexorably sweeping away the crumbling remnants of the old communist order does not seem to apply. If we take the collapse of the Berlin Wall as the dawn of a new era of capitalist globalization and liberal democratization, the logical expectation would be that North Korea, one of the smaller socialist states, would have evaporated from the unbearable lightness of its own irrelevance. The distant rumble of seismic changes in Eastern Europe in 1989 reached Pyongyang with clarity and force: ultimately, however, the disintegration of the former Soviet bloc only strengthened North Korea’s resolve to stay the course.

Nevertheless, 1989 is not necessarily the year that stands out to most observers as the most prominent in the history of the two Koreas. In South Korea, the pros and cons of the “1987 system” or the long-term effects of the “1997 IMF Crisis” occupy academic attention; for North Korea, the dynastic succession of 1994 and the nuclear test of 2006 tend to attract as much analysis as the economic impact of the post-1989 changes in North Korea’s relations with Russia and China. 1989 matters, but it is hardly the watershed we might have expected on this alleged front line of the Cold War.

Accelerated change

The second reason why the contemporary history of the two Koreas is significant is the pace of change, especially in the South.  The population has been aging, fertility dropping, divorce rates rising, and the population profile becoming more multicultural at an accelerated pace in South Korea. These demographic transformations have combined with epochal experiences such as the Korean War or the 1987 democracy movement that branded each cohort to exacerbate chasms in values and attitudes between various generational groups. Generational gaps exist in all societies, of course, and many of the intergenerational differences have been occasionally exaggerated in South Korea in an attempt to reduce the complex factors behind socio-political changes to a single cause. Nevertheless, the South Korean case is particularly salient in that the gaps and the changes have been greatly augmented by the speed and intensity of historical change.

As China, Russia, and other transitional economies navigate their way from socialism to more liberalized market economies, they have been experiencing similar, possibly even more pronounced, generational gaps and demographic problems. Thus, while the details will undoubtedly vary, the basic trajectories and social fissures that have arisen in South Korea may serve as usefully proximate templates for challenges awaiting other nation-states. Rather than view South Korea simply as a model of authoritarian development followed by democratization, one of the “third waves” of democracy, it is as interesting to frame South Korea as an experiment in “turbo-capitalism” – accelerated capitalist change with the button stuck on Fast Forward.3

Changes in North Korea have also been significant since 1989. The overall system has remained, but the ending of subsidies from the Soviet Union, large-scale famines, and economic malaise have forced experiments with profit incentives, markets, and new allocations of political power. If the South Korean government has been scurrying to keep up with accelerated social changes, the North Korean government has been facing the challenge of managing change while retaining political control and at the same time drastically reducing its obligations to its citizens.

Extreme polarization 

The third reason why the Koreas matter to contemporary history is the extreme polarization that becomes evident when the recent shifts in the two Koreas are juxtaposed. Long-term domestic  processes have been just as important as global trends in fueling this process of accelerating divergence. In South Korea, for example, the transition from decades of authoritarian dictatorships to a sustainable democracy began in 1987. The South Korean economy, despite several fluctuations in fortune, was ranked tenth in the world as of 2005 in terms of annual gross domestic product (GDP), the value of all final goods and services produced within a country in a given year.4 The financial crisis of 1997 marked the beginning of the so-called IMF Period, but the last payment of South Korea’s loan to the International Monetary Fund (IMF) was completed in the summer of 2001, nearly three years ahead of schedule. Since the late 1990s, South Korean films and television melodramas have been ubiquitous in many parts of Asia, while labyrinthine shopping malls and global brand names dot the streets of the ritzy neighborhoods in the capital, Seoul. South Korea has become first or second in the world for broadband penetration rates, and plastic surgery has become a widespread practice among young and old, male and female. In fact, the current president, Roh Moo-Hyun (No Mu-Hyôn), apparently concerned with his modest mien, underwent a surgical procedure that is the most popular in South Korea, the creation of a double eyelid fold (often called the Asian blepharoplasty), after becoming president. 

In contrast, during the same period, in 1994 to be precise, North Korea’s political system witnessed the first dynastic succession in a communist state after the death of Kim Il-Sung (Kim Il-S[image: sa1]ng), who had ruled North Korea since its formation in 1948. Contrary to predictions by some outside observers of an imminent collapse, Kim Il-Sung’s eldest son, Kim Jong-Il (Kim Ch[image: sa1][image: sa1]ng-Il), who had been publicly introduced as the successor in 1980, inherited the reins of power, still garbed in his familiar custom-tailored grey work suit. Most signs indicate that despite the presence of various factions within the ruling elite, and the occasional wishful reporting by foreign presses, Kim Jong-Il still maintains a firm grip on power.

In foreign policy, since the spate of normalization agreements with several intermediary powers such as Italy, Canada, the Philippines, and the United Kingdom, and the realization of the historic Pyongyang summit meeting between Kim Jong-Il and South Korean president Kim Dae-Jung (Kim Tae-Chung) in 2000,  North Korea has become increasingly isolated from the rest of the world, especially after becoming the first country to withdraw from the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty in early 2003 and after its nuclear weapons test in fall 2006. The economy experienced a steady decline from the early 1980s, and massive floods and famine in the early and mid-1990s exacerbated the downward trajectory. While the worst of the famines seem to be over, natural disasters still wreak havoc on the food supply, especially in the more remote provinces in the northeast. The general populace has extremely limited access to the outside world, with restrictions on travel and the use of cell phones, and no access to the Worldwide Web for the average citizen. Consequently, the polarization of the two Koreas spills over various areas and shows very few signs of change in trajectory.

Decussation effects 

Fourth, what makes the contemporary history of the Korean peninsula even more compelling is that rather than the above polarizations bringing South Koreans closer to the US, these changes have been accompanied in South Korea by an apparent growth in anti-Americanism and in pro-North Korea sentiments. Standard variations of modernization theory would predict linear correlations between economic development, democracy, improved relations with the US, and harder stances against socialist countries. In South Korea, however, development and democracy have not necessarily resulted in increasing compliance or agreement with US politics or policies. Expectations of divergences notwithstanding, development, democratization, and consumerism appear to have improved South Korea’s relations with North Korea. Opinions within South Korea towards the North are extremely polarized, with older generations and more conservative political parties in favor of a more hard-line policy towards their northern neighbor. Nevertheless, government policies have remained consistently conciliatory since Kim Dae-Jung introduced the Sunshine Policy in 1997.

Perhaps the most widely reported instance of anti-American sentiment in South Korea occurred when demonstrators gathered to protest in the winter of 2002 after a US military court found two American soldiers not guilty of negligent homicide in a case  involving a military vehicle that crushed two fourteen-year-old South Korean girls to death. The incident, the verdict, and the demonstrations all highlighted the growing opposition to the presence of some 37,000 US troops stationed in South Korea. Various polls taken since 2000 have subsequently confirmed that there has been an increase in negative sentiments towards the US and its president, George W. Bush, especially among South Koreans under fifty.

As is the case in most industrialized countries, South Korea is frequently probed via public opinion polls, and these often portray a morass of contradictory and fleeting sentiments. Even with this caveat, it might come as a surprise to many readers to learn that a January 2004 poll indicated that 40% of South Koreans viewed the US as the primary security threat as compared with 32% who identified North Korea.5 An April 2005 survey conducted by a different company indicated that 30% saw the US as the primary threat to South Korean security, followed by Japan at 29%, and North Korea at 18%.6

These developments appear to be counterintuitive. After all, North Korea and South Korea fought a prolonged, vicious, and traumatizing war from 1950 to 1953 that left an estimated 2.5 million North and South Koreans dead, and the economy of both sides in utter ruins. In fact, the two countries remain technically at war, since the Armistice Agreement of 1953 that brought an end to the war was a ceasefire agreement, a truce rather than a peace treaty.7

Aside from its intensity, the war also brought in Chinese troops and Soviet advisors and equipment to the North, and a United Nations force, composed largely of US troops but also of soldiers from fifteen other member nations, to support the South. 

This contradictory phenomenon of apparently improved relations despite polarization and the convergence of South Korea with the US is reminiscent of the “X-pattern” or crossover pattern of nerves in the human body, what is called “decussation. ” This crossover effect explains the triggering of a reaction in, say, the right foot when a nerve on the left hand is stimulated. As applied to changes on the Korean peninsula, the polarization of the Koreas and the South’s convergence with the US are resulting in more criticisms of the US and more pro-North Korean sentiments in South Korea, what I call a “decussation effect.” This book will  examine whether this “decussation effect” is an optical illusion, a temporary aberration, or an indication of incremental progress toward reunification.

Bipolar order 

Fifth, the contemporary histories of the two Koreas are important in that they encourage the questioning of what constitutes the “natural” boundaries of the nation-state, territorial and demographic. Many countries seek a return to a previous territorial configuration through reunification or irredentism. However, boundaries have been redrawn throughout history and need to be constantly maintained via border checks, armies, international law, and rhetoric. The historical contingencies driving the formation of nation-states and the clarification of national boundaries should provoke us to question how far back in history territorial claims should or can go, and what constitutes a legitimate boundary. Why is it that some nation-states must be “reunified,” and others must be “liberated”? In December 2006, Roh Moo-Hyun, after posing the question of why unification was necessary, answered his own question by invoking the need to “ensure peace,” and asserted that “those who share the same blood, language and culture should get together and live as one.”8

If it is the destiny of peoples sharing a common history, language, and genetic pool to “live as one,” why is it that there seems to be no public outcry calling for the restoration of the union of Finland with Sweden, which ruled Finland for nearly seven hundred years (1150–1809)? Where are the academic works generating “reunification” scenarios for Norwegian “reunification” with Denmark, since that union lasted for nearly three hundred years (1536–1814)? Why shouldn’t India and Pakistan be “reunified,” the UK, Canada, the US, New Zealand, and Australia be reconstituted into a new Commonwealth, or Hawai’i granted independence from the US?

Of course there are various differences and similarities in the various historical situations and geographic settings. But the variations should not deflect our attention from the fact that some unifications or irredentist aspirations are simply assumed to be normal or natural, while others simply trigger puzzlement. For example, some scholars assert that Korea did not undergo a  process of decolonization, or experience complete state formation, because it was liberated not through a war of independence but via external intervention during World War Two. However, such statements merely reinforce the notion that the two Koreas somehow suffer from incomplete state formation without stopping to ask whether any process of liberation or decolonization is “natural.” In fact, most decolonization processes in modern history have been achieved through external intervention and compromise. Any reasonably observant person who has seen the Canadian currency, adorned as it is with pictures of British royalty, or official Canadian government ceremonies dripping with colonial implications, might conclude that Canada suffers from a far more incomplete state formation than do the two Koreas. Yet there are no major scholarly subfields or political movements dedicated to making Canada a republic or abolishing such posts as the Governor General of Canada, the official representative of the monarch in the country.9

Although the Quebec sovereignty issue and relations with the US understandably dominate public debate, the fact that the only formal republican organization in Canada, Citizens for a Canadian Republic, was not founded until 2002 should still cause some reflection about why some questions are seen as somehow self-evident, and others are not.10

The intention is not to mount a case against the “unification” of the Korean peninsula, but to question whether it is a necessary or inevitable process. Nor is it possible to overlook the incalculable personal tragedies that were created by the division of Korea. Anyone who has seen the tears of anguished joy flow when family members have been reunited for the first time in fifty years during one of the brief reunions negotiated by the two governments cannot help but feel that the contemporary history of the two Koreas has generated more human costs than any geopolitical calculations can ever hope to capture. While the actual number of first-generation family members currently affected by the division is hardly the “ten million” bandied about in many journalistic reports or used metaphorically in Korea, it is likely that there are around 750,000 people with immediate families that they cannot visit due to political conditions.11

The future of inter-Korean relations may involve close inter- actions, but as separate nation-states – as has been the case since 1948. The problem, it could be argued, is not the division itself, but the ways in which human mobility between the two countries is restricted. Willingness to question the boundaries that are being normalized requires challenging the preconceived notion that South Korea and North Korea somehow suffer from incomplete state formation or unnatural division.

In spite of the innumerable personal tragedies lodged between the lines of history textbooks, the recent history of the Korean peninsula has not just been a “history of the divided period,”12 a figurative “bipolar disorder.” Rather, it has been the development of two divergent systems and, within the single racial category of “Korean” over a long-term span, what might be termed a “bipolar order.” In other words, a system that has been maintained, for better or for worse, over a sixty-year period should not be dismissed as a mere temporary aberration. In fact, the governments of both North and South Korea have recognized in de facto terms the existence of a “bipolar order” since the early 1970s. When South Korea explicitly announced in the early 1970s that the first goal would be to develop, then unify, the mathematical formula for the most expedient and low-cost method of maintaining stability came to the fore: 1 race = 2 systems. As Roh Moo-Hyun noted in a speech in May 2006, “The South Korean people do not want a collapse of the North Korean regime.”13

It is also important to clarify that the bipolar order involves 1 race but 2 ethnicities. Definitions of the concept/term/category of “ethnicity” are often disputed. While “ethnicity” and “race” overlap, they are not synonymous. Ethnicity is generally viewed as a more general category that includes notions of race, cultural identity, and ancestry: in this sense of the term, North Koreans and South Koreans clearly can be seen to have distinct ethnic identities as they have each developed distinctive values and identities despite notions of common ancestry or racial identity.14

The very process of polarization, of developments propelling the two countries in opposite directions, is helping to maintain the current formula of 1 race (2 ethnicities) = 2 systems, rather than promoting a 1 race = 1 system outcome. The relative gap in economic performance allows South Korea to feel comfortable in its relations with North Korea, while nowadays democratization  differentiates South Korea from North Korea far more than when military dictatorships were in place practicing the same kind of oppression on its citizens as did the government of the North. For North Korea as well, the policy priorities seem clear: stabilize North–South relations, implement economic reforms, normalize relations with potential sources of capital such as the US and Japan, and maintain nuclear capacity. Unification, at least as encapsulated in the 1 race = 1 system formula, is not actually high on the list of priorities for either government.

Objectives 

The above discussion triggers a cascade of questions. How did the peninsula become divided in the first place? How did South Korea become democratic? What explains the long-term economic decline and political isolation of North Korea? Is North Korea a threat, and, if so, for whom? Why is the South Korean government “soft” towards North Korea, as is claimed by both domestic and foreign critics? Why has there been a counterintuitive improvement in relations between North and South? What roles, if any, do foreign powers such as the US and Japan have in inter-Korean relations? This book is a thematic analysis of the intertwined fates of North and South Korea that attempts to answer these and other questions. 

Objectives of the book and the series 

As part of a series on the “global history of the present,” the analysis in this book is focused on the “present,” defined as the post-1989 years. It takes as its starting point the critical examination of the post-1989 narrative that has the United States proclaiming victory in the Cold War, some commentators hailing liberal democracy as the terminus of historical evolution, and others announcing the dawn of a new age of globalization in which states atrophy, information is borderless, and markets rule.15

This requires analyzing pre-1989 causes of divergences and convergences with this narrative; examining the extent that post-1989 developments on the Korean peninsula adhere to the global narrative; and explaining the import of post-1989 trajectories.

Due to the series format and space restrictions, this book is not intended to be a detailed treatment of all the major issues and themes lacing the modern and contemporary histories of both  Koreas.16

For example, issues such as religion, education, environment, gender, and literature, are either not discussed at all or not covered in great detail. Other books and articles in English on Korea provide monographic treatments of specific subjects: some of these are listed in the suggestions for further reading section at the end of the book.

Moreover, if we look at the sum of scholarly work on modern and contemporary histories of South and North Korea in Korean and Japanese, it should not come as a surprise that a thematic history like this one does not provide exhaustive details on all possible subjects. Not surprisingly, there are far more academic works on modern and contemporary Korean history written in Korean than in English. In addition, far more books and articles are published in Japanese than in English on modern and contemporary Korean history. The geographical proximity, the grammatical similarities between the two languages (although the sounds and intonations are quite different), and the complex imbrications in the histories of Japan and Korea, all combine to produce more popular culture flows, more cultural exchanges, and higher levels of interest in modern Korean history in Japan than in English-speaking countries. There are often differences in the types of questions and issues individual scholars are interested in, and in the base knowledge of most readers in South Korea and Japan. But even with this qualifier, it would be safe to say that analyses that overlook scholarship in Korean and Japanese cannot avoid empirical limitations – simply put, not all relevant or important information is available in English.

However, claims to “speak for Koreans” or represent a “Korean view” that occasionally garnish some English-language works are spurious at best. Unlike several works on South Korea and North Korea published in English, this book incorporates information and interpretations from a variety of works and sources in English, Korean, Japanese, and Chinese; it should not be seen as embodying a singular “Korean voice,” or even “a third-party neutral” position. It is obvious yet necessary to point out that not all South Koreans have the same views on historical issues. In fact, many of the debates among scholars in South Korea on modern historical issues – especially anything related to the colonial period, assessment of the contributions of past presidents, the significance of  democratic moments and movements, recent North Korean politics, and unification policies – eclipse anything comparable published in English for their intensity, depth, ferocity, and acrimony.

To condense a wealth of material and views into a relative short space may invite criticism, but despite the cumulative scholarship on the histories of South and North Korea, the regularity with which North Korea appears in international news headlines, and the extent to which South Korean products infuse everyday life in the West, public knowledge about the two Koreas beyond simple stereotypes can sometimes be surprisingly limited. The language barrier and limited access to sources of reliable information – especially on North Korea – have created a market that can at times be cluttered by works based on thin empirical research and buttressed by thick ideological conviction. Amidst the rush to repackage the remnants of the Cold War as a front line for the “war on terror,” it is increasingly important to cast aside preconceptions generated by repetitive and simplistic coverage, and to look beneath the surface caricatures into the more complex depths of the histories of the two Koreas.

Organization 

The organization of the book is as follows. The first four chapters outline the polarization processes. Chapters 1 and 2 focus on South Korea. The first chapter analyzes the democratization process, and the second, the wide spectrum of socio-economic changes. The next two chapters assess history in North Korea. Chapter 3 looks at the political history of North Korea, while Chapter 4 examines the socio-economic issues.

Chapter 5 turns to the decussation effects – the apparent improvement of relations between South and North. It examines the impact of popular representations in both countries, the decline of anti-communist education in the South, and the significance of the generational gap in the South on inter-Korean relations. The Conclusion briefly reflects on some aspects of the relations between the histories of the two Koreas and the present.

Background History 

How did a previously unified peninsula become separated into two nation-states in the first place?17

For most of its recorded  history, despite repeated invasions by foreign powers, the Korean peninsula has generally been under unified rule, its inhabitants using the same language and sharing many, if not all, of their customs. The use of the term “reunification” in English (just “unification” – t’ongil – in Korean) thus refers to the long history of the peninsula as a single, unified state, and implies that the North–South division since 1945 is a relatively brief interregnum in its overall history.

Premodern history 

The Korean peninsula is roughly the size of the UK in land area.18 It protrudes southwards from the northeast edge of the Asian continent, with two large rivers – the Yalu and the Tumen – providing a natural boundary to the north with China and Russia. Archaeological evidence suggests Paleolithic humans lived on the peninsula from some 400,000 to 500,000 years ago, but the probable ethnic ancestors of contemporary Koreans, Neolithic people, did not arrive until sometime between 5,000 and 6,000 BC. Walled towns evolved into confederated kingdoms, the most powerful of which were Old Chos[image: sa1]n, which emerged as a unified entity around 500 BC, and Kogury[image: sa1], established in 37 BC.

The period of the Three Kingdoms began around 350 to 400 AD. Kogury[image: sa1] , which controlled the north, Paekche, the southwest, and Silla, the southeast, constantly jockeyed for power. Following a series of wars, Silla defeated the other two kingdoms with the assistance of the Chinese T’ang dynasty in 668 AD, so that for the first time the peninsula was unified under one authoritarian monarchy. By 676, Unified Silla drove out the T’ang armies, which had been ordered to remain in an attempt to occupy the entire peninsula. Unified Silla lasted until 900, when two groups of rebels easily toppled a political and economic system that had become desiccated. One of the rebel groups eventually emerged as the new unifier, and founded the Kory[image: sa1] dynasty, which lasted from 924 to 1392. Despite suffering defeat at the hands of the Mongols in the 1200s, the dynasty maintained control of much of the peninsula as a tributary state.

As a result of a successful coup led by a Kory[image: sa1] general, the Chos[image: sa1]n dynasty was established in 1392, and governed the Korean peninsula until its colonization by Japan in 1910. During  the same six hundred-year span, four dynasties rose and dispersed in Japan: the Muromachi (1338–1573), Momoyama (1568–1600), Tokugawa (1642–1848), and Meiji (1868–1912). In China, the Han Chinese Ming (1368–1644) and the Manchu Qing (1644–1911) dynasties acted as suzerains to Korea. Considering that the Chos[image: sa1]n dynasty faced numerous rebellions from within, was devastated by invasions by the Japanese in the 1590s, was defeated by the Manchus in the 1620s and 1630s, was forced to open its ports from the 1870s on by Japan and Western powers under unequal treaties, and had two wars waged by outside powers in its territory (the Sino-Japanese War of 1894–95, and the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–05), it is remarkable that the dynasty outlasted its dynastic contemporaries in East Asia, and ruled over a unified country for six hundred years.

Colonial period 

Through the late-nineteenth century, the Chos[image: sa1]n state’s reformers initiated several modernization projects, but before these could produce significant results, Japan forced Korea into Protectorate status in 1905 after its victory over Russia in the Russo-Japanese War. Korean armed guerrilla resistance broke out against Japanese control, reaching a peak in 1907 and 1908, while elites initiated various self-strengthening movements to stave off colonization. Despite the Korean resistance, Japan, armed with international support and wielding greater military power, officially colonized Korea in 1910; it ruled over Korea until its defeat in World War Two on August 15, 1945.

The thirty-five years of colonial rule created the foundations for the division of the peninsula in 1945. To simplify, the Japanese Government General developed the northern half for heavy industry and mining, while promoting light industries and agriculture in the south. The development of the economy created new socio-economic classes based on capitalism, enriching some, impoverishing others, and creating a new group of industrial laborers.19

Colonial-era Seoul began to emerge in the late 1920s as the center of capitalist production and consumption.20

Furthermore, the colonial state’s strategy of divide-and-rule magnified the political and ideological divisions between Koreans that started to emerge in the 1920s.21

By 1945, the chasm between leftist independence movements, many tied to the Korean Communist Party, and liberal capitalist Koreans, often more compromising and conservative, bifurcated Korean intellectual and political elites.22

Liberation and division 

Liberation did not bring unification. Several factors converged to create a division at the 38th parallel that mirrored the political divisions that rived Korea. First, the aforementioned preconditions served as fertile grounds for ideological polarization to accelerate in the aftermath of even a temporary administrative division. The second factor was the dynamics of the latent Cold War, which fostered planning by both the US and the Soviet Union that to varying extents ignored sentiments on the ground. The third reason that Korea did not emerge as one independent nation was the collapse of domestic attempts to unify the political spectrum, which provided additional momentum to the long-term division. 

In November 1943, the US, Britain, and China noted in the Cairo Declaration that Korea should become independent in “due course.” Many Koreans interpreted this to mean independence upon liberation, while others noted the qualifying clause “due course” with great concern. US president Franklin Roosevelt proposed at the February 1945 Yalta conference between the US, Britain, and the Soviet Union that Korea be put under a trusteeship composed of one representative each from the Soviet Union, the US, and China. The trusteeship, Roosevelt affirmed, would be in place for anywhere from twenty to fifty years before independence was granted. Such assessments were based on the US colonial experience in the Philippines, and also on a relative lack of preparation regarding Korea prior to 1945. Put simply, other than the role of Korean chemicals facilities in the Japanese war effort, successive US governments had been indifferent to the details of Japanese rule in Korea before 1945. Korea had never been a major market for US exports, other than Protestant missionaries, and had not been a source of materials or goods essential for the US. US president Harry Truman confirmed the terms of the Cairo Declaration agreed upon by his predecessor at the Potsdam Conference in July 1945.

As had been agreed by the Allies, the Soviet Union declared war on Japan on August 8, and rapidly advanced southward into  the Korean peninsula. Meanwhile, the closest American troops were still in Okinawa, meaning they were several weeks behind the Soviets. On August 10th, two young American officers, Dean Rusk and Charles Bonesteel, under orders to produce a surrender line that was as far north of Seoul as possible, decided that the 38th parallel would be the most feasible line of temporary division. Using a National Geographic map, they were unaware that Russia and Japan had discussed using the same line in the mid-1890s as a possible line of division of imperialist spheres of influence in Korea. The stakes were high: if the Soviets did not accept the division, they could easily take over the entire peninsula before US forces could obtain a toehold. On August 11, to the surprise of the Americans, the Soviets accepted the terms.

Historians have surmised that this unexpectedly “generous” Soviet concession was in large part motivated by expectations of a reciprocal American generosity in relation to Soviet aspirations of occupying parts or all of Hokkaid[image: sa3] , the northernmost and second largest island in Japan. Whatever the reasons, by the time the Soviet armies rolled into Pyongyang on August 24, 1945, the lines of the temporary division of Korea had already been agreed on. On September 2, 1945, General Order No. 1, the first US public order to the Japanese Empire, included provisions regarding the division of Korea at the 38th parallel. The US occupying forces landed in the western port city of Inch’[image: sa1]n near Seoul on September 8, 1945, and proceeded to impose a curfew as one of the first orders of business. This curfew was to remain in place under various terms until 1982. While Soviet armies congratulated Koreans on their liberation, the American forces, and General Order No. 1, viewed Koreans as a defeated nation, a part of Japan that needed to be controlled, rather than liberated. In December 1945 in Moscow, the foreign ministers of the US, the Soviet Union, the UK, and China agreed to a five-year trusteeship for Korea, sending shockwaves among all Koreans.

The political process was inevitably influenced by the reactions of the two occupying armies on the ground to domestic political conditions. From August to September 1945, a Committee for the Preparation of Korean Independence laid the groundwork for a national government for an independent Korea. The organizational network of what were called “people’s committees” served as the  foundations for the Korean People’s Republic (KPR), which was announced on September 6. When the Soviet and American troops entered Korea, they encountered a fledgling government already well entrenched in various parts of Korea, and operating as the de facto administrative body at the local level. Due to plans for land reform, conservative landlords were noticeably absent from the coalition government, but the Soviets had no objections to the KPR’s platforms. In the northern half, the Soviets recognized the KPR, land reforms were implemented, and former colonial officials and collaborators had their properties confiscated.

The American occupying forces, in contrast, refused to recognize the KPR, and instead established the United States Army Military Government in Korea (USAMGIK). Working on the assumption that the KPR was a communist-run organization, USAMGIK proceeded to extinguish people’s committees throughout the southern half, while at the same time, rampant inflation soured the opinions of many workers on the American trusteeship. Labor stoppages to demand wage increases to match inflation began in the summer of 1946, and were countered by force. These clashes culminated in massive strikes and demonstrations through the fall of 1946, during which many demonstrators, as well as policemen, were killed. USAMGIK even employed many Korean bureaucrats who had been colonial officials, and displayed little interest in removing collaborators from significant posts.

The domestic political conflicts were inflated by the arrival of two prominent exiles onto the scene. Kim Il-Sung (Kim Il-S[image: sa1]ng) was introduced by the Soviets in Pyongyang as the hero of the guerrilla war against the Japanese on the northern borders, while Syngman Rhee (Yi S[image: sa2]ng-Man), who had been in exile mainly in the United States during the colonial period, returned to Seoul at the age of seventy, riding a wave of reactionary anti-communist rhetoric. Each man proceeded, under the respective auspices of the Soviets and the Americans, to consolidate his power by eliminating political rivals. Navigating between these two charismatic and polarizing figures, moderate Korean politicians of the right and left launched an attempt to form a centrist coalition. The first joint meeting in July 1946 did little more than confirm that the five-point principles of the left and the eight-point platform of the right were worlds apart, especially over the main  issues of trusteeship, how to deal with colonial collaborators, land reform, and requisitioning of assets owned by those deemed to have profiteered under colonial rule. By October 1946, the group had come up with seven agreed principles based on extensive compromise, but the proposals had become so diluted that they were unlikely to generate support from any side.

Meanwhile, the Soviet–US Joint Commission, established under the Moscow accord, met in 1946 and 1947, but made little progress. In a situation of diminishing flows of people and goods between the two zones and increasing Cold War tensions, crossing the 38th parallel without a permit was made illegal in May 1946. With both Korean politicians and the occupying armies intent on excluding either the political left or right from any future Korean government, and relations between the US and the Soviet Union deteriorating at a rapid pace around the world, the shift towards two separate countries gained momentum.

The US eventually succeeded in engineering a United Nations-approved election in just the southern half. Separate elections were held in May 1948 despite the protests of many Korean elites. A new constitution and a new republic, with Syngman Rhee as the new president, was announced on August 15, 1948. North Korea held its own elections on August 25, 1948, and declared the establishment of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, with Kim Il-Sung as premier, in September of the same year.

Protests against these developments were understandably vehement. After decades of foreign meddling before 1910, and thirty-five years under colonial rule after, very few Koreans wanted trusteeship or a divided country. General strikes to protest the announcement of separate elections started in February 1948. Armed guerrilla resistance to separate elections and de facto division was particularly strong on the southern island of Cheju. Although Cheju is now a resort destination known for its unique cultural artefacts and beautiful natural scenery, over a span of a year from spring 1948 to spring 1949 leftists and rebel soldiers fought a sustained guerrilla campaign on the island against USAMGIK and the new South Korean government. An estimated 80,000 Cheju islanders were killed during the year. Another large-scale leftist insurgency in the southwestern province of South Ch[image: sa1] lla was brutally suppressed as well.

The Korean War 

The long-term causes of the Korean War are still debated. There were incremental build-ups in rhetorical threats, and military tensions escalated between 1948 and 1950. South Korea initiated many of the small border skirmishes, and Syngman Rhee openly called for unification by military force. However, any suggestions that there is serious scholarly debate around who launched the immediate attack that started the war are groundless. There is little doubt North Korea launched the initial attack on June 25, 1950 that began the Korean War.23

Northern forces quickly drove south, and had nearly reached the southwestern port city of Pusan by August 1950. The US mobilized UN forces and turned the tide in September when General Douglas MacArthur carried out an ambitious behind-the-lines assault on Inch’[image: sa1]n. By October, the UN and South Korean combined forces had driven into the North, close to the Yalu River, before being pushed back by a Chinese counteroffensive. North Korean forces captured Seoul for a second time in January 1951, but the UN forces again pushed the North back to the 38th parallel by spring of the same year. For the following two years, the two sides remained locked in a bloody stalemate around the original border, while American planes regularly bombed the cities of the North.

A ceasefire agreement was eventually signed on July 27, 1953. Syngman Rhee, however, refused to sign the subsequent peace treaty, leaving the two Koreas to this day technically in a ceasefire agreement during an ongoing war. The border remained physically unaltered at the 38th parallel, but the Korean War marked an epochal moment in the history of war and the media, in that it was the first war to be covered through the infant medium of television. Of course, not all households had television sets in 1950–53, and television film had to be physically transported back to the broadcasting studios, but the Korean War remains the first major war to be broadcast through cathode-ray tubes directly into some living rooms.

What television did not and could not convey was the devastation, thorough and wide-ranging, wrought by the three years of fighting: the infrastructure of the entire peninsula was shredded, and the human toll, as mentioned above, reached the millions.  Even more than fifty years later, documentary evidence and testimonials were shedding light on many previously unknown massacres of civilians by both Northern and Southern forces. Families were torn asunder, homes were destroyed, princes were turned to paupers, and Koreans bludgeoned and bayoneted each other on the battlefields and in political cleansing campaigns. The scarring memories of the war reverberated throughout both countries through family stories and the formal educational system, and imbued both sides with a seething hatred of each other. Amidst the ruins of Seoul and Pyongyang in 1953, unification was a more distant and impossible dream than it had been three years before, with capitalist pigs and communist devils all seemingly trapped in a static diptych with no realistic scenarios for escape or unification in sight.

Over fifty years later, altered in content but not in basic frame, the Korean binary still remains.



1 | Pandora’s Box?
South Korea’s Democratization and Consolidation 

Seoul was the capital of the Chos[image: sa1]n dynasty for around six hundred years. It has been the locus of political, economic, and cultural activities since the establishment of South Korea in 1948. A succession of kings, aristocrats, colonial bureaucrats, charismatic politicians, and military dictators ruled from the seat of power in Seoul, and the physical legacies of their rule still dot the urban landscape amidst the densely packed apartments, automobiles, subways, skyscrapers, shops, and people. North of the Han River, it does not require a practiced eye to detect the sprawling restored royal grounds dating from the Chos[image: sa1]n period, or the neoclassical architecture left behind by the Japanese colonial rulers. South of the Han, the dense forests of skyscrapers and apartment blocks are physical testaments to the massive development projects undertaken in the late 1960s and early 1970s.

However, it would take more effort to find among the innumerable streets monuments or memorials marking the most significant political transformation in South Korea’s contemporary history. Most people in Seoul know where the main gate of Yonsei University is located, since it is known throughout the country as one of the top three universities in South Korea. There are likely far fewer people, though, who know the way to the unassuming concrete, four-storey building buried in the back streets about a fifteen-minute walk away from Yonsei University. The small entrance leads to a museum built in 2004 to honor Lee Han-Y[image: sa1]l (Yi Han-Y[image: sa1]l), a student activist who was killed in 1987 during pro-democracy demonstrations.

The relatively obscure location of a museum dedicated to a pro-democracy martyr is a contrast to everyday life at the time. Throughout the 1980s and into the early 1990s, the areas around the main gates of university campuses would often fill with thick  clouds of tear gas as demonstrators and police clashed. The term “tear gas” is exceedingly misleading in its innocuousness. Once the tear gas grenades exploded, voluminous, white clouds enveloped demonstrators, and within a matter of seconds their eyes, noses, and throats burnt as if someone had poured liberal doses of undiluted acid onto their faces. Hours after a demonstration, even after the white smoke had dissipated and the air looked clear again, the sting from the remaining vapors caused passersby to become instantly and violently lachrymose.

These demonstrations and clashes were not restricted only to university campuses or only to Seoul. From 1960 on, students and laborers in various cities throughout South Korea, armed with rocks and Molotov cocktails, battled military police or private union-busters. In the 1970s, smoke-filled cafés that are no longer extant were the sites for innumerable and “illegal” discussions of democracy, and the streets around the major university campuses were the scenes of demonstrations and clashes between military police and student activists. And, the few times South Korea made the international news headlines throughout much of the 1980s were when particularly large-scale confrontations broke out between the masked students demonstrators and the helmeted riot police. In June 1987, anti-government and pro-democracy demonstrations reached record numbers and intensity.

During one such clash between demonstrators and riot police on June 9, 1987, in front of the main gate of Yonsei University, a tear gas grenade hit Lee Han-Y[image: sa1]l directly on the head, critically injuring him. Demonstrations and street fighting escalated in the streets of Seoul – highways were closed off, demonstrators launched gas bombs at government buildings, and in some clashes students overpowered the riot police. A nationwide demonstration march on June 27 mobilized an estimated 1.8 million people throughout the country in 37 cities.

After days of intense demonstrations, on June 29, 1987 the South Korean government issued a “Democratization Declaration,” an eight-point reform program that in essence established a blueprint for democratization. The unexpected announcement left the demonstrators scrambling to declare victory, while officials gathered to reform the constitution and implement the promises of direct presidential elections, protection of human rights, and  reduction of restrictions on the press. Presidential terms became limited to one five-year stint under the new constitution. Lee Han-Y[image: sa1]l died from his injuries in hospital on July 7, unable to witness the epochal changes about to come. On July 9, when his funeral procession ended in front of Seoul City Hall, an estimated 1 million people gathered to honor one of many martyrs for democracy in South Korea’s history.

In the 1960s and 1970s, South Korea and North Korea were both ruled by authoritarian regimes: democratization after 1987 has launched South Korea on a clearly divergent path from the North. Previously noted for its combination of authoritarian governments and economic development (the so-called “developmental state”), South Korea is now widely seen as a case of successful democratization and democratic consolidation. If Polish advocates of combining authoritarianism with market reform were known in the late 1980s as the “South Korean” faction, some Cambodian NGOs (non-governmental organizations) dedicated to democratization in the twenty-first century consider South Korea to be a model for democratization.1

Despite an array of calls for caution and scepticism about democratic consolidation issued by domestic and foreign observers, democracy has taken root in South Korea. Four presidents have been elected under the 1987 Constitution – Roh Tae-Woo (No T’ae-U) in 1988, Kim Young-Sam (Kim Y[image: sa1]ng-Sam) in 1993, Kim Dae-Jung (Kim Tae-Jung) in 1998, and Roh Moo-Hyun (No Mu-Hy[image: sa1]n) in 2003. Even with some obvious problems inherent in reducing complex nation-states into simplistic statistical rankings, a 2006 survey placed South Korea at 34 out of 150 countries on its democracy scale, just behind Japan at 32 and Israel at 33.2

In the South Korea of the twenty-first century, a whole generation has never tasted tear gas. Even if the occasional call for a military coup reverberates through a meeting hall in 2006, the danger of such an event happening in actuality seems distant. Academics and policy makers in South Korea study and debate the long-term significance of the events of 1987. Some scholars decry the “1987 system” as ultimately a top-down set of reforms that did not go far enough. Nonetheless, without a doubt, the most significant political change in South Korea after the mid-1980s was the transition from a series of authoritarian dictatorships to a  functioning, sustainable democracy. The most significant not because democracy is the apogee of human achievement, the universal terminus for history, or because modernization theory has become retro-chic in some circles, but simply because 1987 marked an epochal transformation in the political structure and society of South Korea.

What factors explain how democratic transformation in South Korea, which widened the political gap with North Korea, occurred? How did democratic consolidation occur? What new developments emerged in South Korean politics during the process of democratic consolidation? This chapter focuses on the political dimensions in answering these questions. Chapter 2 will deal with the socio-economic aspects in more detail.

Democratization: 1960—1987 

Why was it that democratic transformation occurred in South Korea in 1987 rather than 1989, and was it the inevitable outcome of the technological and moral efficacy of liberal democracy, as Francis Fukuyama argued in his The End of History?3

The answer is that the democratization process had its roots firmly in domestic South Korean history, rather than being primarily caused by external pressures following the end of the Cold War in 1989. In addition, there was considerable individual agency and historical contingency: there was little that was inevitable about the process.

There are several views among academics on the causal factors behind democratization in South Korea. These generally revolve around discussions of socio-economic levels, the power and scale of the demonstrations, external intervention via US public declarations, and moral arguments. Rather than emphasize the primacy of one factor over another, it is best to see democratization in South Korea as a historically contingent convergence of multiple factors. In other words, several necessary but not sufficient variables had existed before. It was not until June 1987 that these collided into an epochal moment.

The “threshold model” suggests that collective action of any kind requires a certain critical mass before growing, as people make a series of choices based on seeing how many others are joining before deciding to participate in a movement. This helps  explain both gradual and sudden change – somewhat akin to explaining how water warms up gradually before boiling, then seemingly suddenly turns to steam.4

I would suggest that this model is the most appropriate one for explaining how the effects of cumulative resistance against forty years of authoritarian rule in South Korea boiled over in 1987 due to several key precedents and factors, ultimately resulting in the transformation into a democracy. Thus, a combination of four major factors was required to make democratization possible in 1987: the cumulative effect of decades of protest met by repression; the emergence of the middle class; the impact of foreign pressures and precedents; and internal divisions and miscalculations by the government.

Cumulative history and thresholds 

First, it is important to acknowledge the impact of long-term trends and domestic precedents. South Korea had previous, albeit abbreviated, experiments in democracy before 1987. In many senses, the democratization process embodied Reinhold Niebuhr’s statement that, “Nothing that is worth doing can be achieved in our lifetime; therefore we must be saved by hope.”5Repeated cycles of repression and resistance infuse South Korean political history. Three strongmen had governed the country until 1987 – Syngman Rhee (Yi S[image: sa2]ng-Man) from 1948 to 1960; Park Chung-Hee (Pak Ch[image: sa1]ng-H[image: sa2]i) from 1961 to 1979; and Chun Doo-Hwan (Ch[image: sa1]n Tu-Hwan) from 1980 to 1987. Massive civic demonstrations challenged and eventually undermined all three regimes – in 1960, 1979–1980, and 1987. The first two regime changes failed to engender sustained democratic governments, but the memory of each – if not the direct outcome – contributed to the gradual attainment of the threshold point.

In April 1960, massive student demonstrations helped overthrow Syngman Rhee. Trading on the prestige that his independence activities during the colonial period gave him with the South Korean public, and armed with extraordinary powers under the anti-communist National Security Law, Rhee dominated the political landscape from 1948 to 1960, ruthlessly suppressing all significant rivals. The April Revolution was in large part a reflection of the public’s disgust with widespread and constant corruption, but also a set of socio-economic changes. Improve- ments in the level of literacy, and increases in the number of educational institutions produced more students in higher education. Unemployment rates, however, remained high for university graduates, and economic development still appeared elusive.

Eight months before the March 15, 1960 presidential and vice presidential elections, Rhee executed one rival on charges of communist activities. The main opposition candidate for president died a month before the elections. Not surprisingly, Rhee won the presidential elections with 88% of the vote. However, the vice presidential election race between the opposition’s Chang My[image: sa1]n and Rhee’s right-hand man, the unpopular Lee Ki-Bung (Yi Ki-Bung), was widely expected to go Chang’s way even with tainted ballots. When the result was announced as a landslide victory for Lee, there was little doubt that the election had been rigged.6

On the same day, March 15, a massive demonstration to protest electoral corruption took place in the southeastern city of Masan. On April 11, a fishing boat in Masan harbor discovered the bloated body of sixteen-year-old Kim Chu-Y[image: sa1]l. Protruding from one eye was a fragment of the tear gas canister that had hit him directly during the March 15 demonstrations. The discovery of the body and Rhee’s denial of involvement sparked nationwide student protests. “Anti-communist” groups that had been fostered by Rhee clashed violently with students on April 18. On April 19, some 30,000 students marched toward the presidential office to protest the election rigging when military police fired on them, resulting in at least 124 deaths and over 558 injured. Outraged by the election rigging and the attack on unarmed students, the public called on Rhee to hold new elections or resign.7

US officials urged Rhee to reform the government. Amidst the escalating pressure, on April 28 Lee Ki-Bung committed suicide with his entire family. Rhee finally stepped down on April 29, 1960.

The interim government announced a new constitution in June, and in late July, the popularly elected Chang My[image: sa1]n government took over the reins of power. It proved to be short-lived. There were several reasons for this, including the fact that the so-called April Revolution may have been more about protesting against corruption than about calling for systemic change. Chang My[image: sa1]n and his party were the beneficiaries, not the vanguard, of the April Revolution. In addition to issues of moral legitimacy, the  new government was ulcerated with internal conflicts and hampered by economic woes. Its half-hearted purges of former Rhee loyalists, the proliferation of political demonstrations by left-leaning organizations under its watch, and seemingly vacillating leadership led to rising discontent among the citizens and the military. On May 16, 1961, Major General Park Chung-Hee, aided by his nephew-by-marriage Lieutenant General Kim Jong-Pil (Kim Chong-P’il), led 250 officers and 3,500 soldiers in a swift and effective coup that met with only token resistance. A paltry force of fifty military police was mobilized to defend the Chang government.8

In the twenty-first century, Kim Chu-Y[image: sa1]l is largely forgotten even in the city of Masan.9 Even more surprisingly, by 1963, just two years after the end of the experiment with democracy, some 86% of the students who had participated in the April Revolution agreed with the assertion that “Western” democracy was unsuitable for South Korea.10

This can be explained by remembering that, as noted above, the protests had been against Rhee as much as they had been for democracy. Moreover, the socio-economic turmoil of 1960–61 highlighted with clarity the fact that democracy was not to be equated with economic growth or better material conditions for all. However, the legend of the April Revolution – that students were the guardians of political virtue and held the power to topple governments, that street demonstrations could make a difference – became a lodestar for subsequent generations of activists and demonstrators.

The second major attempt at democratization via demonstrations occurred during 1979–80. Although he was technically a civilian president from 1963 on, Park Chung-Hee together with his advisors ruled over South Korea with an iron fist for nearly twenty years, from the May 1961 coup until his assassination in October 1979. Park instituted a “Korean-style” democracy, which meant limited but relatively open party politics and elections from 1963 to 1971, followed by an openly repressive regime after winter 1971. While technically a victor of presidential elections in 1963, 1967, and 1971 in which he narrowly defeated his main rivals, Park was constantly under fire from opposition leaders and student activists, who questioned the legitimacy of the elections, especially those of 1967 and 1971.

Park needed additional sources of political legitimacy. He invoked two pillars from the very start: economic nationalism (or “GDP nationalism”) and anti-communism. Enthusiastic in his subscription to modernization, Park also was wary of the assumption that the notion of development should incorporate “Western” notions of democracy and human rights. Economic development in the 1960s provided Park with ample fuel for his “GDP nationalism,” the use of economic objectives to mobilize human resources and nationalist sentiments. However, a combination of external factors – most notably the 1969 Nixon Doctrine (which, in light of the Vietnam War, reaffirmed US treaty commitments but at the same time urged allies to assume primary responsibility for fighting their own battles rather than relying on US forces), and the proposed withdrawal of around 40% of the American troops stationed in South Korea – plus domestic factors, such as the growing strength of the opposition party, convinced Park of the need to armor himself with further powers.11

In December 1971, Park declared a state of emergency. In October 1972, he pushed through a new constitution which granted the president the power to appoint one-third of the National Assembly, removed term limits for presidents, and changed direct presidential elections to indirect ones through an electoral college. The new constitution, called the “Yusin” (“restoration” or “revitalization” in Korean), in essence made Park the ruler of South Korea for life.

Torture of suspected opponents of the regime became everyday practice. People would go missing for days – the lucky ones would show up back at their homes, badly bruised but alive. In one particularly sensational case, opposition leader Kim Dae-Jung, who had been a very vocal critic of Park after being defeated narrowly in the 1971 presidential election, was kidnapped from his Tokyo hotel room on August 8, 1973 by members of the Korean Central Intelligence Agency (KCIA). Kim narrowly escaped execution because of the last-minute intervention of US officials.12

 Despite such ruthless repression, opposition to Park continued throughout 1972–79 from labor unions, student activists, Christian organizations, and politicians. However, the repressive system survived such international transgressions, international criticism, and increasing domestic opposition. Park even survived  assassination attempts – the first in 1968 when North Korean commandos attempted to penetrate the presidential residence and office, known as the Blue House (Ch’[image: sa1]ngwadae), and the second in 1974 when a Korean resident of Japan who was affiliated with the North shot at Park. Park escaped physically unscathed but his wife, Yuk Y[image: sa1]ng-Su, was killed in the attack.13

Left alone with more time for his diary and increasingly paranoid musings, Park managed to retain his control over the reins of power. Park removed potential rivals from among his own supporters, most notably ousting Kim Jong-Pil from the premiership. The successful transformation of the economy during the 1960s had given way to a prolonged slowdown from the mid-1970s. The economic downturn was exacerbated by the second oil shock of 1979 which occurred in the wake of the Iranian Revolution. The middle class, whose numbers had increased from around 19% to 26% of the population between 1970 and 1979, became increasingly dissatisfied.14

Labor protests proliferated, often leading to violent confrontations with police. In August 1979, the brutal police crackdown on striking female textile workers of the YH Trading Company resulted in the death of one worker. In the same month, police raided the headquarters of the opposition party, focusing their efforts in particular on party leader Kim Young-Sam’s offices.

Demonstrations calling for Park to resign erupted in the southeastern cities of Pusan and Masan, leading to an emergency meeting between Park and a handful of advisors on October 26, 1979. Kim Jae-Kyu (Kim Chae-Kyu), the director of the KCIA, pleaded for a compromise response to the situation that did not involve armed action. Park’s bodyguard Ch’a Chi-Ch’[image: sa1]l, who was widely believed to have the most influence on Park after 1974, insisted that tanks and paratroopers should be dispatched to extinguish the demonstrations. Park agreed. At this point, Kim pulled out his revolver and shot Park and Ch’a at point-blank range, killing them both. Kim Jae-Kyu was arrested, tried, and found guilty by the Supreme Court after Major General Chun Doo-Hwan seized power (see below). Kim and four accomplices were executed for treason in 1980.

The death of one dictator did not give birth to a sustained democracy, but to a brief and ultimately ineffective interim  government which lasted for all of two months, and was followed by another military dictatorship. On December 12, 1979, with some 7,500 troops at their disposal, Major General Chun Doo-Hwan, along with Major General Roh Tae-Woo, the commander of the Ninth Division that defended the key area between the DMZ and Seoul, led a coup within the army against their superiors in what came to be known as the “12-12 Incident.” Once in control over the army, Chun proceeded to consolidate his powers by appointing himself director of the powerful KCIA in April 1980. A series of labor and student demonstrations ensued, prompting Chun to extend martial law throughout the country on May 17, 1980, arresting twenty-six politicians, shutting down the National Assembly, and imposing stringent censorship on the press.

Starting May 18, large-scale demonstrations against Chun broke out in Kwangju, the capital of South Ch[image: sa1]lla province in the southwest. Clashes between armed soldiers and unarmed demonstrators escalated over the next few days. Army units completely surrounded the city, and on May 27, paratroopers and tanks moved in en masse against the “democracy fighters,” shooting and bayoneting civilians. Horrific accounts of indiscriminate slaughter of civilians by soldiers would only become public later.15

 The demonstrations involved an estimated 100,000 people and some 20,000 soldiers in what came to be known as the Kwangju Massacre or the May 18 Uprising. The government count acknowledged nearly 200 dead, but many estimates put the final death toll at somewhere between 1,000 and 2,000. It seems clear that many of the demonstrators in Kwangju were as outraged by the escalating violence used by soldiers against unarmed protestors as they were interested in systemic political reform. Some accounts even emphasize the lingering bitterness between residents of Kwangju and the student activists who had gathered there to help fuel the demonstrations.

As was the case with the Tiananmen Square demonstrations of 1989 in China, Kwangju itself did not directly result in regime change. Chun became de facto president in August 1980. Then, modeling himself on Park Chung-Hee, Chun resigned his military office, and was elected under a new constitution as the president in February 1981. Among many steps to strengthen his hold on power, Chun arrested and tried opposition leader Kim Dae-Jung  on trumped-up charges of sedition, and sentenced him to death. Kim’s sentence was commuted under strong pressure from the US government and overseas grassroots organizations. Kim was forced into exile abroad from 1982 to 1985. In another measure designed to consolidate his power, Chun forced the mergers of several newspapers and periodicals, and simply shut down around 25% of all publications.16

However, the Kwangju Massacre severely damaged the Chun government from its very inception. While Park had taken power in a bloodless coup, Chun had done so through the massacre of citizens. The memories of the massacre also provided powerful symbolic capital for opposition leaders to draw on, and its legacies informed Chun’s own reluctance to use armed force to suppress the 1987 demonstrations.17

Perhaps most important, accounts of the Kwangju Massacre, along with other counternarra-tives, were transmitted to the next generation through discussions within families and the erection of public memorials such as gravestones and plaques. These accounts in turn inspired many students to join pro-democracy organizations in the mid-1980s.18

Another of the legacies of Kwangju was a spurt in anti-American sentiment and a subsequent radicalization of the student movement. 19 The extent of US involvement or acquiescence in Chun’s maneuvers is still under heated dispute. There are several contradictory accounts regarding how much US officials knew about troop movements beforehand and when exactly they learned of the massacres in Kwangju. However, the key point is that all contemporary reports and memoirs by US officials, whether they deny or acknowledge significant prior knowledge of Chun’s moves, indicate that the overwhelming concern among US officials was not the violation of human rights or the massacre of unarmed civilians, but the possibility of North Korea using the crisis to launch an attack against South Korea.20

Seeking sources of legitimacy to distract from the blood-drenched beginnings of his regime, Chun turned to the precedents set by Park Chung-Hee. He stressed the importance of economic recovery from the recession of 1979–80, and the need to maintain national security to defend the country from intrusions from the North. Starting in late 1983 and early 1984, mirroring to some extent Park’s limited liberalization in the 1960s and infused with  confidence after seeing rapid economic growth rates, Chun implemented a series of political liberalization policies.21

One of the earliest reforms was the 1982 termination of the 10 PM curfew that had been in place since 1945. Chun also established professional baseball and soccer leagues in 1982 and 1983 respectively in an effort to divert attention away from issues such as democratization and towards sports results. Armed with record economic growth rates for 1983, Chun embarked on a set of more substantive liberalization policies. In 1983 and 1984, he permitted anti-government professors to return to their universities, pardoned some political prisoners, and lifted the ban on political activities imposed on some 84 opposition politicians that he had banned in 1980. Many of these politicians joined the New Korea Democratic Party (hereafter NKDP), the first meaningful opposition party allowed under the Chun regime, when it was established in January 1985 under the leadership of Kim Young-Sam and Kim Dae-Jung. Chun’s calculation was that providing the opposition with operating room would help exacerbate its internal divisions.

Rather than increase the popularity of the ruling party or fragment the opposition, however, these reforms provided a window for anti-Chun groups.22

Chun’s party suffered a near defeat to the opposition NKDP in the National Assembly elections of February 1985. Over the course of 1985 and 1986, the NKDP and opposition grassroots organizations (a variety of political interests often referred to by the general term of “minjung” movements or groups) campaigned for a constitutional amendment that would allow direct presidential elections. Chun initially agreed these demands in 1986, but in April 1987, he attempted to renege on his promise. This triggered angry reactions from opposition forces and prompted massive street demonstrations. When Chun announced on June 2, 1987 that Roh Tae-Woo, his close friend and co-conspirator of the coup, would be his successor, public fears that the elections would be rigged to ensure Roh’s succession grew.

Moreover, individual cases of torture came to light. Female activists had been tortured and raped before, but in July 1986 Kw[image: sa1]n In-Suk became the first women to bring charges against the government. Despite government censorship of the press, details  of her story were printed in the newspapers, sparking a public outcry. Then, in January 1987, the death of Pak Chong-ch’[image: sa1]l, a student at Seoul National University, angered the public. He had been suffocated by policemen who repeated dunked his head into a large tub of water, and crushed his throat against the rim of the tub. The attending medical examiner contradicted the police denials, and the mass media picked up the story, eventually forcing the police to acknowledge that they had tortured and killed Pak Chong-ch’[image: sa1]l.

Thus, the cumulative history of state oppression and the sacrifices of individual activists, transmitted through the medium of families and mass media, culminated in June 1987 with the largest street demonstrations witnessed in South Korea. These in turn led to a new constitution (October 1987), direct presidential elections (December 1987), and new National Assembly elections (April 1988). Past precedents and collective memory alone are insufficient, however, to explain the massive numbers who participated in the 1987 demonstrations.

Emergence of the middle class 

The 1987 democratization was also made possible by a second factor – fundamental changes in socio-economic demographics. Growth in education, per capita income from the decades of economic growth, and high rates of urbanization resulting in the growth in the numbers of white-collar workers and urban small businesses, combined with relatively low investment into social capital to create a wellspring of discontent with authoritarian rule. While intellectuals and students had participated in previous attempts at popular democratization in 1960 and 1980, the number of middle-class protestors – professors, non-activist students, and white-collar workers – was much larger in the 1987 demonstrations. Furthermore, greater urbanization meant greater ease in mobilizing support for grassroots and oppositional organizations, and better access to and circulation of nongovernmental sources of information. Some 28% of the population lived in cities in 1960, and 57% in 1980. By 1990, the urban population accounted for 75% of the total population. There are a variety of views on the impact of urbanization on voter turnout; however, some indications of the utility of urban bases for oppositional groups is  reflected in one study that concluded urban residents in South Korea were less likely to vote but more likely to vote for the opposition party if they did vote.23

Moreover, the urban middle class was now a much larger proportion of the population than in 1960 or 1980. For example, 66% of the population worked in agriculture or other primary industries in 1960 and 38% in 1980. By 1990, this percentage had dropped to 20%. The results vary according to each survey, but as of 1987 some 66–70% of the South Korea population saw itself as middle class.24

Domestic and foreign media hailed 1987 as a “middle-class revolution,” and Roh Tae-Woo himself acknowledged that citizens wanted to see a settlement of accounts for past sacrifices.25

It would be unwise, however, to tidy away the complex dynamics of the democratization process under one such convenient rubric. After all, a diverse range of people and organizations, including religious groups, student associations, labor unions, and others, all participated in the process. Moreover, the category “middle class” encompassed a diverse range of political and economic interests.26

Nonetheless, the long-term changes in the socio-economic structure of the country certainly contributed to the massive support for the pro-democracy demonstrators in 1987.

External Pressure 

The third factor behind the 1987 democratization process was foreign attention and pressure magnified by the upcoming 1988 Summer Olympics. Despite the negative foreign press coverage the Chun regime received in 1980 as a result of Kwangju, in 1981 Seoul defeated Nagoya, Japan, for the right to host the 1988 Summer Olympic Games.27

Chun began intensive efforts to ensure the success of this international media event.

In foreign policy, Chun wanted to ensure the presence of the communist bloc at the Olympics. While suggestions that South and North Korea field joint teams in some sports were quickly rebuffed, South Korea secured normalization treaties with Eastern European countries just before the Olympics. For example, the South Korea–Hungary normalization agreement was signed on September 13, 1988, just four days before the opening ceremony of the Seoul Olympics.

In terms of domestic policy, Chun knew that hosting the events amidst street demonstrations and tear gas was not going to generate the international prestige that he craved.28

The “practice-run” Asian Games held in September and October 1986 had been a widely acclaimed success, but street demonstrations had been strictly held in abeyance by abundant security forces during the events. In August 1988, looking for a less visually disruptive means of ensuring the success of the Olympic games, Roh asked opposition politicians for a truce until the end of the games. An announcement of an agreement among all four major political parties to this effect was made public on September 2, 1988.

The so-called “snowball effect,” positive foreign precedents reinforcing the events in South Korea, is often cited as a possible factor in the democratization process. The street demonstrations of the 1986 “people power” revolution in the Philippines were certainly inspirational. Korean civic organizations that organized the demonstrations for direct presidential elections did use the Philippines’ National Citizens’ Movement for Free Elections, the umbrella organization of 500,000 people that had been instrumental in piloting the “people’s power” movement that ended the twenty-one-year reign of Ferdinand Marcos, as a benchmark for their own strategies.29

However, it should also be noted that by the same token, the Philippines precedent also amplified Chun Doo-Hwan’s concerns, and amplified the harshness of his crackdowns against student demonstrators in 1986.

The most important source of foreign pressure was undoubtedly the US. Unlike in 1980, the US position was clear and consistent in warning Chun against the use of military force to quell demonstrations. US President Ronald Reagan wrote a letter to Chun on June 19 that gently but firmly urged a peaceful resolution to the current crisis. The US Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs, Gaston Sigur, met with Chun in person on June 25, sternly warning against the use of the armed forces to quell demonstrations.30

Internal divisions in the government 

Fourth and finally, there were some indications of a significant if not major split between moderates and hardliners within the government. On June 19, 1987, Chun ordered some of his military  units to stand by to prepare to attack demonstrators in Seoul. However, according to some accounts, he met with internal dissent. Roh Tae-Woo and others opposed the mobilization of army units against citizens. Chun determined that compromise was the best course of action. Chun, according to the recollections of his secretary in 1992, calculated that if he had Roh take credit for the democratization declaration of June 29, Roh could strengthen his candidacy for president. Moreover, Chun was convinced that given the likelihood that Kim Young-Sam and Kim Dae-Jung would not be able to agree to combine forces and would therefore split the oppositional vote, direct presidential elections would mathematically favor Roh.31

Whether Chun actually had such political acumen or whether his secretary’s account was an attempt retroactively to improve Chun’s image is difficult to verify. However, the results of the hard-fought December 1987 presidential elections hewed closely to what Chun’s secretary claimed was the government’s prognostication. Roh obtained victory with around 37% of the votes, while the two main opposition candidates, Kim Young-Sam and Kim Dae-Jung, unable to come to an agreement, captured 28% and 27% respectively. In February 1988 Roh replaced Chun as president; it was the first peaceful transition of power in South Korea’s history.

Democratic Consolidation: 1987—2002 

Given that four presidents have been elected under the 1987 constitution, the process of democratic consolidation can be called an overall success. As already mentioned, Roh Tae-Woo was the first to be elected under the 1987 system. In the 1992 election Kim Young-Sam, who had surprised many observers by merging his party with Roh Tae-Woo’s government party and Kim Jong-Pil’s conservative opposition party in 1990, was voted in as president with 41% of the votes to his old rival Kim Dae-Jung’s 33%. In December 1997, in his fourth presidential election campaign, Kim Dae-Jung edged out the conservative candidate, Lee Hoi-Chang (Yi Hoe-Ch’ang) by a margin of 40% to 39% with the help of Kim Jong-Pil, who brought anywhere from an 11% to a 20% increase in the southeastern regions where Kim Dae-Jung had never fared well. In December 2002, in an even more  surprising outcome, Roh Moo-Hyun triumphed over Lee Hoi-Chang by a narrow margin of 49% to 47% of the votes, becoming the fourth president under the 1987 constitution.

Most important, sustainable democracy emerged despite problems with corruption, lingering historical issues, and political parties that formed and disbanded at a high rate. Not only did a new systemic stability emerge, but military intervention in domestic politics was defused as a threat.

Nonetheless, the process of democratic consolidation was hardly smooth. Although democratization was driven by popular pressure, once the focus shifted to direct presidential elections and the new constitution in late 1987, familiar politicians hammered out the compromises and implemented the reforms. Civil society, in relative terms at least, was shunted aside as politicians constructed what is known in South Korea as the “1987 system.” In addition, political parties formed and merged with a frequency that hindered democratic consolidation. The fact that parties often formed based on political expediency or personal networks rather than on clearly defined platforms also muddled the workings of a democratic political system.

The transition from Roh Tae-Woo to Kim Young-Sam 

While Roh initially implemented a series of political liberalization reforms, because of his deep connections with Chun he never gained the legitimacy he yearned. Roh’s image was eroded by his so-called “Protect the System” declaration in December 1988, which signalled a crackdown on civil society once the truce during the Olympics ceased. In 1988 and 1989 labor strikes and student demonstrations reached a peak in frequency, as demonstrators threw Molotov cocktails at riot police, who in turn launched tear gas at their opponents. The statistics for official arrests of dissidents for violations of the National Security Law averaged 5.4 persons per day for 1989. In contrast, the 1988 average number of arrests of dissidents per day was 2.6 persons, and, for 1987, 1.6.32 Ultimately, Roh’s government was seen as a continuation, albeit garbed in a softer, more diplomatic aura, of previous authoritarian regimes.

Thus, in January 1990, when Kim Young-Sam, the opposition leader who had castigated Roh as a “criminal” and a military  dictator, merged his political party with Roh’s ruling party and that of another opposition leader, Kim Jong-Pil (Park Chung-Hee’s former prime minister), the public was initially surprised. Roh, as the head of a minority government, had wanted to solidify his power through an alliance with at least one of the “three Kims,” and found a willing partner in Kim Young-Sam. The new ruling party, named the Democratic Liberal Party (DLP) after Japan’s long-ruling Liberal Democratic Party, won the 1992 elections with Kim Young-Sam as its presidential candidate. Several explanations exist for why Kim Young-Sam emerged victorious, such as an electorate looking for political continuity during a period of economic uncertainty, anti-communist bias that worked against Kim Dae-Jung (who had been labeled a communist by a succession of authoritarian regimes), and significant regional biases in voting patterns (Kim Dae-Jung had traditionally received more support from the southwest provinces, while Kim Young-Sam drew his support from the southeast). Kim Young-Sam was, regardless, widely seen as a step in the right direction, the first civilian president since 1961 to hold office.33

Difficulties in democratic consolidation under Kim Young-Sam 

Upon his inauguration, Kim launched a series of reforms that stabilized military–civilian relations by firing military officials known to have political ambitions.34

He also implemented a series of reforms in 1993 and 1994 that promised to curb bribery and corruption. A 1993 measure mandating the use of real names for bank accounts and financial transactions made the flow of funds traceable. In addition, several laws that dealt with political funding, such as the Political Fund Law, were amended to strengthen their provisions. Kim also revived the Local Autonomy Act, which had been in abeyance since Park Chung-Hee took power in 1961. This provided local governments with the power to collect taxes and fees, and for voters to vote directly for provincial governors, mayors, and city councillors.

However, the honeymoon period ended quickly. In some respects, a series of manmade disasters signaled the end of the popularity of the Kim Young-Sam administration. Among the most significant, in October 1994 the S[image: sa1]ngsu Bridge in Seoul,  which was opened in 1979 to carry traffic across the Han River, collapsed during the morning rush hour, killing thirty-two people. In April 1995, there was a major explosion when a gas line was accidentally sheared open during construction work on the subway in the southeastern city of Taegu. In June 1995, all five above-ground floors of the Samp’ung department store in Seoul collapsed in an instant into its four basement floors, killing over 500 people. In several cases, the problem was not just the original fraudulent construction or dangerous renovation, but also the fact that inspectors during both the Roh and the Kim Young-Sam governments approved bridges as safe or additional floors to department stores as legal in exchange for bribes.

Recent history also came back to haunt Kim Young-Sam. He had repeatedly stated that the track records of Chun and Roh would have to be “left to the judgement of history.” As it turned out, such declarations were based less on magnanimity and more on political expediency. In October 1995, after revelations by a National Assembly member that Roh had had at his personal disposal a slush fund of roughly $500 million, Roh acknowledged that he had accumulated around $650 million, and apologized to the nation. Subsequent investigations revealed that the top conglomerates had made regular “contributions” to Roh during his presidency. Although Kim Young-Sam denied having received any money directly, he essentially acknowledged that his 1992 campaign had received large sums of money from Roh. Even more surprising, Kim Dae-Jung admitted that he had received $2.5 million from Roh during the 1992 elections.

Demonstrations erupted around the country calling for the punishment of Chun and Roh for corruption, for the Kwangju Massacre, and for the military coup in 1980. Fearing political instability, in 1996 Kim Young-Sam used the National Security Law to suppress major student organizations.

More effectively, Kim managed a volte-face, now claiming that he would “rectify history” by promulgating a special law that would allow the courts to prosecute the two former presidents. Detractors decried this as an obvious move to bolster an administration dropping precipitously in popularity, but the National Assembly quickly passed special legislation for dealing with political bribery, the Kwangju Massacre, and the December 1979  coup. Roh and Chun, along with fourteen co-defendants, were arrested and charged with corruption, insurrection, and treason. Both denied guilt on all counts and refused to provide key information. In August 1996, the two main defendants were found guilty of all charges in what was called the “trial of the century.” A series of appeals extended the case to April 1997, when the Supreme Court upheld previous rulings. On December 20, 1997, after the presidential elections, both Roh and Chun were granted a presidential pardon by president Kim Young-Sam and president-elect Kim Dae-Jung for a “grand national reconciliation.”

While the trial symbolized the transfer of power from the military to the civilian government, it did not produce much meaningful closure for recent history, and left Kim Young-Sam in a precarious position due to his past connections with Roh. When another bribery scandal, this one involving several of his top officials and his second eldest son, hit the front pages, Kim was left a lame-duck president waiting out his time. Hanbo Steel, the second largest steelmaker in South Korea, went bankrupt in January 1997 under the weight of a $6 billion debt. The president of Hanbo was accused of bribing government officials to receive large loans at preferential interest rates. Several top officials in the Kim Young-Sam administration were implicated, and Kim Young-Sam’s second-eldest son was convicted of bribery and influence peddling. Although the scandal exposed the extent of corruption still latent in South Korean politics, the fact that the son of a sitting president could be put on trial reflected the extent to which the independence of the judiciary had evolved since 1989. 

In economic policy, Kim Young-Sam launched an ambitious segyehwa or “globalization” policy in 1995 that aimed to raise all aspects of South Korea to the “global” standard, and make it more competitive in the world market. Politicians and pundits raised concerns about whether the country was prepared to dive into full-scale global competition, whether membership in the Organization of Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) would bring greater rewards or more pain. Membership required South Korea to adhere to international standards and procedures in finance, foreign investment, securities, the environment, and labor; in addition, domestic markets had to be opened according to an agreed timetable. These obstacles were navigated, and South  Korea joined the OECD in fall 1996 as its 29th member, the only East Asian country other than Japan to join the club.

However, entrance into the OECD spurred nearly indiscriminate diversification and borrowing by the large conglomerates, called the chaeb[image: sa1]l, resulting in dangerously high debt-to-equity ratios (for more details see Chapter 2). The economy took a steep nosedive in early 1996. The attempt to pass a new revised labor law that allowed for more layoffs prompted a series of strikes in December 1996; these peaked in January 1997, but a series of strikes through the year did not help matters. Conditions worsened during 1997 with eleven bankruptcies of mid-tier chaeb[image: sa1]l. The reasons for the 1997 financial crisis are multiple, as I will discuss in Chapter 2, but the announcement in November 1997 that South Korea would seek an International Monetary Fund (IMF) bailout was received as a traumatic event, a stomach blow to the GDP nationalism that had driven South Korea for the past several decades. The revelation that some government officials had ignored earlier warnings about the possibility of an imminent financial crisis (contained in internal reports issued in the summer of 1997) further enraged the public.

The return of Kim Dae-Jung 

The failure in outcomes, if not in processes, of the Kim Young-Sam years created conditions favorable for a change in government. Kim Dae-Jung, who had announced his retirement from politics after his 1992 defeat, announced his intention to run in the December 1997 presidential election. Kim Dae-Jung was no longer the young liberal firebrand he had been in 1971, when he had lost his first presidential election. Years of tribulation had not tempered his ambition, but had rendered him more pragmatic and compromising. Kim Dae-Jung this time allied with Kim Jong-Pil for the election, and this move proved to be one of several key factors in his narrow victory over the government party candidate, Lee Hoi-Chang. A third major candidate who ended up with 20% of the vote took away a significant portion of the conservative vote from Lee. Furthermore, Lee’s reputation was damaged when the media widely reported that his sons had managed to evade mandatory military service. Kim Dae-Jung’s campaign took advantage of this to air a 30-minute video, “A Mother’s Tears,” the night before the vote,  about a mother who had lost her son during his tour of duty in the army and did not mince her words in expressing her anger at Lee. 

Upon his election victory, Kim Dae-Jung was hailed in the international media as the “Nelson Mandela of Asia.” Although the most tenacious and celebrated opposition politician who became president, Kim was a complex mix of conservative and progressive values, hardly the radical some mass media portrayed him to be. For example, in exchange for supporting him, Kim Dae-Jung had promised to appoint Kim Jong-Pil as prime minister if elected. The alliance was the height of irony – a man who had founded the KCIA, and a man who had been kidnapped by the same organization joined in the same political campaign.

Moreover, when faced with opposition to the appointing of Kim Jong-Pil as premier, Kim Dae-Jung and his party used highly questionable tactics to block an opposing vote, and Kim unilaterally appointed Kim Jong-Pil as “acting” prime minister in March 1998. Kim Jong-Pil was later approved as “full” prime minister, in September of the same year, but the initial ploy, combined with Kim Dae-Jung’s unwillingness to abolish the National Security Law, indicated that democratic consolidation was still influenced by ends-oriented rather than procedural politics.

New Trends in Democracy 

What new trajectories characterized South Korean politics during the process of democratic consolidation? First, NGOs proliferated and became a significant force within Korean politics. NGOs expanded in scope and diversity, including ones that extensively utilized the Internet and digital communications technology. The rights of workers, women, children, and migrant workers increased overall, even if in fitful spurts, in large part because of NGO activities. Some NGOs focused on fostering improvements in gender equality and others on raising awareness of environmental issues, while their numbers, diversity, and politicization increased.

Second, the Internet and other digital communications technologies became increasingly important in politics. Politicians and NGOs recognized the importance of nimble management of the Internet, often termed “cyberpolitics” – maintaining good websites, using the Internet for lobbying, or for mobilizing  supporters. This does not imply that the actual substance of policy discussions or the politicians themselves were somehow more innately “progressive,” but merely that the medium and the space of debate increased in diversity.

Third, South Korea moved very quickly along the trajectory of other post-democratization countries: initial electoral enthusiasm followed by decreasing overall voter turnout, especially among younger eligible voters. Generational differences amplified by frequent and major changes also polarized South Korean society. In particular, the range of attitudes towards North Korea often varied by age cohort, exacerbating intergenerational schisms.

NGOs and civil society 

The first prominent characteristic of South Korea’s post-1987 democracy has been the proliferation of NGOs. Even if Kim Dae-Jung launched his government in 1997 with questionable tactics, democratic consolidation was greatly aided by a civil society that had flourished since 1987. While numbers do not tell the whole story, there has been an undeniable explosion in the number of NGOs since 1987. Only around 9% of the roughly 7,600-plus NGOs in operation today in South Korea existed before 1987, and only 25% were formed before 1990. Over 60% of all NGOs in South Korea have websites, and many of the major ones have multilingual sites. As of 1999, some 67% of all NGOs were concentrated in Seoul, but by 2003 this proportion had declined to 50%, indicating that the organizational form had taken root throughout the country.

The growth of NGOs since the late 1980s is a phenomenon that has not been unique to South Korea. The numbers of NGOs worldwide has been increasing in the post-Cold War years, most notably in post-authoritarian states. For example, estimates of the number of NGOs established in Eastern European countries between 1988 and 1995 hover around 100,000. As was the case in South Korea, in many of these countries increasing government liberalization of censorship, regulations that promoted the formation of civil associations, and financial subsidies combined with the increasing participation of the middle class in politics to fuel the proliferation of domestic NGOs.

In South Korea the deradicalization of NGOs in the post-1987  years was the most significant factor that contributed to making them more accessible to the majority of the population. There had been plenty of NGOs even under dictatorial rule during the 1970s and 1980s, with universities, churches, and labor union offices all sites of civic organization.35

Radical, loosely class-based social movements called the “people’s movement” (minjung undong) were the primary form of non-governmental organized activities.36

 As more of the middle class became involved in politics and social issues (as discussed above), many NGOs moved away from radical and leftist programs to more centrist agendas that were both a result of widening political involvement and a strategy to attract wider support.37

For example, one of the largest and most influential of the NGOs, the Citizens’ Coalition for Economic Justice (CCEJ), was established in July 1989 with an explicitly non-radical platform. Its main aims are the promotion of a more equitable distribution of economic benefits, the promotion of anti-corruption policies and campaigns, and the prioritization concerns related to daily livelihood rather than class struggle. Supported by 60,000 members as of 2006, the CCEJ issues annual assessments of government policies, including Kim Dae-Jung’s Sunshine Policy of sustained engagement with North Korea, and lobbies for specific cases. Two other NGOs formerly known for their more radical orientation, the Korean Teachers and Education Workers Union (KTU) and the Korean Peasant Movement Coalition, announced more mainstream positions. Moreover, several NGOs, both radical and mainstream, have personnel crossovers and combine their resources depending on the policy area.38

However, unlike the situation in Ukraine during the Orange Revolution of winter 2004, where Serbian radical student groups allied with Ukrainian student organizations, and controversy remains regarding the size and significance of US funding for Ukranian NGOs, there were no significant international linkages between South Korean domestic NGOs and international NGOs (INGOs).39

Most South Korean NGOs developed from domestic concerns, agendas, and funds. Although they have on occasion mobilized international norms and standards, Korea NGOs have generally not had extensive ties or conflicts with INGOs, as has been the case in some countries such as Malaysia.40

Although they have hardly displaced the functions of the state, as was suggested in some of the literature in the 1990s,41

some larger NGOs have had significant impact on politics and policy. Several NGOs in the fields of women’s issues, the environment, and fair elections have played major roles in successfully lobbying for legislation. The Korean Women’s Association United (KWAU) was established in 1987 and has pushed for gender equity bills, including the 1999 Anti-Gender Discrimination Law. The 1987 Equal Wage Law improved gender equity in pay, but the promulgation of the 1999 Anti-Gender Discrimination Law was needed to continue progress in attaining overall gender equity in hiring and other areas. Environmental NGOs also grew in size and influence. The Korean Federation for Environmental Movement (KFEM), established in 1993, has conducted several successful anti-pollution campaigns, including a successful campaign in 1997 to urge Taiwan to cancel its agreement to ship nuclear waste to North Korea.42

Other NGOs, such as advocacy groups for physically disabled people or for rights of homosexuals, were established in 2000 under the auspices of the 2000 NPO (Non-Profit Organization) Law that standardized government approval procedures for establishing NPOs.43

In politics, the Citizens’ Coalition for Fair Election (CCFE) served as a watchdog for corruption or coercion during the election campaigning in 1992. This led to the formation of NGOs such as the People’s Solidarity for Participatory Democracy (PSPD), in 1994, which effectively pushed for anti-corruption measures. The PSPD combined with the Citizens’ Alliance for the 2000 General Elections (CAGE) to issue via the Internet during the 2000 elections a blacklist of politicians with records of having received bribes or of influence peddling. As a result of active campaigning and the intensive media coverage of CAGE, 59 out of 89 blacklisted candidates were defeated.44

Admittedly, proliferation of and effective lobbying by NGOs do not necessarily promote democratic politics. Critics claim that NGOs in general may actually fracture society by fostering greater group polarization, as like-minded people gather to confirm that their views on a given policy issue are indeed correct and those of their opponents are incorrect.45

As smaller NGOs (under ten full-time employees) constitute the majority, the opportunities to  interact with others with differing opinions may decrease as well, further augmenting the effects of social atomization.46

In addition, many of the larger NGOs with more than 10,000 members (which form around 10% of the total of NGOs) are very professionalized and nearly citizenless given the tenuous connections to their grassroots supporters.47

Furthermore, increasing politicization and partisanship have resulted in the NGO organizational form becoming co-opted as a tool for political mobilization. Government liberalization and subsidies helped the growth of NGOs, but they were for the most part opposed to government policies. More recently, civil society has increasingly become cluttered with a variety of cleavages, as both left and right have used NGOs as a medium for mobilizing support. Both sides decry what they see as a dilution of their ideas in the practice of current NGOs, and establish rival or splinter groups. This has resulted in the emergence of NGOs linked to specific politicians and political parties, such as booster clubs for candidates during an election, as was the case for Roh Moo-Hyun during the 2002 presidential election, or NGOs such as Citizens United for Better Society (CUBS), established in 2000 to promote anti-communist and free market agendas, which were allied explicitly with conservative opposition parties.

In this increasingly politicized environment, some of the smaller NGOs, such as the Refuge PNAN, which works to help all foreign asylum seekers (rather than just North Koreans) to South Korea, simply do not attract much support from the general public. Indeed, some of the larger NGOs in South Korea now find themselves in the awkward position of representing a new orthodoxy, as first-mover advantages and economies of scale help sustain their operations, while newer and smaller NGOs face greater hurdles for mere survival.

Given the increasing diversity of voices among NGOs, critics of the current political system inevitably hear a confusion of voices rather than coherent or cohesive debate. However, the apparently chaotic profusion of views actually reflects the increasing diversity in intellectual, material, and political views in South Korea. It is this broadened spectrum that has allowed NGOs and civil society to play significant, if not exclusive or definitive, roles in South Korea.

The media, the Internet, and politics 

The second notable trend in post-1987 South Korea has been the resonances between specific forms of media and politics. In the 1987 elections, Roh Tae-Woo made effective use of political posters and advertising. In 1992, the three main print newspapers, Chos[image: sa1]n Ilbo, Tonga Ilbo, and Chungang Ilbo, supported Kim Young-Sam, which provided momentum for his campaign. In 1997, Kim Dae-Jung used television to garner votes: his campaign made strategic use of the first presidential debates broadcast on television, short political advertisements, and longer paid announcements. The December 2002 presidential election victory for Roh Moo-Hyun came as a surprise to many, since the print newspapers had Lee Hoi-Chang ahead on all polls going into the voting. Several factors explain Roh’s victory, but one of the most prominent ones was the use of the Internet by Roh’s supporter club, Nosamo.

Nosamo, which is an abbreviation for “those who love Roh Moo-Hyun,” was established in April 2000 as the first political fan club in South Korea. The core members were primarily in their twenties through forties, comfortable with using the Internet to transmit information and to expand membership. Roh, a high school graduate who never attended university, had been a lawyer since passing the difficult bar exam in 1975. Coming from an impoverished background, Roh had captured a seat in the National Assembly in 1988, but lost his seat in the April 2000 National Assembly elections, prompting his supporters to form Nosamo.48

With the presidential election looming in 2002, Roh won the candidacy of the ruling Millennial Democratic Party (MDP) because of widespread support among regular party members. The power brokers of the MDP, who had joined mainly because of personal connections to Kim Dae-Jung, were not so enthusiastic about the upstart candidate. Leading up to December 2002, traditional media outlets projected Lee Hoi-Chang as the victor, while Internet news and websites predicted Roh Moo-Hyun would win. Supported by Nosamo and OhmyNews, the first major Internet “citizens’ press” – a media outlet whose reporters were not accredited journalists – Roh’s popularity in the virtual world was essentially unchallenged.49

However, many pundits doubted  whether the virtual support would translate into real votes for Roh. Support was also generated by a last-minute betrayal by another presidential candidate who had pledged to support Roh then backed out, and by an intensive campaign via the Internet and cell phones. Roh managed a narrow victory over Lee. This rare political upset could be seen as a race not just between the old guard and new reformist politicians, but also between old and new media.

The emergence of Internet politics, or the “Netizen” and the “Cyberian society,” has been one of the more distinctive elements of South Korea democracy. In a country that has the highest Internet broadband penetration rate and per capita cell phone usage rate in the world, and a 68% Internet penetration rate (good for 16th in the world), information technology proved to be an extremely convenient medium for social and political mobilization.50

Previously, voting patterns had been primarily based largely on the region of origin of the candidates. The extent of regional bias in previous elections has been questioned. On the one hand, many scholars and journalists speak of the political and economic biases that have concentrated power and money in Seoul and in the southeast, while keeping the southwestern provinces in the margins. On the other, some argue that actual distributions of income and voting patterns show that the impact of regional interests on voter behavior has been greatly exaggerated.51

 Whichever is the case, what is clear is that Netizen networks helped catapult Roh Moo-Hyun to national prominence by generating grassroots support across the nation, as evidenced by the strong support Roh received in the southwestern provinces, despite the fact that he was from Pusan, the largest city of the southeast.

Roh broke off from the MDP and formed his own party, the Uri Party or Our Open Party (OOP), in November 2003. The conservative Grand National Party (GNP), formally called the Democratic Liberal Party (the ruling party during Kim Young-San’s presidency), and the MDP allied to impeach Roh, via a vote in the National Assembly in March 2004, for illegal electioneering and incompetence. Netizens again used the Internet and mobile communications to organize rallies to support Roh, including one gathering in late March that assembled some 250,000 people. Meanwhile, the pro-impeachment demonstration on the same day attracted 2,000 people. The April 2004 general elections produced a majority for the OOP in the National Assembly, giving Roh a stronger hand; meanwhile, the Constitutional Court eventually overturned the impeachment in May 2004. Some conservatives called for a military coup to rid the country of Roh, but despite the seemingly irreparable political fissures, the weapons of choice remained the Internet, demonstrations, and elections, rather than armed insurrection.

Some qualifications about the successful use of the Internet and cell phones to organize demonstrations may be necessary, since the overall impact of such web-based politics remains open to further analysis. The numbers of members in a fan club, for example, may not necessarily correlate with the current number of active members, and having sophisticated websites does not ensure frequency of hits or positive reception. Nonetheless, almost all leading politicians are now armed with professionally developed websites, and many are also supported by their own Internet-based fan clubs.

Post-democratic trajectories 

The third salient development in South Korean democracy has been the development of standard post-democratic consolidation patterns, including a drop in voter turnout and a widening of the political spectrum. In the South Korean case, this trajectory has been extremely rapid because of the emergence of a generational gap, both actual and perceived. The usual generational differences in political orientation, often explainable by different stages of the life cycle, have been magnified by the compressed change experienced over the past fifty years. Consequently, there has been rapid political alienation resulting in lower voter turnouts among younger eligible voters, and increasing domestic political polarization.

Political participation, at least in terms of voter turnout, has been declining rapidly. The presidential election of 1987 recorded a 89% voter turnout rate among eligible voters, while the 1992 election registered an 82% turnout, and the 1997 presidential election in which Kim Dae-Jung emerged victorious generated an 81% turnout rate. The 2002 presidential elections saw a steep  decline to 71%, despite the widespread use of new communications technologies. In National Assembly elections, this pattern of electoral alienation has been even more pronounced. The 1988 elections generated a 76% turnout, while the 1992 elections saw 72% vote. In 1996, this dropped to 65% and in 2000 to 57%. The 2004 general elections rebounded slightly to 61%. For local elections, the voter participation rate dropped from 68% in 1995 to 49% in 2002.

Differences in presidential election systems, as well as timing and specific conditions, affect turnout and outcome, but as rough points of comparison, it is worth noting that other new democracies in Asia such as Taiwan and the Philippines had turnout rates of 80% and 84% respectively for their 2004 presidential elections. Among the older democracies the US had a 80% rate for the 1972 presidential election; by the 2004 election, this had dropped to 55%. The South Korean trend in voter turnouts might be closest to many of the new democracies in Eastern Europe, such as Slovenia, where turnout dropped from 86% in 1992 to 65% in 2002, or Bulgaria, which went from 75% in 1992 to 55% in 2001. 

Voter disinterest trajectories in South Korea vary over three major age cohorts. First, the most active in voting are those over 50 with either memories of the Korean War or intensive saturation in anti-communist education. This cohort generally tends to be most supportive of US foreign policy in Asia and more wary of North Korea. Second, there are the voters under 30 who essentially grew up with democracy and relative economic comfort. The alienation from politics in South Korea has been most significant among the voters in this age category. For example, in the 1996 National Assembly elections (65% overall turnout rate), 78% of those in the 50 and over category voted, while only 50% of eligible voters in the 20–29 category voted.52

In the 2004 general elections, the 50–59 group voted at a rate of 83%, while the 20–29 group was at 37%. As is the case in most other democratic countries, those under 30 are often seen as being more consumerist, individualistic, and indifferent towards politics. When the younger generations do cast votes, the general trend is that they tend to favor the more progressive and less conservative candidates. This group generally favors a conciliatory approach to North Korea.

The third cohort, the so-called “386” generation, is currently the most influential. Named after the Intel Pentium Central Processing Units (the 80-386) that were popular in the 1990s, “386” refers to people in their 30s when the term originated, now mostly in their 40s (the 3), who graduated from university in the 1980s (the 8), and were born in the 1960s (the 6). The 386ers witnessed both dictatorial rule and democratization, and grew up during a period of rapid economic growth. They were educated in the aftermath of the Kwangju Massacre, and many participated in the pro-democratization, anti-government demonstrations in the 1980s. If older generations are defined by the epochal moments such as liberation from Japanese colonial rule, the Korean War, or the oppressive Yusin system instituted by Park Chung-Hee in 1972, the 386ers are the cohort most closely linked with democratization. Unlike the older generations, the 386ers are comfortable in using the Internet and other digital communications technologies, which allows them to use various media for political mobilization. 

Even more important, the 386ers form the most significant proportion of the electorate. According to the National Statistical Office, those in their 30s and 40s account for roughly 33% of the total population; they are the largest single segment of the population. Moreover a long-term demographic shift means that those aged 20 to 39 constitute over 50% of eligible voters in South Korea; given the lower voter turnout rates of those under 30, the 386ers are likely to have the most impact.

Further, there has been a relatively rapid generational transition in political office. While most of Roh’s cabinet ministers have largely been in their 50s, many presidential advisory councils and committees to the government are composed largely of 386ers. In addition, the number of National Assembly members under 50 increased from 29% in 2000 to 43% in 2004, also reflecting the generational transition under way in politics.

South Korea’s North Korea policy is the most galvanizing issue, one that regularly highlights the intergenerational differences. In early 2004, public opinion surveys indicated that those over 50 are more likely to support the conservative GNP, and disapprove of Roh Moo-Hyun and the OOP. Just as important, 386ers are more inclined to favor a conciliatory approach to North Korea, the so-called Sunshine Policy, while the older generation tends to be  more hostile towards Kim Jong-Il and Roh Moo-Hyun’s North Korea policy. Anti-Roh or anti-North Korea demonstrations showed a preponderance of older men, while the anti-American or pro-Sunshine Policy demonstrations, in contrast, were composed largely of people in their 20s through the 40s.

Yet generational differences can serve as a convenient explanation for political conflicts that ultimately shuts down further enquiry. In one instance, a November 2004 poll indicated that only 22% of the respondents felt that Roh Moo-Hyun was doing a good job. Among those aged 20 to 29, Roh scored 29%; from those in the 30–39 category, he earned 24% support; and for those 50 and above, 24%. Interestingly, among those between 40 and 49, only 12% supported Roh. This result runs counter to general assumptions of a linear correlation between age and relative support of President Roh.53

In fact, in the 2002 elections, Roh had received the same percentage of votes from those in their 40s as had his counterpart, Lee Hoi-Chang, indicating that while younger voters did support Roh, generational differences are only one of many major variables that explain the political dynamics in South Korea’s post-1987 democracy.

Conclusion 

Democratization in South Korea was not the result of the kind of export of “freedom” and “democracy” that occurred in Iraq in 2003, nor was it the result of liberalization policies pushed through by the IMF or any other international agency. Rather, individuals and organizations whose roots were firmly planted in domestic history propelled the transformation process in 1987. Kim Chu-Y[image: sa1]l, Lee Han-Y[image: sa1]l, and countless others who participated in anti-government and pro-democracy activities cannot be categorized as just victims or beneficiaries of globalization.

An important logical implication of this interpretation is that it is extremely important that we do not view the process of democratization in South Korea as simply a product of reactions against US interventionism, or as a reflection of a desire to be more like the US. This is not to overlook the impact that actions of individual American officials, Korean access to US technologies and markets, and consumption of notions of democracy via the 1948 constitution has had on the history of South Korea. However,  not all changes in recent world history, despite the impressions generated by both supporters and critics, revolve strictly around the US and its foreign policies.

Some critics protest that conservatives have hijacked democracy in South Korea and that the country remains mired in the legacies of authoritarian rule.54

Given the shifts in demographic structure, the gradual generational transition in political power, and the voter turnout patterns, the differences between those in their 30s and 40s (the 386ers), and those in their 50s and 60s, it seems likely, will continue to fuel the process of political polarization rather than convergence. Others claim that the 1987 system sorely lacks institutionalized forms of consensus formation. The regularity of violent confrontations and disputes among politicians and the public regarding policy towards North Korea, as we shall see later in this book, indicates that it may be necessary for any president to suture some of the ideological and political ruptures. Undeniably, problems do remain, as reflected by the fact that despite its efforts the Roh Moo-Hyun government has, like its predecessors, been unable to abolish the National Security Law.

Ultimately, however, the accusations which conservatives and radicals regularly launch at each other that the other side is undermining democracy and corrupting civil society reflect less the problems with democracy and more the dramatic broadening of the political spectrum since 1987.55 Despite the vitriol flying back and forth between conservatives and progressives, despite the fissures between left and right, and despite the drift apart of old and young, the fact that such tensions can be expressed in public is an important testimony to the rapidity and intensity of changes in South Korea’s political system over the past twenty years. The space for discussion has expanded widely, a clear contrast to the tightly controlled political and social system of North Korea. Although some of the rhetoric in South Korea might give the impression that democracy has been a Pandora’s box, a source of numerous unforeseen troubles, it should be remembered that in most versions of the myth, the last item that fluttered out was hope.
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