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Introduction

Korea has a history unlike any other modern nation. In the late nine-
teenth century few if any states could match Korea’s territorial and 

institutional stability, its historical continuity, its ethnic unity, and its 
isolation. The last earned it the sobriquet “the hermit kingdom.” As with 
so much of the non-Western world, Korea became a victim of the great 
age of imperialism. Its colonial experience was atypical, however, in that 
it was ruled by Japan, a familiar neighbor with which it shared many 
cultural affinities. But what makes Korea’s modern history unique was its 
division in 1945 by the United States and the Soviet Union at the thirty-
eighth parallel. Korea was divided along a totally arbitrary line that had 
no historical, geographical, cultural, or economic logic; just a line that 
conveniently separated the country into roughly two equal-size halves—
dividing provinces, valleys, and families. A nation that was arguably the 
most ethnically homogeneous in the world, with thirteen centuries of 
political unity, with national and provincial boundaries older than almost 
any other state, was cut into halves by the two superpowers.

While in theory this was only a temporary measure, almost imme-
diately two separate regimes emerged. In 1948, the United States and 
the Soviet Union set up their client states: the Republic of Korea, better 
known as South Korea, and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, or 
North Korea. The two “Koreas” had different leaders, different political 
and economic systems, and different external orientations. Both saw the 
division as an unacceptable and temporary condition, but the attempts 
to unify the country led to one of the bloodiest conflicts since the end of 
World War II. Despite horrific destruction and loss of life, both regimes 
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survived and continued on their markedly different trajectories of devel-
opment. North Korea evolved into one of the world’s most totalitarian 
and militant states, ruled by a family with a cult of personality unequaled 
in its extreme intensity. It was the world’s most closed and, for many, 
most enigmatic, state, with a leadership busy developing missiles and nu-
clear weapons while millions of the nation’s children were stunted from 
malnutrition. South Korea, by contrast, after a rocky and uncertain start 
evolved into an open, democratic society, whose spectacular economic 
growth and internationally competitive industries made it an outstanding 
success story among the postcolonial states.

Nowhere else was a nation so arbitrarily divided and the peoples of 
the two halves so effectively isolated from each other; nowhere else did 
such radically different political and social systems emerge.1 The bound-
ary between the two Koreas, the world’s most heavily armed and until 
recently most hermetically sealed, marks two different living standards 
and lifestyles. Nowhere else is there such a sharp contrast between two 
contiguous states—one rich, democratic, and cosmopolitan; the other 
impoverished, totalitarian, and isolated. And arguably the history of no 
other society in the past century offers such contrasting examples of how 
societies can undergo modern development. Korea’s modern history is 
both a remarkable story and an incomparable example of how the inter-
play of historical contingency, policy choices, and cultural heritage can 
shape societies in contrasting ways.

Korea is also a fascinating land with a rich and distinctive culture that 
continues to evolve in interesting and even surprising ways. Yet Korea 
and its history have often been overlooked in the past. Except for the 
Korean War, it has not, at least until recently, drawn much attention from 
the rest of the world. Partly this is due to the fact that is has been over-
shadowed by its larger neighbors, China and Japan.

Next to China, the world’s most populous nation and second largest in 
area, Korea looks small. And it is overshadowed by a larger, wealthier, 
and very dynamic Japan. It also borders another giant, Russia. Koreans, 
themselves, sometimes call their country a “shrimp between whales.” But 
it is not so small. North and South Korea together have approximately the 
same area as Britain. Their combined population of over 70 million is a 
little larger than that of France, a little smaller than Germany’s.

Nor is Korea culturally insignificant. Its long cultural tradition is among 
the better-recorded ones, as Koreans have been avid compilers of history 
and have produced an impressive body of historical scholarship. They 
also possess a rich literary and artistic heritage. Although a largely rural, 
agricultural society with a less vibrant urban or commercial life than its 
neighbors, Korea still had a complex, sophisticated system of government 
and education. Nor was it technologically backward. The Koreans were 
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the first to use rain gauges and keep records of rainfall, the first to use 
moveable metal type, and the first to build ironclad ships. Also, the oldest 
known printed materials have been found there.

Today Korea is emerging from its past obscurity. On the negative side 
there is the notoriety of Kim Jong Il and the North Korean nuclear threat. 
But South Korea has become a major world economy whose corporate 
names LG, Samsung, and Hyundai are globally recognized. Its popular 
culture has a huge audience among its Asian neighbors and is beginning 
to be known beyond Asia. Yet its remarkable modern history with its im-
portant implications is still not widely known and appreciated.

Geographically, Korea is a mountainous peninsula about 600 miles 
long and an average 120 miles wide with a mixture of maritime and conti-
nental climates. The mountains are not high, reaching only 9,000 feet with 
Mount Paektu on the border between North Korea and Manchuria. Yet no 
place in Korea is not within sight of them.

Arable land is limited but well watered and fertile. Winters vary from 
short and mild in the south to long and bitter cold in the north; summers 
are wet and humid almost everywhere. The humid summer and dry 
autumn are ideal for growing rice, and except in the far north where it 
is too cold to cultivate, rice has been the staple crop for several millen-
nia. Wet rice agriculture is labor intensive but produces high yields per 
acre. Therefore, despite the limited amount of land suitable for farming, 
Korea has been for centuries a densely populated country and until quite 
recently an overwhelmingly rural, agricultural one.

No part of Korea is far from the seas. The seas, however, while filled 
with abundant fish and seafood, important components in the Korean 
diet, are not friendly to navigation. The east coast on the Sea of Japan (or 
“East Sea” as the Koreans call it) has few good harbors and is cut off from 
the major population centers by rugged mountains. Navigation on the 
western Yellow Sea coast is made difficult by shifting sandbars and some 
of the world’s highest tides. Confined to a geographically well-defined 
peninsula with ample resources to support a fairly populous agricultural 
society, Korea developed its own distinctive society and identity while 
borrowing heavily from China.

Korea entered the twentieth century as one of the world’s oldest and 
most ethnically and culturally homogeneous societies. Except for one 
brief period in the early tenth century, the country remained politically 
unified since 676.2 Before then, three states occupied the Korean peninsula: 
Koguryŏ governed most of what is now North Korea and good parts of 
adjacent Manchuria, Paekche ruled the southwestern portion of the pen-
insula, and Silla the southeastern. All emerged in the fourth century as 
Chinese-influenced states that eventually adopted Buddhism, introduced 
by Chinese missionaries. Silla unified most of the peninsula, stamped its 
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culture on it, and ruled to the tenth century. In 935, it was replaced by the 
Koryŏ dynasty, and in 1392, the Chosŏn (sometimes called Yi) dynasty, 
which ended in 1910. The last two dynasties together spanned a millen-
nium; both were unusually long-lived by historical standards.

Korea was an aristocratic society dominated by a hereditary class of 
landowners and government officials that came to be known as yangban. 
The economic base of the yangban was their agricultural holdings—not 
large estates but usually scattered patches of rice paddy, barley fields, 
and other lands worked by tenants, by slaves, or by free peasants who 
rented parcels. Their social status was confirmed, their families’ prestige 
enhanced and access to important political positions acquired by success 
in civil service exams. Borrowed from China, these exams were the major 
means in which government posts were allotted to the elite. The Korean 
king held considerable power over his kingdom but this power was often 
limited or checked by officials representing the yangban class. An elabo-
rate bureaucracy administered what was a highly centralized state with 
little local autonomy. During the Chosŏn dynasty the state appointed the 
governors of the eight provinces and the administrators of the roughly 
three hundred counties and other subprovincial units. A law of avoidance 
meant the officials could not serve in their home province.

Underneath the aristocracy was the peasant majority, mostly living in 
small villages of dwellings made of mud with thatched-roofs. They had 
little access to power. Under them were certain outcaste groups such a 
leather workers and shamans. These outcaste groups were also hereditary, 
as was a small class of government clerks and technical specialists such as 
lawyers, doctors, and astronomers called chungin. At the bottom of society 
were slaves, who may have made up close to one-third of the society at one 
point but whose numbers were declining in the nineteenth century. There 
were also peddlers and wholesale merchants, but a geography of rugged 
mountains and a traditional disdain of merchants inhibited commerce.

During this time Korea enjoyed considerable stability and continu-
ity. The changes of dynasties marked neither radical cultural nor social 
breaks with the past. The same institutions, with modifications, served 
as the organs of government, and many of the same families dominated 
political, social, and cultural life for over a millennium. After the tenth 
century there were only modest changes in the political boundaries of the 
kingdom, and only minor adjustments in its provincial boundaries after 
the eleventh century. Geography played a role in this, as the peninsula 
formed a natural geographical compartment, but so did the success with 
which Koreans developed a set of institutions and values that held the 
society together. From time to time the country was invaded by its larger 
and more formidable neighbors. Yet each time the political and social 
order displayed an impressive resiliency.
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In the distant past various groups of peoples from northeast Asia en-
tered the peninsula; some went on to become the ancestors of the Japanese, 
and others mixed and merged to become a single Korean ethnic group 
sharing one language and culture. Indeed, by the fifteenth century and 
perhaps earlier, ethnicity, language, and polity were largely coterminous. 
This is uncommon in world history. One has only to think of the ethnic 
and linguistic kaleidoscope of India, or the problems of nation building 
among diverse groups divided along ethnic, linguistic, or sectarian lines 
in Pakistan, Iraq, Indonesia, or the nations of Africa. Germany was uni-
fied only in 1871, but even then this did not include all German-speaking 
people. France has a longer history of unity, to give another example, 
but the boundaries of France never included all French-speaking people 
and contained small ethnic minorities: Bretons, Basques, and German-
speaking Alsatians. Or one can point out Arab countries or those of Latin 
America to appreciate the fact that a state generally does not coincide 
with a distinctive language, ethnicity, or cultural identity. Korea was 
different. When Korea began to enter the modern world in the late nine-
teenth century there were no significant populations of Korean speakers 
outside the political boundaries of Korea and no ethnic or linguistic mi-
norities within. In this respect only Japan, perhaps, is comparable.

Korea’s culture was derived in large measure from China. For cen-
turies Koreans had patterned their political institutions, legal concepts, 
literature, and art after the Chinese. From China arrived Buddhism and 
Confucianism. Confucianism had an especially strong impact, shaping 
the way people thought about government, society, and ethics. Confucian 
concepts and terminology date from the days before unification; how-
ever, it was the new reinvigorated form known by Westerners as Neo-
Confucianism that had the most impact. From its arrival in the fourteenth 
century, waves of firm adherents insisted that Korea model political and 
social institutions on Confucian tenets, and this in fact is what happened. 
By the seventeenth century if not earlier, Korea became more Confucian 
than China; in fact, no society ever made greater efforts to conform to its 
principles. Confucian values such as loyalty to kings, respect for parents, 
obedience of women to men, leadership by moral example, and the im-
portance of education as a means of moral perfection took deep roots in 
Korea.

Korea’s worldview was firmly lodged in the Sino-centric tribute sys-
tem. In theory, China, the “Middle Kingdom,” was the center of civiliza-
tion, and the emperor of China, nominally at least, was ruler of all that is 
under Heaven. From the emperor flowed all legitimate political authority. 
Those societies that adhered most closely to Chinese norms were the most 
civilized and least barbarian. Neighboring states did not maintain diplo-
matic relations but instead sent tribute missions to the emperor with gifts. 
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These missions were often a cover for trade. Korea was proud to be a loyal 
tributary and was regarded by the Chinese as one of the most civilized 
and reliable subject states. In practice, Korea was quite independent, and 
the tributary relationship was mainly ceremonial. It was an enormous 
source of pride for Koreans to be part of the great cosmopolitan civiliza-
tion centered in China, and the Koreans shared the Chinese contempt for 
barbarians outside of this civilization and for the semibarbarians on its 
periphery, such as the Japanese.

Yet Korea was not China. Geographically it was separate, the two states 
permanently bordering each other only with the establishment of the 
Qing (Manchu) dynasty in the mid-seventeenth century. The language 
was different. Korean is a highly inflected, nontonal language distantly 
related to Japanese but unrelated and radically different from Chinese. 
The folk customs, shamanism, domestic architecture, dress, and cuisine 
were distinctive. In the fifteenth century, Koreans developed their own 
writing system, the han’gŭl alphabet, although they continued to use 
Chinese characters as well. The educated elite were proud to be part of 
this Sino-centric world. But Koreans were also conscious of being part of 
a land with it own history and traditions.

Long stretches of peace were from time to time broken by invasions. 
The seminomadic Khitans from what is now Manchuria invaded in the 
tenth and early eleventh centuries; the Mongols launched a series of 
particularly devastating invasions in the thirteenth, the Japanese para-
mount leader Hideyoshi invaded in the 1590s and the Manchus in the 
mid-seventeenth century. None of these invasions radically altered the 
course of Korean history, and the society usually made a speedy recov-
ery. The invasions, however, instilled a wariness of outsiders. With China 
under the rule of the “barbarian” Manchu or Qing dynasty after 1644, late 
Chosŏn-dynasty Koreans began to regard their own land as the truest 
bastion of Confucian civilization. The kingdom pursued a strict policy 
of isolation. Except for official tributary missions to China and the occa-
sional diplomatic mission to Japan, Koreans were prohibited from leaving 
the country. All foreigners were barred entry except for official Chinese 
on diplomatic missions, and Japanese, who were allowed to trade only at 
a small walled compound, the Waegwan, in Pusan.

Protected under the benevolent umbrella of China, located off the 
world’s major trade routes, and having little contact with foreigners, 
Koreans lived in comfortable isolation until their abrupt entry into the 
Western-dominated world of the late nineteenth century. Korea’s first 
modern century, from its “opening” by Japanese gunboats in 1876, was a 
troubled one. Ill prepared, Koreans struggled with competing variants of 
modernity, while the major powers fought over influence. The nation was 
annexed to Japan, and then it went through thirty-five years of wrench-
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ing change and social upheaval caused by the transition to a new modern 
society and made worse by the exploitative and inconsistent policies of 
the Japanese colonial administration. But the real turmoil began with the 
mobilization of the population by Japan during World War II. This was 
followed by liberation and the division into the two Koreas.

Despite their shared traditional and colonial heritage, North and South 
Korea moved in very different directions. Each state’s development was 
unusual and poses many questions. How can we account for the extraor-
dinary transformation of South Korea from a nation with a per-capita in-
come below Ghana or Haiti in 1960 to one of the only developing nations 
to “graduate” to developed status? How did a nation where the majority 
of the adult population in 1945 was illiterate and only 5 percent had a 
secondary education become one the most literate societies in the world 
by 2000, a country whose students consistently score at or near the top in 
international tests of learning competencies? How can we account for the 
development of an internationally competitive economy in a society that 
had previously lacked a vibrant commercial life? What accounts for the 
emergence of one of Asia’s most lively democracies in a society that had 
known only authoritarianism? Why did North Korea evolve into such a 
totalitarian state? How can we explain the bizarre cult of personality as-
sociated with Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il? And how can we understand 
the regime’s extreme militancy and hostility to the West? Or explain the 
regime’s continual survival despite the collapse of its economy, mass 
famine, and global isolation?

The most fundamental question is: Why did the two Koreas take such 
different courses? That is, how is it possible that such a culturally and 
ethnically homogeneous people could have evolved so differently in six 
decades? Korea’s modern history challenges us to rethink the way we 
look at history and culture. The success or perceived lack of success of 
modern nations to develop well-functioning political, social, and eco-
nomic systems is often judged, at least in part, by their cultural heritages. 
Japan’s success, for example, has been attributed to its strong sense of 
unity, traditions of craftsmanship, competitive samurai spirit, and respect 
for learning; Singapore’s to its Confucian culture. In some cases religious 
heritage, for example, that of Islam, or the legacy of autocracy are pointed 
out as explanations for failures to achieve political freedom or economic 
prosperity. Korea’s recent experience provides evidence that a nation’s 
heritage can be the basis for very different outcomes. It suggests that his-
torical contingencies and public policies, as well as cultural legacies, are 
extremely important in shaping a nation’s history.

Chapter 1 looks at the entry of Korea into the modern world and the 
age of imperialism in the late nineteenth century and traces its loss of 
independence to Japan. The second chapter surveys the thirty-five-year 
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period of colonial rule, from 1910 to 1945, and its impact on later Korean 
history. Chapter 3 narrates the division of Korea, the development of two 
separate regimes, and the horrendous Korean War. The fourth chapter 
examines the evolution of North Korean society from the end of the Ko-
rean War in 1953 to the early 1990s. Chapters 5 and 6 cover South Korea’s 
development during this time. More attention is given to South Korea 
than to the North, since not only does it contain a majority of the Korean 
people, its history is also far better documented. Chapters 7 and 8 deal 
respectively with North and South Korea since the late 1980s.

The creation of two Koreas and the radically divergent paths they 
followed offer many insights for understanding economic, social, and 
political development. Korea is also an important part of the global com-
munity, with a rich and dynamic culture. That alone makes its history 
worthy of study.

NOTES

1. See chapter 3 for comparisons with Germany and Vietnam.
2. Some historians regard Korea as not achieving unity until the tenth century. 

For this, as well as discussions on the emergence of ethnic homogeneity, see Mi-
chael J. Seth, A Concise History of Korea: From the Neolithic to the Nineteenth Century 
(Boulder, CO: Rowman & Littlefield, 2006).
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1

Y

Korea, 
1876–1910

It could hardly have been obvious to Koreans in the early nineteenth 
century that their society was to undergo a relentless series of upheav-

als and far-reaching transformations. Theirs was a land that had twelve 
centuries of political unity and a social and political system that had 
evolved but not drastically changed in more than a millennium. Korean 
leaders and elites were confident in the virtuousness of their kingdom, 
considering it a bastion of truly civilized values, the most faithful adher-
ent of correct ethical norms derived from the Chinese Confucian tradition. 
Except for a tiny number of Christians, the world outside East Asia was of 
little concern for them. All this changed radically as Western imperialism 
began to intrude upon Korea. At first there were occasional, if disturbing, 
incidents. In 1832, the Lord Amherst of the British East India Company 
appeared along the coast, offering to trade, but the Koreans explained 
it was against their law to trade with outsiders. In 1845, the British war-
ship Samarang, surveying Korean waters, visited Cheju and other Korean 
ports and again inquired about trade. Korean authorities again explained 
that they had no desire to open their country to trade. The Koreans then 
requested the Qing government to make it clear to the British that it did 
not seek trade. But the Koreans were not to be left alone. In 1846, three 
French warships arrived on the coast and sent a letter to be forwarded to 
the king, and then left. In 1854, two armed Russian vessels sailed off the 
northeast coast and clashed with Koreans.

Koreans, through their diplomatic missions in China, were aware of 
more disturbing events. The British went to war with China from 1839 
to 1842 in what is known as the Opium War, in which they defeated the 
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Chinese and forced them to open ports to trade on British terms. Britain 
and France went to war with China again from 1858 to 1860 inflicting 
another defeat and extracting more concessions. The Opium War could 
be dismissed as a merely successful barbarian pirate attack, but the cap-
ture and pillage of Beijing in 1860 by an Anglo-French force was a truly 
alarming development. At the same time, Korea acquired a new neighbor, 
as the Russians expanded south, annexing territory on China’s northern 
frontier and advancing to Korea’s Tumen River border in 1860. During 
1864–1865, a number of Russians came to the border town of Kyŏnghŭng 
insisting on trade, while in 1863, Koreans living in the northeast began to 
migrate across the border into Russian territory.1 To the east, the United 
States forced Japan to open itself to trade with the West in 1854.

THE OPENING OF KOREA

These external events, along with internal financial problems, contrib-
uted to a growing sense of crisis. Korea responded with a vigorous 
reform effort led by the Taewŏn’gun. When King Ch’ŏlchong (reigned 
1849–1864) died without an heir, the second son of a relative, Yi Ha-ŭng, 
was selected to succeed as Kojong (1864–1907). As Kojong was a minor, 
his father became regent, taking the title of Taewŏn’gun (Grand Prince). 
The Taewŏn’gun’s program of reform was designed to strengthen the 
monarchy and the power of the central government. He rebuilt the main 
royal palace and restored royal tombs, instituted a new currency, and 
carried out measures to increase the state’s tax revenue. Among the latter 
was a new household tax that was levied on the previously tax-exempted 
yangban, the hereditary aristocracy that dominated Korean society, as well 
as on commoners.

Initially the Taewŏn’gun was tolerant of the Christian community in 
Korea. In the late eighteenth century a few Koreans visiting China had en-
countered Roman Catholic missionaries there and had converted. Despite 
sporadic persecution, the community, while still quite small, increased in 
the nineteenth century. The growing foreign crisis in East Asia fed fears 
that Christianity was a dangerous Western doctrine that would under-
mine the political and social order. The connection between Catholicism 
and the French presence in Asia resulted in a belief that Catholic mis-
sionary activities were part of hostile French designs on Korea. This was 
an old and not entirely unfounded fear. In 1801, in a famous incident, an 
early convert, Hwang Sa-yŏng, had attempted to send a letter to the pope 
to ask for foreign military intervention to protect the Christian minority. 
The regent launched a major persecution in 1866 on the advice of many 
of his officials. In March 1866, nine French priests who were illegally in 
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the country were ordered to leave; when they refused, six were executed 
while three others fled. Forty Korean converts were also executed. The 
Qing government in Beijing warned Korea against hostile actions against 
foreign missionaries, but the regent’s belief in the need for strong mea-
sures against any Western threat was only reinforced by the General Sher-
man incident. In August 1866, a heavily armed U.S. merchant ship with a 
crew of Americans, Malays, British, and Chinese entered Korean waters 
and sailed up the Taedong River to P’yŏngyang (Pyongyang) seeking to 
open trade. Ignoring orders to leave, the crew fired upon a hostile crowd 
and burned nearby boats. A few days later when the ship was caught in 
a receding tide, the local governor, the distinguished scholar Pak Kyu-
su, ordered it destroyed. The General Sherman was burned and its crew 
killed. Although little known to Americans, the General Sherman incident 
would be later celebrated in North Korea as the beginning of the Korean 
people’s resistance to American imperialism. The Taewŏn’gun then car-
ried out further persecutions of the small Catholic minority in Korea in 
which several thousands of converts died—which became known as the 
Catholic Persecution of 1866.

In October, 1866 the French sent seven ships and 600 men on a punitive 
expedition to Korea in response to the execution of its missionaries. After 
capturing a fort on the strategic island of Kanghwa near the mouth of 
the Han River, Admiral Roze delivered a letter to the court in the Korean 
capital of Seoul (Sŏul) demanding that those responsible for the murder 
of the missionaries be punished. The Taewŏn’gun’s response was to 
mobilize thousands of available forces. When the French tried to seize a 
fortified Buddhist temple on the southern end of the island in November 
they were driven back by Korean troops. With winter coming on, the 
French left. Meanwhile, news of the disappearance of the General Sherman 
eventually reached the Americans in China, and Admiral Shufeldt was 
instructed to investigate. The admiral sent a ship to Korea in 1867 and 
another in 1868 to make inquiries, but the Koreans refused to deal with 
either one. Tensions with foreigners were further aggravated by a bizarre 
incident in May 1868. In an effort to open trade, the German merchant 
Ernest Oppert landed on the coast of Korea and desecrated the grave of 
the Taewŏn’gun’s father in a failed attempt to use his father’s bones as a 
bargaining chip for trade concessions.

Gradually the United States became aware of the fate of the General 
Sherman. In 1870, the newly appointed U.S. minister to China, Frederick 
Low, began preparations to take firm action against the “semi-barbaric and 
hostile” Koreans.2 In May 1871, Low led five ships and 1,200 men under 
Admiral John Rodgers on a punitive expedition. When on June 1 the Kore-
ans fired upon a survey party, the Americans destroyed the shore batteries. 
The Americans waited for a reply to a letter demanding an account of the 
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missing ship, but the Korean government replied that it was not interested 
in negotiations. The Americans then attacked the city of Kanghwa and forts 
on the island. The Koreans fought to the death, inflicting some casualties 
on the U.S. forces. Not authorized to proceed further, and frustrated by the 
Koreans’ refusal to talk and their fierce resistance, Low and Rodgers de-
cided to withdraw. The Taewŏn’gun proudly put up stone signs proclaim-
ing “Western barbarians invade our land. If we do not fight we must then 
appease them. To urge appeasement is to betray the nation.”3 It appeared 
to him that Westerners, like all pirates, could be dealt with best by uncom-
promising resistance.

To the east, Japan posed another threat to Korea. Japan underwent a 
sweeping change with the collapse of the Tokugawa shogunate and the 
creation of the new reform-minded Meiji government in 1868. In January 
1869, an envoy from the Japanese island of Tsushima arrived in Pusan to 
announce the new government. The Korean officials refused to receive 
the letters. They were offended by the idea of an imperial restoration. 
Koreans had never recognized the Japanese ruler as an emperor, since 
that would place him on a basis of equality with the Chinese emperor. 
Furthermore, the new Western-style uniforms of the delegation from Tsu-
shima were also offensive, reinforcing the old attitude that the Japanese 
were semibarbarians. This impression was confirmed when in June 1870 
the German chargé d’affaires in Japan arrived in Pusan with Japanese 
aboard his ship and with another Western request that the country open 
itself to foreign trade. The Korean refusal to receive the notification of the 
restoration of imperial rule was highly offensive to the new leaders of 
Japan, who were in any case concerned about securing their periphery. 
The Japanese began a vigorous colonization of the northern island of 
Hokkaido, brought Okinawa under direct rule in 1873, and secured the 
Kurile Islands in an agreement with Russia in 1875. The strategic impor-
tance of Korea, as well, was not lost upon the leaders of Meiji Japan, who 
conducted heated debates on how to deal with the country. In 1873, some 
Meiji officials seriously discussed provoking an incident that would lead 
to an invasion of Korea, but cooler heads prevailed, and the idea was 
dropped.

Although the Japanese leadership decided not to invade Korea, they 
were determined to open diplomatic relations with their neighbor. In 
May of 1875, they sent the warship Unyō to Pusan, joined two weeks later 
by a second ship. The Japanese showed off these modern Western-built 
ships by inviting Koreans aboard and by firing their guns in demonstra-
tion. The Unyō and other ships then sailed along the coast of Korea, sur-
veying the waters. When they entered the prohibited area off Kanghwa 
Island, they were fired upon by shore batteries. The Unyō returned fire, 
destroying the Korean guns. Japanese troops then overran a small fort 
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on an island off Inch’ŏn, killing and wounding a number of defenders. 
Other warships were dispatched to Pusan with the excuse of protecting 
the Japanese residents there. In February 1876, Kuroda Kiyotaka landed 
on Kanghwa Island with a substantial military force and demanded an 
apology for what he claimed was an unprovoked attack on Japan’s ships. 
Japan wanted more than an apology, however; it insisted that Korea open 
diplomatic and trade relations with its new government.

The Korean court was now in crisis. In December 1873, the Taewŏn’gun 
had been forced to resign, and the young king, Kojong, took personal con-
trol. Shortly after assuming power, Kojong faced this serious challenge. 
Most officials opposed negotiations, but some, such as Pak Kyu-su, the 
same official who had ordered the destruction of the General Sherman, ar-
gued for negotiations, as did the Chinese government. Kojong supported 
the latter view, and in February 1876 his government signed the Treaty 
of Kanghwa. In the treaty, Korea recognized the new administration in 
Tokyo and agreed to open Pusan and two other ports within twenty 
months to the Japanese. The twelve articles of the treaty had profound 
implications that few Koreans at the time probably understood. Korea 
was recognized as an independent state possessing the same sovereign 
rights as Japan. This contradicted the traditional view of Korea as a Chi-
nese tributary state. The concept of an international community of equal 
and sovereign nations was alien to the East Asian order as Koreans had 
always interpreted it. The other articles permitted the Japanese to survey 
Korean waters, allowed Japanese to reside in treaty ports, and gave Japa-
nese the right of extraterritoriality; that is, Japanese in Korea would be 
subject to Japanese law and courts. In accordance with Article 11 of the 
treaty, a further agreement on trade was signed a few months later that 
gave additional economic privileges to the Japanese.

The Treaty of Kanghwa proved a turning point in Korean history. It 
ended its isolation, undermined the tributary system that had framed 
Korean foreign relations for centuries, began the Japanese penetration 
into Korea that would eventually undermine its economic and its po-
litical order, and brought Korea into the imperialist rivalries of the late 
nineteenth century. Korea’s vigorous efforts to insulate itself from the 
changing world around it came to an end. It is not likely, however, that 
many Koreans in 1876 were aware of just how momentous a step they 
had taken.

EARLY REFORMS, 1876–1884

From a modern historical perspective, the years after 1876 mark a radi-
cal departure from Korean history. They may not have appeared so to 



14 Chapter 1

Koreans at the time. The Korean state was simply adjusting itself to deal 
with menacing neighbors, as it had before in its history. However, the 
Koreans were entering a world for which their past experience had ill 
prepared them. It was the world of the high imperialism of the late nine-
teenth century, when nearly every corner of the globe was faced with the 
unbridled expansionist ambitions of the Western powers. Korea’s situa-
tion was especially complex, since it not only had to deal with the forces 
of the West—Britain, France, the United States, and especially Russia—
but also with its two traditional East Asian neighbors, China, which was 
determined to consolidate control or influence over its periphery, and a 
rapidly modernizing, expansionist Japan.

After the Treaty of Kanghwa was signed, the court dispatched Kim 
Ki-su, a respected scholar and official to head a mission to Japan. Korean 
kings had sent emissaries to Japan in the past to keep an eye on their 
troublesome neighbor, although this was the first such mission since 1810. 
Kim met a number of officials who showed him some of Japan’s reforms 
carried out to “enrich the nation” and “strengthen the military.”4 After 
reluctantly meeting with the Japanese emperor, Kim left without Japan’s 
modernization having made much of an impression on him. Rather than 
using the trip as an opportunity to introduce Korea to the rapidly chang-
ing world heralded by Japan’s reform efforts, it was treated as one of the 
occasional missions sent to Japan in the interests of “neighborly relations” 
(kyorin). It was another four years before Seoul sent another mission. 
When the king sent a mission in 1880, it was headed by Kim Hong-jip, 
who was a keener observer of the reforms taking place in Japan. While in 
Japan the Chinese diplomat Huang Cunxian presented him with a study 
called A Strategy for Korea (Chaoxian Celue). The work warned of the threat 
to Korea posed by Russia and recommended that Korea maintain friendly 
relations with Japan, which was at present too economically weak to 
be an immediate threat, work closely with China, and seek an alliance 
with America as a counterweight to Russia. Upon returning to Korea, 
Kim presented the work to Kojong, who was so impressed with it that 
he had copies made and distributed to his officials. Many conservatives 
were outraged by the proposal to seek alliance with Western barbarians 
or even to maintain friendly relations with Japan. Some even plotted a 
coup. Kojong responded to this opposition by executing one prominent 
official and banishing others. The document became the basis of his for-
eign policy.

After 1879, China’s relations with Korea came under the authority of 
Li Hongzhang, who had emerged as one of the most influential figures 
in China after playing an important role in putting down the Taiping Re-
bellion, 1850–1864. Li was an advocate of “self-strengthening,” by which 
China would selectively borrow elements of Western technology, espe-
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cially military technology, and maintain correct relations with Western 
countries while adhering to traditional core values. He was appointed 
by the Qing in 1879 as governor-general of Zhili Province (in the Beijing 
area) and imperial commissioner for the northern ports. Li urged Korean 
officials to adopt China’s own self-strengthening program to strengthen 
the country in the face of foreign threats. Kojong was receptive to this 
advice.

In 1880, following Chinese advice, Kojong decided to establish diplo-
matic ties with the United States, a true break with tradition. Admiral 
Shufeldt came to Tianjin, and in 1881–1882 negotiated with Korea through 
Chinese officials a Corean-American Treaty of Amity and Commerce, 
which was signed on May 22, 1882. In the treaty, the United States offered 
its “good offices” in the case of a threat from a third power. It fixed tariffs 
on imported goods and gave extraterritorial rights to Americans. Several 
elements made the treaty more acceptable to conservatives: it kept tariffs 
high, made extraterritoriality provisional upon the reform of Korean laws 
and judicial procedures to conform to America’s, and it did not mention 
permitting missionary activity. Kojong seems to have thought it offered 
American protection in time of external threat. In the spring of 1883, an 
American minister arrived in Seoul, and an eight-man diplomatic mission 
was sent to the United States under Min Yŏng-ik and his deputy Hong 
Yŏng-sik, where they performed the traditional kowtow before a rather 
surprised President Arthur.

Kojong took several other steps toward reform. In early 1881, he set 
up an Office for the Management of State Affairs (T’ongni Kimu Amun) 
modeled on a similar institution created in China as part of the self-
strengthening program, the Zongli Yamen. The new institution was in 
charge of the various areas needed to deal with the new international en-
vironment: foreign affairs, international trade, foreign language instruc-
tion, military affairs, and weapons manufacturing. Kojong also created a 
special Skills Force of eighty cadets under a Japanese army lieutenant to 
learn modern warfare. In the same year, Kojong sent twelve officials, av-
eraging a comparatively young age of thirty-nine, to Japan on a so-called 
“Gentlemen’s Observation Mission” to spend ten weeks studying the 
new modern institutions and technologies in use there. Two members of 
the mission stayed on in Tokyo as students, the others reported back on 
what they had seen and learned to an interested monarch and his court. 
Later that same year, an official, Kim Yun-sik, led a group of about forty 
students and artisans to China where they studied the modern weapons 
facilities in Tianjin.

None of the efforts proved highly effective. The T’ongni Kimu Amun 
underwent constant reorganization without actually accomplishing 
much. The Special Skills Force was small, incurred the jealousy of regular 
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soldiers, and was abolished in 1882. And the study mission to Tianjin ran 
out of funds, the students became homesick, and it was abandoned be-
fore there was enough time to absorb the new technologies. For all their 
limitations, these activities, especially the trips to Japan, exposed a small 
number of Koreans to new ideas and institutions. These Koreans gradu-
ally formed a reform party sometimes known as the Progressive Party 
(Chinbo-dang) or more often as the Enlightenment Party (Kaehwa-dang), 
a small group committed to major reform efforts. In the meantime, the 
Japanese pressed Korea to open up two more ports, as required in the 
treaty. Wŏnsan on the east coast was opened in 1880, and only after con-
siderable pressure was Chemulp’o (now Inch’ŏn) opened in 1883.

Although modest in scale, the reforms instituted by Kojong were too 
much for conservatives, who rallied around the Taewŏn’gun. An op-
portunity for his return to power came soon. In 1882, regular soldiers 
who had not been paid in months revolted when they found their grain 
rations had been adulterated with chaff. The soldiers, resentful of the 
privileged position of the special guards, murdered the Japanese officer 
and attacked and burned the Japanese legation. Japan’s minister to Ko-
rea, Hanabusa Yoshimoto, and his staff barely escaped. After the soldiers 
called upon the Taewŏn’gun for support, Kojong brought his father back 
to help restore order. The former regent was given full authority, which 
he used to abolish the Special Skills Forces and the T’ongni Kimu Amun. 
Ominously, the military incident brought about the open rivalry between 
China and Japan for influence in Korea that would cause so much trouble. 
Hanabusa returned with Japanese military troops, but the Chinese, in 
their first intervention in Korea since the sixteenth century, sent a much 
larger body of troops, about 4,500, under General Wu Changqing. Chi-
nese troops were now stationed at various points in Seoul. The Chinese 
took the Taewŏn’gun captive and brought him to exile in Tianjin. Japan 
then worked out the Treaty of Chemulp’o, which allowed them to station 
some troops at their embassy in Seoul.

The military uprising was a setback for the early reform efforts. It also 
brought the Chinese into Korea, where they now began to directly inter-
fere in the country’s internal affairs.

The Chinese took several measures to gain a certain amount of control 
over Korea. They negotiated the Regulations for Maritime and Overland 
Trade Between Chinese and Korean Subjects in October 1882. This per-
mitted Chinese merchants to trade in Seoul and along the border, and 
allowed Koreans to trade in Beijing. Thus Korea was opened to Chinese 
merchants. Significantly, this agreement was not a treaty but was issued 
as a regulation for a vassal.5 Under Chinese advice, the monarch created 
the Office for the Management of Diplomatic and Commercial Affairs, 
better known as the Foreign Office, to handle foreign affairs and an Office 
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for the Management of Military and National Affairs, usually referred to 
as the Home Office, to deal with internal matters. Also at the recommen-
dation of the Chinese, the king appointed two advisors to the Foreign 
Office: the Prussian Paul Moellendorff, who had served in the Chinese 
maritime customs service, and the Chinese diplomat Ma Jianchang. The 
Chinese also supervised the creation of a Korean Maritime Customs Ser-
vice in 1883 with Moellendorff as its head. Again on the advice of China, 
Korea established a Capital Guards Command, which was to be trained 
by a young Chinese officer, Yuan Shikai.

In addition to the Chinese-instigated reforms, the Korean government 
continued on its own initiative with some modest attempts to reach out 
to other nations and institute further reforms. It sent Pak Yŏng-hyo to 
Japan in October 1882 on an apology mission. He was accompanied by 
Kim Ok-kyun, who had come under the influence of Japanese modern-
izers such as Fukuzawa Yukichi, and by Sŏ Kwang-bŏm, another young 
scholar interested in Japan’s reforms. In 1883, the king sent a mission to 
the United States, while American diplomats arrived in Seoul. At the 
recommendation of Pak Yŏng-hyo and others, the state created an Office 
of Culture and Information, which published a thrice-monthly gazette, 
Hansŏng Sunbo, Korea’s first newspaper. Forty students were sent to Ja-
pan to study military and technical subjects, and a postal administration 
was established.

The small group of reformers who constituted the Enlightenment Party 
became frustrated at the small scale and erratic pace of progress. These 
youthful, well-educated Koreans, most from the yangban class, were im-
pressed by the developments in Meiji Japan and impatient to emulate 
it. In late 1884, they plotted to carry out a coup that would bring them 
to power so they could carry out sweeping reforms much as a group of 
young samurai had done in Japan 1867–1868. Its members included Kim 
Ok-kyun, Pak Yŏng-hyo, Hong Yŏng-sik, Sŏ Kwang-bŏm, and Sŏ Chae-
p’il. It was a very young group. Pak Yŏng-hyo who came from a prestige 
lineage related to the royal family was twenty-three. Hong was twenty-
nine, Sŏ Kwang-bŏm was twenty-five, and Sŏ Chae-p’il only twenty. All 
had spent some time in Japan. Kim Ok-kyun, at thirty-three, was the old-
est. While studying in Japan he had cultivated friendships with influential 
Japanese figures and was the de facto leader of the group.

Their reform efforts were intertwined with factional politics in Korea. 
The Min clan of the royal consort, Queen Min, had been able to use the 
newly created institutions as bases for power. Their growing monopoly 
of key positions frustrated the ambitions of the Enlightenment Party. 
Furthermore, the Min were pursuing a pro-Chinese policy. This was 
partly a matter of opportunism, but it also reflected an ideological bent 
toward the more comfortable and traditional relationship as a tributary 
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of China. The Min had become advocates of the “Eastern Ways, Western 
Machines” idea of Chinese moderate reformers. This emphasized the 
need to maintain the superior cultural values of the Sino-centric world 
while recognizing the importance of acquiring Western technology, es-
pecially military technology, in order to preserve autonomy. Thus, rather 
than the major institutional reforms and the adaption of new values 
such as legal equality or introducing modern education, the advocates of 
this stream of thought sought a piecemeal adoption of institutions that 
would strengthen the state while preserving the basic social, political, 
and cultural order. Most Korean adherents of this Eastern Ways, Western 
Machines school saw their aim as containing the threat of the Western 
barbarians. But some saw clear practical benefits in a selective adaptation 
of Western technology. This was exemplified by Pak Ki-jong, a lecturer 
at State Confucian Academy, who proclaimed that Western Learning 
(Sŏhak) should be rejected but that Western technology was useful for 
improving living standards. This could be done in accordance with the 
Confucian tradition of “enriching the well-being of the people by taking 
advantage of the useful” (iyong husaeng).6

In late 1884, the more radical reformers of the Enlightenment Party un-
der the leadership of Kim Ok-kyun began plotting the removal of the Min 
clan and other obstacles to sweeping reform. The Japanese minister to Ko-
rea, Takezoe Shin’ichiro, promised to provide Japanese legation guards 
to support the coup plotters, although these numbered only about 200 
men. The coup attempt is known as the Kapsin Chongbyŏn (the Political 
Disturbance of the Year Kapsin [1884]). On the night of December 4, 1884, 
during a banquet for the opening of the new postal administration hosted 
by HongYŏng-sik, its director, the plotters set fire to a house near the 
royal palace and set off some explosions in and around the palace. Taking 
advantage of the confusion, the leaders then entered the Ch’angdŏk Pal-
ace and removed the royal family to the Kyŏngu Palace, where they were 
protected by the forces of the Japanese legation. They then murdered six 
top officials and the leaders of the military units stationed in Seoul.

The next day, Kim Ok-kyun and Pak Yŏng-hyo proclaimed a new 
government and issued a fourteen-point reform program. The program 
called for the abolition of class distinctions, including the official ending 
of yangban status. To alleviate the plight of the poor, it called for tax re-
form, the punishment of avaricious and evil officials, and the permanent 
cancellation of debts. The program also called for the creation of a modern 
police system, a unified modern military through merger of the existing 
four military units, placing all financial affairs under the Ministry of Fi-
nance, and giving full responsibility to the State Council to formulate all 
laws and regulations. Reforms such as the institution of a land tax, the 
abolition of class distinctions, and the modernization of the police and 
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military paralleled the early reforms of the Meiji government. The new 
government lasted only two days, collapsing on December 6, when 1,500 
Chinese troops accompanied by Chinese-trained Korean troops inter-
vened under the command of Yuan Shikai. They quickly overwhelmed 
the Japanese soldiers protecting the royal family in a brief fight. Hong 
Yŏng-sik and a number of the progressives were killed. Kim Ok-kyun, 
Pak Yŏng-hyo, Sŏ Kwang-bŏm, and Sŏ Chae-p’il fled with the retreating 
Japanese to Japan. All total, 180 died, including 38 Japanese and 10 Chi-
nese. The clash between Chinese and Japanese troops was an ominous 
development. Eager to ease tensions between the two powers, Japanese 
leader Itō Hirobumi went to China and negotiated the Convention of 
Tianjin on April 18, 1885. Under this agreement, both nations agreed to 
withdraw their troops from Korea, neither would send military instruc-
tors, and if one party found it necessary to send troops to Korea it would 
notify the other.

As historian Choe Yong-ho has pointed out, the Kapsin coup was 
a setback to the reform movement. It left many of the leaders in exile. 
Yu Tae-ch’i, who was important in introducing enlightenment ideas to 
others, disappeared. Pak Che-hyŏng, author of a reform tract, Mirror of 
Modern Korean Politics (Kŭnse Chosŏn chŏnggam), was murdered by a mob. 
Kim Ok-kyun’s and Pak Yŏng-hyo’s fathers were executed. Hong Yŏng-
sik’s wife and elder brother committed suicide.7 It alienated many Kore-
ans from Japan, which as a result could less effectively serve as a model 
for Korea. The coup leaders sought to limit the growing involvement of 
China, but ironically the coup only strengthened China’s role in Korea.

THE CHINESE DECADE, 1885–1894

In the decade following the failed coup, the Chinese exercised consider-
able influence in Korea. China’s policy was one of cautious reform. Its 
main concern was to keep Korea from falling into the hands of another 
power. Beset in every direction by aggressive imperial powers, China, 
like Japan, was concerned with protecting its periphery. Korea’s tributary 
relationship had long been as much symbolic as real; in all practical mat-
ters Korea was an autonomous state. However, the Chinese now exer-
cised a direct interference in Korean affairs. Although China withdrew its 
troops from Korea following the Convention of Tianjin, it appointed the 
ambitious military commander, Yuan Shikai, to act as a sort of proconsul 
in Korea. He was given the vague title of Commissioner of Trade, which 
became translated by Westerners as “Resident,” implying a sort of pro-
consul role.8 His main concern was to limit the influence of Japan in Ko-
rea, advance the interest of Chinese merchants, make sure that in foreign 



20 Chapter 1

affairs Korea remained subordinate to China and did not act in an away 
that was threatening to China, and ensure that pro-Japanese individuals 
were kept out of positions of authority in Korea.9

From 1885 to 1894 China took control over the customs service and 
the telegraph system. An American, Henry Merrill, a protégé of Robert 
Hart, the British director of the Chinese Customs Service, took over the 
management of the Korean Customs Service in October 1885. Since the 
tariff on the growing volume of foreign imports was becoming a major 
source of revenue for the Korean government, this gave China consider-
able leverage over its finances. Li Hongzhang arranged for Korea’s first 
telegraph line, linking Inch’ŏn and Seoul; this was extended to Ŭiju, and 
from there it was linked with Chinese telegraph lines. When the Seoul to 
Pusan telegraph was completed in 1888, it too was placed under Chinese 
control. Meanwhile, Yuan, only twenty-six years of age when appointed 
“Resident” showed a skill at making Korean friends. However, he repeat-
edly interfered in Korean politics. The young official strove to keep a 
watch on Kojong, whom he did not trust, and to prevent officials thought 
to be pro-Japanese from obtaining key positions. Seeking to counter the 
growing Chinese influence, Kojong sought to strengthen ties with Western 
countries, opening diplomatic relations with Russia in 1884, Italy in 1885, 
and France in 1886. The king more than once requested the United States 
to dispatch military advisers and teachers. A small number of Americans 
sympathetic to Korea and concerned about maintaining its independence 
from China became close to the monarch. These included Horace Allen, 
a Presbyterian missionary and doctor attached to the U.S. legation since 
1883; George Foulk, the military attaché to the legation; Hugh Dinsmore, 
the American minister to Korea from 1887 to 1889; and Owen N. Denny, 
an advisor on Korean Foreign Affairs. Concerned by this American influ-
ence, Yuan in 1886 plotted to remove the king, but he was not supported 
by Li Hongzhang. He did succeed, however, in removing a number of 
officials who were in favor of closer ties to Russia that year. As a result of 
the removal of these officials, the power of the Min clan increased.

Korea’s link with the outside world was obstructed by the Chinese, 
who guarded against any sign of an independent foreign policy that 
might place the country outside of its orbit. Following Denny’s advice, 
the king appointed Min Yŏng-jun as the first Korean resident minister 
to Tokyo in 1887 as a prelude to opening up a permanent legation there. 
Shortly afterward, two envoys were sent to Washington and the capitals 
of the five European nations with whom Korea had established relations, 
with the purpose of opening up permanent legations in those countries. 
The Chinese did not object to the legation in Tokyo but tried to block the 
opening of Korean missions in Western countries. When the United States 
objected to this interference Korea was permitted to open a legation in 
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Washington in 1888, but Beijing successfully prevented others in Europe. 
The effectiveness of Korea’s first overseas diplomatic outpost in Tokyo 
and Washington, however, was limited by Chinese interference. The 
Chinese also sought to check foreign influence in the country by blocking 
several attempts by the Korean government to seek foreign loans to fi-
nance development projects. It is significant that during this period Korea 
did not send any major cultural mission abroad comparable to those that 
had been sent to Tianjin in 1881 and Japan in 1882. The Chinese, with the 
collusion of Korean conservatives, were able to keep Koreans from travel-
ing abroad, thereby contributing to the country’s intellectual and cultural 
isolation. A rare exception was a ten-member musical troupe sent to the 
Chicago World’s Fair in 1893. All students sent abroad by the government 
prior to 1885 were ordered to return home.10 While isolating Korea from 
other countries, Resident Yuan promoted Chinese trade in Korea to coun-
ter the rapid expansion of Japanese mercantile activities in the country. 
The Chinese merchant community was large enough to cause resentment 
among Koreans. Anti-Chinese riots broke out in 1888 and 1889 in Seoul, 
and Chinese shops were burned. However, the Japanese remained the 
largest foreign community and Korea’s largest trading partner.

Very few reform efforts were carried out during this period. In 1886, the 
Yugyŏng Kongwŏn (Royal College) was established for sons of the elite 
who were to be instructed in a modern Western education. Instruction 
was in English, and three Americans including the missionary Homer 
Hulbert, later an eloquent spokesman for Korean sovereignty, were hired 
as instructors, but this received little financial support. The state closed 
the Hansŏng Sunbo, a vehicle for disseminating Western ideas in 1885, but 
the following year Kim Yun-sik, with the assistance of a Japanese, Inoue 
Kakugorō, began publishing a Hansŏng Chubo (Seoul Weekly). This too was 
closed in 1888 under Chinese pressure. In the same year, American Gen-
eral William Dye and three others were hired to modernize the military, 
but they received little support, so not much was accomplished.

China was trying to reassert its role as Korea’s suzerain, ignoring that 
the country’s relationship as a vassal had been largely ceremonial. Direct 
Chinese intervention into Korean affairs had been rare; in fact, not since 
the Mongols ruled China as the Yuan dynasty in the fourteenth century 
had it so directly inferred in Korean affairs. China’s role in Korea was not 
entirely negative; it provided loans, assisted in building telegraph lines, 
and in others ways promoted modernization. Overall, however, the at-
tempt by Beijing to put Korea firmly under its guidance limited Korea’s 
contact with the outside world, hindered reforms efforts, weakened the 
position of reformers, and in general contributed to the country’s lack of 
preparedness for the challenges to its sovereignty. By being protected by 
China, Korea had its fate attached to a declining power whose own failure 
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to carry out necessary reforms was dramatically demonstrated in its clash 
with Japan in 1894.

While successfully hampering Korean access to outside knowledge, 
the Chinese were not able to isolate Korea from international intrigue. 
Moellendorff, who had been appointed by Li Hongzhang, soon decided 
that Korea needed another power to balance that of China. He worked 
toward establishing closer ties with Russia. In 1885, Moellendorff sug-
gested to the Russian representative in Korea that the country be made a 
Russian protectorate. Russian diplomats also expressed a willingness to 
send military advisors to Korea. Russia’s interest in Korea was growing. 
As Russia expanded into the Pacific region, Korea offered the possibil-
ity of ice-free ports; especially tempting was Wŏnsan on the east coast. 
In that year, Kojong dispatched a secret mission to Vladivostok seeking 
Russian assistance. Russia’s growing interest in Korea alarmed the Brit-
ish. As a warning to the Russians, in April 1885 the British occupied the 
small island of Kŏmundo off the south coast of Chŏlla Province, which 
they called Port Hamilton. Their presence on an island the Russians had 
once considered for use as a coaling station met with a threat from the 
tsarist government in St. Petersburg to occupy some Korean territories, 
possibly some northern ports. Eventually Russia gave assurances that it 
would not occupy any part of Korea, and in 1887 the British withdrew 
from Kŏmundo. The United States played a more modest role in Korea. A 
small community of American diplomats and missionaries in Seoul were 
concerned about threats to Korea’s sovereignty. However, they received 
little support from Washington. The U.S. government, with no special 
interest in Korea, was largely indifferent to requests by the Americans in 
Seoul to become actively involved in guaranteeing its independence.

Japan, in contrast, remained very much concerned with Korea. It feared 
both Chinese domination and Russian involvement in the peninsula. Ja-
pan was developing considerable economic ties with Korea, which it saw 
as a source of agricultural produce, but was facing Chinese competition. 
Tokyo’s concerns about protecting its economic interests in Korea are 
revealed by the “Bean Controversy.” In 1889, the governor of northeast 
Hamgyŏng Province, fearing a food shortage caused by a drought, issued 
an embargo against soybean exports to Japan. The Japanese protested the 
embargo and demanded an indemnity to compensate its importers. The 
“Bean Controversy” was finally settled in 1893 when Korea agreed to pay 
the indemnity and end the embargo.11 Japanese merchants and manufac-
turers focused on the Korean market. Paying close attention to the needs 
of Korean consumers, they out-competed local, Chinese, and Western 
merchants in capturing much of the textile trade with their cheap cotton 
cloth.12 But Japan’s greatest interest in Korea was strategic. As one leader 
remarked, it was “a dagger pointed at the heart of Japan.” As it built up 



 Korea, 1876–1910 23

its Western-modeled army and navy, and as its economy grew, Japan 
became more inclined to act upon its anxieties over the Chinese position 
in the peninsula.

THE TONGHAK REBELLION

While political intrigue went on in the capital, the bulk of the population, 
the peasantry, was also feeling the changes brought on by Korea’s entry 
into the international economy. Peasants suffered the burden from tax 
increases to pay for the country’s reforms. The countryside was being 
penetrated by Chinese and especially by Japanese merchants, a disturb-
ing development in a society neither used to outsiders nor experienced 
in a modern commercial economy. These developments contributed to 
peasant unrest that led to the Tonghak Rebellion, a conflict that became 
entangled with the rivalries of China and Japan in Korea.

The primary cause of this uprising, however, was the chronic resentment 
of corruption by local officials. Peasant uprisings were not uncommon in 
Korea. A major uprising took place in northern Korea in 1811–1812 and in 
southern Korea in 1862. The Tonghak Rebellion differed in that it had its 
roots in a new religious movement known as Tonghak (Eastern Learning) 
founded in 1860 by Ch’oe Che-u (also known as Suun). Ch’oe combined 
Confucianism, Buddhism, and Taoism in what he claimed was an attempt 
to counter Catholicism (Western Learning), which was entering the coun-
try at the time. Ch’oe’s teaching appeared to show a Christian influence, 
including a belief in a Lord of Heaven, an omnipotent God. It also drew 
heavily from shamanism and Korean folk religions, including the practice 
of healing rites in which the spirit that intruded into the body and caused 
illness was stabbed with a sword. Paper talismans were burned and their 
ashes drunk, another folk religion custom. But its main roots were in Con-
fucianism.13 Drawing from the teachings of Mencius, who considered gov-
ernment an instrument for the welfare of the people, Ch’oe called for an 
end to corruption, the punishment of evil officials, and a more egalitarian 
social order. It is clear, though, that his new faith had incorporated some 
Christian concepts too. For this reason and because of his call for sweeping 
social reform, the court saw the new religion as a threat. Fearing rebellion 
among his followers, the state arrested and executed Ch’oe in 1864. But 
the new religion did not die out. He left behind a few hundred followers, 
and out of these a second leader emerged, Ch’oe Si-hyŏng (Hyewŏl), a 
man from a poor commoner family. Based on a few poems and essays the 
founder Suun had left, he compiled a holy book of Tonghak thought and 
a hymnbook. His followers gradually grew in numbers during the 1880s. 
Following a time-honored Korean custom of honoring one’s ancestors and 
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teachers by seeking to posthumously exonerate them if they had been dis-
graced or purged, Tonghak leaders urged Ch’oe Si-hyŏng to petition the 
court to restore the founder’s good name as well as that of other victims.

In 1892, several thousand followers gathered in Samnye in Chŏlla 
demanding Suun’s exoneration and calling for the end of persecution of 
Tonghak. They negotiated with the governors of Chŏlla and Ch’ungchŏng 
provinces who agreed to stop the persecutions but explained they had no 
authority to exonerate their spiritual founder. Ch’oe Si-hyŏng then agreed 
to assemble with his believers outside the royal court at the Kwanghwa 
Gate in Seoul. Three days later, on March 31, a messenger vaguely prom-
ised their petition would be accepted if they dispersed and went home. 
But the persecution of members continued, and on the thirtieth anniver-
sary of the execution, Ch’oe Si-hyŏng called a mass meeting in Poun in 
Ch’ungchŏng. This assembly in April 1893 was attended by 20,000 follow-
ers from all over the country. Despite Ch’oe Si-hyŏng’s attempt to take 
a more moderate position, the Tonghak members were becoming more 
radicalized. Displeasure with continual persecution of the church and 
defamation of its founder was linked to the peasant unrest over the new 
taxes, local grievances with corrupt officials, resentment at the Japanese 
merchants, and anxiety over the growing foreign presence in the country. 
Members called for the punishment of corrupt officials and the expulsion 
of Japanese and Westerners from Korea.

The next spring, protests over taxes in the southeastern region of the 
country erupted into violence. The leader of the movement was Chŏn 
Pong-jun, the son of a local clerk, who had supported himself by private 
teaching and had become a recent convert to Tonghak. Peasants were 
angry with Cho Pyŏng-gap, the magistrate of Kobu County, who was 
accused of extorting excessive taxes and forcing peasants to built a reser-
voir without compensation and then levying a water tax on them. With 
Chŏn leading, the peasants, wearing headbands and armed with clubs 
and bamboo poles, attacked the magistrate’s office and destroyed the res-
ervoir. Under Chŏn’s leadership the rebellion grew. The Tonghaks were 
careful to express loyalty to the king but called for the elimination of the 
yangban class, punishment of all corrupt officials, and the end of grain 
exports to Japan. While the government commander in the region negoti-
ated with the rebels, a panicky government in Seoul requested Chinese 
assistance on June 4. The Chinese government quickly ordered naval and 
land forces to go to Korea. By the time Chinese forces began to arrive, the 
government had negotiated a truce with the Tonghak. An office was set 
up in Chŏlla Province to investigate complaints, and Tonghak members 
were allowed to participate. The Tonghak forces were allowed to have 
an overseer in every county of the province. The leaders decided to wait 
until after the autumn harvest before deciding on further action.
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With the situation apparently under control, the Chinese forces were 
not needed. Meanwhile, in accordance with the agreement worked out in 
1885, China informed Tokyo of its intention to dispatch troops, done, it 
was added, “in conformity with China’s ancient custom of sending troops 
to protect vassal states.”14 The Japanese then decided to send troops to 
Korea under a new minister, Ōtori Keisuke, who arrived at Inch’ŏn with 
eight Japanese warships on June 9 and proceeded to Seoul with 400 ma-
rines. Another 3,000 Japanese troops landed at Inch’ŏn four days later. 
The Chinese requested the Japanese to withdraw, but instead the Japanese 
government decided that it was time to bring about change in the Korean 
government. They proposed that the two powers take joint actions to bring 
about reforms in Korea, which China rejected. The Japanese ignored the 
Korean government’s request that it withdraw its troops. On July 13, Ōtori 
presented Korea with a plan to reform its government. The Korean gov-
ernment evaded the Japanese proposal and asked their forces to leave.

Japan then took direct action to bring about political change in Korea. 
Its troops now with reinforcements outnumbering the Chinese occupied 
the Kyŏngbok palace, where the king resided, and disarmed the Korean 
forces. The king agreed to form a new government headed by Kim Hong-
jip. The next day, on July 25, the Japanese attacked the Chinese warships 
at Asan Bay. The Sino-Japanese War, as this conflict became known, was 
a complete victory for Japan. Chinese forces were routed at the battle of 
P’yŏngyang in mid-September, and in October were driven back to the 
Yalu River. Japanese forces overran the Liaodong Peninsula at the south-
ern tip of Manchuria, capturing the strategic ports of Lushun (Port Ar-
thur) and Dalian. China’s northern fleet was destroyed, and a major port 
of Weihaiwai in Shandong fell. On April 17, 1895, Li Hongzhang negoti-
ated the Treaty of Shimonoseki, in which China recognized Korea as an 
independent state, surrendering all claims as its suzerain; ceded Taiwan 
and the Liaodong Peninsula to Japan; and agreed to pay a war indemnity. 
China was no longer able to play a role in Korean affairs; a dramatic shift 
in power occurred in East Asia.

Meanwhile, after the autumn harvest, Tonghak leaders called for resis-
tance to the corrupt officials and the Japanese Army. An estimated one to 
two hundred thousand peasants participated. Japanese Army officers led 
Korean forces in an attack on the rebels inflicting crushing defeats on the 
huge but poorly equipped peasant troops who were armed mostly with 
bamboo spears. Chŏn was betrayed and captured. When questioned by 
prosecutor Sŏ Kwang-bŏm and the Japanese consul he insisted his only 
aim was to remove corrupt officials. He was executed at age forty-one 
along with other leaders of the rebellion. Ch’oe Si-hyŏng and his ap-
pointed successor, Son Pyŏng-hŭi, escaped to Kangwŏndo, where they 
hid in homes of followers.15 Ch’oe was arrested in 1898 and died in prison, 
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but Son lived to reorganize the Tonghak movement, which was renamed 
Ch’ŏndogyo. It still exists today as an organized religion. The Kabo Peas-
ant War, as the rebellion is sometimes called, failed in its immediate aims 
of redressing peasant grievances. Instead, it strengthened the Japanese 
presence in Korea.

KABO REFORMS

From July 1894 to February 1896, Korean reformers under the sponsor-
ship of the Japanese enacted a sweeping series of laws and regulations 
that marked a sharp break in the country’s historical traditions. Although 
these efforts by some of the most talented and progressive of Korea’s 
leaders were of great importance in bringing about necessary steps to-
ward modernization, the fact that they were carried out under Japanese 
military pressure and the heavy-handedness of the Japanese interference, 
left an ambiguous legacy.

When the Japanese troops occupied the palace, the king became a 
virtual prisoner under the direction of the Japanese minister, and a new 
government was placed in charge. In late July 1894, the Japanese-directed 
reformers created a Deliberative Council (Kun’guk Kimuch’ŏ) with seven-
teen and later twenty-three members. Until it was abolished in December, 
it was the principal organ for carrying out the sweeping restructuring of 
government and society. The new government was staffed by the leading 
reformers in the country. To appease conservatives and the Tonghak, the 
Japanese installed the aging Taewŏn’gun as the nominal head of the new 
government. He was also a foe of the pro-Chinese Min clan. Important 
conservative officials were appointed to a largely powerless Privy Coun-
cil. The State Council was replaced by a cabinet-style organization with a 
prime minister. New ministries were created to deal with foreign affairs, 
home affairs, finance, justice, education, defense, agriculture and com-
merce, and industry. Much of the authority of the king was removed to the 
new cabinet and to a prime minister. The affairs of the court were sepa-
rated from the rest of the government and administered by a Department 
of Royal Household Affairs. The government was rationalized with clear 
separations of judicial and military functions from civil ones. It enacted 
laws that established a separate hierarchy of courts, and issued decrees 
outlawing the torture of suspects, guilt by association, and the punish-
ments of family members of criminals. The government created a new 
capital and provincial police system, and made plans to rationalize the tax 
system as well. It abolished arbitrary taxes and merchant monopolies.

A series of measures brought about significant social reforms. An of-
ficial 1886 ban on the sale of slaves was confirmed; now thirty-one years 
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after the United States had done so, the government legally abolished 
slavery in all forms. The new administration officially eliminated social 
distinctions of all sorts; the yangban no longer had a legal status. Outcaste 
distinctions were also legally abolished. The council enacted the radically 
new principle of equality of law, opening all positions to men of talent 
regardless of social background. It increased the marriage age for men 
and women to twenty and sixteen respectively, outlawing child marriage. 
A long legal prohibition against widows remarrying ended. It relaxed 
sumptuary laws that had emphasized social distinctions. One of the most 
momentous actions by the council was its abolition of the civil service 
exams that had been central to recruiting officials and confirming elite 
status. To signal a break with the old Chinese tributary system, it pro-
claimed June 6 as Korean Independence Day, it used the Korean alphabet, 
han’gŭl, in government documents, and decreed that Korean history was 
to be taught in school. The old Ming Chinese calendar was replaced with 
the Western one. A new Ministry of Education promulgated a series of or-
dinances creating a Western-style education system. The Hansŏng (Seoul) 
Normal School was established, along with five primary schools in the 
capital, with plans to establish others throughout the country. The minis-
try created a new modern curriculum and compiled textbooks for it.

The whole program is known as the Kabo Reform (Kabo Kyŏngjang) 
after the year Kabo (1894). The Deliberate Council issued over 200 reform 
bills in total. In December, Japan sent a leading political figure, Inoue 
Kaoru, to supervise the reform effort. To eliminate threats to the new 
government, he removed the Taewŏn’gun, who had been secretly plot-
ting with the Chinese seeking to dethrone his son, Kojong, who was now 
cooperating compliantly with the Japanese. Inoue had also ordered Japa-
nese troops to destroy the Tonghak. Pak Yŏng-hyo and Sŏ Kwang-bŏm 
returned from exile in Japan and joined as “Coalition Cabinet,” which 
replaced the Deliberate Council and continued with the reforms. Another 
exiled participant in the Kapsin Coup, Sŏ Chae-p’il, and the American-
educated reformer Yun Ch’i-ho later joined the cabinet. It is interesting 
to note that the latter two were Protestant converts, the first to serve in 
Korean government.

Japan’s victories over China only strengthened its prestige, aiding 
those Koreans who wanted to use the Meiji reforms as a model. It now 
seemed inevitable that Japan would be Korea’s new big brother. But all 
this changed rather suddenly with the diplomatic setback that almost 
immediately followed the Treaty of Shimonoseki. In the treaty of April 
17, 1895, China agreed to lease the Liaodong Peninsula, with its potential 
naval base at Port Arthur, to Japan. This alarmed Russia, which had its 
own designs on Port Arthur as a possible warm-water port in the region. 
Russia quickly gained the support of France and Germany to issue a joint 
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demand by the three powers that Japan cancel the lease. Facing what 
was called the Triple Intervention, Japan complied. This humiliation 
coming shortly after its victory was interpreted by Koreans as evidence 
of Japan’s weakness. Opponents of the pro-Japanese government gained 
courage. Min clan members forced Pak Yŏng-hyo back into exile in July, 
and the Kabo reform effort seemed threatened. A new Japanese minister, 
Miura Gorō, arriving in September, sought to reverse this shift in power 
by eliminating Queen Min, around whom many of the pro-Russian, 
anti-Japanese Korean officials rallied. Following his plan, on October 8, 
Japanese thugs and some Korean collaborators broke into the palace and 
murdered Queen Min, two ladies-in-waiting, and a court official. Queen 
Min’s body was then covered with kerosene and burned. This brutal and 
shocking affair, once it became known, led to a wave of anti-Japanese feel-
ing. It also brought international condemnation. Miura was recalled and 
the Japanese government promised to punish those involved and sent 
Inoue Kaoru back to Korea along with a new minister, Komura Jutarō, to 
salvage the situation. But they were unable to reverse the anti-Japanese 
sentiment, and with the collapse of Japanese influence, the Kabo reform-
ers were unable to maintain themselves in power. The first comprehen-
sive effort at restructuring Korean government and society ended.

Even if the Japanese influence had not waned, it is not clear how the 
Korean reformers would have been able to implement so many radical 
changes. One last event symbolized both the depth of the reform effort 
and the degree to which the reformers had moved ahead of most ordinary 
Koreans. In late December, Kojong, following the instruction of the reform 
government, dutifully issued a decree (tanballyŏng) requiring Koreans to 
cut off their topknots and adopt Western-style haircuts. He himself, did 
so. Korean men had long worn the hair long, tying it up at the top. This 
was a proud custom; in fact, Korean travelers to China and Japan some-
time made disparaging reports about the haircuts of their neighbors. It 
was an issue that both conservative yangban, smarting over their loss of le-
gal privileges and ordinary peasants could rally behind. Riots took place 
throughout the country; in some provincial towns government officials 
announcing the decree were attacked by mobs and killed. Nonetheless, 
the Kabo reforms were a step in the transformation of Korean society, 
brought on by the new international environment.

THE RUSSIAN ASCENDANCY AND 
THE INDEPENDENCE CLUB

The decade from 1895 to 1905 was marked by the rivalry between Russia 
and Japan for influence in Korea, the last Korean-initiated attempts at ma-
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jor reform, and the establishment of a Japanese protectorate over Korea, 
effectively ending Korea’s independence.

In late November 1895, a group of pro-Russian officials, including Yi 
Pŏm-jin, attempted to remove the king from the palace and spirit him 
off to the Russian legation for protection. A second attempt on February 
11 was successful, beginning a rather bizarre episode in which the king 
and crown prince reigned from the Russian diplomatic compound in 
Seoul for one year. Now under Russian protection, Kojong, surrounded 
by conservative advisors, ignored the cabinet government established by 
the Kabo reforms and directly appointed and dismissed ministers. Ten-
sions between the Japanese and the Russians were eased when on May 
14, 1896, Komura Jutarō and Karl Waeber, the Russian envoy, worked out 
an agreement in which the countries would advise the Korean king on 
appointment of ministers. Japan would be allowed to use military police 
to guard the Seoul-Pusan telegraph; both countries agreed on the number 
of troops stationed in Seoul, Pusan, and Wŏnsan, and to limit number 
of troops in the country. Shortly afterward, the Japanese senior official, 
Yamagata Aritomo, went to Russia and signed the Moscow Protocol 
(Lobanov-Yamagata Agreement) with Russian foreign minister Lobanov, 
confirming this agreement. Both powers recognized the independence 
of Korea; any loans and assistance for internal reform would be done by 
mutual agreement.

The Korean court sent an envoy, Min Yŏng-hwan, to Russia in the 
spring of 1896 to attend the coronation of Nicholas II with the intention 
of obtaining an alliance with Russia. Having safely contained Japanese 
influence in Korea, the Russians eventually agreed only to send a few 
military advisors to Korea. Meanwhile, during the post-Kabo period, the 
king and his officials approved a number of concessions to Russians and 
other Westerners. The right to build a Seoul-Inch’ŏn railway that had 
been given to Japan in 1894, for instance, was revoked and given to an 
American, James Morse, who also received a concession to operate a gold 
mine at Unsan in North P’yŏngan Province. A Russian, Jules Bryner (the 
grandfather of actor Yul Brynner), received a concession to cut timber 
along the Tumen River and on the island of Ullŭngdo. In a reaction to 
these concessions, the Japanese sought to discredit the Russians by mak-
ing the Komura-Waeber Memorandum public. When the king returned to 
his palace in February 1897, the Russian influence in the government was 
strong, Russians were even employed as palace guards.

Russian and Japanese interference in Korea, and the country’s contin-
ued weakness, led to the creation of the Independence Club (Tongnip 
Hyŏphoe) in 1896 by a group of Koreans eager to disseminate and imple-
ment new social and political ideas. Its leader was Sŏ Chae-p’il. The 
youngest of the Kapsin coup leaders, Sŏ fled to the United States, where 
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he earned a medical degree from Johns Hopkins and became a U.S. citizen 
under the name of Philip Jaisohn. He returned to Korea early in 1896, ac-
cepted a position on the Privy Council, and founded a newspaper Tongnip 
Sinmun (The Independent). This was the first newspaper to be published 
solely in han’gŭl, the Korean alphabet, rather than in the more prestigious 
Chinese characters, itself a statement of Korean cultural independence. 
The paper became a vehicle for the promotion of the concepts of repre-
sentative government, national sovereignty, and modern reforms. The 
paper was launched in April, and in July Sŏ assisted in the organization 
of the Independence Club whose active members included Yun Ch’i-ho, 
Yi Sang-jae, and a young American missionary school graduate, Yi Sŭng-
man (better known to Americans as Syngman Rhee). The club carried out 
educational and cultural campaigns and sponsored lectures and debates, 
using every format to promote the ideals of individual freedom and na-
tional independence. The club campaigned to have the Yŏngŭn Gate in 
Seoul, where the Chinese envoys traditionally arrived, torn down and re-
placed it with an Independence Gate. The China Adoration Hall in Seoul 
was renamed Independence Hall. These symbols of subservience to a for-
eign power were thus converted into symbols of national independence. 
The Independence Hall became a forum where public debates sponsored 
by the club were held every Sunday on issues of national concern. A ma-
jor campaign was the return of the king from the Russian legation. When 
he did so in February 1897, he declared himself emperor and renamed 
the country Taehan Cheguk (the Great Han Empire). This, too, was of 
symbolic importance, since it was making him and his country equal to 
China, and of course, Japan. In a new campaign, the Independence Club 
demanded the government stop granting leases to foreigners. A mass 
meeting was held at Chongno in central Seoul on February 20, 1898, to 
pressure the government and to arouse the interest of the public on this 
issue.

Conservatives in the government were concerned about the growing 
influence of the club and of Sŏ Chae-p’il. When in the spring of 1898, 
under pressure from these conservatives, Sŏ returned to the United 
States, the club lost its most important leader. Yun Ch’i-ho took over the 
leadership of the club and seemed to get some support from the king. In 
October, the club brought about a new organization, the Ten Thousand 
People’s Cooperative Association, also called the People’s Assembly. It 
held a mass rally in central Seoul. With this new tactic, the Independence 
Club attempted to pressure the government to stop granting concessions 
to foreigners, to reform the tax system, and to convert the royal Privy 
Council into a parliamentary assembly, among other reforms. In re-
sponse, conservatives in the government created an Imperial Association 
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consisting of members of the peddlers’ guild to break up meetings and 
beat and intimidate club members. Cho Pyŏng-sik, a conservative official, 
arrested seventeen members of the club. The club held daily rallies de-
manding the release of its jailed members. The king, vacillating, released 
them and permitted the Independence Club to elect twenty-five members 
to the Privy Council. Then, changing his mind again, he ordered the club 
dissolved. Its leaders fled the country, and this spasm of the reform move-
ment came to an end.

The Independence Club failed to bring about significant institutional 
change, but this organization, led mostly by young intellectuals and po-
litical activists, was important in the emergence of a new conception of 
the Korean state. While most historians have argued that nationalism is 
a modern concept born in the West in the late eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, Koreans have long had an awareness of living in a society with 
clear physical and cultural boundaries, of being a distinctive community. 
What was new in the late nineteenth century was the concept of national 
sovereignty and of a state existing within an international community 
of sovereign states. The name “Independence” taken by the club and its 
newspaper was an assertion of this concept and a rejection of the Sino-
centric tribute system or any other orientation that would subordinate 
Korean sovereignty to another power.

For the next few years the Korean government drifted, making only 
modest efforts at self-strengthening. In the last two decades of the nine-
teenth century most of the country’s most energetic and talented reform-
ers had left the country or withdrawn from public affairs, some had been 
killed. The government at its center had an indecisive king who erratically 
shifted positions. Conservatives held the top positions, and incompetent 
and often corrupt officials made up the staff. The reform movement 
was also weakened by its failure to find a suitable foreign protector and 
model to follow. China had failed in both these purposes. Japan was the 
obvious model, but its usefulness had been undermined by the fact that 
it had emerged as the most serious threat to the nation’s sovereignty. Pro-
Japanese reformers could not extricate themselves from Japan’s often 
heavy-handed and ruthless designs on the country. The United States, 
through its missionaries, had won a great deal of goodwill among some 
Koreans, but it was too distant and different to serve as a useful model and 
too indifferent to act as a protector. The same was largely true of Western 
European countries such as Britain or France. Then there was Russia. It 
was useful as a counter to Japan, but it too had imperialist designs on 
northeast Asia, including Korea. In the end, the greatest threat to Korea 
proved to be the swift rise of a dynamic, modernizing Japan, determined 
to secure its peripheries by gaining control of the Korean peninsula.
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THE RUSSO-JAPANESE WAR AND THE PROTECTORATE

The end to Korea’s effective independence came as a result of the Russo-
Japanese War. A major imperialist power in the age of imperialism, Rus-
sia took advantage of the retreat of Japan in 1895 to advance in northeast 
Asia. It concluded a secret treaty with China to build part of the Trans-
Siberian Railway it was constructing across Manchuria. The Russians also 
acquired twenty-five-year leases on Port Arthur and Dalian, and began a 
program to build a rail line linking these warm-water ports to the Trans-
Siberian. In 1900, Russian forces entered Manchuria during the Boxer Re-
bellion. These forces were supposed to be withdrawn after the rebellion 
ended, but in fact they remained there, alarming Britain as well as Japan. 
In 1902, to counter Russian expansion in the East, Britain abandoned its 
long-held policy of avoiding formal alliances by concluding the Anglo-
Japanese Alliance. Britain agreed to acknowledge Japan’s interest in Ko-
rea in exchange for Japan’s recognition of British rights and interests in 
China. With its position strengthened, Tokyo demanded the withdrawal 
of Russian troops from Manchuria. Russia, however, reneged on prom-
ises to do so. Instead, in July 1903, a small group of Russian soldiers en-
tered Korea at Yongnamp’o, a trading port at the mouth of the Yalu, and 
started constructing a fort. At Japanese insistence, they withdrew. Many 
Japanese had hoped to work out an agreement with Russia—a free hand 
in Manchuria for Russia in exchange for a Japanese free hand in Korea—
but nothing came of this. Instead Russia’s provocations were such that 
Japan decided to take military action to prevent Korea from falling into 
Russian hands. In February 1904, the Japanese carried out a surprise at-
tack on the Russian naval facilities at Port Arthur.

Korea declared its neutrality in January 1904 in the wake of rising 
tensions between the two imperialist powers. When hostilities broke 
out, Japanese troops entered Seoul, as they had done at the start of the 
Sino-Japanese War, and compelled the Korean government to bow to its 
wishes. The Korean foreign minister signed a protocol in February that in 
effect made Korea a protectorate of Japan. It gave the Japanese govern-
ment the right to take any necessary action to protect the Korean imperial 
house or the territorial integrity of Korea if threatened by a foreign power 
and gave the Japanese the right to occupy certain parts of the country. 
In another agreement signed in August 1904, Korea agreed to appoint a 
Japanese advisor to the Ministry of Finance and a non-Japanese foreigner 
recommended by the Japanese government to advise the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs. It also required Korea to consult with Japan before sign-
ing any treaties or agreements with other countries, or any contracts or 
concessions to foreigners. A Japanese, Megata Tanetarō, became financial 
advisor, and an American, Durham White Stevens, became the foreign 
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affairs advisor. In effect, the Korean government had conceded control of 
its financial and foreign affairs to Japan. Meanwhile, a pro-Japanese asso-
ciation called the Ilchinhoe (Society for Advancement), under the leader-
ship of Song Pyŏng-jun, was actively advocating the union of Korea and 
Japan. This group received support from nationalist, pro-expansionist 
groups in Japan. The purpose was to give an impression that the Japanese 
takeover of Korea had popular support among Koreans. Many Japanese 
nationalists became involved in the project to bring Korea under Japanese 
rule, sometimes working in tandem with their government, sometimes 
running ahead of it.

To the surprise of many observers and largely to the delight of the Brit-
ish and Americans, Japan emerged victorious in the war. Facing overly 
extended supply lines and revolt at home, Russia concluded the Treaty 
of Portsmouth with Japan in September 1905, with President Theodore 
Roosevelt acting a mediator. Russia withdrew from Manchuria, and Japan 
acquired Port Arthur and was now unchallenged in its efforts to achieve 
domination over Korea. The United States tacitly accepted the transfer 
of Korea to Japan in the Taft-Katsura Memorandum of July 1905. In this 
exchange of views between American secretary of war William Howard 
Taft and the Japanese prime minister Katsura Tarō, the United States 
recognized Japan’s right to take appropriate measures for the “guidance, 
control, and protection” of Korea; in exchange, Japan recognized Ameri-
ca’s position in the Philippines. Britain, renewing its alliance with Japan 
in 1905, also tacitly accepted Korea as being in Japan’s sphere. The way 
was diplomatically prepared for Japan to take a free hand in Korea.

In November 1905, Itō Hirobumi, one of the principal architects of Meiji 
Japan came to Seoul to conclude a treaty establishing a protectorate. On 
November 17, 1905, with Japanese troops displaying a show of strength 
on the streets of the capital, the Korean foreign minister, Pak Che-sun, 
signed what has been called the Protectorate Treaty of 1905. The acting 
prime minister, Han Kyu-sŏl, refused to sign it. This agreement trans-
ferred all foreign relations to Japan. A Japanese resident-general (tōkan) 
was to be stationed in Seoul with direct access to the Korean emperor. 
According to the treaty, his role was to manage diplomatic affairs, but 
his authority soon expanded to include most aspects of the country’s ad-
ministration. Beginning with the Americans, the international community 
closed its legations in Seoul, and the country was now only nominally 
independent. Most Korean officials such as Pak Che-sun, who became 
prime minister, simply accommodated themselves to the new reality. A 
few were despondent. Diplomat and official Min Yŏng-hwan committed 
suicide in protest; others went into exile. In reality, Korea was under Japa-
nese control since the start of the Russo-Japanese War in early 1904, so 
the formal protectorate was not a sudden change or traumatic event but 
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simply one in a series of steps by which Japan consolidated its rule over 
Korea. The process, however, did not end with the protectorate; rather, it 
was another step in Japan’s absorption of Korea.

THE PROTECTORATE 1905–1910

In the spring of 1906 Itō returned to Korea to take up the position as 
resident-general. He was able to find enough Korean officials to work 
with him—men such as Yi Wan-yong, the minister of education—but he 
had some problems with Kojong, who had never signed the protectorate 
treaty. In 1907, Kojong sent the American missionary Homer Hulbert to 
Washington to gain U.S. support for Korea. Hulbert made two trips but 
was ignored by the Roosevelt administration, which had accepted Japan’s 
position in Korea. In 1907, the king secretly sent three representatives to 
the Second Hague Peace Conference with a petition requesting interna-
tional assistance in recovering Korea’s sovereignty. The Western powers 
refused to recognize and seat them. Their petition was ignored, but it 
did generate publicity in the Western press. Embarrassed and annoyed, 
the Japanese, using a combination of pressure and trickery got Kojong 
to abdicate and made his mentally challenged son emperor Sunjong. 
Angry Korean mobs stormed and burned the residence of Yi Wan-yong, 
who had become prime minister. Pak Yŏng-hyo, who held the position 
of minister of the imperial household and who plotted a coup to replace 
the pro-Japanese cabinet with those who would resist further efforts to 
erode Korea’s sovereignty, was exiled to the southern island of Cheju. 
Following the abdication, Yi Wan-yong signed a new agreement requir-
ing the resident-general’s approval for virtually all laws, regulations, 
and appointments and removals of high officials. The protectorate issued 
a press law that banned books that were considered anti-Japanese and 
tightened control over the press. Several newspapers were closed. On July 
31, 1907, the resident-general ordered the small 9,000-man Korean army 
disbanded.

When the protectorate was established in 1905 a few members of the 
yangban class organized what were called “Righteous Armies” (ŭibyŏng). 
When the Korean army was ordered disbanded in 1907, the commander 
of the First Infantry Guard committed suicide. Many of his troops along 
with the troops of the Second Infantry Guards responded by revolting. 
Retreating to the countryside, they were joined by some provincial units 
to become the core of a widespread resistance movement. Some civil-
ians, both yangban and non-yangban, also took up revolt, forming more 
Righteous Armies. An example was Hŏ Wi, who had taken up a small 
resistance group in 1896 that was disbanded. He now organized another. 
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In 1907 Hŏ and another resistance fighter, Yi In-yŏng, each leading over 
a thousand fighters, reached within eight miles of Seoul but were then 
driven back with heavy losses.16 Guerilla bands were organized in many 
parts of the country from Chŏlla in the southwest to Hamgyŏng in the 
northeast. The scale of this resistance movement and the number of casu-
alties is not known for certain. They were large enough to require a major 
military operation by the Japanese. By some estimates 50,000 Korean 
insurgents participated, and more than 10,000 of these were killed. The 
resistance was divided into many small bands, mostly from 100 to 500 in 
number. There was little overall coordination, and for the most part the 
insurgents were poorly trained and equipped. Activity peaked in 1908; 
by 1910 the guerillas had been defeated or driven across the border to 
Manchuria or Siberia.

At some point the Japanese government decided to annex Korea. There 
was little opposition to this from Britain and the United States, since both 
had largely given their approval to Japan to act as it saw fit in Korea. In 
1907, Tokyo also reached a secret agreement with Russia in which the lat-
ter accepted the annexation in return for Japanese recognition of Russia’s 
special interests in Outer Mongolia. Itō Hirobumi, who had doubts about 
whether the time was right for annexation, resigned as resident-general in 
1909 and was succeeded by the vice-resident-general, Sone Arasuke. But 
Itō continued to assist in the preparation for annexation by negotiating 
a treaty abolishing the Korean ministries of justice and defense. Shortly 
after, he went to Harbin, China, to confirm Russian acceptance of annexa-
tion. There on October 26, 1909, he was assassinated by An Chung-gŭn 
(1879–1910), a member of the resistance forces. He was not the only victim 
of angry Koreans. When Durham White Stevens, the Japanese-nominated 
advisor to the Korean government went to the United States in 1908 to 
promote the benefits of Japanese rule in Korea, he was shot and killed 
in San Francisco by two Korean students, Chang In-hwan and Chŏn 
Myŏng-un.

In July 1910, Terauchi Masatake, a former war minister, arrived in 
Seoul as the new resident-general. He banned all political discussion and 
assembly, imposed tight press censorship, and arrested Koreans deemed 
a threat to the authorities. On August 16, Terauchi presented a draft of the 
treaty of annexation to Korean ministers. Prime Minister Yi Wan-yong, to 
the condemnation of later Korean nationalists, signed it. On August 29 
the Japanese government issued edicts in the name of Emperors Meiji of 
Japan and Sunjong of Korea announcing the merger of the two countries. 
The Korean kingdom established in the seventh century and the Chosŏn 
dynasty that ruled it since 1392 came to an end.

The Japanese takeover has been viewed by most Koreans as one of the 
two great tragedies of their modern history; the other being the division 
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of the country. Could the colonization of Korea have been avoided? His-
torians often assign blame to the king, to recalcitrant conservatives, to a 
yangban elite that could not rise above self-interest, to mistakes by reform-
ers. All are blamed for their failure to maintain Korean sovereignty by 
carrying out the institutional changes that would have strengthened the 
state and enabled it to operate more effectively in the new international 
environment. But Koreans had little time to absorb and adjust to the new 
world into which they had been thrust. For centuries Korea maintained 
its autonomy within the East Asian world order dominated by China. The 
experience of Koreans with the tributary system, their proud adherence to 
Confucian values and institutions, and their limited experience with the 
West did not prepare them well for challenges of late nineteenth-century 
imperialism. The intrusion of the West came rather suddenly, and left 
them with little time to develop adequate responses. Nonetheless, some 
educated Koreans were quick to grasp the realities of a changing inter-
national environment and pushed for institutional changes that would 
strengthen their state. Korea’s geopolitical position, however, did not fa-
vor this effort. Chinese interference, Japanese expansionism, and Russian 
intrigue, along with the indecisive leadership of the king and the petty 
self-interest of many members of the elite all hampered attempts to carry 
out reform and maintain sovereignty. Furthermore, as has been pointed 
out, it was difficult to find an appropriate model for Korea. Japan was the 
most obvious, but its aggressive policies undermined its advocates.

More significantly, Korea’s geopolitical situation was a most precari-
ous one. Surrounded by three major expansionist powers, all of which 
had identified Korea as strategically important, it is difficult to see how it 
could have easily navigated its way safely toward modernization without 
inviting the intervention of its neighbors. Nor is it easy to conceive how 
a poor, overwhelmingly agricultural nation of perhaps 15 million could 
have resisted its much larger and more powerful neighbors. Few nations 
escaped colonization in this era, including other long-standing states such 
as Vietnam and Burma. Among the small number of exceptions were 
states such as Thailand, Afghanistan, and Persia, which did so partly as 
buffer states between empires, but Japan’s victories over China and Rus-
sia ruled out this possibility.

KOREA IN TRANSITION

Despite the country’s loss of independence, this period brought about 
important changes that marked the birth of a modern Korea. Korea’s 
entry into the world of imperialism profoundly altered society. By the 
early twentieth century, the forces of modernization were being felt 
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throughout the country. Railway construction, financed by Japanese and 
American companies, began in the 1896; Seoul was being electrified, and 
Western-style buildings were changing the face of the city. Port cities such 
as Pusan and Inch’ŏn were taking on a cosmopolitan atmosphere. In the 
countryside, where the great majority of the population lived, farming 
was increasingly oriented toward the export of rice, soybeans, and other 
agriculture products for the Japanese market. The old rigid social struc-
ture of Korea, based on inherited status was starting to break down. The 
legal privileges of the dominant yangban class had ended. The examina-
tion system that had been a principal vehicle for reaffirming status and 
gaining access to powerful government positions was abolished, as was 
slavery.

It would be wrong to see Koreans as the passive victims of external 
forces. Many ordinary farmers, as well as large landowners took ad-
vantage of the opportunities presented by the new markets for their 
produce. Some poor farmers found opportunities in the new mines that 
were opening, such as the American-owned gold mine at Unsan in the 
northwestern part of the country. Many sought positions in the new post 
offices, customs posts, telegraph offices, and the new government depart-
ments. They sent their children to the new schools, and a few took the 
opportunity to travel abroad. Mission schools provided a new means for 
social advancement for people of humble status. Members of sub-elite 
groups such as chungin, the heredity class of technical specialists, and 
rural clerks were able to enter higher bureaucratic positions that would 
have been previously closed to them. And a new small entrepreneurial 
class was emerging. Some of these entrepreneurs came from the small 
group of wholesale merchants that emerged in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries, others came from varied backgrounds. Although most 
of these changes were only just starting before 1910, the old social order 
was coming to an end.

As educated Koreans sought to make sense of the changing world 
around them, they were assisted by American missionaries, who played 
an important role as agents of change and reform. Especially active were 
the Presbyterians under the leadership of Horace N. Allen and Horace G. 
Underwood, both arriving in the 1880s. The latter was able to draw on 
the wealth from his typewriter business to build schools and hospitals. 
A number of Korean intellectuals became Christian, including: Sŏ Chae-
p’il, Yun Ch’i-ho, Yu Kil-chun, the first Korean to travel around the world 
and write an account of his travels, and a young Yi Sŭng-man (Syngman 
Rhee). Korean Christians admired the United States for its strength and 
for what they considered its enlightened political and social concepts. 
However, America’s usefulness as a model was limited by the racism they 
also found there.17
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A small class of intellectuals started publishing newspapers, forming 
discussion groups, establishing educational associations, and opening up 
new private schools with modern curricula. Koreans had always associ-
ated education with moral perfection, and under the civil exam system it 
served as a means for advancement. With the end of civil examinations, 
the elite were increasingly attracted to Western-style education. Young 
men and some women were attending these new private schools or those 
established by Western missionaries, and going to Japan and the West 
for advanced schooling. Japan, because of its proximity, lower costs, and 
cultural similarities was becoming a popular destination for education 
among the small number of Koreans who could afford it. A flood of new 
ideas about government, society, and science flowed into the country as 
Koreans read Western works, often in Chinese or Japanese translations. 
Members of the educated elite formed educational and patriotic organi-
zations inspired by Western ideas. Women who were attending some of 
the Western-style schools became involved in these organizations. The 
very fact that many women were attending the new schools was a sign 
of the radical changes in Korean society that were starting to take place. 
Women’s education was pioneered by American missionaries such as 
Mary Scranton, who founded the first Ewha Girls School in 1886; by 1910 
many Koreans had accepted the importance of schooling for girls.

Changing too was the sense of identity that was emerging among 
Koreans. As Andre Schmid has pointed out, in the years after 1895 the 
new journals, newspapers, and various educational associations were 
starting to create a community of educated Koreans who argued over 
how to protect the nation, and after 1905 how to revive it.18 It was a 
community drawn from both the old yangban class and from common-
ers exposed to modern education and ideas, a community that began to 
think of themselves as belonging to what should be a sovereign state. The 
Independence Club had been an early manifestation of this new concep-
tualization. This feeling of being a nation, of being a people with a shared 
culture, history, and common destiny, when combined with the concept 
of national sovereignty, marked the beginning of modern Korean nation-
alism. Historians and political thinkers such as Pak Ŭn-sik (1859–1923) 
and Sin Ch’ae-ho (1880–1936) were reexamining Korea’s place in the 
world and what it meant to be Korean. In 1908, the young Sin published 
an especially important essay “A New Reading of History” (“Toksa Sil-
lon”), in which he borrowed the concept of “folk” (Korean: minjok) from 
Japanese and Chinese writers and placed it at the center of history. The 
history of Korea became a history of a Korean people with their unique 
cultural tradition. Other scholars were standardizing and promoting the 
Korean alphabet, han’gŭl, which was becoming a symbol of a modern, 
national identity.
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Koreans, with their long history of borrowing abroad, began a new pro-
cess of adopting and adapting foreign culture. By the time of the annexa-
tion of the country by Japan in 1910, Koreans had already begun laying 
the foundation for a new society with a new sense of national identity.

KOREA IN WORLD HISTORY: 
KOREA AND THE AGE OF IMPERIALISM

Many historians have challenged the older interpretations of history that 
see this period as one in which events are driven by the challenge of im-
perialism, and in which the actions of Koreans are judged in terms of how 
well they responded to that challenge. Instead they point to the impor-
tance of appreciating the internal changes that were taking place before 
1876. Government slavery was abolished in 1801, and private slavery was 
declining. There were signs that the society was becoming more commer-
cial as a result of changes in the tax system in which tribute was replaced 
with cash payments, and with the emergence of a new class of wholesale 
merchants. They point to the peasant rebellions in the nineteenth century 
and to the restlessness among people from more marginalized northern 
provinces, as well as to the emergence of the Tonghak religious move-
ment and the growth of the small Christian community from the late 
eighteenth century as signs of social unrest and cultural change. Korea, as 
these historians have maintained, was not intellectually, economically, or 
socially stagnant in the nineteenth century, nor is there any clear evidence 
that it was in a state of decline. Nonetheless, it is not obvious that Korea 
was set for a major transformation or upheaval in the mid-nineteenth 
century; and it is clear that forces of imperialism altered the course if its 
history, as they did in most of the world.

How does Korea’s experience with imperialism compare to other na-
tions? In many ways it was a typical victim of the imperialist powers of 
the late nineteenth and the early twentieth centuries. Yet certain aspects 
were distinctive. As was the case with other states, such as Morocco or 
Afghanistan, Korea was an object of competing imperial rivalries. Unlike 
most societies in the non-Western world, it was colonized by a neigh-
boring nation, not a distant foreign power. Korea, itself, differed from 
most colonies. It possessed a greater coherence as a cultural and histori-
cal unit and a longer history of territorial stability than almost all other 
nineteenth-century states. It had clearly defined borders, and a distinctive 
ethnic culture and language not shared by any other peoples. It was a 
state that was an ethnic group, or an ethnic group that was a state. And 
it had many centuries of autonomy. China was theoretically its suzerain, 
but for all practical purposes Korea had been an independent state with 
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little outside interference since the Manchu incursions of the first half of 
the seventeenth century. Few other states had such stability, such a long 
period of self-government, such a homogeneous ethnicity and culture.

Furthermore, Korea had many attributes that gave it a foundation for 
making the transition to a modern state: a long tradition of rational bu-
reaucratic government; a fairly high literacy rate, at least among men; a 
common shared set of values and customs that gave the country a sense 
of unity and purpose; and not least, a tradition of borrowing from abroad. 
In fact, considering the isolation of the country and the suddenness of 
its forced opening to outside intercourse, educated Koreans were quick 
to learn new customs. Western missionary schools after an initial slow 
decade became very popular from the 1890s; by the end of the nineteenth 
century, Koreans were establishing many private schools offering new 
Western-style curricula. Despite the many barriers, hundreds made it 
overseas to acquire learning. The enthusiasm with which Korean intel-
lectuals became absorbed in new ideas, despite the enormous linguistic 
hurdles, is impressive, especially when contrasted with the much slower 
response of Chinese or Muslim intellectuals. Indeed, the speed with 
which Koreans began appreciating the strength of Western nations and 
the value of Western learning is more comparable with Japan.

Yet the country’s modest level of commercial development, the social 
gap between the elite and commoners, the traditional disdain for the mili-
tary, and the stubborn sense of Confucian righteousness among many of 
the governing class also hindered its ability to respond effectively to the 
imperialist threat. And the institutions of government proved woefully 
inadequate to challenges that it faced. Nor was Korea a nation in the 
modern sense. As made clear in the work of contemporary scholars such 
as Gi-Wook Shin, one of the major challenges educated Koreans faced 
was deciding who they were, and where their society fit into the world.19 
Some, such as Kim Ok-kyun, identified Korea as being, along with China 
and Japan, one of the three Asian hwa (cultures or societies) that had to 
unite against Europe and America. He and others looked to Japan as the 
country that could lift up its neighbors to a level of civilization that could 
compete with the West. Some Koreans began to see race as a category and 
themselves as part of an Asian race. Many of these, too, looked to Japan 
for leadership. But by 1910, intellectuals such as Sin Ch’ae-ho and Pak 
Ŭn-sik influenced by Western writings on race and nation began to see 
Korea as a unique land with its own history and tradition, as a member 
of an international community of nations with its own “folk,” its own 
traditions, and its own history. They were establishing the basis for a 
new Korean nationalism that no longer saw itself as firmly rooted in a 
Chinese-centered Confucian civilization but as a distinctive nation.
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Thus, if Korea was unusual in its cultural homogeneity, its long history 
as a self-governing state, and the stability of its political institutions, it 
was typical in the process by which it struggled to create a sense of how 
it fitted in the new Western-dominated world of nation-states.
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Y

Colonial Korea, 
1910–1945

Korea’s modern history was profoundly influenced by its thirty-five 
years (1910 to 1945) as a colony of Japan. The Japanese colonial 

regime established the basis of many of the economic, educational, and 
governmental institutions of Korea, while its authoritarian rule, its mass 
mobilization campaigns, and its attempt at forced assimilation touched 
the lives of almost every Korean, often in disturbing and even trauma-
tizing ways. As Koreans responded to the demands, opportunities, and 
challenges presented by the colonial regime, they developed the ideo-
logical divisions that would be so important in determining the course of 
their history after 1945.

Japanese colonial rule was top-down centralized, direct, and intensive. 
The centralized nature of colonial government, Government-General 
of Korea (Chōsen Sōtokufu), as it was called, can be seen in the power 
concentrated in the hands of the governor-general (Sōtoku). Appointed 
by the Japanese emperor and directly responsible to the prime minister, 
he possessed an enormously broad authority, including the right to is-
sue laws, ordinances, and regulations and to appoint various officials. 
All governors-general were military men, generals or admirals, and 
possessed the power to mobilize and command the troops stationed in 
the country. Assisted by a centralized police apparatus, they ruled with 
powers Adrian Buzo has likened to “a general in a theater of war.”1 A 
symbol of his authority was the Government-General building in front 
of the throne-hall of the Kyŏngbok Palace, the major royal residence. Un-
der the governor-general there was a director-general of administration 
(Seimu Sōkan), the second most important position, who was appointed 



44 Chapter 2

by the Japanese prime minister. The colonial regime maintained Korea’s 
administrative division of thirteen provinces, which were subdivided into 
over 200 counties and municipalities. Counties, in turn, were subdivided 
into districts, villages, and hamlets. The governor-general appointed all 
the provincial governors and county superintendents. These officials ap-
pointed the district and village heads. Thus, although Korea under the 
Chosŏn dynasty had been a centralized state with a government that ap-
pointed officials down to the county level, the colonial regime penetrated 
even further to the township and village level. Commanding the military 
forces in the peninsula, controlling a highly centralized police system, 
appointing all important local officials, and possessing broad legislative 
power as well as executive power, the governor-general was a new au-
thoritarian figure in Korean political history. Not even the kings had had 
so much power concentrated in their hands.

Not only was it highly centralized, but colonial rule also became in-
creasingly intrusive as it grew to become a vast apparatus. To administer 
the country, the Government-General in 1910 had about 10,000 officials. 
This number was to grow until it reached 87,552 in 1937, comprising 
52,270 Japanese and 35,282 Koreans. If all members of the military, state, 
and semigovernment banks and companies are included, the figure is 
closer to 246,000 Japanese and 63,000 Koreans. By 1940, there were 708,418 
Japanese residents of Korea, amounting to 3.2 percent of the population. 
About 40 percent directly and indirectly worked for the government. To 
impose its authority, the Japanese employed 6,222 military and civilian 
police in 1910, half Korean. This grew to 20,771 in 1922 and 60,000 by 
1941.2 The police had the power to judge and sentence those arrested for 
minor offenses. But their role went beyond that to include: tax collecting, 
supervising irrigation and water controlling, overseeing road construc-
tion and maintenance, enforcing health regulations, and acting as public 
information officers. It was a comprehensive system that grew to over 
2,500 substations and one officer for every 800 households.3

One of the first major tasks of the new colonial administration was to 
carry out an accurate survey of land. Korea was an agricultural society; 
the great majority of the population consisted of farmers, and wealth de-
rived from agricultural rents was the principal economic basis of the yang-
ban class. Agriculture was the basis of the colonial order as well. Tokyo 
regarded Korea as an important supplier of food, a rice producer for an 
industrializing Japan. The Korean state had derived much of its revenue 
from taxing farmers. This was true of the colonial regime as well but with 
a difference. Traditionally the Korean state taxed agricultural produc-
tion, the colonial government taxed land. The importance of Korea as an 
agricultural producer and the reliance on a land tax made the need for a 
careful survey and codification of land ownership a high priority of the 
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colonial government. The Korean state undertook what became known as 
the Kwangmu Land Survey from 1898 to 1902, but it was highly unreli-
able. So the Government-General carried out a comprehensive survey of 
land from 1910 to 1918. With a thoroughness that Korea had not seen, at 
least in recent times, every plot of land was carefully recorded and clas-
sified according to type, such as dry field and wet paddy land. Each plot 
was also graded by productivity.

The land survey has become a subject of controversy. Many ordinary 
Korean farmers were unable to produce the formal documentation neces-
sary to show ownership of their land. Many peasants held partial own-
ership or certain customary squatters or tenant rights that could not be 
documented. No doubt many were simply confused by the new unfamil-
iar legal procedures and did not register their lands. It is widely believed 
that as a result of these problems many Korean farmers lost their lands 
to the Japanese. However, recent research indicates that while many poor 
Koreans lost land or the customary use of lands, the chief beneficiaries 
were members of the old yangban class, who were able to take advantage 
of the survey to increase their land holdings. Indeed, Carter Eckert has 
described this period as part of the “halcyon era for the Korean landlord 
class” that began in the late nineteenth century.4

But the Government-General became the largest landowner. It took 
possession of the lands owned by the Korean state and the Yi royal 
household—in short, all public lands including forests and riverbeds. In 
1930, the colonial government owned 40 percent of all land. Japanese in-
dividuals and corporations also acquired a great deal of land. Some of this 
was purchased from the Government-General at bargain prices as part 
of an effort to encourage Japanese settlement in Korea. As early as 1907, 
Tokyo created a semigovernmental Oriental Development Company for 
the purpose of acquiring land and then offering it to Japanese farmers at 
bargain prices if they would settle in Korea, but few came.

The first decade of colonial rule, what Koreans have called the “dark 
period” (amhǔkki), was characterized by harsh political repression that sti-
fled cultural as well as political life. The press was under tight control, po-
lice permits were required for any public gathering, and all organizations 
and meetings deemed political in nature were prohibited. To emphasize 
their authority, Japanese officials, even schoolteachers, wore swords, al-
though Koreans were not allowed to own any type of weapon.

This harsh administration took place in an atmosphere of troubled and 
tense relations between Korean and their Japanese rulers. The most publi-
cized incident took place in December 1910 when the Japanese announced 
the discovery of a plot to assassinate the new governor-general, Terauchi 
Masatake, led by An Myŏng-gǔn, brother of An Chung-gǔn, who assas-
sinated Itō Hirobumi. Some 700 Koreans were detained, 123 arraigned, 
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and in 1911, 105 were convicted. Three others died during interrogations. 
Most of the arrested were Christians, including the prominent Protestant 
leaders Yun Ch’i-ho and Yi Sǔng-hun. The trial, which became referred to 
as the “Case of 105 Persons,” generated considerable international public-
ity, not least because it seemed to focus on Christians. Furthermore, many 
of the defendants gave highly improbable confessions that implicated the 
members of the foreign mission community.5 Few of these confessions 
seemed plausible, and the heavy-handedness of the Japanese proved an 
embarrassment. Many were retried, given lighter sentences, and eventu-
ally released. The trial was a clear warning to Koreans that the colonial 
government would not tolerate any anti-Japanese activity. There were 
many other similar sweeps and waves of arrest by the colonial adminis-
tration. Tens of thousands of Koreans were arrested from 1910 to 1919 for 
political reasons.

Under these harsh conditions resistance to Japanese rule took place 
mainly among the exile community. During most of the long Yi dynasty 
period (1392–1910) very few ethnic Koreans lived outside Korea. This 
began to change in the late nineteenth century. From the 1860s, small 
numbers of Koreans began to cross the Yalu and Tumen Rivers into Man-
churia and Siberia. Originally this migration was motivated by economic 
distress near the border regions, beginning with a drought in the 1860s. 
Most of the Koreans in Manchuria settled in Kando (Jiandao in Chinese), 
a sparsely populated area adjacent to the border. Kando had a population 
of 65,000 in 1894 and 109,000 in 1910. Koreans left mainly fleeing poverty, 
but after 1905 the desire to flee Japanese rule added to the migration. A 
wave of 60,000 poured into the area during the first two years of colonial 
rule. Their descendants formed the Yanbian Korean Autonomous Region 
in China today. Tens of thousands of Koreans also migrated to the Rus-
sian Maritime Province for both economic and political reasons. Another 
7,000 Koreans migrated to Hawaii from 1902 to 1910 to work on the sugar 
and pineapple plantations until U.S. authorities restricted the migration. 
Small Korean communities emerged in Shanghai after 1910, mostly politi-
cal exiles. In Japan there was a growing student population numbering 
several thousand in the 1910s. A small handful of Koreans lived in the 
United States and Europe, mainly as students. These Korean communities 
became the homes of a number of small nationalist groups, some of which 
later played an important role in Korean politics.

THE MARCH FIRST MOVEMENT

Although there were small nationalist exile groups and dissidents within 
Korea from the time of the protectorate, a truly nationwide Korean 
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resistance movement to Japanese occupation first took place in March 
1919. The end of World War I and the Versailles Peace Conference in-
spired hopes for colonial peoples throughout the world. In part, this was 
sparked by the peace settlement, and in particular by President Wilson 
of the United States, who in his Fourteen Points called for the principle 
of “national self-determination.” While this was meant only to apply 
to European people, the Korean diaspora, like so many non-Western 
colonial subjects, was greatly excited by these events. An exile group 
led by Kim Kyu-sik went to Paris to argue for Korean independence. An 
attempt by the small Korean community in Hawaii, through its Korean 
National Association (Taehan Kungminhoe), tried to dispatch a delega-
tion led by Syngman Rhee for the same purpose, but it failed when they 
were denied passports. The most significant of the developments outside 
Korea was among Korean students in Japan. They organized a Korean 
Youth Independence Corps (Chosŏn Ch’ŏngnyŏn Tongniptan). In Tokyo 
over 600 Korean students attended a meeting on February 8, 1919, where 
they passed a declaration written by intellectual and writer Yi Kwang-su 
calling for immediate independence. The group then sent members to 
Korea in order to agitate for independence there. In Korea, several dif-
ferent groups were discussing independence in early 1919: a group of 
Ch’ŏndogyo members including Son Pyŏng-hǔi, a group of Presbyteri-
ans based in P’yŏngyang led by Yi Sǔng-hun, Methodists in Seoul, and a 
group affiliated with Chungang High School that included Kim Sŏng-su 
and Song Chin-u, both to later play a prominent role in Korean politi-
cal life. The arrival of Korean students from Tokyo with news of their 
calls for independence and about activities of exile groups stimulated 
them into action. But the catalyst for major action came with Kojong’s 
death on January 21, 1919. Rumors that the Japanese had poisoned him 
or that they had forced him to commit suicide added to unrest. Taking 
advantage of the large crowds that were expected to arrive in Seoul for 
the scheduled funeral on March 3, representatives of the various groups 
decided to issue a declaration of independence in Pagoda Park in Seoul 
on March 1. Thirty-three signed it: sixteen Christians, fifteen Ch’ŏndogyo 
members, and two Buddhists. A petition was to be sent to the Japanese 
and U.S. governments and to the Paris peace conference. The signers 
were careful to emphasize the nonviolent nature of their protest. They 
do not appear to have intended to create a mass uprising. The reading 
of the declaration was moved to a restaurant on February 28 for security 
reasons. Nonetheless, crowds met to hear the declaration on the after-
noon of March 1. There, a person who happened to have a copy read 
it to an enthusiastic crowd that began marching down the main street 
in downtown Seoul. In the following days, demonstrations took place 
throughout the country.6
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What is most interesting about the demonstrations that took place 
beginning March 1, 1919, was the large number of participants and how 
widespread they were. It has been estimated that 500,000 to 1 million 
people participated in the demonstrations that continued throughout the 
spring. There were 667 reported peaceful demonstrations along with hun-
dreds of violent incidents that took place in every province and city.7 A 
small radical group known as the National Congress (Kungmin Taehoe) 
called for more violent action, but for the most part leaders attempted to 
keep what became known as the March First Movement peaceful. The 
Japanese authorities reacted by attempting to suppress the demonstra-
tion, often quite violently. All assemblies and street demonstrations were 
banned, and reprisals were taken against groups that participated. One 
sixteen-year-old girl, Yu Kwan-sun, who was arrested and tortured and 
who died in prison, became an icon of the independence movement. 
Much of the suppression was directed at the Christians, who, along with 
members of the Ch’ŏndogyo, were heavily represented in the movement; 
over 400 churches were destroyed. In one notorious incident a church was 
burned with its congregation perishing inside. Officially 553 were killed, 
1,409 injured, and over 14,000 arrested during the months that followed. 
Korean nationalists claimed the figures were much higher, up to 7,000 
deaths and tens of thousands arrested.8

The March First Movement was a major turning point in Korean history. 
It has been regarded by some historians as the birth of modern Korean na-
tionalism. Others have seen it as not the beginning of Korean nationalism 
but its transformation from a small movement of isolated and scattered 
intellectuals, and of tiny exile groups abroad to a mass movement that cut 
across class lines. An impressive number of women, peasants, nonelite 
urban and small-town residents participated in it. A vision of Korea as 
a nation appeared to have emerged among many Koreans at this time. 
Koreans were seeing their land as one of an international community of 
nations, a nation that had lost its independence. The movement encour-
aged exiles abroad to combine efforts to achieve national independence, 
an effort that was centered in Shanghai. Domestically, the demonstrations 
were suppressed without achieving independence, but they embarrassed 
the Japanese government and led it to change its policy toward Korea.

THE POST MARCH FIRST PERIOD

The March First Movement was an embarrassment to the Japanese gov-
ernment and resulted in a call by some political leaders for a reform of 
its harsh military rule in Korea. It also coincided with a more liberal at-
mosphere in Japan. The Japanese government had been partly modeled 
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on the Prussian/German one. With the victory of the more democratic 
Allied powers in World War I—the United States, Britain, and France—
there was a call for liberal democratic government at home. Thus Japan 
entered what is called “Taisho Democracy” a period ending after 1930. 
Japanese policy reflected this liberal trend. Japan’s liberalism in the 1920s, 
however, was modest. Even more modest was its liberalism in Korea. 
Nonetheless, the government of Prime Minister Hara Takashi issued 
the Revised Organic Regulations of the Government-General of Korea 
in August 1919, which marked a change in policy under the new slogan 
“Harmony between Japan and Korea” (Nissen yūwa). He appointed as 
governor-general Admiral Saitō Makoto from the more liberal navy, with 
a mandate to make major administrative changes.

Saitō quickly received a reminder of the discontent in Korea—a bomb 
went off in Seoul Station the day of his arrival. To carry out his reform, 
he appointed Mizuno Rentarō, former home minister (1916–1918) to as-
sume the duties of director-general of political affairs, the number two 
position, and a talented young Maruyama Tsurukichi as the head of his 
police. A number of changes were made. The gendarmerie was abolished, 
replaced by a regular police force. Many of these reforms were symbolic. 
Japanese teachers and civil officials no longer wore military uniforms and 
carried swords. Minor offenses were no longer punished by whippings. 
Laws regulating burials, slaughtering of animals, and peasant markets 
that interfered with traditional customs and were greatly resented were 
abolished or modified. Korean government workers were to receive the 
same wages as Japanese, although they still did not receive the bonuses 
that their Japanese counterparts did. Saitō created an advisory council 
with provincial Korean representation. Koreans were appointed to serve 
on city, county, and provincial councils. Business and trade was also lib-
eralized. The Japanese government eliminated the tariff barriers between 
Japan and Korea, the Korean market was now open to Japanese trade 
and investment. In 1921, the Japanese invited key Korean businessmen to 
participate in the Chōsen (Korea) Industrial Commission.

In the spring of 1920, the Korean crown prince married Japan’s Prin-
cess Nashimoto. This symbolic merger of the two royal houses was ac-
companied by an amnesty of several thousand political prisoners and 
the inauguration of what the government called its “culture policy” 
(Japanese: bunka seiji). There was a new more tolerant attitude toward 
Korean cultural activities. The ban on Korean newspapers was lifted, and 
in that year prominent Koreans established the Chosŏn Ilbo and Tonga Ilbo 
still South Korea’s two leading papers. With restrictions on publishing 
reduced, hundreds of popular magazines and specialized publications 
appeared. Beginning in 1920, the lifting of harsh restrictions on organized 
activity resulted in an explosive growth in the youth, religious, social, 
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educational, intellectual, labor, and farmer organizations. Many were 
small and local; some were large and countrywide.

This freer atmosphere was accompanied by efforts of the colonial re-
gime to maintain tight control. The colonial administration expanded the 
police force and opened hundreds of new police stations throughout the 
country. To provide better intelligence and surveillance capabilities Mar-
uyama created the High Police (Kōtō Keisatsu). The police presence was 
conspicuous in Korea with policemen stationed throughout the country, 
half being Japanese. These policemen assumed many roles, from enforc-
ing detailed regulations to collecting taxes and supervising the collection 
and transport of rice, becoming a ubiquitous presence in the lives of or-
dinary Koreans. The new administration may have reflected some more 
liberal thinking in the Japanese government, but it also represented a 
more sophisticated attitude toward control. The Government-General in 
the 1920s co-opted Korean nationalists by providing intellectuals and oth-
ers an avenue to legally express themselves, showing a greater sensitivity 
to Korean culture, and removing the most hated symbols of Japanese 
authority, while increasing the size and efficiency of the colonial adminis-
trative and police organs. Allowing Korean activists to move about more 
openly also made it easier to observe them.

There were limits to the freedom allowed. Koreans were not allowed 
to openly advocate independence; their criticisms of the administration 
had to be very circumspect. Failure to adhere to this resulted in the ban-
ning of organizations, the closing of publications, and arrests. A rigorous 
censorship was still carried out, and publications were frequently shut 
down. Freedom of expression began to tighten with the passage of the 
Peace Preservation Law in Japan in 1925, which gave police much greater 
latitude in imposing restrictions on any speech or activity deemed sub-
versive. Still, compared to the years before and after, the early 1920s was 
a fairly liberal period.

CULTURAL FERMENT OF THE 1920s

The 1920s was an especially important time in Korean cultural history. 
Not only did the years immediately after World War I and the March First 
Movement see a burst of creative energy among artists and intellectuals 
who laid the foundations for modern literary and artistic expressions, 
but the main split among nationalists on how they envisioned a modern 
Korean nation took shape. Indeed, it could be argued that the intellectual 
foundations of the two Koreas were established at this time. Events stimu-
lated the movement: the excitement over the Versailles Peace Treaty, the 
Bolshevik Revolution, the March First Movement, and the growth of 
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anticolonial movements around the world. The more liberal policies of 
the Japanese colonial administration facilitated the intellectual ferment. 
Furthermore, the young people who grew up after the traditional politi-
cal and social order had fallen, and who were educated in modern-style 
schools, were coming of age.

There was an explosive burst of creative energy, as artists and intellectu-
als explored new ideas and new literary and artistic forms. New literature 
flowered in the journals Creation (Ch’angjo, 1919), Ruins (P’yehŏ, 1920) and 
White Tide (Paekcho, 1922). The novelists Kim Tong-in and Yŏm Sang-sŏp, 
and the Buddhist poet Han Yong-un pioneered modern Korean literature. 
Leftists wrote proletarian literature. Modern theater, which had begun 
with the Wŏn’gaksa Theater in Seoul in 1908, flourished. A new avenue 
of artistic expression, the cinema, began in the 1920s. One of the early 
works was the film Arirang, directed and acted by Na Un-gyu in 1926. The 
colonial authorities banned it for its nationalist theme. A number of silent 
films were produced from 1926 to 1935, sometimes called the golden age 
of Korean cinema; unfortunately few of these films have survived.

MODERATE AND RADICAL NATIONALISM

This period of cultural ferment in the early 1920s saw a division among 
Korean nationalists that would profoundly shape Korean history: be-
tween the moderate, Western-looking cultural nationalists, and the more 
radical nationalists who tended to look toward the Soviet Union and 
Communist movements abroad for inspiration. Modern Korean nation-
alism, which can be traced to the 1890s, came to maturity at this time. 
Nationalists held a strong sense of loyalty to a Korean nation that was 
defined by its distinctive culture, its language, history, and heritage. They 
regarded the loss of sovereignty to Japan as a great tragedy and sought 
eventual independence. By the 1920s, many Korean intellectuals looked 
to the West as a model for civilized behavior much as the Korean intel-
lectuals in the past had looked to China. Ironically, many of these were 
educated in Japan, where they read Western works in translation, or in 
some cases studied Western languages, usually English or German. They 
were highly critical of Korea’s cultural backwardness, which they saw as 
responsible for the fall of their country to the Japanese. Other nationalists 
turned to anarchism, socialism, and after 1917 to Communism.

Many advocated a moderate agenda, working within the limitations of 
the colonial framework. The focus of these moderate nationalists, whom 
historian Michael Robinson calls “cultural nationalists,” was on culture, 
not politics. This was partly based on pragmatism, since any call for in-
dependence would result in arrest and harsh repression, and therefore be 
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ineffective. But it was also based on a sincere conviction that Korea must 
develop spiritually and culturally before it could be ready for indepen-
dence. It was their duty to work on uplifting society first. Cultural nation-
alists advocated a gradual approach to development, seeing education 
as a key. They propagated their ideas through the newspapers, a host of 
new magazines, and through various youth, women’s, educational, and 
cultural associations. Especially important vehicles for expressing their 
ideas were the two major newspapers and the new intellectual magazines 
that emerged in the early 1920s.

Among the leaders of these moderate nationalists was Kim Sŏng-su. 
Kim came from a wealthy yangban family in North Chŏlla. Educated in 
Japan, Kim combined a bright intellect with a keen business sense. He 
took advantage of the Japanese demand for Korean rice to consolidate 
and expand his holdings over some of Korea’s richest rice paddies. Then 
he invested much of this into new industrial enterprises, eventually be-
coming one of Korea’s richest businessmen. A strong promoter of Korean 
education, he founded the Posŏng foundation, which supported Korean-
owned schools, one of which was to become Koryŏ (Korea) University. 
He also established the Tonga Ilbo newspaper. Closely associated with 
Kim Sŏng-su was Song Chin-u, a prominent moderate leader and the 
president of Tonga Ilbo.

Another key figure in the moderate nationalist movement was Yi 
Kwang-su. Born in P’yŏngan in 1892, Yi was educated at a village school. 
After his parents died he lived with relatives associated with the Tong-
haks. Through various connections, he received a scholarship from the 
Ilchinhoe to study at Japanese secondary school in 1905. Later he trav-
eled to Shanghai and the Russian Far East. Then with financial support 
from Kim Sŏng-su he went back to Japan to study at Waseda University, 
where he earned a degree in philosophy. Yi was the principal author of 
the Tokyo Korean Student Declaration in February 1919. He then joined 
other political exiles in Shanghai but returned to Korea under the more 
liberal conditions in 1921. Already well established as a novelist as well as 
political activist, Yi, not yet thirty years old, was probably Korea’s leading 
writer and thinker. In May 1922, he wrote a long essay in Kyebyŏk “Minjok 
Kaejoron” (“Treatise on the Reconstruction of the Nation”) that articu-
lated the agenda for moderate nationalists. It advocated working within 
the colonial system, not violently opposing it; and it argued for the need 
for national development prior to political independence.9

Many of these moderate nationalists were Christians. Some were from 
the yangban class, but many were of more humble background. Whatever 
their background, and however critical they were of Korea’s cultural 
heritage, they tended to assume much the same role as the old premod-
ern intellectual elite had in being the guardians of knowledge, whose 
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role was to lead the masses. As with the old Confucian elite they often 
despised, they placed the highest value on moral and spiritual develop-
ment through education. They criticized what was called sadaejuǔi, or the 
blind cultural subservience to China, as a source, if not the main source, of 
Korea’s backwardness, and they looked for a distinctive Korean cultural 
tradition. Yet they advocated for the adoption of many aspects of Western 
culture, with a similar admiration for foreign models.

Many Korean intellectuals, however, began to look at their own 
cultural heritage with pride. Some were angered by the work of state-
sponsored Japanese scholars that found Korean history characterized by 
stagnation in contrast to the progressive societies of Japan and the West. 
To counter this idea, scholars such as Ch’oe Nam-sŏn (1890–1957) sought 
to create national histories that pointed to the unique and dynamic na-
ture of their nation’s past. In 1934, a group of scholars established the 
Chindan Hakhoe (Chindan Society) to publish historical scholarship from 
this nationalist point of view. Another significant project by nationalists 
was the effort to promote and standardize the Korean written language. 
Since the 1890s the Korean alphabet, han’gǔl, had become a symbol of 
Korea cultural distinctiveness and was promoted by many. The pioneer 
in the work of standardizing the rules of grammar and spelling was Chu 
Si-gyŏng (1876–1914), who believed language was a fundamental form 
of the expression of national identity. Chu died young, but his disciples 
taking advantage of the more liberal atmosphere after 1920 created the 
Korean Language Research Society (Chosŏnŏ Yŏn’guhoe) in 1921. Their 
work was made easier by the fact that Korea was a homogeneous coun-
try where everyone spoke the same language and by the fact that the 
regional dialects were not so marked that they posed a problem in creat-
ing uniform rules of orthography. This was in contrast to the problems 
encountered by the similar baihua movement that was going on in China. 
The society led mass literacy campaigns in the late 1920s and produced a 
Unified Orthography (Matchumbŏp t’ongil an) in 1933. In the 1930s, the soci-
ety’s main task was the compilation of The Big Dictionary (K’ǔn sajŏn). The 
principal editor of this work was arrested by the Japanese during World 
War II for the crime of compiling a dictionary, and he died in prison, but 
the society continued on and completed the dictionary after 1945. There 
emerged, then, among many moderate nationalists, an ambiguity toward 
their cultural traditions, which they viewed with both shame and pride.

One of the major attempts by moderate nationalists to rally the people 
in a national cause, while still working within the framework of legal-
ity, was the Korean Production Movement. It began in the summer of 
1920 in P’yŏngyang by Cho Man-sik (1882–1950). Cho was a Presbyte-
rian elder who studied at Waseda University in Japan, where he read 
about and became an admirer of Gandhi’s nonviolent, noncooperation 
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nationalist movement in British India. His own deep religious and ethical 
convictions, belief in nonviolence, simple lifestyle, and modest personal 
demeanor earned him the sobriquet “the Gandhi of Korea.” Influenced 
by Gandhi’s effort to raise national consciousness and self-sufficiency by 
encouraging the use of homespun cloth, Cho established the Society for 
the Promotion of Korean Production to encourage Koreans to buy locally 
made products and boycott imported Japanese goods. The idea was not 
entirely new; during the protectorate period some Koreans launched 
a National Debt Movement, a similar campaign of economic self-suffi-
ciency. Cho’s movement became national when the Society for the Pro-
motion of Korean Production was created in January 1923. An impressive 
array of leaders joined the campaign, from the writer and intellectual Yi 
Kwang-su to the businessman Kim Sŏng-su. Christian, Buddhist, and 
Ch’ŏndogyo leaders; youth; and women’s groups all actively partici-
pated. It had a permanent headquarters with branches in every province 
and published a monthly journal Industrial World (Sanŏpkye). There was 
an auxiliary women’s association, T’osan Aeyong Puinhoe, to assist. The 
main aim was to encourage people to shop at Korean-owned stores and 
buy Korean-made products, even if more expensive and of lesser quality. 
Consumer cooperatives were established as alternatives to the Japanese-
dominated commercial markets. The Government-General banned major 
rallies, especially in Seoul, and censored announcements and pamphlets 
for nationalist references but otherwise tolerated the movement. The Ko-
rean Production Movement rallied people throughout the country and 
was greeted by great enthusiasm that had not been seen since the March 
First Movement. From 1923 to 1924 it appeared to be somewhat effec-
tive, but then the movement ran into problems. Korean manufacturers 
could not meet demands for many products, while Japanese merchants 
were able to weather the campaign and offer lower prices. Furthermore, 
the colonial authorities began offering subsidies to Korean businessmen, 
something they had been requesting since 1920, thus weakening their 
support. Korean merchants also worried about competition from the 
consumer cooperatives the movement organized. After the initial wave 
of excitement, public enthusiasm waned and the movement declined. It 
did not disappear, but was periodically revived. With the more repressive 
political atmosphere after 1931, its political activities were limited. Still, it 
survived until 1937, when the organization and its journal were ordered 
closed.10 More radical nationalists dismissed the whole movement as led 
by capitalist collaborators; in any case, its effectiveness was limited.

Moderate nationalists established the Society for the Establishment of 
a National University (Minnip Taehak Kisŏng Chunbihoe). Koreans had 
always valued education, but the lack of higher educational opportuni-
ties in their own country was very frustrating, especially to members of 
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the elite who were forced to seek it in Japan or elsewhere. A movement 
in the early 1900s to create a university had not proceeded far. This time 
the movement was very popular, resulting in a nationwide fund-raising 
campaign. It was led by Yi Sang-jae and Song Chin-u, editor-in-chief of 
Tonga Ilbo. The Society established offices for the fund-raising campaign 
in provincial cities and sent representatives to Manchuria and the United 
States. Despite the widespread enthusiasm, the movement was plagued 
with mismanagement, infighting among chapters, and the withdrawal 
of radical nationalists including the All Korean Youth League from the 
movement, part of the growing split between moderates and leftists. The 
troubled campaign suffered perhaps a fatal blow when the Japanese gov-
ernment announced it would establish a Keijō (Seoul) Imperial University 
by 1926.

In contrast to the moderate nationalists and their program of gradual-
ist reform, a number of Koreans took a more radical view of nationalism. 
They saw their role less as cultural reformers bringing the masses up 
to modern standards of civilization than as part of the vanguard of the 
“people.” Under the influence of socialism, especially in its Marxist form, 
they looked to the common people as embodying the essence of the na-
tion and their own role as leaders of the people. They rejected cooperation 
with the colonial regime, were suspicious of both the old landowning and 
the newly emerging Korean entrepreneurial classes, and saw the over-
throw of both the colonial regime and the elite as their aim. Most of these 
radicals in the 1920s became associated with the fledgling Communist 
movement.

The Communist movement in Korea reflected the fractured, geographi-
cally dispersed, complex nature of Korean nationalism during the colo-
nial period. Koreans in Russia formed some of the earliest Communist 
organizations. The resistance fighter Yi Tong-hwi organized a Korean 
People’s Socialist Party in Khabarovsk, Siberia, in June 1919. Shortly 
afterward he went to Shanghai to participate in the Korean Provisional 
Government, becoming its prime minister. While in Shanghai he formed 
the Koryŏ Communist Party in May 1920. At about the same time Yi 
organized the Korean Socialist Party, Koreans living in Siberia, led by 
Nam Man-ch’un formed a Korean section of the Bolshevik Party in the 
Siberian city of Irkutsk, where they established a military academy. The 
two Communist groups became rivals. The Irkutsk Communists were 
critical of Yi Tong-hwi with his ǔibyŏng (Righteous Army) and Christian 
past, regarding him as not a true Communist but simply a nationalist who 
was taking advantage of Soviet assistance. On June 27, 1921, the Irkutsk 
Koreans with Soviet forces attacked Yi’s forces at Alekseyevsk in Siberia, 
in what was called the “Free City Incident,” killing and capturing hun-
dreds of them. Although Moscow tried to patch things up the two groups 
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remained rivals. The Irkutsk faction became part of the Bolsheviks, with 
their own Korean regiments in the Red Army. In the 1930s, Stalin becom-
ing distrustful of the loyalty of the Koreans, disbanded these regiments, 
and purged Korean army cadres. The Korean community in the Soviet 
Union no longer played an active role in the nationalist movement, but 
they would be important in the creation of the North Korean state after 
1945.

Meanwhile, Korean students in Japan became increasingly interested in 
Marxism-Leninism and organized Communist circles in the early 1920s. 
They formed their own Communist Party sometimes with the assistance 
of the illegal Japanese Communist Party. Upon returning to Korea they 
established study clubs, youth organizations, and labor and tenant farmer 
unions. Thus led by returned students from Japan, an internal Commu-
nist movement in Korea began. Like the radicals outside of Korea, radi-
cals in Korea split into rival groups. Two such groups were the Saturday 
Society (T’oyohoe) formed in 1923, and the Tuesday Society (Hwayohoe) 
formed in 1924. Local Communists in Seoul competed with the returned 
students, the latter, generally possessing a more sophisticated under-
standing of Marxism, looked down on locally organized groups. In April 
1925, youthful leftists established the Korean Communist Party, the first 
party within Korea. Seven months later the colonial authorities carried 
out a mass arrest of its members. Others created a new party in 1926, 
which again resulted in mass arrests in June of that year. Nonetheless, the 
persistent young radicals formed a third and a then fourth party, the lat-
ter saw its leadership arrested in 1928. In the face of relentless repression 
by the colonial authorities, it became extremely difficult for Korean Com-
munists to operate even underground, especially under the new tighter 
police regulations enforced from 1926. Besides Japanese arrests, the do-
mestic Communists faced criticism from the Comintern, the Communist 
International in Moscow. At the end of 1927 in the “December Thesis” it 
admonished the Korean Communists for their isolation from the prole-
tariat movement. A reasonable charge, since the domestic Korean Com-
munists were primarily circles of young intellectuals with limited ties to 
the proletariat.

Meanwhile, secondary students became involved in nationalist pro-
tests. A number of student incidents, such as school strikes, occurred in 
the 1920s. From 1920 to 1926 some 386 recorded school strikes occurred. 
Many of these, in fact, a majority, had anti-Japanese overtones, often di-
rected at teachers thought to be pro-Japanese. An example took place in 
May 1927, when some 400 pupils at Sukmyŏng Girls School, a secondary 
school, went on strike, demanding the dismissal of Japanese administra-
tors. They were joined by the students at Chinmyŏng Girls School. Left-
ist organizations sometimes infiltrated the student bodies at secondary 
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schools. This happened at the three secondary schools in the provincial 
city of Kwangju. These schools had histories of student protests. In the fall 
of 1929, the students at all three went on strike over the alleged mistreat-
ment of female Korean students by Japanese male students. This spread 
throughout Korea, as secondary students in protest boycotted classes 
and sometimes attacked Japanese students. By the spring of 1930, 54,000 
Korean students in 194 schools had joined what had become an anti-
Japanese movement. Students demanded the end of police interference 
in school activities, the release of arrested students, the reinstatement 
of expelled students, and the reform of the educational system. Student 
pamphlets with slogans such as “Down with Imperialism” and “Long 
Live the Proletarian Revolution” indicate the leftist influence in the move-
ment.11 The movement was crushed by authorities, with many students 
arrested or expelled. Sporadic student strikes and protests occurred after 
that date, but these became increasingly difficult after the imposition of 
a harsher colonial policy after 1931. However, the colonial period left a 
tradition of student activism that would be taken up again in South Korea 
after 1945.

Despite the split between the moderates and radicals in the nationalist 
movement, the two groups united in 1927 to form the Sin’ganhoe (New 
Shoots Korea Society). The leadership consisted of moderate nationalists, 
but it was supported by Communists and other leftist groups who gained 
control over many of its branches. The Sin’ganhoe was a broad-based or-
ganization consisting of youth, labor, farmer, intellectual, and a women’s 
group. By 1928, according to nationalist sources, Sin’ganhoe had 143 
branches and more than 20,000 members. Korean Communists having 
difficulty operating due to constant Japanese repression, found the orga-
nization a way to become involved in nationalist activities. Ironically the 
Japanese found it useful as well, as a means of bringing leftist activities 
into the open, and therefore they tolerated it. The organization struggled 
with disputes over whether to support the Kwangju Student Movement 
in 1929 but survived to 1931. In that year, at its first national conference, 
the Communists, following Comintern directives, sought to abolish the 
organization. It was then dissolved after moderates unsuccessfully fought 
to save it.12

A shift to a more repressive policy by the colonial regime in 1931 
meant that open nationalist activities became largely confined to the 
exile communities. The scattered Korean diaspora was involved in the 
nationalist movements. Their numbers were small and their activities 
were largely ineffective, but they influenced the developments in Korea 
after 1945. Some in Japan joined nationalist groups. Much of the early 
Communist leadership came from Koreans in Tokyo. There was also an 
anarchist organization, the Black Comrades Society, whose leader, Pak 
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Yŏl, attempted to assassinate crown prince Hirohito on his wedding day. 
Police uncovered the plot and Pak and many members of his group were 
arrested. Tight police surveillance made such activities increasingly dif-
ficult. A special “student section” of the Ministry of Education kept watch 
on Korean students in Japan. More important were fragmented national-
ist groups and individuals located in China, Manchuria, Russia, and the 
United States. Many of these were Communists, some anarchists, and 
others such as Syngman Rhee in Hawaii were staunchly anticommunist 
and pro-Western. Communists were the more numerous of the active 
nationalists outside Korea. As was the case with other exile groups, they 
were never united under a single leader or organization. Some Korean 
Communists fought with the People’s Liberation Army of Mao Zedong. 
Others formed guerilla bands in Manchuria just north of the Korean 
border. One of these guerilla fighters, who achieved some fame, was the 
young Kim Il Sung (Kim Il-sŏng). Kim Il Sung and the other guerilla lead-
ers fought in small units of fifty to a hundred. They cooperated with Yang 
Jingyu and his Northeast Liberation Army, part of the Chinese Commu-
nist movement, but they were operationally independent. Kim’s claim to 
fame was a successful raid into northern Korea, the Battle of P’och’ŏnbo 
in 1939. Japan began a determined effort to clear the Manchurian border 
areas of guerillas in the late 1930s, and succeeded in driving Kim and the 
other guerillas out of Manchuria into the Soviet Union by 1940.

The largest non-Communist nationalist resistance movement was the 
Korean Provisional Government. Originally based in Shanghai, during 
World War II it was headquartered in Chungking (Chongqing). It had a 
small force of troops, the Korean Restoration Army (Han’guk Kwangbok-
kun). Under the leadership of Kim Ku, it had about 3,000 or so resistance 
fighters. But this was still a modest-sized group. Like the Communists, 
the non-Communist nationalist resistance movements were similarly 
fragmented and ineffective.

Both internally and among the exile groups, a strong ideological divide 
split Korean nationalism. This division between the moderate “cultural” 
nationalists and the more radical mostly but not exclusively Marxist na-
tionalists contributed to the radically different directions the two Koreas 
would take after 1945.

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

Korea’s economy grew considerably under colonial rule, although the 
extent to which the colonial period laid the foundations for its economic 
transformation after 1945 is controversial. The record is complex and am-
biguous. Japan did build an elaborate infrastructure and industrial base 
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in Korea and modernized agriculture, but it did so in ways that often 
minimized the benefits for Korea and created structural problems. And 
at the end of colonial rule Korea still remained mostly rural, with the ma-
jority of Koreans very poor, arguably, in some ways more impoverished 
than at the start of colonial rule.

The period around 1919–1920 marked an important turning point in 
South Korea’s economic development. Japan emerged at the end of World 
War I from a debtor to a creditor nation. Capital-rich Japanese companies 
now sought to invest in Korea and pressured the Japanese government to 
abolish the tariffs in 1920 that had largely closed Korea to investment. The 
rice riots that broke out in Japan during 1918 protesting the soaring prices 
of this staple also acted as an incentive to promote rice production in Ko-
rea. The period was also a turning point because merchants and landlords 
in Korea who had accumulated capital began to actively participate in 
modern industry. The Kabo Reforms ended the legal prohibition of re-
tired government officials who were members of the landowning yangban 
elite from participating in commerce. More significantly, attitudes were 
changing. By the early twentieth century the traditional disdain of the 
elite for business was dissipating. Instead, many formed societies for the 
promotion of industry and commercial activity. Most Korean intellectu-
als and reformers saw commerce and industry as a source of national 
strength, and regarded Korea’s traditional disapproval of these occupa-
tions as a source of its weakness and backwardness.

Among the pioneer Korean-owned industries was the Kyŏngsŏng Cord 
Company, founded in 1910 by the aristocratic Yun family and becom-
ing a joint-stock company in 1911.13 Also prominent were the Koch’ang 
Kims from Kobu (now Koch’ang) County in the rich rice-growing lands 
of North Chŏlla Province in southeast Korea. An old yangban family, the 
Kims took advantage of their location near the port of Kunsan to expand 
their holdings and produce rice for export. To this they added rice mill-
ing and other subsidiary businesses. Already by 1920 they emerged as a 
wealthy and prominent family. The leading members were Kim Sŏng-su 
and his brother Yŏn-su, both Japanese educated, who combined the tra-
ditional role of the scholar-gentry, being active in intellectual, cultural, 
and political affairs, with the new role as entrepreneurs. Their Kyŏngbang 
Textile Company became one of the largest and most successful Korean-
owned industries. Other prominent entrepreneurs were Min Kyu-sik, of 
the Korean-owned Hanil Bank, and Pak Hǔng-sik, who owned a chain 
of retail stores including the Hwasin department store in Seoul. Pak, of 
humble background, became the richest man in Korea by the 1940s. This 
small Korean entrepreneur class worked closely with their Japanese coun-
terparts. They needed access to Japanese capital, permits for establishing 
shops and factories, and access to Japanese suppliers. A significant point 
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of contact was the Keijō (Seoul) Chamber of Commerce and Industry 
(Keishō) established in 1888 to serve the Japanese business community. 
Korean participation became mandatory when, in 1915, the Government-
General prohibited separate chambers of commerce for Koreans. This 
small class of modern entrepreneurs, fluent in Japanese and accustomed 
to working closely with the Japanese counterparts formed the basis of 
South Korea’s business community after liberation.14

Despite the emergence of a Korean entrepreneur class, the economy 
was dominated by Japanese firms. These worked closely with the 
Government-General, which provided it subsidies and loans through 
state-owned banks. All of Japan’s major zaibatsu (industrial-financial con-
glomerates) became involved in Korea. The Noguchi zaibatsu, founded by 
Noguchi Jun, was based entirely in Korea. The Nippon Chisso plant in 
Hǔngnam was owned by Noguchi’s Chōsen Nitrogenous Fertilizer Com-
pany, one of the largest chemical complexes in the world.

To accompany this industrialization, an impressive infrastructure was 
built. Before 1910, the Japanese completed the Pusan-Ŭiju railway. After 
1910, railway construction continued and was coordinated with the de-
velopment of the Japanese-owned South Manchurian Railway Company 
in northeast China, which took over the management of Korea’s railroads 
in 1933. By 1945, Korea had one of the most extensive rail networks in 
Asia. Most of the cities and ports in Korea were linked by rail. The total 
kilometers of track was a quarter of that of Japan’s well-developed rail 
system, but considering that Korea had only half the area and a third the 
population of Japan, this is quite impressive. Yet it carried only a tenth as 
much freight and less than 3 percent as many passengers as the Japanese 
rail system. This is because the rail network was built as much for military 
purposes as for economic ones. To a large measure, it was designed to fa-
cilitate the movement of troops in Korea and, especially after 1930, to link 
Korea to the empire on the Asian mainland. It was, however, a stimulus 
to economic development.15 There was considerable mining, mostly in the 
northern part of the country: gold, silver, iron, tungsten, and coal were 
all mined. American interests were involved in the gold mines until the 
Japanese bought them out in 1939, otherwise mining was largely done 
by Japanese companies. Originally the mines primarily served to supply 
Japan with raw materials, but by the late 1930s much of the output of the 
mines supported Korea’s own growing iron and steel, chemical, and other 
industries.

During the 1930s, with the Japanese conquest of Manchuria and then 
the invasion of China, the industrialization of Korea accelerated. New 
industrial cities sprung up in the north. Najin, a village of 500 people in 
1927, had a population of 26,000 a decade later; while Ch’ŏngjin grew 
from a village of 100 in 1900 to a city of 72,353 in 1938, when it was the 
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leading port on the Sea of Japan.16 The economic activity during the colo-
nial period had some unfortunate ecological consequences. A particular 
tragic development was the deforestation of the country. A combination 
of aggressive logging by Japanese companies and the pressure of a grow-
ing population for firewood and land for subsistence farming resulted in 
a denuded mountainous landscape. Efforts by the authorities to reforest 
lands were not successful. A similar tragedy afflicted the nation’s fisher-
ies. Fishing, as always in Korea, was a major economic activity. Koreans 
had continued to rely on fishing as an important source of food, but most 
of the seafood caught was by larger Japanese commercial operators who 
through overfishing depleted the country’s fisheries.

MODERNITY AND SOCIAL CHANGE

While Koreans have often been portrayed in modern histories as either 
passive victims of imperialism or engaged in a nationalist struggle against 
their Japanese oppressors, it is perhaps more accurate to see them as 
embracing elements of change and taking advantage of the opportunities 
available to them. Colonial-era Koreans were presented two versions of 
what it means to be modern: Japan’s own version and the one from the 
West. If the Soviet Union is considered, it could be argued that Koreans 
were presented with at least three ways a society and individuals could 
be modern and successful. Koreans eagerly embraced them all. Intellec-
tuals were quick to adopt liberal democratic ideals from Western Europe 
and America, socialist ideas from the Soviet Union, and concepts of state 
and society from Japan, while people of all backgrounds moved into new 
occupations and adapted to new institutions.

Educational development under colonial rule provides a good example 
of such adaptation. Koreans were hardly reluctant to accept new styles of 
schooling, seeing it as a way of advancing in a changing society. Educa-
tion was flourishing by the last two decades of the Chosŏn period, from 
1890 to 1910. Hundreds of new schools were established by Koreans 
and by foreign missionaries, while the state was beginning to create a 
national system of public education. The colonial regime sought to gain 
control over schooling and to channel it toward serving Japanese aims—
primarily to provide basic schooling for unskilled and semiskilled labor-
ers. In 1911 the Japanese administration created a new educational system 
that provided up to fourteen years of schooling for Japanese residents 
but limited public education for most Koreans to four years of “common 
school” with a few four-year “higher common schools” mostly focused 
on vocation education. According to the Educational Ordinance, the 
purpose of the educational system for Koreans was “to give the younger 
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generations of Koreans such moral character and general knowledge as 
will make them loyal subjects of Japan, at the same time enabling them to 
cope with the present condition existing in the Peninsula.”17 Tight restric-
tions were placed over the hundreds of private modern-style schools that 
mushroomed in the early twentieth century. Many Korean-run schools 
were forced to close because they were unable to provide the education 
in Japanese language the colonial authorities required.

With the new more liberal “culture policy” a major reform of edu-
cational policy took place in 1922 that extended elementary education 
from four to six (sometimes five) years and secondary education to five 
years, while adding a three-year college preparatory or advanced tech-
nical school. Expansion of the school system, however, proceeded very 
gradually. As late as the mid-1930s less than one in six Korean children 
of elementary school age were enrolled in officially recognized schools. 
The pace of educational expansion failed to meet the public needs. In 
response, Koreans established hundreds of unlicensed schools; many of 
these were night schools taught by young graduates of public or mission-
run educational institutions. Traditional village schools known as sŏdang 
flourished; generally they consisted of little more than children meeting 
in the house of a literate but untrained teacher. Although maintaining a 
more traditional curriculum, they remained the principal form of school-
ing for most Korean children; in fact, these village schools increased in 
number, with enrollment peaking in the 1930s. The increase in these tra-
ditional schools and hundreds of other unlicensed institutions reported to 
be supplying basic education indicated a rising demand for schooling that 
the deliberate pace of educational expansion pursued by the Japanese was 
not satisfying. But unlicensed private schools could not issue certificates, 
and sŏdang were, as far as a means of social advancement was concerned, 
dead ends, since only a modern-style education could provide opportuni-
ties for success in the new society.

Frustration at the gradualist approach to educational development was 
felt most keenly by members of the elite and the small but growing urban 
middle class. A central issue for upper-class and upwardly mobile Korean 
families was higher education. Keijō Imperial University, established in 
1925, remained the sole university in Korea until after 1945. The faculty 
was overwhelmingly Japanese, and the student body contained a dispro-
portionate number of Japanese students. The Japanese colonial authori-
ties did not monopolize schooling in Korea. Private schools, many oper-
ated by American missionaries or by American-trained Koreans survived. 
Since the Japanese state invested little in higher education for Koreans, 
private institutions were important at that level. In 1935, 73.6 percent of 
postsecondary education was carried out by private schools and nonuni-
versity institutions. These private colleges were regarded with suspicion 
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by Japanese authorities, and most were eventually closed down. Overall, 
the Japanese record on providing opportunities for higher education for 
Koreans compares unfavorably with the British in India or the Americans 
in the Philippines. Because the expansion of higher education was too 
slow to meet demand, an increasing number of Korean students sought 
schooling in Japan. In 1925, 13.8 percent of Korean students in higher 
education were in Japan. By 1935, the figure was 47.3 percent, and in 
1940, 61.5 percent. In 1942, there were 6,771 Koreans attending institutes 
of higher education in Japan, but only 4,234 in Korea. Also impressive 
was the number of Koreans attending secondary schools in Japan; in 
1940, 71.6 percent of the 20,824 Korean students in Japan were enrolled 
at secondary schools. The Japanese government gave little assistance or 
encouragement to this educational exodus, and the higher living costs 
were a heavy burden for most. Yet rapidly increasing numbers of Koreans 
were overcoming linguistic handicaps and making financial sacrifices to 
achieve education because in their own country the rising demand for 
education was outstripping opportunities at all levels.

Limited access to the higher reaches of education was paralleled by the 
limited opportunities for Koreans to serve in administration and teaching. 
The bureaucracy remained dominated by Japanese. In 1922, 29 percent of 
the instructors in public schools were Japanese; ten years later, 30 percent 
of all teachers in public schools were Japanese, a figure that rose to 44 
percent in 1938. This created serious problems after liberation in 1945, 
when these teachers returned to Japan. But the most serious problem 
for many individual Koreans and their families was being blocked from 
taking the traditional route to honor and privilege, advanced education, 
and appointment to government office. This frustration was aggravated 
by wartime policies after 1938 that further limited the number of schools 
of higher education, even as it expanded primary education, and that 
redirected the curriculum away from literary to less prestigious technical 
education and vocational training. The result was an unsatisfied desire 
for schooling at all levels, but especially at the higher levels, that became 
evident immediately after liberation in both North and South Korea.

The rising demand for modern-style schooling reflected the social 
changes in Korea. The country’s old order began to crumble with the 
Kabo Reforms of 1894–1895 that legally abolished the rigid and heredi-
tary social structure of Chosŏn-dynasty Korea. It accelerated during the 
colonial period with the rise of an industrial working class and a new 
middle class, the emergence of social movements among women and 
outcastes, and acceleration of social mobility. The new industrial working 
class grew slowly at first. Although there was an increase in industrial 
production in the 1920s, as late as of 1928, 80.6 percent of the labor force 
was employed in agriculture, while only 2.1 percent was in mining and 
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factory work.18 In the 1930s, the numbers grew dramatically. There were 
99,000 factory workers in 1933 and 390,000 in 1943. The number of mine 
workers during the same period grew from 70,000 to 280,000. Along with 
transportation and construction workers, the Korean working class num-
bered about 1,750,000 in 1943. The industrial workforce included large 
numbers of women, generally confined to menial and repetitive sectors 
of industry such as silk reeling and cotton fabric production. Female la-
borers were mostly young, unmarried girls working to help their families 
and to save for marriage.

This growth in industry is reflected in the urban population. Between 
1935 and 1944 the urban population (living in cities over 20,000) went 
from 7 percent to 13.2 percent of the population. This, it should be pointed 
out, was far less than in Japan, which in the early 1940s was about 42 per-
cent urban; it was, in fact, about the same as Japan in 1908. The population 
of Seoul increased nearly three times from 1925 to 1942 from 342,000 to 
1,114,000. The greatest increase in the labor class was in Kyŏnggi Prov-
ince, the area around Seoul, and in the northeastern Hamgyŏng Province. 
In general, industry and mining were concentrated in the northern areas 
while the southern provinces remained overwhelming agricultural. Japa-
nese workers in Korea made up about 10 to 11 percent of the workforce 
until 1937. With the huge increase in Korean workers, they declined to 
only around 7 percent of the workforce in 1943.19 Japanese were mostly 
skilled workers and were paid much better than Koreans. However, by 
the early 1940s an increasingly larger number of Koreans entered more 
skilled positions. Korean workers enjoyed few protections, since there 
was little regulation of working conditions and business practices. They 
also suffered from sharp disparities in wages with Japanese workers in 
the same plants and firms. Korean workers in the employ of Japanese 
firms not only made much less than Japanese workers but also had wages 
well below those of Japan’s other major colony, Taiwan. In 1937, Japanese 
workers earned 2 yen a day, Taiwanese 1 yen and Koreans .66 yen.

Yet Korean workers, rather than being passive victims, often showed 
a surprising militancy participating in labor agitation. After 1920 labor 
strikes increased. Most of the strikes involved day laborers on the docks, 
on construction projects, and in other nonfactory jobs. The most famous 
was the Wŏnsan General strike that took place in 1929. Communists 
following Comintern directives made serious efforts to organize “red” 
labor unions during 1930 to 1931 with some success. Among these was 
the Hamhǔng Committee of the Chosŏn Red Labor Unions created in 
February 1931. But the police arrested more than 1,800 members of this 
and other red unions in the early 1930s. By the mid-1930s labor union 
activity continued only tenuously as an underground movement. In 1938, 
the government launched the Campaign for National Protection Corps of 
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Industrial Workers (Sanpō); this included a labor-management council to 
make sure all worked together for the war effort. These wartime indus-
trial relations programs, Soon-won Park has argued, profoundly shaped 
later South Korean labor practices. The politicization of labor movements 
in South Korea, the intervention into labor-management relations by the 
government, and the prevalence of company unions were all influenced 
by wartime colonial practice.20

A small modern middle class emerged in colonial Korea. This class 
included professionals such as teachers, doctors, accountants, business-
men, bankers, and civil servants in the colonial bureaucracy. More than 
any other group, they were a group open to new ideas and often eagerly 
embraced the modern world. They wore Western-style clothes; sent their 
children to modern schools; and read newspapers, magazines, and the 
modern literature by foreign writers in translation or by Korean writers 
such as Yi Kwang-su. Many came from yangban backgrounds, some were 
from the old chungin class, but many were of humble family origins. The 
latter represented the new social mobility in Korea. A key to their new 
status was education, and access to education would be a central concern 
to all those who aspired to or sought to maintain this status. Members of 
the middle class were urban, cosmopolitan, and open to new ideas. The 
members of the newly emerging middle class may have made up no more 
than 5 to 10 percent of the population, but they were to form the political, 
economic, and cultural leadership of colonial Korea.

Few social changes marked a greater break with tradition than those 
that concerned women. Many Korean women embraced new ideas and 
opportunities presented by a modernizing society. Korean progressives 
in the late nineteenth century saw the humble status of Korean women as 
symptomatic of the country’s low level of civilization. The Kabo Reforms 
had abolished some of the legal restrictions on women. It also abolished 
child marriages and ended the prohibition on widows to remarry. The 
issue of establishing greater equality for women, begun by the tiny num-
ber of Koreans exposed to the outside world in the 1890s, was embraced 
by much of the intellectual community in colonial times. Many Kore-
ans blamed the Confucian concept of namjon yŏbi (revere men, despise 
women) as emblematic of both the country’s backwardness and its past 
uncritical adoption of Chinese customs. Of particular concern was the ex-
clusion of women from formal education. They noted that girls attended 
schools in Western countries and that Japan had drawn up plans in the 
1870s to make basic education universal and compulsory for girls as well 
as boys. An early proponent of women’s education was Sŏ Chae-p’il, 
whose editorial in the Tongnip sinmun on April 21, 1896, called for equal 
education for men and women to promote social equality and strengthen 
the nation. In another editorial in September that year, he argued that 
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gender relations were a mark of a nation’s civilization. Conservatives in 
the late Chosŏn government were less sympathetic to the need for wom-
en’s education. A petition to the king by a group of women from yangban 
families to establish a girls’ school was ignored.21 Women’s education was 
established by American missionaries, not Koreans. After an initial slow 
start, many families began sending their daughters to these new schools, 
and the enthusiasm for education among Korean women was commented 
on by foreign missionaries. Women graduates of these schools became 
active in patriotic organizations, and thousands of women participated in 
the March First Movement. It was only, however, during the 1920s that 
the women’s movement became a major force in Korea. One of its im-
portant figures was Kim Maria. Educated in Tokyo, she formed in April 
1919, the Taehan Aeguk Puinhoe (Korean Patriotic Women’s Society), an 
organization to promote national self-determination. The organization 
worked with the Korean Provisional Government in Shanghai and in 
1920 claimed some 2,000 members. The activities of this and other, mostly 
Christian, women’s groups helped win the respect for women among 
Korean intellectuals.

In the 1920s men and women participated in discussions about the role 
of women and gender relations. Feminists included Kim Wŏn-ju, who 
published Sin yŏja (New Woman); artist Na Hye-sŏk, who wrote for Yŏja 
kye (Women’s World); and the poet Kim Myŏng-sun. Some of members 
of this small class of women led lives daringly defiant of tradition. They 
wore Western-style clothes with short skirts and bobbed hair, socialized 
in public, advocated free love and the right to divorce, and rejected the 
confinement of women to the roles of housewife and mother. These ideas, 
however, were too radical for Koreans, including male intellectuals. Mod-
erate nationalists called for an educated, healthy woman whose role in 
society was very much like the “good wife, wise mother” ideal promoted 
by the Japanese government; meanwhile, leftist male nationalists argued 
for the need to subordinate gender issues to those of class.

Two individuals exemplify this new small class of “modern” women. 
One is Kim Hwal-lan, known to Westerners as Helen Kim. Born in 1899 
from Christian parents in Inch’ŏn, she attended mission schools, became 
active in the YWCA, went on to Boston University, and received a PhD 
from Teachers College of Columbia University in 1930. After returning, 
she became president of Ewha College, the most prestigious school of 
higher education for women in Korea, a position she held from 1939 to 
1961, except for a brief period 1944 to 1945 when the school was shut 
down by the Japanese. Pak Kyŏng-wŏn (1901–1933), daughter of a rich 
farmer, attended an industrial arts school in Japan and took a job as a 
technician in the silk reeling industry, an industry dominated by women 
workers. She then returned to Japan to learn to become a driver, a rar-
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ity for a woman, and then became one of the few women to attend an 
aviation school. Korea’s first woman aviator, she won a number of flying 
competitions in Japan before perishing in a flight back to her home in 
Korea.22

The women’s movement was quite political, since most writers linked 
the liberation of women with national liberation. While this may have 
made the belief in women’s rights and equality more acceptable to 
educated Koreans, it meant that feminists subordinated their own social 
agenda to the national political agenda. It also meant that the women’s 
movement followed the general split between moderate, gradualist 
reformers and radical leftists that characterized most political and intel-
lectual activity from the early 1920s. Moderate women reformers were 
associated with the YWCA and various church and moderate patriotic 
associations, while some thirty women with socialist and Communist 
leanings established a more radical group, Chosŏn Yŏsŏng Tonguhoe 
(Korean Women’s Friendship Society) in 1924. As part of the united front, 
in 1927, moderate and radical women worked together to organize the 
Kǔnuhoe (Friends of the Rose of Sharon). By 1929, the Kǔnuhoe had 2,970 
women, including 260 in Tokyo.23 For the vast majority of Korean women, 
their traditional subordinate social status remained unchanged, but the 
emergence of a small number of politically active and assertive women 
among the educated was an important precursor of more radical changes 
that would take place after 1945.

Another marginalized group that took advantage of new opportunities 
were the paekchŏng, a low-status hereditary group in Korea who lived 
in their own villages. While most were farmers, they also worked in 
the “unclean” professions such as butchers, leather workers, sometimes 
executioners, as well as other less obviously undesirable jobs such as fer-
rymen and wicker craftsman. Very much like the untouchables (or dalits) 
of India or the eta (or burakumin) of Japan, they were socially shunned by 
ordinary citizens, possessing a legal status as “mean people” (ch’ŏnmin) 
below the ordinary peasants or even slaves. They were not allowed 
to wear the clothes and hats of nonoutcastes, and marriage between 
paekchŏng and commoners was legally prohibited, although it did occur. 
Even their names distinguished them, since they were not allowed to 
include Chinese characters with noble meanings. The status was legally 
abolished in the Kabo Reforms, but this did not result in any effective 
change in their position, since their legal rights were ignored. During the 
colonial period many paekchŏng became workers in state slaughterhouses, 
where, although shunned, they became exposed to new ideas and life-
styles. A few managed to achieve a modern education and some prosper-
ity. In April 1923, paekchŏng social activists formed the Hyŏngp’yŏngsa 
(Equalization Society) in Chinju. This became a national organization that 
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at its peak in the 1930s claimed over 400,000 members, most probably an 
inflated figure. It campaigned for the end of discrimination in the schools, 
workplaces, and society at large; the end of segregated grave sites; and 
their inclusion in local meetings. As was so often the case, education was 
a major concern. Ordinary Koreans sought to exclude them from public 
schools; an example was the Ikchang incident in 1924, in which non-
paekchŏng protested about their children sharing classrooms with outcaste 
members.24 Despite deep-seated prejudices, their social status improved, 
and during the social upheavals of the 1930s through the 1950s they 
became assimilated into the general population. The ferment among the 
outcastes, like the growing movement among women, reflected a change 
in the old hierarchical social order of Korea and the growth of egalitarian 
ideals that would emerge so strong after 1945 and shape the history of 
North and South Korea.

RURAL SOCIETY

Korea remained an agricultural land. During most of the colonial period, 
three out of four Koreans were farmers. With the industrialization of Ko-
rea in the 1930s agriculture’s share of the economy declined. Yet the great 
majority of Koreans were still peasants. While some land did fall into 
Japanese hands, most landlords were Koreans, generally from the former 
yangban, who benefited by the rationing of land because it provided oppor-
tunities to consolidating their holdings. The majority of landlords owned 
less than 50 chŏngbo (123 acres) and these were mostly Koreans. In 1942, of 
landlords with more than 50 chŏngbo, 2,173 were Korean, 1,219 Japanese. 
Only among the very largest landowners, possessing more than 500 acres, 
did Japanese outnumber Koreans: 184 Japanese and 116 Koreans.25

Most peasants worked for landlords as tenant farmers. But the picture 
is complicated, since tenants sometimes owned some land that was in-
sufficient to support their families, so they also served as tenants on ad-
ditional fields. One report found that 538,000 farmers owned some land 
and rented some; 1,073,000 were tenants; and 971,000 were sharecrop-
pers. About 2.5 percent of families owned 64 percent of the farmland. 
Overall, the majority of Korean farmers owned no land or not enough to 
support their families. Tenancy rates in the agriculturally rich southwest 
approached 80 percent. Their life was hard. On average, half the harvest 
went to the landowner. Tenant conditions were made more difficult by 
the tendency of landowners to make the cultivators pay for the costs of ir-
rigation projects, fertilizers, tools, and seeds. Farmers were forced to bor-
row and often were victims of usury. Population growth also increased 
pressure on the land and drove up rents. Land taxes, which before the 
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1930s were the main source of revenue for the colonial administration, 
were also burdensome. Consequently, many Koreans moved into the 
mountains, where they cleared public forestlands to create fire fields. 
Land would be burned, a crop then sown, and then the farmer would 
move on to another field. It was a precarious, hard, uncertain way to sur-
vive and contributed to deforestation.

A major change was the commercialization of agriculture, a change 
that began with the opening of Korean ports after 1876 and accelerated 
during colonial rule. Farmers grew for the market, which often meant that 
rice farmers could not eat their own rice. The per capita consumption of 
rice actually declined even though rice production increased 140 percent 
from 1910 to 1939.26 Many Koreans ate millet, mixed rice and millet, or 
other less desirable grains. In the 1930s, Korea imported millet to feed 
itself even while it was exporting rice to Japan. For a people for whom the 
words meal and rice are synonymous, this was a bitter hardship. Farmers 
had always suffered from the unpredictability of the weather. As farming 
became commercial, the fluctuating market prices and the often unex-
pected changes in government agricultural policies added to their wor-
ries. Changing market prices contributed to the growing indebtedness 
that burdened both landlords and peasants. Indebtedness increased with 
the Great Depression, forcing many owners to mortgage their cultivated 
lands.

Landlord-tenant disputes were frequent. In the late 1910s and 1920s 
there were many well-organized, reform-minded peasant groups aimed 
at rent reduction and securing tenancy tenure. Many of these were suc-
cessful. But an agriculture depression in the late 1920s followed by the 
Great Depression made the position of peasants less secure. Rural Korea 
was hit hard by the Depression; the price of rice, the most important cash 
crop, fell in 1931 to 39 percent of its 1925 level.27 Landlords, many also fac-
ing debt, began evicting tenants. Tenant disputes became more defensive, 
with many arguing for their right to subsist, and in a traditional Confu-
cian manner calling upon the benevolence of the landlord. These were 
less successful, and many landless farmers immigrated to Manchuria, to 
Japan, or to the new industrial centers in the north looking for work.28 A 
number of Red Peasant Unions were organized, especially in the northern 
part of the country. Although linked with the Communists and often bru-
tally suppressed by the Japanese, recent studies show these to have been 
more concerned with local tenancy disputes than with fomenting revo-
lution. Nonetheless, a tradition of peasant radicalism began, especially 
strong in the north, as well as a legacy of bitterness and frustration among 
tenant farmers that reemerged after the end of colonial rule in 1945.

Alarmed by peasant unrest, the Government-General in the 1930s at-
tempted to ameliorate conditions. It enacted the Arbitration Ordinance 
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of 1932 and the Agricultural Lands Ordinance of 1934, which attempted 
to reduce landlord-tenant disputes through government intervention, 
sometimes at the expense of the landlords. In 1932, the colonial govern-
ment inaugurated the Rural Revitalization Campaign aimed at improving 
the economic conditions of the peasantry, made worse by the Depression, 
by reducing debt and promoting self-sufficiency. Modeled on a similar 
program to aid the plight of Japanese peasants, the campaign focused on 
gathering information and finding ways to better utilize labor and get vil-
lages to work together for mutual assistance. Local youths, both men and 
women, with some schooling, and those between the ages of eighteen and 
twenty-five were recruited as village leaders to promote rural improve-
ments; 9,000 were trained between 1936 and 1940. This program achieved 
only modest success, but it proved useful after 1937 as part of the general 
mobilization of the Korean population for the war effort.29

All the commercialization of Korean agriculture and the various pro-
grams for rural development might be misleading. Despite the commer-
cialization of agriculture, in many ways life for the majority of Koreans 
living in villages did not change radically, at least not until the 1930s. 
Customary dress, diet, and habits of everyday life remained the same. 
Much of the countryside was still economically and socially dominated 
by yangban, although they now often lived in the more exciting world of 
the cities, leaving stewards behind to manage their properties. When the 
colonial period ended, the common farmers revealed themselves to be 
restless, seeking to get out of indebtedness and tenancy.

WARTIME COLONIALISM, 1931–1945

Korea’s colonial experience changed profoundly after 1931. Two aspects 
of this change deeply impacted Korea’s historical development. One 
was a great uprooting of people. Massive dislocations took place by the 
wartime mobilization. Koreans were uprooted from their homes, either 
voluntarily or by compulsion, and they migrated to the industrial cities 
of the north, to Manchuria, to Japan, or to other parts of the empire to 
supply labor needs. Few Korean families were not affected by this mobi-
lization and dislocation. The other feature of wartime colonial rule was 
Japan’s effort to forcibly assimilate the Korean people, to remake them 
into Japanese.

The relatively liberal policies inaugurated by the colonial authorities af-
ter 1919 were replaced by a reassertion of a harsher, more repressive rule. 
The crackdown on Korean cultural, social, and political activities came in 
three steps: in 1926, in 1931, and in 1937. The Government-General began 
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a tightening of freedom in 1926. Partly this reflected worries about Com-
munism in the home country that resulted in the 1925 Peace Preservation 
Law, which gave domestic police in Japan greater authority to root out 
radicals. Authorities also feared a repeat of the March First demonstra-
tions. In June 1926, the funeral of Sunjong, the last Chosŏn monarch, 
resulted in widespread demonstrations known as the June 10 Incident. 
Soon there was a crackdown on political activities; many suspected left-
ists were arrested and many publications shut down. The Korean press 
would never be as free again. A concern of the police was the effort by 
leftists to organize tenant farmers and labor unions. The police became 
increasingly effective in undermining efforts to establish these unions.

While 1926 saw a tightening of Japanese control over Korea, a much 
more significant change occurred in 1931. The Great Depression hit Japan 
hard in 1930 and tilted Japanese politics away from the more liberal and 
pro-Western-minded to those who advocated a more ultranationalist, 
militarist direction, and who viewed the Western powers, especially Brit-
ain and the United States, more suspiciously. As military and ultranation-
alist circles gained influence in Japan, the country resumed its imperialist 
expansion in Asia with a new vigor. In September 1931, the Japanese 
Kwantung Army created an incident as an excuse to seize control over 
the vast northeast Chinese region of Manchuria. In 1932, Tokyo formed 
a nominally independent state of Manchukuo, but the new territory 
was controlled by the Japanese Army and became an agricultural and 
industrial base for the further expansion into China. The new orientation 
of Japan away from cooperation with the West and toward imperial ex-
pansion in Asia greatly impacted Korea. Korea was now a link between 
Japan and Manchuria and a strategic base for the further expansion of 
the Japanese Empire. To implement changes in colonial administration 
in view of Korea’s new position in the empire, Tokyo appointed a new 
governor-general, the army general Ugaki Kazushige, in 1931. His policy 
was to mobilize Korea for the benefit of the empire by increasing the 
production of food and other needed products. As Japan moved toward 
greater economic self-sufficiency within its empire and less reliance on 
world trade, which had greatly contracted with the Great Depression, its 
colonies became a more significant source of raw materials, investments, 
and trade. The colonial authorities made efforts to mediate landlord-ten-
ant disputes, to stabilize the countryside, and to increase rice production 
for exports. Korean rice exports, however, were depressing prices of the 
rice production of the Japanese, and from 1933, the Government-General 
began an agricultural diversification program. Agricultural production 
shifted away from food to fabrics under the slogan “cotton in the south, 
sheep in the north.”
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With the outbreak of war between Japan and China in 1937, colonial rule 
took a radical turn toward mass mobilization of the Korean people for the 
war effort. The Government-General began to shut down Korean organi-
zations of all types. In their place were a large number of state-sponsored 
organizations designed to control the activities of the population and di-
rect them toward the war effort. In 1938, for example, it formed the Korean 
Federation of Youth Organizations as an umbrella organization to control 
and utilize all the country’s youth groups. The authorities ran Local Youth 
Leadership Seminars and Training Institutes for Children’s Organizations. 
Writers were organized into the All Korean Writers Federation, and there 
were similar nationwide associations for laborers, tenant farmers, and fish-
ermen. Among the other organizations that the colonial authorities estab-
lished were the Korean Defense Association, the Association for the Study 
of Policy Dealing with the Critical Situation, and the Korean Association 
for Imperial Rule Assistance. The colonial government established a Ko-
rean League for General Mobilization of the National Spirit in 1937 with 
branches in every county and township. In 1938, it created another all-
embracing organization, the Korean Anticommunist Association, which 
also had branches in every province. There were local offices in police 
stations and associated groups in villages, factories, and other workplaces. 
Almost every Korean became associated with some mass organization. 
Beginning in September 1939, the first day of each month was Rising Asia 
Service Day, on which people were required to perform tasks for the sake 
of developing the new Asia.30 In 1940, the entire colony was organized into 
350,000 Neighborhood Patriotic Associations, each with ten households. 
These became the basic units for collections of contributions, imposition of 
labor service, maintenance of local security, and rationing.

Education became highly militarized and regimented. Compulsory 
military drills were introduced to all middle and higher-level schools. 
Political rallies became a part of schooling, as did mass mobilization of 
Korean youth for the war effort. In incremental stages, the colonial gov-
ernment brought the students into the war. In April 1938, the Japanese 
government organized a Special Student Volunteers unit for selected 
Korean students who wanted to participate in military duty. Then in May 
1943, the state permitted all Korean students to volunteer for service in 
the army, and in October of that year for the navy. Because the numbers 
volunteering proved to be modest, the state made registration for military 
service compulsory in November 1943.31 In October 1940, all student orga-
nizations automatically became branches of the Citizen’s Total Mobiliza-
tion League. Students found their time increasingly occupied by extracur-
ricular activities, such as collecting metal for the war effort and attending 
patriotic rallies. College students were sent to the countryside to explain 
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the war effort to farmers and rural folk. In the early 1940s, the school 
term was shortened and students of secondary schools were required to 
work on military construction subjects. After 1942, many students were 
conscripted to work in Japan, while at home the kinrōtai, student labor 
groups, were formed to do “voluntary” work such as building airstrips 
and defense works. By the spring of 1945, virtually all classroom instruc-
tion above the elementary level was suspended and students were fully 
involved in labor and military service.

Koreans were allowed to join the Japanese Army, although only mod-
est numbers volunteered and fewer were selected to serve. By 1943, the 
Japanese began to conscript Koreans. A few Koreans were admitted into 
the Japanese Military Academy in Tokyo during the 1930s and early 
1940s, and a larger number into the Manchurian Military Academy. 
Although the total number of the Korean officers in the Japanese Army 
was small, they were to provide the nucleus for the officer corps of the 
postwar South Korean Army. Most Koreans who joined or were con-
scripted into the Japanese Army did labor duty on airstrips and or served 
as prison guards.

An extreme form of coercion was the comfort women, or comfort girls. 
These were young Korean girls who were either recruited or forcibly 
enrolled as sex slaves to serve the Japanese troops. The so-called comfort 
girls included Filipinas and Chinese, but most were Koreans. Many of 
these girls were recruited under false pretenses. They or their parents 
were told that they were to be given well-paying jobs. In practice, they 
were treated miserably. After the war, these girls returned home dis-
graced and were forced to hide their past or live lives as unmarried and 
unwanted women. Between 100,000 to 200,000 Koreans became comfort 
women. One example was Mun Ok-ju, an eighteen-year-old woman from 
a poor family of casual laborers in Taegu, in southwestern Korea, who 
was offered “a good job in a restaurant,” by two civilian recruiters. Lured 
by the promise of a good salary to support her family, she went along 
with a group of seventeen other young women between the ages of fifteen 
and twenty-one who were shipped off to Burma, where she “serviced” 
thirty men a day under conditions of virtual imprisonment. Five of the 
girls in her group died or committed suicide.32

The abuse of the comfort women has become one of the most conten-
tious issues in colonial history. It many ways it symbolizes the brutality 
and exploitation of Japanese colonialism at its worst. It was only one way 
Koreans were victimized. Koreans suffered from Allied bombing while 
working in Japan, for example. Among the more than 2 million Koreans 
working in wartime Japan, at least 10,000 Koreans died from the atomic 
bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.33
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FORCED ASSIMILATION 

During World War II a vast, unprecedented experiment in mass assimila-
tion began. The new governor-general, Minami Jirō (1936–1942), pledged 
to end discrimination and promote reconciliation between Japan and Ko-
rea under the slogans “Japan and Korea as one body” (Nai-Sen ittai) and 
“harmony between Japan and Korea” (Nissen yūwa). Then in late 1939, 
the government issued the Name Order, which set in motion the process 
by which Koreans were to change their names to Japanese ones. Gener-
ally, this was done by having people select Chinese characters that could 
either be the same or similar to their names, but pronounced in a Japanese 
way, or they could select entirely new names. From 1940, all government 
employees, families with children in school, and others affiliated with the 
state were more or less pressured to adopt new Japanese names. Eventu-
ally, about 84 percent of Koreans complied and adopted new names. In a 
society where ancient family lineage was prized, this loss of names was 
a particular humiliation. Additionally, all Koreans were required to reg-
ister at Shinto shrines, thus, technically all Koreans were now Shintoists. 
The authorities required students and government employees to attend 
Shinto ceremonies. Korean-language newspapers were ordered closed 
in 1940; except for the Korean edition of the official government daily, 
all remaining twelve newspapers were in Japanese. By the early 1940s, 
the publication of all Korean books ceased. Korean language use in the 
schools was extremely restricted after 1938, and by 1943 students could 
be punished for speaking Korean at school.

Yet the colonial regime was ambiguous about this policy, insisting that 
Koreans were now Japanese but also maintaining their distinct identity 
and status as subordinate and inferior subjects. All public documents, 
school records, and job applications listed the original family name as 
well as the place of birth and the clan. Official reports made a clear dis-
tinction between “peninsular” people and “homeland” Japanese. Japa-
nese leaders themselves had no clear, consistent idea of exactly what the 
relationship between Koreans and Japanese was. There was some debate 
among Japanese political leaders as to whether Koreans could be allowed 
to participate directly in the Japanese government. From 1921 the House 
of Representatives, or Diet, introduced resolutions calling for extending 
the franchise for Koreans and allowing Korean representation in parlia-
ment. Some Koreans actively campaigned for the franchise. In the 1920s 
the writer Ch’oe Rin led a home-rule movement demanding that the po-
litical rights guaranteed to Japanese in their 1889 constitution be extended 
to Korea. A number of pro-Japanese associations flourished in the 1930s; 
in 1937 Minami created the National Association of Koreans to unite 
them. A resolution in 1939 and another in 1940 to grant the franchise to 
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Koreans passed, but both were vetoed by the cabinet.34 Only in December 
1944 did Tokyo approve of Korean (and Taiwanese) representation in the 
Diet, which was to begin in 1946.

Koreans, however, were far from assimilated into Japanese culture. 
Most Koreans could not speak Japanese, did not have any social interac-
tion with Japanese, or identify with Japan. One Japanese source in 1943 
stated that 23 percent of Koreans comprehended Japanese, 12 percent 
without difficulties.35 Some Koreans may have genuinely been attracted 
to Japanese culture. Among the small professional class, there were many 
who enjoyed Japanese literature, films, and music and enjoyed the op-
portunity to visit Tokyo. Yet assimilation failed. Japanese and Koreans 
remained two separate peoples who did not mix socially. By the early 
1940s out of some 750,000 Japanese living in Korea, most of them men, 
fewer than 1,000 were married to Koreans. Rather than leading to as-
similation, the presence of a privileged alien minority in this historically 
homogeneous society, and the clumsy and inconsistent efforts at erasing 
their culture, created a strong collective sense of ethnic and national iden-
tity among Koreans of all social classes.

A SOCIETY IN TURMOIL: THE LEGACY OF COLONIAL RULE

Historians debate over how to evaluate Japanese colonial rule. To what 
extent did Japan establish the foundation for modern Korea? How much 
credit or blame Japan can take for developments in the history of North 
and South Korea is still debated, but there is no doubt that Japan’s colo-
nial rule left a complex legacy. In so many ways, the bases for a modern 
society were established during colonial rule. Japan provided high stan-
dards of government efficiency, established much of the infrastructure for 
a modern industrial society, and laid the foundations for a modern school 
system. Its administration saw the erosion of the old social order, the 
emergence of a modern middle class, and the beginnings of an industrial 
working class. The Japanese provided a model of a closely related people 
who had appropriated Western science, technology, and some institu-
tions and values, and had established a nation that could successfully 
compete in the world. The Japanese introduced a government both more 
efficient and more authoritarian than Koreans had previously known. 
Korean society was most profoundly impacted by the last years of Japa-
nese rule. The state became more coercive, and every aspect of life more 
politicized and militarized when Japan’s imperialist adventure in China 
put the colony on a wartime basis.

The lives of almost all Koreans were deeply affected by the colonial 
experience. Many of the leaders of postwar Korea—industrialists such 
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as Chung Ju-young (Chŏng Chu-yŏng), the founder of Hyundai, and 
Yi Pyŏng-ch’ŏl, founder of Samsung, and leaders such as Park Chung 
Hee (Pak Chŏng-hǔi), who as South Korean president oversaw the big 
push for industrialization in Korea, and the North Korean dictator Kim 
Il Sung—were profoundly shaped by their experiences growing up in 
colonial Korea. The impact of Japanese rule upon Korea was especially 
traumatic after the occupation of Manchuria in 1931 and the creation of 
the puppet Manchukuo state the following year. Korea’s position in the 
Japanese Empire changed from peripheral to central, as the peninsula 
became a bridge from the Japanese archipelago to the Chinese mainland. 
Industrial development in Korea increased, particularly in the north, 
and jobs in the newly industrializing centers in northern Korea and in 
Manchuria became available to many Koreans, setting into motion a 
great social migration as hundreds of thousands left their villages to take 
advantage of these new opportunities. This process accelerated in 1937, 
when war broke out between Japan and the Republic of China. At first 
the movement of farmers and laborers was mainly voluntary on the part 
of many poor Koreans, who left their villages in search of employment in 
the mines and factories that were mushrooming in the northern part the 
country and in Manchuria, but this soon involved a forced mobilization 
of millions of Koreans to work where needed in Korea, Japan, China, and 
elsewhere in the expanding empire.

The scale of this great social upheaval, which continued to accelerate 
in the early 1940s, is extraordinary. The Korean population of Manchuria 
swelled several fold after 1931 to perhaps 1.5 million. The fastest growing 
immigrant community during the colonial period was in Japan. Korean 
population in Japan increased from 26,000 in 1919 to 276,000 in 1929 and 
543,000 in 1934.36 These included students, some of whom settled in Ja-
pan, and laborers working in factories and mines. Life for them in Japan’s 
homogeneous and often xenophobic society could be harsh. Koreans in 
Japan were not assimilated but remained outsiders. Thousands of Kore-
ans were murdered by hysterical Japanese mobs in the aftermath of the 
Kantō (Tokyo region) earthquake of September 1923. Then, after 1937, a 
huge number of Koreans came to work in the mines and factories, most 
voluntarily; some were simply conscripted as laborers. In 1945 there were 
2.4 million Koreans in Japan, making up a quarter of the industrial labor 
force. By 1944, as Bruce Cumings has pointed out, 11.6 percent of all Ko-
reans were residing outside of Korea; and 20 percent were living abroad 
or in Korea but outside their home provinces.37 According to Cumings, 
“forty percent of the adult population was part of this uprooting.”38 This 
mass movement of people served to break down routines of ordinary life 
and open up new experiences and possibilities to millions of Koreans. The 
last years of colonial rule, especially, had shaken up traditional Korean 
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society. This society would be further shaken by the political turmoil and 
civil war that followed liberation.

Japanese rule, especially its last years, would provide both North and 
South Korea with a model of state-directed economic development, with 
the example of mass mobilization of the population for national purposes, 
and massive propaganda campaigns. The cult of the Japanese emperor 
and the many Shinto shrines was to have an echo in the cult of the ruling 
Kim family of North Korea. Thirty-five years of Japanese rule also helped 
to foster and shape a powerful sense of Korean nationalism. Significantly 
it also resulted in an ideologically divided nationalist movement.

KOREA IN WORLD HISTORY: 
THE KOREAN NATIONALIST MOVEMENT

The colonial period saw the emergence of an intense Korean national-
ism. Chronologically, the growth of nationalist movements within and 
outside the country coincided with nationalist movements elsewhere in 
the colonial world, but was perhaps embraced more widely and more 
passionately than was the case in many other countries. The strong sense 
of Korean cultural identity, the homogeneity of Korean society, and the 
intrusive and intense nature of Japanese colonial rule help account for 
this. The exclusive nature of Japanese culture and their presence in a land 
that was unaccustomed to foreigners contributed to the sense of Koreans 
as a distinct and different group. Some Koreans did accept an identity 
as members of a greater Japanese Empire, but discriminatory practices 
only reinforced the fact that they were not Japanese. Even the efforts at 
assimilation were contradicted by all sorts of legal distinctions that were 
still imposed on Koreans.

In many ways, the nationalist movement in Korea was a typical one 
among colonial peoples in the first half of the twentieth century. Japan’s 
rule, while allowing some scope for activities expressing ethnic and 
cultural sentiments, placed severe limits on overt political activity. Fur-
thermore, the colonial authorities often were able to involve prominent 
Koreans in the public life of the colony, undermining the nationalist 
credentials of many leading figures in Korea. In its suppression of any 
calls for independence, and with its insistence on the active participation 
of everyone in the war effort during the 1930s and 1940s, the Japanese 
weakened the ability of most of the members of the professional class to 
serve as effective and credible national leaders. As a result, it was mostly 
the exiled members of the independence movement that emerged in 1945 
with the most unblemished reputations. These included both conserva-
tives such as Syngman Rhee and radicals such as the Communist guerilla 
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Kim Il Sung. In this way, the Japanese colonial administration resembled 
the Dutch in the East Indies and the French in Indochina more than the 
British in India. As with Vietnam, the Communists proved to be highly 
effective organizers. Korea, however, lacked vast remote regions that 
could provide guerilla strongholds, and the Japanese police and military 
establishment was more formidable and effective than those of most other 
colonies. The exile community was also at a disadvantage, since it was 
so geographically fragmented. Unlike many independence movements, 
there was no logical base or center for opposition. However, in contrast 
to many independence movements—Burma, Indonesia, India, or much 
of Africa—Korean nationalists did not have to deal with separatist move-
ments; the boundaries and unity of Korea were taken for granted.

KOREA IN WORLD HISTORY: 
KOREA’S COLONIAL EXPERIENCE IN GLOBAL CONTEXT

How unique was Korea’s colonial experience? In many ways it was a 
typical colony. The Japanese had modeled much of their colonial admin-
istration on that of the major European powers. In fact, Japanese colonial-
ism can be seen as a late, imitative form, part of that nation’s efforts to 
achieve parity with the great Western powers. The Japanese promoted 
industrial development in Korea far more than was the usual case for a 
colonizer. As a result, Korea in 1945 was industrialized to a greater extent 
than most colonies, more than any in Asia or Africa. But the nature of the 
industrialization and economic development in general fit a typical colo-
nial mold. It was designed to produce raw materials and products needed 
by the mother country, which directed and controlled its development. 
And in spite of this industrialization Japan, until World War II, at least, 
saw Korea primarily as a producer of commodities for the home country. 
The push to grow rice and soybeans and later cotton and wool for the 
Japanese market, for example, conformed to the conventional pattern of 
colonial development.

Yet Korea’s colonial experience differed from most others in that Ko-
rea was neither a contiguous appendage to a land empire nor ruled by a 
distant overseas power. Only 115 miles from Japan’s shores, Korea had 
a long history of interaction with its colonizer, including the sixteenth-
century invasions and attempted conquest. It was a familiar, often men-
acing neighbor. But Japan shared a common East Asian cultural heritage 
with Korea. Like Korea, much of its legal, literary, political, and artistic 
traditions were derived from China. Although Confucianism was not the 
all-embracing ideology that it was in Korea, Japan remained through-
out the colonial period a society profoundly influenced by Confucian 
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values and concepts. Its rule reinforced some of these values, including 
emphasis on rank, hierarchy, authority, and respect for education, and it 
married them to Western concepts of science, industry, technology, and 
bureaucratic efficiency. Japanese propaganda often touted the nation as 
the vanguard of modern progress for the rest of East Asia, and to some 
extent it was. Korea could and did often follow Japan’s lead in adapting 
to Western institutions and values—a task made easier by the fact that 
their languages were similar, not just in grammatical structure but in the 
commonly shared vocabulary borrowed from Chinese.

Yet few people have shown more bitterness toward their former oc-
cupier than have the Koreans. Contemporary Koreans, both in the North 
and South, almost universally condemn the Japanese rule of Korea as a 
cruel, brutal occupation. There is little of the open sentimentalism that 
is sometimes found in other countries toward former colonial rulers. In 
few former colonies has there been such lingering hatred. Both North 
and South Korea, to a degree uncommon among postcolonial states, con-
sciously attempted to rid their societies of Japanese influences. The Shinto 
Shrines that dotted the countryside and cities were completely destroyed 
almost immediately after liberation. In both Koreas, Japanese films, vid-
eos, and books were banned after 1945. Japanese words were purged in 
“language-purification campaigns,” despite the fact that Korean, espe-
cially as used in South Korea, has absorbed a vast number of foreign loan 
words, mostly from English.

There are many reasons for this lingering animosity: not the least is 
that governments in North and South Korea have made anti-Japanese 
sentiment a rallying point for patriotism. The Koreans have historically 
been not a little xenophobic and especially wary of the Japanese. The 
bitterness toward the Japanese was also a result of the intense nature 
of Japanese rule. In the late 1930s nearly a quarter of a million Japanese 
served in Korea as bureaucrats; police; garrison soldiers; and employees 
of state banks, companies, and schools. By way of comparison, the French 
colony of Vietnam, with a slightly smaller population of 17 million versus 
20 million for Korea, in 1937, had 2,920 French administrative personnel; 
10,776 French troops; and about 38,000 indigenous personnel.39 The Japa-
nese personnel in Korea were equal in number to that of the British in 
India, which had twenty times the population. The vast bureaucracy and 
police system penetrated down to the village level. While most European 
colonies were administered by a fairly small number of officials who gov-
erned through native underlings and pliant local elites, Japanese colonial 
rule was direct all the way down to the local neighborhood policeman. 
Especially important in generating a legacy of hatred were the last years 
of the colonial regime, which witnessed coercive mass mobilization of the 
Korean people and the strange attempt at forced assimilation. And it was 
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this wartime aspect of Korea’s colonial experience that was historically 
unique.
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17. Government-General of Chosŏn, Annual Report on Reforms and Progress in 
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Movement, 1927–1931,” in Shin, Gi-wook and Michael Robinson (eds.), Colonial 



 Colonial Korea, 1910–1945 81

Modernity in Korea, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999), 191–220, 
198–99.

22. Theodore Jun Yoo, The Politics of Gender in Colonial Korea: Education, Labor, 
and Health, 1910–1945, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008), 192–94, 
202–4.

23. Wells, “The Price of Legitimacy,” 200–207.
24. Joong-Seop Kim, “In Search of Human Rights: The Paekchŏng Movement in 
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3

Y

Division and War, 
1945–1953

The liberation of Korea from Japanese rule was accompanied by its 
great national tragedy—the division of the country. Several develop-

ments during the closing days of World War II proved crucial in creating 
this division. Most important of these were: the contingencies of the allies 
as the war was coming to an end, the emerging rivalry between the Soviet 
Union and the United States, and the scattered and divided nature of the 
Korean nationalist movement.

The Korean Provisional Government (KPG), which had become virtually 
moribund by the mid-1920s, revived during Japan’s invasion of China and 
had become closely associated with its sponsor, the Nationalist regime. 
The Nationalist regime of Chiang Kai-shek in Chungking (Chongqing) 
promoted the KPG. Chiang wanted a friendly, reliably anticommunist, 
independent Korea. In April 1942, Chungking proposed that all the allies 
recognize the KPG as the government of Korea. But this was ignored by 
the United States. Instead, in early 1943 President Roosevelt and the British 
foreign secretary, Anthony Eden, agreed that Manchuria and Taiwan (or 
Formosa, as it was commonly called in the West at that time) would be re-
turned to China and that Korea would be placed under a trusteeship with 
China, the United States, and one or two other countries.1 Later that year 
when Chiang Kai-shek, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, and Winston Churchill 
met in Cairo to discuss the future of Asia, they issued a communiqué on 
December 1, in which they stated that China, the United States, and Brit-
ain, “mindful of the enslavement of the people of Korea, are determined 
that in due course Korea shall become free and independent.”2 Roosevelt’s 
plan was for a long trusteeship. Stalin appeared to have gone along with 
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the plan for a trusteeship at the Teheran Conference, which followed the 
meeting at Cairo.3 Roosevelt’s idea was for a forty-year tutelage, but this 
was reduced to twenty or thirty years at Yalta.

The Cairo Declaration was important because it was the first public 
statement on what the allies were planning for Korea. Korea was not of 
great interest or concern for the United States or Britain, but Roosevelt 
did have the idea that it should be placed under a trusteeship. The idea 
may have been influenced by the model of the U.S. role in the Philippines, 
where Americans saw themselves as tutors preparing that colony for its 
full independence, which was scheduled for 1946. It was not based on 
any real knowledge of Korea, its history, culture, or the strong nationalist 
aspirations of its people. Most Koreans who became aware of the declara-
tion interpreted the phrase “in due course” to mean immediate indepen-
dence, totally unaware of Roosevelt’s well-meaning, but as history would 
prove, unrealistic, plans.

While the idea of some sort of U.S. and other allied-power occupation 
of Korea had been for a long time part of the plan for the postwar settle-
ment, the division of Korea was the product of expediency. On August 
6, 1945, the United States dropped an atomic bomb on Hiroshima; on 
August 8 the Soviet Union declared war on Japan and immediately began 
an offensive along Japan’s northern frontier in Sakhalin, Manchuria, and 
along the extreme northeast corner of Korea that borders Siberia. On Au-
gust 9 the second atomic bomb was dropped on Nagasaki. The Japanese 
government began signaling its desire to surrender, and on August 15 it 
did so unconditionally. This rush of events leading to the final surrender 
of Japan came with an unexpected suddenness. Urgently, the State-War-
Navy Coordinating Committee assigned Colonel Dean Rusk and Charles 
Bonesteel on the night of August 10–11 to draw up a line for the occupa-
tion of Korea by Soviet and American forces. While Soviet forces were 
already entering the northeast of Korea, the closest American forces were 
600 miles away in Okinawa and would not be able to reach Korea for 
several weeks. It was therefore urgent that the United States work out an 
agreement to prevent the entire peninsula from falling into Soviet hands. 
As they later explained, Rusk and Bonesteel looked at their map, saw that 
the thirty-eighth parallel split the country into roughly equal halves but 
kept Seoul in the southern half. They decided that was where to draw the 
line. George M. McCune, chief of the Korean section in the Office of Far 
Eastern Affairs in the U.S. State Department wrote that it was “an arbi-
trary line, chosen by staff officers for military purposes without political 
or other considerations.”4 Truman approved the proposal on August 13, 
and it was sent to Moscow. To the surprise of many, the Soviets almost 
immediately accepted the line, even though they were in a position to 
occupy all of the country. Perhaps Stalin hoped by agreeing to a joint 
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military occupation that the door would be left open for a Soviet role in 
the occupation of Japan and perhaps Europe as well. Recent research sug-
gests he was also concerned about avoiding a potential conflict with the 
United States in Korea.5

It is important to note that the thirty-eighth parallel was an arbitrary 
line on the map and did not correspond to any geographical, cultural, or 
historical division of the country. It cut across the two provinces Kyŏnggi 
and Kangwŏn, across counties, and across natural geographic features. 
Korea had been a unified country since the seventh century; no Korean 
had ever proposed a division of their land. Interestingly, outside powers 
had made similar proposals before. In the 1590s the Japanese military 
hegemon Hideyoshi had proposed a division of Korea following his un-
successful attempt to invade and conquer the peninsula in 1592. His offer 
to the Chinese, who had come to Korea’s rescue during the invasion, was 
that the four southern provinces would be ceded to Japan and the north-
ern provinces would be made a sort of buffer kingdom under the Korean 
monarch. Japan again in 1896 proposed a division, at the thirty-eighth 
parallel, into a Russian and Japanese sphere, but Russia rejected this. As 
Japan’s position in Korea grew stronger, Russia proposed a division at the 
thirty-ninth parallel in 1903. It is unlikely that the Americans were aware 
of these earlier precedents.

The Korean nationalist movement, as discussed earlier, was divided 
ideologically, fractured organizationally, and geographically dispersed. 
The Communist movement in Korea had fallen victim to relentless and 
effective repression by the colonial government. Most of the Communists 
had been killed, jailed, or driven underground. Yet, while no organized 
party structure existed, there was a loose network of underground Com-
munists, largely isolated from the internationalist movement and often 
from each other. The head of the Korean Communist Party was Pak Hŏn-
yŏng, who had been arrested in 1933 but released in 1939 because he was 
thought to be insane and harmless. Pak hid as an itinerant bricklayer in 
the south. All moderate nationalist movements in Korea had also been 
repressed during the war. Virtually every prominent Korean had been 
forced to support the war effort and the Japanese imperialist cause, so 
there were few non-Communists in Korea with an untarnished nationalist 
record.

Outside of Korea, the Korean Provisional Government in Chungking 
had a small force of troops—the Korean Restoration Army (Han’guk 
Kwangbokkun) under the leadership of Kim Ku. It had about 3,000 or 
so resistance fighters, who were geographically far removed from Ko-
rea. After 1942, these Koreans had been cooperating with U.S. military 
intelligence officials and advisors in China. In the north of China, a few 
thousand Koreans were fighting with the Chinese Communist Party, 
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most notably those led by Mu (Kim) Chŏng. He had joined the Chinese 
Communists in 1928, participated on the legendary Long March, and op-
erated out of the CCP headquarters in Yanan. Besides these two groups of 
Koreans in China, there were the former Manchuria-based guerillas that 
had retreated into Siberia by 1939–1940 and were serving with the Soviet 
Army. There were also some Korean exiles in the United States; most 
prominent was Syngman Rhee, who spent the war in Washington pro-
moting Korean independence among any American officials who would 
listen. But none of these exile groups were regarded very seriously by the 
great powers or consulted by them, nor did they play much of a role in 
the events at the immediate end of the war.

THE END OF COLONIAL RULE IN KOREA

As these events were taking place abroad, in Korea the Japanese governor-
general, Abe Nobuyuki, aware of the gravity of the situation, began to look 
for prominent Koreans to work out some sort of postwar transition. On 
August 9 he started contacts with Song Chin-u, discussing the postwar situ-
ation and the possibility of heading a transitional body of prominent Kore-
ans to insure domestic order and prevent anti-Japanese violence until the 
occupation forces arrived. Song seemed an ideal candidate to lead a transi-
tion, since he was well respected, and was less tainted with collaboration 
activities than most of his contemporaries. He was also conservative and 
therefore less threatening to the Japanese. Song, however, refused to work 
with the colonial authorities, so they turned to Yŏ Un-hyŏng. Yŏ agreed, 
but only after insisting that the Japanese release all political prisoners, allow 
Koreans to carry out peacekeeping and independence-preparation activi-
ties without interference, and ensure food supplies.6 Yŏ had unblemished 
nationalist credentials that few Koreans not in exile could match. Well edu-
cated, a charismatic speaker, he was a leftist but not a Communist, a man of 
socialist leanings, a proponent of democracy and equality, but an opponent 
of violent revolution. His choice to head some sort of interim Korean au-
thority might have seemed appropriate, especially as at the time no one in 
Korea or Japan was aware of the decision by the United States to divide the 
peninsula into two occupation zones. Soviet forces had begun amphibious 
landings in Korea by August 14 and quickly overran the industrial north-
east of the country; on August 16 they landed at Wŏnsan further down the 
coast. It was probably assumed that all of Korea would be under Soviet 
occupation. From that point of view, the Government-General saw in Yŏ 
someone who could work with the Communists but who could be trusted 
to oppose violence against the Japanese. Yŏ then set up the Committee for 
the Preparation of Korean Independence.



 Division and War, 1945–1953 87

The emperor’s August 15 radio announcement of Japan’s surrender 
came to most Koreans as a shock, followed almost immediately by joy-
ous celebration. Koreans fondly recall these first days; people danced, 
partied, and wept with joy. Symbols of Japanese authority such as the 
Shinto shrines were destroyed, and everywhere the long-banned Korean 
flag was displayed. It appears that almost all Koreans felt that indepen-
dence was imminent; none suspected Allied plans for a trusteeship. Local 
people of all political persuasions met to plan for independence. People’s 
committees (inmin wiwŏnhoe) were organized throughout the country. In 
a little over two weeks Koreans set up people’s committees in every one 
of the country’s thirteen provinces, as well as local people’s committees 
in cities and counties. A controversy over these people’s committees has 
arisen among historians. The speed by which they emerged has suggested 
to some that there was a secret network throughout the country, perhaps 
led by the Communists. However, it appears that they were in most cases 
spontaneous responses to the liberation. Many Communists released 
from prison or emerging from hiding actively participated in the commit-
tees, but they do not seem to have dominated or directed them.

On September 6 several hundred delegates from the people’s com-
mittees met in Seoul and declared the Korean People’s Republic (KPR). 
Syngman Rhee was named the chair, Yŏ Un-hyŏng and the conservative 
businessman Kim Sŏng-su were given prominent positions. The Korean 
People’s Republic appears to have been a broad coalition with Commu-
nists and non-Communist leftists being the most active participants. Six 
days later, the delegates of the KPR drew up a program calling for confis-
cation of land owned by Japanese and national traitors. They also called 
for the limiting of rents to 30 percent, an eight-hour workday, a minimum 
wage, and other reforms. It is interesting to note just how pressing the 
issue of land reform was. While the KPR may be a good indication of the 
hopes for quick independence and the demands of tenant farmers, agri-
cultural and industrial laborers, and others, it was a powerless organiza-
tion, since the authority resided with the U.S. military occupation forces, 
which never recognized it.

NORTH KOREA UNDER SOVIET OCCUPATION

In P’yŏngyang, local Koreans set up a twenty-member local council of the 
Committee for the Preparation of Korean Independence (CPKI) that was 
based in Seoul and headed by the well-known Presbyterian leader Cho 
Man-sik. The committee was dominated by Christians, although it did 
contain two Communist members. This is not surprising. While only 2 or 
3 percent of Koreans in 1945 were Christians, P’yŏngyang was a center 
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of Christian activity. Cho, probably one of the most respected leaders in 
the north, was a natural choice to lead the government there. The Soviets 
entered P’yŏngyang on August 24. They worked with the CPKI, appoint-
ing a number of Communists, while maintaining the conservative Cho as 
its head. On October 19, the Soviets organized a Five Provinces People’s 
Committee with a Five Province Administrative Bureau to administer 
the country with Cho Man-sik as head. As the Communists took effec-
tive control of the organization and the local people’s committees, Cho 
and other Christian leaders organized a Korean Democratic Party in 
November. In February 1946, Ch’ŏndogyo members organized a Friends 
Party. The existence of these two parties gave the illusion of a multiparty 
government in the north, but in reality all power fell into the hands of the 
Communists.

The Soviets, by working with the people’s committees, were able to 
carry out a relatively smooth and peaceful transfer of power. Moscow 
brought in several hundred Soviet-Koreans, (Koreans of Soviet citizen-
ship who were the descendants of earlier migrants to Siberia), to assist 
them in their administration. Initially they had a problem finding appro-
priate Communist leaders. The local Communist leader Hyŏn Chun-hyŏk 
was too independent, and most of the Communist exiles were in China, 
far removed from Soviet control. Therefore, they turned to the ex-guerilla 
soldiers of the Eighty-eighth Red Army Brigade, which included Kim Il 
Sung and sixty-six others, which had entered North Korea at Wŏnsan on 
September 19th.

Kim was born in 1912 in a family of modest means near P’yŏngyang. 
His mother was Christian and he seemed to have grown up in a Protes-
tant Christian household. Sometime when he was a boy his family moved 
to Manchuria, perhaps to escape poverty, as was the case of many others. 
His education stopped after completing middle school in Manchuria. As 
a young man, he became involved in anti-Japanese nationalist groups and 
joined the Northeast Anti-Japanese Army in 1935. After leading a small 
guerilla band, Kim, like most of the guerillas fighting along the Manchu-
rian border, was forced by the Japanese to flee to Siberia. There, from 1940 
to 1945 he sat out the remainder of the war. In September 1945 he was 
only one of several prominent guerilla leaders such as Kim Ch’aek, Ch’oe 
Hyŏn, Kim Il, and Ch’oe Yong-gŏn. It is not clear why he was selected as 
leader of this group. He had achieved some notoriety for his successful 
raid at Poch’ŏnbo, but there were other respected guerilla leaders, many 
senior to him. For whatever reason, in October the Soviets eventually 
decided to promote him as the Communist leader in the North. He was 
publically introduced on October 14, and he began to gain control of the 
local Communist movement with the support and assistance of the Soviet 
Union, especially from early 1946. As the Soviets promoted Kim Il Sung, 
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they removed local Communists who opposed him. In December of 1945, 
the Soviets brought together the northern provincial committees of the 
Korean Communist Party to form a North Korean Communist Party, with 
Kim Il Sung and his guerilla partisans in control.

SOUTH KOREA UNDER U.S. OCCUPATION

In contrast to the orderly, well-organized Soviet occupation in the north, 
the American occupation was marked by confusion of purpose, lack of 
preparation and planning, mixed signals from Washington, and the more 
open and chaotic politics of the south. 

General John R. Hodge, commander of the XXIV Corps in Okinawa 
was selected to head the occupation force. Hodge was assigned the task 
simply because his forces were closest to Korea and Washington felt it 
was important not to wait too long before establishing a presence there. 
Still it was not until September 6 that the Americans arrived. Hodge was a 
competent and honest military man with little background or knowledge 
of Korea. In fact, the United States in general was not well prepared for 
the occupation; it had made plans for the occupation of Japan but not 
Korea. As historian Bruce Cumings has pointed out, South Korea got the 
occupation meant for Japan. This was demonstrated almost from the be-
ginning, when a number of serious errors were made, and by the lack of 
translators and interpreters, making the Americans heavily dependent on 
the few Koreans who were competent in English.

U.S. forces arrived landing at Inch’ŏn on September 8. Acting under 
instructions from Washington, Hodge ignored a delegation from the KPR 
that sought to meet him at Inch’ŏn. The Americans received an enthusi-
astic greeting from the jubilant Koreans, who regarded them as liberators. 
While the role of the United States in defeating Japan left a residual good-
will, the enthusiasm quickly dissipated when the U.S. authorities ordered 
Koreans to obey Governor-General Abe and his 70,000 Japanese officials. 
Realizing this was an error, the Americans removed Abe on September 12 
and gradually over the next three months the Japanese officials were re-
patriated back to Japan. Power was transferred to the United States Mili-
tary Government in Korea (USAMGIK). This awkward start reflected the 
woeful unpreparedness of the U.S. military for the occupation of Korea. 
American military and civilian officials lacked clear orders from Wash-
ington, especially in the early days, and they found the situation in Korea 
confusing and chaotic. U.S. military officials were highly suspicious of 
the local people’s committees that were springing up throughout the fall 
of 1945 and were effectively taking control of much of countryside. The 
Americans feared or suspected Communist infiltration and subversion, 
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and most simply did not fully appreciate the depth of the Korean desire 
for independence. The Japanese occupation, especially during its last 
years was a bitter, hateful experience, it was now the time, Koreans felt, 
to govern themselves without foreigners.

Meanwhile, conservative landowners and businessmen, many linked 
to Kim Sŏng-su and Song Chin-u, formed the Korean Democratic Party 
(KDP) on September 16. Looking for Koreans he could work with, Hodge 
found this group reasonable and, of course, anticommunist. On October 
5 he created a Korean Advisory Council with Kim Sŏng-su as head. As 
Hodge began working with conservatives, he criticized the KPR, declar-
ing on October 10 that it had no authority. This helped to undermine 
the organization. As conservatives and moderates then left, it became 
an increasingly radical, Communist-dominated organ. On December 
18, Hodge outlawed KPR and it collapsed, although some local peoples 
committees survived for a while. Adding to the political turmoil was the 
return of two prominent anticommunist exiled leaders. On October 16, 
Syngman Rhee arrived in Seoul, managing to finagle a ride on MacAr-
thur’s private plane. Four days later General Hodge introduced Rhee to 
the Korean public, giving an air of official American endorsement to the 
longtime U.S.-based exile. At Hodge’s request, Kim Ku, the president of 
Korean Provisional Government in China, and its vice president, Kim 
Kyu-sik, returned to Korea in November.

By the late fall, the South Korean political scene included: the Commu-
nists under Pak Hŏn-yŏng, still hoping to work with non-Communists 
to bring about an eventual socialist revolution; the conservatives of the 
KDP, representing the landowners, businessmen, and wealthy elite; 
moderate leftists such as Yŏ Un-hyŏng; moderate conservatives such as 
Kim Kyu-sik; the radical rightist Kim Ku; and Syngman Rhee, who while 
conservative preferred not to ally with anyone but had his own organiza-
tion, the Committee for the Rapid Realization of Korean Independence. 
Then there was the U.S. occupation authority, both fearing the spread of 
Communism and looking for moderate democrats with a political agenda 
comprehensible to and comfortable for the Americans.

TRUSTEESHIP

Meanwhile, the allied powers met at the Moscow Conference that began 
on December 27, 1945, to discuss the postwar settlement. There it was 
agreed that a four-power trusteeship of the United States, the USSR, 
China, and Britain would be set up for four to five years. This was a 
considerable and more realistic reduction for the earlier twenty to thirty 
years agreed to at Yalta, but it was still four to five years too long for 
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most Koreans. Koreans of all political persuasions who were still expect-
ing immediate independence were outraged at the news of a planned 
trusteeship. Massive demonstrations took place, with all major groups 
participating. Koreans were united in their opposition to the trusteeship 
idea. In the midst of the agitation, a potential leader of high standing, 
Song Chin-u, was assassinated on December 30. The unity of all Koreans 
in their opposition to the trusteeship was short lived. The Soviet Union 
ordered the Communists to support the trusteeship, which they dutifully 
did by switching their position on January 3, a move that cost them much 
popular support in the south. In North Korea, Cho Man-sik, who criti-
cized the trusteeship, was removed from office on January 4, 1946.

At the conference, an American-Soviet Joint Commission was created 
to work out details of the trusteeship. Before it met in March 1946, pre-
liminary talks were held in Seoul in January. A number of basic issues 
were brought up such as the problem of electricity. Most of the South’s 
electricity came from the North, and the USAMGIK wanted to guarantee 
its supply, it also wanted to allow free movement across the thirty-eighth, 
parallel where the Soviets had set up roadblocks, but no progress was 
made on this or on other issues. When the Joint Committee met in March 
the Soviets refused to allow representatives of any organization that did 
not support the proposed trusteeship to participate. This, in practice, 
meant that almost all political groups in the South other than the Com-
munists were excluded from any consultative role in the trusteeship. 
Deadlocked, the talks were postponed indefinitely on May 8.

By early 1946, the outlines of separate occupational zones, with their 
own administrations had already appeared. This was an unintended 
outcome of the military occupation. No Korean wanted or foresaw such 
a development. Nor does it appear to have been the initial intention of 
either the USSR or the United States to create two separate states.

ESTABLISHING A SEPARATE REGIME IN THE NORTH

In retrospect, it is clear that a Communist regime was rapidly being put in 
place in the Soviet zone by early 1946. There is evidence that the Soviets 
were genuinely interested in the trusteeship and preferred to work through 
a National Front government with the Communists in ultimate control. It 
is even possible that Moscow would have settled for a neutral and united 
Korea.7 But with opposition of Cho Man-sik and other non-Communists 
to the trusteeship during the Moscow Conference, the Soviets began rap-
idly pushing for a communization of the North. On February 8, 1946, the 
Soviets created an Interim People’s Committee to carry out a number of 
reforms. It was supposedly a broad coalition of all political groups, but 
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in reality it was dominated by the Communists, who were rapidly con-
solidating their control over the country. The Interim People’s Committee 
carried out the nationalization of Japanese industry. The most important 
reform: the Law on Land Reform was enacted in March. It confiscated all 
lands owned by Japanese and national traitors and limited all other hold-
ing to 5 chŏngbo (12.25 acres). This was, in effect, a redistribution of land 
from large landlords to individual farm families. Taxes on farmers were 
fixed to 25 percent of the crop. The land reform addressed an important 
concern of millions of rural poor who made up a majority of the popula-
tion. Although there were not as many large landlords in the North it was 
still a sweeping change. Its implementation was also made easier by the 
fact that thousands of rich landlords, fearing repression, had already fled 
south of the thirty-eighth parallel. The regime carried out a number of im-
portant measures in the spring and summer of 1946, creating large-scale 
social organizations that aimed at mobilizing women, peasants, workers, 
and other groups that had previously had little power in Korea, and grant-
ing equality to women.8 The interim government also announced plans 
for universal primary education. At the same time, movement across the 
border was further restricted and the rudiments of a defense force estab-
lished.

In August 1946, the New People’s Party (Sinmindang), made up of 
Korean Communists returning from China and led by Kim Tu-bong, 
merged with the North Korean Communist Party to form the North Ko-
rean Workers Party with Kim Il Sung at its head. Then in December 1946, 
a Korean National Democratic Front (KNDF) consisting of all northern 
parties, plus representatives of all southern workers parties was formed. 
Shortly afterward, elections were held for local people’s committees and 
the KNDF received 97 percent of the vote. Delegates from these people’s 
committees met in February 1947 as a Congress of People’s Committees, 
which elected a People’s Assembly. Thus, step-by-step, a centralized 
government with branches at every local level took shape. This central 
government was under the firm control of a unified Communist Party 
acting under guidance from the Soviet Union. As the Communist Party’s 
grip over the North tightened, Kim Il Sung’s control over the party was 
strengthened. By the spring of 1947 he was very much in control.

THE BEGINNINGS OF A NEW REGIME IN THE SOUTH

In the South, the USAMGIK had a less sure sense of the direction than 
the Soviets, but it too moved toward setting up a separate, centralized re-
gime acting under U.S. guidance. On February 14, 1946, a Representative 
Democratic Council was formed with the intention of representing vari-
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ous points of view; but it was dominated by conservatives and had little 
power. In August, the USAMGIK announced plans to establish an Interim 
Legislative Assembly. This had ninety members; forty-five elected and 
forty-five appointed by the USAMGIK. Elections were held, but these 
were boycotted by leftists. Kim Kyu-sik, a moderate conservative, was 
made the head. This assembly was riddled with factionalism and ac-
complished little. Political problems were complicated by economic ones. 
Economic conditions in the South were a major challenge. One and a half 
million refugees from China, Manchuria, Japan, and North Korea arrived 
from August 1945 to August 1946.9 Inflation was a serious problem, un-
dermining savings and adding to economic uncertainty. Industries were 
idle and much of the population unemployed.

To maintain law and order the USAMGIK created the Korean National 
Police (KNP) headed by KDP member Chang T’aek-sang. Its members 
were mostly Korean police who had served under the Japanese. Unfor-
tunately they employed the same brutal methods that they had learned 
from their former colonial masters. In January 1946, the USAMGIK cre-
ated a 25,000-member constabulary force, a paramilitary force that became 
the nucleus for the South Korean Army. To train officers, the USAMGIK 
established a Korean Military Academy. Initially it selected twenty veter-
ans of the Japanese Army, twenty from the Kwantung Army, and twenty 
from the Restoration Army to serve as the first class. However, most the 
members of the Restoration Army refused to serve with those who had 
participated in the Imperial Japanese cause, so that the new officer corps 
was largely composed of those who had served in the Japanese forces 
during World War II. Thus, from the view of some Korean nationalists, 
both the police and the emerging military forces were staffed with col-
laborators, not true Korean patriots.

A major problem for the USAMGIK was the shift in tactics by the Com-
munists from an attempt to work with other groups in the South to one 
of attempting to disrupt the military government. Those angry over the 
proposed trusteeship joined the Communists and other leftist groups. 
Discontent from workers suffering from inflation and economic hard-
ships and peasants impatiently waiting for land reform contributed to the 
tensions and disorder that characterized the American occupation zone. 
In June 1946, the military banned trade unions but strikes continued. On 
September 24, a Pusan railway strike spread and led to large uprisings 
in Taegu, the South’s third-largest city. The uprising was put down with 
much loss of life, and afterward, most of the Communist leaders were 
jailed or fled to the North.

The most effective political leader was Syngman Rhee, who used the 
antitrusteeship movement to advance his political stature. Rhee started 
out with his impeccable nationalist credentials, his personal prestige, and 
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the impression that he was somehow the favorite of the Americans. As 
the Koreans were losing patience with the U.S. occupation, he was able to 
become a champion of immediate Korean independence over American 
trusteeship. The United States found him too nationalistic, too antileftist, 
too authoritarian, and too difficult to work with. They looked for more 
moderate leaders with strong anticommunist credentials. In October, 
Yŏ Un-hyŏng and Kim Kyu-sik formed a Coalition Committee of Right-
ists and Leftists to create a moderate center away from the increasingly 
repressive conservatives manning the police and constabulary and the 
leftist agitators. Hopes by some Americans that this organization would 
emerge as a new force were dashed when the charismatic Yŏ was as-
sassinated by an unknown assailant on July 19, 1947. The rightists, who 
controlled the police, made no real effort to find the assassin. Desperate 
to find a moderate leader Hodge welcomed the return to Korea of Sŏ 
Chae-p’il, the participant in the 1884 Kapsin Coup and the leader of the 
Independence Club in the 1890s. Hodge wanted Sŏ to take a leadership 
role and challenge Rhee. But Sŏ, a very old man, arrived in Seoul in July 
1947 dying of cancer and soon returned to the United States.

TOWARD DIVISION

The American-Soviet Joint Committee met again from April to July 
1947 in another attempt to work out ways to cooperate on establishing 
a unified independent Korea. The Soviets continued to insist that those 
organizations or parties that opposed the trusteeship not be allowed rep-
resentation. The U.S. government did not want to stay in Korea for long, 
and the talks with the Soviet Union were not making any progress, so in 
September it turned to the UN. The United Nations created a UN Tempo-
rary Committee on Korea (UNTCOK) to move the country toward inde-
pendence. The UN plan was to hold elections throughout Korea for a uni-
fied National Assembly no later than March. Power would be transferred 
to this new political authority, the Soviet and American forces would then 
withdraw, and Korea would achieve its full sovereignty. In retrospect 
this plan seems to have been doomed, since it was clear that two sepa-
rate political systems were already taking shape on the peninsula. It was 
unrealistic to think that the U.S.-supported regime in the South that had 
been repressing the Communists would accept a Communist victory or 
that the Soviets would accept a non-Communist government on their side 
of the border. The Communists who dominated the government in the 
North and the conservative, anticommunists who dominated the South 
were moving along very different paths.



 Division and War, 1945–1953 95

Since the Soviet Union did not recognize the authority of UNTCOK, 
there was no way it could sponsor elections in the North. It therefore 
decided on February 26 to hold elections in “accessible” areas, in other 
words in the South. Many southern Koreans worried, that such elections 
would in fact create a separate government in the South. They still did 
not give up hope of unity. Nonetheless, elections were held May 10, for a 
200-member National Assembly. Many people boycotted it, as they real-
ized the elections meant the end of achieving a unified government. Al-
though there were more than 300 registered political parties, nearly half 
the members were independents. The largest party, the conservative Ko-
rean Democratic Party, received only twenty-nine seats. Syngman Rhee 
was made chair of the Assembly. Only on July 17, the National Assembly 
adopted a constitution, which required elections for the National Assem-
bly every two years. Every four years the Assembly elected a president 
who had strong executive powers. Three days later it elected Rhee by an 
overwhelming margin as the Republic of Korea’s first president. The only 
other person to receive any votes was Kim Ku; sixteen Assemblymen 
voted for him. On August 15, 1948, the Republic of Korea (ROK, Korean: 
Taehan Min’guk) was proclaimed.

The U.N. General Assembly on December 12 accepted the UNTCOK re-
port that the elections were “a valid expression of the free will of the elec-
torate” of that part of the country where they could be monitored; and it 
declared that the ROK was not only a “lawful” government but also “the 
only such government in Korea.”10 Authorities in the North then went 
ahead with its own elections declaring the Democratic Peoples Republic 
of Korea (DPRK, Korean: Chosŏn Inmin Konghwaguk) on September 9, 
1948. Thus what came to be called in the West North Korea and South 
Korea came into being as sovereign states.

THE REPUBLIC OF KOREA

The new Republic of Korea began in a precarious state. The North Kore-
ans had cut off electric power supply, contributing to an already shattered 
economy. It was an economy that had been geared toward supplying 
Japan with its needs. Japan, however, was no longer importing Korean 
products. The South had been the rice basket, but there were no external 
markets for its production. Most of the industry was in the North. What 
was located in the ROK was in a sorry state. With its Japanese suppliers 
and markets gone, the Japanese technicians repatriated, erratic power 
supplies, and the confusion that followed the government takeover of 
Japanese enterprises, the meager industrial base was in shambles. Half 
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the country’s industries had ceased to operate; the remainder were work-
ing at only 20 percent of capacity. South Korea, instead, was heavily 
reliant on U.S. aid, which amounted to $116 million in 1948–1949, but the 
Americans were wary of a heavy economic commitment and cut the aid 
in half during the 1949–1950 period.

President Syngman Rhee governed the state in an authoritarian style. 
Despite his American education and his decades spent in Hawaii and 
the U.S. mainland, his manner was autocratic rather than democratic. He 
carried on an antagonistic attitude toward the National Assembly, where 
his supporters numbered hardly more than a quarter of the 200 seats. To 
maintain his authority, he relied on the bureaucracy, the police, and the 
military, all dominated by members who had loyally served in their posts 
under the Japanese. All six divisions of the ROK Army formed to replace 
the constabulary had commanders who had served in the Japanese forces. 
One, Kim Sŏk-wŏn, headed a special unit to hunt down Kim Il Sung in the 
late 1930s.11 Thus the government was open to charges that it was staffed 
by collaborators, which the many independents in the National Assembly 
were quick to point out. Since Rhee’s own nationalist, anti-Japanese cre-
dentials were impeccable, he was able to shield his officials, and they in 
turn served him. This he had to do when in September 1948 the Assembly 
passed a National Traitors Act and began investigations of those guilty 
of serving the colonial authority. Rhee resorted to intimidation and the 
arrests of assemblymen to protect his base.

To maintain his government’s grip on power Rhee made use of the 
various youth organizations that flourished after the war. Among these 
was Yi Pŏm-sŏk’s Korean National Youth Corps. Yi himself had an inter-
esting career. Born in Kyŏnggi Province in 1899, he fought as a guerilla 
on the Sino-Korean border in the 1920s. In 1933, he went to Germany to 
study and then to China where he became an admirer of the National-
ist leader Chiang Kai-shek and of his paramilitary Blueshirts (modeled 
after the Italian Fascist Blackshirts and the Nazi Brownshirts).12 Under 
the slogan “minjok chisang, kukka chisang” (nation first, state first), Yi’s 
Korean National Youth Corps became the largest and most impressive of 
the many youth groups after the war. In order to keep Yi under control 
and to utilize his youth corps, Rhee made him his prime minister. There 
were other youth groups as well, such as the Sŏbuk (Northwest) Youth, a 
violent anticommunist group containing many refugees from the North. 
Thus the politics of South Korea was dominated by fear of Communist 
subversion, a desire and intent to unify the country by force if necessary, 
and by quarrels and tensions over the question of collaboration during 
Japanese rule. The presence of so many who had served and even profited 
under the Japanese threatened to undermine the legitimacy of the govern-
ment. Compounding all these problems were the severe economic slump, 
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the difficulty of absorbing huge numbers of refugees, and continual 
clashes along the border.

An example of the new state’s instability was played out tragically 
on Cheju, now a popular resort island off the southern coast of Korea, 
“Korea’s Hawaii.” Cheju was the scene of perhaps the most horrendous 
civil conflict in Korea. There in May 1948, protests against the holding of 
separate elections in the South became a violent insurrection. The island-
ers, numbering about 100,000 were able to utilize caches of small arms 
and the miles of defensive tunnels left by the Japanese who had prepared 
to make a stand there against allied invaders. A long campaign in which 
the population was herded into fortified villages or concentration camps 
took place before the rebellion was subdued in April 1949. Estimates of 
casualties vary, but some place the figure has high as 30,000, an astound-
ing 30 percent of the population.

A further example of the fragility of the new regime became apparent 
only weeks after the Republic of Korea was proclaimed. On September 13, 
1948, the American military completed the transfer of administration to 
the Koreans, and on October 13, the United States began its withdrawal of 
troops. A week later, units of the newly formed Army of the Republic of 
Korea, which were assembled in the southern port of Yŏsu on their way 
to put down the rebellion on the island of Cheju, themselves rebelled. 
After a few days of heavy fighting, the revolt was quelled, although some 
soldiers and supporters continued to hold out in nearby mountains. The 
Yŏsu Rebellion, occurring almost immediately after responsibility for 
national security was transferred from the U.S. military to the republic’s 
forces, was a powerful blow to the confidence of the new government, 
which reacted with a heightened emphasis on internal security.

On October 27, 1948, the National Assembly passed a Law for Special 
Punishments for Rioters, and on November 20, a more sweeping Na-
tional Security Law was issued; both gave the National Police, which had 
proven itself a reliable instrument of control at Yŏsu, broad authority to 
arrest those who were endangering the security of the state. This worded 
antistate activities in such a vague way that it could be used against all 
kinds of real and perceived enemies. It would remain as one of the most 
often used and controversial laws in South Korea. Almost every adminis-
tration for the next half century used it at times for its political advantage. 
Consequently, a staggeringly large number of Koreans became victims to 
these measures. More than 700 persons were arrested as subversives in 
the first week of November alone. American sources estimated that by 
mid-1949 there were more than 30,000 political prisoners in South Korean 
jails. Rumors of North Korean infiltrators and conspiratorial activity by 
subversives were a pervasive part of the South Korean scene in late 1948. 
On December 1, 1948, for instance, the Seoul chief of police had posters 
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placed on the city streets proclaiming “the North Korean People’s Army 
has already begun its invasion of South Korea. . . . persons inciting civil 
disturbances will be shot on sight.”13

Purges were carried out in the schools, where hundreds of teachers 
were arrested, in government offices and in every institution. By some 
estimates, in the spring of 1950 the number of people in jail had swelled 
to 60,000, the majority for violating the National Security Act. Meanwhile, 
the National Assembly elections of May 1950 resulted in only 31 incum-
bents winning another term. A new, less educated and less politically ex-
perienced Assembly was elected. Of these only 57 were Rhee supporters, 
27 came from minor parties and 126 were independents, many anti-Rhee. 
Anticipating an unfavorable outcome Rhee attempted to postpone the 
elections but was forced to hold them as scheduled due to U.S. pressure. 
Such was the troubled and unstable situation of South Korea on the eve 
of the Korean War.

THE DEMOCRATIC PEOPLES REPUBLIC OF KOREA

North Korea during the 1948–1950 period was a contrast to the instability 
of the Republic of Korea. Kim Il Sung and his North Korean Workers Party 
(renamed the Korean Workers Party in 1949) were firmly in command and 
had begun to carry out sweeping reforms. The regime launched massive 
programs to promote adult literacy. It nationalized major industries and 
made a start at developing a viable economy under the 1949–1950 two-
year economic plan, the product of Japanese-trained economists. North 
Korea benefitted from the array of Japanese-built industrial plants it in-
herited, its rich mineral resources, and its ample sources of electric power 
generated by the hydroelectric dams built by the colonial administration. 
Most importantly, perhaps, was the land reform that had been carried out 
during 1946, in which large holdings were confiscated and redistributed 
among tenant farmers and small landholders. This provided a basis for 
rural support and helped legitimize the new state.

Furthermore, the North Korean regime of Kim Il Sung had few of the 
problems of legitimacy that weakened the South Korean government, 
since Kim Il Sung, his guerilla partisans, and the other Communists had 
untarnished credentials as patriotic, anti-Japanese resistance fighters. 
Kim Il Sung was not yet the absolute dictator he would later become, 
but he and his partisans were in overall command. He was aided by a 
corps of several hundred Soviet-Koreans who provided administrative 
and technical expertise, and by the veterans who had fought with the 
Chinese Communists and thus possessed considerable military experi-
ence. Unlike the South, there was no significant internal opposition. 
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The Korean Workers Party (KWP) was a mass organization of 700,000 
members under his control. The Stalinist-model command economy that 
was constructed under Soviet tutelage was well suited for mobilizing the 
population for war. A confident North Korean government then sought 
to unify the country.

ON THE EVE OF THE KOREAN WAR

One of the great controversies in recent history has been the origins of the 
Korean War. The war has been seen as inevitable by some, a tragic and 
avoidable mistake by others. The division of Korea into North and South 
was an unanticipated and unacceptable outcome to almost all Koreans. 
Leaders in both North Korea and South Korea viewed the establishment 
of separate regimes as tragic but only temporary. In the South, Syngman 
Rhee called for reunification, as did Kim Il Sung. Frequent clashes took 
place along the thirty-eighth parallel.

The volatile situation was only made worse by Korea’s entanglement in 
the Cold War. U.S.-Soviet rivalry already existed in 1945 and intensified 
over the next several years. The Soviet Union’s support of international 
Communist movements, its view of world history as the inevitable strug-
gle between the socialist and capitalist world, with the former eventually 
victorious, clashed with the American fear of Communism and desire to 
establish and maintain a peaceful world order with governments amena-
ble to U.S. and allied trade and investment. The Cold War came into clear 
focus with the Truman Doctrine of March 1947 and the American policy 
of containment. The U.S.-Soviet rivalry focused on Europe, where Ameri-
can and Soviet forces faced each other. The Berlin blockade of 1948–1949 
sharpened these tensions; the creation of NATO in April 1949 gave the 
U.S.-led alliance in Europe an institutional form. While U.S. attention was 
mainly directed at Europe, Asia was an area of increasing concern for the 
United States and its allies. The Chinese Civil War 1946–1949 ended with 
the Chinese Communist victory and the proclamation of the Peoples Re-
public of China on October 1, 1949. In February 1950, Mao Zedong signed 
the Sino-Soviet Treaty of Friendship, Alliance and Mutual Assistance, 
making China and the U.S.S.R. formal allies. The United States, which 
had invested considerable military aid in an unsuccessful bid to support 
the Nationalists under Chiang Kai-shek, now largely wrote him off as 
he fled to Taiwan. By early 1950, the United States saw the fall of this 
last stronghold as inevitable. The “loss” of China to the Communists put 
pressure on the Truman administration to draw the line of containment 
in Asia, but at the same time most U.S. policy makers wanted to avoid a 
land war in Asia, which was less important to them than Europe.
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There was consequently a somewhat ambiguous American position on 
South Korea. The United States supported the state, wanted to prevent 
Communism from spreading closer to Japan, which all agreed was vital 
to U.S. interests; however, the American political leaders in the Truman 
administration and in Congress did not want to invest too much in a land 
that remained of peripheral concern. When the United States withdrew its 
troops from Korea it allocated funds for the establishment of a 65,000-man 
ROK Army and also left behind a 500-member Korean Military Advisory 
Group (KMAG) to help train this new South Korean force. The United 
States also provided generous economic aid to Seoul. But this generosity 
waned; economic aid after 1949 was considerably reduced; and funding 
for the South Korean Army was limited. Americans were particularly 
wary of President Rhee’s strident nationalism and were concerned over 
reports of ROK raids along the northern border, as they wanted to avoid 
the risk of conflict on the peninsula. Only small arms were provided for 
the ROK forces, and no significant aircraft. Even in small arms the ROK 
Army had only a fifteen-day supply in June 1950.14 The United States was 
unclear about the extent of its commitment; the most famous example 
was Secretary of State Dean Acheson’s January 1950 press conference 
in which he excluded South Korea from the U.S. defensive perimeter; it 
would instead have to rely on the UN.

The Soviet Union, as well, sought to limit its commitment to Korea 
and was reluctant to see a war start there, but this changed. From the 
start, the U.S.S.R. provided an earlier and more extensive buildup of the 
North Korean armed forces. After the Soviet forces pulled out at the end 
of 1948, they provided more heavy military equipment including tanks 
and artillery. Thousands of Koreans were sent to the U.S.S.R. for training 
in the use of this equipment. But the key factor in North Korea’s military 
buildup was the determination of its leadership, especially Kim Il Sung, 
to unify the country by force.

North Korean leaders placed hopes that the inevitable armed conflict 
could be carried out at least in part by communist guerillas in the South. 
There were some active groups in the southern part of the country, par-
ticularly in the mountainous areas in the southwest. The insurgency was 
geographically confined to a small area and suffered substantial losses 
to South Korean counterinsurgency campaigns during 1948–1949 and 
1949–1950. Certainly by 1949, if not earlier, Kim was convinced that an 
invasion by his forces was necessary for unification. North Korea’s army 
was large and grew larger, with 150,000 men under arms by June 1950 
compared to less than 100,000 in the ROK. It had many more experienced 
troops than South Korea’s military. In late 1946, North Korea began send-
ing recruits to Manchuria to aid the Chinese Communists in that crucial 
area. In 1947, Kim Ch’aek led 30,000 Koreans across the border to assist 
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Mao’s forces. About 15–20 percent of all Communist forces in Manchuria 
were Korean.15 With the Communist victory in 1949, tens of thousands of 
veterans began streaming back into North Korea. With his tanks, artillery, 
and other arms, and his troops fresh from combat, Kim was convinced 
any invasion of the South would be easy, a matter of a few days. Seoul 
was not far from the border and would fall shortly after the invasion, and 
the ROK would collapse before the Americans could intervene. He was 
further persuaded by Pak Hŏn-yŏng and his South Korean colleagues, 
who argued that thousands of South Koreans would rise up in support of 
an invasion by the North.

Kim and Pak made visits to Moscow in 1949 and 1950 to persuade Sta-
lin to support an invasion. At first Stalin was reluctant to get involved, 
but Kim and Pak managed to convince him that this was a low-risk, sure 
victory. The Soviets may have also liked the idea of unifying Korea as a 
strategic buffer state on its border, and of drawing American attention 
away from Europe. In March, Stalin agreed to support the invasion plan if 
Mao would commit himself to assist if necessary. After some reservations, 
Mao agreed in April. It appears that not all the North Korean leadership 
was so eager for the invasion. Ch’oe Yong-gŏn, the highest-ranking com-
mander in the Korean People’s Army (KPA) and Kim Tu-bong the Yan’an 
veteran had doubts about the plans, but they went along with the final 
decision. Moscow sent a team of military experts to assist in drawing up 
the plans. Finally Stalin gave the final go-ahead for approval; Kim was to 
set the date. Some historians have argued that the Korean War had begun 
before the North Korean invasion on June 25, 1950. Armed clashes involv-
ing thousands of troops and hundreds of casualties took place along the 
border. These were often initiated by ambitious young officers of the ROK 
Army, and a North Korean supported guerilla insurgency existed in the 
South. But these were all dwarfed by the immensity of the conflict that 
began with P’yŏngyang’s invasion.

THE KOREAN WAR

South Koreans often call the Korean War the “June 25th Incident,” for it 
was on June 25, 1950, that this horrendous conflict, perhaps the bloodiest 
of the Cold War, began. On that day, predawn artillery barrages began on 
the troublesome Ongjin Peninsula. Within hours, North Korea launched 
a full-scale offensive along the border. The KPA was initially focused on 
capturing Seoul. Kim Il Sung’s plan was to quickly capture the capital; 
he apparently believed the rest of the state would then soon crumble. 
The attack took the United States, the ROK, and most of the world by 
surprise. Just two days earlier, a UN team of observers had completed 
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an inspection tour of the border without suspecting an imminent inva-
sion. Better equipped with heavy artillery and tanks and better trained 
with thousands of veterans of the Chinese civil war, the KPA had a clear 
military superiority over the more poorly equipped and trained South 
Korean Army. ROK forces defended Seoul for two days and then began 
to crumble. Seoul quickly fell amid horrendous scenes of thousands of 
panicked, fleeing civilians. Hundreds were killed as the South Koreans 
prematurely blew up the Han River Bridge while it was packed with civil-
ians heading southward. The Truman administration reacted almost im-
mediately as soon as the scale of the invasion was confirmed. On June 27, 
Truman authorized General MacArthur to use U.S. air and naval forces 
at his disposal to support the ROK Army. Uncertain of support from a 
Republican-dominated Congress, he went directly to the United Nations 
and called for a resolution giving the United States authority to intervene. 
This passed quickly, as the Soviet Union was boycotting the UN to protest 
the refusal of the organization to allow the new Communist regime in 
Beijing to take China’s seat, still held by the Nationalist government now 
headquartered on Taiwan. The UN Security Council resolution called for 
the withdrawal of forces by the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 
(DPRK) and called for UN members to assist the ROK. On July 7, the 
UN Security Council established a unified military command under the 
United States. Eventually sixteen nations contributed forces. By the spring 
of 1951, this included 12,000 British, 8,500 Canadian, 5,000 Turkish, and 
5,000 Filipino troops.16 But the U.N. action would mainly be an American 
operation, with the United States supplying the bulk of the troops, paying 
the cost, and taking total command.

U.S. troops from occupied Japan, where about 100,000 American forces 
were stationed, began to arrive in Korea on June 30. America at this time 
was not well prepared for the conflict. The occupation forces in Japan 
were largely involved in administrative duties and had little combat 
readiness. The U.S. armed forces had been downsizing since the end of 
World War II from 12 million men and women in uniform in 1945 to 1.6 
million in June 1950. There were less than 600,000 in the army and many 
of these in Europe. When the first American troops saw action at Osan 
south of Seoul on July 5, they were forced into retreat along with their 
accompanying ROK forces.

By this time, the KPA was advancing steadily south. The DPRK’s forces 
captured Taejŏn in early July, then advanced toward Pusan, where the 
South Korean government had fled. Although the ROK forces were to-
tally outmatched by the KPA and Seoul fell in days, the retreating South 
Korean troops did not collapse as fast as the North Koreans had expected 
but often put up stubborn resistance. Nor did large bands of guerillas ap-
pear, although there was some Communist guerilla activity in the south-
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eastern mountains, remnants of those that had not yet been subdued. 
Most active leftists in the South had been killed or imprisoned or had fled 
to the North by June 1950. By and large, the South Korean population fled 
or acquiesced to North Koreans but with some minor exceptions did not 
rise up in arms against their own government. So Kim’s expectation that 
the war would be over in a matter of days was wrong. By early August, 
the ROK had shrunk to a small area in the southeast corner of the country 
around Pusan, the so-called Pusan perimeter. But enough U.S. forces had 
arrived to halt the KPA offenses, and the war temporarily stalemated.

By early August, the Chinese were already becoming concerned, and 
Mao had decided to send Chinese volunteers to assist P’yŏngyang if the 
U.S. forces were to reverse the tide of war. Meanwhile, General Douglas 
MacArthur, who had been put in command of the UN forces, came up 
with a daring plan to launch a surprise landing at Inch’ŏn, totally out-
flanking and trapping the KPA. Over the objections of many military 
officials in Washington, who feared it was too risky, MacArthur brought 
80,000 marines and 260 ships to Inch’ŏn, negotiating the treacherous tides 
and sandbars, and landed. Although Soviet and Chinese warnings had 
been made to Kim Il Sung that the Americans might land on the west 
coast, focusing on the Pusan perimeter, he was taken completely by sur-
prise. U.S. and ROK forces fought their way back into Seoul, and by the 
end of September most of the KPA was in nearly total disarray, although 
some KPA forces managed to retreat intact up the east coast. Had the 
United States been willing to accept the prewar status quo, the war could 
have ended soon after. North Korean forces had been defeated at a heavy 
cost for South Korea. One estimate is that 111,000 South Koreans had been 
killed, 57,000 were missing. Over 300,000 homes were destroyed. UN 
forces lost about 7,000 killed or missing.17 But the North Korean forces in 
the South largely disintegrated and were no longer a threat.

Unfortunately, the war did not stop at the end of September. MacAr-
thur, as well as Syngman Rhee, was determined to “roll back” the North 
Koreans. MacArthur wanted the complete destruction of the DPRK; 
the South Korean leaders wanted reunification, which now seemed so 
close. The UN resolution had only authorized that the North Koreans be 
repelled. Some in the United States and some allies, especially Britain, 
feared widening the war, for there was the possibility of Chinese or even 
Soviet intervention. China, which maintained no diplomatic relations 
with the United States, sent a warning in early October through India’s 
ambassador in Beijing that China would not tolerate a U.S. presence on 
its border. On September 30, ROK forces crossed the thirty-eighth parallel 
in pursuit of the KPA troops. Perhaps overconfident after the success of 
Inch’ŏn, Washington now gave MacArthur permission to destroy all KPA 
forces, and on October 7, the UN passed a vaguely worded resolution that 
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approved the use of UN troops to cross the thirty-eighth parallel for the 
purpose of establishing a unified government. On October 9, UN forces 
moved north of the parallel. Throughout October, UN and ROK forces, 
which were under UN authority, swept across North Korea capturing 
P’yŏngyang and other major cities while the DPRK government fled to 
the mountainous strongholds near the Manchurian border. A concerned 
Stalin, not yet certain of China’s military intention, ordered Kim Il Sung to 
retreat to Manchuria. On October 20, a triumphant President Rhee visited 
P’yŏngyang.

Just as Korea appeared to become reunified under UN forces, the Chi-
nese forces intervened. When the UN forces crossed into North Korea, the 
Chinese immediately made the decision to begin sending troops. Some 
members of the Chinese leadership hesitated about intervening, fearing 
a conflict with the United States, but Mao prevailed. He argued for the 
need to have a buffer to protect China; he did not want U.S. troops on his 
border. Mao also hoped to drive the American imperialists out of the Ko-
rean peninsula altogether and promote the revolutionary cause in Asia. 
Moreover, a war would be useful in consolidating the new regime’s hold 
over China and mobilizing the population.18 The Chinese forces came in 
as the Chinese People’s Volunteers (CPV), not as regular People’s Libera-
tion Army, but they were in fact regular forces led by veteran general 
Peng Dehuai. On October 19, the Chinese forces under Peng began en-
tering Korea; they did so discreetly, avoiding drawing attention to their 
large numbers. The UN forces meanwhile fought scattered units of the 
KPA, guerillas, and some CPV units, but they did not expect a massive 
intervention by the Chinese. Chinese warnings to the Americans through 
diplomatic channels were dismissed, and intelligence analysts disagreed 
as to the significance of troop buildups along the Manchurian border. In 
November 24, MacArthur began an offensive to complete the war before 
Christmas; in response, the Chinese counterattacked in force on Novem-
ber 27. Overextended and overconfident UN troops were forced into a 
full retreat. Chinese forces advanced as swiftly as the UN and ROK forces 
had done weeks earlier. On December 6, Chinese and North Koreans 
troops retook P’yŏngyang; within two weeks, almost all of North Korea 
was under Communist control. The Chinese advanced south, crossing the 
thirty-eighth parallel and retaking Seoul on January 4. But by late January 
their offensive was losing momentum. Driven back to the thirty-seventh 
parallel, the UN forces regrouped and stopped the Chinese. A new offen-
sive in February was repelled with enormous Chinese losses. The Chinese 
sought to compensate for their inferior firepower by launching massive 
assaults, the so-called “human wave” tactic, but the UN forces were able 
to repulse these and retake Seoul on March 15. The city had changed 
hands for the fourth time in less than a year.
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The Truman administration, having pushed the Communist forces 
back to roughly around the thirty-eighth parallel, was willing to negotiate 
a truce. Efforts in this direction, however, were undermined by MacAr-
thur, who stated his position in a public “no substitute for victory” letter 
that called for widening the war. On April 11, 1951, Truman dismissed 
MacArthur as commander, replacing him with General Matthew Ridge-
way, a competent and more obedient commander. By spring, Mao was 
ready to accept a stalemate with the peninsula divided approximately 
where it had been before the outbreak of the conflict. With Stalin’s ap-
proval, he signaled his willingness to begin armistice talks. In July, formal 
negotiations began as representatives of the Chinese People’s Volunteers, 
the Korean Peoples’ Army, and the United Nations command met. The 
war, however, would continue for two more years. The initial problems—
the creation of a line of demarcation for the two Koreas, the establishment 
of a demilitarized zone (DMZ), and the creation of a Military Armistice 
Commission—were agreed on. It was clear that the boundary line would 
be roughly similar but not exactly the same as the thirty-eighth parallel, 
extending a little below it to the west and above it to the east. The main 
stumbling block was the issue of prisoner exchange. The UN held 95,000 
KPA and 20,000 CPV prisoners; the Communists held 16,000 ROK and 
a small number of UN prisoners. The UN command insisted that the 
prisoner repatriation be voluntary, while the Chinese and North Koreans 
insisted on a general exchange. Many North Korean prisoners and some 
Chinese did not want to return. The small number of North Koreans and 
Chinese who opted for exchange was unacceptable to the Communists. 
By early 1952 the talks were at a logjam.

The first year of the war had a horrific impact on Korea. When the 
North Koreans retook Seoul and other parts of the South they set up 
people’s committees. DPRK officials confiscated the property of the ROK 
government, its officials, and “monopoly capitalists,” and drew up plans 
to redistribute land in the countryside, completing the partial land reform 
that had begun under the U.S. occupation. They released political prison-
ers from the jails, many of whom sought the opportunity to get revenge 
on the police and others who had persecuted them. Thousands of young 
men were impressed into the North Korean Army. The Communists 
committed a number of atrocities. In general, few South Koreans showed 
much enthusiasm for their liberators, and many fled. Pusan and other 
southern cites swelled with refugees. Pusan became the wartime capital 
of the ROK. When the ROK forces occupied the North they in turn carried 
out ruthless purges of Communists, committing their own share of atroci-
ties. Most people in North Korea showed as little enthusiasm for their 
liberators as southerners had. As with most civil wars, this was a vicious, 
unpleasant conflict. For the millions of Koreans caught up in the conflict 
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such as Lee Young Ho, it was a true and confusing nightmare. Lee was a 
seventeen-year-old high school student in Seoul when the North Koreans 
occupied the city. His frightened family attempted to stay at home but 
Lee, venturing on the street, was taken into custody by the occupiers and, 
without his family knowing his whereabouts, was forced into the North 
Korean Army, only to desert during the hasty retreat in the fall of the 
1950. He then wound up fighting in the South Korean Army. He and his 
family survived, and can therefore be counted as among the fortunate.19

The last two years of conventional fighting was largely confined to a 
narrow strip of land. The allies carried out an extensive bombing of the 
North. Cities in the DPRK were totally destroyed, as was most of the 
infrastructure. U.S. planes looking for targets bombed the elaborate ir-
rigation system with its many reservoirs that the country’s agriculture 
was dependent on. More allied bombs were dropped on North Korea 
than on Germany or Japan in World War II. With limited air defenses, the 
North Koreans endured the conflict in underground shelters, somehow 
surviving.

One of the surprising developments in the war was the survival of the 
Kim Il Sung regime. In spite of Kim’s disastrous failures in launching 
a war that not all of his comrades were eager for, he appeared to have 
consolidated his power. When the war went against him, he was quick to 
put the blame on his rivals in the leadership. At a party meeting in De-
cember 1950, in the provincial town of Kanggye, where his government 
had retreated, he carried out a purge of the party. Mu Chŏng, the veteran 
of Yan’an was dismissed in late 1950 and died shortly after. The Soviet 
Korean Hŏ Ka-i came under attack and committed suicide in the spring 
of 1953. The Communist leaders from the South were given special blame 
for the great guerilla uprising that had failed to appear. A show trial 
convicted the top southern Communists led by Pak Hŏn-yŏng, and most 
were eventually executed. The former Communist leader in the South 
was arrested, tried, and convicted of treason in August 1953. He was put 
to death two years later. Half the old Korean Workers Party had been 
lost through death, desertion, or expulsion. Many of these were expelled 
for cooperating with the ROK or UN when they reoccupied much of the 
North. Kim Il Sung dealt with this by rebuilding the party during the war 
so that by 1953 it had 1 million members, truly a massive party in a nation 
of less than 10 million. Nearly one in four adults became a party member. 
The majority of these were uneducated farmers and workers selected out 
of their loyalty to the state and party during the war. Thus it was virtually 
a new party, a party of common people, not of the more educated as the 
old party had been.

The South Korean government carried on as best it could during the 
war from its temporary capital of Pusan. All southern cities were swollen 
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by hundreds of thousands of refugees. Just keeping people alive was a 
major problem. UN and other aid agencies did heroic work with the help 
of Koreans. The war effort in the South brought forth considerable exam-
ples of courage and heroism in overcoming incredible odds. Tent schools 
were set up, for example, with massive classes so that the school year 
could continue, and most children somehow kept up on their lessons. 
Unfortunately, the war brought out some horrible incidents of violence, 
corruption, and thuggish politics. President Rhee, always of authoritarian 
nature, used the conflict to try to strengthen his hold on government. To 
many Koreans, he was a symbol of national resistance. But the reputa-
tion of his administration was seriously damaged by scandals. One was 
the massacre in February 1951 of over 700 villagers in Koch’ang in South 
Kyŏngsang Province during antiguerilla operations there. Attempts 
by National Assemblymen to investigate were met with repression. To 
mobilize all available men for the war effort, Rhee created a National De-
fense Corps, but this was so riddled with incompetence and corruption it 
caused a great uproar, and Rhee had its director arrested and executed.

More than fifty years later, other atrocities would emerge that were 
committed by North Korean forces in the South, South Korean forces in 
the North, by the ROK government against its own people, and by U.S. 
forces. North Korean forces executed thousands during their brief oc-
cupation of Seoul and other parts of the ROK. They also took thousands 
of South Koreans with them when they retreated north; most were never 
heard of again. The ROK government, for its part carried out the execu-
tion of thousands of political prisoners in June 1950 as North Korean 
forces advanced south. By some current estimates up to 100,000 South 
Koreans were killed by their own government. Nor were the Americans 
entirely innocent of atrocities. In one highly publicized event that came 
to light in 1999, U.S. troops in July 1950 deliberately fired into civilians 
fleeing from the KPA in the central village of No Gun Ri (Nogun-ri), kill-
ing a disputed number. And there were the huge civilian casualties from 
American bombings in North Korea. The United States was accused by 
the Communist powers of using bacteriological weapons in the North, 
but this has generally been dismissed as a false charge.

Rhee attempted to appear above political parties, so he associated him-
self with none. But worried about the 1952 election, he created his own 
Liberal Party in December 1951. He then tried to pass a constitutional 
amendment that would call for a direct popular election for president 
under the assumption that the National Assembly would not support 
his reelection. When the National Assembly refused to pass the amend-
ment, he had martial law declared in Pusan and arrested the members. 
Intimidated, they voted for the amendment and in a direct election with 
no credible opponent, Rhee was easily elected to another four-year term. 
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Thus, as was the case with Kim Il Sung, Rhee was able to use the wartime 
conditions to consolidate his power despite setbacks in the battlefield.

The conflict ended in the summer of 1953. The election in November 
1952 of President Eisenhower, who had promised to end the conflict, 
was followed by his visit to Korea. The Soviet Union, however, may not 
have minded its continuation. The Soviets were careful not to get directly 
involved in the conflict. They supplied equipment to the North Koreans 
and Chinese and flew some reconnaissance aircraft but in general did not 
commit troops. This was in good part because Stalin was not eager to get 
into a conflict and did not want to take forces away from Europe, which 
was the area of confrontation with the West that mattered most to the 
USSR. The war from the Soviet point of view tied the U.S. forces down in 
the east, lifted pressure from Europe, drained American resources, and 
cost the Soviets little, since it was fought by the Chinese and North Ko-
reans. However, there was a concern that an Eisenhower administration 
would place great military pressure to end the war. Mao may have found 
the cost of the conflict bearable, since it was fought with troops from the 
civil war, there was no shortage of cannon fodder, and the war was useful 
for rallying support for his new regime. Furthermore, having fought the 
Americans to a stalemate added to his prestige. Yet as the war dragged 
on, indications are that Mao was willing to bring it to an end. In the spring 
of 1953, the United States carried out the most extensive bombing of the 
war, raining horrific destruction upon the civilian population of North 
Korea as well as on the CPV and KPA forces. Stalin’s death in March 
removed an obstacle to peace, as his successors showed little interest in 
continuing the conflict. North Korea needed a respite from the constant 
American bombing; its hope of reunifying Korea was clearly dashed, at 
least for the near future. So in the spring of 1953 all parties were ready to 
bring the war to an end.

A major exception was Syngman Rhee. The stubborn South Korean 
leader was both an asset and a liability for the Americans. His personal 
charisma and oratorical skills were important in rallying the South Ko-
rean people for the war effort. However, Rhee quarreled with the Ameri-
cans over the aims of the conflict. He was unwilling to let go of the hope 
of reunifying his country and pressured the United States to push the war 
to complete victory. He was adamantly opposed to a negotiated truce that 
left the country divided as it had been before. Rhee gave speeches, orga-
nized mass rallies, and used every opportunity to call for the continuation 
of the war until Korea was reunified. He even threatened to continue the 
war alone if the UN called a truce. So difficult had he become that in 1952 
the U.S. government began a secret plan, “Operation Plan Everready,” 
to remove him and replace him with someone thought to be easier for 
the Americans to deal with. At one point in the spring of 1953 he tried to 
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sabotage the negotiations for prisoner exchange by releasing 25,000 North 
Korean Communist prisoners being held in the South. Eventually, how-
ever, an armistice was agreed to by the UN, North Korea, and China, who 
signed it on July 27, 1953. It came into to force without Rhee’s signature.

Historians have debated both the cause and the nature of the Korean 
War. Could it have been prevented? Who was responsible for it? Given 
the unacceptability of a divided Korea to most nationalists and Kim Il 
Sung’s determination to reunify the country, it seemed almost inevitable. 
In fact, had South Korea’s military been stronger, the ROK may have been 
tempted to invade the North. Some have argued the war could not have 
occurred without Stalin’s approval and Mao’s acceptance. Stalin appears 
to have been initially reluctant to approve an invasion but eventually 
backed it, perhaps seeing it as a low-risk gamble after having been as-
sured by Kim and Pak Hŏn-yŏng that victory would be swift and certain. 
The United States has been criticized for not making its willingness to 
defend South Korea clear. It has often been charged that Secretary of 
State Dean Acheson’s ambiguity about the U.S. commitment to defend 
South Korea in his famous January 12, 1950, press conference encouraged 
Kim Il Sung and Stalin to invade, but recent archival evidence does not 
suggest this influenced their decision. However, the U.S. did not provide 
adequate preparations for the country’s defense. Clearly Kim Il Sung is 
most immediately responsible, as well as Pak Hŏn-yŏng. Hotheads on 
both sides of the peninsula contributed to the tensions that preceded the 
war. The United States is to blame for its role in the division of Korea, the 
USSR for its part in that division and its support of the invasion. China 
bears some responsibility, and one can even assign responsibility to Japan 
for creating the situation that led to the allied occupation of Korea that 
created the division.

Scholars have also debated on whether it should be considered a civil 
war or an international conflict. It was a civil war that became an interna-
tional conflict, with both North and South Koreans acting as manipulators 
as well as victims of the great powers. Historians will, no doubt, long be 
debating these issues.

THE IMPACT OF THE KOREAN WAR

No one knows for certain the extent of losses; one estimate places the toll 
at 750,000 military and 800,000 civilian deaths. Of the military deaths, 
300,000 were from the North Korean Army, 227,000 from the ROK Army, 
200,000 from the Chinese People’s Volunteers (some estimates place this 
figure much higher, as many as 500,000). About 37,000 Americans and 
4,000 UN allies were killed. Civilian casualties are hard to estimate. On 



110 Chapter 3

the high end, one UN estimate places the number of South Koreans who 
died of all causes including disease, exposure, and starvation at 900,000. 
North Korean casualties were probably higher.

The Korean War contributed to the upheaval of Korean society that 
had begun in the 1930s. In South Korea it expedited the land reform (see 
chapter 5) and wiped out the wealth of many, acting as a great social 
leveling process. It also enhanced the power of the South Korean state. 
The massive U.S. aid that arrived in the wake of the war provided an 
invaluable economic prop to the Rhee government, since it gave the 
state access to foreign currency, which it was able to use to reward or 
discipline businesses and industries, and other potential supporters and 
opponents. More importantly, the Korean War provided the state a means 
of legitimizing itself through the use of the ideology of anticommunism. 
Anticommunism provided a rationale for state power and gave a purpose 
and raison d’être for the South Korean state. South Korea was on the 
front line of Communism, a member of the free world that had to be ever 
vigilant against Communist aggression and subversion. The three-year 
conflict created a huge military force, which grew from 100,000 troops 
on the eve of the conflict to 600,000 at the end. After the war, the military 
forces were kept at this level, well equipped by the United States and in-
creasingly well trained. It was, in fact, one of the ten largest armed forces 
in the world. The war continued and greatly enhanced the economic 
and cultural influence of the United States on South Korea. The United 
States provided $200 million in aid annually for the decade after the war, 
a figure that accounted for a tenth of the total economy. While most of 
this economic support was in the form of immediate relief, not industrial 
investment, it did at least sustain the state until South Korean policy mak-
ers were able to work out successful strategies for economic development. 
The presence of hundreds of thousands of GIs and civilian officials, and 
the long-term stationing of troops in this historically homogeneous and 
sometimes xenophobic society insured that American culture would flow 
into the country. It also insured that South Korea would be linked with 
the Western world, economically as well as culturally.

The Korean War created the bunker mentality that characterized North 
Korea. The regime’s bunker mentality was not surprising, since for two 
and a half years much of North Korea literally lived in underground bun-
kers. This bunker mentality manifested itself in several ways: an obses-
sion with mass mobilization and continual ideological indoctrination; an 
ideology that increasingly centered on ultranationalism and self-reliance; 
a constant war footing; and a relentless hostility toward South Korea and 
its allies. Stalin’s apparent willingness to abandon North Korea to the UN 
forces when he ordered Kim to retreat into Manchuria may only have 
reinforced his need to be militarily self-reliant. These features of North 
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Korea contributed to its isolationist and truculent nature and kept the Ko-
rean Peninsula and indeed northeast Asia in a constant state of tension.

The war that started in order to reunify Korea ended by hardening its 
division. For all Koreans the division was an unacceptable and temporary 
condition. The regimes in both Seoul and P’yŏngyang in 1950 were com-
mitted to end this aberration at almost any cost. The tragedy of the Korean 
War for Koreans was that they suffered so much but failed to achieve the 
unity they all desired. Instead, the conflict drove the two Koreas bitterly 
apart and consolidated their separate systems.

KOREA IN WORLD HISTORY: DIVIDED COUNTRIES

Korea was not the only country to be divided in the twentieth century. 
India, Ireland, and Palestine were all partitioned, but these were along 
ethnic or sectarian lines. Germany and Vietnam provide better analogies, 
since they were also divided as a result of Cold War conflicts. The divi-
sion of Germany into East and West is best known and in some ways most 
resembles that of Korea, since it was the result of the lines of occupation 
drawn by the Western powers and the Soviet Union at the close of World 
War II. After a short occupation—four years versus the three for Korea—
two rival regimes were set up, with the Communist East Germany hav-
ing a smaller population than the non-Communist West Germany. In 
Germany, too, the two regimes were also partly based on preexisting 
ideological divisions. But the parallels end there. East Germany was 
much smaller than West Germany, with only a quarter of the latter’s 
population, versus North Korea, which had half the population of South 
Korea. Since the North was much more industrialized than the South, 
the disparities in size and economic potential were less pronounced than 
between the two Germanys. East Germany was far more the creation and 
puppet of the Soviet Union, and never posed a serious military threat to 
West Germany. There was no bitter civil war between the two, and in 
spite of the construction of the Berlin Wall in 1961, East Germany was not 
hermetically sealed from the West; people from the West did visit rela-
tives in the East, and many Easterners were able to receive West German 
television. While the desire for reunification remained strong, Germany 
itself had been created out of various states only seventy-four years before 
it was divided. The division, while tragic, occurred in a land with stron-
ger regional identities, and a shorter history of unification. Furthermore, 
the Germans themselves bore some measure of responsibility for their 
situation, having been a menace to their neighbors.

Vietnam might be a closer analogy. It was divided roughly equally into 
north and south halves in 1954 following a long war against the French. 
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As in Korea, the division in part reflected ideological divisions inside the 
independence movement. And like Korea, the division was not accept-
able, especially to the North, which waged a long, ultimately successful 
struggle for reunification. But there were some pronounced differences. 
Vietnam’s divisions reflected a certain historical and geographical logic. 
Although in each half the overwhelming majority was ethnically Viet-
namese, the two population centers in the Hong River Basin in the north 
and the lower Mekong River Basin in the south were separated by a long, 
narrow coastal plain and rugged highlands. Lifestyles differed in the two 
regions, which were in reality separate states for several centuries before 
reunification in 1802. As tragic and unacceptable as its division was, 
Vietnam simply did not have a comparable history of unity or the same 
degree of cultural homogeneity, nor was the division so arbitrarily drawn 
and imposed. And unlike Korea, North Vietnam and its South Vietnam-
ese Viet Cong supporters prevailed after two decades of fighting.

In short, there is no case truly comparable to the division of Korea, to 
its suddenness, its arbitrariness, and to the tragedy it resulted in. The 
border between the two states became the most tense, most sealed and 
perhaps most unacceptable of all political boundaries in the second half 
the twentieth century.

KOREA IN WORLD HISTORY: THE KOREAN WAR

The Korean War had a considerable impact on not just Korea but on its 
neighbors and the world. China’s historical course was profoundly af-
fected by the Korean War. The Chinese paid a high price for their entry. 
According to Chinese statistics 152,000 were killed or missing, including 
Mao’s son Mao Anying.20 Most Western scholars believe the actual figures 
were far greater. China also paid for the war with the loss of Taiwan. On 
the eve of the war China was preparing to invade Taiwan, but when the 
war started Truman sent the seventh fleet into the Taiwan Strait blocking 
the invasion. Thus the emergence of an effectively independent, pros-
perous, and democratic Taiwan and the ongoing two-Chinas issue was 
a product of the Korean War. Furthermore, the war had another very 
significant impact on China. The United States responded to the war 
by building a defensive wall around the country, with military bases in 
South Korea, Taiwan, Japan, the Philippines, and Thailand, and with the 
ships of the seventh fleet off the coast. This led to isolation and a siege 
mentality that contributed to the path of China’s development for more 
than a quarter of a century. Only after 1978 did China break out of this 
wall and begin to enter extensive intercourse with the West, Japan, and 
rest of the non-Communist world.
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For Japan, the Korean conflict was the turning point in its postwar 
economic development. During the first five years after its surrender, the 
Japanese economy languished, and was heavily dependent on American 
support. Then, the outbreak of the Korean War turned the economic situ-
ation around. The U.S. government at the onset of conflict made the deci-
sion to take advantage of Japan’s proximity, low costs, and recovery needs 
to use it as a supply base for the war effort. Consequently, the Americans 
made $2.37 billion worth of special procurements in the four years starting 
with June 1950, creating a huge demand for ammunition, trucks, uniforms, 
communications equipment, and other products from Japanese compa-
nies.21 The president of Toyota would later remark “These orders were 
Toyota’s salvation, I felt a mighty joy for my company and a sense of guilt 
that I was rejoicing over another country’s war.”22 The president of the 
Bank of Japan, drawing a comparison to the “divine wind” (kamikaze) that 
saved Japan from the Mongols, called the war procurement “divine aid.”23 
Yoshida Shigeru, the dominant political figure of the era, agreed, calling 
the Korean War “a gift of the gods.”24 The war consolidated the power 
base of the political conservatives and helped to shape Japan’s postwar 
relationship with the United States. It unfortunately had a tragic conse-
quence for the remaining Koreans in the country, who found it difficult to 
be repatriated to a North Korea hostile to Japan or to a devastated South 
Korea. They remained a marginalized and discriminated minority.

The Korean War shaped the political alliance system in East Asia for 
most of the rest of the century. When the war ended, the United States 
sought to shift some of the effort to contain Communism in Asia to a 
NATO-like regional collective security alliance including Japan, Taiwan, 
and South Korea. South Korea became a long-term U.S. client state; the 
1954 ROK-U.S. mutual defense treaty formalized this relationship, and 
30,000 U.S. troops remained in the country a half century later. The war 
reinforced the arguments for a continued U.S. presence in Japan that 
was incorporated into the peace settlement. Already the coming of Com-
munists in China in 1949 and the February 1950 alliance with the Soviet 
Union made any friendship between Beijing and Tokyo unlikely, and the 
U.S. alliance with Japan perhaps inevitable. The war made the arguments 
for the U.S.-Japan relations more compelling. A bilateral treaty between 
Japan and Taiwan in April 1952 and a peace treaty between Japan and 
South Korea in 1965 completed the American-led alliance system in East 
Asia. It also led to two decades of hostility and suspicion between the 
United States and China, with images of China’s “human wave” tactics 
in the conflict contributing to American fear of aggression by fanatic 
Chinese Communists. The Korean conflict colored U.S. perceptions of the 
need to contain Communism in Asia, and influenced the U.S. involve-
ment in Vietnam.
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The Korean War had another less direct or obvious impact on East 
Asia with global significance as well. The war created two U.S. client 
states: South Korea and Taiwan, which while under the U.S. military 
umbrella were or also economically linked with the U.S., Japanese, and 
global markets. Following a decade of massive U.S. aid, they became a 
favorite place for American, Japanese, and European investment. Partly 
by emulating Japan’s post–World War II developmental state, they flour-
ished and became third-world success stories, providing a model for 
China after 1978, as well as for other developing nations. Thus, in an in-
direct way, the Korean War created the political, military, and economic 
order in East Asia and contributed to the region’s rise as a center of the 
global economy.
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4

Y

North Korea, 
1953–1993

THE DIVERGENT PATHS OF THE TWO KOREAS

In the half century after the Korean War, North and South Korea con-
tinued on the divergent paths that they had embarked upon in the 

immediate postwar years. History has no parallel to this development. 
What had been one of the world’s most homogenous cultures, with a long 
historical tradition, became two radically different societies.

South Korea struggled in the 1950s to recover from the war, relying 
on massive U.S. foreign aid to ward off hunger and economic collapse. 
It had an increasingly authoritarian government under President Syn-
gman Rhee that within the bounds permitted by its dependency on the 
United States attempted to subvert the country’s political institutions to 
maintain power. Rhee was overthrown in a popular uprising in 1960; a 
short-lived attempt at parliamentary democracy ended in 1961 with a 
military coup. The military-led regime of Park Chung Hee then embarked 
upon a government-directed economic development program based on 
export-led growth, which achieved impressive success. Tied economi-
cally to the United States, and to a lesser extent Japan, South Korea was 
transformed from a rural to an urban, highly literate society. Park’s rule 
also became increasingly more authoritarian. Assassinated in 1979 amid 
growing political unrest due to his dictatorial rule, he was succeeded by a 
new military regime under Chun Doo Hwan. By the 1980s, an expanding 
and increasingly sophisticated middle class sought direct participation 
and accountability in government. Spearheaded by student radicals, labor 
activists, and political dissidents, popular restlessness led to a transition 
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to more democratic government that began in 1987 and resulted in the 
election of a former political dissident, Kim Young Sam, as president in 
1992. Throughout these years South Korea’s economy continued to grow, 
catching up with the more industrialized North by 1970 and surpassing 
it thereafter. By the 1990s, South Korea was becoming one of the third 
world’s success stories.

North Korea followed a very different trajectory. In contrast to the 
volatile and dynamic South, the basic institutions in place by 1953 were 
solidified, and the leadership became more entrenched. Kim Il Sung con-
solidated power in the 1950s and 1960s, became the absolute leader of the 
country, and created a personality cult that went beyond that of Stalin or 
Mao. North Korea under Kim was single-mindedly devoted to reversing 
the outcome of the Korean War and invested its resources and energies 
in the military. In contrast to South Korea’s export market economy, 
North Korea focused on self-sufficiency. It became one of the world’s 
most isolated countries and increasingly an anachronism, adhering to 
a rigid totalitarianism based partly on the Stalinist model that became 
discredited in the USSR and China. After some impressive recovery, the 
concentration on military buildup, the concern with self-sufficiency, and 
the emphasis on political control over technical expertise led to a stagnat-
ing economy, then to a decline into poverty and famine.

Meanwhile, the two Koreas remained suspended in a state of war. No 
peace followed the Korean War, only an uneasy, armed truce that lasted 
for decades. Tensions between the two led to occasional armed clashes, 
often sparked by North Korean provocation. These took place between 
intermittent but short-lived attempts to negotiate some sort of peaceful 
coexistence.

NORTH KOREA’S RECOVERY

Three years after it launched its invasion of the South, North Korea was 
in ruins. While the death and destruction in South Korea was enormous, 
the DPRK suffered disproportionately greater casualties and destruction. 
The level of devastation inflicted upon the country was horrendous. In 
early November 1950, General MacArthur ordered intensive bombing 
along the northern area near the Chinese border that would destroy 
every structure, and he declared that the northwest region would be a 
“wilderness of scorched earth.”1 The bombing leveled virtually every city 
and sizeable town in North Korea; all of the industry and most of the na-
tion’s infrastructure was destroyed. Casualties suffered by North Korea 
are not known for certain but were most likely higher than in the South, 
although it had only half the population. According to one study, 406,000 
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North Korean civilians and 294,000 military were killed out of a popula-
tion of 10 million.2 This is at the low end of estimates. Others calculate the 
total deaths in North Korea to be as much as 2 million, 20 percent of the 
population. Even if the lower estimates are accepted, this is an incredible 
figure matched by few modern conflicts. North Korea is likely to have lost 
a greater proportion of its population than did Germany, Japan, or even 
Russia in World War II, or than Vietnam during the Indochina War.

Yet North Korea recovered quickly from the physical destruction. The 
immediate postwar years were focused on rebuilding. A Three-Year Plan, 
1954–1956, aimed at economic reconstruction appears to have been suc-
cessful. The major features of the plan were outlined in a speech by Kim 
Il Sung in 1953, a week after the cease-fire agreement. Economic develop-
ment would be focused on “everything for the postwar rehabilitation and 
development of the national economy.” He declared the priorities of this 
development: “In postwar economic construction, we must follow the line 
of giving priority to the rehabilitation and development of heavy industry 
simultaneously with development of light industry and agriculture.”3

Immediately after the war, the campaigns of mass mobilization suc-
ceeded in clearing the destruction, rebuilding houses, schools, factories, 
and other facilities. Following a pattern that would characterize the DPRK 
for decades, people were organized military-style in mass campaigns to 
accomplish state-directed goals. This system was apparently effective for 
the initial rebuilding efforts after the war. P’yŏngyang then launched a 
Five-Year Plan for 1957–1961 that sought not recovery but strong positive 
growth in industry, agriculture, and infrastructure. The state proclaimed 
that this plan was so successful that it ended one year early. North Korea 
had the advantage of possessing 80 percent of Korea’s 1945 industry, and 
90 percent of its electric power, mostly hydroelectric. Therefore, much of 
the initial recovery was a matter of rebuilding the existing structures us-
ing the Japanese blueprints. Possessing three-quarters of Korea’s mines, 
it had a variety of minerals such as iron, tungsten, silver, uranium, and 
others it could export to its Communist allies. Still, the recovery was an 
impressive achievement, and with some new plants under construction it 
put the country on the road to rapid industrialization.

Kim Il Sung followed a path of development similar to and no doubt 
greatly influenced by that of the Soviet Union under Stalin. It was totally 
centralized and state directed in adherence to the development plan, with 
no scope for private industry or agriculture. By the late 1950s all private 
businesses and industries had been eliminated. The state collected all 
basic commodities and redistributed them, with no private markets. The 
few remaining private enterprises were taken over by the state. There 
was virtually no local or regional autonomy; all decision making down to 
the basic allocation of food and clothing to each household through the 



120 Chapter 4

public distribution system was made from the center. In other ways, too, 
Kim followed the model of the Soviet Union in its push for rapid growth 
after 1928. He focused on developing heavy industry that could increase 
the industrial base of the economy and support a strong military, rather 
than on consumer goods.

The aim was always to achieve as much economic autonomy as pos-
sible. Yet foreign aid was crucial to the recovery effort. The Soviets and 
their Eastern European allies supplied technical help and material on a 
large scale. Some of the prewar infrastructure was rebuilt, such as the 
chemical fertilizer complex from the colonial period at Hǔngnam.4 So-
viet contributions included the Sup’ing hydrolectrical power plant, the 
largest in Asia; a large steel mill at Sŏngjin (renamed Kim Ch’aek) in the 
northeast; and the rebuilding of the port of Namp’o. In 1954, aid supplied 
33 percent of the state revenues. Soviet aid to North Korea was smaller 
proportionally than the U.S. aid given to South Korea, which was half 
of the government budget in the 1950s. It also was over a shorter period 
of time—South Korea remained heavily reliant on U.S. aid until the mid 
1960s, but by 1960 Soviet aid accounted for only 2.6 percent of the DPRK’s 
revenues.5 Nonetheless, it was crucial for the recovery efforts in the years 
after the Korean War. Furthermore, the Soviets supplied military aid and 
important resources such as oil at subsidized prices. Although North 
Korea had a small number of Japanese-trained technicians, it was greatly 
assisted in the 1950s by several hundred Soviet Koreans who were able 
to provide valuable expertise. China also assisted, by use of its troops, 
who remained in the country until 1958 to provide labor for construction 
projects.

A key part of the DPRK economic program was the collectivization of 
agriculture, where farmers were reduced to laborers. Few other changes 
impacted so many people. While some Communist countries allowed for 
small-scale markets for private produce, Kim opted for total collectiviza-
tion. This was part of the pattern of the highly centralized command 
economy that conformed to the Soviet model. The land reform of 1946 
had divided the countryside into small family farms. Tenancy had been 
ended, but farmers did not have full control over their land—it could 
be inherited but not alienated. Geography and labor shortage may have 
contributed to this decision. Food supplies were a problem, since the 
best agricultural land was in South Korea. Most of North Korea was very 
mountainous, and the growing season was short. Nor did the DPRK’s al-
lies have the large food surpluses to be given as aid, as the United States 
was able to give the ROK. Food shortages appeared early. Both in the late 
1940s and in 1954 the state had to temporarily ban private trade in food-
stuffs and forcibly requisitioned crops.6 Furthermore, the Korean War had 
created a shortage of manpower and of draft animals. Kim and his plan-
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ners saw the solution in collectivizing and mechanizing agriculture by 
consolidating the small plots of land into big farms that could be worked 
by tractors and other machinery.

Farming was collectivized in stages. Compared to the Soviet Union or 
China under Mao, the process went rather smoothly without upheavals 
and disasters. In 1954, the state created mutual aid teams called p’umassi-
ban. Then rural villages were organized as cooperatives where the major-
ity of farm families lived and worked. These in turn became collective 
farms. Collectivization was completed by the end of 1957, ahead of the 
original plans. By this time, all private trade in grain was prohibited; all 
production was sold to the state. In 1958, these collective farms, based on 
preexisting villages, were consolidated into even bigger ones containing 
300 households and about 500 hectares of land that encompassed more 
than one village or hamlet.7 Larger farming units were established in 
order to create large fields that could be worked by tractors and other 
mechanical equipment. All private plots were banned. Thus, a decade 
after land reforms largely ended tenancy, farmers found they had become 
landless agricultural laborers. The move toward communes resembles 
the similar drive of the Great Leap Forward in China. The North Korean 
effort, however, began slightly before, so it does not appear to have been 
a direct imitation. And it differed in some fundamental ways. The tradi-
tional villages did not disappear in North Korea, since they still formed 
the basis of work teams. Also there were no communal kitchens or back-
yard furnaces, nor were there the attacks on family and village structures 
that accompanied the Maoist effort.

Besides making the need for the mechanization of agriculture more 
convincing, the loss of life in the Korean War may have contributed to the 
mass entry of women into the work force.8 The latter feature of the DPRK’s 
development amounted to a major social revolution. The prominent place 
of women in all industries was a contrast to the South, where women gen-
erally continued their role as homemakers. The near total destruction of 
the cities allowed the state to totally rebuild them in accordance with the 
principles of the new order. P’yŏngyang and other cities were completely 
rebuilt. The conflict had virtually erased the physical evidence of the past 
and provided a blank slate for the regime to rewrite history.

To stimulate industrial workers and farmers to increase output, Kim 
Il Sung relied on inspiring them with revolutionary fervor through mass 
campaigns. For this purpose he launched the Ch’ŏllima movement in 
December 1956, named after a flying horse from Korean mythology 
that could travel vast distances in short times. The Ch’ŏllima movement 
focused on organizing large numbers of people to work long hours in 
teams, mainly on construction and heavy industry. Workers were en-
couraged to work long periods nonstop and even instructed to “drink no 
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soup” so they would need few bathroom breaks.9 In 1958, the program 
was expanded. Groups of workers who surpassed their production tar-
gets were given medals and honored as Ch’ŏllima riders. Kim Il Sung 
personally visited production sites for moral support and to give instruc-
tions in what became known as “on-the-spot guidance.” These efforts 
were probably effective in the initial phase of industrialization, which 
depended on carefully supervised mass labor. And some workers were 
probably inspired by being told they were building a social paradise.

The DPRK made eliminating illiteracy and providing universal educa-
tion a priority, and it appeared to have achieved both in the 1950s and 
1960s. Night schools were set up in the villages and cities to teach basic 
literacy. And beginning in the late 1950s, the state established a number 
of two-year technical schools. In 1956, a law for universal and compulsory 
primary education was promulgated. At first this was limited to four 
years, but it was soon expanded to seven years, and in 1959, a nine-year 
compulsory education system was announced. The latter took nearly a 
decade to fully implement due to a shortage of teachers and facilities. 
Educational development advanced further when Kim Il Sung at the Fifth 
Party Congress in 1970 unveiled plans for a new eleven-year education 
system: two years of kindergarten, four years of elementary school, and 
five years of middle school; the plan was to be implemented in 1976.10 To 
deal with the shortage of teachers and facilities, classes ran on a two-shift 
basis, as they also did in many South Korean schools. Overall, North Ko-
rea made impressive strides in providing a comprehensive primary and 
secondary education. Higher education also expanded with a number of 
technical universities established—the most prestigious of these was Kim 
Ch’aek University. The elite institution was Kim Il Sung University in the 
capital, which by the 1980s had a reported 12,000 students.

Although problems were soon to arise and the early rapid growth 
slowed down, North Korea had by the early 1970s become an industrial 
state with only 30 percent of the population engaged in agriculture.

POLITICAL CONSOLIDATION

North Korean leader Kim Il Sung used the Korean War to consolidate 
power, eliminate rivals, and rebuild the party. At the end of the war, 
Kim eliminated the domestic Communists who had remained in Korea 
working underground during the colonial period and their leader Pak 
Hŏn-yŏng. When the UN forces had entered the North, many citizens, to 
the dismay of the regime, had cooperated with them. Hŏ Ka-i, a leader 
of the Soviet-Koreans and an expert on party organization, carried out a 
purge of the collaborators. But so many had collaborated that Kim found 
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he would need to rebuild the party and state. The dispute over collabora-
tion also reflected the different views of the party. Hŏ sought a balance 
between workers and peasants and wanted to restrict membership to a 
small vanguard on the Soviet model, while Kim argued for a broad-based 
party whose membership reflected the fact that 80 percent of all North 
Koreans were peasants. In short, he opted for a mass party rather than 
the Soviet-style elite membership. Kim had Hŏ expelled from the party 
in November 1951. Thousands who had been purged for collaborating 
with the enemy were reinstated. But it was mostly a new party member-
ship. Hundreds of thousands of new recruits were drawn from those who 
had served the regime during the conflict. By the late 1950s the Korean 
Workers Party had 1.1 million members, about a tenth of population. In 
no other Communist country did the party membership embrace such a 
large proportion of the population. It was mostly a party of poor Koreans 
drawn from workers and peasants with little formal education. Party 
membership brought the opportunity for social and economic advance 
for many ordinary Koreans. With little knowledge of Marxism-Leninism, 
little or no foreign experience or contacts, its membership was unsophis-
ticated but loyal to the regime.

As he built up the party Kim ruthlessly eliminated all other possible ri-
vals. Although he and his fellow ex-guerilla fighters dominated the party 
and the state, they did not have total mastery of it. There were the several 
hundred Soviet Koreans who still had important positions. Similarly, 
there were a number of officials who had served in prewar China, some-
times referred to as the Yan’an group. While recent evidence casts doubt 
on whether they formed distinct factions, the influence of both groups 
was enhanced by their links with North Korea’s two principal allies.11 The 
Soviet Koreans appear to have been somewhat critical of the rapid pace of 
industrial development and collectivization, preferring a more cautious 
policy of gradually building up the country’s economy through technical 
training. In December 1955, Kim Il Sung openly criticized Pak Ch’ang-ok, 
the State Economic Planning Commission chair. The following month he 
had him removed from his post. Meanwhile, the denunciation of Stalin 
by Khrushchev at a closed party congress in Moscow in February 1956 
emboldened some of the KWP leadership to meet in August of 1956 
while Kim was out of the country. Led by some Soviet Koreans under 
Pak Ch’ang-ok, they criticized his cult of personality, much as Khrush-
chev had criticized Stalin’s cult, and attacked Kim’s economic policies. 
Kim Il Sung quickly countermoved by having Pak and most of the Soviet 
Koreans purged. Most, protected by their Soviet citizenship, returned to 
the USSR.

Kim then moved against the Yan’an group, removing Ch’oe Ch’ang-
ik, the most prominent member, and eventually purging nearly all the 
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others. There were now no groups within the party that had their own 
power base. Between the time of the Third Party Congress of the Korean 
Workers Party in 1956 and the Fourth Party Congress in 1961, most of 
the top leadership had been replaced. So thorough were the purges of 
party leaders that only twenty-eight of eighty-five members of the Central 
Committee of the KWP at its Fourth Party Congress in 1961 were return-
ing members from the last party congress five years earlier.12 Only those 
whose loyalty to Kim was unconditional remained. Kim Il Sung, despite 
the disastrous invasion of the South and the military setbacks in the early 
war, had been able to consolidate his power and transform the party and 
state into his personal instruments.

Kim continued to tolerate no opposition, frequently removing officials 
throughout the 1960s. When some party officers questioned his economic 
policies, he removed them at a special Party Conference in October 1966. 
At the Fifth Party Congress in 1970, only four of sixteen members of 
the 1961 Politburo, the top ranking leaders, remained, as did only 39 of 
the 172 members of the 1961 Central Committee. By this time, the party 
leadership was reduced to Kim’s fellow ex-Manchurian guerillas, their 
children, and others related to them or to the Great Leader. There were 
few purges after this. Thirteen of the fifteen Politburo members in 1970 
were still around in 1994.13 The small group of ex-Manchurian guerillas 
and their families monopolized almost all the key positions in the party 
and government. Unfortunately, few of these had any technical expertise 
or intellectual background. In a final formal assumption of power Kim 
drew up a new constitution in 1972 to replace the 1948 one. It created a 
new powerful presidency, which he assumed. He was now the head of 
state as well as of the party.

As the ruling circle narrowed, Kim Il Sung began to groom his son Kim 
Jong Il (Kim Chŏng-il) as his successor. Kim Jong Il was born in Siberia 
in 1942 to his father’s first wife Kim Jong Suk. He graduated from Kim Il 
Sung University in 1964 and emerged as an important figure in the party 
when he led the Three Revolutions Teams Movement in 1974. Interest-
ingly, he was referred to in the media only as “the Party Center” (Tang 
chungang). When at the Sixth Congress of the Korean Workers Party in 
October 1980 he was publicly mentioned by name for the first time, it 
became clear he was the designated successor. His role in the state con-
tinued to increase. When Kim Jong Il published a theoretical work, On the 
Juche Idea, the North Korean media heaped endless praise on it. He now 
joined his father as the great authority on all ideological matters. Honored 
as the Dear Leader (Ch’inaehan Chidoja) to distinguish him from his father 
the Great Leader (Widaehan Suryŏngnim), he assumed much of the day-to-
day operation of the state. Except for Kim Jong Il, no new generation of 
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leaders was emerging. Of the ten positions at the 1980 Party Congress, the 
aging Manchurian comrades of Kim Il Sung still held eight.14

THE CHANGING INTERNATIONAL SITUATION

The Korean War solidified North Korea’s alliance with its Communist 
neighbors, while its hostility and bitterness toward the ROK and the 
United States was an obstacle to reconciliation with the West. Close ties 
with the Soviet Union and China were crucial to North Korea’s economic 
recovery and development. According to one study, direct Soviet aid 
to North Korea from 1945 to 1970 totaled US$1.146 billion while direct 
Chinese aid during the same period came to US$541 million.15 The ma-
jor part of this aid came in the decade after the Korean War. Even more 
important was the gas and oil supplied at artificially low prices, the 
weapons and military technology supplied by the two Communist allies 
also at artificially low prices, and the technical training the Soviet Union 
and to a lesser extent China provided. North Korea was economically 
dependent on the aid from its Communist neighbors, a fact made plain 
by the economic contraction that came with the end of Soviet aid in the 
early 1990s. However, by balancing its relations with the two Communist 
powers, the country was able to avoid becoming a political or economic 
satellite of either.

Despite the heavy reliance on Soviet economic support, relations with 
Moscow were often troubled. Kim Il Sung was critical of the de-Staliniza-
tion policy launched at the Twentieth Congress of the Soviet Communist 
Party in 1956. In that same year, Politburo member Leonid Brezhnev, 
representing the USSR at the Third Korean Workers Party Congress, 
launched a veiled criticism of Kim by suggesting the adoption of “collec-
tive leadership.”16 This is when some Soviet-linked North Koreans made 
the only known attempt to challenge Kim Il Sung’s leadership. Subse-
quently, relations between the two nations were rarely smooth.

The Sino-Soviet rift challenged P’yŏngyang to avoid becoming entan-
gled in the dispute and risk alienating one of its benefactors. But it was 
also an opportunity for North Korea to remain neutral while seeking the 
favor of both regimes. The split in the two Communist powers contrib-
uted to North Korea’s ability to pursue an independent foreign policy, 
enabling it to avoid becoming a satellite of either while seeking economic 
aid from both. Soon after the split became open, P’yŏngyang carefully 
signed treaties of friendship, cooperation, and mutual assistance with 
Beijing in July 1961, only days after signing a similar treaty with Moscow. 
Both treaties went into effect at the same time. However, this balancing 
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act proved difficult as the dispute between the two powers grew sharper. 
In addition, the revolutionary ties with China, the Chinese participation 
in the Korean War, historic cultural ties between Koreans and Chinese, 
the unease with the Soviet policies of peaceful coexistence and collective 
leadership, and the Soviet link with the challenge to his leadership in 
1956 all made Kim lean more toward China. In 1962, the North Korean 
media ceased to cite Soviet examples, and the official newspaper, Rodong 
Sinmun, began to take the Chinese side, even criticizing the Soviet Union. 
The Soviet Union responded by sharply reducing economic and military 
aid to P’yŏngyang in 1962 and 1963. In October 1963 the Rodong Sinmun, 
in an editorial “Let’s Defend the Socialist Camp,” openly criticized the 
Soviet Union, accusing it of putting economic and military pressure on 
China.17

A major reason for North Korea’s tilt toward China was that Kim 
Il Sung felt comfortable with the virulent anti-Western, anticapitalist 
rhetoric from Maoist China. In almost all cases, P’yŏngyang took a more 
truculent stance toward non-Communists than Moscow. It vigorously 
endorsed China’s actions in the Sino-Indian border conflict of 1962 and 
criticized Soviet “capitulation” in the Cuban missile crisis. The DPRK 
praised the Cuban response to U.S. imperialism when Havana mobilized 
its population, which inspired North Korea to launch a new military 
mobilization campaign at home. However, the reality of the dependency 
of Soviet aid and the inability or unwillingness of China to make up the 
difference, as well as the advantages of political neutrality, led to patch-
ing up relations with the Soviet Union. In 1965 Premier Aleksey Kosygin 
visited the DPRK, a sign of improving relations. Three years later the 
DPRK supported the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia. At this time, 
tension grew with China during the Cultural Revolution. There were 
clashes over the disputed boundary at Paektu Mountain (Changbaishan 
in Chinese), considered the most sacred of Korean mountains. The border 
had remained unclear despite the attempt to settle it in 1712. In addition, 
the instability of the Cultural Revolution made Kim Il Sung uneasy. Dur-
ing 1967 and 1968, the Red Guards, young revolutionary zealots Mao had 
unloosed to promote his Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution, attacked 
Kim Il Sung by name, calling him “Korea’s Khrushchev.” This was ironic 
for a man who had so much contempt for Khrushchev and his reforms. 
However, after 1969 the Cultural Revolution began to moderate, and rela-
tions between the two countries became more comfortable. The boundary 
issue was settled in Kim Il Sung’s favor.

From 1970, P’yŏngyang was strictly neutral in the dispute between the 
two Communist giants. In that year, both Soviet Premier Kosygin and Chi-
nese Premier Zhou Enlai visited P’yŏngyang, and relations were improved 
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with both. Both Beijing and Moscow came to accept the independence of 
North Korea. This policy of neutrality served the regime well, since it was 
able to receive substantial aid from both and be a truly independent state. 
This ensured the supply of oil and other commodities at extremely low 
“friendship” prices. The North Koreans, however, remained more com-
fortable with China. During the 1970s and 1980s China provided an esti-
mated 15 to 25 percent of North Korea’s foreign trade, most of it on very 
favorable terms to Kim Il Sung’s regime.18 China’s involvement in the war, 
which extended to the final withdraw of Chinese forces in October 1958, 
and the fact that so many senior officers and officials had served there, 
gave China a special interest in that country and an emotional tie between 
the leaders of both countries.19 October 25, the day that the Chinese Peo-
ple’s Volunteers officially entered the war, and July 27, the anniversary of 
the armistice, were commemorated with ceremonies including ritual visits 
to the Resist America and Aid Korea Martyr’s Cemetery in Shenyang.20 A 
large number of senior PLA officers who served in the Korean War held 
high posts in the Chinese government. Seven served in the Politburo be-
tween the mid-1950s and the late 1980s, and during 1969–1983 between 
15 and 17 percent of the Central Committee members were Korean War 
veterans.21 P’yŏngyang often followed Chinese models. The Ch’ŏllima 
movement in the late 1950s paralleled the Great Leap Forward. And the 
three Revolutions Teams in the early 1970s were at least partially inspired 
by the Cultural Revolution. Beijing’s own talk of self-reliance encouraged 
the regime, which adopted the Chinese slogan of “relying on one’s own 
strength” (Charyŏk kaengsaeng) in the late 1950s. Relations were not without 
problems, but North Korea was China’s principal ally in Asia, and after 
1991 P’yŏngyang’s only reliable supporter in the world community. Even 
the Chinese, however, tended to show impatience with the regime’s isola-
tion and intransigent hostility to the West.

In the 1970s, the North Korean regime made an attempt to court the 
nations of the third world, even going so far as joining the Nonaligned 
Movement. Leaders from various Asian and African nations were invited 
to P’yŏngyang, and a large number of embassies were opened. In good 
part this was another front in the ongoing Korean War. The DPRK sought 
to isolate South Korea diplomatically and win recognition as the legiti-
mate government of Korea. This was also an assertion that it was far from 
being a satellite of either of the major Communist powers. Little became 
of this effort, however, and most developing nations became more inter-
ested in trade and assistance from Seoul, while the missions abroad were 
costly to maintain. By the 1990s, the regime largely abandoned its efforts 
to gain support and credibility in the developing world, a failure that only 
emphasized the isolation of the regime.



128 Chapter 4

CONFRONTATIONAL STANCE TOWARD 
THE SOUTH AND THE UNITED STATES

The Korean War never ended for North Korea, a fact that explains much 
of its truculent and confrontational foreign policy. For all the horror of the 
war, its indecisive conclusion did not alter the aims of the North Korean 
regime. Kim Il Sung and his comrades appeared to have concluded that 
the battle was lost but the overall strategy was sound. Their policy was 
one of waiting for the United States to withdrawal and for internal crises 
in South Korea to provide an opportunity for intervention and unifica-
tion. This explains the constant state of military preparedness and the 
hostility to regimes in Seoul. The ceasefire in July 1953 was merely that—a 
ceasefire, not a peace. The border between the two Koreas, separated from 
coast to coast by a four-kilometer-wide no-man’s land, the Demilitarized 
Zone, became the most fortified and armed border in the world. In the 
first two decades after the ending of hostilities, North Korea maintained a 
policy of unrelenting hostility toward the Republic of Korea, and its allies 
the United States and Japan. It periodically carried out acts of provoca-
tion that kept the border tense and made the possibility of a new outbreak 
of fighting appear real. Accompanying these tensions was the constant 
stream of vitriolic anti-American propaganda that emanated for half a 
century from P’yŏngyang.

The tensions with South Korea and the United States increased in 1967 
when North Korea created a number of incidents along the DMZ. Follow-
ing a purge of technocrats who were critical of Kim Il Sung’s economic 
buildup, a number of military men were appointed to high positions. This 
seemed to have resulted in a shift to more active confrontation with the 
ROK and its American ally. In January 1968, the DPRK sent thirty-one 
commandos to assault the “Blue House” the presidential residence in 
Seoul. Twenty-seven of the commandos were killed, one was captured, 
and three escaped. But the incident was the most provocative since the end 
of the Korean War. Two days later, North Korea seized the U.S.S. Pueblo, 
an American intelligence-gathering ship in international waters. The crew 
was released after one year of negotiations. On April 15, 1968, the birth-
day of the Great Leader, North Korean fighters shot down an American 
reconnaissance plane, killing its crew. In October that year, another group 
of North Korean soldiers landed on the east coast of South Korea with the 
intention of establishing a guerilla base. They were eventually killed or 
captured by ROK forces. The DPRK also organized the Revolution Party 
for Reunification, an underground group, in 1964. South Korean authori-
ties destroyed the party and executed its leader, Kim Chong-t’ae, in 1969.

Kim Il Sung then changed tactics again. Most of the military men 
who had risen to high party positions were absent from the 1970 KWP 
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Congress, and tensions between North and South lessened. Besides the 
failure to gain anything from the confrontational tactics, Kim may have 
been influenced by the U.S.-China rapprochement. In July 1971, President 
Nixon announced that he would be visiting Beijing, which he did in Feb-
ruary 1972. This may have been the event that helped Kim to decide on a 
change in policy toward the ROK. In August 1971, talks began between 
the Red Cross committees of the two Koreas. Among the humanitarian 
issues discussed was the location and reunion of families separated by the 
conflict and the establishment of postal exchanges. This was followed by 
secret missions by high-ranking officials from both sides. On July 4, 1972, 
the two Koreas issued a joint communiqué announcing that both sides 
agreed that reunification should be negotiated peacefully and without 
foreign interference and calling for locating and carrying out reunions of 
families separated by the Korean War. South Korea sought to concentrate 
on humanitarian issues such as reuniting divided families and eventu-
ally work toward bigger issues. North Korea, however, insisted on the 
withdrawal of all U.S. forces as a first step for further agreements. The 
uncompromising stance of the DPRK resulted in the collapse of the talks 
in 1973. This began a pattern in DPRK-ROK relations in which promising 
starts at reducing tensions and developing some measure of cooperation 
were followed by reverse shifts in policy by P’yŏngyang.

North Korea kept tensions along the Demilitarized Zone high. In 
August 1976 North Korean soldiers attacked and killed two American 
officers who were trimming a tree in the area. The DPRK constructed 
tunnels under the border capable of providing passage for as many as 
a division of men in an hour. The first was discovered in 1974; three 
more were found in 1975, 1978, and in 1990. The North Korean regime 
provoked a major crisis on October 9, 1983, when it attempted to kill the 
South Korean President Chun Du Hwan during his visit to Burma. A 
platform where ROK and Burmese leaders were to speak was blown up, 
killing seventeen senior ROK officials including four cabinet ministers as 
well as members of the Burmese government, although failing to harm 
Chun. China, apparently alarmed at this incident, encouraged Kim Il 
Sung to open up a dialogue with the United States and the South. The 
United States also indicated that it would talk directly with P’yŏngyang 
if the talks included the ROK. North Korea agreed to the three-way talks 
between the DPRK, ROK, and the United States. Little, however, came of 
this since North Korea insisted that the talks lead to a bilateral agreement 
with the Americans, excluding the ROK, a demand that was acceptable to 
neither Seoul nor Washington. A dialogue did resume between the two 
Koreas, leading to an exchange of art performances and family union vis-
its in the summer and fall of 1985. But this minor thaw in relations soon 
ended when the DPRK demanded a nonaggression pact between the two 
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countries and the ending of joint military exercises between the ROK and 
U.S. forces. Terrorist acts against the South continued, most notably the 
bombing of a Korean Air flight in 1987. A new round of talks between 
the two sides took place again between 1990 and 1991, but this too ended 
with little progress.

Kim Il Sung’s militant stance toward the South was not irrational. He 
never accepted the outcome of the Korean War as anything other than a 
temporary setback, and he never gave up the goal of reunification. There 
were a number of encouraging signs for North Korea that it might achieve 
its goal of reversing the result of the Korean War, such as in 1960 when a 
student-led uprising overthrew the Syngman Rhee government and the 
political and social unrest that followed suggested a possible collapse of 
order and perhaps a revolutionary upheaval in the ROK. Signs were en-
couraging again in the mid- and late 1970s with the American withdrawal 
from Vietnam, the decision of the Carter administration to remove troops 
from South Korea in 1977, and the political unrest that followed South 
Korean President Park Chung Hee’s assassination in 1979. These all may 
have suggested that history was working on P’yŏngyang’s side. The real-
ity was that from the late 1980s “the correlation of forces” was working 
against North Korea.22 South Korea’s economic growth from the 1960s on 
and its transition to democracy from the late 1980s only made the country 
stronger. North Korea’s economy, by contrast, slowed down, stagnated, 
and then declined (see below). And the collapse of the Soviet Union and 
China’s move toward a market system only isolated the regime.

If the Korean War never ended for Kim Il Sung, neither did the anti-Jap-
anese struggle. The DPRK also carried out anti-Japanese propaganda and 
raised fears of Japanese remilitarization. All North Koreans learned of the 
Japanese “atrocities and crimes” committed and the heroic achievements 
of the resistance led by the young Kim Il Sung. It maintained hostile 
rhetoric toward Japan so that the liberation struggle against colonial Ja-
pan merged with the post–Korean War struggle against U.S. imperialists, 
their South Korean puppets, and their Japanese allies. The two countries 
had no diplomatic relations. Japan, however, was an important source of 
income, which came in the form of remittances sent by Koreans in Japan 
to family members in North Korea. To keep an eye on the Japanese, the 
regime kidnapped Japanese citizens and used them to train spies in lan-
guage and customs.

RELENTLESS MILITARIZATION

As he prepared for the eventual renewal of hostilities, Kim Il Sung kept 
his country in a perpetual state of war. The mobilization of the nation 
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for war never ceased and in fact tended to intensify over the years. The 
armed forces were enlarged after the withdrawal of the Chinese People’s 
Volunteer Army in 1958. In the following year the regime created the 
Worker and Peasant Red Guard, a militia that embraced much of the 
adult population. All men from eighteen to forty-five and single women 
from eighteen to thirty-five were required to serve. In late 1962, Kim Il 
Sung, in response to the Cuban Missile Crisis, announced a four-point 
program at a meeting of the Central Committee of the Workers Party that 
called for arming the entire population and fortifying the whole country. 
At this time Kim adopted a “people’s defense” military strategy that 
required turning the entire country into an armed camp. All able-bodied 
adults and children received military training. Later, in 1970, the Young 
Red Guard was established, which enrolled young people from fifteen to 
seventeen. By the early 1970s the Young Red Guard (Pulgǔn Ch’ŏngnyŏn 
Kǔnwidae) numbered 1.25 million members. The Young Red Guards in 
each province formed a corps, those in each county formed a regiment, 
and at the village or hamlet level they formed squads.23 Almost every 
worker and peasant received military training, and children from the age 
of seven were taught how to use handguns. Eventually, about a quarter of 
the population was in the reserves. Military checkpoints were established 
throughout the country. To prevent the destruction of the nation’s infra-
structure, as happened in the Korean War, hundreds of military factories 
were constructed underground. South Korean intelligence believed that 
8,000 underground factories and military installations were eventually 
constructed with 500 kilometers of tunnels.24 If North Korea were again 
bombed, it could still operate under the ground as it did during the Ko-
rean War, but this time on a massive scale.

A number of factors explain why militarization tended to intensify over 
the years. As Kim Il Sung purged potential rivals, he increasingly sur-
rounded himself with fellow former guerilla fighters whose experience 
was in waging war. In addition, the withdrawal of Chinese troops in 1958 
and a decline in Soviet trade in the 1960s led to sharp increases in military 
spending. The troubles he had in balancing relations between China and 
the Soviet Union also encouraged military self-reliance. The Soviet retreat 
in the Cuban missile crisis led to a belief that the nation could not rely on 
its help if war broke out. Mass mobilization and military preparedness 
were also effective in maintaining tight control over the country. Another 
reason may have been Kim’s concern to prevent a repeat of the North 
Korean population’s failure to resist when UN and ROK forces invaded 
the North in 1950. In addition, the regime generally felt threatened by the 
presence of U.S. forces along its southern border.

To make sure the population was at military readiness and possessed 
the will to resist an invasion with the ferocity that was absent in 1950, the 
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population was subjected to constant training and propaganda. Military 
drills and preparedness exercises were carried out on a far greater scale 
than in the South Korea. Government rhetoric suggested that an inva-
sion was imminent at any moment. Music, dramas, school lessons, every 
medium was used to promote a militarily ready society. The vocabulary 
of public announcements, no matter what subject, was laced with fierce, 
militant rhetoric. International events were interpreted as either a sign 
that the United States and its allies were planning an invasion or were 
used as warnings for the need for preparedness. In the wake of the Cuban 
missile crisis, Kim argued that the nation must be prepared to expel the 
“Yankee Imperialist” invaders and their South Korean allies as well as aid 
revolutionaries in the South. The increased U.S. involvement in Vietnam, 
the breakdown of talks with the South in 1972–1973, and the Gulf War of 
1990–1991 also were occasions to increase combat readiness.

Despite having only half the population of the South, P’yŏngyang was 
able to match the South in the size of its military and even overtake it 
in the 1970s. By 1972, its army numbering 485,000 troops was one of the 
largest in the world in proportion to its population, which was only about 
12 million at the time. In the mid-1970s it was expanded again to reach 
680,000 in 1978. The latter figure included 41,000 commando forces. In 
the 1970s P’yŏngyang established the Second Economic Commission to 
be in charge of military industry. The economy was now divided into the 
military and the nonmilitary sector. The military industry was turning 
out a considerable number of weapons, including tanks, artillery pieces, 
antitank missiles, amphibious vehicles, patrol boats, multiple rocket 
launchers, and submarines.25 There was an early effort to develop more 
unconventional weapons. In 1976, P’yŏngyang bought Soviet Scud mis-
siles from Egypt and around the same time began to modernize a small 
nuclear reactor supplied by the Soviets. The DPRK began constructing a 
200-megawatt and a 500-megawatt reactor and large processing plants 
at Taechon and Yongbyon (Yŏngbyŏn), an obvious effort to develop 
nuclear weapons. In the 1980s, working from Soviet Scud missiles the 
North Koreans began to develop longer-range missiles. They developed 
the Rodong-1 missile with a range of 1,000 kilometers in 1993. Starting 
in the 1960s the state started a biological weapons program, developing 
a number of strains of bacteria.26 So despite the slower economic growth 
after 1970, North Korea remained militarily formidable.

THE IDEOLOGY OF SELF-RELIANCE

North Korea’s leadership was driven by an intense nationalism. Kim 
Il Sung sought to make his country militarily and economically strong 
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while preparing to reunite his nation. He relentlessly pursued a policy of 
economic nationalism and self-reliance, much as Japan did after 1931. In 
pursuing his policies, he made intensive use of indoctrination. Perhaps no 
Communist regime ever emphasized ideology as much as North Korea. 
Originally the state was founded on the principles of orthodox Marxism-
Leninism. Marxism-Leninism provided Kim Il Sung and the other North 
Korean leaders with a vocabulary, and the Soviet Union a model, for 
achieving the goal of establishing a strong and independent Korea. It 
linked its national aspirations with a universal philosophy. Just as Ko-
rea in the past sought to borrow and adopt the most civilized patterns 
for society from China, North Korean leaders sought to appropriate the 
most progressive set of ideas for their society. Thus Marxism-Leninism 
was adopted to achieve the nationalist goals of economic and military 
strength and national sovereignty and to place the Korean people in the 
vanguard of history. In the process, North Korea gradually evolved an 
ideology of its own: juche thought (chuch’e sasang). Juche can be translated 
as “self-reliance.” At its core was an emphasis on political independence, 
economic and military self-reliance, and Korean nationalism. North Ko-
rean publications explained it as an adaptation of Marxism-Leninism 
to conditions of the country. Eventually juche came to have little to do 
with Marxist ideology. One authority on North Korea, Dae-sook Suh, 
has called it “nothing more than xenophobic nationalism that has little 
relevance to Communism.”27

Juche first appeared in a speech by the great leader on December 28, 
1955. Kim expressed his criticism of those in his party who blindly fol-
lowed Soviet and Chinese ways, urging them to be more self-reliant. This 
speech was a prelude to his successful effort to eliminate Soviet- and 
Chinese-connected members from the leadership. Gradually Kim Il Sung 
developed juche until it became the reigning system of thought. Juche at 
first meant a creative adaptation of Marxism-Leninism without slavishly 
imitating Moscow or Beijing. It was an ideology that argued the country 
could shape its own destiny. Kim Il Sung in 1972 explained juche as mean-
ing “one is responsible for one’s own destiny and one has also the capac-
ity for hewing out one’s own destiny.”28 Its origins were fictitiously traced 
backed to his guerilla days and even to his youth in the 1920s. In the 
1960s the term was used in public pronouncements of all sorts. By then, 
official publications began to suggest that juche was a complete system 
of thought more appropriate to North Korean conditions, and in general, 
superior to the more foreign Marxism-Leninism. The later was still an 
important if apparently inferior form of socialist thought. Juche emerged 
as the central system of thought in North Korea in the early 1960s when 
the Soviet Union reduced its aid to the regime, making it less secure. Thus 
the rise of the ideology to a central place in state propaganda coincided 
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with the shift of economic allocation to military expenditures at that time. 
P’yŏngyang emphasized self-reliance when it felt it could depend less on 
its allies

The elaboration of juche continued throughout the 1970s. By then, theo-
rists argued that it was a universal philosophy. With juche, propagandists 
asserted, Kim Il Sung had “brought human thought to a new level.” It 
was interpreted in increasingly broad if vague ways, and volumes were 
written on it. Its study became the core curriculum in the schools and the 
subject of weekly study sessions at workplaces throughout the country. 
According to the 1972 constitution, juche was the “guiding principle 
of politics.”29 In 1979 an Academy of Juche Sciences was established in 
P’yŏngyang under the direction of party ideologist Hwang Jang Yop 
(Hwang Chang-yŏp). The universal principle of juche was applied to 
every field: music, sports, science. It was deliberately vague and meant 
to be somewhat incomprehensible to foreigners. North Korea developed 
an ambiguity about its role in the world at large. At times its universality 
was highlighted. Juche study societies were organized around the world 
under the supervision of the Juche Research Center Tokyo created in 
1978.30 The DPRK made grandiose claims that it was a “mighty beacon of 
hope for all humanity.” Yet at other times it appeared to be very much an 
indigenous Korean ideology by and for Koreans. From the early 1980s its 
uniquely Korean character was emphasized more. Its universal elements 
were less often mentioned. At that time, references to Marxism-Leninism 
and to the international socialist movements also began to disappear 
from public pronouncements.31 By then the ideology of the DPRK under 
the label of juche began to be narrowly restricted to a blend of extreme 
nationalism and the cult of the Kim family.

North Korean official histories presented an increasingly xenopho-
bic nationalist history. Korea’s history became one of constant struggle 
against outside invaders. This narrative could be found in South Korean 
textbooks and in popular culture in the South as well. But North Korea’s 
version of history was more extreme. The acknowledgment of foreign 
borrowing or assistance was rarely given. For instance, texts dropped all 
references to even the Soviet Union’s role in liberating the country from 
the Japanese. Full credit was given to the heroic Korean people under the 
great leader, Kim Il Sung. Those in Korea’s past who had sought foreign 
support were criticized for failing to rely on the Korean people instead. 
Kim Il Sung used this accusation of being subservient to foreign powers 
to attack his opponents. In this, the regime was influenced by the rejection 
by the colonial-era nationalist writers of sadaejuui (flunkyism), the Korean 
tradition of serving the great that had made Korea a loyal tributary state 
of China until the nineteenth century. Koreans in both North and South 
Korea viewed these former tributary relations as a sign of their past weak-
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ness and a national failing. In the South as well, dissidents frequently ac-
cused the South Korean regime of being subservient to the United States. 
The DPRK’s emphasis on self-reliance was thus motivated by a fiercely 
independent strain in twentieth-century nationalism that was strength-
ened by being thwarted by the Americans from reunifying the country, 
and by humiliation over its reliance on the Chinese support and Soviet 
aid for its survival.

The realities of the small nation meant that it was never able to achieve 
economic autonomy. For instance, North Korea remained reliant on So-
viet technology and on Soviet oil. The regime was only able to avoid be-
ing totally reliant on a single patron. However, the regime did eventually 
achieve an ideological autonomy by having its own system of thought. 
Drawn from his guerilla experience and by the Korean War, juche was 
in fact the ideology of the bunker and an instrument for Kim Il Sung to 
achieve unquestioned and unchallenged authority for himself and later 
his son. As an ideology of the bunker, it was closely linked with the drive 
for militarization. To be independent and secure meant to be militarily 
prepared. Self-sufficiency was not unique to North Korea. In fact, the idea 
of import substitution was common to developing countries such as India 
in the 1950s and 1960s. Concerns about avoiding economic dependence 
is reflected in the intellectual discourse and political rhetoric of Latin 
America and other developing states in the decades after World War II 
as well.32 But in North Korea it was carried out with a particular urgency 
that, coupled with the country’s isolation, its authoritarian ruthlessness, 
and its ultranationalism, gave it a unique quality.

In the past, Korea had borrowed beliefs from abroad—Buddhism, 
originally from India and Confucianism from China—and then made 
some adaptations to suit Korean needs or cultural dispositions. But Ko-
rean Buddhism and Confucianism, especially the latter, still very much 
adhered to orthodox forms. In fact, scholars and officials in Chosŏn Korea 
were very proud to have firmly adhered to the letter of the Confucian 
classics. Thus the radical ideological evolution of North Korean Commu-
nism was historically unprecedented.

THE CULT OF THE KIM FAMILY

The ideology of juche was linked with the cult of Kim Il Sung and his 
family. The cult of Kim Il Sung went beyond that of Stalin in Russia or 
even Mao. Adoration of the Great Leader and his family, especially his 
son, came to pervade every aspect of North Korean society to an extent 
that has struck most foreign observers as incomprehensibly bizarre. Kim 
Il Sung initially followed the example of Stalin as the leader of the party 
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and revolution, and he was critical of Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization cam-
paign that began in 1956. His own cult of personality emerged gradually. 
It increased with the publication of his The Selected Works of Kim Il Sung in 
1956 and intensified in the 1960s. Kim’s propaganda organs began calling 
him widaehan suryŏng (Great Leader) in 1967. Soon his name was preceded 
by such honorifics as “Ever-victorious iron-willed brilliant commander,” 
“the sun of the nation,” “the red sun of the oppressed people of the 
world,” “the greatest leader of our time.”33 Kim Il Sung became the infal-
lible leader, and his juche thought the infallible truth. The intensity of this 
cult of personality can be illustrated by the announcement of his election 
to party secretary in 1971. “When it was announced that Comrade Kim Il 
Sung, the founder of our Party, peerless patriot, national hero, ever-vic-
torious iron-willed brilliant commander, one of the outstanding leaders 
of the international communist movement and working-class movement 
and the great Leader of our Party and the forty million Korean people, 
had been elected General Secretary of the Central Committee of the Party, 
the entire delegat[ion] to the Congress and the observers all rose and 
loudly shouted ‘Long live Comrade Kim Il Sung, the Great Leader’”34

In April 1972, Kim Il Sung reached sixty, an important landmark in Ko-
rean tradition. Sixtieth birthdays, known in Korean as hwan’gap, are often 
elaborately celebrated. The fanfare that accompanied the Great Leader’s 
sixtieth birthday, however, was unprecedented in Korean history. Amid 
enormous, well-choreographed demonstrations, a massive statue painted 
in gold was unveiled on Mansudae, a high hill overlooking the Taedong 
River in P’yŏngyang. A spot that was, ironically, once the site of a shrine 
for the Japanese emperor.35 A vast marble museum opened dedicated to 
recording the heroic deeds of the great leader. Its ninety-two exhibition 
rooms dealt with the milestones in recent Korean history: Kim’s heroic 
and successful anti-Japanese resistance, his liberation of Korea, his direc-
tion of national defense during the Korean War, and his construction of 
the socialist state after the Korean War. Most interesting were the rooms 
filled with gifts sent from all over the world to honor the great leader, a 
tribute to his global stature and his many admirers abroad. At this time 
officials began to wear badges with his picture. Eventually all North 
Koreans wore these badges. In fact, a way of punishing people became 
removing the badges, marking the individual as less than a reliable revo-
lutionary, a person best avoided. There were three types of badges—for 
students, adults, and party members. They bound the Korean people to 
their leaders. By the time of his seventieth birthday in 1982 the entire 
country became dotted with shrines to Kim Il Sung. The places he visited, 
and he traveled frequently throughout the small country, became sacred 
sites marked with commemorative plates. Songs in praise of him domi-
nated the airwaves. To celebrate this new milestone in his life, an Arch 
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of Triumph, larger than the original arch in France it was modeled on, 
was constructed. In addition, a Tower of Juche was constructed to honor 
his contribution to human thought. It was the highest stone structure in 
the world, and it is topped with a red torch. The Kim Il Sung Stadium, a 
massive sports arena holding 100,000, was opened with an international 
competition that attracted all of six countries.36

So many statues, mosaics, portraits, and shrines to the Great Leader 
existed that it was almost impossible to be out of sight of one. In every 
classroom, office, and home his portrait was hung in a prominent place. 
At the base of these portraits was often a small cloth to clean the glass 
plate over his picture.37 Workers and students began their days bowing 
before his portrait and placed wreaths at his statues on holidays. The 
holidays themselves centered on his life. The big holidays were April 15, 
his birthday, and later February 16, his son Kim Jong Il’s birthday. His 
hometown of Mangyŏngdae was a place of pilgrimage. His life and his 
various heroic activities were the subjects of most of the nation’s output of 
movies, plays, and operas. Kim Il Sung was portrayed as an international 
figure admired by the oppressed throughout the world. North Koreans 
were told of tributes to the Great Leader that were constantly coming in 
from abroad. The first two pages of the normally six-page official daily 
the Rodong Sinmun consisted entirely of them.38

Although, clearly modeled on the cult of Stalin, Kim Il Sung’s cult 
took on elements that some have identified with Confucianism and some 
with Christianity. Perhaps it was influenced by both traditions, since not 
only was Kim Il Sung a product of a Confucian society, he also came 
from a Christian family. Kim was not just the “iron-willed commander,” 
and “incomparable genius of the revolution,” but a benevolent, loving 
figure. North Korean propaganda showed him surrounded by crowds 
of adoring subjects basking in his benevolence, or as it was often stated, 
“bonded in his bosom.” In the tradition of a Confucian monarch, he was 
the “fatherly leader” or “the tender-hearted father” of the Korean people 
who loved and cared for his people and ruled them with benevolence 
and wisdom. On his sixtieth birthday it was stated in the paper Kǔlloja 
(the Worker) “Comrade Kim Il Sung, a genius of revolution and great 
Marxist-Leninist, has lived his entire sixty years only for our people’s 
freedom and happiness and the victory of the Korean and world revolu-
tions.”39 Koreans were taught that under his guidance they were march-
ing “on the road to paradise.” Already they had achieved the essential 
material basics for happiness. “Throughout the nation’s history, our 
ancestors thought a paradise to be a society where people enjoy three 
things: being able to eat white rice, live under a clay-roof, and educate 
their children. These three ‘privileges’ were the life-long aspiration for 
our ancestors. Now we have achieved all three under the wise leadership 
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of the Great leader.”40 Children were taught to sing “we have nothing to 
envy in the world.”

North Korean propaganda often used familiar terms, describing him as 
the fatherly leader of the people. The use of family and kinship terms to 
describe the relationship between Kim Il Sung and the people provided 
an ideological context for the transfer of power to his son. The cult of 
Kim Il Sung became a family cult with the rise of his son Kim Jong Il. 
The elder Kim, worried by his succession, decided to make his son his 
successor, perhaps sometime in the early 1970s. The rise was a slow and 
cautious one. In 1975, at the time of the Three-Revolutions teams, reports 
began of the “party center.” Then in the late 1970s Kim Il Sung carried 
out more purges, perhaps eliminating opposition or potential opposition 
to his son. In 1980, at the Sixth Congress of the Workers Party, Kim Jong 
Il was named to the Presidium of the Politburo, the Secretariat of the 
Central Committee, and the Military Commission. He ranked fourth in 
the party hierarchy. It was clear that he was the designated heir. In 1983, 
he then moved up to rank second in the official leadership hierarchy after 
his father; and in 1988 he was receiving a level of honorifics in public 
pronouncements similar to his father. The timing of this rise is not clear, 
but most probably the problems that followed the death of Mao Zedong 
in 1976 only highlighted the importance of insuring a smooth succession 
of power. With the rise of the son, the entire Kim family was glorified in 
all media. Texts were rewritten to make the modern history of Korea, the 
history of the Kim family.41 His great grandfather was reported to have 
led the attack on the USS Sherman in 1866. This now became a major in-
cident in Korean history, the beginning of the struggle against American 
and Western imperialism with the Kim family in the forefront. Kim Jong 
Il’s birth was now located on the sacred Paektusan mountain along the 
Korean-Manchurian border, although most outside observers agree that 
at the time in 1942 the family was in Siberia. His mother, Kim Jong Suk, 
who died in the late 1940s was elevated to the status of a national hero 
who had fought the Japanese alongside her husband. Monuments to the 
Kim family appeared throughout the country.

Not the least of the influences on the cult of Kim Il Sung and his fam-
ily was the imperial cult of prewar Japan. North Korean school children 
paid their daily obeisance to the Great Leader at the school’s shrine to him 
much as colonial Korean school children attended shrines to the semi-
divine Japanese emperor. The practice of bowing ceremoniously in the 
direction of the imperial palace in Tokyo, the ubiquitous Shinto shrines, 
and tone of reverence expressed when referring to the emperor all had 
strikingly similar manifestations in North Korea. Even the glorification 
of the Kim family resembled that of the Japanese imperial family and its 
ancestors. Like the Japanese imperial cult, the cult of Kim Il Sung sought 
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to inculcate an almost mystical sense of unity among the people and de-
manded their total loyalty to the leader.

Indoctrination reached a level of intensity perhaps found nowhere else. 
Virtually all art, literature, film, and music was directed at glorifying Kim 
Il Sung, the revolution, and the great leader’s philosophy of juche. North 
Koreans learned very little of the prerevolutionary culture, or of art, mu-
sic, and literature from outside Korea. The cult was accompanied by a 
severe isolation that prevented the populace having even a minimum of 
knowledge of the outside world. International news consisted mainly of 
reports of foreign praises of the Great Leader and meetings of juche study 
clubs in various countries. Foreign visitors to North Korea after 1980 
were often amazed by the near total ignorance of the outside world by a 
generation that had grown up after the conflict. While many of these de-
velopments grew out of the pre-1950 ideology and dynamics of the North 
Korean state, the Korean War contributed to this ideological hothouse by 
isolating the state from the West and from their compatriots in the South. 
Ultimately juche combined with the cult of Kim Il Sung effectively isolated 
North Korea ideologically from its neighbors and helped insulate it from 
the upheavals and collapses that swept the Communist world in the late 
1980s and early 1990s. It contributed to the ease by which P’yŏngyang 
was able to ignore the winds of reform in China and elsewhere in the re-
maining socialist countries. North Korea had become a cultist state, where 
the people were intensely bonded to the leadership and isolated from the 
rest of the world.

NORTH KOREAN SOCIETY

Despite the egalitarian ideology of Communism, the DPRK developed in 
ways that mirrored the rigidly hierarchical, hereditary society of premod-
ern Korea. The consolidation of the regime was not accompanied by vio-
lent class warfare. Partly this was due to the fact that most of the landlord 
and business class fled to the South after 1945. However, the educated 
that remained were used by the regime. There was no war against intel-
lectuals and people with technical skills such as that characterized by 
Maoist China. Interestingly the Korean Worker’s Party had for its logo 
the hammer and sickle plus a writing brush. The latter represented a class 
the North Koreans called the samuwŏn, essentially white-collar profes-
sional people such as teachers, government officials, and clerks. But there 
was a great social upheaval. Those who had served at the bottom of the 
social scale—peasants and workers—now emerged at the top of society. 
The social mobility of the early years of the regime was striking. Most of 
the leadership, like Kim Il Sung, came from rather modest backgrounds. 
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The KWP’s membership in the late 1940s was drawn largely from the 
peasantry, this was even more so when the party was rebuilt after the 
Korean War.

However, it was far from a classless society. Rather, everyone was 
informally classified into three groups: loyal, wavering, and hostile. The 
loyal, or core, class, about 30 percent of population, were those who came 
from families of urban workers, Communist Party members, or those 
who had contributed to the Communist movement. The hostile class, also 
about 30 percent, came from families of landlords, businessmen, Japanese 
collaborators, or others who had opposed the regime. The rest, about 40 
percent, belong to the in-between category, the wavering class.42 While 
the legal basis of these classifications remains uncertain, defectors from 
the North have said that they were well understood and real. They report 
that members of the hostile class led miserable lives excluded from higher 
education and positions of responsibility and have been discriminated 
against in many other ways. These categories were hereditary and they 
profoundly mattered. Food rations, access to desired goods, housing, 
jobs, career advancement, and admittance to higher education were de-
termined by the classification, which was very difficult to change. Besides 
this basic division there were fifty-one sŏngbun, or grades based on occu-
pation. These were also ranked, each with varying degrees of privileges.

Although family background was the main determinate of social class, 
people could be downgraded as a result of improper political behavior. 
The primary test of behavior was the loyalty to the Great Leader. A sign 
of privilege was to live in P’yŏngyang. In contrast to the noise, dirt, and 
chaos of Seoul, it was a clean, quiet city with some attractive buildings, 
efficient public transportation, and trees and parks. It was also a city 
devoid of cars, busy markets, or nightlife, striking many foreigners as 
grimly sterile. And everywhere were the monuments to the Great Leader, 
dominating parks, squares, and the skyline. People lived in apartments 
assigned by rank. A considerable gap existed between the relatively 
comfortable life in the capital and the rougher, harder living conditions 
in provincial cities and in the countryside. An even greater gap existed 
between the lives of the official elite of higher-ranking KWP members, top 
bureaucrats, and military officers. This became more pronounced over 
time. By the 1980s, if not earlier, the very top lived in great luxury driv-
ing expensive German cars, drinking French cognac, and having access to 
other imported luxuries. The hereditary nature of the ruling elite became 
more pronounced over time. By the time of Kim Il Sung’s death in 1994, 
most of the younger high-ranking officials were the sons, nephews, or 
in-laws of the old guard. Despite the early and progressive move toward 
women’s equality, few women held high positions.
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Just as in traditional Korea the education system reflected the hierarchi-
cal nature of society. There were the elite schools Kim Il Sung University 
in P’yŏngyang followed by the technical Kim Ch’aek University. Other 
schools were of lower rank. Admission was by family background and 
ideological purity as much as merit. Thus, just as in premodern Korea 
when the civil examinations were used to select high officials but were 
only opened to members of the yangban elite, the DPRK school system 
functioned in a similar way. Prestige degrees were a means of reaffirm-
ing status rather than acquiring it. Youths from twelve to eighteen could 
try to join the Socialist Youth Organization, an important gateway to bet-
ter opportunities later in life. But membership in this too appeared to be 
linked to family status. Thus the egalitarianism and social mobility of the 
first years was replaced by a rough replication of the rigid, hierarchical 
structure of society based largely on inheritance that was characteristic of 
traditional Korea.

No country better deserved to be called totalitarian. Children were 
given toy guns to play with and were taught military marches. Young 
people practiced carefully choreographed dances and marches for which 
the country became famous. These were much like massive military drills. 
Military service was a major part of life. Young men served eight years; 
after this was completed they served in the reserves. Daily life for most 
citizens was tightly organized. The public distribution system set up at 
the onset of the regime allocated food, cooking oil, clothes, and other es-
sentials. In the capital most people went to work early in the morning. 
They attended sessions where they read and discussed the newspapers 
before actually working. There were breaks for calisthenics and frequent 
after-work political study sessions that could last into evening. Women 
were allowed to leave early to pick up children from schools or day care 
centers and then prepare dinner. Others stayed at their worksite to attend 
meetings or sessions where they reviewed the day’s work and discussed 
future plans and how they would meet the goals assigned in the economic 
plans. The meetings included self-criticisms and ways to adhere to juche 
principles in their work. Less is known about rural life, where conditions 
were harder. Farmers, too, attended discussion centers. It is reported 
that there were thirty-minute daily sessions in which the newspaper was 
read and discussed. Radios and later televisions were adjusted so they 
could only receive the official Central Korean Broadcasting Service, and 
in many city apartments the radios were just attached by wires, alleviat-
ing the need to turn them on or off. The chief newspaper, the Rodong 
Sinmun, was devoid of any real news but was a vehicle for disseminating 
the official line on various aspects of life. Provincial newspapers were 
virtually identical in content to the main newspaper in the capital. It was 
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difficult to change jobs or move without special permission. Movement 
was strictly monitored; special passes were required to travel. Few socie-
ties in the world were as regimented and controlled as the DPRK under 
Kim Il Sung.

Art and literature served the state. Writers and artists were under the 
direction of the Federation of Literature and Art headed from 1948 to 1962 
by the novelist and short story writer Han Sŏrya (1900–1970?). Literature, 
originally in the socialist realist mode, came under increasing restrictions 
until by the 1960s it consisted mainly of panegyrics and crude, often vio-
lent tales glorifying the deeds of the Great Leader or the heroic struggles 
of peasants fighting the Japanese or other agents of oppression. Han, 
who had been a successful writer associated with the proletarian litera-
ture movement in colonial times was purged in 1962 as too bourgeois.43 
Artistic expression was so constricted that it was difficult for any creative 
individual to flourish. Ch’oe Sǔng-hǔi (1911–?), an internationally ac-
claimed dancer who introduced modern Japanese influences into Korean 
traditional dance during the colonial period went to the North in 1946. 
She adopted Korean and modern dances to revolutionary themes, but she 
also fell out of favor in the 1960s and disappeared from the public. From 
the 1970s the stage was dominated by collectively composed revolution 
operas such as P’i Bada (Sea of Blood) first performed in 1971, the story of 
mass killings under the Japanese with lyrics said to have been composed 
by Kim Il Sung. Another work, Kkot p’anǔn ch’ŏnyŏ (The Flower Girl), the 
story of oppressed villagers under the Japanese and a peasant women 
turned revolutionary, first appeared in 1973 and remained a staple for the 
next three decades. Movies followed the same themes, the same mix of 
brutality and sentimentality. Kim Jong Il famously took great interest in 
filmmaking and is reported to have visited the main film studio outside 
of P’yŏngyang hundreds of times to offer on-the-spot guidance to the ac-
tors and film crews and to have authored The Theory of Cinematic Art in 
1973. Most music output consisted of songs extolling the leadership such 
as “Song of General Kim Il Sung,” “Long Life and Good Health to the 
Leader,” and “We Sing of His Benevolent Love.”

While almost all art and entertainment was focused on glorifying the 
regime and its Great Leader, some traditional cultural forms survived. 
Korean curved roofs topped some buildings, and women wore traditional 
hanbok dresses on special occasions and learned to play traditional instru-
ments such as the kayagǔm, a Korean zither, along with Western ones. 
Perhaps, the most important survival of tradition in this society molded 
to the will and vision of its leader was the Korean love of family. North 
Koreans with official approval displayed their fondness for children, the 
state boasted of its preschools and kindergartens, and family ties were 
still important for most ordinary people.
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ECONOMIC PROBLEMS

After an impressive decade of recovery and growth, the North Korean 
economy began to slow down. In 1961, the regime launched a Seven-Year 
Economic Plan (1961–1967) to accelerate industrialization. Initially there 
were signs that there was to be a bit more emphasis on consumer goods to 
improve the living standards. But this changed in 1962 when relations with 
the Soviet Union temporarily soured, and with the Cuban Missile Crisis in 
October 1962. When the Soviet Union backed down and removed its mis-
siles in the face of U.S. threats, its reliability as an ally came into question. 
Lacking confidence in the Soviet Union as an ally, Kim Il Sung focused 
more of the economy on military-related production. As a result, up to 30 
percent of economic resources were allocated to military production, per-
haps the highest of any country. When some of his technocrats expressed 
concern over the effects of this on economic development, Kim removed 
them from their positions. Subsequently, the Seven-Year Plan began to run 
into trouble and was extended three years. It was followed by a Six-Year 
Plan 1971–1976. Although declared a success, it too was extended one year, 
suggesting that the state was having trouble meeting its economic targets.

To promote economic production Kim attempted to kindle revolu-
tionary zeal and launched military-style campaigns. The economy was 
treated as a series of military campaigns with such slogans as “capturing 
the six hills” of production. Industries were organized on a military basis 
with companies and battalions, and workers were given military ranks.44 
An early attempt at this was the Taean system, inaugurated in 1960. This 
transferred the decision making at factories and shops from managers 
to committees of party zealots. Kim himself traveled frequently around 
the country giving on-the-spot guidance to encourage productivity. Also 
in the early 1960s in a bid for agricultural self-sufficiency the regime 
adopted the Ch’ongsan-ri method. This was named after an agricultural 
village near P’yŏngyang where Kim Il Sung spent fifteen days in Febru-
ary 1960 providing “on-the-spot guidance” to the local farm cooperative. 
The movement emphasized self-sufficiency and revolutionary spirit of 
self-reliance, using guerilla units as a model. Private garden plots were 
denounced; instead farmers were told, much as industrial workers had 
been, that they were in a battle in which each person must sacrifice self-
lessly. In 1974, the regime launched the Three Revolutions Teams move-
ment. Inspired, at least in part, by the Red Guards in China’s Cultural 
Revolution, teams of young revolutionaries went into mines, factories, 
and other production centers to increase output through stimulating the 
revolutionary enthusiasm of the workers. They attacked “bureaucratism” 
and called on workers to develop innovative solutions to problems. Speed 
battles were launched in which workers and farmers were urged to labor 
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tirelessly for days on end to spur production. After 1978, China aban-
doned this approach for a more market-oriented economic development. 
North Korea, however, persisted in it.

By the end of the first Seven-Year Plan the government ceased issuing 
meaningful statistics on economics. Because of this near total statistic 
blackout it is difficult to know what the economic growth rate or the real 
condition of the economy was. Official pronouncements gave obviously 
exaggerated figures such as the 16 percent growth rate of the 1971–1976 
Six-Year Plan, despite the fact it had been extended an extra year. One 
indication of trouble was food shortages that took place in the early 1970s 
despite a heavy investment in agriculture. In the 1960s Kim had launched 
his “four modernizations” in agriculture, which consisted of mechaniza-
tion, electrification, irrigation, and chemicalization (chemical fertilizer 
and pesticides).45 Still even with this heavy and costly investment, agri-
culture production lagged behind basic needs.

By the early 1970s, the North Korean leadership had come to realize how 
dated its technology was. Most of the country’s power plants and steel 
mills were from the colonial period. Kim Il Sung may have also become 
concerned over South Korea’s rapid industrialization under Park. In 1972, 
he began a buying spree of Western plants and machinery. Petrochemical, 
textile, concrete, steel, pulp, and paper manufacturing plants were pur-
chased, but the equipment was too sophisticated, the country lacked parts 
or money to buy them, and the electricity supply was often unreliable, ren-
dering much of these purchases of limited use. Furthermore, North Korea 
was unable to earn the foreign exchange to repay the loans. Unfortunately 
for the regime, this tepid venture into buying technology from the capital-
ist world coincided with the oil shock of 1973, which depressed the price 
of its mineral exports. The state, unable to pay its debts, defaulted on them 
in late 1974.46 Foreign debts payments were stretched out, but eventu-
ally P’yŏngyang was unable to pay even these and defaulted again in the 
mid-1980s. Remittances from Koreans living in Japan provided some hard 
currency, but in the 1970s the DPRK began to engage in counterfeiting and 
in drug smuggling through their foreign embassies under the cover of dip-
lomatic immunity to acquire badly needed foreign exchange.

Up to the 1970s, North Korea had still maintained an impressive level 
of economic development. By that time, no more than a third of the 
population was rural; only Japan was as urbanized. Foreign observers 
were often impressed with the country’s degree of industrialization. Har-
rison Salisbury, the first prominent American journalist to enter North 
Korea since the Korean War, reported of his 1972 visit that the country 
had made a “tremendous technical and industrial achievement.” Visiting 
the Hamhǔng-Hǔngnam area on the east coast, he saw “endless vistas of 
industrial smokestacks.”47 Several years later another Western journalist 
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contrasted the orderly industrial society of North Korea with South Korea, 
noting the lack of slums, prostitution, or children selling gum that could be 
seen in Seoul.48 But much of its industry was labor intensive. Kim Il Sung 
was still relying on mass mobilization such as ch’ŏllima campaigns in which 
workers competed for metals and fought speed battles to increase output, 
rather than improvements in productivity. North Korea made full use of 
all its potential labor, including employing women in light industry, send-
ing soldiers to help with industrial production or construction projects, 
and making use of the large prison population as industrial labor. Despite 
these efforts, production stagnated by the 1980s. The government claimed 
the Second Seven-Year Plan, 1978–1984, was a success, with a 12.1 percent 
yearly growth rate, but it was obvious to outsiders that this was false, 
which was suggested by its extension to 1986. North Korea appeared to be 
reaching a limit as to what it could achieve under its command economy.

The bunker state that was first constructed in the Korean War created 
what one writer has called a “strange fortress.”49 Kim Il Sung used tech-
niques of mass mobilization to rebuild the war-ravaged country and as a 
means of control. But there was no further evolution in economic and so-
cial development. Rather, the state continued to rigidly adhere to relent-
less political indoctrination, mass campaigns, and emphasis on military 
over civilian needs.

KOREA IN WORLD HISTORY: 
NORTH KOREA AS A COMMUNIST COUNTRY

How can we characterize North Korea? Some observers such as Adrian 
Buzo and Paul French have labeled North Korea a Stalinist state. In fact, 
this is a most common characterization of the DPRK. It is argued that 
Kim Il Sung took Stalinist Russia with its highly centralized command 
economy, its emphasis on autarkic development rather than international 
trade, the priority given to heavy industry to support a large military, the 
complete collectivization and mechanization of agriculture, and the use 
of both propaganda and state terror to promote production as his model. 
Even Kim Il Sung’s cult of personality resembled Stalin’s. This is not 
surprising since almost every Communist regime established in the years 
after 1945 was influenced by the Soviet example. Besides, Kim Il Sung 
lived in the Soviet Union during World War II, was put in power by the 
Soviets, and depended on them for aid.

However, Kim Il Sung’s regime also resembled Maoist China. Like 
Mao, he was enamored of the potential of mass mobilization to achieve 
development targets, used self-criticism campaigns to instill correct 
thinking, and made use of the “mass-line” methods in which cadres both 
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taught and learned from the people. His cult of personality in which his 
“thought” was viewed as among the highest ideological achievements of 
humanity can also be seen as Maoist. Yet there was relatively little contact 
between Kim and the North Korean leadership that surrounded him and 
the Chinese Communists during the years before 1950. In fact, some of the 
features of North Korean Communism, such as the drive for agricultural 
communes, actually preceded efforts in China. It is clear that the DPRK 
borrowed and was influenced by some aspects of Maoism—the Three 
Revolutions campaign of the mid-70s is an example. However, much of 
the Maoist-like features of North Korea appear to have been independent 
developments, perhaps not so unusual considering the similar cultural 
backgrounds of the two societies. North Korea deviated in many ways 
from Maoism. There were no campaigns against intellectualists, although, 
of course, independent thinkers were not tolerated; less suspicion of tech-
nocrats; no backyard steel mills; nor a Cultural Revolution. In contrast 
to the radical swings in policy that characterized the PRC after 1949, the 
DPRK adhered rigidly to the same methods and polices from the 1950s to 
the 1990s. In this way, North Korea resembled Albania under the four de-
cades of Enver Hoxha’s Communist dictatorship more than it did China.

Some aspects of North Korean Communism appear to be sui generis. 
There was the Korean belief in the transformative power of education, a 
tradition derived from Confucianism as practiced in that country, which 
is evident in the constant “learning sessions” and other propaganda les-
sons. Familial language was used to an extent not found in other Com-
munist regimes and was a contrast to Mao’s own war on the family. In 
fact, the Confucian way in which the leadership was portrayed as be-
nevolent rulers and society was described as an extended family bound 
together by reciprocal love was distinctive. So was the degree in which 
the regime was openly nationalist. Only North Vietnam was similar in 
being so nationalistic, but Hanoi’s nationalism never displaced Marxism-
Leninism to the degree it did in the DPRK. Other Communist regimes 
sought to isolate themselves from the world economy; none ideologically 
isolated themselves to such a degree by evolving such a self-referential, 
all-encompassing system of thought as juche.

In others ways North Korea differed from most other Communist 
states. The rivalry between Moscow and Beijing enabled North Korea to 
achievement a degree of political autonomy to pursue its own path, which 
was absent in Mongolia or the Eastern European states. It could be argued 
that none went through such a bitter colonial experience. Certainly none 
suffered from anything on the scale of the self-inflicted humiliation and 
destruction that resulted from the Korean War. North Korea was much 
more industrialized and urbanized than China or Vietnam. As late as the 
1970s nearly four out of five Chinese lived in the countryside compared to 
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only one in three in North Korea. It was also a small state, with a sense of 
its vulnerability, that was locked in competition with a larger claimant to 
the mantle of heir to national unity. And although the leaders of the DPRK 
had more impressive anti-imperialist, independence-fighter credentials, 
the ROK had two-thirds of the population and the traditional capital. The 
DPRK without Seoul was like a claimant to being the real France without 
having Paris. It began to differ even more in the 1990s, when the ideology 
ceased to be Marxist in any meaningful way, and when the leadership 
passed from Kim Il Sung to his son Kim Jong Il.
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South Korea from 
Poverty to Prosperity, 

1953–1997

In March 1961, the New York Times reporter A. M. Rosenthal did a series 
on South Korea. It concluded with an article entitled “Outlook Dreary 

for South Korea.” “South Korea,” the report starts, “the poorer half of one 
of the poorest countries in the world, is trying to exist as a nation with too 
many people and too few resources.” No one knows the answers to the 
country’s economic woes, the author reported, except for “a Korea depen-
dent for the foreseeable future, perhaps for decades, upon the self-interest 
and charity of . . . the United States.”1 This was not an unusually pessi-
mistic assessment; for most outside observers, South Korea’s prospects 
for the future looked grim. Overcrowded, possessing modest resources, 
artificially severed in half and cut off from the more industrial and devel-
oped North, riddled with official corruption and political instability, few 
countries must have seemed a less promising candidate for an economic 
takeoff. So how was it possible that South Korea could have become an 
economic powerhouse in just several decades? How could it have become 
one of the few postcolonial states to enter the ranks of developed coun-
tries? How could it have become not only one of the most prosperous, but 
also most democratic societies in Asia?

SOUTH KOREA UNDER SYNGMAN RHEE, 1953–1960

Certainly there was little in the first years after the Korean War to hint at 
South Korea’s dramatic economic transformation. In 1953, it was a nation 
shattered by three years of war. Seoul was in ruins, and a great deal of 
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infrastructure had been destroyed. Thousands of families were returning 
from refugee camps to ruined homes; many were separated from relatives 
in the North with whom they had no contact. Almost every family had 
a member or close relative killed or missing. Economically the southern 
provinces of Korea that made up the Republic of Korea were poorer than 
they had been before World War II. The country was dependent on mas-
sive economic assistance from the United States and also the spending of 
the large number of American forces in the country.

It was also a changed society. South Korea was still a mostly rural, ag-
ricultural country where traditional values were strong and loyalties were 
still primarily focused on family, clan, and locality. But the land reform 
that took place during the Korean War (see below) created a countryside 
of small family farms no longer dominated by the yangban class. And the 
Korean War had accelerated the growth of the urban population, as many 
refugees fled to the city during the conflict and stayed there. Although 
less than one in four people lived in urban centers this was still a signifi-
cant increase. The urban population, mostly poor, was more open to new 
ideas, influenced by democratic concepts, and concerned with opportuni-
ties for economic and social advancement. In short, the countryside was 
still conservative, but it was no longer dominated by the old aristocratic 
landholding families; and the cities were filled with a restless, volatile 
population.

Politically South Korea was dominated by the seventy-eight-year-old 
President Syngman Rhee. Still intellectually bright, energetic, and po-
litically shrewd for his advanced age, he was unfortunately too rigid, 
authoritarian, stubborn, and concerned with maintaining his power to 
be the effective leader that South Korea needed to create a stable political 
system and pull itself out of poverty. His Liberal Party had no real ideol-
ogy other than perpetuating Rhee’s rule and using his administration to 
personally advance the political and economic fortunes of its members. 
Rhee and his Liberal Party supporters did not refrain from using brib-
ery, intimidation, manipulation, and thuggery to maintain themselves in 
power. In the May 1954 elections, the Liberal Party received 114 seats, a 
modest majority. The conservative opposition Democratic Party won only 
15 seats, with independents filling most of the other seats. The Liberal 
Party then pushed for a constitutional amendment that would enable 
Rhee to run for a third term. In November 1954, the proposed amend-
ment received 135 votes, one short of the two-thirds needed. Then, under 
pressure, the presiding officer at the Assembly ruled that since technically 
135.3 were needed for a two-thirds majority, this could be rounded off 
and the amendment passed.

Rhee then went on to win a third term in 1956. However, his corrupt 
regime was gradually losing its hold. A long-time nationalist hero, his 
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support among the urban population was declining. The aging president 
was also facing a more effective opposition. In September 1955, the Ko-
rean Democratic Party merged with various anti-Rhee groups to form 
the Democratic Party. This began the dominant pattern of South Korean 
politics for the next half century. A basic two-party system, with the two 
parties marked less by clear ideological difference than by different coali-
tions of factions, most of the factions centered on an individual leader. 
In the 1956 elections, huge political rallies were held in support of the 
Democratic candidate, another aging political veteran, Sin Ik-hǔi. Sin 
died weeks before the election, still Rhee received only 56 percent of the 
votes, compared to 72 percent in 1952. In rural areas the Liberal Party was 
able to maintain its support, often by playing on the naivety of voters, in 
many cases pressuring schoolteachers, respected figures in villages, to 
instruct their students’ parents to vote for Rhee. Many urban voters cast 
their ballots for a third-party candidate, Cho Pong-am, a socialist and 
principal architect of the land reform. Cho received 30 percent of the votes 
and carried a number of southern cities including Taegu, the third largest 
and the scene of leftist violence in 1946. Rhee later had Cho arrested on 
charges of treason and executed him in 1959. The Liberal Party candidate 
for vice president, Yi Ki-bung, lost to the Democratic candidate, Chang 
Myŏn, by 41.7 to 39.6 percent. Significantly, Chang won overwhelmingly 
in urban areas.

A growing urban population, the increasing disgust with corruption, 
and the disappointments over the slow pace of economic recovery and 
growth made Rhee’s hold on power increasingly tenuous. Social changes 
were taking place that were working against the regime. The urban 
population doubled from 15 percent in 1945 to 30 percent in 1960. The 
growth of an increasingly literate class is indicated by newspaper circu-
lations that had grown five times in the fifteen years after liberation to 
more than 2 million by 1960.2 In May 1958, the Liberals received only 38.7 
percent of the vote against 29.5 percent for the Democrats, despite use of 
voter manipulation and vote fraud. To counter these trends, the Liberal 
Party pushed through a new National Security Law in December 1958 
that made it easier for the government to crack down on critics under 
the name of endangering national security. In 1960, Rhee ran for a fourth 
term and the Democrats nominated Cho Pyŏng-ok as their candidate. 
But he too died just before the election. Attention then shifted to the vice 
presidential race, where Chang Myŏn faced the Liberal party challenger, 
Yi Ki-bung. Yi had become Rhee’s designated successor; Rhee had even 
adopted his son to seal a family connection. Since Rhee was eighty-five 
and thought not likely to live much longer, the general feeling was that 
the vice president would most likely end up being the next president. 
With no opposition, Rhee received 88.7 percent in the official count, while 
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Yi Ki-bung, who was widely unpopular and who had lost in 1956, was of-
ficially announced the winner by an absurdly large landslide. The blatant 
vote rigging led to riots in the southern city of Masan. The demonstra-
tions protesting the elections spread to Seoul, where thugs from the Anti-
communist Youth Corps attacked students from Korea University. It was 
a common tactic of Rhee to use thugs to break up demonstrations, much 
as King Kojong had done before him. The next day, April 19, some 30,000 
university and high school students marched toward the presidential 
mansion, where police fired on them, killing 139 and wounding hundreds 
of others. This event later became an annual day of commemoration, 
“Student Revolution Day.” When demonstrations continued in the fol-
lowing days and the students were joined by their professors, the military 
commander in Seoul, General Song Yo-ch’an, refused to obey orders to 
fire on them. Under intense U.S. pressure and with public support clearly 
lost, Rhee resigned on April 26 and left for exile to Hawaii, dying there 
five years later. Yi Ki-bung, his elder son who had been adopted by Rhee, 
his younger son, and his wife killed themselves. Chang Myŏn had earlier 
resigned, so as the highest-ranking official, Foreign Minister Hŏ Chŏng 
formed an interim government that drew up a new constitution.

The legacy of the Rhee regime is mixed. It is easy to dismiss it as cor-
rupt, authoritarian, and inept. Decades later, however, some South Ko-
reans have a more charitable view of Rhee as an effective and patriotic 
leader. Many of the problems his administration faced were enormously 
daunting. His government did secure vast amounts of U.S. aid, valuable 
in recovering from the devastation of the Korean War. His refusal to 
reestablish ties with Japan was counterproductive economically, but this 
stemmed from a real fear of reestablishing the country’s dependency on 
and its domination by the former colonial ruler. His virulent anticommu-
nism made any kind of reconciliation with North Korea impossible. Yet it 
is unlikely that any reconciliation was possible in any case, in light of the 
deep differences between the two states and North Korea’s determination 
to reunify the country on its own terms. His regime saw the rapid expan-
sion of education that was so crucial to the country’s transformation, al-
though it is debated how much credit his administration deserved for this 
development. Whatever his achievements, his use of thugs, intimidation, 
and vote rigging to maintain himself in office, and his abuse of power to 
eliminate opponents left an unfortunate political legacy.

THE DEMOCRATIC EXPERIMENT, 1960–1961

South Korea then had a brief experiment with a more democratic govern-
ment. On June 15, 1960, a new constitution was drawn up that created a 
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parliamentary, cabinet form of government, which the Democratic Party 
had been calling for. There was a bicameral National Assembly. The 
president was chosen by the National Assembly, not by popular election, 
and his powers were greatly reduced, with much of it going to the new 
post of prime minister. National Assembly elections were then held on 
July 29, with the Democratic Party receiving 175 of the 233 seats in the 
lower house. The Democratic Party consisted of two major factions: the 
New and the Old Faction. Chang Myŏn of the New Faction was selected 
as prime minister, Yun Po-sŏn of the Old Faction as president. This power 
sharing did not prevent a party split, with Yun’s Old Faction forming 
the New Democratic Party in September. Thus Chang Myŏn headed the 
cabinet without a majority of the seats in the Assembly. His weakened 
government was constantly seeking allies, reshuffling the cabinet, and 
changing ministers.

The Chang Myŏn administration labored under many disadvantages. 
Besides lacking a solid working majority, it worked within a constitution 
that had created a weak executive and a strong legislature, a reaction to 
Rhee’s abuse of executive powers. But there was little party discipline 
among the legislators, making it difficult to carry out programs for re-
form. Nor was there a desire to carry out sweeping changes, since conser-
vatives dominated the government. The new government of the Second 
Republic, as it was called, was largely made up of members of the elite. 
It was out of touch with the more radical calls for social justice that were 
advocated by labor, student, and other dissident groups. It did respond 
to the public calls for the investigation and removal of members of the 
bureaucracy and the police who had abused their power under Rhee. The 
government was initially reluctant to carry out a major purge, but bow-
ing to public pressure, it dismissed 17,000 police officers. Unfortunately, 
this had the effect of weakening the effectiveness of the police, needed to 
control the disorder in Seoul. The crime rate soared.

A series of strikes plagued the country as labor leaders, teachers, and 
other called for the removal of all members of the old regime and the 
enactment of laws addressing their grievances for better pay, improved 
working conditions, more freedom to organize, for immediate national 
unification, and direct negotiations with P’yŏngyang. The demands for 
higher wages became more strident as workers faced galloping infla-
tion. The decision by the Chang government to devalue the hwan (South 
Korea’s currency, later renamed the won [wŏn]), from 650 to 1,300 to the 
U.S. dollar, resulted in inflationary pressures, adding to the distress of 
wage earners as well as making the business community uneasy. Support 
from the business community further eroded when the Assembly moved 
to pass legislation punishing corrupt businessmen with ties to the Rhee 
regime, although the final bill was fairly innocuous.3
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An illegal teachers union sprang up that carried out in-school hunger 
strikes calling for better pay, recognition of their union, dismissal of un-
popular principals and other reforms. Students who had spearheaded the 
overthrow of the Rhee administration were emboldened to pressure the 
government for more reforms. In South Korea’s Confucian society there 
was a long tradition of remonstrance—public expressions of moral out-
rage over official conduct by students and young scholars. This tradition 
was reinforced by the successful student-led uprising against Rhee. Yet 
student demonstrations, many calling for radical and unrealistic mea-
sures, added to the sense of turmoil and ineffectiveness of the democratic 
government. With demonstrations in Seoul an almost daily event, there 
was an impression that the government was unable to establish order. 
This was particularly true after militant students broke into the Assem-
bly to pressure the members to act on their demands. Already plagued 
by instability, inflation, and a sense that the country was edging toward 
chaos, the government faced a new challenge when student leaders and 
other radicals decided to meet with North Korean representatives. Early 
in 1961, several small radical parties were formed calling for the with-
drawal of all foreign troops from Korea, a demand supported by student 
radicals. In May of 1961, students called for a meeting with their fellow 
students from the North at P’anmunjŏm. The call for dialogue with the 
North made conservatives nervous. They distrusted P’yŏngyang and saw 
any attempt to open a dialogue with them as playing into the DPRK’s 
hands. The instability was also seen as a possible invitation to the North 
to invade again. Not only was the democratic government struggling to 
cope with the volatile situation, it is not clear how committed most South 
Koreans were to democracy. The Democratic Party leaders themselves 
often acted in an undemocratic manner, reissuing the National Security 
Law that Rhee had used to silence political opponents.

THE MILITARY COUP

At the same time, the military was becoming restless. South Korea had 
vast armed forces numbering 600,000. Trained and equipped by the 
United States, its military was in many ways the most modern, effective 
institution in the country. Under Rhee the military had little political influ-
ence. Rhee skillfully played the factions in the army off against each other, 
especially the northeast and northwest factions consisting of Japanese-
trained officers from these two regions of the country. Underneath the 
higher-ranking generals were more youthful officers trained in the Korean 
Military Academy during in the late 1940s, some also had military training 
under the Japanese. Mostly they were young, under forty years and age. 
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Their promotion and advancement in the ranks was blocked since their 
superiors monopolized the higher ranks. The most important group of dis-
sident officers came from the eighth class of the Korean Military Academy, 
who graduated in 1949 just before the Korean War. This class of officers 
had seen much action in the war and had formed a strong bond. Their 
leader was Kim Jong Pil (Kim Chong-p’il), a former member of the ROK 
Army Counterintelligence Corps. One of the few college-educated military 
officers with important rank, the thirty-five-year-old had begun recruit-
ing and planning for the coup before the April 1960 student revolution.4 
Kim was married to a niece of General Park Chung Hee (Pak Chŏng-hǔi), 
a major general respected and trusted by the junior officers. He and his 
junior officers were concerned about more than the reform of the military 
and the removal of senior corrupt or incompetent officers. They also were 
concerned about the growing strength of the leftist movement among 
labor, students, and teachers; about the corruption of businessmen; about 
the venality and ineffectiveness of the civilian politicians; and about the 
country’s weakness in the face of the North Korean threat. In the spring of 
1961, Kim and his coconspirators plotted to overthrow the state under the 
leadership of the older General Park Chung Hee.

In the predawn hours of May 16, 1961, some 1,600 troops occupied key 
positions in Seoul. The military conspirators then took over the major 
government buildings. Chang Myŏn fled to a Catholic convent, while 
the plotters announced over Radio Seoul that the country was under 
military rule. Martial law was declared and a strict curfew was imposed. 
A Military Revolutionary Committee was then organized. Chang came 
out of hiding to serve on the committee, hoping to avoid bloodshed and 
not wishing to create an incident that would encourage a North Korean 
attack. President Yun also agreed to support the committee. Chang soon 
resigned, and the Military Revolutionary Committee, which was firmly in 
military hands, took over. The Second Republic had ended and a period 
of military rule had begun that was to last three decades.

The new military rulers created the Supreme Council for National Re-
construction (SCNR). In June they issued a Law for National Reconstruc-
tion that gave the SCNR control over the government, and the National 
Assembly was dissolved. The military detained Chang Myŏn and most 
of his colleagues and carried out a purge and dismissal of over 40,000 
members of the bureaucracy.5 Political activity was banned and 4,000 
politicians were prohibited from political activity for six years. The mili-
tary rulers established a Revolutionary Tribunal that tried thousands of 
offenders for corruption or for activities favorable to the enemy (North 
Korea).

The key figure in the new government was Park Chung Hee. Park was 
from a humble background and rose through intelligence and a remark-
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able self-discipline. Born in 1917, the youngest of seven children in a poor 
peasant family, he excelled as a young pupil and gained entry to the elite 
Taegu Normal School in 1932. After graduating, he taught school for three 
years, and there remained something in Park’s personal style of the stern 
schoolmaster lecturing to his students. He later enrolled in the Manchukuo 
Military Academy, and in 1944 was commissioned as a second lieutenant 
in the Imperial Japanese Army, returning to Korea in 1946 as a captain. 
Park was never involved in nationalist politics but appeared to be a loyal 
Japanese subject. He had a brother involved in leftist politics after the war 
and was himself implicated in the Yŏsu military rebellion in 1948 where 
he was sentenced to life imprisonment. He was pardoned but dismissed 
from the army and reinstated at the start of the Korean War. Park finished 
the war as a brigadier-general. In the army he did not join any fraternal 
organizations and was not associated with any faction, remaining aloof 
with an unblemished reputation for honesty. Small in stature, Park was 
not charismatic but was respected for his intelligence and discipline. The 
new military leader did not plot to seize power but was selected by the 
coup plotters as their leader. Once in power, he assumed the role of lead-
ership with efficiency and skill. Park proved a pragmatist; he wanted to 
create an orderly and strong ROK but was open to advice from experts. 
Under this leadership the military government ran the country with an 
efficiency and purpose it had not previously seen.

The SCNR imposed law and order, arresting members of criminal 
gangs and parading them down the streets. Even “corrupt businessmen,” 
including many of the leading business figures, were arrested, publicly 
humiliated and released after they paid fines. With puritanical zeal they 
cleaned up red light districts and closed dance halls, bars, and coffee 
shops. Many newspapers and other publications were shut down. Any-
one suspected of being a Communist was arrested.

To consolidate power, coup leaders purged the military, forcing many 
senior officers to retire and placing members of the eighth military acad-
emy class in key positions. One of the most important actions at the time 
was the creation of the Korean Central Intelligence Agency (KCIA) by 
Kim Jong Pil, whose own background was in the Army Counterintel-
ligence Corps. This was developed into a sophisticated organization for 
domestic and international intelligence. It eventually grew into a vast 
apparatus with tens of thousands of agents. The KCIA was financed by 
a variety of funds ranging from government kickbacks to money from 
rightists in Japan to its own business operations, including Walker Hill, 
a gambling resort for foreigners used to gain access to foreign exchange. 
Its tentacles reached into almost every school, business, and political or 
social organization and even extended overseas, where the KCIA kid-
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napped dissident Koreans to bring them back to home for punishment 
and bribed foreign officials to shape policies favorable to the ROK.

SOUTH KOREA’S ECONOMIC TRANSFORMATION

South Korea economic takeoff, its spurt of rapid industrialization and 
economic growth began in the early 1960s under the direction of the mili-
tary government. It was under the nearly three decades of military-led 
governments that the economic transformation that pulled the country 
out of poverty occurred. This economic transformation is sometimes 
referred as the South Korean “economic miracle” or the “miracle on the 
Han” the latter referring to the Han River that flows through Seoul. The 
years before 1961, by contrast, are easily dismissed as a time of stagna-
tion, inflation, corruption, and dependency on foreign aid. While this 
picture is not entirely inaccurate, there was some real economic growth 
under the Rhee regime. Much of this was due to U.S. aid. In the 1950s, 
South Korea was one of the largest recipients of American assistance; 
Washington financed most of the ROK operating budget, paying the 
entire cost of its large military. With such aid, the basic infrastructure 
was largely rebuilt by the late 1950s, bringing South Korea back up to 
its prewar level. Still, real economic growth was only 4 percent a year, 
less than 2 percent per capita when the high birthrate is factored in. This 
real but modest rate of growth meant that in 1960 the country was still 
extremely poor.

Rhee followed an import substitution industrialization policy typical 
of many postcolonial states after World War II. The United States encour-
aged Seoul to establish trade relations with Japan, whose own economy 
was undergoing a strong recovery in the 1950s. But Rhee would not sign 
a peace treaty or establish diplomatic relations with the former enemy. 
His anti-Japanese sentiments, while shared by most Koreans, went to 
extremes. ROK patrol boats frequently clashed with Japanese fishing 
vessels that were violating the country’s territorial waters. These minor 
disputes were played up in the media and dramatized with government-
sponsored anti-Japanese rallies, giving the impression at the time that the 
ROK was in a two-front conflict with North Korea to the north and Japan 
to the south. Rhee’s policies, nonetheless, reflected genuine fears that 
their country would become an economic colony of Japan. For this reason, 
his administration resisted the advice of American advisors who encour-
aged the production of agricultural products such as rice and seaweed for 
the Japanese market. If he had followed this advice it would have largely 
recreated the economic structure of the colonial period.
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Reasonable as his refusal to be a supplier of raw materials to Japan was, 
Rhee did not have a truly constructive alternative. Instead, he largely re-
lied on U.S. aid and an overvalued currency to keep the country economi-
cally afloat and himself in power. American aid was essential. The mas-
sive amounts accounted for nearly 80 percent of all government revenues 
and a substantial portion of South Korea’s entire GNP. Much of this went 
to the economic recovery efforts, including rebuilding infrastructure de-
stroyed in the war. Foreign aid, along with the inflated exchange rate, was 
also used to support crony capitalism. The government gave out import 
licenses to buy commodities to favored businessmen. Since the official 
exchange rate of the hwan did not reflect any market reality, this meant 
that import licenses were highly profitable. Part of the profits would go 
to Rhee’s Liberal Party. Among the goods imported were items such as 
sugar and flour supplied at bargain prices through a U.S. food aid pro-
gram known as P.L.480. Yi Pyŏng-ch’ŏl, who later founded Samsung, ex-
emplifies how this system worked. He purchased imported sugar at low 
prices for his Cheil Sugar, using his government-issued foreign exchange 
license to become the country’s largest refiner while also becoming an 
important financial contributor to the pro-government Liberal Party. In 
this manner, the small capitalist class became dependent on the regime. 
Meanwhile, the country exported little. In 1956, exports amount to $25 
million and imports $389 million, the huge deficit was made up for by the 
infusion of U.S. aid funds. The slow pace of economic recovery in South 
Korea despite massive aid was worrisome to the Americans, who by 1956 
had become aware of the much faster recovery in North Korea.6 In 1957, 
they began cutting aid and insisting on a program that involved limiting 
the budget deficit to curb inflation, and they pressured Rhee to devalue 
the currency. These measures weakened the regime in the later 1950s but 
did not result in any economic improvements.

Nonetheless, some of the basic foundations were being established for 
the country’s later economic growth. As riddled with self-serving, corrupt 
officials as it was, the Rhee administration also had many able and tal-
ented people in the areas of economics, education, and finance. To these 
were added the a steady stream of South Koreans who were going to the 
United States to study science, engineering, economics, education, and a 
variety of other fields. They often were employed as young technocrats by 
the government. In 1958, the administration created an Economic Devel-
opment Council, a body of these technocrats who began to draw up plans 
for long-term economic development. Although the Rhee administration 
collapsed in 1960, before they could be implemented, these plans formed 
a basis for those of the Park Chung Hee regime after 1961.

In addition, two fundamental changes took place in South Korean so-
ciety before 1961 that contributed enormously to the country’s economic 
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takeoff. One was the rapid expansion of education (see below). The other 
was land reform. As John Lie and others have pointed out, land reform 
was a crucial element in South Korea’s economic as well as social mod-
ernization. The powerful popular demand for land reform was only par-
tially satisfied by the U.S. occupation authorities when they redistributed 
Japanese holdings. Rhee’s conservative supporters were largely from the 
landlord class and were less than enthusiastic about a more comprehen-
sive redistribution of land. Worried by the effect of North Korean propa-
ganda on restless peasants and pressured by the United States, the Na-
tional Assembly passed a land reform act in 1949, but it was only during 
the Korean War that this was carried out. Under the land reform, property 
holdings were limited to 7.5 acres; farmers receiving redistributed acreage 
had to pay 150 percent of the annual value of the land received over a ten-
year period. The result was dramatic. In 1944, 3 percent of landowners 
owned 64 percent, but in 1956 the top 6 percent owned only 18 percent, 
tenancy had virtually disappeared.7 The land reform not only ended peas-
ant unrest, it changed rural society. Land reform in South Korea delivered 
a major blow to the old order, perhaps not as completely and as suddenly 
as in North Korea but it was still revolutionary. The domination of the 
countryside by the landowning elite had finally come to an end.

But whereas, land reform in the North was followed by collectiviza-
tion, in which the state replaced the yangban as landlords and much of the 
old landed class fled south or disappeared, the results were different in 
South Korea. Traditional peasants became small entrepreneurial farmers. 
The conservative landlords, rather than disappearing completely, now 
directed their capital and energy toward business or education.8 Since 
the 1910s some members of the landed aristocracy had been entering 
business; the land reform accelerated this trend. Many others established 
private schools, universities, and private educational foundations. In this 
way land reform contributed to the foundations of a prosperous society. 
It brought stability to the countryside and redirected much of the capital 
and entrepreneurial energy of the old landlord class toward commerce, 
industry, and education.

ECONOMIC GROWTH UNDER PARK CHUNG HEE

The military government that came to power in 1961 inherited a poor na-
tion with only a modest rate of economic growth that was embarrassingly 
dependent on the United States for aid. It faced a rapidly industrializing 
North Korea and an economically expanding Japan that threatened to ab-
sorb the country as part of an East Asian economic sphere. The slow pace 
of growth was not just frustrating to the Americans but to many Koreans. 
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It was clear that the country was falling behind North Korea. It was also 
frustrating to see the nation mired in poverty while Japan boomed, and 
to see the contrast between its impoverished citizens and the well-fed 
American troops.9 South Korea possessed a military that was strong in 
manpower but like the economy in general totally dependent on U.S. 
equipment and aid. Freeing the nation from its “mendicant” status and 
lifting it out of poverty became the military government’s highest prior-
ity. Park himself seemed to understand the importance of making South 
Korea economically strong. In a sense, his vision was not too different 
from the military leaders that ruled Japan during the Meiji period with 
the slogan “rich country, strong military.” Indeed he modeled himself 
in part on the Meiji leaders, along with other strong leaders who mod-
ernized and developed their countries such as Pasha Kemal (Ataturk).10 
South Korea’s small and fragile industrial base compared unfavorably 
with the more industrial North and its strong recovery. The ROK’s eco-
nomic dependence on U.S. aid was not only a sign of its weakness and a 
national humiliation, but also a limitation on its sovereignty. The desire 
to free the nation from its economic dependency on the United States was 
reflected in the motto of the First Five-Year Plan, charip kyŏngje (“self-
reliant economy”), proclaimed from public billboards and on numerous 
placards.11 In this respect he resembled Kim Il Sung as well. Both were 
at heart economic nationalists who sought a Korea economically strong 
enough to be capable of supporting a large military and to be free from 
dependence on outside powers. “Could we preserve our self-respect as a 
sovereign nation, independent, free and democratic,” Park later wrote, be-
ing so dependent on the U.S, which had “a 52 percent majority vote with 
regard to Korea.”12 This similarity in the way leaders of both Koreas saw 
economic development linked with military strength and self-reliance is 
seen in a slogan Park used in his industrialization effort: “construction 
on the one hand, national defense on the other” (ilmyŏn kŏnsŏl, ilmyŏn 
kukpang), which echoed Kim Il Sung’s contemporary call for “arms in the 
one hand, weapons in the other.”13

Park admired the Japanese state-directed economic development he 
witnessed as a young man. Thus the influence of the North, with its ambi-
tious economic plans for rapid industrialization, the influence of prewar 
Japan, and his own experience in a disciplined modern army led him to 
support a state-directed, planned program of economic development. 
Yet, initially, the coup leaders appeared not to have had clear ideas about 
what to do about the economy. At first they issued decrees regarding 
rural debt relief and price support for rice to help the plight of farmers. 
Disgusted with the corrupt relationship between businessmen and the 
government, they detained and fined fifty-one of the leading business 
figures, including the country’s richest, Yi Pyŏng-ch’ŏl. But this quickly 
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changed as the military leaders soon realized that they needed the skills 
of the entrepreneurs to promote economic growth. They released the 
businessmen after each signed an agreement stating “I will donate all my 
property to the government if it requires it for national reconstruction.”14 
Park then appointed thirteen of them to the Promotional Committee for 
Economic Reconstruction, with Yi Pyŏng-ch’ŏl as chair.15 Thus began the 
military government’s partnership with the country’s entrepreneurial 
elite that continued for a generation. It was a partnership in which the 
state in the early years was firmly dominant.

Then the SCNR issued a Five-Year Economic Development Plan. The 
need for long-range economic planning had become apparent to many 
government bureaucrats. The SCNR’s Five-Year Plan was largely based 
on the one that the Chang Myŏn administration had outlined the previ-
ous year, which in turn was based on the one being drawn up in the 
waning days of the Rhee administration. So in this sense, it was not a 
radical break but part of a general move by the technocrats for com-
prehensive government-directed planning. Several steps were taken to 
direct the state toward economic growth, perhaps the most crucial being 
the nationalization of all commercial banks and the reorganization of the 
banking system to give the state control over credit.16 Money could now 
be lent out to businesses according to the needs of the economic plan. To 
direct the overall economic development the government established an 
Economic Planning Board (EPB) staffed by young talented technocrats to 
work out the details of the plan. To insure that the economic plan would 
be under technocrat supervision, Park made the EPB head a deputy 
prime minister, outranking all other cabinet members. The plan called 
for a 7.1 percent economic growth rate for 1962–1966 by encouraging the 
development of light industries for export. This target would have been a 
large improvement over the 4 percent growth of the previous few years. 
Although many foreign advisers were skeptical about reaching this goal, 
the state exceeded it. After expanding only a modest 4.1 percent in 1962 
the economy grew 9.3 percent in 1963, and boomed each of the next three 
years. The final result was that under the First Five-Year Plan economic 
growth averaged 8.9 percent, launching South Korea on its path to rapid 
industrialization. Exports grew 29 percent a year, manufacturing 15 
percent a year.17 It was followed by a Second Five-Year Plan, 1967–1971, 
which placed greater emphasis on improving the basic infrastructure, 
including transportation and electric power.18

In addition to directing low-interest loans to businesses fulfilling 
the plan, the government also created a number of centers to promote 
research and the dissemination of technical knowledge to business en-
terprises. One of the first established in 1966 was the Korean Institute of 
Science and Technology. It also promoted technical education, building a 
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number of new vocational middle and high schools and two-year techni-
cal colleges. Students were encouraged to study abroad, although many 
of these did not return.

Since Park’s economic development policies were driven by economic 
nationalism and the desire to achieve autonomy for his country he was 
concerned about avoiding foreign economic control. Consequently, he 
initially limited direct foreign investment into the country. But then, on 
the advice of his economists, he began easing up on these restrictions. 
And he was still heavily reliant on the United States, which held consid-
erable economic and political leverage. This was highlighted when the 
United States forced Park to restore civilian rule in 1963. He then ran and 
was elected president, and reelected in 1967. From 1963 to 1971 he ruled 
in a semi-authoritarian fashion, with his official party, the Democratic 
Republican Party, maintaining a majority in the National Assembly. Park 
managed to keep just enough semblance of democratic government to 
please the Americans, while remaining effectively in control of the coun-
try. Gradually, as the economy grew, the United States began to scale 
back aid, but in the 1960s and 1970s, U.S. aid and technical assistance was 
still absolutely indispensable to South Korea’s economic development. 
Moreover, throughout the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, the United States ab-
sorbed the majority of the country’s exports.

Park, may have resented Washington’s interference in the country’s 
internal affairs, but he also was able to use political and military relations 
with the Americans for economic development purposes. A significant 
example was the ROK participation in the Vietnam War. Park made an 
agreement with the Johnson administration in 1965 to provide troops 
for Vietnam in return for considerable concessions. These were formally 
worked out in the 1966 Brown Memorandum, named after the U.S. am-
bassador to the ROK. A bill authorizing the sending of troops was passed 
in 1965 when the opposition was boycotting of the National Assembly 
because of Park’s efforts to normalize relations with Japan. Park commit-
ted the country to supplying 20,000 troops to support the U.S. military 
effort, a number that increased over the next several years. Eventually 
300,000 ROK troops did tours of duty there between 1965 and 1973. In the 
1966 Brown Memorandum, the U.S. formally agreed that South Korean 
firms were to be given lucrative contracts to supply goods and services 
to the South Vietnamese, American, and allied military forces. South Ko-
rean firms constructed many military installations, helping to establish 
a new overseas industry for South Korea that proved useful for earning 
foreign exchange. South Korean firms such as Hyundai gained valuable 
experience in completing construction and transportation projects for the 
United States in Vietnam. Later Hyundai and other Korean construction 
companies applied their experience in building to meet short timetables 
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to win contracts in the Middle East and elsewhere. In addition to these 
contracts, the United States further agreed to modernize the ROK armed 
forces and provide military and other aid.

Economic development was greatly facilitated by normalizing relations 
with Japan. By 1964, Japan was emerging as a great economic power, 
showcased by the Olympics it hosted that year. Japan had a booming 
economy, rising labor costs, and capital for foreign investment. Korea, 
next door, in the same time zone, with historical ties, with many in its 
business community fluent in Japanese, was a natural place for invest-
ment. Korean cheap labor and Japanese capital and technology were a 
good match. Yet there was bitterness in Korea toward Japan, a fear that 
close economic partnerships with its former colonial ruler would replicate 
the preliberation dependent status and would lead to an economic recolo-
nization. For this reason, Syngman Rhee was not the only South Korean to 
reject the resumption of trade and economic ties with Japan. Normaliza-
tion, therefore, was a sensitive issue. Koreans demanded reparations from 
Japan, and safeguards, as well as Japanese admissions of injustices done 
in the past. The Park administration saw how clearly advantageous, even 
necessary, normalization would be to economic development. Opponents 
of the regime, and there were many who resented the rule by military or 
ex-military men, found this a useful issue, since Park’s and many of his 
supporters’ past links with Japan made his administration vulnerable to 
charges of pro-Japanese sentiment. Attempts to begin normalization in 
1964 led to massive student demonstrations. In June, Park had to declare 
martial law and sent two combat divisions into the streets to restore or-
der. The National Assembly approved normalization on August 14, 1965, 
only after the opposition walked out in protest and troops had cleared the 
streets for protesters. The treaty went into effect in December 1965. Japan 
agreed to pay $800 million in aid. The fishing dispute was settled by both 
sides agreeing to twelve-mile (twenty-kilometer) economic zones; Kore-
ans living in Japan were guaranteed residency rights and equal rights to 
public education or welfare, although some social welfare benefits were 
not granted in practice for another two decades.19

With this agreement the reparations issue was closed. Far more impor-
tant than Japanese reparations money, which was modest, was the flow 
of investments that contributed to the already strong growth of the ROK 
economy. In the years after the treaty, Japan was a major foreign investor 
in South Korea, second only to the United States. In a decade after the 
treaty, trade between the two countries expanded more than ten times; 
Japan supplied nearly 60 percent of the foreign technology between 1962 
and 1979.20 Without the U.S. market and Japan’s investments and tech-
nology transfers, it’s difficult to imagine how South Korea’s economic 
transformation could have been accomplished.
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There was a shift in economic policies in the early 1970s associated with 
the more authoritarian turn in the Park regime. After declaring martial 
law and writing a new constitution in 1972 that gave him nearly dictato-
rial powers, Park pushed the country more ruthlessly into the direction 
of heavy industrial development. His new Third Five-Year Economic 
Plan for 1972–1976, unlike the two earlier plans, called for investment to 
be channeled into heavy and chemical industries. This is often referred 
to as the HCI (heavy and chemical industry) phase of South Korea’s eco-
nomic development. In place of textiles and footwear, the ROK would 
focus on developing steel, shipbuilding, petrochemical, and automotive 
industries. In 1973, six industries were targeted: steel, chemical, metal, 
machine building, shipbuilding, and electronics. This stage of industrial 
development was concentrated in five small provincial cities, four of 
them in Park’s home Kyŏngsang area in the southeast part of the coun-
try: Yŏsu-Yŏchŏn for petrochemicals, Ch’angwŏn for machine-building, 
P’ohang for steel, Okpo for shipbuilding, and the Kumi complex for elec-
tronics.21 To oversee this new stage of economic development he created a 
Corps for Planning and Management of Heavy and Chemical Industries, 
headed, significantly, not by a technocrat but by a political appointee. The 
shift to these heavy and chemical industries required the government to 
play an even greater role in aiding and guiding industrial development. 
Favored companies expanded, some into industrial giants.

Park ignored many of his technocrats as well as foreign experts, who 
felt that Korea was not ready or large enough for these types of industries. 
He did not want to stay with an expanded textile industry. While light 
industry such as textiles and wigs, another important export in the 1960s, 
was important for economic growth, they could not provide the basis to 
support a militarily and economically strong state that would be less de-
pendent on the Americans. A desire to be able to eventually supply most 
of its own military equipment and to be economically autonomous was 
a major incentive for this push. In some ways, in its emphasis on heavy 
industry, South Korea resembled its northern rival. This is not surprising, 
since the desire for heavy industry was also part of the South’s desire to 
match developments in North Korea. How could South Korea continue 
to pursue the manufacture of apparel, shoes, and wigs when the North 
was producing steel? There was also a sense of competing with Japan. The 
HCI program was another manifestation of economic nationalism and 
South Korea’s need to compete with its neighbors, which drove so much 
of its economic development.22

South Korea again did better than most foreign observers expected. 
The economy grew by double digits despite a less favorable international 
situation in the 1970s. In the decade from 1972 to 1982 steel production in-
creased fourteen times. Some industrial sectors such as the petrochemical 
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did not become that competitive, however, others did. Pohang Iron and 
Steel Company (POSCO) a state-owned corporation opened the world’s 
largest steel making complex. Under its capable manager, Pak T’ae-jun, 
it proved to be an efficient operation that successfully competed in the 
world steel markets. Similarly, South Korea emerged in the 1980s as the 
world’s second-largest ship builder, with a reputation of being able to 
complete orders for new ships quickly and on time. Still there were many 
problems. The timing was unfortunate, since these energy-intensive in-
dustries were launched at the time of sharp increases in petroleum prices. 
The 1973–1974 oil shock, when the price of crude oil quadrupled, hit the 
South Korean economy hard, since it had to import all its energy. Infla-
tion soared to 40 percent in 1974. However, the flow of foreign exchange 
to pay for more costly imported oil was soon compensated in part by 
the flow of the earnings from Korean construction companies and their 
workers in the Middle East. Thus South Korea weathered the economic 
crisis quite well. A more serious problem was the mounting foreign debt, 
as the country was a major borrower to finance not just new investments 
but huge infrastructure projects such as expanded power generation, tele-
communications, port facilities, and roads. An example of the last was the 
new express highway linking Seoul with Pusan. Foreign debt rose from 
$2.2 billion in 1970 to $27.1 billion in 1980.23

CHAEBŎLS

The policies of the 1970s contributed to one of the distinctive features of 
South Korea’s development, the concentration of so much of the economy 
into huge family-owned conglomerates known as chaebŏls. The term itself 
is the Korean pronunciation of the Chinese characters used to write zai-
batsu, the prewar 1945 Japanese conglomerates that in many ways they 
resembled. The growth of chaebŏls was due to more than just the entrepre-
neurial skill of a handful of talented businessmen, it was also the product 
of government policy. Banks, all state owned after 1961, poured credit 
into a few companies to develop industries targeted for development. The 
state gave the chaebŏls exemptions from import duties on capital goods and 
offered special rates for utilities and the state-owned rail system. Smaller 
firms and those engaged in enterprises not favored by the development 
plans found it difficult to gain access to credit, nor could they receive all 
these special discounts and exemptions. Each chaebŏl leader found it nec-
essary to work closely with the government and contribute generously to 
government political campaign coffers and to pet projects favored by the 
Park and later Chun regimes. However, a key to understanding the South 
Korean system is that the chaebŏl had to be efficient. It was not by political 



166 Chapter 5

connections but by their ability to produce results, to efficiently meet eco-
nomic targets and compete in the domestic and foreign marketplaces that 
brought about government support. The government did not allow any 
chaebŏl to achieve a monopoly but rather encouraged competition among 
several in each industrial sector to keep them efficient.

In the 1970s, when the state pushed for heavy industry, the chaebŏls 
grew at the fastest rate. The top ten conglomerates grew at 27 percent a 
year, three and a half times the GDP growth rate.24 As they grew, they 
tended to expand horizontally, branching out into a highly diversified 
range of activities often far removed from their original core businesses. 
Samsung branched out from food processing to enter electronics, heavy 
equipment, and automobiles; Hyundai from construction to ship build-
ing and automobiles. The chaebŏl founders were an extraordinary group 
of talented entrepreneurs, driven by nearly limitless ambition and often 
possessing considerable personal charisma. Although it is possible to 
see them as the product of government economic policies, it is hard to 
imagine South Korea’s economic takeoff without them. This was in sharp 
contrast with Taiwan, or later with China, where small and medium-size 
industries dominated the export economy.

One of the most dynamic of these entrepreneurs was Chung Ju-young 
(Chŏng Chu-yŏng). Born of humble rural background in Kangwŏn Prov-
ince in what later became North Korea, Chung attended a traditional 
village Confucian school. He came to Seoul in his teens, worked on the 
docks, and then started an auto repair business in 1940 that grew during 
the war to about seventy employees. After 1945, he established a con-
struction company that worked for the U.S. Army and the Korean gov-
ernment. A hardworking efficient entrepreneur, he prospered with state 
support in the 1960s. Chung became one of the favored entrepreneurs 
of the Park regime for his ability to complete tasks ahead of schedule, 
such as a bridge over the Han River. After 1965, Hyundai Construction 
received many contracts to build in Southeast Asia during the Vietnam 
War, and in the 1970s in the Middle East. Chung established Hyundai 
Motors in 1967 to build the first South Korean car, which became known 
as the Pony. He established Hyundai Shipbuilding and Heavy Industries 
in 1973 in response to the HCI initiative. Later in the early 1980s Hyundai 
entered the electronics industry. By then, the Hyundai Group was the 
largest chaebŏl in Korea.

Lee Byung-chul (Yi Pyŏng-ch’ŏl), unlike Chung, came from a wealthy 
landowner family. In 1938, after a brief unsuccessful attempt to run a rice 
mill, he founded a small trading company in Seoul. He used his entrepre-
neurial experience to establish the Cheil Sugar Refinery in 1953. He also 
established the Cheil Textile Company. Closely associated with the Rhee 
regime, he received profitable import licenses in return for contributions 
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to Rhee’s Liberal Party, becoming the country’s wealthiest entrepreneur 
and controlling several commercial banks and insurance companies. As 
Korea’s richest businessman and closely associated with Rhee, Lee be-
came a prime target of Park’s anticorruption campaign. After paying a 
fine in 1961 and having his bank holdings expropriated, he was enlisted 
by Park Chung Hee to help encourage other businessmen to cooperate 
with the military government’s plans for industrial development. In fact, 
Lee is often given credit for helping to convince Park and the other mem-
bers of the junta of the need for a cooperative relationship between the 
business community and the military government. Lee’s Samsung (Three 
Stars) group acquired a reputation for being efficient and well managed. 
Involved in many areas, in the later 1960s Lee made electronics his prime 
focus. By the early 1980s Samsung was one the world’s largest manufac-
turers of TV sets. In the mid-1980s it moved into the semiconductor busi-
ness being promoted by the government.

Kim Woo Jung (Kim U-jung) was born near Taegu in 1936, thus was a 
generation younger than most of the chaebŏl founders. He established the 
Daewoo trading company in 1967 when he was barely in his thirties. Ex-
porting fabric and other materials, he attracted the attention of Park, who 
was looking for aggressive entrepreneurs for his HCI push. In 1975, with 
government financial assistance, Kim established the Daewoo group. He 
acquired Shinjin, an unsuccessful automotive company, and began build-
ing cars for General Motors, then acquired the failing Okpo shipyard 
and become a major ship builder. Kim’s relative youth and his education 
made him an attractive symbol of the go-getting Korean entrepreneur. 
He was famous for working 100-hour weeks and never taking off a day 
except for one morning of truancy for his daughter’s wedding. His auto-
biography was a best seller.

Koo In-hwoi (Ku In-hoe), born in 1907, was one of the oldest of the 
chaebŏl founders. He founded Lucky Chemical Company in 1947, said to 
be named after the popular American cigarettes Lucky Strikes.25 It became 
the country’s major toothpaste manufacturer. In the 1960s he went into 
the electronics business under the Goldstar label. In 1995, the Lucky-
Goldstar company changed its name to LG, eventually becoming one of 
the world’s largest consumer electronics firms.

Ssangyong (Twin Dragons) was founded by Kim Sung Kon (Kim Sŏng-
gŏn). It began as a textile company in 1939. In the 1950s Kim prospered in 
the cement business, obtaining like his fellow entrepreneur, Lee Byung-
chul, import licenses from the Rhee government. The Park regime found 
him an efficient, resourceful entrepreneur, and Ssangyong branched out 
into many industries, including trading, construction, and automobiles, 
becoming one of the six largest chaebŏls in the 1970s and 1980s. The 
chaebŏls at their core were essentially family-run businesses. The top 
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managerial positions were held, in roughly hierarchical order, by family 
members, followed by high school and college classmates, and people 
from the same hometowns. The immediate family members were most 
important. Chung Chu Yung had eight sons, the so-called “eight princes” 
that constituted the upper management of the various Hyundai compa-
nies.26 Modest inheritance taxes and strategic marriages kept much of the 
ownership in family control. Most were products of the post-liberation 
period. Of the fifty largest chaebŏls in 1983, ten predated 1945, nineteen 
were established in the 1950s.27 A few new conglomerates appeared in 
later years; most, however, were well established by 1980.

TRANSFORMATION OF THE COUNTRYSIDE

The industrialization of South Korea was accompanied by a transforma-
tion of the countryside. At first, rural areas lagged behind in develop-
ment, then, in part to shore up his rural base of support, Park launched 
the New Village (Saemaul) Movement in the winter of 1971–1972. The 
rural population had not enjoyed the economic boom of 1961–1971; most 
still lived in poverty. The Saemaul Movement was an attempt to mobilize 
the rural communities for the purpose of carrying out modernization ef-
forts. Local governments were enlisted in programs to educate farmers 
to modernize their farms and their homes. To symbolize this change, all 
rural households had to replace their thatched roofs with tile, which were 
more fireproof and considered more modern, although the poor often 
had to settle for corrugated metal roofs painted blue or orange to look 
like tiles. The movement encouraged self-help and the adoption of new 
progressive values in ways similar to the government-sponsored rural 
movements of the 1930s. In its rush to promote modernization, many 
traditional customs that the Park administration regarded as wasteful or 
backward were discouraged. This has led critics to accuse the Saemaul 
Movement of undermining traditional rural culture. Certainly some of 
the policies were heavy-handed, such as forcing farmers to grow new 
high-yield varieties of rice even though consumers preferred more tra-
ditional rice. But the program brought many benefits to farmers. Village 
committees were established to formulate and carry out their own im-
provement schemes. This proved a path for social mobility for the elected 
men and women that served as Saemaul leaders. And many of the leaders 
were women, some drawn from the 1960s rural birth control movement 
(see below).28 Most important was the price support given to farm crops, 
especially rice. It meant higher food prices for urban workers, who often 
struggled on low wages, but it produced higher income for farmers and 
eventually reduced rural poverty. By the mid-1970s the Saemaul Move-
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ment was a model for other similar movements—factory saemauls, school 
saemauls, saemauls in offices—but these were not very effective. And 
even the original Saemaul began to lose its momentum.

General economic growth might have been as important or more im-
portant in transforming the countryside as specific programs targeting 
farmers. The construction of roads, the completion of rural electrification, 
the introduction of telephones and of televisions all ended rural isolation 
and also contributed to the greater information about and access to mar-
kets. Chemical fertilizers, mechanized equipment, and the demand for 
agriculture products in the urban centers made farming more lucrative. 
Meanwhile, industry produced a far greater percentage of the economy. 
Expanding industry and services provided many opportunities. As a 
result, millions of Koreans left their rural homes to find work in the cit-
ies. Parents sent their kids to the cities to get a better education, and their 
children seldom returned. In 1960, farmers made up 61 percent of the 
population. This fell dramatically to 51 percent in 1970 and to 38 percent 
in 1980. By the end of the Park era, South Korea caught up to the North in 
the percentage of nonfarming population. In both Koreas little more than 
a third of the people worked the fields by 1980. For the first time in its 
history, Korea was primarily an urban, nonagricultural land.

Families became smaller. International Planned Parenthood Federation 
introduced family planning to Korea, forming the Planned Parenthood 
Federation of Korea in 1961. The Park administration made family plan-
ning part of its Five-Year Plans. South Korea’s technocrats accepted the 
argument by Western advisors that cutting the birthrate was essential 
for fast economic growth and modernization. Working with the Planned 
Parenthood Federation of Korea, the state sent family planning staff to 
local clinics. Especially effective was a program to recruit women in rural 
communities to receive training and spread knowledge of birth control to 
their neighbors. These efforts were accelerated in 1966, which the govern-
ment, promoting IUDs and vasectomies, declaring the Great Year of Fam-
ily Planning. In 1968, the Ministry of Health and Social Welfare created 
Mother’s Clubs for Family Planning and introduced oral contraceptives.29 
The family planning movement was incorporated into the Saemaul Move-
ment in the 1970s. Again, in 1974, the state launched a renewed campaign 
for birth control, declaring it another Family Planning Year. The state 
launched a female sterilization campaign in 1980s. But by the late 1980s 
the birthrate had fallen so sharply that family planning was no longer a 
worry. It is not clear how much these efforts to promote birth control con-
tributed to economic development. With increased women’s literacy and 
urbanization, the birthrate would have fallen in any case. Furthermore, 
some economists in recent years have questioned the importance of birth 
control in assisting economic growth. What is clear is that South Korea 
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made the demographic transition with the same speed that it made its 
economic transition into a modern industrial state.

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT IN THE 1980s

In 1980, South Korea faced a serious economic crisis. The second oil shock 
of 1979 contributed to an already double-digit inflation rate. Inflation 
reached an alarming 44 percent in 1980, threatening the competitiveness 
of the country’s exports. Then there was the turmoil and uncertainty that 
followed Park’s assassination in October 1979. A poor rice harvest due to 
unfavorable weather compounded problems. The nation’s GNP, which 
had been growing in excess of 8 to 10 percent annually contracted to 6 
percent in 1980. The country’s economic woes appeared to be more than 
just a temporary problem. Foreign debt was mounting. The HCI policy 
resulted in huge loans, since Park relied heavily on foreign borrowing to 
finance the necessary expenditures on infrastructure that accompanied 
it. Corporate debt was also rising as the chaebŏls borrowed to finance 
expansion. It also appeared that the highly centralized command struc-
ture of the economy in which a few high-placed officials in the EPB, the 
Ministry of Finance, and the Ministry of Industry and Commerce directed 
businessmen was showing its limitations. South Korea’s economy was 
becoming more complex, the business groups larger and stronger, and 
its exports more diverse. To some foreign observers, South Korea seemed 
to have reached a plateau, as far as it could go with its export economy 
based on cheap labor and foreign investment.

As they had been earlier, these foreign observers proved unduly pes-
simistic. The South Korean economy recovered in 1981 and resumed its 
impressive growth rates. Some reforms were carried out to make the 
economy slightly less centralized and more flexible. The government 
forced a number of mergers and closures in some deeply indebted sec-
tors such as heavy industry and shipping to make them more efficient. 
The country began moving into more high-tech industrial areas such 
as consumer electronics, computers, and semiconductors. A surge in 
the U.S. economy beginning in 1982 helped exports, oil prices dropped, 
and foreign investments continued. In 1983, the first Hyundai cars were 
exported. By 1986–1988 the growth rate reached its peak, when with an 
average of 12 percent, it was the highest in the world.

Problems remained. Throughout the 1980s the country suffered from 
huge trade deficits with Japan. Korean firms bought capital equipment 
and industrial parts from their former colonial occupier. These were es-
sential to the manufacturing of the export goods they sold to the United 
States. The results were trade surpluses with America that were negated 
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by deficits with Japan, and the country seemed stuck at the intermediate 
technology phase. Lingering anti-Japanese sentiment made this reliance 
on Japanese technology humiliating. South Korea, however, maintained 
its ability to work out technology transfer arrangements so that this 
dependency on imported technology lessened. Government-funded 
research centers, meanwhile, made impressive strides in promoting tech-
nological and scientific expertise.

SOUTH KOREA’S ECONOMIC MIRACLE—EXPLANATIONS

South Koreans often attribute their nation’s economic growth to tradi-
tional values loosely associated with Confucianism. By this they mean 
hard work, discipline, respect for learning, frugality, and the importance 
of family. In the past, Western scholars associated traditional Confucian 
values with conservatism, hierarchy versus equality, and conformity to 
group versus individualism, and they held it responsible for the economic 
backwardness of Korea and China. Then in the 1980s, some writers started 
to refer to a “Confucian ethos” that contributed to the economic success 
of South Korea, Singapore, Hong Kong, and Taiwan. South Koreans also 
came to attribute much of their success to these traditional values. It is 
possible to make an argument linking traditional values to hard work, the 
emphasis on education, the high esteem in which civil servants were held 
that attracted talented technocrats to serve the state, and even to the will-
ingness to delay gratification that resulted in the high savings rate that 
characterized the period of rapid economic growth. Yet South Koreans 
possessed this “Confucian” heritage before 1961, as did North Koreans. It 
is therefore necessary to look at specific development policies and histori-
cal contingencies for explanations of the economic transformation.

U.S. aid is often cited as a source for South Korea’s economic miracle. 
Vast amounts of aid were poured into the country. From 1946 to 1976 the 
United States provided $12.6 billion in economic assistance, only Israel 
and South Vietnam received more on a per-capita basis. To put this into 
comparative perspective: $6.85 billion was given in this period to all of 
Africa, and $14.89 billion for all Latin America.30 Much of the assistance to 
Korea was relief, not development aid. The greatest amounts of aid came 
in the decade that followed the Korean War, for reconstruction, food aid, 
and the supplies of building materials. Aid also provided much of the fis-
cal support for the ROK government, especially under Rhee. Besides the 
aid money, South Koreans received technical training from the United 
States. This ranged from a program to train statisticians, to the many 
economists and engineers that received a U.S. education. While this was 
only a small proportion of the aid programs, it provided the country with 
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a large core of well-educated and trained bureaucrats, educators, and 
other skilled, professional people.

Perhaps more important than aid was the stability offered by the U.S. 
troops stationed in that country, which made it less risky for foreign 
investors, and the openness of the American market to South Korean 
exports. These two factors were important after 1961, when the country 
began promoting foreign investment and export-oriented industries. In 
other words, it was not only direct American aid but also the favorable 
conditions created by the United States that South Korea was able to take 
advantage of during the crucial years of economic growth from the early 
1960s through the 1980s. South Korea’s position on the frontline of the 
Cold War also helped, such as the participation in the Vietnam War that 
provided aid and construction contracts. The ROK vigorously sought 
every useful support it could get from the United States by having an 
effective embassy and active lobbying interests in Washington. Korean 
immigrants sometimes were helpful; they provided a link, to name one 
industry, to the American wig business.31 U.S. advice was not always 
helpful. Americans were often skeptical of South Korean plans for eco-
nomic development. For example, the Korean government was forced 
to reject advice that the First Five-Year Plan focus on the export of rice, 
pork, laver (edible seaweed), tungsten, iron, and graphite.32 This type 
of commodity-exporting economy was exactly what Korean economic 
planners sought to avoid. One can only imagine what would have hap-
pened if South Koreans had decided to emphasize rice exports to Japan 
in the 1950s. In the 1970s, the United States through the World Bank 
pressured the country to temporarily drop its plans for a steel industry. 
South Koreas learned a lot from their U.S. counterparts, but it was often 
when they ignored U.S. advice and forged their own path that they were 
most successful.

Japan has often been given a great deal of credit for South Korea’s 
economic development. Some observers of the country’s economic de-
velopment have attributed much of it to the colonial legacy, which, they 
argue, left some fine infrastructure such as the rail network, a number of 
skilled workers, experienced bankers and entrepreneurs, and high stan-
dards of education and bureaucratic efficiency. Certainly many features 
of South Korea’s industrialization bore a major imprint of the Japanese 
colonial model: the close government-business relations, the role of the 
state in directing the economy to achieve national goals, and the concen-
tration of capital into big chaebŏls, which closely resembled the pre-1945 
Japanese zaibatsu. However, one has to be cautious in attributing too 
much of the country’s economic development to Japanese rule, which 
was harsh, exploitative, and left the country still primarily agricultural 
and impoverished, with an economy directed toward and dependent 



 South Korea from Poverty to Prosperity, 1953–1997 173

on Japan. Furthermore, most of the top skilled jobs were done by Japa-
nese who left, and the education system they established fell far short 
of the nation’s needs or the public’s demand. Nonetheless, South Korea 
did benefit from its proximity to a booming Japan that was looking for 
overseas investments. South Korea was nearby and shared many cultural 
similarities; furthermore, there were Japanese entrepreneurs with experi-
ence doing business in Korea in prewar times. Japanese investment, joint 
ventures, and crucial technology transfers were important, but total Japa-
nese investment in Korea was smaller than U.S. investment. Perhaps as 
important as investment, was the example of Japan as a successful model. 
The desire to emulate Japan’s success was both an incentive as well as a 
practical example to follow. Japan, like North Korea, was also a competi-
tor that spurred South Korean leaders to push for economic development 
by linking it to national security.

A popular explanation for South Korea’s economic success was the fact 
that it had a strong state capable of overriding vested interests.33 The gen-
eral interpretation is that South Korea inherited a powerful centralized 
bureaucracy and national police from the Japanese colonial administra-
tion, and that the security-minded American military occupation and 
the Syngman Rhee regime that followed made use of these instruments 
to suppress leftist dissent and maintain internal security. After 1961, the 
military rulers further centralized authority and directed the state toward 
economic development. The state then was able to achieve autonomy and 
impose its will on society. This argument appears most valid for the 1960s 
and 1970s when military government was able to exercise discipline over 
the business class and suppress labor movements. It was less true after 
1980 when the chaebŏls became powerful interests, when labor became 
more restless, and when the middle class became more insistent in its de-
mand for greater say in policy making. Even under Park, the state never 
had complete autonomy; it had to make concessions to public opinion 
to maintain support, and it was never free from corruption.34 Bribery, 
kickbacks, secret political funds, and bank accounts by officials and busi-
nessmen under false names were very much a part of the South Korean 
system. The state still had the ability to favor or undermine chaebŏls. This 
was demonstrated in 1985 when the Pusan-based Kukje group, the sev-
enth largest, ran afoul of Chun Du Hwan, who succeeded Park Chung 
Hee. When the group’s head refused to provide the requested financial 
contributions to the regime, Chun decided to punish him by pressuring 
banks to demand repayment of loans, forcing the firm to liquidate. The 
collapse of Kukje was a disturbing reminder of the close political links 
between corporations and state. But this incident was an exception. By the 
1980s the chaebŏls were becoming too big to fail, since a collapse of a major 
group could bring down the entire economy with it.
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South Korea’s economic transformation was also made possible by 
the social transformation that was occurring in the country. Old social 
classes and social barriers were breaking down, the society was opening 
up to talent, becoming both highly competitive and more literate. While 
economic development contributed and accelerated this process of social 
transformation, many fundamental changes preceded it. The upheavals 
that resulted from the colonial period, the Second World War, the parti-
tion, and the Korean War had created a more fluid and unsettled society, 
a society open to change. It was a society in which millions had left home 
to work in the northern regions before 1945 or in Manchuria, China, and 
Japan. These millions of people had been exposed to a world beyond the 
village and were restless and open to new opportunities. There was also 
a sense of optimism, a belief in the possibility of a better life, noted by 
foreign observers and often regarded by them as unrealistic.

EDUCATION

Another important factor in explaining the economic miracle was the cre-
ation of a highly literate population. The optimism and belief in the possi-
bility for individuals and families to improve their status and condition in 
life was reflected in the desire for education. Immediately after liberation 
in 1945, new schools mushroomed and enrollments exploded. There was 
clearly a pent-up demand for education, since the expansion of schooling 
under the Japanese had proceeded so slowly. In response, the framers of 
the 1948 constitution made primary education a right. The Rhee admin-
istration in 1949 adopted an educational system patterned after the U.S. 
system and on the one the American occupation had established in Japan. 
Six years of elementary school was followed by three years of middle 
school, three years of high school, and four years of college. Secondary 
schools were divided into academic and vocational, but graduates from 
both were eligible to enter university. Unlike the more restrictive elitist 
education of colonial times, South Koreans opted for an open-ended sys-
tem to maximize access to higher levels of schooling.

The country faced enormous problems. Half the teachers were Japa-
nese who returned home, there were few textbooks in Korean, and many 
school buildings were destroyed in the Korean War. Also, there were only 
limited funds to support a comprehensive educational system. Nonethe-
less, enrollments expanded spectacularly. Between 1945 and 1960 pri-
mary school enrollment grew by three times, secondary schooling eight 
times, and higher education ten times. Class sizes were enormous, with 
as many as 100 students in a class, and with two and even three shifts 
a day. During and after the Korean War, classes often were conducted 
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in tents. By 1960, primary schooling was nearly universal for boys and 
girls, and the dropout rate was minimal. To finance the schools the gov-
ernment simply transferred the burden to children and their families by 
charging various fees. Since the state concentrated on primary education, 
half the high schools and three-quarters of the colleges and universities 
were established by private foundations. Many foundations were sup-
ported by former landowners seeking new opportunities now that they 
had lost their agricultural estates. After 1961, the state shifted its attention 
to secondary education. In 1960, 29 percent of those of secondary school 
age were enrolled in middle and high schools; by the late 1980s that fig-
ure was over 90 percent. Extensive in-service training programs kept the 
level of professionalism high. So successful was the ROK’s educational 
development that by the 1990s other nations began to see the system as a 
model of excellence.

As with the case of the “economic miracle,” South Korea’s education 
“miracle” needs some explaining. The state provided some help with its 
teacher-training programs. It contributed to educational expansion with 
its open-ended educational system and its emphasis on trying to maintain 
fairly uniform standards throughout the country, even in remote rural 
areas. The main engine of educational expansion, however, was a nearly 
universal popular demand for schooling. The state could never build 
schools fast enough to meet this demand. Parents were willing to make 
enormous sacrifices to obtain schooling for their children. A farmer who 
sold his only ox to pay school fees became a stereotype based on the real-
ity of the sacrifice the majority of Koreans unhesitatingly made. Families 
often sent sons and daughters to live with relatives where schools were 
better.

This social demand for schooling created considerable problems. Great 
pressure was placed on students to pass the middle school entrance 
exam and then the university exam. The former was eliminated in the 
late 1960s but this only increased the focus on the all-important college 
entrance exam. Middle-class families spent considerable sums on after-
school lessons at cram schools, and on private tuition. These private les-
sons, combined with the numerous fees and parent-teacher association 
contributions, made the education system quite costly. While the South 
Korean government spent a smaller percentage of its annual budget on 
education than many developing countries, the average family spent a 
higher percentage of its income on schooling than almost anywhere else. 
The education itself was focused on rote memorization and examination 
preparation, much to the disapproval of American educational advisors. 
Efforts by the state to limit the number of university students and to 
promote vocational education met with public resistance and were con-
sequently only modestly successful.
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Despite these problems, the transformation of South Korea into a 
highly literate, well-schooled nation was a key component of its economic 
and social development. Educational development did not just keep pace 
with economic development, it preceded and outpaced it. While it is dif-
ficult to establish a direct correlation between education and economic 
development, South Korea in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s was able to offer 
a labor force that was literate, numerate, and used to learning while still 
low wage. As the country developed, the high levels of schooling made it 
better prepared to enter the information age. Furthermore, the sequential 
nature of educational development—the emphasis on first pushing for 
universal primary education, then middle, then high school and then fi-
nally making higher education broadly available—differed from most de-
veloping countries, which often establish fine universities while leaving 
many children with inadequate or no available basic schooling. This did 
much to insure a balanced, broad-based social and economic moderniza-
tion without leaving pockets of underdevelopment. It also meant a well-
informed population. By the 1990s newspaper readership was among 
the highest in the world. South Korea’s educational transformation by 
providing a well-educated citizenry not only contributed to its economic 
growth but also probably facilitated the transition to democracy.

KOREA IN WORLD HISTORY: 
EDUCATIONAL DEVELOPMENT IN GLOBAL PERSPECTIVE 

After World War II there was a worldwide expansion of education; 
historically it was a revolution of sorts. Between 1950 and 1990, for the 
first time, most of the world’s people became literate and education was 
almost universally accepted as a norm for all children. South Korea’s 
educational development can be seen as part of this revolution in literacy. 
Few nations, if any, however, saw such a dramatic rise in education. In 
1945 the majority of the adult population was illiterate, a little over half 
were enrolled in primary school, and only 5 percent had a secondary 
education. By 1960, the ROK had an extremely high rate of school enroll-
ment of children in elementary school for a poor developing country. The 
nation continued to improve educational standards at a rate outpacing 
its economic performance. At every stage from 1950 to 2000, South Korea 
had the highest rate of educational attainment of any country within com-
parable GDP per-capita range. As a result, South Korea began its indus-
trial takeoff with a better-educated population than most other nations, 
including China, Vietnam, Thailand, or India. Educational development, 
in general, correlates well with economic development, but in few other 
places does this correlation seem so dramatic.
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Other aspects of South Korean education were distinctive as well. The 
dropout rate in schools after 1945 was extremely low, in fact, the lowest 
of any developing country with reliable statistics. Compared to most 
developing nations, the school system was fairly open, with relatively 
little tracking. Teacher-training standards were unusually high. Perhaps 
the most distinctive features of South Korean education were the sequen-
tial nature of educational development, the uniformity of educational 
standards, and the extent that the cost was shifted from the state to the 
families of students. Only a relatively small number of countries such as 
Japan in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and later Tai-
wan so focused on developing schooling in stages—providing universal 
primary education, then secondary school, and finally higher education. 
There was less regional disparity in schooling than in most other devel-
oping countries. Statistics in the 1960s through 1980s showed a much 
narrower gap between urban and rural levels of schooling than in most 
developing countries or than in many developed nations. The vigorous 
pursuit of uniformity of standards may not have served the more gifted 
students well, but at least it brought the population up to comparatively 
high overall standards of literacy and numeracy. In this respect, the 
ROK’s educational development was similar to Japan’s but differed from 
most other nations such as all those of Latin America or from India or 
China. Overall state expenditures on education were about average for a 
developing country. Much of the expense was borne privately, especially 
at the higher levels. Charging school fees is a common practice in poor 
countries; what was unusual was how universally families somehow 
managed to pay them. There was little resistance to sending children, in-
cluding girls, to school; even poor farmer parents seemed willing to make 
whatever sacrifices were necessary.

KOREA IN WORLD HISTORY: 
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT IN GLOBAL PERSPECTIVE

South Korea’s economic takeoff was one of the most dramatic in modern 
history. Foreigners after 1945 pointed to the country’s lack of resources 
and its dense population as great obstacles. But history has shown there 
is little correlation between natural resources and development. In fact, 
reliance on commodities such as mineral and agricultural products has 
often proved to be an ineffective path to development, since commodity 
prices are subject to sharp swings, resulting in a boom-bust cycle, and 
they do not necessary lead to the development of important technical 
skills. The path to development the ROK followed: export-led growth 
focusing on manufacturing, has been the most successful in achieving 
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long-term sustained economic growth. South Korea’s growth rates were 
not unique. Japan’s growth rates before World War I and after the Korean 
War were also impressive. Indeed, Japanese growth rates from 1950 and 
1970 were similar to South Korea’s from 1965 to 1995. Taiwan and Singa-
pore grew at comparable rates. None of these societies, however, was as 
poverty-stricken or had such dismal prospects as did the ROK in 1960. 
China might be more comparable, but its growth, due to its vast size, has 
been more regional, with large segments of the country and its people 
left behind.

It is difficult to compare South Korea’s economic growth with other na-
tions. The country has been labeled one of the “Little Tigers” along with 
Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Singapore. Yet, each was quite different. Hong 
Kong and Singapore were cities without large numbers of rural peasants, 
and were already international trading centers before their industrial 
booms. Taiwan, with half of South Korea’s population, is more compa-
rable, but it too differed. It had a large professional class that fled from the 
mainland of China in 1949, often with some capital, an advantage South 
Korea did not have. It followed a somewhat different development trajec-
tory, focusing on small family firms, not large business concentrations, 
and there were more state enterprises. Thailand and Malaysia have also 
been considered later members of the Pacific Rim boom-economies. The 
economic growth of these countries, however, was based on commodi-
ties—rice for Thailand; oil, tin, and rubber for Malaysia—as well as on 
manufacturing; and their economic rise was less dramatic. In short, there 
were a number of factors that were distinctive to South Korea’s success: 
the intense rivalry with North Korea; its strategic value to the United 
States, which poured in so much aid, opened its markets, and provided 
enough security to attract investors; its proximity to Japan at a time when 
the Japanese were looking for places to invest; the existence of Japan as a 
model; the openness of Korean society to change; and the universally held 
zeal for education as a means of advancing social status.
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6

Y

South Korea—Creating 
a Democratic Society, 

1953–1997

There was no more radical way in which South Korea evolved differ-
ently from the North than its transformation from an authoritarian 

state to a democracy. And this transformation was just as unpredicted as 
its economic “miracle.” The early years of the Republic of Korea did not 
offer much promise for the emergence of flourishing democratic institu-
tions. Although it had the outer appearance of a multiparty democracy, 
the Rhee administration was authoritarian, and its Liberal Party used 
bribery and intimidation to remain in power. South Korean prisons held 
thousands of political opponents, and the elections of 1960 were blatantly 
rigged. Following a student-led uprising in 1960, the one-year experiment 
in a parliamentary democracy produced a somewhat chaotic, weak, and 
ineffective government followed by a military coup and nearly three de-
cades of military-dominated government. Yet despite this saga of political 
instability, authoritarianism, and military coups that was so characteristic 
of developing nations, South Korea developed a stable, democratic politi-
cal order.

MILITARY AUTHORITARIANISM

The military coup in 1961 had been welcomed by much of the public. After 
the corruption of the Rhee administration and the perceived incompetence 
of the short-lived government of Chang Myŏn, 1960–1961, most South 
Koreans were hopeful that the military could bring some improvement. 
Many South Koreans were skeptical of democracy. In a poll conducted in 
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1963 among students who had participated in the revolt against Syngman 
Rhee, 86 percent thought that Western-style democracy was not suitable 
for Korea.1

Yet, from the beginning the United States exerted pressure on the 
military rulers to return the government to civilians. In August 1961, Park 
announced plans to restore civilian rule by May 1963. In December 1962, 
the military leaders drew up a new constitution that restored the strong 
executive presidency that existed under Rhee and the unicameral legis-
lature. That month, Park announced he was retiring from the military in 
order to run for president. In January he lifted the ban on political activ-
ity. In February 1963, he created the Democratic Republican Party (DRP). 
Park, reluctant to give up power, decided in March to extend military rule 
for four more years. This brought a sharp reaction from the United States, 
on whom his government was heavily dependent, making Park’s room 
for action very limited. At that time, U.S. aid still accounted for 50 percent 
of the national budget and 72 percent of the defense budget.2 Bowing to 
American pressure, Park agreed to go ahead as planned with the elec-
tions, which inaugurated what was known as the Third Republic.

The elections in 1963 were reasonably fair, although funding from the 
Korean Central Intelligence Agency (KCIA) and government support 
gave the pro-government DRP an advantage. The opposition was also 
disadvantaged because the October 15 date for the presidential election 
was not announced until a few weeks earlier, giving the opposition less 
time to organize. Park ran as the DRP candidate and Yun Po-sŏn, the 
former president, ran as the opposition candidate. Park received about 47 
percent of the vote to Yun’s 45 percent. In November, elections were held 
for the National Assembly. It is interesting that for all its advantages, the 
DRP won only a third of the vote, but because the opposition was divided 
it was the largest share of the vote. Under the complicated election rules, 
the party that won the largest share of votes received two-thirds of the 
at-large seats. This ended up giving the DRP 110 of the 175 seats. While 
there was considerable freedom of the press and free scope for political 
activities, Park maintained control of the army, the bureaucracy, and the 
powerful KCIA to effectively carry out policy.

With real evidence of economic development Park was able to win a 
second four-year term as president in 1967, again defeating Yun Po-sŏn, 
this time 51 percent to 41 percent. In 1969, Park decided to seek a third 
term. As in 1954, the ruling party sought a constitutional amendment, and 
as in 1954, this was strongly resisted by the political opposition. Students 
and others demonstrated, and finally the amendment was passed by the 
dubious method of the DRP meeting secretly in an annex to the National 
Assembly and passing it without the presence of the opposition members. 
A referendum was then held approving the third term. Nonetheless, 



 South Korea—Creating a Democratic Society, 1953–1997 183

Park’s position was not entirely secure. As under Rhee, a clear difference 
was seen between the urban and rural populations. Most farmers were 
poor, but due to the land reform most owned their farms; therefore, they 
were more accepting of the status quo. They also maintained the tradi-
tional respect for authority, and held firm anticommunist attitudes. With 
the movement of young people to the cities, rural communities were older 
and more conservative. This was the political base of the Park regime, 
much as it had been for Rhee. And like Rhee and his Liberal Party, Park 
and the DRP did not do well in the cities. In 1971, the opposition united 
under a young, charismatic politician from South Chŏlla province, Kim 
Dae Jung (Kim Tae-jung). Kim represented part of a new leadership 
among politicians. The older generation was draw from the conservative 
elite, who were wealthy and often foreign educated. Kim, like Park, was 
from a humble background and a self-made man. In 1971, he ran an ef-
fective campaign. Park won 51 percent to 44 percent but again did poorly 
in the cities, a bad sign in a country that was rapidly urbanizing. Shortly 
after the election in December 1971 Park issued a state of emergency.

THE YUSHIN ERA, 1971–1979

A number of developments in 1971 appeared to make the world a bit more 
precarious for the ROK. President Nixon announced in the previous year 
his intention to withdraw two combat divisions, about 20,000 troops from 
Korea. In 1971, the U.S. rapprochement with China began, and it was clear 
that the United States intended to eventually withdraw from Vietnam. All 
this suggested that the U.S. commitment to South Korea might not be as 
secure as the ROK had thought. American decline was also suggested by 
Nixon’s decision to take the United States off the gold standard, creating 
economic uncertainty. And then there was America’s protectionist pres-
sure on South Korea to limit textile exports. Textiles were Korea’s biggest 
export, and the United States was its biggest market, so this was a seri-
ous blow. These factors, plus the new energy shown by the opposition, 
may have contributed to Park’s decision to suspend the constitution and 
declare a state of emergency. On October 17, 1972, he proclaimed martial 
law, suspended the constitution, dissolved the National Assembly and 
the political parties, and prohibited all political activities. All this came as 
a shock to much of the public. Park placed restrictions on free speech and 
other civil liberties. The Third Republic was at an end. The eight years in 
which a semi-authoritarian military regime operated under the veneer 
of a democratic multiparty system was replaced by a more thoroughly 
authoritarian state. Park’s government was now a dictatorship with only 
the thinnest veneer of an open society. Even before this, Park had made 
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use of the KCIA and the National Security Law to threaten and arrest dis-
sidents. In one notorious case, more than 200 Koreans living in Europe in 
1967 were kidnapped and sent to Korea for trial in what became known 
as the East Berlin Spy Incident. From 1972 on, he became less restrained in 
the pursuit of perceived threats to his power or to national security.

The new government he created was called Yushin, the name of a 
series of “revitalizing” (yusin in Korean) reforms that created a new 
Yushin Constitution. The term itself, interestingly, was the same given 
by Japan (pronounced Isshin in Japanese) for the reforms carried out 
in the late nineteenth century. The new constitution gave the president 
almost total powers. He was not elected directly by the voters but by a 
National Council for Unification. Since this was a body created by the 
president, who headed it, this meant the president, in practice, elected 
himself. The National Assembly had little power to check the president, 
who appointed one-third of its members. Important matters could be car-
ried out through national plebiscites. A public referendum in November 
1972 approved the constitution and the so-called the Fourth Republic 
was launched. Park also strengthened his authority by issuing a number 
of emergency decrees. Most notorious of these was Emergency Measure 
No. 9 in May 1975, which prohibited criticism of the president. With the 
aid of the KCIA, Park ruthlessly went after enemies, arresting and tortur-
ing them, and forcing confessions. Even Koreans overseas were sometime 
kidnapped or murdered by his agents. The most notorious case was the 
kidnapping of Kim Dae Jung, who had gone into exile in the United States 
and then in Japan. He was abducted from his hotel room in Tokyo, placed 
on a boat, and tied with weights as if to be thrown overboard. At the last 
minute, an American official who had gotten word of his abduction is-
sued a warning to Park, and Kim’s life was spared.

Park was able to justify his political repression as part of the need for 
national security. In this he was aided by North Korea. There were the 
DPRK’s aggressive incidents along the DMZ in 1967; the 1968 commando 
attack on the Blue House, the presidential mansion; and later that year 
the landing of commandos along the northeast coast. Some promising 
exchanges took place between the two powers in 1972, but when these 
broke down in 1973 the government could point to the insincerity of the 
enemy. The discovery of the tunnel built by the North Koreans under the 
DMZ that had been constructed during the talks reinforced this argu-
ment. Indeed, the tension with the DPRK made for a dangerous situation 
and may have helped people tolerate a higher level of political restrictions 
in the name of national security. The Park regime also sought legitimacy 
through economic performance. And this too was creditable, since eco-
nomic growth was improving the standards of living for most citizens 
and creating a large middle class able to enjoy a degree of material com-
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fort previously confined to the privileged elite. Much of the business com-
munity was supportive of the regime. Park himself was personally hon-
est, hardworking, much respected and dedicated to lifting the country out 
of poverty. The assassination of his wife at a public event in 1974 added a 
measure of personal sympathy for him. The assassin, a Communist agent, 
was aiming at Park.

Park also navigated international relations competently, which was 
important, as South Korea was highly depended on the United States 
militarily and economically. Park sought to achieve as much political 
autonomy from Washington as possible while at the same time maintain-
ing America’s commitment to defend the ROK, to keep its markets open 
to Korean goods, and to provide technical assistance and loans. He skill-
fully aligned South Korea with the United States when President Johnson 
needed support in the Vietnam War, gaining, as we have seen, consider-
able benefit in return. Conditions soured a bit under the Nixon adminis-
tration, with its measures to protect textiles, its plans to reduce its troop 
commitments in Korea, and its opening with China. They were especially 
tense under the Carter administration, which announced plans for troop 
reductions and made a point of promoting human rights. On balance, 
Park managed to weather rough spots in relations with the Americans 
reasonably well. Relations with Japan following the normalization of re-
lations in 1965 mainly focused on economic issues, with Tokyo being an 
important source of foreign investments and loans. The Korean public re-
mained, however, resentful of Japan, a resentment encouraged by South 
Korean history textbooks that highlighted the victimization of Korea by 
its neighbor. The Japanese government’s reluctance to accept responsibil-
ity for its colonial rule, as well as Tokyo’s approval of history textbooks 
that whitewashed Japan’s imperialist past, provided fuel for lingering 
anti-Japanese sentiments. Meanwhile, South Korea gradually expanded 
its diplomatic relations with nations around the world, but until the 
1980s the country was very much in the shadow of the United States and 
focused on its rivalry with the North.

Even though the threat of North Korea, economic growth, the support 
of the business community, and its general competency in managing both 
economic and foreign affairs worked to the Park regime’s advantage, 
and despite the often ruthless persecution of its opponents, a vigorous 
dissident movement emerged. This movement consisted of students, 
intellectuals, labor activists, Christian groups, and people from the south-
western part of the country who felt left behind in development projects 
that favored Seoul and Park’s home region in the southeast. The students 
were carrying on a long Confucian tradition of being upholders of moral 
righteousness. Taking advantage of the years of relative freedom from 
family and work responsibilities, they often devoted time to political and 
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social issues. Participating in a political movement eventually became 
almost a rite of passage for young Koreans before graduating and enter-
ing business, government, and the professions. There was also the legacy 
of the April Student Revolution that had toppled Syngman Rhee in 1960. 
Major student protests erupted during the 1964–1965 normalization 
treaty controversy and in 1969 over the attempt to amend the constitution 
to allow Park a third term. The more oppressive rule of the Yusin gov-
ernment drove the student movement underground but did not smash 
it. Violent student protests erupted from time to time, followed by harsh 
suppression. By 1979, the student movement was becoming more violent 
and more openly opposed to Park’s continual rule. Students were not the 
only ones to protest. In December 1973 opponents of the regime launched 
a One Million Signatures Campaign for Constitutional Change that called 
for the end of the Yushin system, freeing of political prisoners, press free-
dom, and an independent judiciary.3 Nothing came of it, but this showed 
that there was still a significant opposition.

The increasingly better-educated South Korean society produced not 
only more students but also more intellectuals and artists. Kim Chi-ha, a 
poet, became the most famous of these dissident artist-intellectuals. His 
poems “Groundless Rumors” and “Cry of the People” became generally 
known and were a highly effective way of pointing out the social inequi-
ties of society for a poetry-loving people. He attacked the Park regime’s 
political abuses and the economic growth at the expense of the poor la-
borers and others left behind. His most famous long poem “Five Thieves” 
(1970) summarized the frustrations and anger of many South Koreans 
over the political-industrial system Park had created. His five thieves 
were: military generals, the bureaucrats, rich industrialists, cabinet min-
isters, and National Assemblymen.

South Korea had a small but politically active labor movement after 
1945 but this had largely died out in the 1960s. After 1970, labor became 
more politically active again. A key incident was the self-immolation on 
November 13, 1970, of Chŏn T’ae-il, a poor garment worker in Seoul. His 
shocking act of protest over labor conditions drew attention to the plight 
of the country’s growing labor force. Union members grew in numbers 
and assertiveness in the 1970s. Two Christian groups, the Young Catholic 
Organization and the Protestant-sponsored Urban Industrial Mission, 
were important in supporting labor. A number of dissidents were drawn 
from the North and South Chŏlla provinces. The general development of 
Korea under Park was focused on the Seoul area and on the southeast-
ern North and South Kyŏngsang provinces. This was part of the natural 
Seoul-Pusan axis, which linked the capital with its most important port 
and the traditional gateway to Japan, South Korea’s second-largest trad-
ing partner. But the focus of development on this area was also due to the 
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fact that Park and much of the key leadership came from the southeast 
and favored their home area. The agriculturally rich Chŏlla region, once 
the most important rice basket in Korea was relatively neglected. Regional 
resentments became strong. Contributing to this resentment was the fact 
that Kim Dae Jung, the country’s best-known dissident was from the area. 
Together these groups formed a growing dissident movement.

Park himself seemed to have become more isolated by the late 1970s, 
even from his supporters. In 1975, he removed Kim Jong Pil as his premier 
and replaced him with a professional bureaucrat of no political ambition, 
Choi Kyu Hah (Ch’oe Kyu-ha). Personal access to him was controlled by 
his head of the Presidential Security Force, Ch’a Ch’i-ch’ŏl. Meanwhile, 
relations with the United States had soured, in part because of the “Ko-
reagate” scandal in spring of 1975. A Korean businessman, Tongsun 
Park, had been involved in bribing U.S. congressmen. This led to an in-
vestigation by Congress of the activities of the KCIA in the United States, 
including the kidnapping and harassment of Korean-Americans and ROK 
nationals in America. Korea was also hit by the second oil shock of 1979. 
This blow to the economy coincided with an increase in political unrest 
including a more vigorous political opposition by a faction of the New 
Democratic Party led by Kim Young Sam (Kim Yŏng-sam). In August 
1979, the brutal treatment of 200 female textile workers of Y.H. Trading 
Company who were holding a demonstration in the opposition party’s 
headquarters triggered a new round of militant activity of students, la-
bor, and opposition politicians. In early October, Kim Young Sam gained 
control of the NDP. When he called Park a dictator in a New York Times 
interview, the DRP reacted by expelling him from the Assembly. This led 
to a walkout by the opposition and a new round of demonstrations by 
students, workers, and others calling for his reinstatement. The demon-
strations spread to the Masan-Pusan area, the home of Kim Young Sam 
and a major industrial area with many restless workers. Martial law was 
declared there. Kim Chae-kyu, head of the KCIA, is said to have urged 
Park to work out a compromise with the opposition, while Park appears 
to have leaned toward using the military to put demonstrations down. On 
October 26, Kim Chae-kyu shot and killed Park and his bodyguard Ch’a 
Ch’i-ch’ŏl as they were dining in a KCIA compound near the Blue House. 
Choi Kyu Hah then became acting president.

SEOUL SPRING, 1979–1980

The assassination of Park led to a brief period of political openness some-
times called “Seoul Spring.” Initially shocked by the sudden death of the 
man who governed the country for eighteen years, most of the politically 
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active population was eager to bring the repressive Yushin era to an end 
and move to a more representative government and freer atmosphere. 
Choi Kyu Hah was elected under the Yushin constitution by the National 
Council for Unification on December 6. He was considered by most a 
caretaker until the transition to a new government could take place. Choi 
moved quickly to free hundreds of political prisoners, including Kim Dae 
Jung, who had been under house arrest; abolished Emergency Measure 
No. 9; and promised that a referendum would be held on a new constitu-
tion within a year. In February, full civil rights were restored to Kim Dae 
Jung and hundreds of other political figures.

The new atmosphere led to political jockeying for power among the 
factions of the Democratic Justice Party and the New Democratic Party. 
In the DRP, Kim Jong Pil, who had long been thought a successor to 
Park Chung Hee, fought for leadership with Lee Hu Rak, who had also 
served as head of the KCIA. And Kim Young Sam and Lee Cheul Seung 
contested for leadership in the New Democratic Party, a contest joined 
by Kim Dae Jung when he was released from house arrest. Meanwhile, a 
small clique of generals began consolidating power within the army. The 
leader was Chun Doo Hwan (Chŏn Tu-hwan), a two-star general who 
headed the Defense Security Command. His principle allies were General 
Roh Tae Woo (No T’ae-u) and Chŏng Ho-yong, all major generals of the 
eleventh class of the Korean Military Academy who had graduated in 
1955. They were from the Taegu-Kyŏngsang Province region, the same re-
gion as Park Chung Hee, hence they became known as the “T-K faction.” 
In South Korea, school and regional ties were extremely important, and 
this group shared both. The generals seized control of the army in a coup 
on the night of December 12–13 that became known as the 12-12 Incident. 
Chun, in charge of Army Security Command, ordered the arrest of Chŏng 
Sǔng-hwa, army chief of staff and head of the Martial Law Command, for 
alleged complicity in the assassination. The Capital Garrison Commander 
and Commander of the Special Forces, were also arrested as a regiment 
from Roh’s Ninth Division moved into Seoul. In contrast to the bloodless 
coup of Park Chung Hee in May 1961, this was a violent incident involv-
ing exchanges of fire at the ROK Army Headquarters and Ministry of De-
fense in central Seoul. Some high-ranking commanders fled for their lives 
to the nearby U.S. military base in Seoul. Having taken command of the 
army, Chun and his group took control of the KCIA in the spring, while 
gradually assuming control of the government that was still nominally 
under the civilian leadership of Choi Kyu Hah.

In March, the universities reopened. Students began demanding greater 
campus autonomy and the purge of administrators and professors associ-
ated with the Park regime. They also protested the continuation of martial 
law and the Yushin constitution, and demanded the immediate imple-
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mentation of democratic government. Students also wanted to address is-
sues of economic and social inequality. When in April 1980 Chun illegally 
assumed control of the KCIA, student demonstrations began to spill into 
the streets; by May massive demonstrations in Seoul were presenting an 
atmosphere of instability, just as they had in 1960 and the spring of 1961. 
In mid-May, Chun moved troops and armored vehicles into the streets 
to protect government buildings as up to 100,000 students carried out 
boisterous demonstrations calling for his resignation and that of Prime 
Minister Sin Hyŏn-hwak, the lifting of marital law, and more rapid aboli-
tion of the Yushin system. With the encouragement of Kim Young Sam 
and Kim Dae Jung, the students called off further demonstrations on May 
16. The next day, May 17, Chun proclaimed Martial Law Decree No. 10, 
extending martial law throughout the country, closing universities, and 
banning labor strikes. All political activity was prohibited, and twenty-six 
opposition leaders including Kim Dae Jung were arrested.

Anti-Chun feeling was especially strong in Kwangju. Kwangju was 
the largest city in South Chŏlla, the center of government opposition and 
resentment at the domination of government by the military from the 
southeast and the consequent economic neglect of their region. On May 
18, Chŏnnam National University students in Kwangju demanded the 
release of Kim Dae Jung, a local hero from the nearby port of Mokp’o. 
Offices of the government-controlled broadcaster were burned. Special 
Forces commander Chŏng Ho-yong sent paratroopers who brutally at-
tacked protesters. The alienated citizenry supported the students in a 
full-scale insurrection, seizing weapons, forcing the paratroopers to with-
draw, and taking over the city. A Council of Citizens then attempted to 
negotiate with the armed forces; appeals to the United States for media-
tion were ignored. On May 27, Chun sent in regular troops of the Twen-
tieth Division to retake the city in a bloody campaign with heavy civilian 
casualties. The official number killed was 200. The actual number killed 
is not known for sure, but is most likely much higher, with the figure of 
2,000 often cited. The Kwangju Incident remained as an important legacy 
and left a stain on the Chun regime that it never quite recovered from. The 
official pronouncement that it was a Communist rebellion that had been 
crushed was believed by very few and only damaged the credibility of the 
regime. Kwangju became a symbol of civilian resistance to military rule 
and helped to radicalize the student and dissident movement and alienate 
much of the middle-class population from the government. It also led to 
anti-U.S. sentiment. A 1978 agreement creating the U.S.-ROK Combined 
Forces Command gave control of selected units of the ROK regular army 
to the commander of American forces in Korea. Many South Koreans 
came to believe that the American military commander and therefore the 
U.S. government must have given at least tacit approval to the movement 
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of troops to quell the rebellion. However, this was not the case, since the 
dispatched paratroopers were outside the control of the commander.

Chun then took the final steps in consolidating his power. In late May 
he organized a Special Committee for National Security Measures with 
Choi as nominal head. It contained both civilian and military officials, 
but Chun and his clique were clearly in charge. In August, Choi resigned 
and the NCU elected Chun. Chun then revised the constitution, creating 
what became known as the Fifth Republic. The revised constitution gave 
a bit more authority to the National Assembly but was not radically dif-
ferent that the Yushin constitution. This constitution was then approved 
by plebiscite in October, and in February 1981 a new National Assembly 
was elected. The Democratic Justice Party, as Chun’s party was called, 
received 35 percent of the vote, but due to the proportional voting system 
it won a solid majority of seats.

THE FIFTH REPUBLIC

Chun, like Park, was born in rural poverty, the sixth of nine children in 
a peasant family. Also like Park, he was from Kyŏngsang Province and 
had chosen a military career as a way to advance out of his poor, rural 
background. He graduated from the Korean Military Academy where he 
married the commandant’s daughter. Rising up through the ranks, he 
proved to be an able military man, distinguishing himself in Vietnam. In 
many ways he was similar to Park. He was pragmatic, more interested 
in practical results than ideology, with the same vision of an economi-
cally strong ROK. His administration continued Park’s developmental 
policies, which gave priority to economic development. However, Chun 
never commanded the respect that Park Chung Hee did. Partly this was 
a product of his personality; he had little charm and did not display the 
intellectual acuteness of his predecessor. Moreover, unlike Park, he was 
surrounded by scandal. His wife and family members were constantly 
rumored to be involved in shady financial deals (which later proved true), 
and in general he seemed less able to control corruption in his administra-
tion. Unlike Park’s wife and daughter, who were widely admired, Chun’s 
wife and family were treated with derision and contempt for their influ-
ence peddling. Perhaps his greatest liability was the messy way he seized 
power, from the heavy-handed coup of December 12, 1979, to the bloody 
Kwangju Incident.

The discontent with the new administration was due to more than 
Chun’s unpopularity and lack of charisma. South Korean society had 
changed in the two decades between Park’s military coup and Chun’s 
consolidation of power. It was now more educated and affluent; there 
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was a large middle class and a general feeling that while Korea was 
making great economic progress it was still politically backward. Most 
middle-class Koreans wanted a say in how their country was run. The 
quick resumption of military rule in 1980 came to many as a disappoint-
ment, much more so than in 1961, when the military seizure of power 
was actually welcomed as a relief from chaos and corruption. Many South 
Koreans were tired of military rule. While many Koreans accepted the 
argument that the dangerous security problem with North Korea called 
for order, stability, and a strong military, they did not interpret this to 
mean military rule. There was also a feeling that if South Korea wanted to 
join the ranks of advanced countries such as Japan, the United States, and 
Western Europe, it had to move beyond the politics of military coups and 
strongmen to more representational government, more political freedom, 
and orderly process.

Chun, despite his unpopularity, received some credit for the economic 
recovery that began in 1981. While much of this recovery was due to the 
drop in oil prices and strong economic growth in the key export mar-
kets of the United States and Japan, his administration did manage the 
economy competently. The decision in 1981 by the Olympic Committee 
to award the 1988 games to Seoul gave another boost to the regime. Chun 
also attempted to give a veneer of liberalism to his rule. The midnight-
to-four curfew that had been in place for decades as a security measure 
in all but the inland province of North Ch’ungch’ŏng was lifted in Janu-
ary 1982. Other measures included easing travel restrictions and ending 
the requirement that school children wear militaristic-style uniforms 
and keep their hair short. People on the street no longer had to stand at 
attention when the national anthem was played at 5 p.m. But in reality 
South Korea remained an authoritarian state. Arrests and closed trials of 
dissidents were common; the press was censored; editors, reporters, and 
broadcasters were given official “guidance”; and the judiciary was sub-
servient to the administration. The ruling Democratic Justice Party held 
a solid majority in the National Assembly due to the use of proportional 
seating. The party benefitted from a steady flow of financial donations 
from business interests. Deprived of its leadership, the opposition was 
rather tame.

1987: A POLITICAL TURNING POINT

The major turning point in South Korea’s political evolution took place 
in 1987 when power began to shift away from the military-dominated 
regime and a genuine transition to democracy began. The events of that 
year caught some observers by surprise; however, they were preceded by 
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developments that gradually weakened the Chun government, which in 
the early 1980s had seemed securely in power. In May of 1982 a financial 
scandal broke out that implicated some of Chun’s in-laws, the first of a 
series that would undermine his credibility. The opposition became more 
active, assertive, and willing to work together to resist the government. 
Kim Young Sam, under house arrest, held a hunger strike, and Kim Dae 
Jung, who was allowed to go to the United States “for medical treatment” 
as a result of U.S. pressure, began to issue statements from exile critical 
of the government. In 1984 Kim Dae Jung, while still in exile, and Kim 
Young Sam formed an umbrella group of opponents of the regime, the 
Consultative Committee for the Promotion of Democracy, to bring about 
democratization. In January 1985, members of this group formed a new 
united opposition party, the New Korea Democratic Party (NKDP). This 
party was able to capture 102 of the 299 seats in the National Assembly 
elections of February 1985. Early in 1985 Kim Dae Jung returned to Korea 
and was immediately placed under house arrest, but his return intensi-
fied the opposition to the regime.

The Chun administration was also increasingly plagued by labor and 
student unrest. The anti-Americanism of student protesters, who blamed 
the United States for what they believed was its complicity in the Kwangju 
massacre, was also troubling. In 1984, Chun ended the heavy-handed po-
lice surveillance on college campuses and released many students who 
had been arrested. About 1,000 expelled students were reinstated. As 
with his loosening of restrictions on political activity, the ending of the 
late-night curfew, and other modest moves toward liberalization, these 
measures were not effective in reducing the hostility of the opponents of 
the regime. Despite more conciliatory measures, student demonstrations 
from 1984 only grew in frequency.

Meanwhile, Chun stuck to his pledge to limit himself to a single 
seven-year term. With a growing opposition and concern about a smooth 
transition to his heir, Roh Tae Woo, his government began negotiations 
with the New Korea Democratic Party in 1986 on a new constitution. 
The main issue was whether to adopt a cabinet-style government with 
a titular head of state. The NKDP wanted a direct election of an execu-
tive presidency. The government wanted a strong National Assembly, 
which it felt it could control through its well-funded and well-disciplined 
party, the Democratic Justice Party (DJP). The opposition fragmented 
into competing factions; despite the current coalition, it had less chance 
of controlling the Assembly. Therefore the opposition favored a strong 
presidency, which it felt it could win if united behind a single candidate. 
The deadlock, which seemed to jeopardize the smooth transition to the 
end of military rule, resulted in a split when NKDP leader Lee Min-woo 
decided to seek a compromise with the administration. Kim Dae Jung and 
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Kim Young Sam then left the party and formed their own, the Reunifica-
tion Democratic Party, with Kim Young Sam as the party leader and Kim 
Dae Jung still officially banned from political activity as the unofficial 
coleader. With the opposition taking a hard line against the government, 
Chun decided to end the negotiations over the new constitution. Mean-
while, the death in January 1987 of Pak Chong-chŏl, a Seoul National 
University student, while being questioned by police, led to a new round 
of student demonstrations and public disgust with the administration’s 
handling of them. In addition, international events had already added to 
internal tensions in 1986 when the People Power uprising overthrew the 
Marcos dictatorship in the Philippines, an event the Korean public fol-
lowed with great interest.

On April 13, 1987, Chun announced that a new president would be de-
cided by the National Council for Unification. In other words, he would, 
in effect, keep the presidential system with the strong executive presi-
dency and handpick his successor, which everyone knew would be Roh 
Tae Woo. The April 13 announcement set in motion a period of political 
turbulence as students and political activists held increasingly larger and 
more massive protests. Much of the middle class, dismayed at not being 
able to select the next president, sympathized with the demonstrations. 
Every sign was that most citizens wanted some meaningful participation 
in the political process. The student demonstrations continued to grow 
in number and size, further inflamed by incidents of police brutality. 
On June 10, the DJP nominated Roh as their candidate, a fact that made 
his ascension to power a matter of course. Thousands of office workers 
and sympathetic citizens from various walks of life now joined the street 
demonstrations. They grew so disruptive that only military intervention 
could restore order. It was clear to many in the government that much of 
the public supported the demonstrators and that a crackdown could have 
dangerous consequences. To add to the government’s concerns, the In-
ternational Olympic Committee threatened to relocate the games if there 
was further unrest. Not only Chun but especially Roh, who chaired the 
ROK Olympic committee and had staked much of his prestige on success-
fully hosting the games as a way of displaying South Korea’s economic 
development and maturity as a nation, could not afford to risk losing the 
games. American and other international opinion was sympathetic to the 
democratic movement, and a crackdown would be an enormous loss of 
face. Nor was there full assurance that the government could count on the 
conscript army to take extreme measures if necessary to end the protests. 
Yet further demonstrations could threaten stability and embolden North 
Korea into a rash action. Chun offered to compromise with the opposition 
on June 22, but this had little effect. On June 26, over 100,000 ordinary Ko-
reans joined a peace protest march in Seoul. Three days later, on June 29, 
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Roh with Chun’s approval issued a declaration that the DJP would accept 
a new constitution with provisions for direct presidential elections. The 
government also announced it was ending censorship, releasing political 
prisoners, and removing all obstacles to political activities.

TRANSITION TO DEMOCRACY

The events of 1987 launched a transition toward democracy. The presiden-
tial elections were freely contested, but the rivalry between Kim Young 
Sam and Kim Dae Jung split the opposition. In addition, Kim Jong Pil, 
one of the former leaders of the 1961 military coup also ran, so Roh Tae 
Woo faced the “three Kims” in the December presidential election. Roh, 
carrying the rural areas and receiving the support of many conservative 
working- and middle-class voters concerned about stability, won with 37 
percent of the ballots cast. Kim Young Sam, carrying his home Pusan area 
and receiving much of the white-collar vote, received 28 percent. Kim Dae 
Jung carried his home Chŏlla region, where he obtained 90 percent of the 
vote in Kwangju, and captured support from labor and the left for a total 
of 27 percent. Kim Jong Pil received 8 percent of the votes, much of it in 
his home area in Ch’ungch’ŏng in the central part of the country. Under 
the new constitutional amendments the president was elected for a single 
five-year term.

Roh’s five-year administration, which began in 1988, was a transitional 
period. A member of Chun’s military clique and probably the second 
most important person in the Fifth Republic after Chun, Roh accepted 
the restrictions on his authority imposed by a more democratic political 
order. He avoided the aloof style of his predecessors, carrying his own 
briefcase to work, posing as the “pot’ong saram” (ordinary person). His 
power was further restricted when the opposition parties gained control 
of the National Assembly in the April 1988 legislative elections. The DJP 
pulled just 25 percent of the vote, obtaining only 125 of the 299 seats; the 
remainder were held by major opposition parties. With opposition par-
ties holding a majority for the first time in history, the National Assembly 
began to play a more assertive role in governance, carrying out investiga-
tive and oversight functions. The judiciary, too, began to assert itself. In 
June 1988, 300 judges demanded that the judicial independence lost under 
Park Chung Hee be restored.4 A new chief justice was appointed who 
was not tied to government officials. All this suggested that South Korea 
was becoming a representative democracy with independent branches of 
government. However, much the governing structure, including the close 
ties between the ruling party, the bureaucracy, and the major chaebŏls re-
mained. One product of this link was a hostile attitude to organized labor; 
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the government showed little reluctance to use force to put down strikes. 
The Roh government also continued to make use of the National Security 
Law, intended to deal with North Korean subversion and to clamp down 
on leftist dissidents. Nor was the military completely free from interfer-
ence in domestic matters. In 1990, for example, it was revealed that the 
Army Counterintelligence Corps was engaged in illegal surveillance of 
civilians.

The first year of the Roh administration saw one of the major turning 
points for South Korea: the successful hosting of the 1988 Summer Olym-
pics in September. After the Western boycott of the Moscow games in 
1980 and the Soviet boycott of the Los Angeles games in 1984, these were 
the first in twelve years in which almost all nations attended. For Koreans 
it was a way of showcasing the country’s rise from the rubble of the Ko-
rean War to a modern, industrial state. As a public relations event, it was 
highly effective. Most visitors were surprised at how modern and pros-
perous Seoul was, including its newly completed, clean subway system. 
The games provided an opportunity to broaden its relations with other 
nations, most importantly the Soviet Union and China. After the Olym-
pics, the government further lifted travel restrictions, and South Koreans 
began to travel overseas in great numbers. The country was emerging as a 
presence in the world, and its people were becoming more cosmopolitan. 
The economy was also booming at double-digit rates at this time, ben-
efiting from what Koreans called the “three lows,”—the low price of oil, 
reducing the country’s energy bill; the low interest rates abroad, which 
reduced the costs of borrowing; and the low Japanese yen, that is, the 
strong yen that made Korean products more competitive.

But from 1989, things became more difficult for the Roh administration. 
It faced an upsurge in radical student activity. The most dramatic incident 
was a student disturbance at Dongeui University in Pusan that left seven 
riot policemen dead. Violent student activities brought on a government 
crackdown that threatened to derail the democratization process. Labor 
activity also challenged the administration. The sharp rise in labor strikes 
that accompanied the events of 1987 continued into 1988 and 1989. Labor 
union membership grew quickly. In June 1987, only 22 percent of the 
workforce was unionized and of these 82 percent belonged to the govern-
ment-approved and politically tame Federation of Korean Trade Unions. 
Only 3 percent belong to the illegal and radical labor federation known as 
the Chŏnnohyŏp, which often led violent strikes. After 1987 union mem-
bership and strike activity grew at an explosive rate. Labor strikes were 
often violent and threatened to hamper the country’s economic growth. 
Overall wages rose sharply in the late 1980s and early 1990s, in part due 
the greater power of labor unions, increasing about 15 percent a year. This 
contributed to inflation, leading to the appreciation of the won and to the 
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subsequent loss of competitiveness for South Korea’s products overseas. 
Massive trade imbalances with the United States, the biggest overseas 
market, led to American pressure on the ROK to force it to adopt a code of 
voluntary restraints on exports. A boom in real estate and a soaring stock 
market proved unsustainable. Land prices had begun to reach absurd 
levels. In 1990, the total value of land was equal to 70 percent of that of the 
United States, which had ninety times the area of the ROK.5 Land prices 
were more than twice as high as those in famously expensive Japan. Stock 
prices surged. This not only brought up fears of an economic bubble but 
also threatened to undermine the trend toward greater economic equal-
ity. The public grew concerned over conspicuous consumption. The 
government launched a campaign of avoiding “excessive consumption” 
to allay these concerns and to prevent a flood of consumer imports that 
would weaken the balance of payments. Stock prices began to fall in 1990, 
and the real estate market cooled, so did the economy.

South Korea’s foreign policy under Roh was aimed at developing closer 
ties with the Communist nations. Roh called his policy Nordpolitik, and it 
was modeled in part after the West German policy of Ostpolitik, which 
had similar aims. The policy was well timed, since under Gorbachev the 
Soviet Union was eager to develop economic ties with booming South 
Korea. The two countries exchanged trade offices in 1989 and full dip-
lomatic relations in September 1990. China, moved more cautiously, but 
it too was attracted to the prospects of trade and investment with South 
Korea. Despite the ideological differences, the two countries shared 
cultural ties and geographical proximity. For the ROK, China presented 
great opportunity for investment and trade. In the autumn of 1990 the 
two countries opened trade offices; in August 1992 they established full 
diplomatic relations.

The principle aim of Nordpolitik was to isolate the DPRK, removing 
any objections for North Korea’s allies to establish closer ties. In a much 
stronger position, and with North Korea’s economy entering a crisis, 
Seoul hoped to work toward closer ties with its nemesis. From July 1990 
to December 1991 the two Koreas engaged in talks at a fairly high admin-
istrative level. This led to the Agreement Concerning the Reconciliation, 
Nonaggression, Exchanges and Cooperation in December 1991. But little 
came of this, and the talks stalemated as North Korea resumed its cus-
tomary confrontational public statements. However, the new relations 
with the Soviet Union, China, and Eastern Europe were psychologically 
important to South Korea. For decades the country had been perceived as 
a client state of the United States. South Korea was now developing its 
own foreign policy and being respected as an important economic power 
and political player in the international arena.
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The political calm of 1988 ended after the Olympics, when the opposi-
tion-controlled National Assembly began investigating corruption under 
the Chun regime. Many of Chun’s aides and in-laws were indicted, and 
Chun himself was forced to apologize on television for the corruption and 
the abuse of power under his administration. Then he retreated to a re-
mote Buddhist monastery. In January 1990, Kim Young Sam worked out 
a deal merging his party with the DJP and the smaller party led by Kim 
Jong Pil to form the Democratic Liberal Party (DLP). The new party now 
had a solid majority in the Assembly. The DLP, however, was weakened 
by internal rivalries, so it was not an effective vehicle for Roh to push 
through his agenda. In the March 1992 Assembly elections the DLP lost a 
number of seats to the political party of Kim Dae Jung. As part of the deal, 
Kim Young Sam was to be the DLP candidate in the 1992 presidential 
election. Roh became a lame duck.

In December 1992, the DLP ran Kim Young Sam as its candidate against 
his old-time rival Kim Dae Jung. A third candidate entered the race, the 
seventy-six-year-old Hyundai founder, Chung Ju Yong. Chung, angry 
with the government over disputes with his company, used his vast per-
sonal wealth to finance his campaign, but he never had a serious chance 
of winning. He received 16 percent of the vote. Kim Dae Jung, with a loyal 
following in his home of Chŏlla and among many in the moderate left, 
received 37 percent. Kim Young Sam won with 42 percent of the vote, 
gaining the support of conservatives and liberals, benefitting from the 
considerable resources of the government machine that endorsed him, 
and winning overwhelmingly in his home province South Kyŏngsang. 
Regional affiliation was the greatest factor in voting, not ideology. Kim 
Dae Jung, for example, received 88 percent of the vote in Chŏlla and an 
extraordinary 95 percent of the vote in Kwangju. Kim Young Sam was 
inaugurated president in February 1993. It is interesting to note that there 
was no military man or ex-military man running for the office. The integ-
rity of the voting process was largely accepted by all parties; the idea of 
military intervention in the political process was becoming unthinkable. 
The transfer of power to a former political dissident was smooth, orderly, 
and already seemed normal. Without the drama of 1987, voters were 
more complacent or less excited, only 77 percent casting ballots compared 
to 87 percent five years earlier.

Democratization was a process that was far from complete by the 1990s. 
Government institutions were still not as transparent as in most Western 
democracies. The National Security Law was still in effect and the inter-
nal security organs were still powerful though reined in a bit. Surveys 
done from the late 1980s through the mid-1990s by Doh C. Shin and Geir 
Helgesen suggest that traditional values were still strong. While most 
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Koreans had become committed to the ideals of democracy and political 
equality, Koreans still placed greater importance on the judgments of 
morally upright leaders than on democratic process and attached greater 
importance to social harmony than to political and social pluralism.6 
Nonetheless, South Korea had moved a long way toward developing an 
orderly democratic system.

FACTORS IN UNDERSTANDING THE DEMOCRATIC TURN

The events of June 1987 were a turning point in the history of South Korea. 
The country now began a clear, if sometimes rocky, transition to democ-
racy. Thus South Korea had a democratic transformation to match its eco-
nomic one. This political shift away from an authoritarian regime to a more 
open political system had many causes. The experience of 1960–1961 when 
democracy was associated with social disorder had faded, and there was 
a widespread desire to end nearly three decades of military-dominated 
government. A culture that had traditionally disdained the military with 
the old Chinese adage “the best iron is not used to make nails and the best 
men are not used to make soldiers” underwent major changes. The Korean 
War created a huge army and the need for all men to serve in it. A military 
conscription was enacted in 1949, but it was in full effect only after the Ko-
rean War. All men were required to serve three years, then another eight 
years in the Homeland Reserve Force with annual military training. Later 
the period of active service was reduced to between twenty-six and thirty 
months, according to type of service. Universal conscription promoted a 
sense of national solidarity and eroded class barriers to some extent. It 
did not, however, fully overcome Korean traditional attitudes toward the 
military. Park, Chun, and their generals-turned-cabinet ministers donned 
civilian clothes to gain respect and acceptability, but the public was never 
completely comfortable with rule by military or ex-military men. By the 
1980s, most were eager to see a return to civilian rule.

Another factor that helped foster the end of military rule was the 
strengthening of big business. The chaebŏls had a close relationship with 
the ruling parties. But as the economy grew, the leaders of big business 
felt confident enough to compete in the international markets without the 
close supervision of the state. They came to view a civilian government as 
being more conducive to their pursuit of profit without excessive bureau-
cratic restraint. Furthermore, many in the business community shared the 
public perception that democratic government was a necessary develop-
ment for the country’s continued progress.

The democratization was also brought about by major cultural and 
social changes in South Korean society. This included two dramatic 
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breaks with the Korean past important for understanding the evolution 
of democracy in the ROK: the spread of egalitarian ideals and the increase 
in social mobility. The upheavals of Japanese colonialism, especially dur-
ing World War II when millions were mobilized for the war effort, the 
dislocations following the collapse of the Japanese empire and the parti-
tion of the country, the land reform, and the destruction caused by the 
Korean War all had a social and economic leveling effect. The old rigid 
hereditary-based hierarchical society dominated by the yangban class and 
its descendents had come to a final end. At the same time, the democratic 
ideals promoted by both leftists and by conservatives who proclaimed 
their adherence to American-style liberal democratic ideals took deep 
root. This can be seen in education where the public clamored for an 
open access to all levels of education, where even the humblest families 
sacrificed for the chance that their son or daughter might achieve a higher 
level of schooling and move up the social ladder. A popular belief that by 
industriousness and talent people could rise to wealth and power was an 
important factor in the country’s development. People worked hard and 
made personal sacrifices in the belief in a better future for themselves 
or their children. As Laura Nelson has observed, “the carrot of a better, 
more equitable, wealthier, democratic (and unified) Korea was dangled 
before the population.”7 Egalitarian ideals were reflected in the education 
system, where government policies promoted equal opportunity in edu-
cation and uniformity of school standards.

There were also countertrends to the establishment of an egalitarian 
society. Industrialization led to the rise of an extremely wealthy entre-
preneurial class. It was a class enriched in part by access to low-interest 
credit denied to small businessmen or private individuals, and reinforced 
by low inheritance taxes. Many married within that class, with CEO sons 
marrying the daughters of CEOs, threatening to create a new hereditary 
elite. Real estate prices also posed a threat to equality. While wages rose 
sharply in the 1970s and 1980s, real estate prices rose even faster. Added 
to the similar rise in the cost of education, the entry into a middle-class 
lifestyle was often frustratingly difficult.8 Nonetheless, the overall trend, 
especially in the 1980s and early 1990s was toward greater income equal-
ity. In fact, during this period South Korea had one of the most equitable 
distributions of wealth of any developing country.

This more egalitarian society was becoming increasingly middle class 
in its identification and values. The economic boom and the expansion 
of education had expanded the ranks of well-informed, urban middle-
class voters who were often embarrassed about the status of their coun-
try as a military-style authoritarian state. Most Koreans by the 1980s 
identified themselves as middle class even if in many cases this was 
as much an aspiration as a reality. They were literate and widely read; 
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newspaper circulation had risen to among the highest in the world, 
and Korean newspapers gave excellent international news coverage. By 
the mid-1980s almost every household had a TV and most watched the 
well-produced nine o’clock news on the major networks. South Koreans 
were curious about the world. They were also a rank-conscious culture, 
concerned about how they stood in the world. They knew which coun-
tries were at the top: the United States, Japan, and the nations of West-
ern Europe. South Koreans wanted their nation to measure up to that 
group. The Park administration had boasted in its last days that South 
Korea would be a fully industrialized first-world nation before the end 
of the century. Although regarded by outsiders and some Koreans as 
unrealistic, there was no doubt for most Koreans that it would be pos-
sible. But being a “first world” nation to most Koreans meant not just 
economic development but reaching political maturity.

Most of South Korea’s middle class accepted an open, democratic soci-
ety as part of what it meant to be a “successful” first-world nation. Thus, 
the goal of being a rich and strong nation that Park Chung Hee and almost 
every Korean nationalist aspired to had become linked in the minds of the 
public with being a democratic society. South Korean textbooks discussed 
democracy and identified the country with the Western democracies, and 
democratic ideals of representational government, popular sovereignty, 
and human rights had won wide acceptance as important, desired values. 
They were all perceived as the traits of a modern society. When it came 
time to vote, many were quite conservative, but they did want to vote, 
and in a meaningful way.

U.S. influence also contributed to the democratization in South Korea. 
As Gregg Brazinsky has pointed out, to a considerable extent the political 
evolution of the country was shaped by the way American nation-building 
efforts interacted with Korean internal developments.9 American culture 
deeply penetrated South Korea. Much of this was in the form of pop 
culture—movies, music, and fashions—but it also included education and 
ideas about society and politics. Korean textbooks taught U.S.-inspired 
principles of human rights and democracy, often with American examples 
as models. The thousands of Koreans who studied in America generally 
came back with favorable impressions of American values and culture, 
even if they were sometimes critical of specific U.S. policies. The ROK’s 
client status with the United States in some ways resembled Korea’s 
pre-1876 relations with China. While determinedly independent, South 
Koreans looked to the United States as a big brother—the major buyer of 
its exports; its military guarantor; and the source of the most advanced 
learning, technology, and culture.

American political influence came in many ways. Koreans went to the 
United States for higher education, not only in science and engineering 
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but also for degrees in social sciences, humanities, and education. The 
United States sponsored in-service training programs for bureaucrats. 
Washington funded publications such as Sasanggye, an influential journal 
of political and social thought. A U.S. Leader Program inaugurated after 
the Korean War brought government officials and political figures to 
the United States for three months to observe America’s economic and 
political system. Among the important figures that came out of that pro-
gram were political opposition leaders and later presidents Kim Young 
Sam and Kim Dae Jung.10 The United States had a major role in educa-
tional development, too; U.S.-trained officials dominated the Ministry of 
Education and often inserted American political values and ideas into the 
curriculum and teacher-training programs. American influence and the 
American model contributed to the acceptance of ideas of human rights, 
individual freedom, and democratic accountability of political leaders.

The rise of Christianity in South Korea also added to the pluralism 
of society and provided an institutional basis for political opposition. 
Christian missions were an important vehicle for the spread of new ideas, 
and Christians were disproportionately active in the pre-1945 nationalist 
movement. Yet in 1945, Christians made up only a small percent of the 
population, with the greatest concentration in the north, especially in the 
P’yŏngyang area. After 1945, millions of South Koreans converted. Ac-
cording to a 1983 survey, there were 1.6 million Catholics and 5.3 million 
Protestants.11 Other estimates are higher, and the numbers grew until 
leveling off in the early 1990s, by which time a quarter to one-third of 
the population described themselves as Christians (the estimates vary). 
Crosses lit up the skyline of major cities at night. Many were small store-
front churches, but there were some mega-churches, most notably the 
Yŏǔido Full Gospel Church in Seoul. With 800,000 members, it was the 
world’s largest. Converts to Christianity cut across social classes, with 
many middle class as well as working-class poor joining churches.

Most churches were not centers of social and political activism; more 
often they preached the gospel of material success. But some Christian 
ministers contributed to the rise of the labor movement and led human 
rights campaigns, and Myongdong Cathedral in downtown Seoul be-
came a center used by political protesters. Both Catholic and Protestant 
groups had been active in organized labor. Cardinal Stephen Kim (Kim 
Su-hwan), the Catholic archbishop of Seoul, was an important moderate 
voice in the opposition to government oppression and to the social injus-
tices caused by the country’s rapid industrialization. Another sanctuary 
was provided by the Presbyterian minister and ecumenical movement 
pioneer Kang Wŏn-yong. His Christian Academy, a seminar house, was 
a safe meeting ground for intellectuals and political activists. The fact 
that churches had international links provided considerable protection to 
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political dissidents and social activists, as they had to a lesser extent dur-
ing colonial rule. A roughly equal number of Koreans called themselves 
Buddhist and there was a rise in smaller religious groups as well. Most 
non-Christians were less involved in politics, but a few Buddhist groups 
also became active in human rights movements.

STUDENT ACTIVISM

While the democratization of South Korea was primarily the product an 
emerging pluralistic, middle-class society culturally linked with the West, 
the events of 1987 were spearheaded by the student movement. South 
Koreans were often tolerant of student activism, accepting that students 
had a right to point out injustices and the moral shortcomings of those in 
public life. Student remonstrance against government misconduct was a 
Korean tradition with premodern roots, reinforced by the contributions 
of student demonstrators in colonial times. The repressive nature of the 
Yushin government in the 1970s, by not allowing students to air their 
grievances, had the effect of radicalizing them, creating an underground 
movement that felt increasingly alienated from the political and economic 
system. This radicalization and the formation of strong underground 
organizations intensified under the Fifth Republic. There were several 
strands to the ideology among the students as well as other dissidents. 
One was nationalism. The early nationalist intellectuals of the late Chosŏn 
had criticized the Yi dynastic government for what was called sadaejuǔi, 
or flunkeyism, in the face of China; and in the colonial period radical na-
tionalists saw the moderates and conservatives guilty of being Japanese 
flunkies and collaborators. Many saw Park’s normalization treaty with Ja-
pan in 1965 in this light, as toadying to Tokyo. Some radical Koreans after 
1980 accused the Chun administration and its supporters in the current 
military-political-economic establishment of being U.S. flunkies. A deep 
anti-Americanism developed among student radicals in part due to the 
belief in U.S. support for or involvement in the Kwangju Incident. This 
impression was reinforced when in early 1981 the newly inaugurated 
President Reagan honored Chun as the first foreign head of state to be 
invited to the White House. Remarks by the man Reagan appointed as his 
ambassador, Richard Walker, who criticized the opponents of the regime 
and called the students “spoiled brats,” also contributed to the growing 
hostility toward the United States by young people. The anticommunist 
rhetoric of the Reagan administration, although directed at the Soviet 
Union seemed to echo that of the military rulers who had used the threat 
of Communism to strengthen their rule. In part, this anti-Americanism 
was the product of a young generation born after the Korean War, less 
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concern with the threat of North Korea, with none of the images of the 
Americans as liberators from the Japanese or the North Korean invad-
ers. Instead they saw the United States as an imperialist bully that had 
divided their country and propped up oppressive military regimes that 
were economically and militarily dependent on Washington. Student 
radicals launched attacks on American targets, most notably on the U.S. 
information office and library in Pusan, which they burned in March 
1982. Every American facility, even libraries, took on the appearance of 
armed fortresses.

Another element in student radicalism was neo-Marxism. Western 
critics of international capitalism were being translated and read. These 
included thinkers such as the South American dependency theorists, who 
saw the world economy as structured in such a way as to keep the poor 
nations of Asia, Africa, and Latin America dependent on the rich nations; 
American Immanuel Wallerstein, whose world-systems theories argued 
along similar lines; and the Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci, with his 
ideas of hegemony. The fact that this radical literature was sometimes 
banned only added to its appeal. In sum, many radicals saw South Ko-
rea’s capitalism system as benefitting only the rich, based on exploitation 
of the poor, and linking the ROK to the international capitalist system 
that was led by the United States and Japan. Thus, criticism of capitalism 
and the economic inequalities it created was connected to the nationalist 
criticism of a government subservient to foreign interests. This sometimes 
led to a more sympathetic view of North Korea and its juche philosophy. 
It also led to student involvement in the labor movement.

A key concept in radical ideology that was emerging in the 1970s and 
1980s was minjung. The word can be translated as “the masses,” or simply 
as “the people.” The term was used in several ways. It was seen as defin-
ing the nonelite of society, the ordinary people within whom the national 
spirit was embodied in its purist form. Minjung thinkers saw Korean 
history as the struggle between the common people, ordinary men and 
women, against political repression, economic exploitation, and social 
injustice. It was thus linked to the concept of the nation as understood by 
the old radical nationalists. For some Christians, minjung became associ-
ated with the social justice movement within some churches, especially 
Catholic liberation theology. For others it was a way to capture the es-
sence of what it was to be Korean. It led to a renewed interest in Korean 
folk culture and traditions. Student protestors would often dance to tra-
ditional folk instruments as if calling upon the spirit of nationalism before 
charging out into the street to make battle with the riot police. Minjung 
thought, neo-Marxism, nationalism, antiforeignism, and even Christian 
social activism often became fused into the struggle against not just the 
military regime but the entire political, social, and economic system. 
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Although few outside student, intellectual, and radical political circles 
shared this basic critique of society, the highly motivated students were 
able to act as the vanguard of political dissent. In 1985, student radicals 
organized the Sammint’u (Struggle Committee for Minjung Democratiza-
tion), which demanded the withdrawal of the U.S. military presence from 
South Korea, the destruction of the military-capitalist regime, and the 
unification of Korea. In 1986, this organization split into the Minmint’u, 
which focused on anti-imperialism and antifascism, and the more radi-
cal Chamint’u, which focused on organizing a domestic revolution. The 
latter organization was less interested in organizing students than in 
organizing the “masses.”12 These organizations effectively operated to 
organize protests despite police crackdowns. Although student radicals 
were a small minority, a much greater number of university students 
participated in their protests. In 1984, it was estimated that 10 percent of 
all college students were involved in political protests, and this percent-
age grew over the next three years. It was, however, only in 1987, when 
middle-class Koreans joined or actively encouraged them, that student 
demonstrations posed a major threat to the government.

ORGANIZED LABOR 

The rise of labor also contributed to the ending of the authoritarian politi-
cal system. Democratization took place in a society that was undergoing 
rapid social change. In the decades after the Korean War, millions left the 
countryside to move into the city, and industrialization and universal edu-
cation created a large literate industrial working class. Out of the working 
class came the labor activists, who formed another element in the dissident 
movement that helped bring an end to the military regime. While orga-
nized labor appeared to have suddenly emerged in the late 1980s as a ma-
jor force in the country’s economic and political life, South Korea’s labor 
movement had roots back in the colonial period. Labor unions were active 
in the 1920s, including a major labor strike in the port of Wonsan in 1929. 
Because of government repression in the 1930s, the labor groups survived 
only covertly and were affiliated with the Communist movement. Orga-
nized labor reemerged immediately after liberation as a major force. The 
chief organization was the leftist dominated National Council of Korean 
Trade Unions (Chŏnp’yŏng). Established soon after the Japanese surren-
der, from August 1945 to March 1947 it carried out 2,500 labor demonstra-
tions involving 600,000 participants.13 Labor unrest reached a peak in the 
fall of 1946 when a quarter of a million workers were on strike at one time. 
The American occupation authorities and their conservative Korean allies 
organized the Korean Federation of Trade Unions (Noch’ong or KFTU) in 
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1946 to counter its influence. The Chŏnp’yŏng was eventually outlawed, 
and the KFTU served for the next four decades as the only legally recog-
nized labor organization. The latter was largely controlled by centralized 
government with little grass-roots support. The pent-up demand for a 
truly effective and representative labor organization became clear when 
the National Council of Trade Unions (No Hyŏp) was organized in 1960, 
following the fall of President Rhee. It quickly developed a large and mili-
tant membership that carried out a number of strikes and demonstrations 
until banned by the military government in 1961.

The labor force grew rapidly in the 1960s under Park’s drive for indus-
trial development, but the workers were kept under tight restrictions. 
South Korea had a system of company unions that were easy for large 
employers to control. All these company unions also belonged to the 
KFTU. Efforts to organize strikes were brutally repressed by the police. 
Conditions for labor reached their nadir when Park in December 1971 
decreed the Law Concerning Special Measures Safeguarding National Se-
curity, which suspended the right of collective bargaining and collective 
action.14 While the government used manipulation of the official labor 
union and police intervention to control labor, Korean industrialists used 
Confucian terminology of paternalism, loyalty, and harmony to try to cre-
ate a sense that the company was a big family where the management was 
concerned for its workers who in turn should be loyal. In theory, the two: 
labor and management, worked in harmony. In practice, corporate heads 
were quick to call upon riot police to break up demonstrations. They also 
employed thugs called kusadae (save our company group) to beat labor 
organizers, a practice that became common in the 1980s.15

Working conditions were often appalling, with scant regard to safety 
and long hours. Korean workers had what was probably the longest 
workweek in the world. In the 1970s the average South Korean worker 
put in 53.1 hours, compared with 51 hours for those in Taiwan and 39.7 
hours and 38.8 hours per week for American and Japanese workers, re-
spectively. The workweek peaked at 54.5 hours in 1986.16 Twelve-hour 
shifts six days a week were common at many companies. Some workers 
received only every other Sunday off. Long hours and minimal concern 
for safety resulted in an appalling accident rate that was fifteen times that 
of Japan in 1976.17 The willingness of South Koreans to work long hours 
and the relative lack of labor unrest as a result of government control 
was one of the attractions to foreign investors. The American Chamber 
of Commerce and Forbes magazine, among others, advertised South Ko-
rea as a good place for investment, where Korean workers “cheerfully” 
worked sixty hours a week for low pay.18

Industrial workers not only had to deal with government oppression and 
the ruthless business practices of a country hell-bent to increase industrial 
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output at all costs but also traditional Korean prejudices against manual 
labor. Industrial workers were referred to by the pejorative terms kongsuni 
(factory girl) and kongdori (factory boy).19 Such sentiments meant that, 
whenever possible, Korean workers sought to pass themselves off as mem-
bers of the middle class and pushed their children to achieve white-collar 
status through schooling.

Despite the tame company unions and government measures to repress 
worker activism, labor unrest periodically resurfaced. The most dramatic 
incident took place in 1970, when Chŏn Tae-il, a worker in the P’yŏnghwa 
Market—a block-long four-story complex of small garment factories and 
clothing shops employing some 20,000 workers—burned himself alive 
out of protest of the treatment of laborers. But there were many other 
less-publicized acts of violent protest. Christian groups became important 
in organizing labor starting in the 1960s, especially the Urban Industrial 
Mission. Originally this group, drawn from Presbyterian and Methodist 
churches, formed to proselytize among factory workers, but the pastors 
became increasing concerned about the working conditions of their con-
verts.20 As small groups gathered for Bible readings, they discussed their 
hardships. This proved an effective vehicle for labor organization, since 
the UIM had international links, including foreign pastors, making open 
suppression by the South Korean government difficult. There was also a 
Catholic group, the Young Christian Workers, established in 1958, that 
also became involved in labor activities. With its international links, it 
enjoyed a similar advantage.21

An interesting feature of the South Korean labor movement was the 
important role women played. About one-third of industrial workers 
in the 1970s and 1980s were women, most young and single. They of-
ten lived in company dormitories, nicknamed “beehives” for their tiny, 
cramped rooms. Women workers were disproportionately represented 
in the huge, labor-intensive garment industry. They played an important 
role in fanning the flames of labor unrest, carrying out high-profile strikes 
at the Dongil Textile Company in 1972 and at the Y.H. Trading Company 
in Pusan in 1979.

The pent-up frustration of laborers was seen in the outburst of some 
400 strikes and demonstrations during the “Seoul Spring” of 1980. This 
was followed by another wave of repression with the consolidation of the 
Chun Du Hwan regime that year. But labor unrest grew in the 1980s. It 
was abetted by a modest lessening of political control in the mid-1980s, 
because the regime sought to achieve legitimacy and deflect international 
criticism as it prepared to host the Asian Games in 1986 and the Olym-
pics in 1988. Two hundred independent labor unions were organizing in 
1984, and the number of strikes increased. A turning point was the strike 
in Kuro, the industrial section of Seoul, in which workers from many 
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industries participated. It started among apparel workers but was joined 
by many others in that busy manufacturing zone.22 Many of these strikes 
were spontaneous outbursts of protests, but they were also organized 
by college students and other political dissidents, and by increasingly 
effective labor organizers. During this time, student radicals began join-
ing labor unions after graduating or by leaving school, and they helped 
to spread the antigovernment ideology. In 1986, the number of strikes 
more than doubled from the previous years. An especially violent protest 
over labor conditions occurred in Inch’ŏn that year when student radicals 
joined with labor activists. The biggest outburst in labor unrest came in 
1987. In that year there were 3,749 labor strikes compared to 276 the previ-
ous year.23 The sharp upswing in labor unrest in 1987 became part of the 
political upheavals of that year.

A SOCIETY UNDERGOING SOCIAL AND 
CULTURAL TRANSITION

The democratization of South Korea was part of a broad social and cultural 
change that included the rise of the middle class, of an industrial working 
class, and of Christianity, and the spread of egalitarian ideals. Another 
important component of the social and cultural change was the move-
ment for greater legal and social equality for women. At first, attitudes 
about the role of women in society and the nature of the family changed 
slowly. After liberation, many South Korean officials and intellectuals 
were more concerned about preserving or restoring what they sometimes 
called “laudable customs and conduct” (mip’ung yangsok).24 This concern 
was reflected in what was known as the Family Law, the parts of the 
civil law code that governed family relations. The Family Law, compiled 
in the 1950s and finished in 1958, was in many ways very conservative: 
it preserved the patriarchal family structure with the husband as head 
of the household; favored the eldest son in inheritance; and in divorce, 
which was uncommon, men generally received custody of children. The 
maintaining of these practices was important, it was argued, to preserve 
the essential nature of Korea’s cultural traditions.

In the 1950s and 1960s women organized to challenge these traditions 
and the laws that protected them in the name of women’s equality. A Fed-
eration of Korean Women’s Groups (Taehan yŏsŏng tanch’e hyŏphǔihoe) 
led by Lee Tai-young (Yi T’ae-yŏng) (1914–1995) fought during the 1950s 
and 1960s for legal reforms establishing the equality of men and women 
in marriage, divorce, child custody, and inheritance. Lee, the daughter 
of a miner, worked as a seamstress before becoming South Korea’s first 
woman lawyer in 1952. She founded the Korea Legal Aid Center for 
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Family Relations, a nonprofit that provided assistance to poor, educated 
women and was a champion of equal justice and rights for women. Early 
women’s rights advocates were up against entrenched patriarchal atti-
tudes. With the expansion of women’s education, however, and the grad-
ual acceptance of the ideas of equality, attitudes toward these matters 
began to change. Even under the very conservative Yushin period in the 
1970s, a Pan-Women’s Group for Revision of the Family Law succeeded 
in revising the law in 1977 to give greater rights to women in these four 
areas: marriage, divorce, inheritance, and child custody.25

More significant changes took place when women’s rights became part 
of the great upsurge in political and social activism of 1987. In that year, fe-
male activists created the Korean Women’s Association (Han’guk Yŏsŏng 
Tanch’e Yŏnhap).26 In 1989, the Family Law, in part due to the pressure 
from this and other groups was again revised, with most of the old patriar-
chal provisions eliminated or modified. Up to that time the eldest son was 
still expected to succeed as the head of the house, receive extra property in 
inheritance, and take care of his parents in old age. Under new legal revi-
sions, complicated by court rulings, this was no longer automatically the 
case. Other changes were slowly taking place. The emphasis on universal 
education meant literacy rates among women were as high as for men, and 
there was no significant difference in the percentage of women completing 
secondary education. But in higher education women tended to be con-
fined to nonprofessional programs, studying home economics, English, 
and fine arts. South Korea lagged far behind most industrial nations in the 
early 1990s in the percent of women represented in law, medicine, and the 
other professions. Few served in government, and they were still expected 
to resign from work when they married.

Intellectual and cultural life in South Korea reflected the turbulent so-
cial and political transformation of society. Among the best-known politi-
cal dissidents was the poet Kim Chi-ha. The South Korean government 
promoted officially favored artists in much the way that the North did, 
building large theaters such as the huge Sejong Cultural Center in down-
town Seoul in the 1970s. Most artists and writers operated outside this 
official sphere and were often alienated from the state until the transition 
to democracy. Few could escape the political and social upheavals of their 
time, which often informed their work. An example, was Yi Chung-sŏp, 
(1916–1956) a Japanese-trained artist who died in poverty in the 1950s. 
Some of his paintings were officially disapproved of as too erotic, but he 
came to be recognized as an important modern artist, especially for his 
paintings of the ox representing Korean fortitude and hardship.27 Pak 
Su-gǔn (1914–1965), a self-taught oil painter also struggled with poverty 
most of his life but won public acclaim in his last years for his works that 
depicted ordinary people in everyday Korean life. Painter Whanki Kim 
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(Kim Hwan-gi) (1913–1974), architects Kim Chung-ŏp (1922–1988) and 
Kim Su-gǔn (1931–1986), and video artist Nam June Paik (Paek Nam-jun) 
(1932–2006) received international recognition.

Writers struggled with the country’s rapidly changing society and 
turbulent history. Ch’oe In-hun (1936–), novelist and playwright, wrote 
The Plaza (Kwangjang) (1964), the story of a captured soldier disillusioned 
by both North and South Korean political and social systems. He was 
the first prominent writer to criticize both Koreas. Another writer was 
Yi Mun-yŏl (1948–) whose father defected to the North in 1950. Con-
sequently, his family was socially stigmatized, watched by the police, 
and forced into poverty. He gained acceptance to the prestigious Seoul 
National University but dropped out and began his career in the 1970s 
as a writer of short stories and novels that attempted to come to an un-
derstanding of Korea’s recent history. In his novel Son of Man (Saram ǔi 
Adǔl) (1979) he questioned the uncritical acceptance of Christian dogma 
by many Koreans. Yi Mun-gu (1941–2003), through his series of novels 
Our Town (Uri Tongnae) (1977–1981), dealt with the modernization pen-
etrating rural life in his home Chungch’ŏng region, while generating an 
appreciation for its dialect. Pak Wan-sŏ (1931–) known for her novel Na-
ked Tree (Namok) (1970) set during the Korean War, later wrote Lean Years 
of the City (Tosi-e Hyungnyŏn) (1979) about the urban middle class dealing 
with modernization. Cho Se-hǔi (1942–) wrote a series of novels, A Dwarf 
Launches a Little Ball (Nanjangi ka Ssoa Ollin Chagǔn Kong) (1976–1978), 
about slum dwellers who were victimized rather than uplifted by the 
rush for industrialization. Pak Ki-p’yŏng (1957–) a labor activist, better 
known by his penname Pak No-hae, was called the “faceless labor poet” 
for his underground poems dealing with the hardships and injustices ex-
perienced by workers. He was arrested under the National Security Law 
and spent eight years in prison.

Government censorship of literature and the arts was lessened starting 
in 1988. On the eve of the summer Olympics the Roh Tae Woo adminis-
tration lifted the ban on thousands of works of art, music, and literature. 
Previously underground works by dissident South Koreans were now 
openly published, displayed, and performed. North Korean writers such 
as Han Sŏr-ya were published, and works of artists like Yi K’wae-dae 
(1913–?) who had gone to the North were exhibited in Seoul in the early 
1990s. Chŏng Chi-yong (1902–1950), an apolitical poet whose works had 
been banned simply because he had been taken captive by the North Ko-
reans during the Korean War were now published. Chŏng’s poem “Nos-
talgia” (1939) became included in school textbooks. Shortly afterward 
the bans were also lifted on the works of the European-based artist Yi 
Ung-no (1905–1989) and the composer Yun Yi-sang (1917–1995) who were 
involved in the East Berlin Spy Incident. South Korea still had a ways to 
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go to honestly deal with its past, but by the 1990s it enjoyed more political 
and cultural freedom than Koreans had known since the late Chosŏn.

KOREA IN WORLD HISTORY: 
DEMOCRATIZATION IN GLOBAL PERSPECTIVE

South Korea’s political development in many ways followed a pattern 
typical of postcolonial states after World War II. Constitutions were writ-
ten and ignored, authoritarian regimes followed each other, leaders estab-
lished cults of personality, and the military intervened. As with most de-
veloping nations, governments faced the problem of political legitimacy. 
But in South Korea the problem of political legitimacy was especially 
difficult since it faced a rivalry for the mantle of Korean nationalism with 
the North, whose leaders possessed more impressive anticolonial creden-
tials. Just as North Korea sought to win legitimacy by presenting itself as 
part of a universal, progressive system that offered great promise for the 
future, South Korean leaders linked their state to the West, to the “free 
world,” and its promise of progress and prosperity. Yet, the governments 
of the ROK could never feel entirely comfortable with the liberal demo-
cratic system of government promoted by the United States. Furthermore, 
unlike North Korea’s juche, South Korean leaders had no uniquely Korean 
ideology. Rhee relied principally on anticommunism as a means to rally 
support for the state. Park continued the anticommunist tradition but 
also made use of economic nationalism and economic performance. After 
1961, governments sought support through achieving economic growth 
and prosperity in much the same way as the contemporary government 
of Taiwan also did and Beijing has done since the 1980s.

South Korean administrations also used the external threats to justify 
political repression, much as many developing countries or as North Ko-
rea’s government did. The fact that the threat of renewed conflict was real 
and necessitated an elaborate security apparatus made it especially easy 
to justify political repression. The monthly air-raid drills and late-night 
curfews were constant reminders of a state under siege. In the name of 
national security, ROK governments jailed opponents, kidnapped some 
abroad, and carried out judicial murders. The KCIA, which Chun re-
named the National Security Bureau, provided a vast system of internal 
espionage. Indeed, South Korea had many of the elements of a thorough 
police state. But unlike North Korea it could not isolate its people, since it 
was committed to the international market place and its alliance with the 
United States compromised the ability to tighten control over all dissent. 
Each regime had to make some concessions to representative government 
and to an open society.
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South Korea’s democratic transition has been linked with the so-called 
“third wave” of democracy. According to this interpretation of world 
history put forward by Samuel Huntington, the spread of democratic 
governments has occurred in waves when certain international condi-
tions seem favorable. A wave of democracy took place after World War I; 
another started in the mid-1970s with Portugal and Spain and continued 
in the 1980s as democracy was restored in some Latin American countries 
such as Brazil and Argentina. Then in Eastern Europe with the fall of 
Communist regimes in 1989. South Korea and Taiwan were part of this 
“wave.” However, it is not clear how influenced the ROK’s democratic 
transition was by these external events. While the People Power move-
ment in the Philippines may have provided some encouragement to 
protesters in South Korea, its transition to democracy was due to its own 
internal developments. In this it most resembled Taiwan. Both states had 
identified with the Western democracies but were in reality ruled by au-
thoritarian regimes suffering from a problem of legitimacy in the face of 
a Communist rival. Governments of both sought to gain support through 
economic development. Both countries were highly influenced by the 
United States, had increasingly well-educated populations, avoided the 
enormous disparities in income and education characteristic of most de-
veloping nations, and had by the 1980s become predominantly middle-
class societies. As was the case in Taiwan, Korea’s authoritarian traditions 
seemed unpromising soil for the flourishing of a truly pluralistic, demo-
cratic society; yet in retrospect, it appears that by the late twentieth cen-
tury the social and cultural changes that had taken place in the country 
had prepared it well for a successful transition to democracy.
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7

Y

North Korea 
in Recent Years

In the 1990s, the two Koreas experienced major changes that both re-
flected and highlighted the contrasts in their separate, divergent paths. 

In North Korea, Kim Il Sung died in 1994 and was succeeded by his son 
Kim Jong Il. The country maintained its militant, isolationist, totalitarian 
system, while the economy went into a decline. The economic decline 
became a crisis when the population was devastated by a massive famine 
in 1995–1997, and the country had to seek foreign aid to prevent collapse. 
This was in contrast to South Korea, where the transition to democracy 
proceeded with the orderly elections of Kim Young Sam in 1992 and 
another opposition leader, Kim Dae Jung, in 1997, and where economic 
growth continued if at a slower rate. South Korea had its own, much less 
grave, economic crisis in 1997–1998 but quickly recovered.

NORTH KOREA IN DECLINE

Up to the 1970s, North Korea maintained an impressive level of eco-
nomic development. However, by the 1980s its economic stagnation 
became a sharp contrast with the booming South Korean economy. There 
were some hints that the DPRK would follow the reforms being carried 
out in China under Deng Xiaoping. Under the encouragement of China 
the DPRK issued a Joint Venture Law of September 1984 that appeared to 
welcome foreign trade and investment and give more emphasis on light 
industries. The government launched a People’s Consumer Goods Pro-
duction Movement with the aim of improving living standards. But like 
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a similar movement in the early 1960s little came of this. What may have 
been a hesitant move toward following China’s path in carrying out eco-
nomic reform was quickly aborted when relations with the Soviet Union 
improved. The Soviet Union appeared to court North Korea as a way of 
countering its strategically weakening position in East Asia where the 
United States and Japan were strengthening ties with China. Following 
Kim Il Sung’s six-week visit to the Soviet Union in the spring of 1984 
Moscow began offering an increase in trade on favorable terms. This 
enabled Kim to resume the pattern of economic development he was 
comfortable with. Buoyed by Soviet aid, he launched the Third Seven-
Year Plan, 1987–1993, which adhered to the highly centralized economic 
development model with its focus on military-related production. The 
increased Soviet support was short-lived, however, as the Soviet Union 
under Gorbachev became interested in improving relations with the 
West, reforming its own economy, and reducing military commitments. 
As a result of this change in policies, the Soviet Union established eco-
nomic ties with South Korea. The USSR’s trade with the ROK increased 
after 1988, while its trade with the DPRK sharply declined. By 1989, the 
Soviet Union had stopped major weapons shipments and ended its joint 
military exercises.

Facing the decline in Soviet aid and pressure from China to open itself 
up to Western trade and investment, North Korea in 1991 created the Free 
Trade and Economic Zone in the Rajin-Sunbong area. The very remote-
ness of this site in the extreme northeast perhaps reflected the regime’s 
ambivalence about the project. At any rate, this, like the 1984 initiative, 
was not followed up, and there was no significant economic reform. For 
two decades the North Korean economy had stagnated. Instead of open-
ing up to foreign trade and investment or experimenting with private 
markets, it continued to adhere to its highly centralized command econ-
omy. In the 1980s and early 1990s, for example, the focus was on “Ten 
Major Targets for Socialist Construction in the 1980s,” aimed at increasing 
electricity generation; coal, steel, cement, and mineral production; fertil-
izer and grain production; fabric production; and tidal-land reclamation. 
All were to be accomplished without significant importations of technol-
ogy and expertise, and all involved large-scale, state-directed efforts, not 
private initiative. A number of overly ambitious projects were embarked 
on at great cost. Some of the most costly were the vast construction works 
that were carried out in preparation for the Thirteenth World Festival of 
Youth held in P’yŏngyang in 1989. These included a virtually unused 
P’yŏngyang-Kaesŏng Express Highway, huge shopping arcades, and the 
world’s tallest hotel, a 106-story monster that was never completed due 
to structural flaws. Meanwhile, consumer shortages were dealt with by 
encouraging the people to get by with less. This effort to reduce consump-
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tion had already begun with the Second Seven-Year Plan of 1978–1984, 
which stressed frugality.

Much of the country’s resources went toward supporting its vast 
military forces. By the 1990s the number of troops in the armed forces 
was enormous. P’yŏngyang claimed to have only 400,000, but most 
outside observers calculated their forces at 1.2 million troops including 
a 50,000-person navy. The estimates were largely based on the fact that 
since 1975 military personnel had been excluded from the censuses. Ana-
lysts have then extrapolated the numbers from the missing ones in popu-
lation figures. While it is not clear how accurate these numbers really are, 
all agree that the trend toward ever-greater military buildup that had 
characterized North Korea since the early 1960s had probably continued 
through the 1990s, making North Korea’s armed forces by then one of the 
largest in the world. Perhaps 5 percent of the total population or 8 per-
cent of the adult population was on active duty in the 1990s, a percentage 
unmatched elsewhere in the world. In addition, 7.5 million were in the re-
serves. Kim Il Sung continued to view the economy from narrow military 
lenses, surrounding himself with ex-guerilla fighters and becoming, as 
Japanese scholar Wada Haruki has called the DPRK, a “guerilla state.”

NORTH KOREA IN A PERIOD OF CRISIS

The early 1990s was a period of steep economic decline. The most severe 
blow to North Korea’s economy was the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991 
and the loss of its principal economic patron. With the new Russian gov-
ernment more interested in trade and investment with South Korea than 
in propping up the North, the DPRK economy began to contract. Severe 
energy shortages, along with aging equipment, led to a decline in indus-
trial output. P’yŏngyang did not have the foreign exchange to pay for 
imported oil, and it was no longer receiving cheap, below-market-value 
oil from Russia. China provided some, but not enough. These problems 
only added to an agriculture threatened by flooding from deforestation, 
the unproductive, ill-conceived projects, and the burden of a vast defense 
system. In 1993, the regime was no longer hiding the fact that its Seven-
Year Plan had not been successful in meeting its targets. In January 1994, 
Kim Il Sung admitted to his own people that there were economic prob-
lems. Previously such an admission would be unthinkable.

As the DPRK’s position grew more unfavorable, it became more reliant 
on the development of weapons of mass destruction as compensation—
primarily on nuclear warheads and a missile delivery system to com-
pensate for its economic weakness. The missiles also provided a source 
for foreign revenue, being one of the country’s few marketable products. 
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North Korean technicians increased the capacity of the nuclear research 
reactor at Yŏngbyŏn and constructed a new one. In 1977, P’yŏngyang 
allowed the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) to inspect its 
first reactor, but in the 1980s it began a secret project to build a facility 
for reprocessing fuel into weapons-grade material; it also began testing 
chemical high explosives. After the United States became aware of this, 
North Korea agreed to join the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. In 1990, 
satellite photos revealed a new structure that appeared to be capable 
of separating plutonium from nuclear fuel rods. The United States was 
becoming increasingly worried that the DPRK was developing nuclear 
weapons. This along with a DPRK program to develop missiles was 
making Washington, as well as Tokyo and Seoul, nervous. Under inter-
national pressure, North Korea signed safeguards with IAEA in 1992. But 
in January 1993, inspectors were prevented from going to two previously 
unreported facilities. The Clinton administration announced that if North 
Korea reprocessed plutonium, it would be crossing a “red line” that could 
result in military action. And indeed, the administration was so concerned 
that it seriously considered a military strike on the main reprocessing 
facility. The arrival of former president Jimmy Carter in P’yŏngyang in 
the summer of 1994 led to a defusing of the crisis, as the two sides began 
working out an agreement satisfactory to both nations.

North Korea was not the only state on the peninsula to have a nuclear 
and missile program.

Park Chung Hee in the mid-1970s began secretive programs to acquire 
advance weaponry, including nuclear weapons. In 1975 he worked out 
an agreement to have France build South Korea a nuclear processing 
facility, but Washington pressured France to cancel the deal. A second 
nuclear deal between South Korea and France in 1978 was also blocked 
by the United States. The South Korean government then continued a 
clandestine project to develop its own nuclear weapons, but this too was 
eventually terminated, as the Americans found out about it. The Park 
government managed, however, to develop a guided missile, which it 
tested in 1978 to the surprise and anger of the United States. South Korea 
in the 1980s began the construction of nuclear energy plants, which by the 
end of the century generated much of its electricity, but its dependency on 
the United States for military protection, as well as public opinion after 
1987, inhibited the development of weapons of mass destruction. South 
Korea, instead, sought to keep the peninsula free of nuclear weapons.

No sooner had the 1994 nuclear crisis passed when the DPRK faced 
another crisis, the death of Kim Il Sung from a heart attack on July 8. His 
death, which came only two weeks after Carter’s visit, came as a shock. 
Kim Il Sung, although eighty-two, seemed in vigorous health. He was, as 
he had so carefully planned, succeeded by his son Kim Jong Il.
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NORTH KOREA UNDER KIM JONG IL

Following the death of his father on July 8, 1994. Kim Jong Il assumed 
power in what appeared to be a smooth transition. He had been groomed 
as his father’s successor for more than two decades and by the early 
1990s shared power with him. Those who had expressed the slightest 
reservations about this unusual father-to-son transfer of power had been 
removed years earlier. This is suggested by the fact that no purges or 
changes in leadership accompanied the son’s ascension.

In 1997, following the end of a customary Korean three-year period of 
mourning, Kim Jong Il assumed the position of General Secretary of the 
Korean Workers Party. His assumption of power was accompanied by a 
more prominent role for the military. The key positions in the state were 
increasingly held by military men. When the Tenth Supreme People’s 
Assembly met in September 1998, it amended the 1972 state constitution 
and made the chair of the National Defense Council, a position held by 
Kim Jong Il, the head of state. Political power appeared to be shifting 
away from the Korean Workers Party and toward the military. In 1998, 
Kim Jong Il began to espouse the “Military First” (sŏn’gun) policy, which 
made it clear that military needs would have priority. While this policy 
was not a break with North Korea’s military-centered society, the struc-
tural change in government was new. By establishing his power base in 
the military and keeping his generals happy, Kim Jong Il was probably 
securing his own position. The other major change in the formal structure 
of government was the elimination of the presidency. This was done by 
declaring that the late Kim Il Sung held the position eternally.

Contrary to the predictions of many foreign observers, Kim Jong Il 
appeared to be firmly in power. Lacking the revolutionary credentials 
or physical stature of his father, he seemed an unlikely candidate for 
supreme leader. His heavy drinking and fondness for women and 
luxurious living, his artistic temperament, his elevated shoes and bouf-
fant hairstyle compensating for his short height, and his sometimes 
bizarre behavior made him the subject of ridicule and contempt abroad. 
One example of his strange behavior was linked with his great love of 
cinema. He reportedly possessed a vast movie collection. In 1978 he al-
legedly had agents kidnap a famous South Korean movie actress, Choi 
Eun Hee (Ch’oe ǔn-hǔi), in Hong Kong and then lured her husband, 
the well-known director Shin Sang-ok, to North Korea. The couple was 
reintroduced at a party, and Kim Jong Il asked them to make movies for 
him, complaining about the quality of North Korean films. After making 
several movies for him, they managed to defect while shooting a film in 
Prague and return to South Korea. There have been other reports of his 
heavy drinking and his lavish and decadent parties. Yet he has a shrewd 
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intelligence and has learned well how to firmly grasp and maintain his 
hold on power.

Following his stroke in August 2008 and his increasing frail appear-
ance, the problem of who would succeed Kim Jong Il became urgent. 
The Korean Workers Party had deteriorated as an effective organization 
and his eldest son Kim Jong Nam (Kim Chŏng-nam) had fallen from 
favor after his arrest in Japan in 2001 for trying to illegally enter the 
country to attend Tokyo Disneyland. In 2009, it was reported he had 
designated his third and youngest son Kim Jong-un (Kim Chŏng-un) as 
his successor, but he was only twenty-six

IDEOLOGY

While still vaguely calling itself socialist North Korea became a national-
ist-militarist state with little connection to Communism. No Communist 
state, for example, had ever made the military the highest governing 
organ. With the collapse of Communism, the regime all but abandoned 
any pretext to be a Marxist-Leninist state. By the early 1990s, almost all 
references to Marxism-Leninism ceased. Instead, references were made to 
“our way of socialism.” When Kim Jong Il succeeded his father in 1994, 
propaganda organs promoted what was called “Red Banner Thought,” 
but by 1997 the focus returned to juche as the all-encompassing system 
of thought. A new juche calendar was adopted, with the year of Kim Il 
Sung’s birth, 1912, the year one. Juche was defined in more explicitly 
nationalist terms. In 1997, Kim Jong Il declared that juche “clarified that 
the country and nation are the basic unit for shaping the destiny of the 
masses”1 Citizens were not only to study and follow juche but also to 
have juche. And having juche meant they must “submerge their separate 
identity into the collective identity of the Korean nation.”2 The centrality 
of ethnic nationalism as the basis for both the state and for national unity 
was made clear in a speech the following year when Kim Jong Il declared 
that “the Korean nation is a homogeneous nation that has inherited the 
same blood and lived in the same territory speaking the same language 
for thousands of years.” The people of both North and South share the 
“same blood and soul of the Korean nation,” and are “linked inseparably 
with the same national interests and a common historical psychology and 
sentiment.” Therefore “the reunion of our nation that has been divided 
by foreign forces is an inevitable trend of our nation’s history and the law 
of national development.”3 The family cult has continued unabated, Kim 
Jong Il, the former Dear Leader, becoming the Great Leader but with a 
different Korean term (Widaehan Ryŏngdoja) to distinguish him from his 
father (Widaehan Suryŏngnim), also translated in English as Great Leader. 
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While extravagant praise has been heaped on Kim Jong Il, there is no 
diminishing of the veneration of his father, Kim Il Sung, the founder, 
builder, and towering figure of the Democratic People’s Republic of Ko-
rea. Kim Il Sung remains the “eternal president.”

An extreme manifestation of nationalism and the family cult was the 
revival of interest in Tan’gun, the mythical founder of the first Korean 
state, who, according to tradition, was born in 2333 BCE. In South Korea, 
October 3 is a national holiday celebrating Tan’gun’s birth, and his name 
is conjured up from time to time by politicians and editorial writers as 
a symbol of the uniqueness and antiquity of the Korean nation. Most 
textbooks and professional historians however, treat him as a myth. In 
the DPRK, Tan’gun, regarded by North Korea’s Marxist historians as a 
feudal myth, was ignored. It therefore came as a surprise when North 
Korea, announced on the eve of National Foundation Day 1993 that its ar-
chaeologists had excavated remains believed to be those of Tan’gun from 
a site near P’yŏngyang. According to a North Korean radio broadcast, 
eighty-six bones had been dug out of the ancient royal tomb together with 
a gilded bronze crown and some ornaments and these were believed to 
belong to Tan’gun and his wife. The bones were further stated to be 5,011 
years old; Tan’gun was estimated to have been about 170 centimeters tall. 
Few scholars outside North Korea took these claims seriously. South Ko-
rean archaeologists, for example, voiced suspicions about the authenticity 
of the claim, agreeing among themselves that the finding probably had 
been fabricated. The existence of bronze ornaments found in the tomb 
shed doubt on the dates, since no bronze work more than 3,000 years old 
had previously been found on the peninsula.4

Furthermore, these findings by North Korea were also linked to the re-
ported discoveries of early human remains, Pithecanthropus, suggesting 
that Tan’gun and the Korean nation had descended from a distinct line of 
humans. The DPRK announced, “Scientific evidence therefore supports 
the claim that there is a distinctive Korean race and that the foundation of 
the first state of the Korean nation by Tan’gun was a historic event, which 
laid the groundwork for the formation of the Korean nation.”5 By 1998, 
the DPRK became more emphatic in this claim. “Tan’gun is now a histori-
cal figure who founded the first Korean state about 3000 BCE which cen-
tered around P’yŏngyang.” The basin of the river Taedong, they declared, 
was “the cradle of mankind,” since the remains of Pithecanthropus were 
found dating back to 1 million years ago.6

North Korea has long claimed that the son and successor to long-term 
leader Kim Il Sung, Kim Jong Il, was born in Paektusan about on the 
China–North Korea border, a sacred spot and considered the birth place 
of Tan’gun. Thus, in a very indirect way, this linked the Kim dynasty 
to the ancient progenitor of the Korean people. Now this connection 
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was made more explicit. The DPRK in establishing this link most prob-
ably sought to bolster its legitimacy over the peninsula by showing that 
Tan’gun was born near P’yŏngyang and built a state there. The regime 
implied it was a successor to the founder of the Korean nation and up-
holder of the national spirit. By the late 1990s Tan’gun’s name was fre-
quently asserted as a symbol of the Korean nation. The third of October, 
long celebrated in South Korea as National Foundation Day, became in 
the North “the nation’s day,” with memorial services to “King Tan’gun.” 
Official statements from P’yŏngyang often termed Korea as the “Tan’gun 
nation.” For example, when North Korea launched the Taepo-dong 1 mis-
sile on August 31, 1998, North Korea announced the launch as “a great 
pride of the Tan’gun nation.”7 Kim Jong Il in public statements urged the 
Korean people to follow the “spirit of Tan’gun.” Kim Il Sung was called 
“a great sage of Tan’gun’s nation born of heaven, and [the] sun of a reuni-
fied country.”8

Sixty years after the establishment of the Democratic People’s Republic 
of Korea its ideology amounted at its core to little more than glorifying 
the leader and the nation and demanding absolute loyalty to both. The 
nation was defined in ethnic-racial and historical terms; and the unity 
of the Korean race meant the division of the country was unnatural, its 
reunification a necessity and inevitable.

FAMINE

Soon after becoming the sole ruler, Kim Jong Il faced a horrific food crisis. 
The immediate cause was the widespread flooding in August 1995 that 
destroyed much of the nation’s rice crop. North Korea possessed limited 
farmland and a short growing season. To overcome this handicap the 
regime spent large efforts at elaborate irrigation systems, expanding the 
arable acreage by filling in the shallow seas along the west coast and by 
clearing forested mountainsides. Some progress was made in creating 
new farmland from the sea, but at a great expenditure of resources. Geo-
graphic limitations were made worse by years of economic mismanage-
ment. The irrigation systems often required pumps that needed imported 
fuel oil, which created problems when the supply of cheap Soviet oil 
ended. Other unsound agricultural practices only made things worse. 
Seeds were closely planted, making the crops vulnerable to pests and 
exhausting the soil. To compensate, intensive use was made of pesticides 
and chemical fertilizers, the latter also falling victim to petroleum short-
ages. Mechanized agriculture meant that tractors became idle for lack of 
oil. Shortfalls of food grew worse during Kim Il Sung’s last years, when 
the country may have produced only 60 percent of its needs.9 In the late 
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1980s rice rations were cut 10 percent, the government announcing the cut 
as “patriotic rice” donations to the military. The idea of getting by with 
less reached a grim point in 1991 with the “Let’s eat two meals a day” 
slogan.10 China supplied some food, but due to rising agricultural prices 
Beijing cut food supplies in the mid-1990s. The greatest problem was 
deforestation. The forested hillsides of this mountainous country were 
cleared to plant crops, even in areas too steep to be suitable for farming. 
One aid official in 1997 observed entire hillsides torn away from erosion 
due to these shortsighted policies.11 The state also encouraged livestock 
raising, especially poultry and pigs, but these required feed. In a measure 
to deal with the scarcity of meat, Kim Il Sung launched a campaign to en-
courage goat raising, although the country has limited grazing land and 
goats further contributed to erosion.12 Deforestation and erosion resulted 
in the disastrous floods that were the immediate cause of the severe fam-
ine of the 1990s. Particularly hard hit was the northeastern part of the 
country.

North Korea responded to the famine in an unprecedented manner—
by publicly reporting the floods. It then openly sought foreign aid, 
perhaps a sign of desperation. A number of foreign relief agencies came 
in, such as the UN-related World Food Program, the Food and Agricul-
tural Organization (FAO), the United Nations International Children’s 
Emergency Fund (UNICEF) and the World Health Organization. Some 
European countries also offered aid. By 2000, these international agencies 
were providing 40 percent of North Korea’s food needs. International 
aid workers confronted a historically unprecedented situation. There 
was massive starvation, but unlike the usual chaotic conditions that ac-
company famine, they found a tightly controlled police state determined 
to limit the interactions between relief workers and the people they were 
helping. DPRK officials insisted on managing the distribution of food. 
Aid workers complained about lack of access to victims and were frus-
trated over their inability to determine just where the food was going.13 
Rumors circulated among donors, often proved correct, were that food 
aid was being diverted to the military, whose needs were the highest 
priority for the regime. This led to a controversy over whether food aid 
was being used to feed the army and party at the expense of others in 
more dire need, especially children; but the extent to which this was true 
could not be verified.14 There were also some disturbing reports that rice 
being supplied by Japan and South Korea was being resold abroad to earn 
foreign exchange.

Malnutrition was already becoming a problem, the sudden food short-
age only made things worse. By the end of the 1995, many thousands of 
people, mostly the elderly, the ill, and young children died of starvation. 
In that year it was estimated that half the country’s crop was lost. The 
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situation only worsened in 1996 when perhaps a much larger number 
died of causes related to food shortages, more perished in 1997–1998, 
although the food shortage was becoming less severe. Estimates of the 
number who died run as high as 2 million; although a more probable 
figure is that between 600,000 and 1 million of the total population of 20 
million people perished in the famine.15 This was, nonetheless, a truly 
appalling number. It should be pointed out that these numbers are just 
estimates, since no statistics have been published. All agree that famine 
was horrific. A survey in 1998 by United Nations experts estimated that 
63 percent of all North Korean children exhibited signs of long-term un-
dernourishment, including lassitude, susceptibility to minor illness and 
infection, increased mortality, impaired cognitive functions, and stunted 
growth.16 Foreign aid workers commented that children often appeared 
several years younger than their real age. Just how bad conditions in the 
northeast were could not be verified, since international relief staff were 
not permitted into the area.

After 1998, conditions improved and starvation was rarer, but chronic 
undernourishment remained a problem, especially for children. Mean-
while, many aid organizations, exasperated by the restrictions placed on 
their activities, the insistence that they use only non-Korean-speaking 
personnel, and the lack of information over where food was being distrib-
uted, began to pull out. Other groups, by accepting these limitations and 
by carefully steering away from politics remained in the country.

CRISIS AND SUMMITRY

Meanwhile, tensions between North Korea and its neighbors continued 
over the problem of nuclear weapons. During Kim Il Sung’s last days, 
war had narrowly been diverted as the Clinton administration considered 
taking military action against North Korea. After his death negotiations 
continued, and in October 1994, what became known as the Agreed 
Framework or the Geneva Framework Agreement was signed. Under 
this, the first bilateral agreement signed between the United States and 
North Korea, P’yŏngyang agreed to suspend its nuclear program and 
permit its nuclear plant at Yŏngbyŏn to be opened to inspection by the 
International Atomic Energy Commission. Since the DPRK claimed the 
program was needed for nuclear energy, the United States agreed in 
exchange to supply North Korea with heavy fuel oil. An international 
consortium consisting of the United States, South Korea, and Japan would 
build two light-water nuclear reactors that could not be used to make 
weapons-grade material. Japan would chip in, paying for past of the cost 
of the fuel and the nuclear reactors. This left unanswered the question of 
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how much weapons-grade plutonium North Korea had already extracted 
before it shut down the plant. Most experts believed it was enough to 
build one or two nuclear bombs.

Another issue was the DPRK’s missile program. North Korea already 
possessed short-range missiles and was developing a medium-range one. 
In August 1998 it test-fired a medium-range Taepo-dong 1 ballistic missile 
that flew over Japan and crashed into the Pacific Ocean 1,500 kilometers 
away. U.S. intelligence believed it was a failed attempt to launch a satel-
lite, but the military implication was clear. Short-range missiles threat-
ened South Korea, this medium-range missile was capable of targeting 
Japan’s major cities. The provocative testing led to government and pub-
lic outrage in Japan, where North Korea was perceived as its most serious 
security threat. Japan responded by suspending its 20 percent contribu-
tion to the nuclear reactor program. In September 1999, the United States, 
in what was called the Perry Report, offered food aid, economic relations, 
and full diplomatic recognition if the DPRK would agree to discontinue 
its development of weapons of mass destruction.

While tensions were again easing between the United States and North 
Korea, the new South Korean president, Kim Dae Jung, inaugurated what 
he called the “Sunshine Policy” toward North Korea in 1998. It was an 
attempt at peaceful engagement that aimed to expand trade, economic, 
and cultural links between the two countries and to gradually coax the 
DPRK toward reform, thus reducing tensions and easing the transition to 
the day when the two Koreas could unite. In April 1998, the two Koreas 
began talks in Beijing. P’yŏngyang wanted Seoul to supply it with fertil-
izer. The ROK insisted that any food-related aid would have to be accom-
panied by the exchange of home visits by divided families. The DPRK 
refused. Instead it criticized South Korea for not sending a condolence 
mission to Kim Il Sung’s funeral, for politicizing rice deliveries during the 
famine, and for obstructing its effort to improve relations with the United 
States and Japan. Relations deteriorated further when in June 15, 1999, a 
North Korean torpedo boat was sunk and five other vessels damaged in 
a naval clash off South Korea’s west coast.

Nonetheless, South Korean president Kim Dae Jung was determined to 
improve relations with North Korea. In March 2000 he gave his “Berlin 
Declaration,” in which he offered North Korea security guarantees, eco-
nomic assistance, and help in supporting the DPRK internationally. He 
then secretly arranged an aid package to encourage a summit conference. 
On April 10, the surprise announcement came that the leaders would 
meet for the first summit conference between the two Koreas. In June, 
Kim Dae Jung traveled to P’yŏngyang with an entourage of South Korean 
reporters and concluded a five-point agreement on peace; reunion visits 
for separated families; and for the expediting of economic, social, and 
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cultural exchanges. For the first time, the two sides accepted that creating 
one system of government for all of Korea was a task for a future genera-
tion, agreeing only to work for a federation. It was, on the surface, an 
acceptance that the division of Korea into two very different states was a 
long-term reality. An exchange of family unions occurred in August and 
in September, and the North and South Korean Olympic teams marched 
together at the games in Sidney in the fall of 2000. Meanwhile, Kim Dae 
Jung’s visit was followed by visits from Russian president Vladimir Putin 
in July, American Secretary of State Madeleine Albright in October, and 
by officials from China and the European Union. It appeared the North 
Korea was breaking out of its long isolation.

The unprecedented visit of Kim Dae Jung to the DPRK caused great 
excitement in South Korea. But the high expectations that followed the 
summit were not met. When a groundbreaking ceremony took place 
in September 2000 for the construction of a rail link between the two 
countries, no DPRK officials showed up. Nor was there a follow-up visit 
by Kim Jong Il to South Korea as promised. Instead the DPRK placed 
more missiles near the border, apparently in an attempt to extract more 
economic aid from South Korea.17 Relations became more strained in late 
2001. Planned family reunions did not take place and there was no signifi-
cant progress in dialogue between the two Koreas. Partly this was due to 
the hard line the new George W. Bush administration took toward North 
Korea. The new administration was critical of the “sunshine policy” 
which they thought rewarded bad behavior. With the new focus on anti-
terrorism after September 11, 2001, this policy only hardened.18

TENTATIVE REFORMS 

In the wake of the economic crisis, major changes took place in North 
Korean society. Famine conditions in the mid- and late-1990s resulted in 
a partial breakdown in the carefully controlled public distribution system 
by which food and goods of various sorts were allocated. People were 
forced to look for food where they could find it. Small private plots ap-
peared and an informal market for agricultural products emerged. Even 
the movement of people, once strictly controlled, broke down as indi-
viduals wandered to wherever they could find food or work. Thousands 
of North Koreans illegally crossed into China, where they took whatever 
work they could find and smuggled money and goods back into North 
Korea. Many of these refugees in China lived under appalling conditions, 
but they often managed to earn money to bring back with them as they 
returned home. This contributed to a flourishing black market in food and 
smuggled goods. Authorities tended to ignore these developments. Still, 
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those who crossed into China were subjected to extortion, intimidation, 
and arrest.

At first it did not appear that the famine would generate any basic 
reforms. Rather, the government’s response to economic decline was 
to launch a new Ch’ŏllima campaign in 1998. This changed four years 
later with the currency reform. Partly to regain their tight grip over the 
economy and to obtain revenue by taxing this private market, the DPRK 
announced a series of radical economic measures on July 1, 2002. The 
reforms abolished the state-managed rationing system and radically de-
valued the official rate of exchange, for the DPRK wanted to bring it to a 
more realistic rate. This resulted in prices jumping more than twentyfold. 
The reforms placed North Korea on a more money-based economy and 
introduced economic incentives and accountability for managers. It ap-
peared that the types of economic reforms that were introduced in China 
over the span of a decade were implemented here all at once.19 The price 
reforms of 2002 were designed to end the distortion in the relative prices 
of goods, to eliminate the gap between state and market prices so that 
farmers would sell their products to the state instead of only in private 
markets, and to encourage the production of goods that could be sold 
abroad for hard currency. They may have also intended to alleviate the 
drain on state finances caused by heavy subsidies on certain staples such 
as rice.20 Importantly, it enabled the state to gain some control over the 
growing black market and to be able to tax it. This reform was followed 
by the creation of a Sinuiju Special Economic District near the Chinese 
border, but this proved to be an aborted effort.

The change in direction was suggested by the elections in August 2003 
for the new Supreme People’s Assembly, which saw the emergence of 
more reform-minded technocrats. Pak Pang-ju, a former minister from 
that chemical industry, for example, replaced the older less economically 
experienced Hong Song Nam as premier. Pak had visited Seoul in the 
fall of 2002 for a tour of South Korean industries and was regarded as 
representing a younger, more pragmatic, and technically knowledgeable 
generation.21 Instead of the highly centralized system of previous years, 
some economic decision making was transferred from the central govern-
ment to local production units. Workers were evaluated on their produc-
tivity and the profit of their factories, and factory managers were now 
able to directly export products.22 Already the state had permitted the 
sale of farm products, but by 2003 it was allowing the sale of consumer 
and industrial products. A mini consumer boom appeared, at least in 
P’yŏngyang, where the ownership of bicycles and electronics increased. 
Even a few privately owned automobiles were sold, although traffic in 
the capital was still extremely light. There was even an underground 
market for videos from South Korea, as well as a black market for used 
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VCR players to watch them on. The food situation improved somewhat, 
as the economy experienced modest growth. Private markets were not 
limited to farmers selling their goods but state organizations and even the 
military engaged in market activity to raise revenue.

By 2005, the DPRK was asking the World Food Program to switch from 
relief assistance to development aid. Nonetheless, North Korea was still 
dependent on food aid. In 2006 this food aid still made up a substantial 
portion of its basic needs. Trade with the South increased. That year also 
saw the opening of the Kaesŏng Industrial Zone, where a number of 
South Korean companies were opening plants that promised thousands 
of jobs for North Koreans. Trade with South Korea grew sixfold from 
2000 to 2005. In 2005, 4,100 North Koreans at Kaesŏng were working for 
fifteen South Korean companies. One thousand South Koreans crossed 
the border a day, and 3,000 were working in the North.23 The number of 
South Korean tourists coming to the North was expanding, mostly to the 
Kǔmgang (Diamond) Mountain area near the west coast. Direct flights 
from Seoul to P’yŏngyang were inaugurated by the DPRK’s state airline, 
Air Koryo. There were, however, also signs that the DPRK was still less 
than fully committed to fundamental market reforms. In 2005, there was 
a partial revival of the state distribution system. The government tried to 
limit the private markets by prohibiting women under fifty and men from 
participating in them. Furthermore, in 2006, more floods, always a great 
threat due to the deforestation of the country, resulted in hundreds of 
reported deaths. The South Korean–based Buddhist NGO Good Friends, 
however, suggested the real death toll was 50,000.24 If true, it indicates 
both the continued reluctance of the regime to report bad news and its 
ecological fragility.

North Korean society itself seemed to be changing. The division of the 
population into three classes: loyal or core, wavering, and hostile, and the 
sŏngbun system had begun to break down in the 1980s. By the early 2000s, 
it was gradually being replaced by more informal status categories based 
not on party membership and family background but on access to hard 
currency; connections with friends and family across the border; access 
to private markets and to private kitchen gardens; and money earned by 
women peddling greens, homemade food, and private livestock. Those 
with relatives in Japan that could send money or gifts also had an ad-
vantage. Thus many people of formerly low status were able to advance 
economically if not socially.25 But not everyone benefitted. Most remained 
very poor and malnutrition and the threat of famine were prevalent.

Especially tragic were the plights of North Korean refugees. The border 
between North Korea and China was never hermetically sealed. During 
Mao Zedong’s disastrous Great Leap Forward, which brought about mass 
hunger in China, some ethnically Korean residents in Manchuria crossed 
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into North Korea in search of food. With the famine in the late 1990s, 
thousands of North Koreans began crossing into China, walking across 
the frozen Tumen and Yalu rivers, bribing border guards and risking ar-
rest to look for food and work in China. Many returned or made multiple 
trips, so the population was not stable, but at any one time there was as 
many as 200,000 North Koreans living in China, mostly near the border. 
They faced arrest when returning; many were sent to prison camps. The 
remainder became caught in an uncertain limbo, fearing punishment if 
they went back but living miserable and dangerous lives as illegal aliens 
in China. Many of the women entering China became victims of human 
traffickers, working in brothels, or becoming unwilling brides of Chinese 
suffering from a shortage of women.26 Beijing refused to acknowledged 
them as political refugees or grant them asylum. China also denied NGOs 
seeking to offer assistance access to the North Korean community.

CONFRONTATIONS AND THE POLICY OF SURVIVAL

While North Korea was carrying out its peculiar economic reforms, ten-
sions with the United States increased. Conditions for improved relations 
with Washington seemed less likely with the Bush administration, which 
was critical of South Korea’s “sunshine policy” of seeking accommoda-
tion to P’yŏngyang. President Bush labeled North Korea as one of the 
“axis of evil” in a January 2002 speech, and he told a reporter, “I loathe 
Kim Jong Il.” Trouble with Tokyo also emerged. In September 2002, the 
prime minister of Japan, Koizumi, made a historic visit to P’yŏngyang, 
where the two sides signed the DPRK-Japan P’yŏngyang Declaration, in 
which North Korea accepted that Japan “keenly reflected” upon its past 
and “apologized from the heart” for the damage and pain inflicted by co-
lonial rule.27 In an ill-calculated gesture of good will, Kim Jong Il admitted 
that the DPRK had kidnapped thirteen Japanese citizens; eight had died 
and the remaining five could return to Japan. Japanese public opinion 
reacted strongly to this admission of what had long been suspected—that 
North Korean agents had come to Japan and abducted its citizens. This 
led to the deterioration in relations as Japanese public opinion became 
outraged over the DPRK’s reluctance to repatriate the remains or allow 
children of abductees to visit Japan. As a result, Tokyo found it publically 
difficult to provide any significant aid concessions.

The following month, a new crisis arose with the visit by the U.S. envoy 
James Kelly. Before the signing of the Agreed Framework, North Korea 
had clandestinely extracted about twenty-four kilograms of plutonium, 
enough for two or three twenty-kiloton bombs. Many foreign observers 
suspected that P’yŏngyang already possessed a couple weapons. From 
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1994 to 2002 spent fuel was kept in storage ponds, and as late as July 5, 
2002, the U.S. national security advisor, Condoleezza Rice, stated that her 
country was keeping to the 1994 agreement, although it was delaying the 
full implementation of the Agreed Framework until all parts of the agree-
ment could be certified by IAEA inspectors. In November 2001, however, 
American analysts completed a report asserting that North Korea had 
begun construction of an enriched uranium plant. Kelly presented the 
North Korean authorities with the evidence that American intelligence 
had found of a highly enriched uranium program. When the North Ko-
reans appeared to have admitted (accounts of this are confusing) that 
they had been secretly working on what was a second path to developing 
nuclear materials, the United States reacted strongly and suspended the 
Agreed Framework.

One of the first casualties of this new crisis was the construction of the 
light-water nuclear reactors in North Korea. In 1995, the United States, 
South Korea and Japan created the Korean Peninsula Energy Develop-
ment Organization (KEDO) to construct light-water nuclear reactors 
with a planned completion date of 2003. The countries ran into problems 
arranging the financing of the corporations, so construction did not get 
underway until 2000, a delay that angered North Korea and raised doubts 
about the sincerity of Washington, Seoul, and Tokyo. By 2002, several 
hundred South Koreans workers were on the site pouring concrete, but 
soon after, work halted due to the crisis of 2003.

North Korea announced its decision to lift its freeze on nuclear facilities 
in Yŏngbyŏn and told IAEA inspectors to leave by the end of the year. 
On January 10, 2003, P’yŏngyang declared it was withdrawing from the 
Non-Proliferation Treaty of Nuclear Weapons (NPT), the second time 
since 1993. Perhaps nervous after the U.S. invasion of Iraq in March 2003 
that removed the regime there, North Korea attempted to use the crisis 
as an opportunity to establish bilateral talks with the United States. In 
what it termed its “bold bid,” it offered to eliminate its nuclear program 
in exchange for economic assistance, security guarantees, and diplomatic 
normalization. Bush’s response was to state, “See they are back to black-
mail”28 Meanwhile, the United States pushed for the Proliferation Security 
Initiative designed to impede the illicit trade of WMDs. Although the 
United States refused to meet in bilateral talks, seeing this as a reward 
for bad behavior, it did engage in a series of six-nation talks starting in 
August 2003. These involved China, South Korea, Russia, and Japan. All 
of North Korea’s neighbors sought to cool the crisis. Over the next several 
years there were several rounds of six-party talks, but little progress was 
made. North Korea sought diplomatic recognition from the United States 
and an agreement not to use military force against it, while the Ameri-
cans insisted on nuclear dismantlement first before any agreements were 
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made. Meanwhile, the U.S. Congress passed the North Korean Human 
Rights Act of 2004, committing the United States to aid and protect North 
Korean refugees.

On July 4, 2006, North Korea test-fired a series of missiles including, 
unsuccessfully, a long-range missile potentially capable of reaching parts 
of the United States. In the fall of that year it detonated a small nuclear 
bomb. These actions were probably intended to increase P’yŏngyang’s 
leverage in talks, as well as to draw U.S. attention to the need to negoti-
ate with the DPRK. Both China and South Korea reacted angrily to the 
nuclear test, which created fears of a Northeast Asian nuclear arms race, 
since South Korea and Japan might feel pressured to develop their own 
nuclear forces. Yet there were no real reprisals. China, concerned that too 
much pressure on North Korea might lead to its collapse followed by 
chaos on its border and huge numbers of refugees, was reluctant to place 
too much pressure. Consequently, it continued to provide some cheap oil 
and some economic support. Seoul shared the same fears, hoping that its 
trade and investment in the North would bring about a gradual transfor-
mation in that society, ease tensions, and make a future reunification less 
costly. Consequently, the South Koreans maintained their “Sunshine” 
policy, although it did make some cuts in aid. When the six-party talks 
resumed in 2007, the United States showed more willingness to meet bi-
laterally with North Korean officials.

In February 2007 North Korea agreed to shut down the nuclear reactor 
at Yongbyon and to permit IAEA inspectors to return. P’yŏngyang also 
agreed to “disable” all nuclear facilities and give a full accounting of all 
their nuclear programs. Hailed by the United States and other countries as 
a great breakthrough, Washington agreed to return frozen assets held by 
the Banco Delta Asia in Macao; to supply heavy fuel oil; and, along with 
Japan, to move toward normalization. The United States also held out the 
carrot of taking the DPRK off the list of state sponsors of terrorism. There 
was concern among many nations that the DPRK might sell its nuclear 
technology abroad. This concern was reinforced by a nuclear facility the 
North Koreans were helping Syria to construct until it was destroyed by 
an Israeli air strike in September 2007. In a further agreement in the fall 
of 2007, the DPRK promised not to transfer nuclear materials, weapons, 
or weapons-making knowledge, suggesting the country was moving 
toward greater cooperation with the United States and other nations. 
IAEA inspectors returned, and in 2008 the main nuclear cooling tower 
at Yŏngbyŏn was destroyed. Still there was some skepticism within the 
United States, South Korea, and Japan over whether P’yŏngyang would 
ever give up its nuclear weapons or even cease production of more.

Relations with South Korea appeared to move in a generally positive 
direction, with exchanges between the two continuing. The increased 
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trade and contact that followed the summit conference in 2000 between 
ROK President Kim Dae Jung and Kim Jong Il in P’yŏngyang continued. 
In 2007 the two Koreas reached an agreement on a joint fishing area off 
the west coast of the peninsula and on developing the port of Haeju south 
of P’yŏngyang. The election of Lee Myung-bak as president of the ROK in 
December 2007, however, changed the tone of the relationship. The new 
president was critical of the large but poorly monitored aid it was supply-
ing and the DPRK’s lack of significant political or substantial economic 
and social reform. Others also wondered if the South’s generous aid was 
simply propping up the regime and providing it with less incentive to 
reform. The shooting of a South Korean tourist in the summer of 2008 by 
a North Korean guard angered the South Korean public, contributing to 
doubts about how much the North really sought better relations.

What seemed apparent was that the North Korean leadership had no 
clear plan except to survive. Their foreign policy had degenerated into 
little more than blackmail. Attempts were made to extract as much aid 
from South Korea and the United States and other countries as possible, 
creating crises and then moderating their behavior when concessions 
of food, fuel, and financial aid were offered. Meanwhile, North Korea’s 
modest reform efforts begun in 2002 also seemed to be slowing down. 
Driven by fear of losing control of society, the government banned private 
trading in grain in 2005. Other attempts were made to limit the extent of 
the marketization of the economy, and restrictions were placed on the 
ability of workers to leave failing state-owned enterprises to seek work 
elsewhere.29

The DPRK still remained one of the most repressive societies in the 
world, possibly the most repressive. The elaborate system of state security 
developed under Kim Il Sung continued to keep watch over the popula-
tion. A Ministry of Public Security administrated the police and watched 
over citizens. Those found guilty of political offenses were turned over to 
the State Security Agency, whose task was to monitor political behavior 
and thoughts and to oversee the prison system for political prisoners. The 
prisoner system was divided into reeducation camps for ordinary crimi-
nals and others for political prisoners. Life in the former was brutal, often 
involving forced labor in logging, mining, and tending crops. Prisoners 
reeducated themselves by such means as attending political sessions and 
memorizing the speeches of Kim Jong Il. Hunger, malnutrition, and star-
vation were common in prison camps, although they were also common 
among the general population. A separate system of camps for political 
prisoners existed that was estimated to hold 200,000 people. These were 
even harsher, with prisoners unable to wash and wearing clothes until 
they were rags. Entire families were imprisoned, including children. Re-
ports by refugees suggested these political prisons amounted to virtual 
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death camps. According to the testimony of one survivor most of the 
6,000 persons that were in her prison in 1987 had perished by the time she 
was released in 1992.30 Public execution of prisoners was common, espe-
cially in the late 1990s. The practice was reportedly renewed in 2007, after 
becoming less common after 2000. According to unconfirmed accounts, 
entire stadiums were filled with spectators required to watch them.

It was also an increasingly corrupt government. Evidence suggested 
that members of the elite, the military, and the police, were increasingly 
involved in black marketing and smuggling activities or taking bribes 
from those who were. Informal transportation systems, using military or 
civilian government vehicles or the railway, distributed food and black 
market goods. The market had become so lucrative for the country’s elite 
that it was difficult for the state to control it. Various regulations to restrict 
market hours and limit the goods that could be sold proved to be difficult 
to enforce. Men were forbidden to engage in market activities, but an ear-
lier ban to limit markets to women over fifty was modified to women over 
forty, and even this was not regularly enforced. By some accounts, private 
markets accounted for nearly half of all the food families received, much 
of it food aid stolen by officials. At the same time, knowledge of the out-
side world by a people that were told they were the envy of their southern 
cousins began seeping in via those who had traveled to China, through 
pirated videos, or through South Korean stations that could be heard on 
imported radios being smuggled into the country. This along with the 
pervasive corruption by civilian and military authorities threatened to 
undermine whatever public support there was for the regime. The scale 
of public cynicism was suggested by a series of interviews of refugees 
in China published in early 2008. The interviewers found that that there 
was a widespread belief among the refugees that officials regularly stole 
or otherwise denied food aid to those in need.31 In 2009, however, it was 
difficult to determine just how much cynicism, disillusionment, or even 
latent hostility to the regime existed.

Life for most North Koreans only became harder in 2008 as relations 
with South Korea entered a more troubled phase under the administra-
tion of Lee Myung-bak. South Korea had become a vital source of food 
aid. The refusal by DPRK officials to allow access to the food recipients 
had resulted in the UN World Food Program refusal to supply food aid. 
Some private charities provided relief, but it was insufficient to compen-
sate for the severe shortages the country was facing from 2006. By some 
estimates the DPRK was producing only half as much rice and other ce-
real grains as it optimally needed. Much of the shortfall was made up for 
by South Korea, which under the previous administration had supplied 
food without conditions. This amounted to about a half million tons of 
rice and other cereal grains, feeding as many as one in every five or six 
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North Koreans, as well as a large amount of desperately needed chemical 
fertilizer. In the spring of 2008 the Lee Myung-bak administration began 
insisting on the same monitoring procedures that the UN World Food 
Program required. North Korea responded angrily, cancelling military 
agreements and ratcheting up tensions along the Peninsula. It threatened 
to close down the industrial complex at Kaesŏng even though this would 
hurt it more than the ROK, and began to order South Korea businessmen 
to leave the country. Facing another mass famine, the DPRK government 
relied on such desperate measures as a mass mobilization campaign to 
collect human feces from public and private toilets in order to mix it with 
ash to make fertilizer. Food was reportedly being more severely rationed 
even in the armed forces, where rank and file soldiers were restricted 
to two meals a day.32 The United States under the Bush administration, 
eager to improve relations with North Korea before it left office, agreed 
to step in and supply food but only after it worked out an agreement 
to allow Korean-speaking relief workers. After appearing to reach an 
agreement, DPRK officials would not issue visas to Korean-speaking aid 
workers who were Americans. In the spring of 2009, the North Koreans 
were rejecting American aid when Washington insisted on allowing the 
Korean-speaking aid workers into the country as had been agreed on. 
This rejection of food aid came at a time when the World Food Program 
estimated that 9 million of the nation’s 23 million people were in urgent 
need of food aid, mostly women and children. Tensions were again raised 
as P’yŏngyang launched a multistage rocket on April 5, 2009, in a trajec-
tory that sent it over Japan. Officially described as a successful effort to 
put a satellite into orbit, foreign intelligence services reported no evidence 
for a satellite, nor did the missile, potentially capable of reaching Alaska, 
travel as far as intended. But it sent a signal to the new Obama admin-
istration in Washington of North Korea’s capacity to stir up trouble if 
ignored. On May 25, 2009, North Korea tested a second nuclear bomb and 
signaled a second test of a long-range missile.

In 2009, despite a mineral export boom to China, the future of North 
Korea looked increasingly uncertain. Kim Jong Il was ailing, his reported 
successor was an untried twenty-six-year-old son, and there were signs 
that the influence of hard line military officials was increasing. How long 
could the state survive when it was unable to meet even the basic needs 
of its people? The years of chronic malnutrition were becoming startlingly 
evident. By 2008, studies of refugees suggested that young North Korean 
adults were considerably shorter than those in the South. Estimates varied, 
but the height differences were as much as four inches in males and two 
and a half inches in females. Meanwhile, the 23 million people of North 
Korea continued to survive as best they could, taking enormous risks 
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to smuggle goods, bribe officials, and search for food. The markets that 
sprung up everywhere to cope with the shortages of basic essentials were 
a testimony to their resourcefulness. And while life was harsh and brutal 
for most, they no doubt found the space to find pleasure where possible in 
family, friends, and whatever small luxuries that came their way.

KOREA IN WORLD HISTORY: NORTH KOREA’S FAMINE

As of this writing (spring 2009), it is impossible to get a good idea of the 
scale of North Korea’s 1995–1998 famine. Estimates vary from 200,000 to 
an unlikely 4 million and every point in between, although the careful 
estimates made by Marcus Noland place it between 600,000 and 1 million. 
The lack of official statistics and the limited access granted to foreigners 
make estimates guesswork. Still, much of the world was horrified at the 
sheer scale of starvation at a time when the state continued its nuclear 
weapons and missile program and extravagantly celebrated the birthdays 
of Kim Jong Il and Kim Il Sung and other special events glorifying the 
regime. The callousness of the regime to the suffering of its own people 
shocked outsiders.

Mass famines resulting from failed policies happened in other Com-
munist regimes. The number who died from the collectivization of 
agriculture during the First Five-Year Plan in Russia 1928–1932 was ap-
palling. Estimates vary from 6 to 8 million peasants perished. At least 1 
million out of a population of 6 million died in Cambodia under Pol Pot 
1970–1975, most from starvation. The Great Leap Forward in China in 
1958–1962 resulted in the greatest famine of modern times—20 million 
may have died from starvation in rural China; some calculations are even 
as high as 30 million or more. Proportionately, the scale of North Korea’s 
famine may be no greater than that of Russia or China, and less than Cam-
bodia. And unlike China, which never publically admitted its famine, 
the DPRK eventually called for help from the international community. 
The nature of North Korea’s famine differed. While these other famines 
took place in the midst of upheavals caused by sudden implementation 
of radical new economic policies, North Korea’s transition to socialist 
agriculture went fairly smoothly. It was only after several decades of ac-
cumulated failed economic policies that the country plunged into catas-
trophe. Furthermore, North Korea’s famine, unlike the other cases, was 
partly caused by external developments, primarily the Soviet aid cutoff. It 
was also preceded and followed by a long period of chronic hunger. The 
greatest tragedy may be the long-term consequences of years of chronic 
undernourishment among the nation’s youth.
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KOREA IN WORLD HISTORY: 
NORTH KOREA AS A FAILED STATE

North Korea has often been described as a failed state whose demise was 
frequently predicted. With the collapse of the Communist regimes in 
Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union in 1989–1991, some in the West ex-
pected the DPRK of Kim Il Sung to go the way of the Romania of Nicolae 
Ceausescu, overthrown in a violent upheaval. The economic meltdown 
that followed the loss of Soviet aid in 1991 was also seen as a sign of a 
pending collapse. Yet the regime survived. Partly this was due to the ide-
ological autonomy of North Korea, its juche thought increasingly stressed 
the uniqueness of the state, insulating it from the fall of Communism 
elsewhere. Nor was North Korea ever part of the Soviet Warsaw Pact al-
liance. Like the People’s Republic of China, and the Communist regimes 
in Vietnam and Cuba, it was able to survive. China’s assistance greatly 
helped, and South Korea emerged as an economic prop, supplying gener-
ous aid. Nor did North Korea ignore all attempts at reforms. It appeared 
to experiment with a number of things: fenced-off tourist resorts for South 
Koreans to spend hard currency, the industrial zones for South Korean 
firms also carefully fenced off, currency reforms, limited private markets, 
and some educational exchanges. Ideology was not an obstacle, since it 
had deviated so far from orthodox socialism that almost any change of 
policy could be justified.

Yet if the DPRK did not collapse like the USSR, neither did it carry out 
sweeping economic reforms, as did China in the 1980s or Vietnam in the 
1990s. There are a number of reasons for this. The country was too small 
to experiment with special economic zones that could be placed far from 
the capital and insulated from most of the country, as China was able 
to do. But more fundamentally, reforming the economy of North Korea 
would have been a much more difficult task than it had been in China 
or Vietnam. Both of those countries remained predominantly rural at 
the start of their reform process, with over 70 percent of the population 
still peasants; and their industrial infrastructure was relatively small. 
The DPRK, by contrast, was a highly urbanized, industrial society with 
only 30 percent living in the countryside and with a huge industrial labor 
force. Transitioning from state enterprises to the private market would 
have been more complicated. Furthermore, the country was to some 
extent trapped by its confrontational stance toward the major sources of 
foreign investment and trade: the United States, Japan, and South Korea. 
Nor did North Korea have a Deng Xiaoping who had been a victim of the 
erratic and disastrous policies of the previous leader. Kim Jong Il and his 
leadership were all products of the Kim Il Sung regime, had benefitted by 
it and were less likely to undermine a system that had personally served 
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them well. Nor was there any great upheaval in North Korea, only an 
economic decline.

Another major reason there was no major changes, was that unlike 
the other Communist regimes North Korea was locked in a rivalry with 
South Korea over claims to be the true Korea. The growing disparity in 
wealth between the two countries—by 2006, the World Bank estimated 
the per capita income of the South was twenty times that of the North—
threatened the survival of the regime. It was unlikely that the DPRK 
could compete for the loyalty of its citizens with the dynamic consumer 
economy and popular culture of South Korea, the latter being immensely 
popular throughout much of Asia. Then there was the fate of East Ger-
many, which collapsed within days of letting its people travel to West 
Germany. In other words, the risks of opening the country were just too 
great for the leadership. The result was a survival strategy, using small 
concessions and nuclear blackmail as a way of coaxing maximum aid 
from South Korea and the United States.

North Korea is a failed state in terms of its inability to provide a decent 
living standard for its people or to adjust to the global economy. But the 
ruling elite maintained a firm grip on power. In this respect it most resem-
bles Burma, with its secretive, isolationist, and repressive rulers firmly in 
control of an economically failed state. Its inexperience in dealing with the 
outside world led to clumsy miscalculations, and it has shown a callous 
disregard for the welfare of its citizens. Its leadership, however, seems ad-
ept at survival. Its foreign policy is characterized by confrontation, but it 
shows no desire for a real conflict, in which the DPRK’s antiquated armed 
forces would suffer disastrous defeat. The sheer scale of repression makes 
any kind of open opposition impossible. The general population does 
not have the organizational means or the access to knowledge to form a 
large-scale resistance and is too preoccupied with survival. Kim Jong Il 
is careful to attend to the concerns of the military and there are no other 
obvious internal threats to his authority. Eventually the regime might col-
lapse or undergo internal reform, but in the summer of 2009 neither was 
obviously on the immediate horizon.
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8

Y

South Korea 
in Recent Years

By the early 1990s South Korea was entering the ranks of the developed 
countries and successfully negotiating the transition to a democratic 

society. But this did not mark an end to the society’s rapid evolution. 
Many of the social and cultural changes that had been taking place in 
previous decades began to accelerate creating a society that in many ways 
was a profound departure from its past.

RETURN TO CIVILIAN GOVERNMENT

The transition to democratization continued under the Kim Young Sam 
administration. In February 1993, Kim Young Sam was inaugurated 
president of the Republic of Korea, an important step in the country’s 
democratization. Long one of the country’s leading dissidents, he was 
now the first democratically elected civilian president in more than three 
decades. Kim was elected on the ticket of the Democratic Liberal Party, 
a coalition of the old supporters of the Fifth Republic, including those 
associated with Chun Doo Hwan and Roh Tae Woo, as well as a variety 
of other conservatives and moderate reformers. Kim Young Sam, an ex-
perienced and able politician, soon proved to be no puppet of the former 
military rulers. Using a corruption probe into the military he forced many 
high-ranking officers to resign. In particular, he removed from key posts 
those associated with the secret and powerful Hanahoe society within the 
military, whose members included Chun Du Hwan and Roh Tae Woo. 
Kim reformed the Agency for National Security Planning, as the KCIA 
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had been renamed under Chun, curbing its domestic surveillance. As 
part of his reform image, he publicly disclosed his financial assets and 
had the members of the cabinet and other high-ranking officers reveal 
theirs. This resulted in the resignation of many holdovers from the Roh 
administration, including the head of the National Police.1 Kim Young 
Sam’s main reform program was aimed at the pervasive corruption in 
business and government that not only offended the moral sensibilities 
of the public but were also seen as a hindrance to the nation’s transition 
into a modern first-world state. His own reputation for personal honesty 
was his most important asset in this campaign. In the summer of 1993, 
he passed the “Real Name” reform that ended the practice of opening 
up financial accounts under false names. This practice had been used to 
provide a channel for tax evasion, money laundering, and bribery. All 
sorts of illicit financial activities by private and public officials were car-
ried out secretly through these accounts. The reform was a step toward 
making South Korean business more transparent. These measures proved 
popular; his approval ratings soared to 90 percent in the first months of 
his administration.

After his first year in office, there was a lull in reforms; in fact, there 
was relatively little fundamental reform under Kim Young Sam. This 
was especially true in the economic structure. Some red tape was cut, 
some state-owned companies were privatized, most importantly the Ko-
rean Electric Power Company. But the reforms were limited. No major 
restructuring of industry or the banking world took place, despite the 
fact that many businesses had become overextended financially. There 
were some half-hearted efforts to deal with this. A Chaebŏl Specializa-
tion Reform was incorporated into the current Five-Year Plan, and in line 
with this, in January 1994 the top thirty chaebŏls had to list core industries 
that would be their focus. But this effort to prevent overexpansion and 
needless duplication of investments was not implemented. The number 
of subsidiaries owned by the major chaebŏls actually increased 10 percent 
between 1993 and 1996.2 Most significantly, the same alliance of big busi-
ness supported by loans from the state-owned banks, the bureaucracy, 
and the ruling government persisted. Labor continued to be restive, with 
some violent labor strikes by the militant unions. Wages rose much faster 
than productivity, threatening the competitiveness of Korean exports. 
One change was brought about by international forces—South Korea was 
receiving increasing pressure from the United States and the signatories 
of the Uruguay Round of the General Agreement on Trade and Tariffs 
to open its markets. However, there was strong opposition from farmers 
and their sympathizers against lifting the restrictions on the importation 
of many agricultural products, especially rice. Kim Young Sam’s admin-
istration also faced student protests against government corruption or 
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against what they perceived as the administration’s anti-North Korean 
positions.

The limited nature of the reforms was highlighted by the fact that Kim 
Young Sam did not repeal the National Security Law. Like his predeces-
sors, he found the broad powers it gave him and the vague definitions of 
antistate activity useful. And Kim was not afraid to use the police against 
protestors, including organized labor. To many observers the Kim Young 
Sam administration was looking more like the previous one. His popu-
larity began to wane. Contributing to his declining approval ratings was 
in-fighting among members of his own party that weakened his admin-
istration and an economy that continued to grow but not at as fast a rate 
as in the past.

In one democratic reform, a local autonomy law was passed in 1994 
that made mayors and county and provincial administrators elective and 
gave local government greater powers to collect revenue independently 
of the central government. This was a historical reversal for the highly 
centralized government of Korea. In the local elections in June 1995 that 
followed this reform, Kim Young Sam’s DLP did poorly.

Perhaps to shore up his sagging support, in the summer of 1995 Kim 
began bringing charges against former presidents Chun and Roh, accus-
ing them of corruption, of military insubordination, and of treason. The 
bitterness over Kwangju remained, and much of the public wanted those 
involved to be punished. Disgust at the former presidents was fueled 
by revelations that they had been guilty of stashing away vast sums of 
money. Roh, who was not as personally disliked as Chun, was found 
to have squirreled away $650 million in a so-called “governing fund’ 
(t’ongch’i chagǔm). Investigations also revealed the close connections be-
tween the former presidents and the major chaebŏls. All nine of the leading 
chaebŏls had contributed funds, illustrating the depth of crony capitalism. 
Kim Woo Jung, the head of Daewoo, and Lee Kun Hee (Yi Kǔn-hǔi), the 
head of Samsung, were indicted.3 Chun was sentenced to death and Roh 
to life imprisonment, although both were later released.

The move buoyed up support for Kim Young Sam’s administration, 
and his party did well in the April 1996 National Assembly elections. His 
popularity soared in the opinion polls, but then, largely hurt by scandal, 
declined again. The president tried to reform business by introducing 
tougher campaign finance laws and requirements for high-ranking bu-
reaucrats to register assets, but he was undermined by the Hanbo scandal 
that broke in early 1997. A number of his close associates were involved in 
accepting payments from the Hanbo Iron and Steel Company, which was 
seeking their help in keeping the heavily indebted, troubled company 
from liquidation. The taint of corruption was made worse by the convic-
tion of Kim Young Sam’s second son for influence peddling. Meanwhile, 
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labor unrest grew in 1996–1997, accompanied by a revival of student 
radicalism. In August 1996, 3,500 members of a radical student group that 
adhered to the North Korean position on unification and inter-Korean 
relations were arrested. Of these, 280 were charged under the National 
Security Law.4

Still, for all the problems, the economy was doing well. South Korea’s 
GNP grew 7 percent in 1996, and that year marked its membership in 
the Organization of Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), 
a thirty-member group of developed nations. Symbolically, South Korea 
had graduated from a developing country to the ranks of the wealthy 
developed nations. But the following year, events suggested that its 
graduation might have been too soon. The Hanbo affairs turned out to 
be indicative of deep financial trouble in many South Korean companies. 
Many had overexpanded, supported by low-interest loans from the state-
controlled banks. The size of corporate debt by 1997 reached frightening 
proportions, just as the national foreign debt had in the 1970s and early 
1980s. At the same time South Korea was dealing with rising labor costs 
and competition from China. Several large companies, including Sammi 
and the distiller Jinro, were facing bankruptcy in 1997. In the summer of 
that year, Thailand underwent a financial meltdown, as its currency col-
lapsed and the stock market plummeted. This sent off a domino effect, as 
worried foreign investors in Asia’s fast-growing developing economies 
began to take their money out. In October, the Hong Kong stock market 
collapsed. Stock prices fell sharply in Seoul, and then there was a run on 
the won, which as a result lost nearly two-thirds of its value. Suddenly 
running out of foreign currency, the ROK government in November was 
forced to call upon the International Monetary Fund (IMF) for help. An 
emergency package of $57 billion in loans and backup was quickly put 
together, the largest such measure ever created up to that time.

In the midst of the this financial crisis, Kim Dae Jung was elected presi-
dent on December 18, 1997, defeating the conservative candidate Lee Hoi 
Chang (Yi Hoe-ch’ang) by only one-half of a percentage point. The elec-
tion marked the first true peaceful and orderly transition of power from 
one political party to another. It was an important step in the process of 
democratization. The very fact that a politician so hated by the former 
military regime could be elected and inaugurated in an orderly manner, 
and that it was all taken routinely, was a sign of how far the country had 
moved in the past decade. In fact, the election was largely devoid of ex-
citement. Kim Dae Jung was now in his seventies, making his fourth try at 
the presidency. He had his strong supporters in the southwestern Chŏlla 
region but was viewed with less enthusiasm elsewhere. Enough voters, 
however, wanted a change that they were willing to vote for him rather 
than a member of Kim Young Sam’s party.
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ECONOMIC CRISIS AND RECOVERY

Kim Dae Jung had to deal with one of the country’s worst economic 
crises. He began negotiating with international financial officials and 
working out a recovery plan before his inauguration. He then navigated 
the “IMF” crisis, as South Koreans called it, with considerable skill. Kim 
was aided by the gravity of the financial crisis, which engendered a na-
tional consensus that the economic structure of the nation needed major 
reform. Under the “Korea Inc.” system, economic growth had centered 
on the government-chaebŏl axis. This axis had to be broken. A number 
of measures were recommended by both Korean and foreign experts: 
leaner chaebŏls focused on core businesses with less diversification, more 
transparency in banking practices, and more flexible labor. Each of the 
big companies Daewoo, LG, Samsung, Hyundai, and Ssangyong (SK) had 
expanded their tentacles into so many different businesses that they over-
invested in plants, resulting in wasteful and unnecessary competition. 
Previous attempts at reform had proved difficult since the big chaebŏls 
regarded themselves as too big to fail, and they could usually rely on 
politicians who were concerned about protecting constituents’ jobs and 
investments to intervene on their behalf. No matter how indebted the big 
conglomerates became, the banks could be counted on to lend them more 
money, since neither the banks nor the government felt they could afford 
to have the huge companies go bankrupt, thus their debts kept mounting. 
But restructuring businesses was difficult, since firms “doctored” their 
financial statements so much that it was difficult for banks to distinguish 
between good and bad loans.

Initially, the Kim Dae Jung administration made some real progress 
at economic reform. A number of banks were forced to close or merge, 
and there was some business restructuring. In the past, administrations 
had boasted of South Korea’s negligible unemployment rate, and they 
were reluctant to see employees let go or companies go under. But this 
changed by necessity. President Kim Dae Jung worked out an agreement 
with the labor unions to accept cuts and layoffs. A tripartite presidential 
panel for labor, capital, and government reached agreement on reducing 
working hours from 44 to 40 hours starting in 2001. In a major concession 
to foreign pressure, the country’s stock market and its real estate markets 
were opened to foreign investment. Foreign companies were allowed to 
take over Korean companies, including hostile takeovers. In a society that 
had long feared foreign economic domination, this was a radical break 
with the past.

The reforms were painful. Unemployment rose from 2 to 8 percent in 
a country with little in the way of a social safety net, where most house-
holds had a single breadwinner. Perhaps the personal embarrassment at 
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losing a job was most difficult. The suicide rate went up 50 percent. A 
phenomenon known as nosukja appeared. These were unemployed men 
who slept in subway stations rather than go home jobless. Women seek-
ing income turned to prostitution full or part-time, until they numbered 
an estimated 1 million, and layoffs were sometimes accompanied by vio-
lence.5 The won settled at a rate that was worth only half of what it had 
been, making the imports and overseas travel that Koreans so loved very 
costly. The economy contracted 5.8 percent in 1998; only once since the 
Korean War, in 1980, had this happened.

Yet, assisted by the low won, which made exports more competitive, 
the economy recovered. South Korea soon surprised the international 
community by paying off the emergency loans quickly. The GDP rose 
10 percent in 1999 and 9 percent in 2000. The privatization of the huge 
Pohang Iron and Steel Company was completed, and a start was made 
at privatizing the electric power company, KEPCO. Both were important, 
since the reduction of the public company workforce was regarded as 
a necessary reform. The government attempted to improve the social 
safety net by expanding industrial compensation insurance to all types 
of workplaces, increasing the number of public pension recipients, and 
separating the prescription and dispensing of drugs to control costs. In 
August 2000, the IMF declared Korea’s graduation from its emergency 
loan program. Unfortunately, the economic reforms ended too soon. After 
the initial emergency reforms, the banking and industrial sector did not 
undergo further substantive changes. Furthermore, before 1998 was over, 
the labor unions began resisting any further layoffs. And there remained 
a deep uncertainty about the future. A second round of financial restruc-
turing in early 2000 was not completed. It was clear that the government 
was losing momentum in corporate reform. Other drags on the economy 
were the protracted sale of Daewoo Motors, which eventually General 
Motors bought; a decline of semiconductor prices; and oil price hikes. 
Efforts at economic reform also ran into problems over issues such as 
regulations on ceilings on investments and on the debt-capital ratio. Both 
business and opposition politicians opposed these proposed measures 
designed to contain corporate debt.6

Despite the incomplete economic reforms, and the tough competition 
South Korea faced from Chinese manufacturers, the economy in the early 
twentieth century continued to grow, if at a slower rate than in previous 
decades. By 2006, Koreans achieved what they called the imanbul sidae 
($20,000 per-capita income era) regarded as a benchmark, meaning it had 
a level of economic development close to the OECD average. The gov-
ernment began a campaign to become the ninth member of the group of 
eight major world economies (G-8). It did succeed in becoming part of a 
G-20 of the major world economies during the economic summit in late 
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2008. Its exports in the 2000s surged, and it began accumulating a large 
foreign reserve. By 2008, it had become one of the world’s major hold-
ers of U.S. debt, an impressive achievement for a country that had been 
itself in serious debt a decade earlier. South Korean products, especially 
consumer electronics, telecommunications equipment, and automobiles 
had begun to acquire a reputation for quality. Indeed, the country was 
becoming a technical innovator that could compete with its Japanese and 
Western competitors in quality, design, and innovation. Yet, the country 
had suffered from unemployment rates, although modest by European 
standards, that were historically high; its rate of investment was low 
enough to cause worry about future competitiveness; and it was still a 
manufacturing-based economy that was slow in making a structural shift 
toward a service economy. There was also a concern that the move to a 
more flexible labor policy and the neoliberal economic policies that the 
government had pursued, even if only partly carried out, were creating 
greater income inequality. Future growth was also clouded by the fact 
the “crony capitalism” that saw big business and government working in 
collusion had not yet disappeared.

SOUTH KOREAN POLITICS

Kim Dae Jung’s swift response to the economic crisis earned him respect 
among domestic and foreign observers. Long labeled a dangerous radical 
by his opponents, he proved to be cautious and moderate. He sought to 
reform the economic structure but not to change it. Ironically, for some-
one who had strong support among labor, Kim was forced to impose 
some sacrifices on labor by getting unions to accept layoffs and asking 
them to refrain from strikes. To the disappointment of some, he retained 
the National Security Law that had been used in the past as a means of 
jailing dissidents under its broad authority and vague definition of na-
tional security.

His party, the Millennium Democratic Party, or MDP, formed a coali-
tion with the United Liberal Democratic Party of his former opponent, 
Kim Jong Pil. This very coalition with one of the stalwarts of the Park 
Chung Hee regime suggested the nonradical nature of his administration. 
In the April 2000 National Assembly elections, the two parties combined 
fell short of a majority, while the main opposition Grand National Party 
(GNP) also failed to get a working majority, so Kim Dae Jung’s govern-
ment ruled without control of the Assembly. After the elections, the 
heads of the two major parties, Kim’s MDP and the GNP, met and agreed 
to the “politics of mutual survival.” Nonetheless, the parties quarreled, 
and the result was that Kim Dae Jung’s ability to govern was somewhat 
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weakened. The need for the president to work with many different parties 
meant that Kim Dae Jung could not exercise the same degree of power 
as some of his predecessors, although the president still had enormous 
authority. The low voter turnout—only 57 percent voted in the 2000 
Assembly elections—indicated both complacency and apathy. This was 
partly because the stakes seemed less momentous than in the past, but 
there was also a cynicism about the ability of politicians to make impor-
tant changes. Another feature that was apparent was the strong hold of 
regionalism. The GNP won 64 of 65 seats in Kyŏngsang the traditional 
southeast stronghold of the establishment, and the MDP 25 of 29 seats 
in Chŏlla, the southwest support base of Kim Dae Jung and the region 
that had long been a bastion of political opposition. South Korean politics 
thus was based less on ideological divides than on emotional appeals to 
ties of home region and personal loyalty to individual politicians. A more 
promising sign was the active role of civic groups in discrediting candi-
dates they saw as unfit to hold office and in rewriting election laws and 
monitoring the election process; especially active was the Civic Alliance 
for the 2000 General Elections.

The summit with North Korea and the awarding of the Nobel Peace 
Prize in the fall of 2000 momentarily boosted his popularity, but soon 
Kim Dae Jung’s support began to decline. A number of problems, includ-
ing the usual scandals, began to mar his administration. Close confidants 
were involved in insider trading, embezzlement, and stock-manipulation 
scandals. All three of his sons were involved in financial irregularities; 
one was sentenced to four years imprisonment. His investigation of tax 
evasion by twenty-three newspapers in 2001, announced at a televised 
town hall meeting, drew charges of attempting to intimidate a mostly 
conservative and critical press.7 A new medical prescription program was 
passed to assist with the country’s modest and inadequate social safety 
net, but this ran into problems, as it quickly became apparent that there 
were not adequate funds for the program. Labor became restless and 
labor stoppages increased. And there was a general disappointment over 
the failure to follow up on the initial reforms of the country’s business 
and banking structure. His administration also suffered from disappoint-
ment over the failure to see marked improvement in relations with North 
Korea following his summit and the opposition’s continual criticism of 
his Sunshine policy. A particular blow was the resignation of the unifica-
tion minister, who was thought of as the chief architect of the Sunshine 
policy, following the visit of some legislators to Mangyŏngdae, Kim Il 
Sung’s birthplace.

In 2002, the ruling party held an American-style primary to select its 
presidential candidate. To the surprise of many, the winner was Roh 
Moo-hyun (No Mu-hyŏn), a fifty-six-year-old human rights lawyer who 
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won over Rhee In-je (Yi In-je), the favorite of most of the party. Roh 
(pronounced No) was popular among what became known as the 386 
generation: people in their thirties who had entered college in the 1980s 
and had been born in 1960s. This generation was tired of the old-style 
politicians, many of whom had been active for a generation or more, and 
they were attracted to Roh, a political outsider, born in poverty, largely 
self-educated, with only modest experience in national politics but with 
a long and distinguished record as a fighter for social justice. His mostly 
young supporters formed the No (Roh) sa mo (gathering of those people 
loving Roh), an Internet fan club to generate interest in their candidate 
and as a vehicle to express their political views. Large numbers of young 
people campaigned for him bearing piggy banks, representing the small 
collections of money from ordinary people with which they sought 
to finance his campaign. Roh’s nomination was challenged by Chung 
Mong-jun (Chŏng Mong-jun), youngest son of Hyundai founder Chung 
Ju-young. Chung Mong-jun, handsome and charismatic, had served as 
cochair of the Organizing Committee for the 2002 World (Soccer) Cup 
that was held jointly in South Korea and Japan. South Korea did surpris-
ingly well, coming in fourth place, and the games went smoothly. Chung 
was given much credit and was able to bask in the glory. The two agreed 
to a television debate in which the viewers would then decide who won, 
Roh agreeing to step down if he lost. The results were that viewers, by 
46.8 to 42.2 percent, thought Roh won, so Chung withdrew. Chung then 
at the last moment withdrew his support for Roh.

Roh faced Lee Hoi-chang of the GNP, a sixty-seven-year-old former 
Supreme Court judge and veteran politician who had narrowly lost to 
Kim Dae Jung. Lee had strong support from older and more conserva-
tive voters but suffered from a series of embarrassing revelations. To the 
old problems of his two sons avoiding military conscription for dubious 
reasons were added new reports of his luxurious lifestyle. Also damaging 
was the revelation that his daughter went to Hawaii to give birth in order 
for his grandchild to acquire U.S. citizenship.8 Roh had many liabilities 
as well. In a country that respected education Roh had never gone to col-
lege, although he had passed the bar exam. He held many unconventional 
views, made anti-American remarks, had a politically radical past, and 
had little administrative experience. He had a father-in-law who died in 
prison without ever renouncing Communism. Nor did he seem to have 
much knowledge of the world; he had never been outside of Korea. Nev-
ertheless, the “Roh wind,” as his enthusiastic support was called, was 
strong enough, and Lee Hoi-chang was damaged enough to give him a 
very narrow win: 48.91 to 46.59 percent.

Roh Moo-hyun, an establishment outsider, created an administration of 
outsiders. He filled his administration with people who had long records 
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in activism, many had gone to prison, but with little or no political expe-
rience. Many of his personnel came from the Lawyers for a Democratic 
society (Minbyŏn), an organization of young progressive lawyers. Among 
his appointees drawn from this organization were his minister of justice, a 
forty-year-old woman, and the director of the National Security Agency. 
He also appointed professors from provincial universities and members 
of various political watch groups to his administration. As did every 
president, Roh created his own political party, the Uri (Our Open Party) 
out of former members of the MDP and others.

Unfortunately the inexperience of Roh and his staff quickly became 
apparent when he made many embarrassing remarks and political 
blunders. Members of his administration also got involved in scandals, 
including illegal political contributions from LG and Hyundai. He also 
faced a rise in labor unrest. Farmers protested his efforts to establish 
a free trade agreement with Chile as a prelude to further agreements, 
including with the United States. Korean farmers with small farms de-
pended on generous state price supports for their crops and feared their 
livelihoods would be threatened by cheap imported foodstuffs. They 
carried out dramatic protests, both at home and abroad. Although the 
farmers and their families made up less than a tenth of the population 
in this now overwhelmingly urban society, as in Japan and Taiwan, they 
formed a powerful political lobby. Roh continued with Kim Dae Jung’s 
Sunshine policy, but his efforts were undermined by the revelation that 
in his eagerness to arrange the summit in 2000 with Kim Jong Il the for-
mer president had the Hyundai Group secretly offer North Korea $500 
million in economic development projects. Slumping in the opinion polls 
Roh announced that he would hold a referendum on December 15, 2003, 
on his performance and would step down if the voters disapproved of it. 
Opinion polls suggested he would win, since the voters did not want to 
go through selecting another president so soon after the last election, and 
also suggested that they did not want the referendum; neither did the op-
position, and it was cancelled.9 An effort to impeach the president by the 
GNP backfired when public opinion strongly opposed it and contributed 
to a strong showing by the Uri Party in the April 2004 National Assembly 
election, when it received a bare majority of 152 out of 299 seats. With al-
lied parties, Roh now had a comfortable majority. Following this election, 
the constitutional court reinstated Roh, who had had to temporarily step 
down during the impeachment proceedings. But in 2005, the opposition 
GNP won almost all the by-elections, and Roh’s standing in public opin-
ion fell to new lows; by 2006 he began to be viewed as a weak, ineffectual 
lame duck president.

Roh’s party had carried out what has been described as an “ongoing 
cultural war in the South over policy toward the North.”10 The culture re-
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fers to the generation gap. Older voters looked at North Korea with great 
suspicion, memories of the June 25, 1950, invasion and the terrorist acts 
committed since shaped much of their perception; while younger voters 
had much less hostility. The latter viewed the North Koreans as their poor 
cousins needing assistance. But although there were some nominal at-
tempts to rehabilitate former radical patriots and other symbolic acts, the 
Roh administration marked no sharp change in South Korea’s domestic 
or foreign direction. He sent troops to Iraq, supporting the alliance with 
the United States despite his history of anti-American rhetoric, and did 
not abolish or radically modify the notorious National Security Law. He 
even showed symptoms of the authoritarian tendency, seeking to intimi-
date the predominantly conservation major newspapers by threatening to 
pass laws that would limit their market share and make it easier for the 
government to sue them.11

There were some positive signs of a maturing democracy. Previously 
buried topics from the past were examined. The government established 
a Truth and Reconciliation Committee to deal with mass murders during 
the Korean War. The commission uncovered more than 1,000 executions, 
including 200 committed by U.S. troops (see below).12 An investigation 
into the 1973 kidnapping of Kim Dae Jung revealed that Park Chung 
Hee approved it. However, some of the Roh administration’s attempts to 
right the wrongs of the past were politically motivated; in particular the 
examination of Korean collaborators in colonial times was directed at the 
new opposition leader Park Geun Hye, (Pak Kǔn-hǔi), daughter of Park 
Chung Hee, reminding the public that her father had served as a military 
officer in the Japanese Army.

In April 2007, the administration worked out a free trade agreement 
with the Americans but this ran into opposition in the United States, 
where there was growing sentiment against open-ended free trade 
agreements, and in the ROK with strong opposition among farmers and 
various citizen groups. Meanwhile, 2007 saw a major scandal involving 
Samsung, now the nation’s largest chaebŏl. Samsung was the symbol of a 
sophisticated, competitive, innovative, high-tech Korea. Yet, the scandal, 
which involved the bribing of government officials for favors on a consid-
erable scale, showed that crony capitalism was still alive and well.

In the December 2007 presidential election, Lee Myung-bak (Yi Myŏng-
bak), the Grand National Party candidate, easily defeated the ruling party 
candidate, Chung Dong-young (Chŏng Tong-yŏng), who was handi-
capped by President Roh’s unpopularity. A former Hyundai executive 
and popular mayor of Seoul, Lee Myung-bak had been nicknamed “the 
bulldozer” for his assertive, energetic, can-do attitude. Lee promised to 
accelerate economic growth and to close the economic gap between South 
Korea and the richest countries. His pledge to put the nation back into the 
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fast track of economic development appealed to many voters, as, despite 
the 5 percent growth rate, the public was worried about the economy. 
Lee won in a landslide election and then saw his public approval plunge 
in the first several months in office. Promising to set a 6 percent annual 
growth rate, he called for streamlining the bureaucracies, selling off state 
enterprises, and pushing for a number of major infrastructure projects, 
including an inland canal system. The heavy-handed authoritarian man-
ner in which he attempted to implement these policies infuriated many 
citizens. In April 2008, when he unilaterally ended the ban on imported 
U.S. beef, the anger spilled out into massive public protests. In addition, 
the high fuel, food, and commodities prices that the resource-poor na-
tion was facing meant that rather than entering another boom, the ROK 
was looking to face slower growth, if not recession. The demonstrations, 
mostly peaceful candle-lit affairs, were still disruptive, and the efforts by 
some organizers to use mass mobilization to bring down a newly elected 
president disturbed some observers who saw them a sign of South Korean 
democracy’s lack of maturity. However, there was no serious likelihood 
that the verdict of the polls would be overturned, and Lee’s unpopularity 
was largely the product of his style of governing, which reminded the 
public of its authoritarian past.

An interesting development in South Korean politics was the growth 
of NGOs, which had become a major force in South Korea. Exploding 
in number in the 1980s, NGOs were instrumental in shaping national 
debates and policies on key issues. Some were quite large and powerful. 
The Citizen’s Coalition for Economic Justice, formed in the summer of 
1989, campaigned for a more equitable distribution of income and against 
corruption in government. The Korean Women’s Association, formed in 
1987, became an effective champion of women’s equality. The Korean 
Federation of Environment Movements, organized in 1993, conducted 
several successful antipollution campaigns and forced Taiwan to cancel a 
nuclear waste deal with North Korea.13 In 1992, the Citizens Coalition for 
Fair Elections kept close track on this and future elections, investigating 
the dubious connections and qualifications of candidates. In 1999, a group 
organized the Citizens’ Groups’ Solidarity Roundtable for Judicial Re-
forms, and later a number of small groups coalesced to form the Citizens 
Solidarity for the General Election, which created lists of politicians not 
to be nominated or elected because they had been involved in corruption, 
bribery, or human rights abuse activities. After 2000 there was a marked 
growth of NGOs based outside of Seoul. Very few South Korean NGOs 
had foreign links; they were locally organized, for the most part led by 
moderate middle- and working-class Koreans, and played an important 
role in consolidating democracy within the country.14
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Possessing a stable if contentious democracy and a prosperous if no 
longer booming economy, South Korea had much to be pleased about in 
the twenty-first century. Nonetheless, there were serious concerns about 
the direction in which the country was heading. The anger over U.S. 
beef imports was partly a product of a disinformation campaign by the 
local agricultural industry, which suggested American beef was unsafe 
because of the possible threat of mad-cow disease. But this protest and 
the opposition to a free trade agreement with Washington also had an 
undertone of anti-Americanism, reflecting ambiguity about the country’s 
long-term relationship with the United States. And its economic woes 
pointed to the vulnerability of a country so reliant on the international 
economy, and increasingly on China. China’s economy was absorbing 
ROK’s imports, but its demand for food and materials was contributing 
to the upward surge in the cost of these items, which was straining South 
Korea’s economy.

FOREIGN POLICY

South Korea’s foreign policy in the early twenty-first century largely re-
volved around three issues—how to deal with North Korea, how to adjust 
itself to the realities of a rising China, and how to define its relationship 
with the United States. Kim Dae Jung’s major initiative in foreign policy, 
his so-called Sunshine policy, resulted in the summit conference with Kim 
Jong Il in P’yŏngyang in June 2000 and earned Kim Dae Jung the Nobel 
Peace Prize that fall. The aftermath of the summit resulted in a lively de-
bate in the South. Conservatives were skeptical of any real change in the 
North, viewing this as only one in the long series of tactical moves that 
had led to many false starts in improved relations, such as in 1972, 1984–
1985, and 1990–1991. The government countered by arguing that there 
was no reasonable alternative but to try to gradually open the North to 
international trade and investment. The Sunshine policy was a truly radi-
cal shift in foreign policy, a break with the nearly half century of hostility 
South Korea had maintained toward the North. It was in part a product 
of growing confidence in the ROK, as well as a concern for the possibility 
that the DPRK could collapse and bring chaos to the peninsula. Initially, 
there was great excitement; among some, especially the young, there was 
even a short-lived enthusiasm for Kim Jong Il. From 2001, however, the 
Sunshine policy was bringing a disappointing return, and it became clear 
that the summit that had excited the South Korean public would not be a 
turning point. It was, however, not an entirely false start, and trade and 
investment between the two countries grew, haltingly but significantly.
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Besides his North Korean policy, Kim Dae Jung initially maintained 
good relations with China, Japan, and the United States. However, with 
the inauguration of the Bush administration in 2001, relations with the 
United States became more strained. The Bush administration was scorn-
ful of the Sunshine policy, which it regarded as rewarding bad behavior, 
and sought to take a hard line against North Korea. After September 11, 
2001, the U.S. focus on terrorism and its labeling of North Korea as a ter-
rorist state and a member of the “axis of evil” provided a less comfortable 
international environment for the Kim Dae Jung administration’s foreign 
policy. To some extent, the ROK worked at cross-purposes with the 
United States after 2002. South Korean presidents Kim Dae Jung and Roh 
Moo-hyun held to the idea that the best way to deal with North Korea 
was to open the country up into trade and development. They encour-
aged South Korean investment into the North and provided generous 
foreign aid, while the United States sought to isolate the regime. Under 
president Roh, aid and investments in the North continued to grow, de-
spite mixed results in improving relations. He rejected conservative critics 
in his own country that this had to be linked to demonstrative progress 
on the part of the DPRK in improving its human rights records, reducing 
its military buildup along the border, working toward denuclearization, 
carrying out substantial economic reforms, and allowing more family 
reunifications. The last was still a sensitive issue, especially for the older 
generation. Many South Koreans, perhaps as many as three-quarters of a 
million, had relatives in the North.15

While there was little progress in these areas, Roh went ahead with a 
second summit meeting in P’yŏngyang in October 2007. Roh Moo-hyun 
and Kim Jong Il agreed on the construction of two shipyards in the 
North; on improvements in North Korea’s railway system, which would 
make future rail links between South Korea and China easier; and to 
work toward more joint representations at international events. Tensions 
increased in 2008 with the inauguration of President Lee Myung-bak, a 
critic of the Sunshine policy. Lee made public comments critical of the 
North’s human rights record, its failures at reform, and its military-first 
policies. This in turn resulted in angry and threatening responses from 
P’yŏngyang. Yet trade between the two continued to slowly expand.

Several other issues made for difficulties in foreign relations. Seoul had 
to deal with the issue of the tens of thousands of North Korean refugees in 
China. Many of them made spectacular and dangerous attempts to make 
it into the ROK’s Beijing embassy in an effort to seek asylum in the South. 
The refugee problem was a touchy issue. The Chinese were strongly 
opposed to granting asylum, and Seoul did not want to anger China or 
jeopardize improved relations with the DPRK, so at first it ignored the 
plight of these desperate people fleeing poverty and repression. The ROK, 
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however, was forced to accept refugees in light of international publicity 
about their plight. South Koreans remained ambivalent about these new 
arrivals to their country fearing their settlement might encourage even 
more to come.

Controversies over history troubled South Korea’s relations with its 
neighbors China and Japan. In April 2001, a new Japanese-government-
approved history textbook angered Koreans, who claimed it presented 
distortion about the past. The Japanese history textbooks’ depiction of Ko-
rea and in particular their failure, in the view of Koreans, to fully acknowl-
edge the injustices Japan had perpetuated against Korea in the past was 
a chronic source of contention between the two nations. The new history 
texts rekindled this old complaint by reflecting a conservative, nationalist 
trend in Japan, more likely to feel pride and less likely to feel shame in 
its militaristic and imperialist past. This was reinforced by the Japanese 
prime minister’s visits to the Yasukuni Shrine where a number of World 
War II military leaders were buried. The dispute over the island of Tokto 
in the Sea of Japan, which the Japanese called Takeshima and held a ter-
ritorial claim to, was another irritant. In China, the work produced by the 
Northeast History Project, a government-funded program that supported 
archeological and historical research in Manchuria, led to Chinese claims 
that the ancient kingdom of Koguryŏ was a Chinese state. This angered 
many Koreans, not only extreme nationalists who used the boundaries of 
Koguryŏ as a basis for claiming that most of Manchuria was once Korean 
territory, but all Koreans, for it implied that northern Korea itself was once 
Chinese. The issue aroused passions in Korea. By 2004, it had become a 
thorn in the relations between the two countries and a cause of concern 
among Koreans over their increasingly powerful neighbor.16

The problems with China pointed out a major dilemma for South Ko-
rea. Its foreign policy had always been closely aligned with U.S. foreign 
policy. But disagreement with the United States over how to deal with 
North Korea, concern about rising Japanese nationalism, and the increas-
ing importance of China all called this into question. There was also a 
belief that the geopolitics in Asia was shifting, with an emerging Chinese 
superpower likely to play the dominant regional role in the near future. 
Rather than rely on the U.S.-Japanese alliance, some South Koreans felt 
that they should seek to create a more independent military force and that 
the country’s foreign policy should accommodate or at least recognize 
China’s needs and interests more. The growing importance of China was 
most striking in its economic relations. Trade with China grew dramati-
cally in the 2000s. In 2004, exports to China, led by the country’s demand 
for steel, were up 48 percent in that year alone; China by then had dis-
placed the United States as South Korea’s largest trading partner. South 
Korean firms were moving much of their manufacturing to China, taking 
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advantage of lower labor costs and geographical proximity. Yet there was 
no consensus over exactly what direction the country’s foreign policy 
should be regarding its huge neighbor, with some Koreans worried about 
possible Chinese attempts to establish hegemony over the region.

South Korea’s relations with the United States were complex. Most 
of the older generation remained pro-U.S., distrustful of the DPRK, and 
cautious about relations with China. But anti-Americanism was strong 
among the younger generation. Yet when the United States announced 
in 2003 and 2004 its plans to reduce troops in Korea by a third, opinion 
polls showed that most Koreans accepted the need for a U.S. alliance 
and were not enthusiastic about the withdrawals. Economic ties with 
the United States were still important, with American firms by far the 
top investors in the country. The South Korean government, even under 
the left-of-center president Roh Moo Hyun, supported the Global War 
on Terror including $45 million during 2002–2004 for reconstruction in 
Afghanistan. In February 2004, the National Assembly voted 155 to 50 to 
dispatch 3,600 troops to Iraq, the third-largest contingent, despite strong 
public opposition to the war. The enormous unpopularity of President 
Bush contributed to troubled relations. There were hopes for improve-
ment when Barack Obama was elected president in November 2008 but 
also concerns about the protectionist economic policies he and his Demo-
cratic Party often espoused.

RETHINKING REUNIFICATION

A significant change in South Korea was the attitude toward reunifica-
tion. The public was no longer as enthusiastic about reunification as it 
had been in the past. In the years after 1953 nearly every South Korean 
dreamed of uniting the two states. They began to reconsider this after 
the reunification of Germany in 1990, when the problems and costs of 
unification became apparent. The growing disparity in income and the 
widening gap in culture and lifestyles between the two societies made the 
process and costs of absorbing the North and its 23 million people even 
more daunting. Whereas East Germans had a per-capita income of over 
one-third of West Germans at the time of reunification, it was estimated 
that North Korea had only one-twentieth the GDP per capita of the South 
in 2008. The differences in the two economies can be seen in the volume 
of international trade. In 2007, the total foreign trade, exports and im-
ports, of North Korea was about US$5 billion compared to South Korea’s 
more than US$ 700 billion. The total power generation of North Korea 
was only 1 percent of that of the ROK. This shocking disparity would be 
enormously costly to overcome. In 2008, some estimates were that reuni-
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fication would cost at least US$1 trillion. What South Koreans now sought 
was reform in the DPRK and a gradual integration of the economies of 
the two Koreas. But indications were that cultural integration would be 
difficult as well. In 2008, there were already about 10,000 North Korean 
refugees living in the South, where they where handicapped by the lack 
of appropriate job skills and work habits and suffered discrimination 
from their South Korean neighbors.

A SOCIETY UNDERGOING RAPID CHANGE

South Korea in the first decade of the twenty-first century was a society 
still undergoing rapid change. As was the case with its economic de-
velopment, a social transition that took decades in most other countries 
occurred over a relatively few years. One of the most dramatic changes 
was demographic. The once high birthrate fell sharply in the 1960s with 
a government-sponsored birth-control program. By 1983, it was only 
slightly above the replacement level, with women having an average of 
about 2.1 children. Other changes also contributed to the creation of a 
two-child norm by the end of the 1980s. The urbanization of the popula-
tion, now crammed into small apartments and townhouses; the enor-
mous expense of education; and the high literacy rate of women were 
important. Cultural norms changed as well in what was still a rather con-
formist society. Increasingly, a small family with a son and a daughter 
had become the ideal. However, by the late 1990s the birthrate continued 
to fall, dropping below the natural replacement rate. The sharpest drop 
was in the five-year period 1997–2002, blamed on the economic crisis of 
the late 1990s. But the return of good economic conditions did not reverse 
this trend. In 2004, the birthrate had fallen to 1.08, one of the lowest in the 
world, even lower than Japan’s 1.3 rate, which was the cause of so much 
concern there. Although this rose a bit in 2008 to 1.26, it was still alarm-
ingly below the replacement rate. As a result, South Korea’s population, 
which stood at just under 48 million in 2008, was expected to increase 
only by 1 million in the next ten years and then to decline to 42 million 
by 2028. This led to a related problem of an aging society. South Kore-
ans were living longer; life expectancy had reached about seventy-five 
for men and eighty-two for women in 2008 and was still rising, but the 
birthrate was dropping. As a result, South Korea was expected to be an 
“aging society by the 2020s, when a quarter of the population would be 
over 65. More alarming were projections that placed the over-sixty-five 
population at 38 percent by 2050, which would be one of the highest, if 
not the highest in the world. At that time there would be only 1.4 adults 
of working age for every senior citizen.17 Even with unemployment at 
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relatively high rates in 2006 and 2007 the planners began to worry about 
a looming labor shortage.

By 2008 officials and media commentators began to sense an urgency 
about the aging issue. One solution was a plan in early 2007 to increase 
both the retirement age from sixty to sixty-five and to reduce the average 
age Koreans entered the labor market from twenty-five to twenty-three.18 
The government began providing financial subsidies for parents with 
multiple children. Local governments came up with many incentives, of-
fering bonuses for a second and third child, and offering free baby-sitting 
services. The government discouraged abortions, threatening to take 
away licenses of doctors who performed them.19 None of these measures 
appeared likely to produce significant results.

A major factor contributing to the low birthrate was the cost of educa-
tion. The zeal for education, what Koreans called their “education fever,” 
was a factor in the country’s remarkable economic and social transforma-
tion, and it remained in the early twenty-first century one of its greatest 
assets. Educational levels, in terms of percentage of students completing 
secondary school and going on to tertiary education, were among the 
highest in the world. The quality of education improved as well. In its 
second Program for International Student Assessment, given in 2003, the 
OECD ranked South Korea first out of forty-one nations in problem solv-
ing, second in reading, third in math, and fourth in science. As impres-
sive as these achievements were, they had many problems.20 Education 
remained strongest at the lower levels, but at the tertiary level research 
facilities had not reached the standards of the world’s best universities. 
Importantly, this educational achievement came at enormous costs. The 
financial burden of education on families was heavy. In addition to pri-
vate tutoring and after-class cram schools, many middle-class parents 
began sending students abroad to attend high school with families in 
the United States or other English-speaking countries so that they could 
master English, an important skill. As a result, Korea had the highest 
education deficit of any OECD country; the flow of money overseas on 
education was a serious drain on foreign reserves.21 Surveys in 2003 and 
in 2006 found that South Korean families spent a higher proportion of 
their income on schooling than any other people in the world: two to 
three times more than Americans or Japanese, the next highest spenders 
among of the major industrial countries.22 And the expenses were going 
up faster than any other major household expense, rising 100 percent 
between 2000 and 2005. The costs threatened to undermine efforts at pro-
moting equal opportunity in a society concerned not to replicate its long 
history of hereditary inequality.

But these were not the only costs of education. The preoccupation with 
education placed enormous stress on young people, who studied from 
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early morning to late at night, causing some experts to wonder if South 
Korean students were being robbed of childhood. Furthermore, it was a 
major contributing factor in the low birthrates. Most studies suggested 
that the high cost of educating children resulted in Koreans putting off 
marriage until fairly late and deciding to have only one child. Since the 
mother’s role in supervising education became almost a full-time job this 
also inhibited women from entering the job market and the professions. 
Much of the preoccupation with education focused on obtaining prestige 
degrees. The national obsession for academic credentials is common in 
many societies but it seemed to have reached an extreme in South Korea. 
The problem was highlighted in 2007 in what was called the “Shin-gate 
scandal.” A thirty-five-year-old art professor, Shin Jeong Ah, who had 
risen to prominence in the Korean art world in large part due to the influ-
ence of her lover, a presidential adviser, was found to have a fake degree 
from Yale.23 This led to revelations of many prominent people who had 
falsified their degrees. In many cases they possessed genuine credentials 
that seemed quite acceptable, but in a society that rewarded “brand” di-
plomas, these otherwise qualified people found it worth the risk of faking 
more prestigious degrees.

The rising costs of education contributed to a disturbing trend toward 
greater income inequality. One of South Korea’s proud achievements 
after the Korean War was a burgeoning middle-class society with a more 
even distribution of wealth than found in most countries. The 1997 eco-
nomic crisis reversed this trend. More frequent layoffs, the greater use 
of temporary workers who received less pay and fewer benefits than 
permanent employees, and the move toward a more knowledge-based 
society all contributed to a shrinking middle class, greater poverty, and 
an ever-wealthier upper-middle class. In 1995, the bottom 10 percent of 
the population earned 41 percent of the national income average; by 2003 
they earned only 34 percent. The top 10 percent income earners made 
199 percent of the national average in 1995, and 225 percent in 2003. The 
percentage of people officially listed as living below the poverty line went 
from 8 percent in 1997 to 16 percent in 1998. Another measure of income 
equality was the Gini coefficient, based on disposable income. In this 
measurement, the lower the number, the more equitable the income dis-
tribution. The number had lowered steadily since the 1970s, and in 1997 
at .283 it was low by international standards. Then in 2000 it rose to .358, 
the third highest in the OECD; only the United States and Mexico at .368 
and .494, respectively, were higher.24

According to the Development Institute, the country’s middle class 
shrank 5 percent between 1997 and 2004.25 More ominously, the number 
of citizens who saw themselves as middle class shrank. As early as the 
1980s, most of the public called themselves middle class in surveys. A 
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myth emerged that all South Koreans were becoming part of a single, 
large middle class, with economic and social class lines disappearing. 
However, the number of those who regarded themselves as middle class 
fell from 70.7 percent in 1994 to 56.0 percent in 2005.26 There were various 
signs that reality was moving away from the dream of a single middle-
class society. People from well-to-do families tended to marry others 
from wealthy families. In a country where a prestige degree still offered 
so many advantages, the accelerating cost of tutoring placed children 
with less wealthy parents at a growing disadvantage. While disparities 
in South Korea were still less than in many other countries, including the 
United States, Koreans were fearful of replicating the inherited privileged 
status groups that had characterized so much of their past. It was not an 
unreasonable fear, since the economic elite tended to intermarry, and an 
enormous amount of wealth was controlled by a relatively small number 
of these families. By one measure, thirty leading chaebŏl families controlled 
40 percent of the economy in the 2000s. Meanwhile, as was common with 
many developed nations, South Korea’s move into the knowledge econ-
omy was threatening to create a huge gap between highly skilled profes-
sionals and less educated industrial and clerical workers. Industries were 
moving production offshore, to China, Vietnam, and elsewhere, while 
trying to be lean and efficient at home by reducing payrolls and hiring 
more temporary workers. Meanwhile, the upper-middle class, a large 
group but smaller than the older concept of middle class, enjoyed a new 
cosmopolitan lifestyle, which included sending their children overseas 
to learn English, buying imported brand-name products, joining health 
clubs, and taking frequent vacations abroad.

This problem of inequality was compounded by an undeveloped social 
safety net. Unemployment in 2006 was only a modest 4 percent, but most 
experts believed the real figure was much higher. And it did not include 
senior workers forced to work part-time or take “honorary” retirements. 
This problem was related to the practice by South Korean firms of pro-
moting employees according to seniority. As older workers were expen-
sive, they were forced to retire early to reduce costs. Many who were 
unable to support themselves on retirement savings became part-time 
workers. Many young people also found themselves in temporary jobs. 
Since after two years temporary employees by law became permanent, 
with mandated benefits and protections, companies often dismissed 
workers before two years were up. South Korea lagged behind in social 
welfare benefits. The ROK in the 2000s was spending only 10 percent of 
its annual budget on social welfare, the lowest of the thirty OECD na-
tions and only half as much as the second-lowest, Mexico.27 Focused on 
economic growth, the state gave less priority to social welfare needs. Kim 
Dae Jung had promised radical increases in what he called “productive 
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welfare,” but the IMF financial crisis and the prevalence of neoliberal 
free-market thinking in the governing circles meant that this promise was 
not kept. In 2000, the government implemented the National Basic Liveli-
hood Security System, in which everyone below poverty would receive 
financial benefits. The catch was that they had to prove they were unable 
to receive support from family, this being unlikely in a society that was 
so family oriented. So in practice, social support was left to the family, a 
heavy burden on the poor.

CHANGING GENDER RELATIONS, CHANGING FAMILIES

Among the profound social changes in South Korea none were more 
dramatic than those concerning gender and family. The legal codes had 
been amended to allow women to head households, inherit property, 
and initiate divorce, and gender discrimination was legally prohibited by 
the early 1990s. Enrollment of women in colleges and universities soared 
past that of men in the 2000s. Higher education was no longer a finishing 
school where girls majored in home economics, English, and art. Women, 
however, still faced discrimination in the workplace and elsewhere. In-
creasingly educated, organized, and empowered, Korean women were 
no longer accepting the patriarchal traditions of their society. Under 
pressure from women’s groups the Kim Dae Jung administration created 
a Ministry of Gender Equality in 2001, renamed the Ministry of Gender 
Equality and Family in 2005, to deal with this problem. Women in the 
1990s dealt more openly with previous taboo issues such as spousal 
abuse and sexual harassment. During the military regimes, some women 
had protested against Japanese sex tourism. After 1990, women’s groups 
refocused on these issues, brought attention to the South Korean govern-
ment’s complicity in making prostitution available in base camps used by 
American troops in Korea, and in other ways confronted the whole issue 
of sexual exploitation of women.28

From the perspective of its historical legacy of male domination, the 
changing role of women in South Korea was almost revolutionary, yet by 
most measures Korean women still lagged behind their counterparts in 
other developed nations. In 2006, women made up only 3 percent of exec-
utives in companies of over 1,000 employees; major corporations such as 
Samsung had only 12 women out of 1,300 officers and managers; Hyun-
dai Motors and POSCO had no women in top positions. Women made 
50 percent less than men, and the gap actually widened between 2000 
and 2005.29 In one international study in 2007 only 34 out of 131 countries 
where sufficient data was available had a wider wage gap between men 
and women. The gender gap in wages was not only greater than in all 
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Western countries but in most other Asian countries as well.30 Women 
did make some progress in politics, although here too they lagged behind 
their sisters in most industrial states. Still, the change in politics was im-
pressive. In 1992, only 1 percent of legislators were women; by 2006, 13 
percent were.31 In the spring of 2006, Han Myung-suk (Han Myŏng-suk) 
became the first female prime minister, a position much less important 
than in most countries but still a significant post; and in that year Park 
Geun Hye (Pak Kŭn-hye), the daughter of Park Chung Hee, was the 
leader of the main opposition party.

Another break with ancient tradition was ending the prohibition in the 
Civil Code against people who share the same surname and ancestral 
home from marrying. Most Koreans share one of a small number of fam-
ily names, nearly half named Kim, Lee (or Yi or Rhee), or Park (or Pak). 
The surnames were broken down into clans who shared the same ances-
tral home and reputed ancestral descent. Members of some clans such as 
the Gimhae Kim, the Miryang Park and the Chŏnju Lee had hundreds 
of thousands of members—there were 1.5 million members of Gimhae 
Kim, creating hardship for young people sharing a remote and theoretical 
ancestry who happened to fall in love. Marriages between them were not 
recognized, and their children were regarded as illegitimate. A court rul-
ing declared this law unconstitutional in 1997, and in 2002 after lobbying 
by reformers, the National Assembly formally repealed it.

A truly unprecedented change in Korea’s social history was the rise in 
the divorce rate. Up through the 1980s, divorce brought great shame and 
was uncommon, but by 1990 this had begun to change. Between 1995 and 
2005 the divorce rate tripled. By 2005, the rate was 2.6 divorces per 1,000 
people, a little higher than Japan’s 2.3 or the European Union average of 
1.8, although less than the U.S. rate of 4.0 per thousand rate. Many women 
were opting out of marriage. In one survey of college women, a third said 
they did not want to get married.32 For men the problem was not enough 
women. This was the product of Korean preferences for sons. In the 1980s 
and 1990s the use of sonograms resulted in increased abortion of female 
infants. The result was that there were more boys than girls. The imbal-
ance reached a peak in the mid-1990s when there were 115 baby boys 
per 100 girls. That surplus of boys began to be a serious problem in the 
early twenty-first century. Public awareness of the problem and chang-
ing attitudes saw a reversal of this trend in 2002. Five years later, the 
gap between male and female births narrowed to just slightly above the 
natural ratio of 105 males to 100 females. The use of sonograms resulted in 
similar sexual imbalances in China, India, Vietnam, and other nations. Yet 
this was beginning to change after 2000. South Korea was the first Asian 
nation to show this sharp reversal. And surveys in the early twenty-first 



 South Korea in Recent Years 261

century suggested that the age-old preference for sons over daughters no 
longer prevailed.

Families themselves were changing. In 2007, the average household 
contained only 2.8 members, half the size of a generation earlier. A quar-
ter of Korean households were headed by women. Another new phenom-
enon was the single, never-wed mother, called “Miss Mom.” While still 
uncommon, they were no longer a rarity. According to one poll in 2007, 
one in six single women said they would be happy to have children with-
out having husbands.33 Even adoptions were becoming more common. 
Because Korean culture placed such emphasis on bloodlines, it was rare 
to adopt children. As a result, agencies sprung up after the Korean War to 
arrange for adoption to the United States and Europe. Embarrassingly for 
many, Korea continued to be a source of adoptees for Westerners at the 
start of the twenty-first century. This was beginning to change, although 
slowly. Still, in some ways South Koreans were socially conservative. In 
international surveys, they were less likely to approve of cohabitation 
without marriage or believe that people can be happy without marrying 
than people in most Western nations or in other developed Asian nations 
such as Japan and Taiwan.

ETHNIC HOMOGENEITY

South Korea’s low birthrate contributed to one of the most radical changes 
in Korean society in centuries—the end of ethnic homogeneity. A factor 
contributing to this was the shortage of women due to the preference 
for males. This hit rural men hard. Few young women wanted to live 
on a farm, and with the supply of marriage-age men greater than that of 
women they were able to avoid doing so. Consequently, many rural men 
sought wives from abroad. By 2006, more than a third of male farmers 
married foreign women, mostly Chinese and Vietnamese, but also from 
other Asian countries such as the Philippines and Uzbekistan. According 
to the National Statistical Office in Seoul, marriage to foreigners accounted 
for 13 percent of all marriages in 2005 marriages; over 70 percent were be-
tween Korean men and women from other Asian countries. According to 
one study, by 2020 Kosians (bi-ethnic children) would make up one-third 
of children born in South Korea.34 In a homogeneous society such as Korea 
this was a startling statistic. Public awareness of the idea of interethnic and 
interracial marriage and the implications for what it meant to be Korean 
was highlighted by the visit of Hines Ward, a Korean-speaking American 
football hero whose parents were a Korean mother and a black American 
father, and by a popular TV drama “The Bride from Hanoi.”
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Another development ending the nation’s homogeneity was the influx 
of migrant workers from poorer Asian nations—including Bangladesh, 
China, Nepal, the Philippines, and Mongolia. They numbered 400,000 in 
2007, half undocumented. They were often treated harshly, doing what 
Koreans called “3-D” jobs, dirty, difficult, and dangerous. The influx of 
foreign workers began in the 1990s and increased in the 2000s. Finding 
immigration procedures cumbersome, many employers hired workers 
on tourist visas, which they overstayed, hence over half the foreign labor 
force was in the country illegally and subject to exploitation. In 2004, the 
government introduced an Employment Permit System to make it easier 
for businesses to legally bring in foreign workers. While these were all 
temporary workers, the threat of severe labor shortages in the future 
meant that a permanent nonethnic Korean population was very likely to 
be another challenge to the conception of Koreans as constituting a “pure-
blooded” nation.

Meanwhile as more nonethnic Koreans moved into the country, some 
Koreans continued to emigrate abroad. The South Korean government 
estimated in 2007 that there were about 6.5 million Koreans and people of 
Korean descent living overseas. This included the 1.8 million Koreans liv-
ing in China, mostly in the border areas of Manchuria, where they formed 
the Yanbian Autonomous region. About 600,000 lived in Japan, where in 
contrast to the economically successful Chinese minority they were hin-
dered by discrimination. A half million lived in the states of the former 
Soviet Union. The largest overseas community was the nearly 2.5 mil-
lion Korean-Americans. These had become very successful immigrants, 
with one of the highest education and income levels of any ethnic group. 
About 150,000 Koreans or people of Korean descent lived in Canada. 
Smaller numbers of Koreans were found in Australia, Europe, and South 
America. By 2001, there were, for example, 30,000 Koreans residing in 
Buenos Aires, where they ran much of the garment industry.

Almost everywhere, Korean immigrants prospered. Many of these 
were truly international Koreans who were bilingual or multilingual and 
sometimes went back and forth between Korea and their adopted home. 
These included business people, scientists, and technicians who were 
sometimes lured back to South Korea for high-paying jobs. Immigration 
abroad became significant with the easing of restrictions on immigration 
by the ROK government after 1970 and peaked in the 1980s. Economic 
prosperity and political stability resulted in a decline in numbers after 
1990; however, many Koreans were still attracted by economic opportuni-
ties and a chance for a better or more promising lifestyle for themselves 
or their children. Many were simply joining family members who had 
emigrated earlier; some were students who went abroad for study and 
then accepted job offers there or romantics seeking a new adventure in a 
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new land. Many Koreans had family members and close friends overseas 
whom they visited. This only added to the increasing internationalism of 
Korean society.

FACING HISTORY AND PRESERVING HERITAGE

As the society underwent rapid change, the South Korean government 
became concerned about maintaining its cultural heritage. In 1962, it 
passed a Cultural Properties Protection Law patterned after a similar law 
in Japan. In 1972, a Cultural and Arts Promotion Law gave further finan-
cial support to preserving the nation’s architecture and maintaining arts 
and crafts. Various structures were assigned as cultural treasures, and 
certain individuals skilled in traditional handicrafts, art, and music tra-
ditions were named “living cultural treasures” and supported, with the 
idea that they would train others to pass on their skills. The government 
established the Academy of Korean Studies in 1979 devoted to studying 
and preserving the past. The public also developed a keen interest in the 
past. Historical novels were popular, as were historical dramas on televi-
sion. Major classics from the past were translated into modern Korean, 
and p’ansori, a traditional dramatic form, had a revival. By the 2000s the 
middle class, especially the upper-middle class began to take a deeper 
interest in their cultural heritage. Traditional furniture, the ondol floor-
heating system, Korean patterns and decorations, craft items, and even 
traditional hearty peasant foods became fashionable. The fact that these 
Korean products were often more expensive than foreign imports or more 
modern ones may have added to their desirability.35

Koreans also began to deal with their troubled recent past. One of the 
most interesting developments in coming to terms with the past was the 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission that President Roh Moo-hyun had 
established in 2005. With 15 commissioners and a staff of 239, it investi-
gated political movements under Japanese colonial rule and all acts of 
political violence, terrorism, and human rights violations in Korea from 
1945 to the democratization of the country in the late 1980s. Although the 
Roh Moo-hyun government, may have had some political motives, seek-
ing to discredit conservative opposition figures with links to past military 
regimes, the commission was nevertheless, an experiment in coming to 
terms with the past that was unprecedented in East Asia.

Writers dealing with the country’s recent history found a large audi-
ence for their works. Pak Kyŏng-ni (1926–2008), in her popular twenty-
one-volume, 9,000-page saga T’oji (The Earth) (1969–1994), traced the 
history of Korea from 1860 to 1945 through four generations of what had 
been originally a wealthy landowning family from southern Korea. Cho 
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Chŏng-nae (1943–), in his popular ten-volume novel T’aebak Mountains 
(1983) examined the partisans in southern Korea from 1945 to 1953. Sin 
Kyŏng-suk (1963–), in her novel Solitary Room (Wae Ttan Bang) (1995), 
drew upon her own experience growing up during the years of military 
rule and rapid urbanization. The emotionally charged Kwangju Incident 
was explored in Im Ch’ŏl-u’s (1954–) novel Spring Days (Bom Nal) (1998).

At the start of the twenty-first century, many Korean writers were mov-
ing away from ideological and political issues, dealing either with more 
universal themes such as sexual orientation and the limitations of con-
sumer society or with fantasy. Kim Yŏng-ha (1968–) looked beyond Korea 
for subject matter. His Dark Flower (Kŏmǔn Kkot) (2007) chronicles Korean 
immigrants in Mexico in the early twentieth century. Pak Min-kyu (1968–) 
populated his novels such as Earth Hero Legend (2003) with characters 
from computer games and animation, while breaking grammatical and 
stylistic conventions. Kim Ae-ran (1980–), in her Tallyŏra Abi (Father Keep 
Running) (2005), deals with those on the margins of Korea’s competitive, 
consumer society in a cheerful and accepting manner. Many younger 
readers have turned to Internet novels and manhwa (manga). Facing this 
phenomenon, some established literary figures have experimented with 
online novels, including internationally recognized Hwang Sŏk-yong 
(1943–), with his successful Dog’s Supper Star (Kaebap Paragi Pyŏl) (2008). 
Celebrating the 100th anniversary in 2008 of the first modern play, Silver 
World (ǔnsegye), Korean theater was also becoming more universal in its 
themes and global in its activities.

While Koreans were taking an interest in their cultural heritage, they 
were not only embracing contemporary culture but also becoming a 
dynamic exporter of it, a phenomenon called the “Korean Wave” (Han-
ryu). Korean movies and television programs in the early 2000s not only 
regained a domestic audience that had long preferred foreign entertain-
ment, especially Hollywood movies, they became popular in China, 
Japan, and Southeast Asia. The TV serial melodrama Winter Sonata began 
airing in Japan in 2003, where it became a huge hit. Hundreds of thou-
sands of Japanese fans came to visit the film site, and a photo book of 
lead actor Bae Yong Joon (Pae Yong-jun) sold 100,000 copies at $160 each. 
Korean movie directors Im Kwŏn-t’aek, Yi Ch’ang-dong, and Park Chan-
wook (Pak Ch’an-uk) have received critical acclaim, and Kim Ki Duk 
(Kim Ki-dŏk) has attracted some attention in international film festivals. 
Big-budget films such as the spy thriller Shiri by the director Kang Je-Gu 
(Kang Che-gyu) were box-office hits in much of Asia. Korean popular 
music, or “K-pop,” became a major export. K-pop singers such as Bi (also 
known as Rain) drew mass crowds on tours of China, Japan, Vietnam, 
and elsewhere. Korean animation began competing with Japanese anime 
for audiences abroad.
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The government helped to promote movies by passing the Motion 
Picture Promotion Law of 1995, which provided state subsidies to Korean 
filmmakers. In 1999, a Basic Law for Culture Industry Promotion was 
enacted to assist film and television producers. A more important factor 
contributing to this boom in pop culture was the repeal of restrictions lim-
iting imports of foreign films, music, videos, and comic books, especially 
those from Japan. It was feared that the country’s domestic entertainment 
industry could not compete with that of its former colonial ruler. In the 
late 1990s, when the policy was liberalized, the flood of Japanese popular 
culture imports acted instead as a great stimulus to South Korea’s creative 
youth. Perhaps the most successful cultural exports were South Korean 
TV dramas. So popular were they in Asia that governments in some coun-
tries such as China and Vietnam moved toward imposing quotas on them 
to protect their own less popular television industry. The Jewel in the Palace 
(Tae Chang Kǔm), for example, a series loosely based on a Chosŏn-era 
woman physician, became the number one rated show in almost every 
country along the Pacific Rim of Asia and some beyond. It was estimated 
in 2007 that 60 percent of the entire adult population of Iran tuned in to it, 
and it was a big hit in other countries from Russia to Mexico. Whether the 
Korean Wave was a passing phenomenon or not, it was clear that South 
Korea had become a dynamic, sophisticated society.

NEW CRISES AND NEW PROBLEMS

In the early twenty-first century, Koreans were living in a new globalizing 
era and were becoming a cosmopolitan people. Once labeled the “hermit 
kingdom,” Koreans now traveled across the world in mass numbers. 
Spending time abroad was becoming a routine part of a college education, 
and an overseas vacation was now becoming something that the average 
South Korean could afford. More than 100,000 South Koreans were study-
ing in foreign countries in 2008, thousands were working in business; 
there were also thousands of Korean missionaries active in countries from 
Africa to China. Korea was emerging out of its historical obscurity. Sam-
sung, LG, and Hyundai were internationally known brands, taekwondo 
(t’ae kwŏndo) was practiced everywhere and was an Olympic sport, and 
then there was Korean pop culture, which had an enormous audience in 
Asia and parts of the Middle East and Latin America. Notably, a Korean, 
Ban Ki Moon, (Pan Ki-mun) was elected Secretary-General of the United 
Nations in 2006.

But the very degree to which South Korea was connected to the world 
made it vulnerable to developments beyond its control. This became clear 
during 2008 and 2009, when the country became caught in the worldwide 
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financial meltdown. Earlier projections of modest economic growth were 
being revised downward, with a net decline in its GDP of 4 percent being 
estimated in early 2009. And it was feared that even this might be opti-
mistic. The won was rapidly depreciating and capital flight was occurring 
at an alarming rate. All the country’s export markets were facing financial 
problems, and the prospects for exporting its way out of its financial woes 
as it had done in 1974, 1980, and 1998 seemed dim. This coupled with the 
deteriorating relations with North Korea once again called into question 
whether the country would every achieve its ambitions of being both rich 
and militarily secure.

KOREA IN WORLD HISTORY: 
SOUTH KOREA’S PLACE IN THE WORLD

A status-conscious society, South Koreans could look at their place in 
the world with some contentment. In 2008, they ranked about twelfth or 
thirteenth in GNP. Although its economic growth was slowing down, it 
was still an economic powerhouse. Its firms included the two top mak-
ers of DRAM chips, the three biggest ship builders, the second-largest 
consumer electronics manufacturer, the third-largest steel producer, and 
the fifth-largest automaker. The trillion-dollar economy was the fourth 
largest in Asia after China, Japan, and India. With a population not likely 
to grow beyond its 48 million, in fact scheduled to decline after 2018, the 
total size of the economy was likely to be overtaken by much more popu-
lous nations—Indonesia, Mexico, Vietnam, perhaps eventually nations 
such as Pakistan or even Nigeria. But it was less likely that any of these 
other developing nations would match the per capita income of South 
Korea for a long time. Ranked in the top thirty richest countries in the 
first decade of the twenty-first century, the economy was still growing at 
a faster rate than most developed nations, although not as fast as previ-
ously or as fast as China or India. By 2008, South Korea had one of the 
world’s lowest infant mortality rates; and its people had among the lon-
gest life spans, longer than the Americans, longer the OECD average, but 
slightly shorter than the Japanese or some Western Europeans. Education 
levels were among the highest in the world; being among the five highest 
in level of educational attainment among people in their mid-twenties. 
In the OECD’s 2007 international tests of math, science, and analytical 
skills among secondary school students, South Korean youths overall 
scored higher than all other young people with the exception of those of 
Finland.

South Koreans in 2008 ranked second in the world in newspaper read-
ership per capita, only Finns had more cell phones per capita, and South 
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Korea had the highest percentage of homes with broadband Internet ac-
cess. South Korea was one of the most wired societies. In 2007, a new form 
of wireless broadband, Wibro, covered the entire country so that even 
passengers riding between cities on trains would have high-speed access. 
Broadband service rates were the second lowest in the world. And the 
country was now a major exporter of popular culture, its fashion styles 
being imitated in other Asian nations. Still there was progress to be made 
in improving the quality of life. The country lagged behind most devel-
oped nations in parks and recreational facilities. South Koreans worked 
longer hours and lived in smaller homes than most citizens of developed 
nations. And there was still a small stream of South Koreans seeking a 
better life abroad. South Koreans had made many achievements in edu-
cation but few if any of their national universities ranked among the top 
fifty or one hundred in most international surveys. And not a single South 
Korean scientist had earned a Nobel Prize. Korean artists, architects, and 
writers, with a few exceptions, were still not well known outside their 
country.

South Korea’s place in modern world history was an example of how a 
poor nation can climb out of poverty and develop stable political institu-
tions accountable to the people they ruled, without jettisoning too many 
of its cultural traditions and without losing its strong sense of national 
and cultural identity. It followed a path influenced by the one Japan had 
taken, and in turn, influenced other developing nations such as China. 
To the question that historians have asked and many in the non-Western 
world worried about—does modernization mean Westernization? Kore-
ans may have helped in providing an answer. Koreans have created what 
is in most measures a modern society (two versions of it if North Korea is 
included) while not losing touch with their cultural heritage or becoming 
Westerners.

The struggle to become a strong and rich nation, however, was not a 
smooth one. The South Korean people went through terrible tragedies 
from the Korean War to Kwangju, worked in appalling industrial com-
plexes for incredibly long hours, went through the confusion of a rapidly 
changing society, and made mistakes along the way. The several million 
who left after the loosening of emigration restrictions in the late 1960s to 
seek a better life abroad were a testimony to the hardships that seemed 
too great for many. And in contrast to their many accomplishments, there 
was the failure to achieve national unity. The unresolved conflict with 
North Korea has left a sense of frustration and anxiety about the future. 
Most South Koreans no longer fear a military threat from the DPRK, but 
instead worry about the possibility of chaos in the event of a collapse. 
They worry about how to bridge the economic and cultural gap with their 
fellow Koreans, and they are pained at the hunger, human rights abuses, 
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and suffering the people in the North are experiencing. The hope of re-
formers in the late nineteenth century to see their country survive intact 
as a progressive member of the modern world has not yet been fulfilled.
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Conclusion

Korea’s past century, its intensive colonial occupation, its arbitrary 
division, and most striking of all, the radically different trajectories 

pursued by the two halves is without a comparable example in modern 
history. No modern nation ever developed a more isolated and totalitar-
ian society than North Korea, nor such an all-embracing family cult. No 
society moved more swiftly from extreme poverty to prosperity and from 
authoritarianism to democracy than South Korea. Modern history offers 
no other example of such an ancient, homogeneous society growing so 
far apart in such a short span of time. By the beginning of the twenty-
first century the border separating the two Koreas marked a boundary 
between two lifestyles and living standards more sharply divergent than 
any border in the world.

Yet due to their common historical inheritance, the two Koreas share 
many features. Both have been driven by a passionate Korean national-
ism. While nationalism has been a globally dominant force in shaping 
societies, few developing nations have had such a long history as a clearly 
defined political and cultural entity. As the centuries-old political system 
crumbled along with the Sino-centric world with which it was associated, 
members of the educated elite grappled with new forms of identity. They 
began examining their state and its place in the modern global commu-
nity; in the process, they gave birth to modern Korean nationalism. This 
new sense of being part of a Korean nation quickly took root among the 
general population. A powerful ethnic nationalism emerged in the first 
half of the twentieth century, unencumbered by racial or linguistic mi-
norities, regional separatism, or strong sectarian identities. Colonialism 
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assisted in this process, since the harsh and intrusive nature of Japanese 
rule in this ethnically homogenous society contributed to a collective 
sense of victimization. Both North and South Korea were able to draw 
upon this Korean nationalism to mobilize their populations for state-
directed goals.

Both Koreas are the product of the highly turbulent middle third of 
the twentieth century. The mass uprooting of the Korean people caused 
by wartime Japan’s mobilizations, the dislocations that followed divi-
sion, and the Korean War all helped to shake up society and break up 
traditional, rigid class lines, making society more fluid, more open to 
change and mobility. In North Korea, that social mobility was initially 
revolutionary, but then that society began to rigidify as a new hierarchi-
cal social order emerged. The social revolution in South Korea was at first 
less marked, as old elites consolidated power, but the Korean War, land 
reform, mass education, and rapid industrialization established a semi-
meritocracy, provided many avenues for upward mobility, and created 
a new middle-class society. In both cases the social upheavals eased the 
task of pursuing development agendas.

The two states were shaped by the unique geopolitical situation of Ko-
rea. The modest-size Korean peninsula is almost completely encircled by 
three of the most formidable states in history: China, Russia, and Japan. 
Korea has no neighbors its own size. With the American occupation of 
Japan in 1945, Korea acquired a fourth powerful neighbor: the United 
States. Each of these much more populous and powerful states inter-
vened and occupied at least part of Korea in the century after the country 
was forced to open its doors to the world. Korea could only survive and 
flourish as an independent entity by skillfully playing off the great pow-
ers around it or seeking one as a protector. Each of the Koreas after 1945 
sought two of these powers for economic support and military protection, 
not without considerable ambivalence and prickliness. The fear of foreign 
domination and the frustrations of dependency partly account for the 
intensity of Korean nationalism and the determined efforts of the North 
and the South to acquire military and economic strength.

The ROK and the DPRK also have been shaped by Korea’s long history 
of centralized, bureaucratic rule. During the Chosŏn period, 1392–1910, 
an elaborate system of government was administered from the capital 
down to the county level. There was little local autonomy. The colonial 
administration reinforced this pattern, with the state organs penetrating 
to the township and village level. It was also more authoritarian and 
militarized than the dynastic state, and it introduced the practice of mass 
mobilization to achieve state goals. Both Koreas, consequently, were 
highly centralized states. In North Korea everything was decided from 
the center, from the allocation of resources for industry to the food and 
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clothing rations issued through the public distribution system. There was 
a complete absence of provincial autonomy or culture. South Korea also 
had a remarkable lack of local authority. Until the local autonomy laws 
of the early 1990s, the Ministry of the Interior appointed all local officials 
from governors to local mayors, the Ministry of Education imposed uni-
form and detailed regulations on every local school, and there were no 
local police forces or any other significant administrative organ that was 
not directed from Seoul. The centralized nature of both states is reflected 
in their capitals. P’yŏngyang totally dominates North Korea, it is where 
all the members of the elite live, and although the size has been kept 
to a modest 2–2.5 million by strict internal migration controls, it is still 
much larger than any other city in the country. Seoul, lacking such inter-
nal migration controls, grew into a megacity with a population that has 
reached 10 million, more than 18 million if the suburban “satellite cities” 
are included, two-fifths of the country’s total. It is the largest industrial 
center, the financial hub, and the political capital. It is also the educational 
center, with all the best universities located there, and the cultural and 
intellectual center.

Both Koreas have pursued policies of economic nationalism in which 
the state directs the economy using centralized planning. This was in 
part a legacy of the colonial economic experience, the logical outcome 
of centralized bureaucratic states, and the influence of the Soviet model 
in North Korea—which in turn influenced South Korea. The goals of the 
governments in both Koreas remained similar: to make their states strong 
and independent through economic development. Both were able tap into 
a strong sense of national pride to mobilize the population for these aims. 
The slogan of Meiji Japan after 1868, “rich nation, strong military,” could 
have very well been the motto of the DPRK under Kim Il Sung or the 
ROK under Park Chung Hee. Both Koreas motivated their populations 
by appealing to the same sense of ethnic-racial nationalism. This mind-
set became increasingly explicit in the North from the 1970s, eventually 
becoming more central to the state ideology than Marxism-Leninism.

Yet the shared inheritance of the two Koreas led them into different 
paths. North Korea pursued a model of development that proved to be 
an economic and historical dead end. The desire to be self-sufficient, to 
be free from foreign domination despite its precarious geopolitical terrain 
and modest size, had disastrous consequences for the North. It could not 
flourish in a world dominated by global capitalism. Attempts by Kim Il 
Sung and Kim Jong Il to do so began to resemble the futile efforts at isola-
tion pursued more than a century earlier by the Taewŏn’gun.

South Korea’s more chaotic but more pluralistic society proved more 
successful in bringing prosperity if not self-sufficiency. This was in part 
because its economic and political links to the United States and Japan 
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proved more effective in developing its economy. Here the crucial role 
of the United States needs to be acknowledged. The American legacy in 
modern Korea is an ambiguous one. Despite the important influence that 
American missionaries had as agents of modernization in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, the U.S. government was largely 
indifferent to Korea, willing to let it become part of the Japanese Empire. 
When the United States did actively intervene in Korean affairs, the result 
was catastrophic, since it was the United States that was initially respon-
sible for the division. The American military intervention in the Korean 
War turned what would have been a short if nasty civil war, into a three-
year global conflict that devastated the country and left it divided. Wash-
ington tolerated military governments, American firms took advantage 
of the suppression of labor movements, and the U.S. military presence 
may have contributed to the tensions between the two Koreas. Yet South 
Korea enormously benefitted by the U.S. involvement. The United States 
opened its markets to Korean exports and poured in development aid. 
Its universities educated many tens of thousands of Koreans. It plugged 
Korea into the global society and provided the security needed to attract 
foreign investment. And for all its tolerance of military rulers, the United 
States acted as a check on authoritarianism, allowing space for a plural-
istic society to grow. North Korea, by contrast, had no similar external 
check on the ambitions and visions of its authoritarian leaders; and the 
regime effectively eliminated any element of pluralism.

None of this detracts from the strengths of South Korean society, which 
made possible its transition to developed status in just several decades. 
South Korean leaders, while sometimes brutal, corrupt, and self-serving, 
also made some wise choices, sometimes against American advice. The 
South Korean people endured many hardships and made many sacrifices, 
and they were able to draw upon many resources from their cultural 
heritage and recent history. Their preoccupations with educational at-
tainment, pursuit of status, sense of national purpose, and openness to 
change were all crucial elements. Especially important was the Korean 
tradition of looking outside their society for examples of excellence and 
then trying to emulate them. Tragically, although North Korea shared 
the same historical inheritance and its people exhibited the same sense of 
hard work and national purpose, the interplay of historical contingency 
and policy choices brought about very different outcomes.

The great tragedy of modern Korean history has been the nation’s di-
vision. In the six decades since the two states were created, the Koreans 
have continued to think of themselves as one people. Almost universally, 
the division of the country has been regarded as “unnatural” and unifica-
tion at some point inevitable. However, as the sixtieth anniversary of the 
establishment of the two republics passed, there was no obvious path to 
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reunification. Nor was it clear just how far the two Koreas have pulled 
apart and become not only two states but also two cultures. Only if and 
when the two Koreas become one nation-state will we be able to truly 
comprehend the significance of this division and the insights into history 
it provides; and only then will the hopes of Koreans to create a modern 
nation be fulfilled. 
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Pak Hǔng-sik, 59
Pak Ki-jong, 18
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Sŏhak. See Western Learning
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