Coordinated by
Korea Democracy Foundation
Written by Myung-sik Lee
Edited by Norman Thorpe

The
History
of
Demo cr at iz at io n
Movement
in Korea

The History of Democratization Movement in Korea
copyright@ 2010 by Korea Democracy Foundation(KDF) and
The May 18 Memorial Foundation
Coordinated by Korea Democracy Foundation (KDF)
Written by Myung-sik Lee
Edited by Norman Thorpe
Published by Korea Democracy Foundation (KDF)
Printed in Seoul, Korea by Creativedada
Korea Democracy Foundation
http://www.kdemocracy.or.kr/
1st Fl. Paichai Chongdong “B” Bldg 9 Misulgwan-gil,
Jung-gu, Seoul, 100-785, Korea
Tel: +82-2-3709-7615 Fax: +82-2-3709-7610

2

The History of Democratization Movement in Korea

Writer: Myung-sik Lee
Myung-sik Lee, graduated in Department
of Law from Korea University, was a
dedicated activist for democratization
movement in the late 1970s and 1980s, and
received recognition as a democratic merit
for May 18 Gwangju Popular Democratic
Uprising. He was one of the main
executive of Youth Corps for
Democratization Movement around
middle of 1980s, and from 2000 to 2002 he
took a role as a vice spokesman of
Democratic Party. Currently he is an
executive director of Conscience in Action
which was established to inherit the spirit
of Kim Dae-jung who is a former president
of South Korea and Nobel Peace Prize
Winner on 2000.

Editor: Norman Thorpe
Norman Thorpe was a Seoul-based
reporter who covered the democratization
movement in the 1970s and early 1980s for
the Asian Wall Street Journal and other
publications. He has an M.A. degree in
Korea Regional Studies from the
University of Washington and currently
teaches about Korea at Whitworth
University, in Spokane, Washington State,
and at Hankuk University of Foreign
Studies, in Seoul.

3

Forward

Despite the many difficulties imposed by the Korean War,
national division, and the peninsula’s geopolitical location as a
frontier of the Cold War, the Korean people’s tireless struggles
dismantled a succession of authoritarian regimes and put their
nation on a path to democracy. The nation could not have
attained today’s democratic and dynamic society without the
noble sacrifices of democratic fighters and the ceaseless
resistance movement.
They dethroned the Rhee Syng-man’s dictatorship in the
April Revolution, fought the Park Chung-hee regime over the
Korea-Japan normalization talks, the constitutional revision for
extending the presidential term, its attempt to control schools
through militar y training, and the draconian Yushin
Constitution. The movement continued to rise up against new
military dictators in the Gwangju Popular Uprising and the
fierce fighting in the 1980s which culminated in the June
Uprising.
We would like to share with all the people of the world the
great drama of Korea’s democratization built on the sacrifices
of hundreds of lives and the blood and tears of tens of millions
of people. With this we hope to spread our legitimate historic
memory among those dedicated to democratic values in every
corner of the world. For Korean democracy builders, it is hoped
that this will serve as a ground for their self-reflection.
4
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This book is deigned to help foreigners understand Korea’s
democratic transition more easily and correctly while providing
insight into its present democracy and society. It sheds new
light onto the historic inevitability of Korea’s democracy by
tracing major developments in each period and historical facts
behind them. It also addresses both the achievements and the
limitations of democratic consolidation that have proceeded
since 1987, as well as future challenges for Korean democracy.
Contemporary events, when they become part of history,
should serve as a source of reflection and a stepping stone to
advance to the future. We hope this volume will turn our proud
democratic movement’s history into an important asset for all
of mankind dreaming of a better world.
We hope international readers will have an interest in this
book and pay continuous attention to Korea’s democracy and
the world’s democratic development and peace.
Lastly, we share our consolations and hopes with all the
people presently enduring ordeals and sacrificing themselves to
achieve democracy around the world.
May 2010

Fr. HAM Sei-Ung
President, Korea Democracy Foundation
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Part I.

Introduction

After liberation from Japan’s colonial rule in 1945, Korea
struggled through national division, a fratricidal war and
decades of dictatorship. The nation finally transformed itself
into a powerful economy and vibrant democracy, an
achievement which still eludes many countries that became
independent after World War II.
Behind this spectacular history were numerous nameless
people whose blood, tears and sweat created the Miracle of the
Han River on the ashes of the war and defeated a succession of
corrupt, inept and oppressive rulers.
Korea’s democracy was achieved through nearly half a
century of struggles that culminated in the April Revolution of
1960, the anti-Yushin campaigns of the 1970s, the Gwangju
Popular Uprising in 1980 and the June Uprising in 1987. Tens of
millions of people took part in the fighting, and countless
people sacrificed their lives and livelihoods.
12
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Leading forces of the democratization movement
Students played a leading role in Korea’s democratization
process. Pure-minded, passionate, and devoted to justice,
students constituted the most cohesive group in society when
the civic movement had yet to mature and politicians weren’s
strong enough to confront the brute force of dictatorship.
In 1960, high school and university students kick-started a
wave of protests that dethroned the country’s first president,
Rhee Syng-man, who hung onto power for nearly 12 years. In
the 1960s and 1970s, campus activists were always at the
vanguard fighting the iron-fisted regime of President Park
Chung-hee. In 1979, student demonstrations in the
southeastern cities of Busan and Masan rang the death knell of
Park’s notorious Yushin Constitution. In 1980, young men and
women were again at the forefront of resistance to Chun Doohwan’s coup, and in the civilian rebellion in Gwangju. And in
June 1987, the landmark street protests which finally restored
political democracy to the nation were also led by students.
Democracy was not achieved by students alone, however.
Throughout this history, students’ initial sacrifices prompted
intellectuals, politicians and angry citizens to join the protests.
When people of all walks of life united, they could bring
dictators to their knees.
In the April Revolution in 1960, the press and intellectuals
played a critical role, especially professors, whose protests rose
up the day before Rhee stepped down. During the early 1960s,
Introduction 13

intellectuals, members of religious circles, and writers also
participated in massive protests against normalization of
diplomatic relations between Korea and its former colonial
overlord, Japan.
In the 1970s, lower-class people vented their pent-up anger
over an economic policy that exploited their sacrifices. Two
symbolic incidents in 1970 awakened students to the plight of
people suffering in the shadow of economic growth. Those
were protests by the urban poor in Gwangju (a town on the
outskirts of Seoul, not the city with the same name where the
civil uprising occurred in 1980), and the suicide of Chun Tae-il,
a worker at a Seoul clothing sweatshop. Thereafter, prodemocracy activists vigorously embraced issues related to the
livelihood of low-income citizens. Members of religious circles,
especially Christians, also began to actively participate in the
democratization movement and espouse social justice issue.
In the political scene, powerful opposition groups surfaced
during the presidential election campaign of 1971 and began to
be recognized as a meaningful alternative to the antidemocratic government. The presence of two towering
opposition leaders, Kim Dae-jung and Kim Young-sam, and
their alliance with the democratization movement led to
massive participation by ordinary citizens, posing formidable
challenges to the military dictators as shown in the BusanMasan protests, the Gwangju revolt and the June 1987
democratic uprising.

14
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More important, student activists from the 1960s and 1970s
advanced into various sectors of society, strengthening and
diversifying the pro-democracy movement. After the failed
civilian uprising in Gwangju in 1980, democracy advocates also
tried to reach out to ordinary citizens. Such efforts bore fruit in
June 1987, when groups in all sectors and regions joined forces,
and students, citizens and opposition politicians united under
the leadership of a broad-based mass organization, the National
Movement Headquarters to Win a Democratic Constitution.

Development of the democratization movement
The student action that sparked the 1960 April Revolution,
which forced Rhee Syng-man’s ouster, was spontaneous in
nature. It started as some high school students’ simple
resistance to state intervention in school affairs. It later
developed into mass protests against a fraudulent election, and
further into a civil uprising to defend the democratic principle
of popular sovereignty. Citizens were enraged when police
violently oppressed the students and the government distorted
their campaign as an activity instigated by pro-Communist
elements. When the body of a student protester killed by
police was discovered in Masan, it triggered the chain of events
that led to the April Revolution. As such, what toppled the
Rhee dictatorship was youths’ pure passion for justice. The
one-year period between the April Revolution and the May 16,
1961, military coup by Park Chung-hee offered a crucial
opportunity for Koreans to experience democracy and think of
Introduction 15

a nationalist agenda, including reunification with North Korea.
Awareness of national independence deepened further through
a popular campaign against Park’s push for normal diplomatic
ties with Japan.
In the 1970s, the pro-democracy forces began to pay keen
attention to the plight of the working poor. They actively
engaged in struggles for factory workers, farmers and the urban
poor, thus expanding the horizon of the democratization
movement. Meanwhile, under the manifestly oppressive Yushin
regime, the democratization movement continued to grow
qualitatively and quantitatively. Fighting Park’s attempt at
perpetual r ule required democrats to deepen their
understanding of the structural contradictions of society and
international relations revolving the Korean Peninsula. The
Park government tortured and imprisoned numerous students,
writers, journalists and religious leaders, using draconian
emergency decrees. But the hardship only strengthened the
activists, who later became democratic leaders in various
sectors of society.
The failed revolt in Gwangju in 1980 helped the democratic
movement mature in theory and practice. Democrats became
aware that in Korea, democracy could not be separate from the
issues of national independence and reunification. The antiAmerican movement that began in the 1980s started from
questions about Washington’s role in the bloody repression of
Gwangju. The painful experience of defeat also gave a lesson to
the pro-democracy forces that they could not beat the military
16
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dictatorship through regionally isolated struggles, and they
learned the importance of citizens’ participation. The
democratization movement developed a new perspective,
linking democracy, independence and reunification. It began to
pursue alliances between various political and social groups,
sectors, and regions, resulting in the spectacular triumph of
1987.

Achievements and challenges of
the democratization movement
From the 1960 April Revolution to the June Uprising of
1987, student activism was the central driver of Korea’s
democratic transition, providing not only organizing power but
also leaders of social movements. But the democratic
movement was able to make headway only when citizens from
all walks of life joined the ranks.
The scars of the national division and the Korean War and
the confrontation between the two Koreas stunted the
development of certain political forces representing the working
class. Against that backdrop, what the democratic movement
achieved in 1960 and 1987 was taken over by existing opposition
politicians. This is partly responsible for the current deficiency
of socio-economic democracy in the nation.
Following the 1987 June Uprising, the democratization
movement entered a new phase of development which resulted
Introduction 17

in restoring popular presidential elections and consolidating
procedural democracy. Through the governments of presidents
Roh Tae-woo and his successor Kim Young-sam, civilian rule
took firm root, making it impossible for the military to
interfere with politics. Through the subsequent Kim Dae-jung
and Roh Moo-hyun presidencies, citizens’ participation in the
political process expanded rapidl y and civil society
organizations increased sharply in number and strength. The
Roh Moo-hyun administration, in particular, moderated the
excessive concentration of power around the president,
promoting a more democratic division of power among
government branches.
Despite these achievements in political democracy,
however, Korea still lags far behind other countries with
similar-sized economies in terms of public interest, equality,
social welfare institutions and other aspects of socio-economic
democracy. Income gaps and social polarization have worsened
over the past 20 years since the democratic transition. Parents’
educational backgrounds and income levels affect those of their
children to an increasing degree, thus re versing the
fundamental premise that modernization ended the feudal
hereditary succession of social standing.
Korea’s democracy advocates now face new challenges.
Progress in political democracy has failed to spill over to socioeconomic democracy. Instead, wealth and privilege has become
concentrated in a few upper echelons of society. In addition,
exchanges and cooperation between the two Koreas, which
18
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flourished under the Kim Dae-jung and Roh Moo-hyun
administrations, are now in retreat, leaving the 1980s agenda of
independence, democracy and reunification unfulfilled. The
current status of democracy, working-class poverty and nearly
stalled improvement in inter-Korean relations show that the
democratization movement is not a thing of the past, but the
task of the present.
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Part II.

Korean society and
the democratization movement
in the 1960s

Liberation, division and the Korean War
Koreans were liberated from Japan’s colonial rule on August
15, 1945, when Japan was defeated at the end of World War II,
but they failed to lead the post-independence political changes,
which resulted in the tragic division of the nation. After Japan
surrendered to Allied Forces, troops from the United States
and the Soviet Union occupied the southern and northern
halves the Korean Peninsula, respectively, with the 38th parallel
as the dividing line. The Soviet Union opted for indirect rule in
the northern half. But in the south, the U.S. military governed
directly, employing former bureaucrats and policemen who had
collaborated with Japan during the colonial period. Their skills
and experience in oppressing independence fighters were useful
for the U.S. Military Government as it tried to neutralize
powerful leftist groups. The U.S. occupiers also arranged the
22
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return to Korea of Rhee Syng-man, who had been living in
America. They actively supported this pro-U.S. rightist, further
undercutting the political base of leftist forces.
There were some centrists who strove to prevent division
of the nation through negotiations between the South and the
North. But they lost ground amid the raging ideological
confrontation, and only extremists on both sides of the
political spectrum survived.
Frustrating all efforts for a single government, the South
proclaimed the establishment of the Republic of Korea on
August 15, 1948, with Rhee as the first president, and the
North founded the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea on
September 9. Kim Gu, the last president of the Provisional
Government of the Republic of Korea, which had been based
in Shanghai during the colonial period, fervently opposed the
establishment of a separate government in the South. He
predicted that it would “perpetuate national division and cause
the tragedy of a fratricidal war.” His worries became a reality
when the Korean War broke out on June 25, 1950. The threeyear war claimed countless lives, devastated the peninsula both
north and south, and left indelible scars on both sides. National
division was made permanent and the two Koreas came to
harbor deep hostility toward each other. The conflict also
facilitated Rhee’s consolidation of power. Imposing an
extremely anti-Communist state ideology and riding on strong
U.S. support, the president was moving to extend his autocratic
rule.
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Rhee’s steps to hang onto power went into motion in the
provisional capital of Busan in 1952.
When he had been elected in 1948, the election was
conducted by the National Assembly, in accordance with
Korea’s first Constitution. As his first four-year term neared its
end, however, Rhee’s chances of being reelected by the
Assembly were thin, so in the midst of the war he proclaimed
martial law and forced the parliament into amending the
constitution to provide for direct election of the president. To
do this, the president had his political supporters organize the
Liberal Party to take control of the parliament, and the
government launched a crackdown on dissenting Assembly
members. Ten of the dissenters were arrested for activities
allegedly linked to the Communists and scores of other
lawmakers had to go on the run.
Once the amendment was passed, Rhee stood for popular
election and was reelected by a large margin on August 5, 1952.
He purged the Liberal Party of his opponents and placed his
right-hand man Yi Gi-bung at its No. 2 post. In 1954, Rhee
sought another constitutional amendment to sidestep the limit
of two terms for the president. In the proposed amendment,
Rhee wanted to make the first president an exception so he
could stay in power indefinitely. Before the 1954 parliamentary
election, the party required all of its candidates to make a
written pledge to support this amendment.
The ruling party overwhelmingly won the May 20, 1954,
Lower House election with the government’s outright
24
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intervention in favor of its candidates. The party went on to
bring more than 30 independent lawmakers into its ranks and
believed it had secured the 136 seats or two-thirds of the 203member National Assembly necessary to pass a constitutional
revision. An amendment was submitted in September 1954, but
was defeated on November 27 one vote short of the 136 needed
to pass. The following day, the ruling party defied that result. It
argued that two-thirds of 203 were exactly 135.333 and that the
number should be rounded off to 135. The party declared the
amendment passed after opposition lawmakers walked out of
the chamber in protest. Popularly called “rounded-off
constitutional revision,” this remains one of the most shameful
incidents in Korea’s political history.

The Rhee government’s ineptitude, corruption,
and public discontent
After paving the way for Rhee’s unlimited rule, the
government slid deeper into corruption and ineptitude, while
turning a blind eye to the people’s misery in the wake of the
war. This gave rise to widespread public discontent, evident in
the next presidential election in on May 15, 1956.
Voter sentiment had drastically turned unfavorable to the
incumbent leader. In March, the ruling party nominated Rhee
as its presidential candidate and Yi Gi-bung as the vice
presidential candidate. The opposition Democratic Party
fielded Shin Ik-hi for president and Jang Myeon for vice
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president. As the campaign began, the opposition’s slogan,
“Can’t Stand It, Let’s Change,” proved surprisingly effective and
the opposition candidates’ popularity soared. But Shin, the
opposition presidential candidate, died abruptly on the
campaign trail, and independent candidate Jo Bong-am
emerged as the principal challenger to Rhee. The president
won the election with 5.4 million votes against Jo’s 2.16 million.
Invalid votes cast in favor of Shin stood at a whopping 1.85
million. In the city of Seoul, the late Shin received far more
votes than Rhee did. In the vice presidential race, opposition
candidate Jang Myeon defeated the governing party’s Lee by a
margin of more than 200,000.
Thus, for Rhee’s Liberal Party, it was only half a victory, and
Rhee’s old age added to their uneasiness. The president was
now 81 years old, and in case of his death or inability to carry
out his duties, the vice president was supposed to take charge.
Rhee and his party thoroughly excluded Jang from
government operations. On September 28, 1956, Jang was
slightly wounded by a gunshot fired by a terrorist during a party
convention. Meanwhile, on November 10, former independent
candidate Jo Bong-am and his supporters launched the
Progressive Party, championing peaceful reunification of the
peninsula and social democracy. Both topics had been taboo
since the war. In 1958, this emerging rival to Rhee was arrested
for allegedly spying for North Korea, and he was executed on
July 31 of the following year.

26
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The Lower House election on May 2, 1958, was marred by
rampant fraud and violence by police and pro-government
hooligans. Despite that, the opposition Democratic Party
triumphed in the large cities including Seoul, in which it won
14 of 16 electoral districts. In contrast, the Liberal Party won
largely in rural constituencies where government influence and
vote buying worked well. But these results indicated that Rhee’s
party could no longer remain in power through normal
democratic elections.
Rhee and the Liberal Party judged that public
dissatisfaction was being fanned by some news media that was
critical of the government. Anticipating the 1960 presidential
election, the government attempted to add a clause for stricter
control of the media to the National Security Law. It also
sought to abolish local elections and give the central
government the right to appoint local administrative chiefs.
This measure was aimed at making state intervention in
elections easier. Opposition lawmakers fought these proposals
with sit-ins inside the Assembly chamber, and the issues
paralyzed parliament for months. On December 24, 1958, the
ruling party mobilized 300 security guards to disperse the
opposition protesters and passed the two revision bills, which
would have important consequences for a long time to come.
The stronger National Security Law was used as a tool to
oppress pro-democracy activists for the next 40 years, and local
elections weren’t revived for 30 years, not until after the June
Uprising of 1987.
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The March 15, 1960, election fraud and
the April Revolution
In March 1959, with a year to go before the next
presidential contest, the Rhee administration began other
preparations to ensure the ruling party would hold on to power,
an increasingly uphill battle amid rising public discontent with
Rhee’s extended rule.
The government launched a special team of six ministers
including the public security and justice ministers to work on
measures including the mobilization of public servants. Around
that time, Rhee appointed loyal aide Choe In-gyu to the post of
public security minister to lead the election scheme.
Choe openly encouraged government employees to become
involved in the election. “We should do anything necessary for
President Rhee,” he said in his inauguration address. The
minister reshuffled senior police posts and then replaced seven
governors in May in apparent preparation for the election.
Members of the ruling camp were desperate to install Yi Gibung as vice president as Rhee would be 84 years old in 1960.
But the rock-bottom unpopularity of Yi, who had already been
beaten by Jang Myeon in the previous election, frayed their
nerves.
The Liberal Party nominated Rhee and Yi as its candidates
on June 29, 1959, and began gearing up party organs into a
campaign mode early. In the Democratic Party, however,
28
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nominations were delayed due to internal fighting between two
factions led by Jo Byeong-ok and Jang Myeon. On November
16, 1959, Jo and Jang were picked as the presidential and vice
presidential nominees, respectively.
Rhee announced in December that the election date would
be advanced, embarrassing the Democratic Party, which needed
more time to prepare its campaign. “An early election is like
shooting (the opposition) in the back,” Jo charged on his way to
the United States for medical treatment. The government
ignored his objection, announcing on February 3, 1960 that the
election would be held on March 15. The opposition
presidential candidate died in the United States on February 15,
eight days after registering his candidacy, which meant Rhee
would win reelection by default. But the Liberal Party was still
concerned about the race for vice president. The governing
camp implemented plans to rig the results, aiming to snatch
more than 85% of the vote. Tactics included prior balloting for
40% of the total vote, ballot stuffing, forced group voting, the
mobilization of hooligans to intimidate opposition supporters,
and the expulsion of opposition observers from ballot-counting
venues. Such government intervention and manipulation
trampled the principle of popular sovereignty, driving the Rhee
regime closer to a catastrophic end.
The election irregularities triggered widespread anger
among citizens at large. But as the election day drew closer, it
was idealistic students who first stood up to the government.
On February 28 and 29, students of six high schools in Daegu
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staged protests after the government had schools conduct term
examinations on a Sunday to prevent students from attending a
campaign rally led by opposition candidate Jang. Soon, what
had started as a campaign for school autonomy developed into
a nationwide civil liberties movement calling for a fair election.
Protests were held in Seoul on March 5, in Daejeon on March
8, and in Busan, Daejeon, Suwon, Cheongju, Chungju and other
major cities from March 10 through 14.
Initially, the protests were led by high school students.
They criticized college and university students for keeping
silent against injustice.

Public officials burning ballots in order to cover up the
rigged election

In the March 15 election, the ruling party was victorious by
a wide margin. That infuriated voters and triggered especially
fierce protests in Masan. On the Election Day, Democratic
30
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Party members in the city protested illegal voting led by the
ruling party. At 10:30 a.m., the Democratic Party’s local office
called for a boycott of the election, and at 1:30 p.m. its
provincial office declared the election invalid. Students and
citizens joined Democratic Party-led demonstrations calling for
a new election. By 7:30 p.m., the number of protesters had
grown to more than 10,000. When they approached the city
hall, police fired into the crowds. Outraged protesters attacked
the buildings of pro-government newspapers, the office of the
Liberal Party election committee and police outposts. Nine
people were killed and more than 3 were injured in the clashes.
A total of 253 protesters were apprehended by police and
beaten harshly in retaliation. The authorities claimed the
protests were a leftist commotion led by an underground
communist organization. Police announced that an arrested
Democratic Party councilor was a secret Communist agent and
had masterminded the unrest. The announcement briefly
scared citizens. But the Democratic Party’s own investigative
team including lawyers revealed that election fraud was
responsible for the incident and that police had used excessive
force including indiscriminate firing at civilians. After the
announcement, the public security minister resigned on March
23. On March 30, the prosecution said there was no evidence
that Communists were pulling strings behind the Masan
protests.
Sporadic protests followed in other places. But if there
hadn’t been a second wave of protests in Masan, the election
results would have become an established fact. On April 11, in
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Masan, however, a body was found in waters off a wharf. What
looked like a piece of a tear-gas canister was stuck in the dead
person’s left eye. In less than an hour, a crowd of citizens and
students gathered at the wharf, and before long, the body was
identified as that of Kim Ju-yeol, a high school student who had
been missing since the March 15 demonstration. Citizens were
outraged to learn that Kim apparently had been killed in the
demonstration, and police had tried to cover up his death by
dumping his body into the sea. The discovery touched off a
massive street demonstration. At the forefront were families of
those who had been killed on March 15.
By 6 p.m., the crowd had swelled to more than 30,000. The
angry citizens marched through the city, attacking police
installations and the homes of ruling party politicians. Once
again, the police opened fire, killing two persons. Protests
continued for the following two days. The police again claimed
that Communists were involved. The announcement further
angered citizens who themselves were part of the struggle.
Meanwhile, the protests grew as students in the nearby cities of
Busan and Jinju also took to the streets.
In Seoul as well, university students, who had been keeping
away from the strife, began to join in. On April 18, students of
Korea University staged a sit-in in front of the National
Assembly, demanding an explanation from the government
about election rigging. They finally ended the protest in
response to persuasion from the university’s president and the
release of some students who had been arrested. On their way
32
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back to the school, however, the students were brutally
assaulted by hoodlums connected with the government. About
200 were wounded, 20 of them seriously. The violence made
headlines the following morning, adding fuel to the public
wrath.
On April 19, statements calling on students to mobilize were
posted on campus bulletin boards around 8:50 a.m. At 9:20 a.m.,
students from the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences at Seoul
National University, the nation’s top university, took to the
streets. They were joined by students from SNU’s law school
and Fine Arts College. About 3,000 of the students gathered at
the National Assembly. Meanwhile, thousands of students from
Konkook, Korea, Dongguk, Yonsei and Choongang Universities
also waged street rallies. The nature of the demonstrations
changed drastically when Dongguk students began to march
toward the Office of the President at 11:50 a.m. More and more
students massed in the streets leading to the presidential office
and the protests against election irregularities were shifting to a
revolutionary movement demanding Rhee’s resignation. At 1:40
p.m., police opened fire in front of the presidential office, killing
21 and injuring 172.
By 2:30 p.m., the number of protesters in the capital had
increased to more than 200,000, and they were breaking
through the police cordons in many places. At 2:50, police fired
on demonstrators in downtown Seoul a gain, shooting
indiscriminately in front of an arms store near the central
government building. Eight more protestors were killed.
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Meanwhile, the government was taking other steps in efforts to
contain the demonstrations. At 2:40 p.m., it imposed
preliminary martial law in Seoul, and at 5:00 p.m. it declared
martial law in Seoul and four other cities.
The police had been directly responsible for the election
fraud and they turned to violence to try to control the protests.
But the military remained calm and neutral, thus preventing
additional casualties.
Massive protests and bloody clashes had erupted in
provincial cities as well as in Seoul. In Gwangju, high school
students had started street protests at 10:40 a.m. and eventually
5,000 people confronted police in the city center. The
demonstration continued even after martial law and a curfew
were imposed. At 9:20 p.m., police opened fire, killing six and
injuring 70.

Young Students protest the election fraud in 1960
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In Busan, high school students began demonstrating soon
after 11 a.m. Citizens joined them, and in the afternoon the
protests turned violent. Demonstrators set a police jeep on fire
and marched toward a police station. Police fired machine guns,
leaving 13 citizens dead and more than 60 injured. Protests also
erupted in Daegu, Cheongju, Incheon and other cities.
The United States, which had supported Rhee, began to
change its position after martial law was imposed and civilians
were killed. On April 20, the U.S. State Department issued a
statement urging the Korea government to take measures to
restore democracy.
The following day, all ministers and Liberal Party
officeholders offered to resign en masse. On April 23, Yi Gibung suggested his willingness to step down from his election
as vice president. On April 24, Rhee announced that to resolve
the situation he would adopt a hands-off role with regard to
partisan politics, but he fell short of responding to citizens’
demands for his resignation, punishment of those involved in
the shootings by police and vote rigging, and a new election.
After April 19, which was called “Bloody Tuesday,” the
demonstrations had showed signs of abating. But a
demonstration by university professors on April 25 rekindled
widespread protests and dealt a fatal blow to the president. On
that day, about 300 professors gathered at Seoul National
University and adopted a public statement in support of the
students’ actions. They demanded the resignation of the
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president, lawmakers and Supreme Court justices, a new
election for president and vice president, and punishment of
those responsible for vote manipulation. After making the
announcement, they started a march, and were joined instantly
by some 50,000 students.
On the next day, April 26, more than 100,000 people took
to the streets of Seoul. Four were shot dead and 31 injured in
front of Dongdaemun Police Station, which was destroyed by a
fire set by the protesters. At that time, however, the martial law
troops were not hostile to the pro-democracy movement. Some
teenagers even climbed onto the army’s tanks, shouting, “The
soldiers are on our side.” Rhee realized that there were no
forces to guard his government. At 10 a.m., he met
representatives of the students and citizens at his office and
showed them a statement that read, “I will step down if the
people want.” Twenty minutes later, the Martial Law Command
announced that he was resigning, and the news was aired on the
radio at 10:39 a.m.
The April Revolution had begun as resistance to the rigged
election. But more profoundly it was caused by sweeping
changes in Korean society. After the Korean War, the nation
had undergone rapid urbanization. Huge numbers of rural
residents had abandoned their devastated hometowns and
streamed into the cities, especially Seoul. Nationwide, the
urban population had jumped to 5.28 million in 1955 from 3.47
million just after liberation in 1945. Higher education also had
developed fast. The number of college and university students
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had increased by nearly 15 fold to 140,000 in 1961 from 7,800 in
1945. As a result, “critical public multitudes” led by students,
journalists and intellectuals were coalescing in Seoul and other
major cities in the late 1950s. This emerging urban civil society
was behind the April Revolution. Its main actor was students,
the only group in society that could carry out large-scale
collective actions.
The revolution was ignited by student protests in Daegu on
February 28. It spread to Masan on March 15, escalated into a
nationwide civil uprising on April 19, which was called Bloody
Tuesday, and culminated in the collapse of the Rhee
government on April 26, called Triumphant Tuesday. Pure
students’ sacrifices touched off civil resistance that ousted the
dictatorship that for 12 years had stifled the people with antiCommunist ideology and plagued the country with corruption
and incompetency. Together with the March 1 Independence
Movement of 1919, a powerful uprising against the Japanese
occupation, the spirit of the April Revolution was enshrined in
the Constitution and served as the spiritual foundation of the
democratization movement for the next 30 years.

The Second Republic: Growth of democracy and
the May 16, 1961, coup
On June 15, 1960, the National Assembly approved a
constitutional revision bill to adopt a parliamentary cabinet
system. The DP took power after it won 175 seats in the 233-
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member Assembly in general elections on July 29.
During the post-revolution period between April 26, 1960
and May 16, 1961, Koreans experienced the highest degree of
liberty and democracy since the establishment of the republic
in 1948. But students could not engage directly in the political
process and the Democratic Party-led government was limited
in its ability to push a post-revolution agenda. Immediately
after the revolution, a brief transitional government was led by
the members of the Rhee administration. The Democratic
Party took power after a constitutional amendment for a shift
to a parliamentary cabinet system. But the Second Republic
government, consisting of conservative politicians, focused on
economic development while ignoring the political agenda that
the revolution demanded. Citizens were angered by its
lackluster response to their demands to punish those who had
engaged in election rigging and amassed wealth through
corruption. Only on November 29, 1960, did the government
finally bend to the mounting popular pressure and proposed a
constitutional amendment to allow the enactment of a special
law for punishing national traitors and corrupt officials and
businessmen.
The explosion of pent-up demands from all sectors after
the revolution showed how seriously Korean society had been
oppressed and distorted under the corrupt and despotic Rhee
administration. But the leaders of the May 16 coup used the
disorder to justify their mutiny. They said the disorder was
caused by the people’s demand to investigate wartime killings
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of civilians, the assassination of Kim Gu, the Jo Bong-am and
Progressive Party case, and the attempted assassination of Jang
Myeon. The truths should have been unveiled by a National
Assembly investigation, but they were buried again after the
military revolt.
The labor movement grew substantially after the revolution.
Most notably, teachers who had had to witness the sacrifices of
students, came forth to organize their own movement.
Beginning in Daegu on May 7, 1960, teachers’ efforts to unionize
themselves spread rapidly, resulting in the July 29 launch of the
National League of Korean Teachers’ Union.
During the post-revolution period, reunification with
North Korea, a taboo during the Rhee administration, emerged
as an overarching national issue. Previously, under the Liberal
Party government, Jo Bong-am, who had championed peaceful
reunification, was executed for doing so, and his Progressive
Party was outlawed. But after the April Revolution, progressive
politicians and students came up with diverse arguments on
reunification, including a proposal for a unified neutral state.
They demanded that the Jang Myeon government not repress
discussion of the topic. In February and March of 1961, these
progressives protested a Korea-U.S. economic treaty, a
proposed anti-Communist law, and a plan to legislate enhanced
control of demonstrations. In April and May, students
intensified their support for the reunification movement.
Marking the first anniversary of the April Revolution, SNU
students conducted a silent march along the course they had
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taken one year earlier. They called for inter-Korean exchanges
and a meeting of students across the border. They announced
the launch of a struggle against feudalism, foreign intervention
and comprador capital. On May 5, in a rally to prepare a
national student organization, representatives of 19 student
councils proposed holding an inter-Korean student conference
at the village of Panmunjom, which straddles the border
between North and South. This burgeoning reunification
movement, however, was trampled a few days later by the coup
led by Park Chung-hee.

Military forces occupying downtown Seoul immediately after the
May 16th coup

It was neither the reunification campaign nor the Jang
government’s inability that prompted the May 16 coup. The
coup leaders had begun discussing a rebellion just after the
April Revolution. Some officers who had graduated from the
Military Academy were disgruntled about their delayed
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promotions, which had resulted from the sharp increase in
military personnel during and after the war. Kim Jong-pil, one
of key architects of the mutiny, attracted his uncle-in-law Park
Chung-hee into the scheme.
Jang had failed to control the military during his tenure.
And more important for the coup’s success, it quickly
succeeded in getting recognition from Washington, which held
the operational control of Korean troops.
The young militar y elites who grabbed power were
extremely anti-Communist. Park shared the inclinations of a
group of young Japanese militarist officers who had detested
civilian politicians and the parliament and had mounted a coup
in Japan on February 26, 1936. To justify his coup, Park stressed
the need to build a staunch anti-Communist system. He
conducted widespread arrests of the progressive politicians and
activists who had advocated inter-Korean cooperation. In the
name of purifying society, the junta also rounded up political
gangs and punished the perpetrators of the March 15 election
fraud. But the progressives were oppressed more harshly than
were the members of the Rhee administration who had been
involved in corruption and electoral misdeeds. On July 4, the
coup leaders promulgated the Anti-Communist Law and
launched the immensely powerful Korean Central Intelligence
Agency. They established a more stringent ultra-rightist, antiCommunist system than Rhee’s. In doing this, Park also wanted
to assua ge America’s misgivings about his own pa st
involvement in the leftist movement in 1948.
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The coup became the successor to Rhee’s anti-Communist
dictatorship and betrayed the April Revolution. While young
students, the main drivers of the revolution, failed to organize
themselves into a political force, the military took power and
created a decisive barrier that blocked Korean society’s normal
development.

Establishment of the Park government and
protests against the Korea-Japan treaty
A new constitutional revision to shift to a presidential
system was approved by a national referendum in December
1962. The coup leaders broke their promise that they would
return to the military once their mission of restoring public
order was achieved. Instead they chose to hold on to political
power.
After crushing the progressives and hobbling established
politicians, the coup leaders created their own political party,
the Democratic Republican Party (DRP), with the KCIA
playing a key role behind the scenes. On May 27, 1963, the
party nominated Park as its presidential candidate for the
election scheduled for Oct. 15. Yun Bo-seon, the candidate of a
coalition of opposition parties, attacked Park over his
involvement in a leftist military rebellion before the Korean
War. But the ideological accusation backfired, unexpectedly
winning Park support among voters in southern regions, which
had been leftist strongholds shortly after liberation. Park won
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the election by a margin of 150,000 votes. Given that the
military controlled all of society, the margin was slight enough
for pundits to argue that the real victor was Yun, although of
course, he did not gain power. In parliamentary elections on
November 26, candidates from Park’s Democratic Republican
Party won in 88 of 131 constituencies, and with the addition of
22 proportional representatives the DRP secured a total of 110
Assembly seats. The parliamentar y victor y was largely
attributable to divisions in the opposition. Park took office on
December 17, 1963, and his fellow coup leaders took key posts
at the presidential office called Cheong Wa Dae, and at the
KCIA and the DRP. As president, Park gave priority to
building a self-reliant economy. To do that, he wanted to secure
the capital necessary for economic development from Japan, in
addition to aid from the United States.
Negotiations to normalize diplomatic ties with Japan,
Korea’s former colonial overlord, had been begun by the Rhee
government. The first meeting, held in Tokyo in October 1951,
broke down after Japan’s chief delegate tried to put a pretty
face on Japan’s colonial rule by saying it had benefited Korea.
The two sides also differed over the issues of “peace line,” or
the maritime border between the two countries, ownership of
the Dokdo islets, and reparations and compensation claims.
While Rhee brought many pro-Japanese figures into his
government, he used Koreans’ anti-Japanese sentiment to
consolidate his power. The Jang government had tried to
continue talks with Japan, only to be stopped by the military
coup.
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To compensate for its lack of political legitimacy, Park’s
junta was eager to conclude the normalization talks. Park sent
Kim Jong-pil to Tokyo as a special envoy of the military
government in October and November, 1962, for secret
negotiations with Japanese Foreign Minister Masayoshi Ohira.
The talks were put on a fast track in early 1964 after Park’s
inauguration. In his New Year’s address on January 10, the new
president pledged to push an aggressive economic diplomacy
and attract more foreign investment on more favorable terms.
He declared he would bring the Korea-Japan talks to an early
conclusion for the broader purpose of contributing to the
security and peace of the Far East through closer ties in the free
world.
The opposition parties and religious and civic leaders
formed an alliance against Park’s unilateral negotiations with
Japan, terming it “humiliating diplomacy,” and students joined
in the nationwide campaign. Despite growing objections from
the opposition parties and the public, Kim Jong-pil visited
Japan again. He announced in Tokyo on March 23 that the two
countries would sign the treaty in early May. The following day,
SNU students burned effigies of Kim and the Japanese prime
minister. About 5,000 students from SNU and Korea and
Yonsei universities took to the streets in Seoul. The protests
ended without clashes. The students claimed that their action
was not to oppose the government and the authorities allowed
them to march peacefully. The demonstration was the largest
since April 19, 1960. As the protests spread nationwide, the
government urgently recalled Kim and replaced the delegation
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with career diplomats.
The talks were suspended and the student protests calmed.
But a joint rally at SNU on May 20 marked a major turning
point for the student movement developing into an antigovernment campaign. The alliance of student councils
conducted a symbolic funeral for Park’s “national democracy,”
accusing it of bringing “a confusing political ideology, endless
chaos and disorder, diplomatic kowtowing, and the loss of a
direction, sense of independence and leadership.” This was a
direct challenge to Park’s “national democracy” and his coup
collaborators. The students also labeled his government a proJapan, pro-U.S. regime. Early the next morning, a group of
armed paratroops rushed into a court demanding the issuance
of arrest warrants for student protesters. On May 25, students
rallied at 26 universities across the country. The following day, a
professors’ council at SNU issued a statement demanding the
military’s political neutrality, greater school autonomy and the
release of arrested students On May 30, a group of SNU
students began a hunger strike demanding that the Park
government resign and halt oppression. The hunger strike
featured poetry recitations, dramas and folk performances,
playing a crucial role in spreading protests nationwide. A
critical clash erupted on June 3, with about 15,000 students
from 18 universities in Seoul beginning a protest on a rainy
morning. Demonstrations also took place in other cities.
Shouting “Out with Park,” students broke through police
cordons in downtown Seoul and marched toward Cheong Wa
Dae and attacked police stations. That night, the president
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declared martial law in Seoul, ending more than two months of
struggle.

Ratification of the Korea-Japan treaty,
the Vietnam War, and the Garrison Decree
The June 3 battles demonstrated major growth in the
student movement. The students were better organized and
had clearer awareness of their objective than during the April
Revolution. They came to grasp the anti-democratic and antinational nature of the Park regime. The president made use of
the June 3 events to oppress political opponents and
consolidate his power base. After declaring martial law, the
government launched massive crackdowns on progressive
leaders, charging them with violating the National Security
Law. It attempted to enact laws to tighten controls on student
activism and the mass media. In the National Assembly,
however, the school bill was put on hold. The media bill was
approved by the Assembly, but due to stiff resistance from
media companies, its implementation was suspended. The
KCIA announced on August 14 that it had busted a so-called
People’s Revolution Party and referred its 47 members to the
prosecution on charges of “organizing itself on the basis of the
North Korean Workers’ Party’s platform and regulations and
attempting a rebellion.” The agency tried to link the accused to
the campaign against the Korea-Japan talks, but the attempt
was foiled by the resistance of prosecutors, who refused to
indict the suspects on the trumped-up charges, citing lack of
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evidence and even threatening to resign.
The Korea-Japan talks resumed after Japanese Prime
Minister Eisaku Sato took office in December 1964. The two
sides initialed the basic treaty on February 20, 1965, and
reached an agreement in March on Japanese reparations
consisting of $ 300 million in grants, $300 million in
government loans, and $300 million in private-sector loans.
These developments rekindled the protests. The alliance
against the treaty was convened again and organized a mass
rally in a Seoul stadium on March 20 with about 30,000
participating. The protests continued in 22 cities from March
27 to April 3. In April, the students intensified their struggles,
leading to more clashes with police. On April 15, Kim Jung-bae,
a Dongguk University student, died two days after he was
clubbed by police during a street protest. The death added fuel
to the protests and about 50 SNU law students went on a
hunger strike the following day and about 40,000 people
gathered at a rally organized by the civic alliance on April 17.
The government ordered a temporary closure of universities.
Rumors circulated that troops would be deployed at schools
and the protests came to a lull.
On June 22, the foreign ministers of the two countries
signed the basic treaty plus about 30 accords and supplementary
documents in Tokyo. The treaty failed to clearly address Japan’s
responsibility for its past wrongdoings. It also stated that with
its signing, the compensation issue was settled, which gave the
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Japanese government justification later on to refuse to
compensate civilians.
The signing sparked more protests, with students at almost
all universities demonstrating. Various civic and social groups,
as well, raised voices against its ratification. On July 11, 11
retired generals who had been at key government posts issued a
statement adding support to the dissidents. Including those
veterans, about 250 representatives of academia, religion,
business and arts circles formed a national council in
opposition to the treaty.
But the main opposition party was divided on the issue. On
July 14, the government submitted to the National Assembly
the ratification motion and a bill to dispatch troops to
Vietnam. With tacit agreement from moderate opposition
lawmakers, the ruling party passed the Vietnam bill on August
13 and the Korea-Japan treaty ratification on August 14.
When students returned to the campuses after summer
vacation, they began struggles to nullify the ratification. On
August 23 and 24, they took to the streets, declaring the
ratification invalid and calling for dissolution of the National
Assembl y controlled by the r uling party, and a new
parliamentary election. On August 26, the government imposed
a Garrison Decree, deploying troops on campuses, and began a
massive manhunt for the protest leaders and closed Korea and
Yonsei universities.
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Preoccupied with the Korea-Japan treaty, the opposition
party and dissident groups didn’t pay due attention to another
crucial issue–that of sending troops to Vietnam. With their
dispatch, the Park government forged a closer relationship with
Washington and laid groundwork for consolidating Park’s
dictatorial rule through constitutional changes later on. The
dollars earned in exchange for the blood of Korean soldiers
shed in Vietnam underpinned economic development. But
Korea’s participation in the unjust war left an indelible strain
on history.

the June 8, 1967, election fraud and constitutional
revision to extend Park’s rule
There were presidential and parliamentary elections in 1967.
In the presidential race, Park was reelected by a wide margin of
1.16 million votes. The opposition’s influence had waned and its
aging candidate, Yun Bo-seon, was unpopular among voters.
Economic growth also contributed to Park’s easy reelection.
The parliamentary elections were slated for June 8. In
those, Park aimed at winning the two-thirds majority in the
Assembly necessary to pass a constitutional amendment
allowing him to seek a third term. The current constitution
limited the president to two terms. Park and the government
actively intervened in the campaign just as President Rhee
Syng-man had in the 1954 election seeking a constitutional
revision to extend Rhee’s rule. Park began regional tours on
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May 18, touting development projects. His ministers rushed to
provincial areas, prodding public servants to back the DRP
campaign. Marshaling ever y possible means, f rom
administrative power to money and pork-barrel projects, the
ruling party scored a resounding victory. DRP candidates won
in 103 of 131 constituencies.
With some shuffling and the addition of 23 proportional
seats, the party came to control 130 seats, enough to pass a
constitutional revision. The opposition parties got a meager 45
seats. However it was the second most controversial election in
the nation’s history, after that of March 15, 1960. Students, the
opposition party and social groups condemned the election
irregularities, holding protests every day. The opposition New
Democratic Party (NDP) declared the election invalid and
organized a mass rally for June 18. By June 16, however, the
government had ordered 30 universities and 148 high schools
temporarily closed. In a bid to divert public attention from the
election, the KCIA announced on July 8 that it had busted a
pro-North Korean spy ring based in East Berlin. The trumpedup case implicated more than 100 people, including worldrenowned composer Yun I-sang. But the protests showed no
signs of letup, and the government turned to conciliation. In
efforts to appease protesters, Park, who also chaired the DRP,
had expelled 13 newly elected lawmakers from the party, and
the government sacked some officials involved in vote fraud by
September. In November, the National Assembly was
normalized and the protests ended.

50

The History of Democratization Movement in Korea

Opposition lawmakers occupy the National Assembly main
hall to block the passage of a constitutional revision bill to
extend the presidential term

Park and his supporters waited a year to launch the thirdterm amendment campaign. On December 17, 1968, however,
Yun Chi-young, the acting chairman of the DRP, said in a news
conference that if the people wanted, the party was willing to
push for a constitutional amendment to allow the president to
seek a third term. Park’s bid to extend his presidency instantly
met resistance, even from within his own party. In particular,
the attempt irritated Kim Jong-pil, who had helped plan the
1961 coup, and, who aimed to succeed Park as president. But
Kim’s political clout had already been diminished, with his
followers being removed from key party posts in May 1968.
The main opposition New Democratic Party formed a
Special Committee to Defend the Constitution on January 14,
1969. In May, the NDP and civic groups joined forces to fight
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the amendment, and students began vigorous street protests. In
early July, the government ordered colleges and university
campuses closed to stop the protests, and students began an
early summer vacation. Nonetheless, the alliance between the
NDP and civic groups organized a relay of mass rallies in major
cities beginning in Seoul on July 14. Despite the uproar, on
August 7, the DRP submitted to the Assembly a motion calling
for a national referendum on its proposed constitutional
revision, which was signed by 121 legislators. The following day,
opposition lawmakers began a sit-in inside the National
Assembly. With the start of the fall semester, students started
protests anew, and the universities again were temporarily
closed. On September 14, DRP lawmakers gathered in an
Assembly annex and approved the motion in the absence of
opposition legislators. The NDP boycotted the National
Assembly and took to the streets and fierce demonstrations
flared up on the campuses. Preparing for a national referendum
scheduled for October 17, the government stepped up
oppression, deploying police in universities and closing schools
again. The constitutional amendment was approved by 65.1%
of the vote cast in the referendum with a 77.1% voter turnout,
paving the legal ground for Park to extend his rule.
One of the keys to Park’s victories at the polls was his
economic policy. After seizing power through an illegal military
coup, Park had tried to legitimize his rule through economic
development, implemented through five-year plans. His
government embarked on a development policy that focused on
outward-looking, export-oriented industrialization. The
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strategy proved to be remarkably successful. During the period
of the first Five-Year Economic Development Plan, for 1962-66,
Korea’s gross domestic product increased by 8.3% per year.
During a second five-year plan, for 1967-71, the economy grew
9.7% annually, far exceeding the initial target of 7%. This
economic success solidified Park’s support base, enabling him
to win the 1967 presidential election by a large margin, as well
as the third-term amendment vote.
Park’s regime constituted a military dictatorship that
succeeded Rhee’s anti- Communist dictatorship. His
government can also be categorized as a developmental
dictatorship; it substituted the positively defined goal of
economic development for the negatively defined goal of anticommunism, and mobilized all the people and national
resources to achieve that objective.
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Part III.
The
democratization
movement in
the 1970s

Part III.

The democratization
movement in the 1970s

Characteristics of the democratization movement
in the 1970s
The Park regime’s iron-fisted rule and the pro-democracy
forces’ strenuous resistance to it defined the quintessence of
Korea’s political dynamics throughout the 1970s.
Born of a coup in 1961 that overthrew the democratic
government built by the people’s 1960 revolution, the Park
government immediately consolidated its power with the
ideology of anti-communism and the goal of economic growth.
In the 1960s, ordinary citizens had expectations that even
though Park had usurped power by force, he could safeguard
the anti-Communist system and rescue the nation from its
absolute poverty, the two national priorities that had developed
after the devastating Korean War. On the back of the nation’s
spectacular economic growth, Park had won the two elections
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held in the decade.
Entering the 1970s, however, the regime encountered a new
reality. Wavering anti-communism, slowing growth, emerging
opposition powerhouses, and surging social demands were all
conspiring to throw the government into a major crisis. The
crisis, on one hand, offered an opportunity for Korea to
overcome military authoritarianism and develop into a normal
democracy. But Park and his lieutenants had no intention of
letting that happen.
After Park barely won a third term as president in the
election of 1971, the regime continued to ignore the people’s
desire for democracy. Instead, it set in motion a plot to
perpetuate his rule and give him absolute power. On October
17, 1972, Park mounted a sort of coup-from-above, suspending
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the Constitution and proclaiming a new Yushin (Revitalization)
Constitution. From then until Park’s death on October 26,
1979, the democratization movement battled a ferociously
oppressive system implemented through notorious antidemocratic presidential emergency measures. In this battle,
students were at the forefront again, conscientious intellectuals
united, and laborers, farmers and the urban poor began to
politically awaken and fight the oppressors. The zeitgeist of the
1970s was an anti-Yushin str ug gle for the recover y of
democracy. The intensity, persistence and devotion shown by
Korean democrats in the 1970s left footprints on the history of
the world democratization movement.

The 1971 elections and the explosion of social
conflicts
In the early 1970s, President Park was challenged by major
changes at home and abroad. The Cold War was in retreat and
the world was moving toward an era of détente. The Strategic
Arms Reduction Talks got underway between the United States
and the Soviet Union. Washington and Beijing, which had
fought against each other in the Korean War, established
diplomatic relations.
U.S. President Richard Nixon announced a new diplomatic
initiative in 1969 which posed a grave security challenge to the
Park administration. Under the Nixon Doctrine, America
would restrict its engagement in Asian conflict zones, including
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the dispatch of ground forces. It called on U.S. allies to take
more responsibility for their own security. Washington pulled
back a third of its 60,000 forces from Korea in 1970-71. These
developments dealt a serious blow to Park who had justified his
dictatorial rule by emphasizing the North Korean threat.
In addition, Korea’s breathtaking economic growth began
to slow and the economy slipped into a deep recession. Korea’s
annual growth rate tumbled from 13.8% in 1969 to 9.4% in 1971
and to 5.8% in 1972. The slowdown in large measure resulted
from the structural weaknesses of an economy driven by
exports and overseas debt. In 1972, Korea’s foreign loans
reached $2.6 billion, or 26.5% of the gross national product.
The recklessly drawn loans came due simultaneously, beginning
to weigh on the economy. Also, U.S. import restrictions on
Korean light industrial goods led to bankruptcies, shutdowns
and bank management of a crop of small- and medium-sized
businesses.
With the two pillars of his regime, anti-communism and
economic growth, under growing pressure, Park sought
reelection for a third term in 1971. It was forecast that he
would win the election easily. But as the campaign began, the
race became too close to call. Opposition candidate Kim Daejung turned out to be a formidable challenger. He had won the
ticket of the New Democratic Party in September 1970 in a
cliff-hanger nomination contest against Kim Young-sam, whose
call for a generation shift in politics appealed broadly to
opposition members and the public.
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Kim Dae-jung pledged to promote non-political exchanges
with North Korea under a four powers’-U.S., Japan, China,
Russia- guarantee of security on the Korean Peninsula,
differentiating himself from Park who singularly stuck to the
dogma of anti-communism. With regard to the economy, Kim
challenged Park’s growth-first policy and proposed “popular
economics” that aimed to fix the government-controlled
economic system, reduce gaps between the rich and poor, and
support small- and mid-sized enterprises and low-income
families. Despite government intervention in the campaign, the
distribution of money, and slander tactics by the ruling party to
stir up regional sentiments, Kim made a stunningly strong
showing in the April 27 election. Park was the victor but his
margin over Kim was only 940,000 votes. It was clear to the
DRP and the KCIA intelligence agency, which had been deeply
involved in the electoral maneuvering, that the president would
have lost if the election had been conducted fairly.

Presidential candidate Kim Dae-jung delivers a political speech
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The opposition also made big strides in the parliamentary
election on May 25. The opposition NDP secured 89 seats,
reducing the DRP’s majority to 131, not enough to change the
Constitution alone. Notably, the NDP swept 18 of the 19 seats
contested in Seoul and 47 of 64 constituencies in 32 major
cities. The results of the two elections showed growing public
disenchantment with the government, but the ruling camp
responded to the sense of crisis it felt by reinforcing its
dictatorship. During the presidential campaign, candidate Kim
had forecast that if Park won the election, it would be the
nation’s last presidential election as Park would make his
presidency permanent. This ominous warning materialized one
year later.
Meanwhile, accumulated social conflicts had begun to
break out. Chun Tae-il, a worker at a Pyonghwa Market
garment sweatshop in Seoul, set himself on fire on Nov. 13,
1970. As he burned to death he shouted, “Comply with the
Labor Standards Law!” and “We are not machines!” His death
highlighted the plight of workers who suffered from low wages,
long hours and poor working conditions in the shadow of the
country’s exponential growth. In August 1971, some of the
140,000 people expelled from Seoul shantytowns to a deserted
area outside of Seoul in Gwangju, Gyeonggi Province, staged
large-scale protests after the Seoul metropolitan government
broke its promise to help them make a living.
Other groups also chafed under government controls. In
April 1971, 14 media companies, including the Donga Ilbo
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The funeral service for Chun Tae-il

newspaper, had waged a press freedom campaign to combat
government pressure on the media. In July, Seoul lower court
judges resigned en masse over the administration’s interference
with the judiciary, and in August a group of professors launched
a campaign for university autonomy.
Most burdensome to the government were the incessant
anti-government protests by students. The biggest issue at the
time was the students’ demand for the abolition of military
training at school, which the government had increased in the
spring semester of 1971, expanding the hours and installing
military officers in service as school instructors. Students
fiercely resisted the measure as a move to stifle their
democratic aspirations. During an anti-militarization campaign
in early October, some students created a list of the nation’s
most corrupt privileged class and included some top military
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leaders. In response, soldiers stormed into the schools. On
October 17, the government imposed a Garrison Decree across
Seoul, deploying troops on eight university campuses. A total of
1,899 students were hauled in, and 119 were arrested. Under an
order from the Education Ministry, 177 protest leaders were
expelled from 23 schools and forcefully conscripted. In this way,
the government managed to seriously weaken student activism
prior to the Yushin coup the following year. On December 21,
the government went on to declare a State of National
Emergency, citing a supposed increase in preparations by North
Korea for an invasion. Also on December 21, the government
submitted to the Assembly a special law on national security
which would grant the president wide-reaching emergency
powers. The ruling party passed it through the Assembly
unilaterally one week later. In the process, the public’s wish for
democracy was totally ignored and the nation slipped deeper
under the cloud of dictatorship.

The July 4 inter-Korean joint statement and
the Yushin regime
After its experience in the 1971 elections, the Park
government keenly felt that it couldn’t maintain its rule with
normal elections. It began to formulate a new scheme to stay in
power permanently. It had emphasized anti-communism and
security to justify its undemocratic system. But in line with the
changing international environment, the regime shifted course
and began to exploit an inter-Korean dialogue to extend its power.
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Internationally, big changes were starting to happen. In July
1971, U.S. President Richard Nixon had announced that he
would travel to China in early 1972 to seek a normalization of
diplomatic relations between the two countries. The U.S. had
never had relations with Communist China, which had fought
on the side of North Korea in the Korean War. President Park’s
decision to negotiate with North Korea was partly a response
to advice from Nixon, who recommended after his visit to
Beijing that the two Koreas hold talks to reduce tension on the
peninsula.
The Red Cross societies of the two Koreas held a
preliminary meeting in September 1971. The first meeting
failed to yield any practical results, but Seoul and Pyongyang
agreed to establish a channel for political dialogue and have
exchange visits to each other’s capital. On May 2, 1972, KCIA
chief Lee Hu-rak secretly visited Pyongyang and held two
rounds of meetings with North Korean leader Kim Il-sung. On
May 29, North Korean Foreign Minister Park Song-chol visited
Seoul to meet President Park. Through their secret envoys, the
two leaders reached an agreement, which was announced on
July 4, 1972. The Joint Statement declared independence, peace,
and national unity as the principles of reunification.
Regardless of what two leaders had in mind, the
announcement raised hopes for reunification among people on
both sides of the border, and the three-point principle
established the most important reference for resolving interKorean problems. It is no wonder that South Koreans were
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shocked by the development, which came only about 10 years
after a presidential candidate, was executed as a pro-North
Korean spy, and after huge numbers of people had been harshly
punished on trumped-up charges of pro-Communist activities.
The government stunned the public anew on August 3 by
freezing the outstanding debts of corporations in what some
have called a “financial coup” or “economic Yushin.” The
government intervened in the private sector, calling businesses’
financial difficulties a national crisis. It resolved the crisis by
providing huge financial benefits to large companies. The debt
relief resulted in an enhanced alliance between the government
and the chaebol, Korea’s conglomerates, laying the financial
cornerstone for the forthcoming Yushin coup.
In that event, on October 17, 1972, before the nation had
even recovered from the aftermath of the financial bombshell,
the government suspended the Constitution, declared
emergency martial law, and announced plans to inaugurate a
new political system dubbed the Yushin system. Park claimed it
was inevitable to adopt a new political system to cope with
inter-Korean dialogue and national reunification. On October
26, the government announced a proposed new constitution
providing for indirect election of the president. A referendum
on the new constitution was conducted under martial law on
November 21, and it was approved by a whopping 91.5% of the
vote. Martial law was lifted on December 13.
Under the new Constitution, the president was to be
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elected by a new electoral body called the National Conference
for Unification. The NCU’s members were elected on
December 15, and the NCU conducted the presidential
election on December 23. In the election, Park was the sole
candidate and there were neither a candidate’s address nor
campaign pledges. Park won 99.9% of the vote.
The election marked the advent of the most oppressive
government in the nation’s histor y. The revision of the
Constitution institutionalized the president’s one-man
dominance. Besides establishing the undemocratic election
system, the new Constitution put the National Assembly and
the Supreme Court under the president’s control and gave the
president the right to invoke supra-constitutional emergency
measures. The new Constitution didn’t tolerate any opposition
or resistance to the regime and made constitutional revision
impossible without the president’s consent. Park cited the
inter-Korean talks as a reason for introducing Yushin. But the
dialogue was halted because of the oppressive system. To
suppress opposition, Park again sounded the alarm over the
North Korean security threat and brandished anti-Communist
ideology.

The democratization movement under Yushin
When this most draconian political system in Korea’s
modern history was being established, there was no powerful
resistance. The referendum was conducted under martial law,
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the press was strictly controlled, and criticism of Yushin wasn’t
tolerated. More important, the student movement had been
destroyed under the Garrison Decree in 1971. In 1973, however,
the resistance movement was resurrected. Students at
Chonnam National University in Gwangju, South Jeolla
Province, and at Korea University in Seoul, distributed leaflets
criticizing Park’s conspiracy to extend his rule and calling for
repeal of the Yushin system. On April 22, the first anti-Yushin
gathering was held during an Easter service at an outdoor
concert hall at Namsan, the high hill in central Seoul. The
incident not only reflected the reappearance of opposition to
Park, but it also was an indication that Christian groups were
emerging as an important part of the pro-democracy
movement.
On August 8, 1973, KCIA agents abducted Park’s archrival
Kim Dae-jung from Tokyo while he was leading an anti-Yushin
campaign overseas. He was put on a boat in the East Sea and
nearly killed, but was brought back to Seoul on August 13. It
was later disclosed that U.S. officials had intervened to keep
him alive.
The attempted assassination of the powerful challenger to
the regime touched off fierce anti-Yushin protests. On October
2, SNUT students staged the first demonstration since the
Garrison Decree had been imposed two years earlier. The rally,
the most fervent by students since April 1960, spread antiYushin struggles nationwide during the following month.
Alarmed by the fierce resistance, the government employed
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appeasement tactics, freeing all arrested students on December
7. But it was preparing for another massive crackdown.
While student protests eased due to the amnesty and the
ensuing winter vacation, 11 prominent social leaders including
Cardinal Stephen Kim Su-hwan issued a public letter to Park on
December 13, 1973, calling for the restoration of democracy.
On December 24, 30 pro-democracy leaders including Jang Junha and Baek Gi-wan launched an extensive signature campaign
seeking to amend the Constitution. They sought to petition to
Park himself, because under the Yushin system, only the
president was allowed to propose a constitutional revision. On
December 28, 1973, the Ministry of Culture and Information
warned against the campaign, saying it was disrupting social
order and damaging national security. The following day, Park
himself issued a public statement urging an immediate halt to
the movement. In defiance, 61 writers and intellectuals issued a
statement on January 7, 1974, in support of the campaign. The
following day, Park proclaimed Emergency Decrees No. 1 and
No. 2, prohibiting “any acts of denying, opposing, distorting or
slandering the Constitution of the Republic of Korea” and “any
arguments, proposals or petitions for revising or abolishing the
Constitution.” Anyone who violated the orders could be
punished by up to 15 years in prison plus an additional 15 years’
suspension of civil rights. Lower and higher court-martials were
established to try civilians.
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Emergency Decrees No. 1 and No. 4, and
the crackdown on the democratization movement
Jang Jun-ha and Baek Gi-wan, who had led the petition
campaign, were the first arrested under the Emergency Decree
No. 9. They were sentenced to 15 years in prison. On January
17, a group of Christian missionary workers issued a statement
against the Yushin Constitution and Emergency Decree No. 9
and six of them were apprehended. On February 25, five writers
who had actively participated in the campaign were arrested
and charged with spying for North Korea.
During the winter vacation and the beginning of the new
semester, students across the country prepared to stage a largescale joint protest at SNU on April 3. The KCIA learned about
their plan in advance and police were deployed ahead of the
students. Though the gathering was scuttled, students
distributed leaflets on campus in the name of the National
League of Democratic Youth and Students. The president
issued Emergency Decree No. 4, effective as of 10 p.m. on that
day, and under the decree the government launched a massive
manhunt for the student group’s leaders. It threatened that if
they didn’t turn themselves in to police, they could face a death
sentence.
KCIA chief Shin Jik-soo said on April 25, “The National
League of Democratic Youth and Students was formed jointly
by an illegal Communist organization working to rebuild the
People’s Revolutionary Party, the Jochongnyeon (the pro-North
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Korean residents’ league in Japan), the Communist Party of
Japan and domestic radical leftists. It is an impure antigovernment force which attempted to overthrow the
government on April 3, 1974. Because it is controlled by antistate, impure forces as the initial phase of the North Korean
Communists’ unified front for the people’s revolution, those
who have joined the group, financially supported it, praised and
encouraged it in mind, or even met with its members would be
punishable with a death sentence at the maximum. Regardless
of involvement with the group, any students who ha ve
conducted assemblies, protests, criticisms or sit-ins, in or
outside a school, will also be punishable with a death sentence
at the maximum.

Bishop Ji Hak-soon, arrested for involvement in the National
League of Democratic Youth and Students, is released from
jail.
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The authorities tried to use the case as an opportunity to
quell the anti-Yushin movement. Police questioned a total of
1,024 persons, arrested 203, and indicted 32. The lower courtmartials handed down death sentences to seven students. The
higher court reduced the sentences of six defendants to life
imprisonment, but upheld capital punishment for one.
Meanwhile, of 22 activists indicted on fabricated charges of
trying to rebuild the People’s Revolutionary Party, seven were
sentenced to death.
These harsh persecutions, however, failed to subdue the
pro-democracy movement. Protests calling for the release of
arrested students spread widely, especially in universities and
religious circles. The crackdown also became a diplomatic
issue. International condemnations poured in and some U.S.
Members of Congress demanded sharp cuts in U.S. military and
economic aid to Korea.
The government’s oppression seriously backfired. Instead
of eradicating the burgeoning anti-Yushin movement, it caused
all democrats to unite. After they were released, the over 200
activists who had been arrested across the country in the
National League case networked together and led antigovernment struggles in various regions and sectors.
They greatl y contributed to development of the
democratization movement and the building of national
organizations. In addition, the government’s accusations that
Catholic, Protestant and civic groups were manipulating the
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student groups prompted them to join forces. A crucial
development was the launch on September 26, 1974, of the
Catholic Priests Association for Justice, which would grow into
one of the most powerful critics of the Yushin system.
Meanwhile, other pro-democracy groups kept springing up.
On October 24, reporters at the Donga Ilbo newspaper
declared a press freedom movement, and were joined by many
other journalists. On November 18, a group of 101 literary
figures issued a statement for democracy. On November 27, 71
civic leaders inaugurated the National Council for Democratic
Restoration, which would serve as the center of the anti-Yushin
movement. Consisting of representatives of political, Catholic,
Protestant, Buddhist, media, academic, literary, law and
women’s circles, the joint front enabled more effective
organization by previously dispersed pro-democracy groups.
The government clamped down on the council’s leaders.
And on December 23, it inflicted a new form of press
suppression on the Donga Ilbo by restricting advertisements.
Government pressure caused a massive cancellation of
advertising placements by advertisers, driving the company into
a financial crisis. But sympathy advertisements immediately
flooded in from citizens and various social groups. These
supporters expressed their desire for democracy through the
campaign, which continued for three months until the paper’s
management fired many of its reporters and gave up on press
freedom. In February 1975, the government succumbed to
domestic and international pressure and released the student
72

The History of Democratization Movement in Korea

group members and other activists jailed under Emergency
Decree No. 4. But those charged in the People’s Revolutionary
Party trials were excluded from the pardon. Meanwhile,
following the Donga Ilbo’s massive dismissal of reporters in
March, the Chosun Ilbo newspaper followed suit. On March
18, 163 former Donga reporters formed an association to fight
for press reform, and on March 21, 33 fired Chosun Ilbo
reporters launched a similar organization.
Student protests continued in the spring semester of 1975,
with students demanding that schools readmit the student
activists who had been released from jail. On April 7 and 8,
students at Korea University staged a fierce demonstration,
calling for abrogation of the Yushin Constitution and
resignation of the dictatorial government. Park responded with
Emergency Decree No. 7, which targeted that school alone.
Assemblies and demonstrations inside the campus were
banned, the university was temporarily closed, and troops were
stationed on the campus. Under the Yushin Constitution, the
special presidential decrees were supposed to be imposed only
when national security or public order was threatened. But this
time Park used the decree simply to control protests at a single
university.
Meanwhile, on April 8, the Supreme Court upheld military
court rulings on those accused in the National League of
Democratic Youth and Students and the People’s Revolutionary
Party cases. In what was condemned as murder by law, the eight
defendants were executed the next morning and their bodies
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were immediately cremated. On April 11, 1975, SNU student
Kim Sang-jin committed suicide by disembowelment in protest
against the Yushin Constitution, sending shock waves
throughout the nation.

Emergency Decree No. 9 and the democratization
movement
On April 30, South Vietnam surrendered and the
Communists took control of the entire Indochina Peninsula.
The Park government used that opportunity to heighten the
sense of a security crisis and the anti-Yushin resistance
temporarily eased. Park imposed Emergency Decree No.9,
outlawing any acts of opposing the Constitution and banning
any reports on anti-Yushin activities. Violators could be arrested
without court warrants and sentenced to prison terms. The
decree stayed in force for the next five years, until Park’s death
in 1979. Dreadful suppression of activists, sweeping news
blackouts, scaremongering, and the surveillance of civilians
became common. This grim period came to be called the
“Emergency Decree Era,” and those who went to university
during that period, the “Emergency Decree Generation.” The
government pushed further to militarize schools as a means to
control students. On May 20, it announced plans to revive the
Student National Defense Corps, which had been dissolved
after the April Revolution, and to enhance military education
programs.
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The student movement was unfazed by the increased
oppression. The first demonstration under Emergency Decree
No. 9 was held at SNU on May 22, 1975. About 4,000 students
demonstrated after a memorial ceremony for Kim Sang-jin.
Troupes performing traditional masked-dance drama, which
was popular among students in the 1970s, took part in the rally.
To show its stern resolve, the government apprehended more
than 80 participants in the event and imprisoned 29 of them. In
June, a nationwide group of Catholic students was caught
preparing a large-scale protest and 23 were arrested. On August
17, Jang Jun-ha, who published “Sasanggye(World of Thought)”
an influential journal of the 1950s and 1960s, and who had led
the anti-Yushin petition campaign, died mysteriously while
hiking.
Shocked by his mysterious death, civic dissidents
intensified their str ug gles, culminating in a March 1
Declaration for Democracy and National Salvation in 1976. The
civic leaders’ statement, timed for the 57th anniversary of the
March 1, 1919, movement for independence from Japan, called
for repeal of the Yushin system, restoration of democracy and
the guarantee of labor rights. It also criticized economic
cooperation with Japan and a development policy based on
overseas loans. The statement was signed by prominent
politicians, priests and professors, but the government labeled
it an attempt to instigate a popular rebellion, overthrow the
national system and usurp political power. Kim Dae-jung and 10
other participants were arrested.
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Following that incident, the Park administration tightened
the reins on dissidents. In August 1976, North Korean border
guards killed two American solders at the truce village of
Panmunjeom, in the DMZ. The government instantly moved
to heighten the atmosphere of terror, propagandizing as if
North Korean ag gression was impending. The student
movement lost steam after many core activists were arrested
and ousted from school in a series of sweeping clampdowns on
organized activists.
Tight controls on the media kept students in the dark
about what was happening at other schools. Rather than
launching large-scale protests, student activists concentrated on
sharing and spreading news through leaflets and conducting indepth studies to arm themselves with sophisticated theories
and strategies. In those days, many students were arrested for
distributing underground leaflets in violation of Decree No. 9.
Fighting the regime under the harsh Emergency Decree
required tremendous sacrifices. Students took the risk of being
imprisoned for years and being expelled from school, which
would destroy their futures. As a result of their pursuit of
justice, they had to betray their parents’ expectations, give up
success and stability in life, and face the fear of physical pain
and social disadvantages. On December 8, 1976, senior SNU
law students were at the vanguard of an anti-Yushin protest.
Only two months away from graduation, they were arrested and
imprisoned.
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While the student movement slumped, civic groups,
religious circles and intellectuals fought the decree vigorously
after the March 1, 1976, declaration. Cardinal Stephen Kim Suhwan issued a statement in support of the declaration on
March 15. On March 23, Catholic and Protestant groups
formed a joint organization to cope with the March 1 arrest of
religious figures. An association of families of political
prisoners was launched on October 14.
When the Supreme Court on March 22, 1977, dismissed
appeals by 18 people charged for the March 1, 1976,
declaration, 10 leading dissidents including former President
Yun Bo-seon immediately issued a new statement demanding
the government scrap the Yushin Constitution and stop
torture, surveillance and oppression of citizens. Despite the
government’s crackdowns, the statement was spread widely
among students and citizens.
The oppression also affected conscientious writers and
intellectuals. On June 13, 1977, Yang Sung-woo, a poet and high
school teacher in Gwangju, was dismissed and arrested for his
poems including “Winter Republic” and “Slave Notebook.” Li
Young-hi, a fired Hanyang University professor who wrote “The
Logic of the Age of Transformation,” and Baek Nak-cheong, a
dismissed SNU professor and the publisher of the progressive
journal, “Creation and Criticism,” were taken to the police for
questioning on November 23 and 26, respectively. Li was
arrested and Baek was indicted without detention for alleged
violation of the Anti-Communist Law. Professors expelled from
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schools established an association on December 2, 1977, and
issued a statement calling for the release and reinstatement of
students, civic activists and professors.
During the second half of 1977, few large-scale protests
were conducted at major universities in Seoul. On October 22,
about 2,000 Yonsei University students marched on the street in
front of the school for four hours and seven participants were
arrested. It was the largest student protest under Emergency
Decree No. 9.

The escalating democratization movement
Entering the election year of 1978, anti-government
struggles escalated further. The election of members of the
National Conference for Unification was scheduled for May,
the seventh presidential election was slated for July, and the
10th parliamentary elections for December. These planned
political events brought renewed public attention to the
injustice of Yushin and added fuel to the pro-democracy
movement.
In February, nasty repression of unionized female workers
at Dongil Textiles laid the groundwork for a close alliance
between labor and pro-democracy groups. Of the 1,300 workers
at the company, located in Incheon, about 1,000 were women.
In 1972, they had elected the nation's first female union leader,
marking the start of nation’s women's labor movement.
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Management had used all possible means to destroy the union,
including the creation of a parallel pro-management union in
1976. The female workers managed to protect their union
through extreme efforts, including half-naked protests. On
February 21, 1978, when the women workers were about to vote
in a union election, male workers and thugs hired by the
company poured water with human waste over them. And, the
headquarters of the textile-industry union even dissolved the
Dongil union’s executive committee. On March 21, workers,
dismissed professors, youth groups, members of religious circles
and women’s rights advocates formed a committee to cope with
the incident and secured the government’s promise that the
union would be reinstated. But the government broke its
promise. On April 1, the company fired 126 workers and the
headquarters of the textile-industry union distributed a list of
the fired workers among workplaces across the country to
block them from being hired elsewhere. Social groups joined in
fighting this suppression of independent union activity and the
malicious blacklisting, resulting in an elevated alliance between
the labor movement and the pro-democracy movement.
In April 1978, some leaders of the chapter of the Korean
Catholic Farmers Association (KCFA) in Chuncheon, Gangwon
Province, were arrested due to newsletters they sent out.
Meanwhile, at a Catholic prayer service in Gwangju, South
Jeolla Province, on April 24, about 700 farmers demanded the
government compensate sweet-potato growers in nearby
Hampyeong. The sweet-potato growers claimed they had been
damaged after the local office of the Nonghyup (the National
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Agricultural Cooperative Federation) reneged on a promise to
buy all of their crops. In the prayer meeting, they also called for
an end to the government’s oppression of farmers’ associations
and the release of arrested colleagues. They requested a
meeting with the provincial chief of the Nonghyup. After they
were blocked by police, some of them began hunger strikes and
sent a letter to the members of farmers’ associations across the
country. On May 1, 500 people including 40 priests held another
prayer service to call for the release of the protesters arrested
earlier. They formed a group called The National Committee
for Farmers’ Human Rights. The incident promoted closer ties
between the farmers’ movement and the democratization
movement. The livelihoods of workers and farmers became a
prominent issue not only in religious, women’s rights and
human rights circles, but also for the student movement.
Students began to participate more actively in the struggles of
workers and farmers.
The student movement also gained momentum. On April
17, 1978, leaflets declaring struggles for school autonomy and
democracy were distributed at Pusan National University,
signaling revival of the student movement in Busan, where
protests had been subdued in the wake of the National
Federation of Democratic Youth and Students case. In Seoul,
about 1,500 SNU students staged a protest on May 8, calling for
abolition of the Yushin Constitution, release of arrested
activists, the revival of the student council which the
government had closed, reinstatement of punished students,
basic labor rights, and press freedom. They also announced
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action plans, including a boycott of classes to protest the
National Congress for Reunification election, support for the
Dongil workers, and increased efforts to encourage more
students to participate in the democratization movement. They
began the boycott campaign on May 19. Protests also occurred
at Ewha Womans, Dongguk, Hanshin and other universities.
On June 12, a large-scale protest erupted at SNU, drawing
about 5,000 participants. The students proposed holding an
anti-government demonstration with citizens at the
Gwanghwamun intersection in central Seoul on June 26.
Despite intimidation from the authorities, blockades, and the
house arrest of key organizers, some 4,000 students managed to
gather for the joint protest. They broke through police cordons
and paraded through downtown streets until 10 p.m. It was the
first street protest in the city center since 1972. The
government’s failure to prevent the protest indicated that antigovernment sentiment on the part of the public had surpassed
the level it could control. A series of student protests occurred
in regional cities, as well.
On June 27, 11 a group of professors of Chonnam National
University in Gwangju announced a set of alternative
educational guidelines, criticizing the undemocratic National
Education Charter. They called for school democratization, the
release of arrested students and conscientious education. All of
them were fired and two were arrested. On June 29, Chonnam
students staged a sit-in at the library, protesting the actions
against the professors. Police stormed in and dispersed them.
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The students conducted street protests for two days. Those
were followed by a campus rally at Chosun University in the
same city on July 3. Meanwhile, on June 29, leaflets from a
nationwide coalition of pro-democracy students were spread at
six universities.
On July 5, 402 representatives of various social groups
formed the National Coalition for Democracy. The
organization succeeded the National Council for Democratic
Restoration that had been launched in 1974, but marked
significant progress in that it was to be a permanent allied
organization led by 12 major groups representing their
respective sectors. It pulled together the capabilities of all antiYushin movement groups. Despite the government’s stringent
suppression, professors, journalists, writers and students were
gathering together again.
Due to members being put under house arrest, the
federation failed to gather for its inauguration ceremony. But it
announced a Democratic People’s Declaration and boldly
disclosed the list of its members. The declaration focused on
democracy, the nation, and the people’s livelihood as the
direction of the democratization movement. For immediate
goals, it pledged to fight to end the Yushin regime and abolish
evil anti-democratic laws and the tools of human rights abuses.
Christian communities also stepped up their protests.
Catholics staged a rally in Jeonju on July 5 and police raided a
cathedral the following day, seriously injuring a priest. On July
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10, more than 1,500 people, including 80 clerics protested the
police violence, and some of them visited priests who had been
staging a sit-in. Police again attacked the protesters violently.
Priests in the Jeonju Diocese waged a hunger strike for eight
days until the provincial police chief apologized. On August 16,
about 400 members of the Presbyterian Church’s youth
association staged street protests in that city after a prayer
service for human rights. After police detained 98 of them,
those remaining began a sit-in at a church, demanding their
release. The stand-off continued for seven days. In negotiations
with church leaders and human rights workers, the police
promised not to punish the demonstrators if they voluntarily
dispersed. But when they did, six were arrested and the
government forced universities to expel the protesters. On
September 4, the association and other church activists
resumed a sit-in, demanding that the government stop religious
persecution and withdraw the retaliatory penalties.
Student protests grew bigger in September. In a campus
rally on September 13, SNU students criticized some professors
for helping the regime increase control of the school. They
disclosed the professors’ names and urged students to boycott
their classes. They also announced they would hold a large-scale
demonstration at Gwanghwamun on October 17, the
anniversary of the Yushin proclamation. On September 14,
Korea University students held a rally and rushed to the streets.
When blocked by riot police, they destroyed a police guard
post in front of the school gate.
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The protest scheduled for October 17 was scuttled as police
apprehended 20 student leaders, put 300 civic leaders under
home confinement, and blocked access to the protest venue.
On November 7, about 2,000 students clashed with police on
the streets of Daegu, destroying a police box and eight police
vehicles. Many on both sides were injured and about 200
students were briefly taken into custody.

The end of the Yushin regime
In the parliamentary election on December 12, 1978, the
opposition NDP got 1.1 percentage points more votes than the
ruling party. Given the government’s tight control of public
institutions, it was a stunning result and showed growing public
discontent with Park’s prolonged rule. This emboldened
political and civic dissidents, who realigned their front by
forming the National Coalition for Democracy and
Reunification, co-chaired by Ham Seok-heon, Yun Bo-seon and
Kim Dae-jung. The new alliance claimed to be the genuine
center of the anti-Yushin movement. In its inaugural statement,
the group set as its immediate goals the removal of the Yushin
regime and the establishment of a democratic government
through peaceful struggles. The group also brought forward the
issue of reunification, which had been absent from public
forums under the Yushin regime.
The government cooked up a new pro-Communist case to
suppress the growing democratization movement. On March 9,
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1979, the KCIA questioned about 30 members of the Christian
Academy and arrested many of them on charges of organizing a
pro-Communist circle. But it turned out during the trial that
intelligence agents had tortured them into making false
confessions.
On May 5, Oh Won-chun, a youth activist of the Andong
chapter of the Korean Catholic Farmers Association, went
missing. He had been leading a farmers’ campaign for state
compensation for falling rice prices and democratic reform of
the Nonghyup. Twenty days later, the chapter office announced
his disappearance and demanded an explanation from the
police. The police arrested a priest and other activists on
charges of spreading false rumors, and the government accused
them of pro-Communist activities. The incident escalated into
a collision between the military dictatorship and the Catholic
Church. Later, about 700 clerics from 14 dioceses protested at
Myeongdong Cathedral, the main Catholic cathedral in Seoul.
The parliamentary election invigorated the opposition New
Democratic Party, which had languished under the harsh
dictatorship. At a national convention on May 30, 1979, Kim
Young-sam, who was calling for a more aggressive stance
against the regime, won a leadership election against rivals who
were compromising with the government. Park now faced
resistance not only from students and civic groups, but also a
stronger challenge in the institutional political scene.
Pro-democracy protests escalated ahead of a visit to Seoul
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by U.S. President Jimmy Carter, scheduled for June 29. Park had
had close relations with Washington after Seoul dispatched
combat troops to Vietnam in the late 1960s. The ties began to
sour in the early 1970s in the wake of the Nixon Doctrine and
the reduction of the U.S. troop presence in Korea, and were
further poisoned by imposition of the Yushin Constitution.
The strain was set to worsen after the election of Carter, who
promised to stress human rights in diplomacy and withdraw
more U.S. forces from Korea. The pro-democracy forces
opposed Carter’s visit, and new opposition leader Kim Youngsam said on June 11 that the Koreans would be disappointed if
Carter’s visit helped the Yushin regime. Pro-government
activists stormed the NDP headquarters to protest Kim’s
remark. Carter visited Seoul as scheduled.
The political tension in Seoul was heightened further by a
major labor struggle that summer. On August 9, 187 female
textile workers of YH Corporation began a sit-in
demonstration at the headquarters of the opposition NDP to
protest against a camouflaged lockout by their employer. The
party supported the workers. At 2 a.m. on August 11, about
1,000 riot police stormed into the building. A worker, Kim
Gyeong-suk, died after she fell from the building, and
numerous people were injured, including scores of other
workers, 39 NDP members, including lawmakers, and 12
reporters. The NDP began a sit-in of its own. In a rare
statement, a spokesman for the U.S. State Department said the
U.S. regretted the Korean police’s excessive and brutal use of
force and called for appropriate punitive measures. The
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government maneuvered three NDP chapter leaders into
challenging Kim. On August 13, they filed for an injunction in
Seoul District Court, seeking to have Kim and the NDP
leadership suspended from their duties. The court approved
the injunction and named the chairman of the party convention
as the NDP’s acting leader. The party was divided into two
camps, with Kim’s faction having more lawmakers than its
government-patronized rival. Kim declared on September 10
that the party would unite everyone aspiring for democracy and
wage a national struggle to bring down the Park government. In
an interview with the New York Times on September 15, he
urged the Carter administration to withdraw its support from
the Park regime, which he called a dictatorship increasingly
alienated from the people. The ruling party and governmentappointed lawmakers submitted to the National Assembly a
punitive motion seeking to deprive Kim of his Assembly

Riot police drag female workers of YH Corporation from
the NDP headquarters
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membership. On October 4, they mobilized security guards to
control protesting opposition lawmakers, passed the motion by
themselves, and expelled Kim from the Assembly. Kim
reaffirmed his commitment to fight against the government,
and all pro-democracy forces extended support to the
opposition leader.
As the political crisis deepened, student protests gained
steam. In September and October, students demonstrated
across the country demanding Park lift the Emergency No. 9,
abolish the Yushin Constitution and step down. In midOctober, a series of protests began in Busan and nearby Masan,
that would deal a fatal blow to the government.
On October 16, students at Pusan National University
began a rally at 10 a.m. The crowd instantly swelled to 4,000.
They broke through police cordons and ventured onto the
streets. At 2 p.m. they gathered in front of the City Hall
chanting, “Abolish Yushin,” and “Out with Dictatorship,” and
some citizens applauded in support. They were joined by
students from Dong-A University, and throughout the
afternoon students from the two schools tried to evade police
in cat-and-mouse chases in the city’s side streets. By 7 p.m. the
number of protesters had increased to 50,000 as citizens
participated after work, and the struggle became more violent.
The demonstrators threw rocks at police boxes, broadcasting
stations, and newspaper companies and set police vehicles on
fire. The protests continued until 2 a.m.
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The next day, Pusan National University was temporarily
shut down, but the demonstrations escalated further into a civil
uprising. Almost all police stations and installations, public
organizations, and media companies were attacked. During the
two days of protests, six police vehicles were burned up, 12
were damaged, and 21 police outposts were burned and
damaged. More than 100 students, citizens and policemen were
injured, 18 of them seriously. The government declared martial
law in the city on Oct. 18 and deployed 5,000 paratroops from
frontline units.
While the demonstrators drew back in Busan, large
protests erupted in nearby Masan that same day, begun by
Kyungnam University students who were joined by citizens.
The demonstrators clashed with police in downtown and
attacked police branches, broadcasting company buildings and
the local headquarters of the ruling party. The struggle became
more violent the following day. Concerned that employees at
the Masan Free Export Zone would join the protests, the
government imposed a Garrison Decree in the city and nearby
Changwon on October 20. During the four days of
demonstrations, 1,058 protesters in Busan and 505 in Masan
were incarcerated, and 87 of them were referred to courtsmartial.
Few expected Pusan National University to become the
starting point of a mass uprising that fatally battered the Park
regime. The school was derisively called “Yushin University”
because its students rarely protested under the draconian
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system. It was true that suppression of opposition leader Kim
Young-sam, a favorite son of the region, enraged Busan citizens.
But more important, the actions of the students had detonated
pent-up wrath against the dictatorship among Busan and Masan
citizens, who had previously played a decisive role in toppling
the Rhee government in 1960. The Busan-Masan Uprising
showed the formidable power of a union of students and
citizens in fighting against an oppressive government.
It appeared to be just a matter of time before the flames of
resistance ignited in the two southeastern cities would spread
across the country. What is worse, the rift between Seoul and
Washington following the expulsion of opposition leader Kim
from the parliament
was also aggravating.
To keep the BusanMasan Uprising from
spilling over to nearby
cities, the government
closed colleges and
universities in Daegu
and
North
Gyeongsang Province.
But without Park’s
knowledge, discord
was brewing among his
key aides over how to
deal with the situation.
Kim Jae-gyu reenacts the scene of Park’s
Kim Jae-gyu, the
assassination
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KCIA chief and Park’s long-time right-hand man, was at odds
with hardliner Cha Ji-cheol, the president’s chief bodyguard. At
the high point of the inner-circle conflict, Kim shot both Park
and Cha dead while the three were having dinner on the
evening of October 26, 1979, putting an abrupt end to the
Yushin regime. Kim Jae-gyu later defended his action, saying it
was an inevitable choice to prevent bigger sacrifices.

Another coup, the new junta and the Spring of Seoul
After killing Park, Kim intended to return to the KCIA
headquarters. But at the request of the Army chief of staff, he
went to the Army headquarters, where he was arrested at 12:20
a.m. At 4 a.m., the entire country except for Jeju Island was
placed under martial law, and Prime Minister Choe Gyu-ha
became acting president. Chun Doo-hwan, head of the Defense
Security Command and chief of the investigation team at the
Martial Law Command looking into Park's assassination,
announced the results of the inquiry on November 6.
On November 11, acting President Choe announced that a
new presidential election would be conducted under the Yushin
Constitution and the Constitution would be revised under the
new president. The following day, the National Coalition for
Democracy and Reunification criticized Choe for seeking to
maintain the Yushin regime against the will of the people, as
expressed in the YH incident and the Busan-Masan Uprising.
The coalition called for establishing a new democratic

The democratization movement in the 1970s

91

constitution within three months and then holding a
presidential election at an early date. Dismissed professors,
progressive writers, and the former journalists who’d been fired
from the Chosun and Donga newspapers also issued statements
seeking restoration of democracy. On November 22, SNU
students demonstrated, demanding an early constitutional
revision and parliamentary election. On November 24, the first
political rally after Park’s assassination was held in the guise of a
wedding ceremony at the YWCA hall in Seoul. During the
event, civic leaders and youth movement activists made a
declaration criticizing the indirect Yushin presidential election
system and calling for constitutional revision to reflect the
people’s democratic aspirations. Martial Law Command troops
raided the venue and hauled away about 140 participants.
Eighteen were referred to courts-martial and a number of
people who had escaped were put on a wanted list. The
incident unveiled the violent and anti-democratic character of
Chun and the newly emerging military elites.
Less than a week after Choe was elected president by the
National Conference of Unification, Chun mounted a military
coup on December 12. In the revolt, Chun and his colleagues in
the Hanahoe (Oneness Society), a private association of officers
close to Park, removed Army Chief of Staff Chung Seung-hwa,
who had promised after Park’s death “to return democracy to
the people.” During the coup, the commander of U.S. Forces
Korea, who held operational control of Korean troops, did not
block Roh Tae-woo, a core member of the coup leadership,
from moving his Ninth Division troops from the frontlines to
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Seoul, where they were used in the rebellion. The commander’s
neutral position in effect amounted to a tacit approval for the
troop movement. After seizing control of the military, Chun
began preparations to succeed Park himself. Unaware of Chun’s
ambition, the opposition, civic groups, and students were
hopeful for the recovery of democracy as the turbulent 1970s
were drawing to a close.

The December 12 coup leaders gather at the Defence Security
Command headquarters

Christian groups’ active involvement was a salient feature of
the democratization movement in the first half of the 1970s.
With their overseas links, churches were relatively free from
government suppression. They supported or directly took part
in the movement. The churches’ presence became conspicuous
after Protestants and Catholics in their joint Easter service in
April 1973 condemned the Yushin regime. The churches also
vigorously propped up the growth of social movements,
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including labor activism in the 1970s.
The latter half of the decade was characterized by the rise
of social movements. After the suicide of Chun Tae-il in 1970,
organized activities among industrial workers and farmers
began to grow with the support of students and religious
circles. Social movements made significant progress in the
latter half of the 1970s. Student activists assisted social
movements, in particular labor unions, establishing a new form
of solidarity movement. A number of students entered factories
as manual workers and played key roles in building trade unions
and other labor organizations.
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Part IV.
The
democratization
movement in the
1980s

Part IV.

The democratization
movement in the 1980s

Korea’s modern history underwent major upheavals roughly
every ten years. Rhee was toppled in 1960, Park trampled
democracy with constitutional revisions in 1969 and 1972, and
another watershed event was waiting to happen in 1980.
At each of the historic turning points, the people’s
aspirations for change surged but were crushed by dictators.
History was repeated in 1980. The Park regime’s demise
boosted hopes for a return to democracy but the “Spring of
Seoul” as this period of optimism was called, didn’t last long.
Calls for democracy were quelled by another coup led by Army
General Chun Doo-hwan, and a popular uprising in Gwangju
ended in a bloodbath. Chun eventually rose to power but his
presidency was never free from the original sin in Gwangju.
The democratization movement, too, was haunted by that
painful memory but the movement was reinforced by the lesson
it learned from the defeat. In a sense, the Gwangju struggle
hadn’t ended; pro-democracy forces strived for years to expand
96

The History of Democratization Movement in Korea

the fight nationwide and bring to justice those responsible for
the massacre. They finally triumphed over the regime in the
June Uprising in 1987.

Prelude to the 1980s
The period from Park’s assassination on October 26, 1979
to the Spring of Seoul in the early months of 1980 was
dominated by a tense confrontation between two forces – one
aiming to recreate the Yushin regime (the ruling powers and
those claiming to be Park’s successors), and the other trying to
realize democracy (the opposition parties and democratizationmovement groups). Park’s departure from the scene didn’t
necessarily mean the advent of democracy. The Park regime’s
collapse indeed came amid growing pressure from dissidents.
But it was anything but a direct product of their actions, and
thus had only limited ramifications for advancing democracy.
The situation was similar to the post-liberation period in 1945.
Then, because independence was given by foreign powers, the
Koreans were not able to determine their fate and were left
helpless in the face of national division and an ensuing civil war.
Similarly, during the turbulent period after Park’s death, the
pro-democracy forces failed to unite and lead the situation.
The sudden death of a leader who had concentrated all
power around himself left a serious power vacuum in the ruling
bloc. But it didn’t mean the breakdown of the regime itself.
While they opened limited political space for the opposition,
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the Yushin forces were moving swiftly to build up a new power
order. Naive optimism prevailed among the pro-democracy
leaders. In general, they believed that they would be able to
take power through free elections and with backing from the
United States. They were reluctant to step up their fight to
secure ultimate democratization for fear of provoking a
reaction from the military. The opposition parties looked
toward a constitutional revision that would allow a direct
presidential election. Kim Young-sam and Kim Dae-jung, who
had put aside their rivalry to fight the Yushin regime, began
premature competition for the opposition’s nomination.
Meanwhile, the National Coalition for Democracy and
Reunification and civic movement groups were still reeling
from the massive crackdown following the rally that began as a
fake wedding at the YWCA in November, 1979. They remained
largely inactive until students resumed protests in May 1980. In
March 1980, students were enjoying new signs of democracy in
what is called the “Spring of Seoul”. Expelled students and fired
professors were reinstated. Students launched campaigns to
democratize their schools, rebuilt their representative
organizations, and pressed for the expulsion of professors who
had collaborated with the Yushin regime. Students initially held
back from extreme actions that could backfire and invite
military intervention. But after Chun became acting chief of
the KCIA on April 14, while retaining his other powerful posts,
arguments for political struggle gained momentum among
student activists.
Meanwhile, about 30 miners at the Dongwon Colliery in
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Sabuk, Gangwon Province, staged a sit-in on April 21,
protesting against a wage proposal submitted by the mine’s
pro-management union. Police violently broke up the sit-in,
prompting angry workers and their family members to take to
the streets and occupy the center of the town. That night they
attacked the homes of company executives and union officials.
The protests escalated the following day with crowds swelling
to about 5,000. Violent clashes left one policeman killed and 70
police injured. On April 24, the workers ended the occupation
of the town center following an accord with the authorities. On
May 7, however, a joint investigative team of military officers,
prosecutors and police detained about 70 of the protesters and
referred 25 of them to courts-martial.
Despite their suppression, the workers were part of an
increasing trend of workers demanding their rights.
Independent workers’ organizations, which had been founded
in the 1970s, were pressing hard for democratic unionism, the
reinstatement of fired workers, and improved working
conditions. Many new independent unions were established,
marking rapid growth of the labor movement, which had long
been subdued under the yoke of Yushin.
Chun’s inauguration as acting intelligence chief set the
stage for a new collision, as university activists at the end of
April were shifting their focus away from campus affairs to
political struggles calling for the punishment of Yushin
officials, the lifting of martial law, and faster movement on
stalled political reforms.
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On May 2, some 10,000 SNU students boycotted military
training programs and announced the start of political
campaigns. The following day, representatives of newly formed
student councils gathered to plan joint strug gles, and
independent labor unions kicked off a national alliance,
charting a new labor movement aiming at fundamental political
and social changes. The National Coalition for Democracy and
Reunification joined on May 4, with a statement demanding
university democratization and an end to martial law, which had
been in effect ever since Park’s assassination in October.
Tension came to a head on May 12 as rumors circulated about
an impending military coup and the possibility of an invasion
from North Korea, fanned by a U.S. State Department
announcement of a gunfight across the border. The next day,
these events turned out to be false. On Wednesday, May 14,
about 60,000 students took to the streets across the country.
The leaders of 27 student councils issued a joint statement that
same day, declaring that students would not be confined to
their campuses any longer, and would move their struggles to
the streets “in a peaceful and humanitarian manner.” On
Thursday, May 15, the street protests escalated, with massive
demonstrations sweeping major cities. In Seoul alone, more
than 100,000 students rallied in key streets and were joined by
huge crowds of citizens at Seoul Station around 7 p.m.
However, fearing a collision with the military, student leaders
decided at night to have the students disperse and return to
their schools. Sensing unusual signs from the military, the
association of student councils suspended the street protests on
Friday, May 16. They met at Ewha Womans University to
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discuss their future course of action. By that time, however,
troops had already been deployed at key positions, ready to
mount a new coup.
By May, Chun and the new generation of military elites had
completed a secret master plan for seizing power, and by now
they had already begun to put it in action. On May 14, the
Third Airborne Special Forces Brigade was deployed at the
National Cemetery in eastern Seoul. On May 15, the 20th Army
Division based in Yangpyeong near Seoul was moved to the
Jamsil and Hyochang stadiums in the capital. At 11 a.m. on
Saturday, May 17, 44 military commanders gathered at the
Ministry of National Defense. They decided to expand martial
law across the country, establish an emergency organization,
and dissolve the National Assembly. The Cabinet approved
these measures at 9:30 p.m. that evening.
It is widely believed that the coup would have been
impossible without the consent of the United States, which
perhaps judged that a pro-U.S. military government would be in
its national interest. Japan also actively supported the junta.
During the period from the December 12 mutiny to the May 17
coup, Tokyo provided the Korean military with intelligence
reports about possible aggressive maneuvering by Pyongyang,
from quite doubtful sources. Japan is also believed to have held
the view that an anti-Communist military regime in Korea
would better serve its interests than a democratic government.
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The Gwangju Popular Uprising
While the protests had been going on in Seoul and
elsewhere, passionate demonstrations had also taken place in
the southwestern city of Gwangju. On Wednesday, May 14,
about 6,000 students from Chonnam National University had
taken to the streets and held a rally in front of the provincial
government office, receiving cheers from citizens. The next
day, the number of protesters grew to 15,000 as other university
students joined in. On Friday, May 16, more than 30,000
students from nine universities in the city demonstrated on the
anniversary of Park’s 1961 coup and burnt effigies of the mutiny
leaders. At the close of that rally, the students promised each
other that in the event some “extraordinary situation” occurred,
they would gather at the front gate of Chonnam National
University the next morning.
What they feared became a reality. Martial law was
expanded to nationwide as of midnight of May 17. Hundreds of
dissidents were detained, including Kim Dae-jung, the
opposition leader f rom the Gwangju region, and elite
paratroopers were deployed at universities in Gwangju. On
Sunday morning, May 18, students began to gather at the
university. When the number grew to 200 or 300, they chanted
slogans such as “Repeal martial law,” and “Out with Chun Doohwan.” The special forces paratroopers charged into them and
clubbed them brutally. The students scattered into side streets
and hurled stones at the soldiers. The troops struck back,
assaulting them with lethal truncheons with metal pins and
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dragged off the bleeding students. The students regrouped and
marched to Geumnam Street at the center of the city and
began a sit-in protest. Military trucks brought troops to the
scene. Using bayonets and batons, they indiscriminately and
brutally attacked the protesters as well as ordinary citizens.
Citizens were outraged when they learned about the
military atrocities on the following morning. About 4,000
people gathered on Geumnam Street at 10 a.m. The special
forces crushed them again. When the demonstrators scattered,
the paratroopers proceeded to search nearby homes and hauled
youths out to the street. The protesters were stripped to their
underwear and forced to crawl around, their hands tied with
ropes. Citizens resisted with clubs and wooden bars, and as the
fighting escalated, people from diverse walks of life joined in.
Citizens were no longer bystanders, but were actively involved
in the resistance.

Citizens of Gwangju gathering at the fountain in front of
the Provincial Government Office
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The next day, Tuesday, May 20, many shopkeepers closed
their stores to join the demonstrations and the number of
protesters exceeded 100,000. To fight the martial law authorities’
propaganda, protesters printed and distributed newsletters.
Some 200 taxi drivers joined the protests with their taxi
headlights flashing and horns blaring. Protesters used iron pipes
and Molotov cocktails against the police and soldiers firing tear
gas. That night, more than 200,000 thronged on Geumnam
Street and took control of parts of the city hall at 9 p.m. They
occupied two police stations and torched a building at MBC
broadcasting at 10 p.m. The local broadcast stations were
especially hated, because they were dispensing propaganda.
Fierce fighting occurred in front of Gwangju Station an
hour later. Paratroopers opened fire when protesters’ vehicles
rushed to break through militar y barricades. The firing
continued in many places for hours, killing and injuring a lot of
citizens. By 2 a.m., troops had lost control of major facilities
except for the provincial government building, Gwangju
Station, Chonnam National University, Chosun University, and
the Gwangju Penitentiary. On the afternoon of May 20, the
Cabinet resigned en masse, taking responsibility for the
Gwangju incident. On Wednesday, May 21, protesters formed a
negotiating team and demanded the government apologize for
the violence and withdraw troops by noon. The military
responded by firing into the crowds at 1 p.m., killing some 50
people. Hospitals were filled with wounded. At 4 p.m., the
paratroopers pulled out of the city and citizens took control of
the provincial government building.
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The next day, Thursday, citizens cleaned up the streets and
restored order. Local pro-democracy leaders formed a May 18th
Settlement Committee and offered to negotiate with the
martial law authorities. Students set up their own organization
in charge of civil affairs. On that day, the Martial Law
Command announced what it said was the result of its
investigation into Kim Dae-jung’s “attempted rebellion.” It
accused Kim of pulling the strings behind the insurrection,
further infuriating Gwangju citizens. Despite the command’s
total censorship of news reports and a blockade of the city,
news of the events reached nearby Mokpo, Naju and other
towns in South Jeolla Province. The military sealed off the city
to keep the protests from spreading, and killed more people
while doing so. Casualties were especially high near the
municipal prison, and among other events, indiscriminate firing
by the troops killed 15 passengers aboard a bus on the outskirts
of the city. On Friday, May 23, more than 100,000 people
gathered at a rally in front of the provincial administration
building. The Settlement Committee collected about 2,500
firearms, approximately half of the weapons the citizens’ army
had possessed.
As the military refused any negotiations and prepared for a
mopping-up operation, many citizens became demoralized. On
May 25, students who argued in favor of fighting to the end
formed a new leadership group. From May 22 to 25, however,
Gwangju citizens savored their temporary “liberation.” They
united in a spontaneous community and demonstrated a spirit
of sacrifice in order to guard their lives and dignity. People
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queued up to donate blood for the injured and shared necessary
goods with each other. There were no acts of anyone disturbing
the social order or harming others. At 6 p.m. on May 25,
President Choe Gyu-ha visited Gwangju, accompanied by the
defense minister.
The president returned to Seoul after only receiving a
briefing from the regional martial law commander. Led by
tanks, 20th Division forces advanced into the outskirts of the
city from several positions at 5:30 a.m. on May 26. Sensing
impending military action, at 7 p.m. revolt leaders had high
school students and women leave the provincial government
building, which the leaders were using as their headquarters.
The next morning, Tuesday, May 26, the troops launched their
operations at 3:30 a.m. and surrounded the provincial
government building at 4 a.m. They proceeded to attack the
armed citizens who were holding out there. The combat ended
in an hour and a half. During the battle, at least fourteen more
citizens were killed. The survivors were taken into custody in
military camps on charges of possessing banned firearms and
committing a rebellion.
Thus, the Gwangju Popular Uprising was put to a tragic end
by the new military elites’ bloody suppression. Gwangju was
completely isolated and the truth was covered up. News reports
about the events were suppressed by official censorship, and
the government gave its citizens few details of what had
happened. It described the insurrection as a riot by “hooligans”
masterminded by “North Korean spies” and “pro-Communist
106

The History of Democratization Movement in Korea

elements,” and it was years before most Koreans knew the true
details of the bloodshed. Eventually, under the democratic
governments, the government investigated what had happened.
According to an official government report released in
December 2001, 195 people died in the events – 168 civilians, 23
soldiers and four police – while 4,782 people were injured. The
authorities received reports of 406 citizens who were still
missing, but the government confirmed only about 70 of those
as victims of the incident.

The coffins of victims are carried to a square

Pro-democracy protests had erupted across the country in
May 1980. Why did those in Gwangju explode into a civil
uprising ? On May 18, students gathered in front of Chonnam
National University as they had promised, and the
paratroopers’ brutal violence against them drove them to
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advance into the main street, opening the way to the uprising.
Before the arrest of Kim Dae-jung, which would certainly be
met with fierce resistance, Chun and his military team had
deployed highly trained paratroopers in Gwangju. Using lethal
clubs and fixed bayonets against students and ordinary citizens,
these special forces intended to quell the demonstration in its
initial stage. But their brutality backfired, and citizens rose up
to protect their community. Just as the oppression of Kim
Young-sam added fuel to the Busan-Masan Uprisings, the arrest
of Kim Dae-jung detonated the anger of Gwangju, which had
been alienated politically and economically for a long time.
It is noteworthy that the uprising persisted for 10 days
without any particular leadership. As events spiraled, a
Settlement Committee was formed. But it can hardly be said
that that group led the citizens through the process.
Notwithstanding, there was a measure of division of roles even
for funerals, publicity activities and vehicle management.
Citizens kept order and the spirit of community remained alive.
The new militar y rulers celebrated their successful
suppression of the resistance, for which they decorated 66
officers and soldiers. They failed to realize that they were the
losers in a long-term political battle. Painful lessons from
Gwangju drastically strengthened the democratization
movement in the 1980s. The military atrocities remained the
Achilles' heel of the Chun government, restricting its ability to
broaden its support base. In addition, the controversy over the
United States’ role in the suppression of the uprising led pro108
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democracy activists in the 1980s to raise the issue of “national
independence.”

The emergence of the Chun Doo-hwan
government
Having suppressed the Gwangju Popular Uprising, the new
military elites accelerated their maneuvering to seize power.
They tightened their grip on the government by brute force,
suspending the normal political process, controlling the news
media, and intimidating civil society. On May 26, they proposed
the establishment of a Special Committee for National Security
Measures, and they persuaded the Cabinet to approve it the
following day. Chaired by Chun, this junta committee was
launched on May 31. It reaffirmed that Kim Dae-jung and his
associates had masterminded the Gwangju incident. On July 4,
the committee referred 36 people including Kim and Mun Ikhwan to a court martial on charges of plotting a rebellion and
violating the National Security Law and the Anti-Communist
Law. It proceeded to control politics by dissolving the political
parties, suspending the legislature, and banning the activities of
many politicians. In the process, some key figures of the Yushin
regime such as Kim Jong-pil were removed from the political
scene. Kim Young-sam resigned as chief of the opposition New
Democratic Party, announcing his retirement from politics.
The junta then set out to silence critical media. Nine
journalists who attempted to unveil the truth behind Gwangju
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were arrested for spreading false rumors, and 172 periodicals
including the journal Creation and Criticism were ordered
closed. A special team for media control under Chun’s
committee forced media companies to dismiss 298 journalists.
The Defense Security Command seized control of private
media companies including the TBC television station and DBS
radio station, and forced sweeping mergers and closures of
broadcasting and newspaper companies. Hundreds of
journalists lost their jobs in the process. The committee also
tightened the reins on society in the name of “purges” and
“clean-ups.” Measures called the “July 30 educational reforms”
abolished university-administered entrance examinations and
introduced a new university graduation quota system. More
than 1,000 students and hundreds of professors were expelled
from school. The military rulers massively violated human
rights in the name of weeding out social evils and hooligans.
The committee ordered every police station to apprehend a
mandatory quota of suspects. More than 60,000 people were
picked up, of whom more than 3,000 were arrested and more
than 40,000 were sent to remote militar y camps for
“Samcheong (triple purity) Education.” A large number of
innocent people suffered from harsh treatment and torture.
Defiant inmates were beaten by groups and even shot to death.
Nearly 3,000 people suffered from after-effects and 339 died. A
large number of activists were fired for their involvement in
labor unions and the farmers’ movement, and then thrown into
the notorious training camps.
President Choe Gyu-ha resigned on August 16, and on
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August 27, Chun was elected president by the National
Congress for Reunification, as the only candidate, winning 99.9
percent of the vote. After his inauguration, he promulgated a
new constitution based on the Yushin Constitution. The
revised constitution was approved by a national referendum on
October 22.
Under the revision, in the future the president would be
elected by a more than 5,000-member electoral body. The
president would have the rights to invoke emergency measures
and dissolve the National Assembly. The president would be
limited to a single seven-year term and would be banned from
seeking reelection. This limitation on term of office was partly
to make up for Chun’s weak legitimacy. Two-thirds of the
National Assembly members would be elected in popular votes
that selected two lawmakers from each constituency. The
remaining seats would be assigned to the political parties in
accordance with a proportional formula based on the number
of seats won in the popular election. The party winning the
most seats in the direct election would be allotted two-thirds of
the proportional seats. A Legislative Council for National
Defense, launched on October 27, enacted a number of evil
laws including the Social Protection Act, which provided for
extended imprisonment of repeat criminals; the Basic Press
Act, designed to control the media; and the Labor Relations
Act, to curb the labor movement. Under the new Constitution,
Chun was elected again as president, again as the only
candidate, by the new 5,278-member rubber-stamp electoral
body on February 25, 1981.
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The resumed democratization movement
Resistance against Chun and the new military rulers began
to burst forth immediately after the Gwangju Popular Uprising
was quelled. While the Gwangju struggle was under way,
students in Seoul tried to publicize the truth through leaflets,
but their efforts were thoroughly blocked by the martial law
authorities. On May 30, 1980, Sogang University student Kim
Eui-gi killed himself by jumping off a building in Seoul, leaving
a suicide note protesting the oppression of Gwangju citizens.
On June 9, Kim Jong-tae, a former labor activist who was
serving in the military, burned himself to death in Seoul after
handing out leaflets condemning the Gwangju massacre and
demanding the release of political prisoners. On June 24, six
people were arrested for trying to occupy the venue of the Miss
Universe beauty contest to protest against the mass killings and
the junta. On the campuses, as the new fall semester began in
September 1980, printed materials were distributed at several
universities in Seoul, calling for an investigation into the
Gwangju massacre and protesting the new military elites’
usurpation of power. On October 17, Korea University students
demonstrated, proclaiming a struggle against fascism. The
school was temporarily shut down and a number of students
were arrested. That was followed by a rally by SNU students
the next day. Then, on December 11, a group of SNU activists
distributed a declaration of struggles against imperialism and
fascism. The government used the incident to justify a massive
crackdown. Accusing the students of being leftists, it arrested
or forcefully conscripted many members of the underground
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student organization. A new group of SNU activists, which was
organized in Februar y 1981 and criticized the previous
crackdown, was rounded up in June. In 1980, student groups
had begun to engage in heated theoretical debates, which
contributed greatly to the movement’s qualitative growth, but
on the other hand they were used by the government to justify
the students’ suppression.
In 1981, student protests continued, but they were
weakened by the massive expulsion of activists from schools in
1980. On May 12, students of Sungkyunkwan University in
Seoul mounted the first street protest since the Gwangju
Popular Uprising and six leaders were arrested. During a
memorial service for Gwangju victims at SNU on May 27,
student Kim Tae-hoon jumped to his death, shouting, “Out
with Chun Doo-hwan.” In the 1980s, a number of students and
citizens took their own lives during protests, reflecting their
wrath against the perpetrators of the Gwangju bloodshed and
their deep frustration at the failure of the civil uprising.
In June 1981, the government clamped down on two
nationwide student and labor organizations. Scores of their
members were taken by police and tortured. About 30 were
arrested. From 1981-83, the Chun government forcefully
conscripted 447 student activists. The Defense Security
Command began a so-called forestation program in 1983 to
reeducate them and use them as informants on the student
movement. In the process, a number of students died under
mysterious circumstances. In 1984, the forced conscription was
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stopped when the issue of the suspicious deaths surfaced after
the government allowed expelled students to return to school.
On March 18, 1982,
several students set a
fire in the U.S.
Information Ser vice
building in Busan,
sending shock waves
through the nation.
The government had
concealed a previous
arson attack on the
USIS
facility
in
Gwangju in December
1980, but the Busan
incident was too serious
to hide and the
government decided to
deal with it sternly. The Firefighters try to put out a blaze at the
protesters claimed the U.S. Information Service building in Busan
United States had
supported the military’s crackdown in Gwangju and announced
an anti-American struggle. The government arrested Mun Bushik and others who led the attack, as well as a priest, Choe Kishik, of the Catholic Church’s Wonju Parish, who had provided
shelter to them, prompting church protests. On April 22, 1982,
about 100 students of Gangwon University burned the U.S.
national flag in an anti-U.S. rally. In September 1983, a
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mysterious explosion occurred in front of the USIS facility in
Daegu. Meanwhile, during 1982, labor disputes erupted at
Control Data, Wonpoong Wools Co. and other companies.
Workers were attacked by company-hired thugs and police,
with many of them being fired and arrested. Religious groups
and students actively supported their struggles.
Kim Young-sam, who had kept silent under house arrest,
began a hunger strike on May 18, 1983, on the third anniversary
of the Gwangju Popular Uprising. His fasting continued for 23
days until June 9. Kim Dae-jung, who had been granted a stay of
execution and gone into exile in the United States in December
1982, issued a statement of support for Kim Young-sam’s
struggle. Five prominent pro-democracy leaders including Ham
Seok-heon, Hong Nam-sun and Mun Ik-hwan also began a
hunger strike on May 31. On August 15, the anniversary of
liberation from Japan’s colonial rule, Kim Young-sam and Kim
Dae-jung issued a joint statement calling for democracy. Their
cooperation continued, leading to creation of a Council for
Promotion of Democracy on May 18, 1984.
On September 30, 1983, former student activists from the
1970s had launched the Youth Corps for the Democratization
Movement, a landmark in the organizational development of
the democratization movement. Unlike youth groups in the
1970s, the federation had a sizable pool of activists and strong
organizations to sustain its activity. The organization led and
supported other sectors of the pro-democracy movement. After
the launch, its chairman, Kim Geun-tae, and other executive
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members were taken by police. But they were released shortly,
reflecting a changing attitude on the part of the government
toward dissidents. Soon after that, the Chun government
turned to an appeasement policy by withdrawing police forces
from schools, allowing the reinstatement of expelled students
and professors, and discontinuing immediate arrests of protest
leaders.

Progress in the democratization movement and
the1985 parliamentary elections
In late 1983, the government determined it could no longer
depend on a hard-line policy due to the pending visit to Seoul
by U.S. President Ronald Reagan in November, an alarming
spread of anti-Americanism, and parliamentary elections
scheduled for early 1985. The economic recovery during Chun’s
early years also boosted the government’s confidence that it
could maintain its political dominance even if it gave
opposition forces limited political room. More important, the
appeasement policy appeared to be a temporary compromise
offered by the regime to offset its fundamental lack of
legitimacy.
Taking advantage of the relaxation of oppressive policies,
the democratization movement achieved remarkable growth.
In 1984, students formed organizations to seek school
autonomy and fought to end various government measures that
had choked freedom at the universities. In the immediate past,
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the student movement had been limited to some major
universities and had focused on school affairs. Now it began to
spread to almost all schools across the country and expand its
themes to encompass political and social issues. Students
especially began to engage actively in the issues of livelihood of
the working class and to try to build nationwide organizations
advancing their unity beyond the level of joint actions on
specific issues. Social movements also gained momentum.
Beginning with the Youth Corps for the Democratization
Movement, labor, culture and arts groups, the press and various
activist groups launched alliances.
Regional groups for various movements were also formed
across the nation. The growth was the result of former student
activists from the 1960s and 1970s devoting themselves to social
and regional movements. The Korean Council for Labor
Welfare, established in March 1984 by working-class activists
and former student dissidents, served as the center of the labor
movement. In April, workers and students joined forces in a
struggle for reinstatement of the dissolved Cheonggye Textile
Labor Union. The labor movement strived to organize new
trade unions and reform existing pro-management unions. The
number of new labor unions formed in 1984 exceeded that of
the preceding four years together. Activist groups found it
necessary to build an organization to coordinate and unify
sectoral and regional movements. Led by the Youth Corps, the
Council of the People’s Democracy Movement was inaugurated
in June 1984. It was the first alliance aimed at developing an
organized mass movement. Meanwhile, after a joint campaign
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against Chun’s visit to Japan in September, prominent civic
leaders in October launched the National Congress for
Democracy and Reunification.
In the political sector, opposition politicians released from
the 1980 ban on political activity launched the Council for
Promotion of Democracy in May 1984, giving rise to a powerful
alternative political force associated with Kim Young-sam and
Kim Dae-jung. This opposition group was poised to shake up
the political dynamics which had been dominated by Chun’s
Democratic Justice Party (DJP). The ruling party had handily
controlled two nominal opposition parties, the Democratic
Korea Party and the Korean Nationalist Party. But now the
DJP faced a formidable challenge from the new opposition
group ahead of the general elections, scheduled for February 12,
1985.
As the pro-democracy movement gained steam, the
government returned to a hard-line policy in the latter half of
1984. After SNU students detained and beat a man believed to
be a police informant on September 17, the government began
to arrest student leaders. It stationed riot police on campus and
violently suppressed street demonstrations. But the prodemocracy movement had been strengthened through various
joint activities. Members continued to press the regime with
increasing public suppor t. Students beefed up their
organizations and broadened their alliance with other sectors.
The National Student Alliance for Democratization Struggle
was launched on November 3. Around the 14th anniversary of
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Chun Tae-il’s death on November 13, students and workers
staged joint struggles downtown and in factory complexes in
Seoul. On November 14, students occupied the headquarters of
the DJP.
In the run-up to the parliamentary elections, the prodemocracy groups engaged in a heated debate over their course
of action. The Council for Promotion of Democracy was
divided in its members’ approaches to the election. One group
called for its active participation in the election, viewing it as a
crucial opportunity on the path toward democracy. The other
group argued that the council’s participation would result in
helping the dictatorship gain political legitimacy and extend its
rule. The council finally decided to take part in the election and
established the New Democratic Party (NDP) on January 18,
only three weeks before the election, taking the historic name
of the opposition party.
Some activist groups also were skeptical about the election
and called for a boycott. But witnessing growing public interest
in the election, the pro-democracy forces decided to take the
opportunity to advance democracy. On January 14, students
launched an alliance to direct their activities during the
campaign. On February 5, students, citizens and workers
demonstrated on the streets in front of Pagoda Park in Seoul
after police blocked a rally led by the National Congress for
Democracy and Reunification. Students booed candidates from
the DJP and the Democratic Korea Party. Reflecting the
people’s aspiration for democracy, more than 100,000 voters
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gathered at a campaign speech session in Jongno, central Seoul.
Election fever was further heightened on February 8 when Kim
Dae-jung returned from his exile in the United States. After the
February 12, 1985, election, the NDP emerged as the largest
opposition group in the National Assembly. The DJP managed
to win the majority but the result can be said to have been the
ruling party’s de facto defeat. The vote showed how desperately
Koreans wished for democracy under the oppressive regime.

The development of allied struggles
After this electoral setback, Chun appointed his coup
collaborator, former general Roh Tae-woo, to head the ruling
party, making his potential successor visible to the public eye.
The president said he would ensure that “all political issues will
be resolved through dialogue within the boundary of the
Constitution and under the principles of parliamentary politics
and party politics without violent street politics.” The
statement signaled Chun’s determination to block cooperation
between the main opposition party and pro-democracy civic
groups. Emboldened by the public support, however, the NDP
aimed to use its presence at the National Assembly to achieve a
revision of the constitution that would allow a return to
popular presidential elections.
Civic groups closed ranks to turn the people’s wish shown
during the election into a wider mass movement. The Council
of the People’s Democracy Movement and the National
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Congress for Democracy and Reunification merged on March
29, launching the Coalition for Democratic Reunification and
the People’s Movement. The new group vowed to play a leading
role in unifying all pro-democracy forces to put an end to
military dictatorship. It both competed with and allied with the
opposition NDP, and tried to concentrate all its capabilities on
struggles to amend the Constitution and oust military
dictatorship.
On April 17, student leaders inaugurated a new nationwide
student alliance called the National Student Association, with
an affiliated body in charge of organizing protests, called the
Str ug gle Committee for National Reunification,
Democratization and People’s Liberation. In May, the
democratization movement focused on a struggle to reveal the
tr uth behind the Gwangju massacre. Student protests
continued across the country and some 40 leaders of the
Coalition for Democratic Reunification and the People’s
Movement began a sit-in. On May 23, 73 students affiliated
with the Struggle Committee for National Reunification
stormed into the U.S. Information Service facility in Seoul. In a
statement the students, who came from five universities (SNU,
Korea, Yonsei, Sogang and Sungkyunkwan), demanded that the
U.S. administration make an official apology for its support for
the Gwangju massacre, stop supporting Chun’s military
dictatorship, and make sincere efforts to establish a correct
Korea-U.S. relationship.
Opposition politicians including the two Kims and the
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Council for Promotion of Democracy said they agreed with the
students’ arguments but didn’t support their method of
struggle. The Coalition for Democratic Reunification and the
People’s Movement and other civic groups expressed strong
support for the students and staged solidarity protests. U.S.
officials told the students that Washington had come to know
about the Gwangju incident only after it happened, and that
the chief of the Combined Forces Command had demanded
the withdrawal of forces from Gwangju at that time. So there
was no reason for the United States to apologize, they said.
When the students ended the sit-in voluntarily after four days,
25 leaders were arrested and the rest were released after days of
police detention. The occupation drew the attention of the
press at home and abroad and attracted attention to the Chun
government’s oppressive nature and the issue of Washington’s
responsibility in the Gwangju killings.
On July 18, the government accused the National Student
Association and its Struggle Committee of masterminding the
occupation of USIS and launched a massive manhunt for their
leaders. During the school summer vacation, the government
also attempted to establish a so-called School Stabilization Act,
which would impose harsher punishment for student protests
than the existing Act on Assembly and Demonstration.
According to a draft of the proposal announced on August 7,
students could face up to 10 years in jail for participating in
protests. The authorities also could put potential protesters in a
special education program for up to three months, and the
education minister would have the power to shut down
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demonstration-prone universities. The proposed act contained
steps as stringent as the emergency measures under the Yushin
regime. All the pro-democracy forces including the opposition
parties swiftly and firmly united against it. On August 12, 39
groups launched a special committee to fight the legislation. In
the face of this strong resistance, the government announced
on August 17 that it would put off the proposal, and virtually
dropped the attempt. This experience of allying and
successfully fending off an oppressive policy gave the prodemocracy forces a crucial lesson for their future struggles that
would lead to the June Uprising in 1987.
During this period, the labor movement also achieved an
important milestone in solidarity struggles. There had been
remarkable development in labor activism under the
government’s appeasement policy. The government began to
clamp down on union leaders at Seoul’s Guro industrial town
when they were preparing joint struggles in April and May of
1985. On June 22, police arrested three union officials of
Daewoo Apparel on charges of illegal protests over wages. On
June 24, workers at the company began a sit-down strike, calling
for their release, and unionists at other companies including
Hyosung Trading, Garibong Electronics and Sunil Textiles went
on sympathy walkouts. On June 25 and June 28, more unions at
the complex engaged in work-to-rule and sit-in protests. These
were the first solidarity strikes since 1950. Civic groups,
religious circles, human rights advocates and students added
their support. Students climbed smokestacks and shouted
slogans protesting the government’s repression. Independent
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labor unions in provincial areas extended their support. Police
arrested the union leader at Tongil Industry in Changwon, who
was preparing a sympathy action. When the wave of strikes
ended after a week, 1,300 workers were fired and 44 were
arrested. The solidarity strikes and protests provided unionized
workers an opportunity for political awakening. On August 25,
fired workers formed the Federation of Seoul Labor Unions,
claiming to be the first working-class mass political
organization.
The Chun administration went all out to suppress
dissidents in the second half of 1985. Kim Geun-tae, chairman
of the Youth Corps for the Democratization Movement, was
taken to the central police agency on September 4, and on
September 10 was placed under arrest on charges of violating
the National Security Law. During his trial, Kim disclosed the
cruel tortures he had suffered during interrogation at the antiCommunist investigation bureau. On October 17, the Coalition
for Democratic Reunification and the People’s Movement, the
Council for Promotion of Democracy, Christian leaders,
families of political prisoners, and other groups formed a joint
committee to fight torture and trumped-up charges against
pro-democracy activists. The body served as a bridge linking
opposition politicians, civic groups, and students, and played a
key role in the run-up to the June Uprising in 1987. By late
1985, the pro-democracy forces were closing their ranks for a
full-fledged battle for constitutional revision.
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Struggles for constitutional revision and a crisis of
the democratization movement
It was the opposition NDP that first advanced the agenda
of constitutional revision. The party thought that the
government had been employing hard-line tactics, such as the
proposed School Stabilization Act, the harsh reaction to the
Guro strikes, and the crackdown on the Youth Corps for the
Democratization Movement, as part of its preparation for the
1987 presidential election. The NDP tried to take the political
initiative by bringing forth the demand for a popular
presidential election and formation of a special parliamentary
committee for constitutional revision.
After the NDP made clear its intent to achieve the revision
through political negotiations, however, pro-democracy groups
came up with their own approaches, which were far different.
Some groups proclaimed electoral reform as their goal, but a
majority in the democratization movement set a target of
wider-reaching constitutional amendments which would not
only achieve a direct presidential election, but also address the
issues of national independence, democracy, reunification, and
the people’s centrality. The dispute widened in the following
months, causing serious division and confusion within the prodemocracy camp.
Students proclaimed that they were launching struggles to
abolish the “fascist” Constitution and replace it with a new one
for the people, democracy and national independence. Four
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labor groups formed an alliance on October 5, 1985, called the
Federation of Seoul Labor Unions, and it drew a line with the
NDP, claiming the NDP’s demand for a popular presidential
election was aimed at bourgeois democracy. Most civic groups
remained skeptical of the NDP’s proposal and focused on the
immediate goal of unseating the military dictatorship, which
would pave the way for a democratic constitutional revision
and establishment of a new democratic government. On
November 20, the Coalition for Democratic Reunification and
the People’s Movement formed a body to lead struggles to
bring down the dictatorship and establish a democratic
constitution. However, its first rally, scheduled for December
20, was foiled by a police blockade.
After the government rebuffed the NDP’s proposal to form
special parliamentar y committee, the party decided in
December to begin a massive petition campaign for
constitutional reform. In response, the Chun government
announced on January 16, 1986 that it would suspend the
debate on changing the Constitution until 1989. In addition, it
threatened the public, saying, “If an armed revolt erupted, all
the people would be victimized.” The hawkish stance
backfired. Many citizens viewed the government position as
defying the wish for democracy that had been expressed during
the parliamentary election. They began to participate actively
in the revision campaign. In the meantime, Christian groups
launched a campaign on January 20, urging citizens to refuse to
pay subscription fees to the state-run broadcaster, KBS-TV.
The government-controlled media outlets were parroting the
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government’s line, and KBS was the worst of them.
Then, a full-fledged struggle for constitutional reform was
started by students. More than 1,000 students from five
universities held a rally at SNU on February 4. The government
arrested 189 participants, but the tough reaction failed to
contain the rapidly spreading protests. The NDP launched its
petition campaign for constitutional reform on February 12,
and civic groups, Protestants, Catholics, Buddhists and
women’s associations joined in gathering signatures. In March,
783 professors from 29 universities issued a series of public
statements also calling for constitutional reform. In late March,
when the NDP conducted ceremonies to inaugurate local
offices for the signature campaign in major cities, citizens
actively participated. The NDP and civic groups formed a
liaison office on March 17 to mount a joint effort, then the
NDP began on March 23 in Busan, holding a public rally. Next,
it inaugurated a campaign headquarters in Gwangju on March
30, and the event drew about 300,000 people. Following those
two rallies, local chapters of the Coalition for Democratic
Reunification and the People’s Movement participated more
actively in the NDP events in other cities, including Daegu,
Daejeon and Cheongju, during which they organized their own
mass rallies.
The NDP-led rallies across the country, together with the
1985 parliamentary election, heightened public support for the
goal of beating the dictatorship and establishing a democratic
government. At the peak of the constitutional revision
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movement, the NDP planned to launch a campaign
headquarters in Incheon on May 3. All pro-democracy forces
based in Seoul and its surrounding areas were to gather there
for the event. But they were still divided over the NDP
campaign. The chasm widened further when the opposition
party’s liaison office and civic groups expressed their
disapproval of anti-Americanism, pro-communism, and violent
actions after two SNU activists, Lee Jae-ho and Kim Se-jin,
committed suicide on April 28 during a protest against military
training for students. At that time, in a bid to separate the
NDP from the democratization movement, the government
accepted the opposition par ty’s proposal to form a
parliamentary committee. Welcoming the decision, NDP
leader Lee Min-woo criticized the students’ radical protests.
On May 1, the Coalition for Democratic Reunification and the
People’s Movement declared its withdrawal from the liaison
group, criticizing the NDP for leaning to an alliance with the
conservatives. The democratization-movement forces were
preparing for the May 3 event with deep mistrust of the
opposition party and without a unified position. Nonetheless,
they participated.
During the ceremony, pro-democracy forces put up diverse
slogans including some calling for anti-American independence,
others objecting to constitutional revision on the conservatives’
terms, still others calling for convening a new constitutional
congress, and yet others seeking workers’ emancipation. Taking
advantage of the cracks between the opposition party and
dissident groups, the government set out a major offensive. Its
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oppression mainly targeted the Coalition for Democratic
Reunification and the People’s Movement which was bridging
between the opposition party and the democratization
movement. Government crackdowns also focused on the
student movement, which was able to mobilize the largest
number of protesters. Labeling the Incheon rally an attempt to
subvert the state system, the government ordered the arrest of
the leaders of the civic alliance and student activists, especially
those affiliated with the radical People’s Democracy faction.
Police arrested 159 students and workers, claiming their slogans
at the rally were similar to North Korean propaganda. The
Chun regime tried to use the incident for political gains.
Religious circles and the Council for Promotion of Democracy
strived to put the brakes on the intensifying oppression. But
their efforts were overwhelmed by a massive propaganda
offensive by the government, the ruling party, and the news
media. The Incheon event attested to a sharp growth of the
democratization movement. But it also painfully showed that
when the pro-democracy camp became mired in internal
confusion and factionalism, it couldn’t avoid being isolated
from the public. Activists also learned of the danger of a
directionless movement pouring out slogans that were
unappealing to the public and attacking opposition politicians.
The democratization movement would finally overcome its
limitations through more trial and error in the lead-up to the
June 1987 uprising.
While the democratization movement was suffering from
repression, Kim Dae-jung and Kim Young-sam on May 27
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accepted the proposal to form the parliamentary committee.
On June 24, the ruling and opposition parties reached
agreement on its operation. On August 17, however, the
government and the DJP submitted a motion for a
constitutional amendment to adopt a parliamentary cabinet
system. The opposition still sought a popular presidential
election. As of that time, the committee had made no progress
and had never officially convened.
Amid the stalemate, it was disclosed on July 3, 1986, that
Kwon In-sook, a female student-turned-labor activist, had been
sexually assaulted by a policeman during interrogation in
Bucheon. Civic groups and the opposition party joined forces
again reactivating their anti-torture committee and staged
rallies jointly with women’s rights groups. The incident brought
the opposition party and democratization groups together
again. Though the pro-democracy forces were weakened due to
massive crackdowns in the second half of 1986, the anti-torture
committee worked actively, serving as a channel of coordination
between the opposition party and the democratization
movement.
On September 6, Mal, the official journal of the Democratic
Press Council, published a collection of government-issued
“press guidelines” which vividly showed how the regime was
controlling news reports. The government arrested former
journalists who were involved in the disclosure. After the end of
the Asian Games in October, the government stepped up its
repression. In October and November, members of several
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radical organizations were rounded up and the Coalition for
Democratic Reunification and the People’s Movement was
ordered to dissolve. The oppression also affected the opposition
party. On October 13, an NDP lawmaker was arrested after he
said during a parliamentary session that reunification, rather
than anti-communism, should be the national watchword. On
November 5, the spokesman of the Council for Promotion of
Democracy was arrested on charges of breaching the National
Security Law after he advocated for students who had been
jailed for violent protests in late October.
The opposition party and civic groups aligned again in the
face of these harsh steps. Some 40 representatives from the
Council for Promotion of Democracy, the NDP, religious
circles, the Coalition for Democratic Reunification and the
People’s Movement, and family members of political prisoners
held a meeting on November 24 and announced plans to hold a
large-scale anti-dictatorship rally in Seoul on November 29.
They pledged to put aside their differences and firm up their
joint front. They also committed themselves to non-violent and
peaceful actions, urging students to refrain from extreme
rhetoric and behavior. But their planned rally was blocked by
police and reduced to several sporadic protests in the city.
Emboldened by the successful blockade, the ruling party
railroaded a budget bill through the National Assembly on
December 1 and began maneuvers to divide the opposition
group. Lee Min-woo, who headed the NDP on behalf of Kim
Young-sam and Kim Dae-jung, announced on December 24
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that he was willing to accept the government-proposed
parliamentary cabinet system. This was the result of a behindthe-scenes scheme by the government and the ruling party to
neutralize the two Kims and win over some opposition
politicians. Lee’s declaration stirred heated disputes within the
NDP, leading to a split. As 1986 was drawing to a close, the prodemocracy forces faced a full-fledged crisis. Battered by the
government’s ruthless oppression and a simmering internal
discord, the democratization movement was staggering into the
stormy electoral politics of 1987.

A torture death and Chun’s refusal of
constitutional revision
After successfully dividing and suppressing opposition
groups, an increasingly self-confident government pushed
ahead with plans to extend its power. However, its reckless
drive boomeranged. During police interrogation, Park Jongcheol, an SNU student, was tortured to death on January 14,
1987. The incident revealed the immorality and cruelty of the
Chun regime and brought home to the public that they should
stand up against the dictatorship. The police announced that
he had died suddenly when an investigator thumped the table, a
claim that later turned out to be a lie. The announcement
enraged citizens just as the discovery of the body of Kim Juyeol in Masan had in 1960. Only after a forensic expert defied
government threats and disclosed that Park had died from
suffocation, did the police admit that his death was caused by
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forced intake of water.
A joint organization
of civic groups and the
opposition
party
conducted memorial
services on February 7
and organized street
marches calling for the
eradication of torture
on March 3. The events
proceeded peacefully
with many citizens
participating. Through
the rallies, the prodemocracy forces were
able to rebuild their
confidence. The police Citizens wage a candle-lit vigil in
pulled out all stops but Myeongdong in a protest over the torture
couldn’t curb all the death of Park Jong-cheol
rallies
conducted
simultaneously across the country. Demonstrations took place
in 16 areas on February 7, and at more than 40 on March 3.
This was a precious experience for the democratization
movement before the June Uprising.
On April 13, judging that the protests had let up, Chun
made a bombshell announcement, saying that all discussions of
constitutional revision should be suspended and that the 1987
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presidential election would be conducted under the current
Constitution. That meant that the new president would again
be put in office through a sham election with only one
candidate, and that Chun’s military regime would remain in
control.
The declaration dampened people’s expectations of
restoring democracy through constitutional reform. Chun made
it clear that the government would crush any challenges that
tried to keep it from extending its power. His refusal to allow
constitutional revision set the stage for all pro-democracy
forces to band together. A variety of groups in religion, law,
academia, literature, medicine, film, drama, the arts and other
fields voiced objections to his plan. Journalists at the major
newspapers – the Hankook, Chosun, Dong-A and JoongAng –
issued a declaration to guard press freedom, and MBC-TV
workers joined the struggle.
Lawmakers associated with Kim Young-sam and Kim Daejung inaugurated the Reunification Democratic Party (RDP) on
April 8 after leaving the NDP over party leader Lee Min-woo’s
compromise with the government. The RDP fought for
constitutional revision in the Assembly, but the efforts were
overwhelmed by the ruling DJP, and RDP members faced
explicit oppression. The RDP ventured off to the streets,
joining civic groups seeking to achieve a popular presidential
election.
Anti-government struggles boiled up anew after another
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development in the torture death case. A policeman who had
been jailed for torturing Park said that the truth had been
covered up and manipulated, and those really responsible for
the incident had gone unpunished. His statement was unveiled
by the Catholic Priests' Association for Justice during a
memorial mass for the victims of the Gwangju massacre. The
revelation dealt a powerful blow to the government, which had
already been discredited by the torture of Kim Geun-tae and
the sexual assault case. As anti-government str ug gles
continued, the pro-democracy forces began to build a new
organization to lead a resurgent popular movement to bring
down the dictatorship.
Democratization-movement groups were still suspicious of
the RDP, and the opposition par ty on its part felt it
burdensome to act together with them. The two sides also still
differed over the issue of a popular presidential election. But
both sides were badly in need of unity to fend off the
government’s oppression and maximize the collective power of
the people. Diverse groups mediated between the two sides to
restore trust and put aside differences. They finally agreed in
principle on the electoral reform and formed the National
Movement Headquarters to Win a Democratic Constitution on
May 27.
Around the same time, a faction of student activists that
emphasized popular support rather than radical goals led a mass
rally in Seoul on May 18 to mark the anniversary of the
Gwangju Popular Uprising. The rally drew some 20,000
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students. On May 29, the activists established a Council of
College Student Representatives in Seoul, pledging to represent
the will of ordinary students, ally with the National Movement
Headquarters, and play a leading role in mass rallies that were
scheduled for June 9 and 10. On June 5, student representatives
of 13 universities began hunger strikes.
During the rally on June 9, Yonsei University student Lee
Han-yeol was hit directly by a teargas canister shot by police,
and fell into a coma. A photographer snapped a poignant and
powerful photo of another student helping the injured and
staggering Lee, and after Lee died, the photo was emblazoned
on huge posters that became a centerpiece for the struggle. As
the opposition party joined the street protests, the government
was now directly facing outraged and disenchanted citizens
with no political buffer. The pro-democracy forces had planned
a second day of large-scale nationwide rallies on June 10, and
the ruling party was set to nominate its presidential candidate
on the same day. The two foes were heading on a collision
course.

The June Uprising and the June 29 Declaration
At 6 p.m. on June 10, when the DJP picked Roh Tae-woo as
its presidential candidate at a Seoul stadium, streets in major
cities were soon flooded by a wave of demonstrations seeking
to change the Constitution and oust the dictatorial
government. About 240,000 people took part in protests in 22
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places across the country. About 3,800 of them were taken to
police stations and 220, including leaders of the National
Movement Headquarters, were arrested. Some students and
citizens rushed into Myeongdong Cathedral, the Catholic
Church’s central cathedral in Seoul, and began a sit-in on the
cathedral grounds, which sustained the demonstration’s
momentum for the following days. When police fired teargas at
the protesters, Cardinal Stephen Kim Su-hwan and the
Catholic Priests' Association for Justice came forth to protect
them and the police couldn’t continue their assault. The
Myeongdong area thereafter became a plaza for democracy as
white-collar workers, students and citizens staged sympathy
demonstrations every day. On June 15, the protesters ended
their peaceful occupation. But anti-government struggles
escalated across the country.

Catholic priests give a special mass for students staging sit-in
protests st Myeongdong Cathedral
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Protests continued in almost all major cities including
Busan and Gwangju. On June 17, students demonstrated at 70
schools nationwide. National Movement Headquarters was
preparing for peaceful street marches to be held on June 26, but
with public fever mounting, it hurriedly organized simultaneous
protests against the use of teargas for June 18. An estimated 1.5
million people took part in the protests in 16 cities. In
downtown Busan, about 300,000 people gathered at 7 p.m. and
the police were unable to control them.
Rumors were circulating that troops would be deployed
soon, and that the United States was moving busily. Some
members of the opposition party suggested halting the protests
in favor of political negotiations, citing the possibility of the
government invoking emergency mea sures. But the
democratization movement groups argued that suspending the
protests could embolden the government to use brute force,
and that they couldn’t stop the str ug gles without any
substantial achievement. On June 19, the executive committee
of the National Movement Headquarters decided to go ahead
with the June 26 rallies. Chun had a one-on-one meeting with
Kim Young-sam at Cheong Wa Dae, the presidential executive
office, on June 24 but refused to accept the idea of popular
presidential elections. On June 26, the protests were conducted
as scheduled, with the participation of about 1.5 million people
in 33 cities and four counties. They were the largest
simultaneous demonstrations in the nation’s history. Police
were overpowered by demonstrators in many places and teargas
ran out. A total of 3,467 protesters were taken to police
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stations. Two police stations, 29 police outposts, four local DJP
offices, four city halls, and 20 police vehicles were burned and
damaged.
There remained two options for the government to choose
from: accepting the people’s demand or deploying the armed
forces. It couldn’t mobilize troops because of disapproval
expressed by the United States, as well as the danger of
affecting the Olympic Games that were scheduled to be held in
Seoul in 1988. At last, the Chun government relented. It had
presidential candidate
Roh
make
an
announcement on June
29. In it, Roh promised
that the government
would adopt popular
presidential elections,
restore political rights
to Kim Dae-jung, and
release
political
prisoners. The prodemocracy forces had
won.
The June Uprising
was a victory of people
power.
But
the
government concession A child shouts, “I want a world without
was based on its lies” during a rally
confidence that it
The democratization movement in the 1980s 139

could drive the wedge between the opposition party and the
democratization movement forces and trigger a rivalry between
Kim Young-sam and Kim Dae-jung. Some in the
democratization movement claimed that Roh’s declaration was
nothing but a move to circumvent the political crisis, and they
called for continued struggles to put an end to the dictatorship.
But the opposition party began preparing for negotiations over
constitutional revision, and citizens were content with what
they had achieved and turned their attention to the
forthcoming presidential election.
The democratization movement’s triumph was attributable
to the lessons from the isolation and frustration of the 1980
Gwangju Popular Uprising, the consequences of the division
and lack of focus in the Incheon demonstration on May 3, 1986,
and the experiences of successful simultaneous protests across
the countr y on Febr uar y 7 and March 3, 1987. The
democratization forces realized from their experiences that the
slogans and actions should be different when they engaged in a
“war of position” in their respective areas of activity, and when
all forces together staged a full-fledged fight at a crucial
juncture. Most important, they had learned from the April
Revolution, the Busan-Masan Uprising, and the Gwangju
Popular Uprising, that only when ordinary citizens across the
country joined the protests, could they defeat the dictatorship.
The goal of a popular presidential election united citizens, who
hadn’t elected the head of state directly since 1971.
Riding on their hopes for an electoral democracy,
established politicians took the initiative in the political
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The funeral procession for Lee Han-yeol moves out of
Yonsei Unicersity

process. The democratization-movement forces were unready
for electoral politics and were put on the sideline once again.
On July 9, huge numbers of people across the country gathered
on the occasion of the funeral of Yonsei student Lee Han-yeol
(1 million in Seoul, 500,000 in Busan and 300,000 in Gwangju).
The sheer size of the crowds indicated the formidable
challenge that the government would have faced had it not
conceded. The long suppressed labor movement also resurged
and staged a wave of strikes from July to August in what was
called the Great Labor Struggle. The Coalition for Democratic
Reunification and the People’s Movement and other civic
groups strove to sustain the passion of the June Uprising and
widen the agenda to the issue of national reunification. But as
the election drew nearer, members of the democratization
movement were split over which candidate they should
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support. Neither Kim Young-sam nor Kim Dae-jung was
willing to give up his candidacy. The democratization
movement was divided into three positions. One conditionally
supported relatively progressive Kim Dae-jung, another put
forward its own candidate to press for a single opposition
candidacy, and the other simply demanded the two political
leaders merge their candidacy. Despite this, Kim Young-sam
and Kim Dae-jung both ran in the December election. They
split the opposition vote, and as a result, Chun’s crony Roh Taewoo won the presidency.
Thus, the June Uprising won a return to direct elections,
but it ended up with only half a victory. Nonetheless, through
the 1980s, the democratization movement had achieved an
explosive development, propelled by the shock, remorse and
wrath over the failed Gwangju Popular Uprising. The
movement in a decade had evolved from that of the 1970s into
one with qualitatively different features.
The pro-democracy movement, in particular the student
activism, had begun “radicalization” and “scientification.” The
movement radicalized itself, carrying out even more vehement
struggles against dictatorship than before. Meanwhile, through
scientification, activists began to arm themselves with
sophisticated theories, political lines, strategies and tactics.
In addition, the scope of the democratization movement
widened considerably. The movement was no longer limited to
students and civic activists but also encompassed labor unions
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and various social movement groups. Opposition politicians
who had been banned from political activity and returned to
institutional politics through the 1985 parliamentary elections
also joined the anti-dictatorship struggles. Consequently,
students, civic groups, social movement groups, and opposition
parties all united in a “maximum alliance for democratization.”
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Part V.

Growth and challenges of
Korean democracy since the
June Uprising

The June Uprising set a new milestone for Korea’s
democracy, comparable to the April Revolution of 1960. It was
the beginning of the end of 26 years of military-dominated
dictatorships and ushered in an era in which a military coup
was unthinkable. Thus, between 1987 and 2002, Korean
democracy advanced through four presidential elections. But
the progression wasn’t straight, but rather incurred many delays
and much confusion. The 1987 political system has now been
maintained for more than 20 years. But Korean democracy still
faces daunting challenges, with inter-Korean tension and
regional antagonism unresolved and economic and social
polarization worsening.
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The Roh Tae-woo government:
transition period from military rule to civilian rule
Roh Tae-woo, a former Army general and Chun’s chosen
heir, won the presidential election on December 12, 1987,
capitalizing on the division between two pro-democracy
leaders, Kim Young-sam and Kim Dae-jung. Roh’s election and
the split of pro-democracy forces slowed the speed and
degraded the quality of democratic growth. Political
regionalism that was aggravated through the election also
posed a new challenge to Korea’s democratization.
The Sixth Republic under Roh represented a period of
transition from military rule to a civilian government. Coming
to power through popular presidential elections revived by the
June Uprising, Roh could claim relative legitimacy in
comparison to his predecessor. Indeed, during Roh’s early days
in office, his administration disconnected itself from the Fifth
Republic, inquired into corruption and irregularities during the
Chun government, and purged some key holdovers from Chun’s
presidency.
The 13th parliamentary election in 1988 deepened regional
rivalry in politics. Three opposition parties together secured
more seats than Roh’s ruling DJP. They formed a united front
in the parliament to check the administration and revise and
abolish a number of evil laws. It was especially notable that
from November 1988, the Assembly conducted parliamentary
hearings into the Gwangju incident and political corruption
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cases committed under the preceding Fifth Republic. They
were broadcast live and had far-reaching repercussions among
the public. These developments prompted Roh to push a major
political realignment to reverse the balance of power in the
parliament. He merged the DJP with Kim Young-sam’s
Democratic Party and Kim Jong-pil’s New Democratic
Republican Party to create a new governing party, the
Democratic Liberty Party (DLP) in February 1990. This
alliance of conservatives impeded democratic reform and
isolated Kim Dae-jung’s relativel y progressive Peace
Democratic Party.
In the meantime, the June Uprising expanded the agenda of
the democratization movement to include the question of
national reunification. From March 1988, this reunification
movement spread quickly among students and various social
groups. While restricting their campaign, the government
declared a Northern Diplomacy policy on July 7. It actively
implemented a new foreign policy initiative including the
establishment of diplomatic ties with China. The objective of
Northern Diplomacy was to isolate North Korea
internationally by expanding Seoul’s relationship with
Communist nations through use of its economic power, and to
take an upper hand with Pyongyang in the international
community. In 1989, progressive pastor Mun Ik-hwan and
student activist Im Su-gyeong made unauthorized visits to
Pyongyang. The government used the incidents to tighten the
control of society in the name of national security.
Nevertheless, inter-Korean ties improved with high-level talks
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held in September and October of 1990. The two Koreas joined
the United Nations simultaneously on September 17, 1991. In
the fifth session of high-level inter-Korean dialogue on
December 13, 1991, the two prime ministers signed a SouthNorth Agreement on Reconciliation, Nonaggression, and
Exchanges and Cooperation, in which the two Koreas agreed to
recognize and respect each other and not to interfere with each
other’s domestic politics. The agreement also specified
principles of nonaggression and provided for exchanges and
cooperation.

Im Su-gyeong participating at the 13th World Youth and
Students Festival held in Pyongyang in 1989

During the Roh government, the democratization
movement developed quantitatively and qualitatively. The most
important achievements included the foundation of the
progressive Hankyoreh newspaper, the launch of the Korean
Teachers and Education Workers’ Union, and the creation in
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Januar y 1990 of the National Council of Labor Unions,
predecessor to the Korean Confederation of Trade Unions.
From April to June 1991, activists staged the largest
protests since the June Uprising, calling for Roh’s resignation.
But they failed to win support from citizens. Ongoing political
reforms and democratic elections undercut the campaign’s
appeal to the public at large. A lack of opposition-party support
further limited the pro-democracy forces’ influence.
Approaching the 1992 elections, in May 1992, the governing
DLP nominated Kim Young-sam as the DLP’s presidential
candidate, with 66.3% of the party’s vote. Kim’s faction had
fewer lawmakers and a smaller power base than its rival group,
consisting of former DJP members. But it was widely
recognized that only Kim Young-sam would be able to compete
with Kim Dae-jung in the election. Kim Young-sam, the former
opposition leader, finally won the presidential election later
that year as the candidate of the government party, and Korean
democracy moved forward through many vicissitudes.

The Kim Young-sam government: achievements
and limits of civilian government reform
Kim Young-sam’s ascent to power in 1993 ushered in a new
era of a civilian government after decades of rule by former
generals and military intervention in politics. Kim swiftly
arranged to control the military by dissolving a powerful
association of politically ambitious military officers called the
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Hanahoe and weakening the power of the Defense Security
Command.
Kim also successfully neutralized political forces based in
the southeastern region which had dominated the nation for 30
years under Park, Chun and Roh. He revised a law on public
servants’ ethics, mandating that more than 90,000 officials
register their wealth and requiring higher-level officials to
disclose their registered assets. In August 1993, the president
issued an emergency order requiring all financial transactions to
be done under the participants’ real names, to curb flows of
illegally gotten money and financial irregularities, many of
which had been conducted through bank accounts under false
or borrowed names. In 1995, former presidents Chun and Roh
were arrested on charges of accumulating secret funds worth
hundreds of billions of won while in office. Later, the two

Activists conduct a signature campaign to press for the
introduction of a real-name financial transaction system
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former presidents and 14 others who played leading roles in the
1979 military mutiny and the Gwangju massacre were indicted
for rebellion.
Despite these sweeping domestic reforms, the Kim
government hadn’t established a clear policy toward North
Korea. After North Korean leader Kim Il-sung died abruptly
ahead of what would have been the first inter-Korean summit,
Kim adopted an extremely hard line toward Pyongyang. As
time went on, his government retreated from reformist agendas
under growing pressure from conservatives. In December 1996,
the ruling party rammed through restrictive labor laws, drawing
angry reactions from the pro-democracy forces. In 1997, Kim
fell into a lame duck status amid a series of corruption scandals.
His key confidant was arrested for involvement in illegal
business lending. In May, his son, who exerted so much
influence that he earned the nickname of “small president,” was
also arrested on corruption charges. At the end of Kim’s term,
Korea faced its worst financial crisis. The government’s reckless
globalization drive was responsible for the foreign debt crisis,
but the underlying cause was the poor and opaque financial
structure of Korean companies, stemming from the corruptive
links between political power and the chaebol, and the
government’s control of banks. In this turbulent environment,
Kim Dae-jung won the 1997 presidential election, marking the
first peaceful change of government through an election. When
he took power in early 1998, it was the first peaceful transfer of
power in Korean history from a ruling party to an opposition
party.
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The Kim Dae-jung government: achievements and
limits of the Government of the People
The election of Kim Dae-jung was a defining moment of
Korean politics. It meant a change of power elites from the
southeastern Yeongnam region to the southwest Honam
region. The Kim administration also was the nation’s first
government based on support from social and economic
minorities.
Seeing little chance of winning the election with Honam
votes alone, Kim allied with Kim Jong-pil who commanded
absolute support from the central region called Chungcheong.
Kim Dae-jung’s campaign also benefited from a split in the
ruling party, which had been renamed the New Korea Party.
After the party nominated Lee Hoi-chang as its presidential
candidate, Lee’s rival in the nomination race quit the party and
ran in the election as an independent.
To overcome the economic crisis with bailout funds from
the International Monetary Fund, the Kim government
conducted sweeping corporate restructuring, privatized many
public firms, and injected huge amounts of public funds into
ailing companies. Consequently, the nation recovered fast and
paid back all of the IMF loan in August 2001. But the economy
suffered serious side-effects from the neo-liberal policies,
including massive layoffs, high levels of job insecurity, and sharp
cuts in wages caused by restructuring for labor flexibility, as
well as the opening of the stock market and public companies
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to overseas capital. Also, a government-led credit-card boom
that was aimed at stimulating domestic spending, the
promotion of small- and medium-sized venture firms, and
swelling household debt weighed heavily on the post-crisis
Korean economy. Though Kim came to power on support from
middle-and lower-income citizens, his responses to the
economic crisis resulted in a collapse of the middle class and
worsened social polarization.
The Kim government pushed for an initiative called the
Sunshine Policy to reconcile with North Korea. Hyundai Group
started the Mountain Geumgang tour programs and Kim
initiated the first inter-Korean summit, held on June 15, 2000,
despite pressures from domestic conservatives. In an historic
June 15 Declaration, the leaders of the two Koreas agreed to

North Korean leader Kim Jong-il greets President Kim Dae-jung
at Sunan Airport in Pyongyang
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resolve inter-Korean problems independently and pursue
reunification through a federation system. After the summit,
inter-Korean relations improved rapidly with reunions of some
families separated by the Korean War and a project to
reconnect railways across the border.
The government also eased regulations on cultural
products, laying the groundwork for the Hallyu, a wave of
popularity of Korean songs, dramas and films overseas,
especially in Asia. It also nurtured information-technology
industries, enhancing the nation’s future industrial
competitiveness. But little progress was made in political
reform. In the parliamentary elections in April 2000, candidates
were still nominated by party bosses and political regionalism in
voting was exacerbated. In his last months in office, Kim lost
much of his political mandate in the wake of corruption
scandals involving his confidants and sons.
During the World Cup soccer finals co-hosted by Korea and
Japan in June 2002, Koreans were dazzled by the brilliant
performance by their national team which advanced into the
quarterfinals. The sports event had a great impact on society.
The passionate cheering led by “Red Devils” swept up all
Koreans and the slogan “Daehanminguk” (Republic of Korea)
became the symbol of national unity. During that election year,
two school girls were killed in June after being crushed by a U.S.
military vehicle, sparking a tide of candlelight protests. The
demonstrations peaked on December 14 when some 50,000
gathered in central Seoul.
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During the presidential nomination race in the ruling
Millennium Democratic Party, underdog Roh Moo-hyun scored
a dramatic come-from-behind victory. In the December
election, conservative opposition candidate Lee Hoi-chang was
widely expected to win, but Roh’s candidacy was strengthened
when a third candidate dropped out of the race, allowing Roh, a
liberal, to be elected president.

The Roh Moo-hyun government; the achievements
and limits of participatory government
The election of Roh Moo-hyun had a different meaning
from that of Kim Dae-jung. After running against Park Chunghee in the 1971 presidential election, Kim had become one the
most influential politicians of the nation. Roh, however, was
relatively unknown to the public and his political base was
much thinner than his competitors’. When Roh jumped into
the party nomination race, few lawmakers supported him. All
that the public knew about him were his activities as a human
rights lawyer, an impressive performance during parliamentary
hearings, and his strenuous efforts to dismantle political
regionalism. His ascent to the presidency marked a generational
shift in Korean politics, ending an era dominated by leaders
who were giants, namely the three Kims.
With such a weak political base, Roh’s presidency ran into
many difficulties from the outset. His administration faced
strong challenges from the conservative opposition, now
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renamed the Grand National Party. He had to manage state
affairs with the support of the tiny Uri Party, which splintered
off the Millennium Democratic Party. The opposition parties
passed an impeachment motion against the president, on
charges that he violated election laws. As a result, they suffered
a backlash from voters in the 17th parliamentary election, with
the ruling Uri Party unexpectedly winning a majority of the
seats. The election showed some improvement in politics.
Illegal campaign funding significantly decreased and the parties
began to use in-house elections for the nomination of
parliamentary candidates instead of party leaders handpicking
candidates. Eventually, the Constitutional Court overturned
Roh’s impeachment.
After the election, Roh and the Uri Party pushed an array
of reformist measures, including a proposal to abolish the
National Security Law. But their efforts were frequently
frustrated due to resistance from conservatives and a lack of
unity in their own party. The government also launched a Truth
and Reconciliation Commission to investigate a massacre on
the southern island of Jeju just after liberation in 1945, civilian
killings around the time of the Korean War, and many other
suspicious deaths and human rights abuses committed during
the past dictatorial governments. The Roh administration also
enhanced the independence of the National Intelligence
Service, the prosecution, and other institutions used in the past
as tools of political power. Despite such efforts, the Roh
government was attacked even by its own progressive
supporters for its dispatch of troops to Iraq and for a free trade
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agreement negotiated with the United States. When Roh
suggested forming a coalition government with the main
opposition party, he came under fire from both conservatives
and progressives. The Roh government increased welfare
spending and tried to better protect the socially vulnerable, but
social polarization worsened during his tenure. In 2007 former
business executive and Seoul Mayor Lee Myung-bak was
elected president, and when he took office in early 2008, Korea
experienced another peaceful transition from the ruling party
to the opposition, and from a liberal administration to a
conservative one.
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Conclusion

The dynamic development of Korean democracy
Korea achieved democracy through three decades of
struggles by its people from the April Revolution of 1960
through the June Uprising of 1987. Its economy also grew
tremendously during the same period.
After liberation in 1945, Koreans suffered national division,
the Korean War, and harsh r ule by Rhee Syng-man’s
dictatorship. Struggling with dire poverty and choked by the
draconian anti-Communist ideology, the people couldn’t stand
up against the inept and corrupt government during the 1950s.
But when Rhee attempted to extend his rule by rigging
elections in 1960, their anger exploded into a civil uprising,
which also was a desperate call for survival of those whose
livelihood was threatened by the government’s incompetence.
Poverty was a principal concern of Koreans in those days.
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Both the Jang Myeon government established after the April
Revolution, and the Park Chung-hee government which
usurped power through the 1961 coup, gave policy priority to
economic rehabilitation. The Park regime’s stability in the
1960s was largely attributable to the fast economic growth. But
the country’s economic development was built on the sacrifices
of workers, farmers, and the urban poor, and met with their
resistance in the early 1970s as shown by the evictees’ protests
in Gwangju and the suicide protest of Chun Tae-il. The
democratization movement in the decade of the 1970s began to
be linked to the issue of the livelihood of ordinary people.
Intellectuals and students allied with the working class in their
battles against the dictatorship and large companies. Under the
extremely oppressive Yushin regime, countless students,
intellectuals, workers and farmers were arrested and fired, and
some were killed. In the face of strong resistance, the Park
regime collapsed abruptly from internal conflicts. But what
followed the collapse was not democracy but another military
dictatorship. Chun Doo-hwan and a new generation of Army
elites with political ambition seized power through a military
mutiny and the bloodletting in Gwangju. From his early days in
office, President Chun faced fierce resistance.
In the 1980s, the democratization movement achieved
major progress. Its horizon was expanded beyond political and
economic issues to questions of national independence and
reunification of the peninsula. Activists came to believe that
the United States was responsible for the military’s coup and
the crackdown on Gwangju citizens. This resulted in their
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awareness that democracy was directly connected to national
independence, which could not be completely achieved without
the end of the national division.
The development of the democratization movement was
attributable to lessons from the failed Gwangju Popular
Uprising. The first lesson was that an isolated struggle in one
region could not defeat the powerful physical force of a military
dictatorship, and thus the fight should be fought
simultaneously across the country. The second was that citizens
should be engaged in the fight, and thus the movement should
focus on issues broadly acceptable to the masses. These
valuable lessons led to the dramatic victory of the June Uprising
in 1987, in which pro-democracy forces led all citizens’
struggles through the mass organization of the National
Movement Headquarters to Win a Democratic Constitution.
The triumph established a political system in which no one
could take power without democratic elections and military
coups would no longer be successful.
Since the June Uprising, there have been five presidential
elections. The Roh Tae-woo government was by nature an
extension of the Chun regime, but it couldn’t help but
introduce a measure of democratic changes. Kim Young-sam
joined the Roh government through a three-party merger and
won the next presidential election to establish Korea’s first true
civilian government since 1961. He won public support by
weakening the military and pushing bold reforms including a
mandatory real-name financial transaction system. But his
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administration’s inherent limitations as a government based on
the support of conservatives set it adrift in the latter half of his
presidency, which ended up in a devastating economic crisis.
Kim Dae-jung’s election represented Korea’s first peaceful
transfer of power from a ruling party to an opposition party.
Though Kim Dae-jung had to ally with Kim Jong-pil, a key
leader of the 1961 coup, to win the election, his presidency had
a great meaning for Korea’s democracy. His government
overcame the economic crisis and improved relations with
North Korea through the 2000 summit. But the neo-liberal
economic measures he took to revive the economy aggravated
social polarization, and corruption scandals involving those
close to him seriously weakened Kim’s mandate in the second
half of his presidency. Roh Moo-hyun’s participator y
government marked the end of the so-called three Kims era
which dominated Korean politics for decades. Roh dismantled
authoritarianism and demonstrated a new style of leadership
different from the emperor-like presidency of the three Kims
era. The Roh government defined its role as clearing up the
vestiges of the old regimes and opening an era of new politics.
But continuous offensives from both conservatives and
progressives narrowed its maneuvering room. Progressives were
angered by the dispatch of Korean troops to Iraq and the
Korea-U.S. FTA, while the government’s bid to abolish the
National Security Law and to investigate suspicious incidents
during the past dictatorships drew fierce protests from
conservatives. The most recent election, of Lee Myung-bak,
marked another successful peaceful transition from a ruling
party to an opposition one.
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Fifty years after the April Revolution and over 20 years after
the June Uprising, a procedural democracy has taken firm root
in the nation. Human rights abuses by the state which used to
be rampant under Park and Chun have markedly decreased.
The chaebols’ huge political donations to power elites declined
through the governments of Kim Young-sam, Kim Dae-jung,
and Roh Moo-hyun, and now have almost disappeared. The
traditional governing system based on close ties among political
power, large businesses and the media has also changed. But
Korean society still has unresolved problems of democracy, the
livelihood of ordinary people, peaceful inter-Korean exchanges,
and national reunification. There is a long way to go to achieve
socio-economic democratization by improving the quality of
life of low-income people. South-North relations have a tough
road ahead. Building on its achievements thus far, Korea has to
promote a qualitative development of democracy, improve the
quality of life of the working class by harmonizing economic
growth and income distribution, and advance inter-Korean
trust, exchanges, cooperation and reunification. By doing so,
Korea will contribute to the world’s peace and common
prosperity as a member of the international community in the
21st century.

The challenges for Korean democracy
Democratization movement in Korea before the 1987
democratic transition has been characterized as follows:
First, in terms of organization, the movement was
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conducted by alliances of various actors rather than led by a
single class or group. Participants in the alliances could
maintain their unity relatively well through their shared passion
and commitment to the value of democracy. The democratic
alliances encompassed students, political-civic groups, religious
groups and social-movement organizations. After the 1985
parliamentary elections, the opposition parties also joined in,
resulting in the formation of the largest possible pro-democracy
alliance before the June struggles.
Second, the movement led by pro-democracy forces in
normal conditions developed into massive citizens’ struggles at
certain critical moments, as shown by the April Revolution in
1960, the May 18 Gwangju Popular Uprising in 1980, and the
June Uprising in 1987. These pro-democracy rebellions
threatened or overthrew the dictatorial regimes. The results
were reversed by military coups until the 1987 June Uprising, in
which millions of citizens took part, made it impossible to
overturn democratization and opened the way for a continued
democratic transition.
Political conditions changed significantly after the 1987
democratization. The 1987 constitutional revision normalized
the constitutional system, and thus arbitrary abuses of state
powers were considerably reduced. Freed from the yoke of
dictatorship, political and civil societies took a normal course
of development. Though plagued by regionalism, party politics
operated normally based on public support. Civil society
recovered its autonomy, which led to the explosive growth of
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civic organizations and movements.
With the 1987 event, social conflicts and friction could no
longer be framed in the singular term of democracy vs. antidemocracy, but became diverse and multifaceted. Reflecting
this, the democracy movement also diverged. Most notable in
this change was the emergence of civil society. Civil society
organizations, virtually nonexistent in Korea before 1987, grew
sharply, especially in the 1990s. The Citizens' Coalition for
Economic Justice was launched in 1989, followed by the Korea
Federation for Environmental Movement in 1993, and then the
People’s Solidarity for Participatory Democracy in 1994. Civil
society organizations quickly spread to almost all sectors,
emerging as a new vibrant form of social activism. A survey
published in 2006 showed the number of civic organizations in
Korea jumped from 1,235 in 1999 to 3,937 in 2002, and to 5,556
in 2005.
Traditional people’s movements led by labor unions, also
thrived. The labor movement showed robust growth after the
June Uprising and subsequent workers’ struggles. The number
of trade unions tripled from 2,675 in 1986 to 7,883 in 1989.
Their membership increased from 1.036 million to 1.932 million
during the same period. Despite democratization, union
activities were still restrained by the government, however the
progressive labor union movement continued to grow and
launched the Korean Confederation of Trade Unions with
420,000 members in November 1995.
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The progressive KCTU and the moderate Federation of
Korean Trade Unions became the two centers of the Korean
labor movement. In fighting government suppression, the labor
movement became increasingly politically conscious and
worked to build an independent progressive political party. The
Democratic Labor Party, established in 2000, gained its political
citizenship by winning nearly 1 million votes in the 2002
presidential election, and advanced into the National Assembly
through the 2004 parliamentary elections.
The farmers’ movement also made big strides with the
creation of the National Federation of Farmers Associations in
April 1990. A wide range of other social movement groups
including teachers’ unions and advocates for the urban poor
also showed progress in their organizational efforts and
political clout.
Meanwhile, the pro-democracy forces developed the
national reunification movement. As the Cold War was drawing
to a close and the Roh Tae-woo government was moving to
improve ties with North Korea, Russia, and China, nationalist
groups in the democracy movement engaged in efforts to
promote reconciliation and independent reunification with the
North. In 1989, Rev. Mun Ik-hwan, a prominent dissident,
visited Pyongyang, and Im Su-kyung, a university student,
attended the World Festival of Youth and Students in North
Korea’s capital as a delegate from the National Council of
College Student Representatives. Their unauthorized visits
prompted enhanced government crackdowns on activists but
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heralded the spread of the unification movement and the
development of the peace movement.
This period also witnessed a significant change in the core
driving forces of the movement. Most important, student
activism, which had led Korea’s democracy movement from its
inception, markedly waned, and its former role was taken over
by civil society organizations and ma ss working-class
movements. The former played a key role in political reforms
and the post-1987 transition to democracy. The latter, led by
workers and famers, have been the main driving force of socioeconomic democratization.
Korea’s democracy and its democratization movement now
face another major turning point.
First, Korea’s democracy movement is distinguished by its
intensity and continuity. The democracy movement has
continued since the nation fell to an authoritarian regime and
has often led to historic events, such as the April Revolution in
1960, the May 18 Gwangju Popular Uprising in 1980, and the
June Uprising in 1987. Under the past authoritarian regimes,
from hundreds to thousands of activists were arrested every
year. The number declined under the civilian and democratic
governments starting in 1987. Many people, though, are still
put behind bars for fighting for their democratic rights and way
of life.
Second, Korea’s democracy movement is marked by relative
nonviolence. It is true that activists used Molotov cocktails and
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steel pipes to resist police violence. Citizens in Gwangju took
up arms against the military forces in 1980. But these were
exceptional cases and were intended to resist formidable state
violence. In some extremely desperate situations, Korean
democracy activists chose against violence, and picked methods
of self-sacrifice such as suicides. This tradition of nonviolence
continued in the candlelight vigils, which have became a
popular form of protests since early in this decade.
Third, the leading role of students in driving the movement
was another important feature in Korea. During much of its
history, the democracy movement was led by student activism,
though its clout has been weakening since 1987. During the 30
years between 1970 and 2000, more than 14,000 students were
arrested for their pro-democracy activities.
Korea’s democracy advanced significantly through reforms
conducted by the two liberal governments. With its Sunshine
Policy, the Kim Dae-jung administration not only improved
inter-Korean relations but also rid society of much of its
remaining anti-communism. The Roh Moo-hyun
administration also conducted drastic reforms to dismantle
authoritarianism in the bureaucracy and politics. In this regard,
the nation has achieved significant development in institutional
and political democracy.
But socio-economic democracy is still in its infancy. In
particular, the blind pursuit of neoliberal globalization policies
have widened the gaps between the haves and have-nots and led
Conclusion 169

to a poorer quality of socio-economic life. Given Korea’s feeble
welfare system, it will not be easy to improve socio-economic
democracy in the short-term future. However, such goals can
only be attained through the institutional and political
democratic systems. Therefore, achievements in those arenas
would be the cornerstone for the nation to tackle in its future
challenge of advancing and deepening democracy.
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[The History of Democratization Movement in Korea] is published
by Korea Democracy Foundation in cooperation with The May 18
Memorial Foundation

Korea Democracy Foundation(KDF)
Korea Democracy Foundation was created with the legislation of the
Korea Democracy Foundation Act, which was passed by the National
Assembly with the belief that the spirit of the democracy movement
should be extended, developed and acknowledged as a critical factor
in bringing democracy to Korea. The foundation is a not –for-profit
organization set up for the purpose of enhancing Korean democracy
through a variety of projects aimed at inheriting the spirit of the
movement. With various forms of international cooperation including
forums, study tours, workshops and publications, KDF is taking more
steps to contribute to the development and spread of democracy and
to share new ideas and practices of the world.
(100-785) 1st Fl. Paichai Chongdong “B” Bldg 9 Misulgwan-gil
Jung-gu, Seoul, Korea
Tel: +82 2 3709 7615 / Fax: +82 2 3709 7610
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The May 18 Memorial Foundation
The May 18 Memorial Foundation is a non-profit organization
established on August 30, 1994 by the surviving victims of the 1980
Gwangju Democratic Uprising, the victims’ families, and the citizens
of Gwangju. The Foundation aims to commemorate as well as
continue the spirit and struggle and solidarity of the May 18 Uprising;
to contribute to the peaceful reunification of Korea; and to work
towards peace and human rights throughout the world. Thus the
spirit of the May 18 is inherited and passed on, significantly
influencing the progress of democracy in Korea.
Visit our website http://eng.518.org or www.518.org(Korean)
(502-260), Korea Republic, Gwangju Seo-gu naebangro 409,
5 18 Memorial Culture Hall
Tel: +82 62 456 0518 / Fax : +82 62 456 0519
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After liberation from Japan’s colonial rule in 1945, Korea
struggled through national division, a fratricidal war and
decades of dictatorship. The nation finally transformed
itself into a powerful economy and vibrant democracy, an
achievement which still eludes many countries that became
independent after World War II. Behind this spectacular
history were numerous nameless people whose blood, tears
and sweat created the Miracle of the Han River on the
ashes of the war and defeated a succession of corrupt, inept
and oppressive rulers.
Fifty years after the April Revolution and over 20 years after
the June Uprising, a procedural democracy has taken firm
root in the nation. But Korean society still has unresolved
problems of democracy. Building on its achievements thus
far, Korea has to promote a qualitative development of
democracy, improve the quality of life of the working class
by harmonizing economic growth and income distribution,
and advance inter-Korean trust, exchanges, cooperation and
reunification. By doing so, Korea will contribute to the
world’s peace and common prosperity as a member of the
international community in the 21st century.

