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South Korea:
Factors for
Political Stabili

South Korea is not heading toward a revolution despite last spring’s massive
student antigovernment demonstrations, labor strife, and regional insurrec-
tion that required military intervention.

The leading advocates of radical change—students, Christian church lead-
ers, labor unions, intellectuals, and opposition politicians—have failed to
attract broad support. Even at the height of their demonstrations in May,
students were unable to activate public opinion, and much of the public
remained hostile to their excesses. :

The public’s deep-rooted fear of a North Korean military move against the
South strengthens the Army’s role in government and acts as a brake on any
destabilizing activity that might be exploited by the North Koreans. Most
South Koreans probabtly regard security against the North and their own
economic interests as more important than political liberalization.

Historical and cultural factors have produced a population that will tolerate
a relatively high level of governmental repression. The industrialization of
_South Korea has weakened traditional attitudes and values, but not to the
. point that large numbers of Kormns are prcpared to confront a strong,
_jauthontanan govcmmcnt hmd on. o L e

) 'Thc hkcllhood of a rcvoluuon apptnrs rcmote. but the swds of future
- ,confmntanons between 0ppo n groups and the mxhtary—dommated OV~




South Korea:
Factors for
Political Stability

Spring 1980: Turmoil, But Not Revolution
Western press reporting over the past year—and

particularly since President Park’s assassination last .

October—has tended to portray South Korea as toctcr—l‘:

ing on the brink of revolution. The unrest of last spring -

abetted the image of a highly unstablc government and
a restive populatio

The last years of Park’s rule indeed witnessed growing
popular unhappiness with government repression and
the failure to bring new faces into the leadership. By -
late 1979 some of this dissatisfaction had erupted into
violence. Park’s death brought hope that things would -
change, but probably few except the most idealistic. -
liberals expected more than modest reforms. '

Anti-Park groups, however, saw Park’s death as the

end of an era and began pressing for a complete . -
". dismantling of the repressive system that flowed from

the Yusin constitution. They questioned the legitimacy -

of President Choi Kyu Hah’s mtcnm government and

- called for revenge agaipst th had benefited -
“from the Yusin system

Pr dtnlCh Daon

pn. d:sscnt

The govcmmcnt thus gavc thc appcarance of being not

L ’Havmg probed the govcmmcnt defens&s and found
. them soft, studcn(s, t_hssldems, and opposition poli-
'“ticians stepped up their demands for liberalization i

" 'mly untrustworlhy but ineffective. The economy was

_decp slunip, witha 30-pcrccnt inflation rate and
over 800,000 unemployed many companics were in
ﬁnanc: A trouble, and some were unable to pay back )

ag Workers rejected thc govcmmcnt s wagc guide-"

lete Mdom to criticize the government, to make :
nds and to appeal for pubhc support. This at- -




Rioting in Kwangju in May 1980

the antxgove'nmcnt turmoi
symptomatic of any- ‘widespread t
" Imually itwasa studcnt demonstration




its legacy. The burgeoning middle class had prospered
under Yusin, and farmers were better off than ever
before. The silent majority of Koreans may have wel-
comed a change, but they were not willing to go to the
barricades for it. Most of them probably would have
been willing to give the interim government a chance to
work out its vague program for political development.
As a result, the massive student demonstrations of
mid-May met with a cool public rcceptionﬁ

By the time total martial law was imposed on 17 May,
some signs appeared of serious dissatisfaction among
the liberals but little evidence that South Korea was on
the verge of a national crisis. Farmers were more
concerned with spring planting than with the constitu-

at labor union leaders for selling them out to big

Although the class distinctions have disappeared, the
authority patterns—gencrally authoritarian and
hierarchical—still exist in a somewhat weakened form.
Institutional norms, likewise, are hierarchical and
bureaucratic, with lower ranking officials deferring to
those above and unwilling to contradict or to offer
dissenting views. The government, therefore, is accus-
tomed to governing by fiat and expects public obedi-

ence. The nublic, for its part, expects the government
to govern humanely and jusuyﬁ

The government and the bureaucracy, however, are
often insensitive and prone to excesses, more concerned

with protecting their prerogatives and image than i in
being fair. They tend to meet any opposition un-

tional revision. The anger of the workers was directed comfmmxslngly. on the basis of might-makes-right.

business. Moderate students felt caught up in the
excitement of the mass demonstrations and the op- .
portunity 10 be part of a historical event, but they were
not angry; indeed, the demonstrations in Seoul on 13

through 15 May often were festive. The unrest cer-
tainly was not at tie critical Icvcl_ S .

The Historical and Cultural Tradition

In addition to the reluctance of the beneficiaries of the -

Yusin system to participate in antigovernment activity,
a mix of historical and cultural factors helps explain
the dissidents’ failure to enlist wider support. Korea's
geographical position and its historical ties with China
encouraged the dcvelopmcnt of a homogeneous people
and the creation of a culture based on Confucian and
Buddhist values. The system emphasized loyalty, filial
picty, a strong family system, subservience to author-
_ity, and tolerance for inequality. Throughout the 500 -

~ yearsof the Yi dynasty—until 1910—Koreags lived i in
" a stratified socncty under

monarchy based on the .

precept of_ lo subjects paymg obedlcnce to bcncvo-

The Impact of Modernization

Korea’s modernization drive has produced a number of
socioeconomic factors that challenge these South Ko-
rean political traditions. High educatior. levels, in-

~ creased social and geographic mobility, modern
communijcations and transportation facilities, and an

increasingly urbanized society with its anonymity and
social pressures threaten Korean cohesiveness. None-
theless, the impact of these factors has so far not been
severe enough to destroy Korean traditions. The fam-
ily, for example, though much weakened in urban
areas, still exerts a strong influence; the old hometown
still is the heart of the extended family and the refuge
to which many return in hard times. Even urban life
patterns retain a large measure of rustic simplicity.
There is less of the sense of rootlessness in Korea than
in many other rapidly developing societics. South Ko-
rea has no significant Juvcmlc delinquency problem;

- divoree is still frowned upon, narcotics use among

- youth is negligible; and crime rates—particularly for
violent cnmo-—though mcrmmg. are stlll compara-

Noncthclm, modcmlzauon bas fostered a grcatcr e
pohual awarenssr—lf not sophistication—among the
", growing mlddle class and has made it simpler for

_dissident groups to form and to press their demands. -

Thus, the Park years witnessed the development of a o

hxzhly voml dlsmdcnt mmonty dcmandmg an endto’
ian controls anda greater voxcc in the®




goveraing of the country. For a time, a rapidly improv-
ing standard of living tended to vitiate the appeals of
such liberal dissident groups, but when the nation
entered a period of economic downturn in late 1979
many South Koreans apparently began to question tks
wisdom of silently accepting the government’s restric-
tions when there were fewer material rewards for doing
S0

South Korea's industrialization has, indeed, brought a
steady improvement in the standard of living. The
division of the material gains of industrialization has
been, on the whole, more equitable than in most devel-
oping nations, but in recent years the imbalance be-
tween the haves and the have-nots has been growing.
The potential for unrest lies not so much in the ab- .
solute differences between the haves and have-nots but ™
in the expectation of the have-nots that they should be
receiving a still greater share of the new affluence. The

recent economic slump is adding another dimension to-

this problem. Although the unemployment rate is only

about 5 percent, large numbers of unemployed youth
- The people accept a certain amount of official corrup-

and laborers in urban centers near industrial com-" -
. *plexes could cause problems, as they digd in Pusan and
Masan during Octobcr of Iast ycaﬂ :

Forces lnlnbmng Change and Instability _
Three key factors help to mitigate the effects of eco-
nomic change and to blunt the activities of anti-
government groups: the conservative nature of South
- Korean society, a generally favorable popular percep-
i hon of the govern, ent and a deeply rooted fm of -

Percepnou of Govemment. Koreans traditionally have
tended to trust their government, to be unconcerned
with its intricacies and to take for granted that it will
do the right thing. Political apathy is thus the norm,
and the public tends to evaluate the government’s
performance on the basis of its impact on daily life. ..

tion but resent high-level abuse of powep and the
amassing of fortunw by burcaucra

The govcmmcnt maks fcw compulsory demands on
the citizenry. The most important ones are military

service, reserve training, and the New Community

Movement. Military conscription and reserve training

‘ " -generally are felt to be necessary and equitably en-
- forced. Although many farmers resent the huge debts
" they have inui.red in complying with the demands of .

the New Community Movement, the movement has - - .
tcnded to reiaforce traditional and productive bchavuor -
paltcrns such as i rugahty, dlhgcncc. and respect for -
authonty. It also has served to make the govcmment s
“more rsponswc to farmers demands, thus further -
“enhancing lhc govcmmcnt s influence in the ¢ conntry_
“side. In addmon, a fairly ! stablc echclon of administra-

f érisis or of change mlnghcr lcvcl personne

-tors at the local level pnmdts continuity dunﬁgflz

The New Commanity Movement, msmuled inthe urly 1910;. isa-

'rural development plan designed to promote modernization through . : .

a oomprehmvc, govemment-snpponed sell‘~bclp pmg




Fear of North Korea. Although much pro-Communist
sentiment existed in South Korea during the late years
of the Japanese occupation and the period immediately
following World War II, the North Korean invasion of
1950 destroyed the idealistic image of Communism
among the general populace. Park, in order to stifle
criticisin of his regime, repeatedly exploited the wide-
spread popular fear—which still exists— that Kim ]1-
song had not abandoned his plan to take over the South
and that the North is only waiting for the right time to
launch a2

nder any new politi-

Many of the people ¥ _:+ alter the Korean war, how-
ever, arc influer.e =y :h - < onomic boom of the 1960s
and 1970s, ani appaas 1 'x: less concerned with the
dangers of another No--h Korean invasion. They can
be expected to press .ur concessions concerning “liber-

alization” and to expedite some form of political con-

tact with North Korea. For the time being, howevcr, .
the older generauon will continue to act as a restrain-
ing force, and its perception of the North as an aggres-
sor will buttress the regime’s political program. Recent
North Korean attempts to infiltrate agents into the
South make the regime’s task casier]

h

Closely linkcd to this concern about North Korea is the
fear of economic chaos, which the regime can be
expected to manipulate to maintain stability. Many
Koreans realize that continued political and social '

turmoil could lead to a cutoff of vitally needed forelgn .
capital. With the specter of widespread unemployment
and labor unrest the alternative, most members of the
middle class may be wnllmﬁ to restrain their desires for -

B polmml llbcrahzatlon

" 'l'be Thteat From Polmul Pressure Groups

3 Political parties and most interest groups i

- 'Korea traditionally have been weak and incffective:”
Under Park Chung Hee political parues struggled to
gain power through constitutional means, using the:
National Assembly as a forum. The public, howeve
- frequently belittled the polmmans—progovemmcm
and opposition alnko—-—as selfish and having little con-
cern for the nation or their constituenci

~cal'system that may ultimately evolve, parties probably

will remain ineffective as innovators in political devel-
opment and as forces for change.

Dissident intellectuals—who tend to be urban, Chris-
tian, university educated, or in some other way
esternized—generally possess neither the powerful
rganizations nor the media channels to lobby effec-
ively for change. They thus rely on face-to-face
communication to gain adherents. Under martial law,
ress controls will prevent the mass media from
promoting “undesirable” change

Only three major domestic groups have cither the

“numbers or the organization to pose any kind of threat

to the existing political and sgcial order: students,
Chnstxan groups, and labo .

. Students. South Korea’s 300 000 college and univer-

sity students form the vanguard of the antigovernment
dissident movement, but they cannot force change on
the government without large-scale off-campus sup-
port. The students view themselves as the conscience of
the nation and do not hesitate to levy unacceptable
demands on the government. Street demonstrations
are one of the few outlets the students have for express-
ing their demands, which in recent years have con-,

sisted pnmanly of calls for political hbcrahzatxonCI

Although the studcnts have asked for the resignation of

“national leaders, they have not demanded that the

existing social and economic system be abolished. A

. few students are of course, s thetic to a drastic
“change in the social systgﬂ
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The student movement is characterized by an intense
activist leadership but a generally cautious, moderate
following whose lackadaisical study habits leave time
for good-natured participation in antigovernment

activitics!

they Tailed to capture popular support during the dem-
onstrations in May, the students may be less willing
now to attack the government and the military,
particularly in light of the military’s heavyhanded
suppression of dnssent Moreover, students also have

The military has stated that it will permit campus
autonomy if the students refrain from engaging in
politically related activities. The students are likely to

reject this offer, and the military will find it diffi '
enforce any such ban.

churchgoers for support—nearly 20 percent of the

populauon claims to belong to a Christian church—
| is overwhelmingly conservative)
e ———

S "R Rzllgwus Gmps. ‘A ‘number of Christian groups are R
- activein promotmg labor, human rights, and social *;
.~ justice causes, which in the past have often led them
into confrontations with the govcrnmcnt. By most stan- -

dards the Chnshan action groups are not extrcrmst or -

" radical, but they are liberal in the Korean context.

b The mlhtary has told tke rchglous community that it -
: w:ll not tolemte lts activities in politically sensmve

-areas. This 'prohibi
_ 'Kwangyu—wﬂl [
‘men to persua
» govcrnmcnt actmtls; Conservauvc clergymen are
. - hkely to oounsel modemuon for the time bemg

'Although Christian activists draw upon a large poolof = - - . <o

yi——and the bloodshed at -
ke it difficult for dissident clergy-
' thcu' flocks to undertake anti-




_ Early this year, however, the labor mov;méig( was
" more confrontational and more strident in its demands .

‘were over three times the figure for last year. Durin
.April and early May, many labor groups staged sit-ins
-~ and other forms of job actions. CT

Labor. Korea’s labor force of 14 million is a potent
force for change. It also represents a potential for
violence and revolution. Labor’s interests gencrally are
local rather than national, and material rather than
ideological. Many workers still receive substandard
wages in sweatshops that are unsanitary and dan-
gerous. Many work for companies that operate on a
narrow profit margin that makes it difficult for them to
grant wage demands. And with the exception of 2
small number of modern enterprises with forward-

looking management, most employers offer little or no
job security and few benefits

Such conditions provide fertile soil for Christian activ-
ists or labor organizers. Despite some well-publicized
successes, however, union organizers have not at-
tracted large numbers of adherents. Management has
used economic pressure and physical harassment to
discourage workers from forming unions. Morcover,
many labor leaders still lack credibility among the
workers because they often are corrupt or have been
co-opted cither by management or by the government.

- Union leaders also are more conservative and perhaps
- more realistic than the membership at large about
labor’s achievable goalsl :

Only 7 percent of the work force is unionized; indeed,
union activities are restricted by law. Under Park, '
union leaders adopted a strategy of passive cooperation
with the government, while lobbying cautiously for the
interests of the membership. Many benefits accrued to

labor under Park’s economic policies: eraployment op--
portunities and job mobility increased, and wagesand "
_ working conditions improved. The majority of South

Korea’s workers, *here fore, probably prefer to work

through the system 1.cher than confront the govern- -
‘ment. Most suppress their demands for wage increases.

hoping economic conditions will improve next yea

for reforms. Wage and contract disputes increase
during the first quarter of this year, and unpaid wages

__Regiohalism. Despite the homogencity of the people,
strong regional variations exist as a result of dif-

. Throughout most of the post-1945 period, natives of

Chun Doo Hwan and most of his military allies are
ﬂj_fromltlllc Kyongsang arca and appear determined to

" dimensions of Cholla regionalism and its potential for
violence. Nonregional factors, however, clevated the -

Thousands of unemployed workers in urban centers
near industrial complexes pose a difficult and volatile
problem for the government. Many jobless youths
joined in student demonstration in Pusan and Masan
last October, wreaking widespread havoc that led to
the imposition of martial law. The government now is
planning public works projects to provide jobs, and is
encouraging businesses not to lay off wo: kers bit t? |

shorten the workday and cut down on overtime

ferences in historical development reinforced by
linguistic peculiaritics. Factions based on provincial
association have existed throughout Korean history
and have played a significant role not only in politics,
but also in economic and cultural affairs. Traditionzl
biases have led to severe social discrimination against
the people of the Cholla arca. Other Koreans stig-
matize Cholla natives as cunning and untrustworthy
and often are reluctant to hire them or select them as
marriage partners for their children

Kyongsang Province have tended to dominate the
political scene, especially under Park, who was a
Kyongsang native. In the 1971 presidential elections,
which pitted Park against Cholla politician Kim Dae
Jung, regional bias was evident as Cholla voted heavilv
against Park. Many Koreans bzlieve that Park was
irritated by his rejection by the Chollas and that he
deliberately attempted to deny to Cholla the economic
benefits he gave to Kyongsang and other provinces

ng’s domination of South Korean

“The Kwangju insurrection demonstrated the emotional

Kwangiju riots to the crisis stage, and there is litdle ,
ikelihood that such regional antipathies alonc would .
i idespread revolutionary resistance B
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The Crucial Role of the Military

Although the majority of South Koreans are not pre-
pared to go to the barricades, most of those who were
unhappy with Park’s repressiveness can take little
encouragement from Chun Doo Hwan’s rapid ascen-
sion to the presidency. For the moment, they have no
alternative but to avoid confrontativn with a govern-
ment that clearly is prepared to react severely to any
direct challenge. Nonetheless, radical clements such as
students and Christian activists are likely to try to
instigate confrontations with the government if—in
the short term—there is a detectable relaxation in the
regime’s vigilance, or if—in the longer run—Chun

clearly has made no moves toward a modicum of
political liberalization.

c

““new constitution stresses traditional political patterns ~ Press Ceasorship. The military’s absolute control of

that will conflict with the values of the three pressure  the mass media is a significant factor in its ability to

groups—studcnts religious activists, and labor—but - control dissent. Under the prescnt censorship guide-
_ the constitution is in harmony ‘with the attitudes and linés—which are likely to remain in effect for some-
interests of many of the entrenched power elites as well  time—the media are not permitted to criticize the

as the rural populace. These latter elements will sup- - government or its polices, even indirectly. Although

" port the mlhlary-donunated govemmcnt unlessit | . the intellectual community and students probably have

proves excessively despotic. Economic conccms morc- - acccss to otherwise unavallable information, they have

over, are likely to override social and politi . no mens of distributing it or their views to the Korean
people. Other military measures to control the flow of
lnformanon include stern pmlnbmons against listening
to North Komn radio-broadcasts, the forced removal
of tclcv:s n antennas capable of receiving Japanese

" The mllxtary has demonstrated that, unhkc the wrly - Purifi .Measnre.r. Chun and thc mllxtary also
CLE interim govemment, itis willing t b !0 force to .- havc benef‘ ted from a series of “purifi cation™ meas-
: ’suppr&ss dxsscnt. This fact will dete many dlsmdents um—m cffect, purgts—almed at removing people,

from cngagmg in confmntatxonal ! insti utions, and ideas that are seen as causing corrup-
time, the greatcr danger of govemmcnt force mcreascs on and mcﬂ' cie Cy; wwkcmng traditional values and
the attractivéness of dxsent fc small numbcr of ethus and crcatmg class conflict. These moves, plusa
radlcahzed students whoae causes  thrive on v:olcnce '_number of far-reachmg educational reforms, have won

ing admiration of 1 many 'mtellectuals Chun (3 pledge to

and who are dctcmuned fo challengc the mxhtary Chun the support ¢f the general public and the grudg-
the government, pcrhaps by using terrorist tactics




work for a “democratic welfare state™ has also won
him the solid backing of the underprivileged classes,
who see hi ampi

any of the

reforms—Iike those of Park—will fall into disuse or
wil! have to be revised to meet political or economic
exigencies. As the effects of the “purification™ wane,
Chun may find that some of his public support is also
weakening. Given the dim prospects for any sudden
improvement in the economic situation, Chun will be
hard pressed over the coming months to maintain his
popularity, much less to carry through on his “cam-

paign promiscs.”




