
South Korea’s Transition to Democracy (& Beyond) 
Relates to The Pacific Century Series: the “The Fight for Democracy”1 

 

 

Basic Demographics Pop (mil. 2014) GNI (2013) GNI/Cap (2013) 
South Korea Republic of Korea (ROK) 50.22 $1.3 trillion $26,224 

North Korea 
Democratic People’s 
Republic of Korea (DPRK) 

24.9 0.3 trillion $ 1.260 

 

(The order below is largely chronological) 
 

Pre-1910 – Authoritarian self-rule 
 

1910-1945 – Korea is a Japanese colony 
  

1945 – WWII ends Japanese control.  Russians then control North, U.S. and allies, the South.  
 

Syngman Ree – South Korea’s first president (1948-1960); he began the tradition of 
dictatorial presidents. Seen by many as overly aggressive toward North Korea.  

 

1950-1953 –War with Communist North Korea.  North Korea invades.  With US support for 
the South and Chinese support for the North, the war “ends” in a stalemate.  The 
Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) is formed around the 57thparallel. It will become perhaps the 
worst named place in the world as it becomes very militarized over the decades as both 
countries tensely square off against each other.  

  

Park Chung Hee – Authoritarian president from 1963 until his assassination in 1979.  Park 
didn’t allow independent unions or other political freedoms, but did help S. Korea grow 
economically.  Close ally of the US.  

  

Kwangju Incident (“Kwahng-jew”) – 1980 – Protests in the Kwangju in the aftermath of 
Park’s 1979 assassination were brutally crushed by Chun Doo Hwan.  200-2000 
dead.  The U.S. did not support this democracy movement and is resented by many 
South Koreans for not doing more to hold Chun responsible.  

  

Chun Doo Hwan –1981-1987.  President after Park, Chun ordered the brutal military 
crackdown on democracy in Kwangju. He had come to power in a coup d‘etat.  Won 1981 
election.  His hesitation to allow 1987 elections led to massive demonstrations—so-called 
people power demonstrations that had also taken place elsewhere in East Asia. Chun 
capitulates on allowing elections which become critical in S. Korea’s democratic 
growth.    

 

1987 elections – This was the watershed moment for democracy movement in S. Korea with 
millions protesting in the streets demanding free elections.  They got free elections, but 
the opposition was divided, thus the old guard candidate (Roh Tae Woo) won.  
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Roh Tae Woo – (“No-teh-woo”) – A Former general wins election in 1987.  Despite being the 
old guard candidate, S. Korea continued its move toward democracy.  

  

Kim Young Sam – Opposition candidate that placed second in 1987 elections. His running 
seen as splitting the opposition vote allowing Roh Tae Woo to win.  Later became 
president (1993-1998).  

  

1988 Summer Olympics in Seoul South Korea. South Korea’s first parliamentary elections 
are held in 1988.  

 

1996 – South Korea becomes a member of the OECD, seen as a developed country organization.  
 

Kim Dae Jung (Kim deh joong) – Former opposition leader (and nearly executed for it), Kim 
came in third in the 1987 elections and after the 1997 election, became President.  He 
fostered democracy and the sunshine policy—warmer relations w/ N. Korea.  To 
many, he personified the pro-democracy movement in S.  Korea.  He won the Nobel 
Peace Prize in 2000 for his reaching out to the North Koreans.  

 

Roh Moo-hyun – President of S. Korea 2003-2008.  Scandal tainted—he was impeached—
but it was overturned by South Korea’s Constitutional Court. He committed suicide after 
his presidency as scandal investigations moved forward.  

 

Lee Myung-bak – President from 2003-2008. He had a tougher line with North Korea than 
recent presidents.   

  

Park Geun-hye – (pronounced “Pock-goon-hey”), President 2013-current. The first female 
president of South Korea (2012 election, becomes president in 2013). Park is the 
daughter of former president (and dictator) president Park Chung hee.   

 

Brief: North Korean Leadership 
 

 

Communist North Korea’s post WWII leadership:  

 Kim Il Sung   – Until 1994 

 Kim Jong Il – 1994-2011 

 Kim Jong un  – 2011-Current  
 

1993-1994 – North Korea’s desire for nuclear weapons had already been suspected and source 
of tension, but in 1993 it becomes a full-blown nuclear crisis/war scare after N. Korea 
refuses International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) inspections and announces it will 
pull out of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT).  Immediate tensions subside, 
but on-and-off cooperation remains a dangerous source of conflict for decades.  

 

1994 – Kim Il Sung dies and his son, Kim Jong Il takes over in the midst of the 1994 crisis.    
 

2006 – October – North Korea conducts its first nuclear weapons test. More follow as do 
UN sanctions.  

 

2011 – Dec. – Kim Jong Il dies, Kim Jong un becomes new leader. 
 

 

 


