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Streets in Korea rarely go quiet without first having a public demonstration and Korean citizens
are known as seasoned protestors, charting the course of national politics. Between the
Streets and the Assembly explores how protest movements have become the prominent mode
of democratic politics in Korea, in contrast to political parties in the National Assembly that
have lagged behind in partisan representation and accountability. To unpack this political
dynamic, this book closely follows three groups of democracy activists who were born in their
resistance to military dictatorships but who pursued different methods of democratic
representation in postauthoritarian Korea (1987–2020). One group stayed in civil society and
organized powerful protests outside formal institutions; another group chose to join existing
parties with the aim of reforming legislative politics; and the third group was devoted to forming
separate progressive parties to be the agent of transformative agenda. By analyzing the
interactive evolution of these three modes of democratic representation, Yoonkyung Lee finds
that social movement organizations have been more effective than activist-turned politicians in
centrist or progressive parties in creating coordination infrastructures for collective action.
Through the practice of organizing national solidarity networks, innovating the methods of
mass street demonstrations, and drawing professional expertise to formulate policy
alternatives, Korean civic groups have built the capacity to directly shape and alter the course
of national politics, unlike activist-turned politicians who remained divided with no common
political programs.This study asserts that social movement organizations and political parties
develop variable capacities for democratic representation, depending on coevolutionary
interactions with each other. The experience of Korean democracy shows social movement
groups can be a powerful agent of national politics against the scholarly assumption that views
civic associations as narrowly focused, transient organizations. Between the Streets and the
Assembly suggests a different possibility of political process, one in which civic groups and
participatory citizens, not political parties, are the primary drivers of democratic politics.

About the AuthorYoonkyung Lee is associate professor in the Department of Sociology and the
director of the Center for the Study of Korea at the University of Toronto. --This text refers to the
hardcover edition.
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and breakthroughs in Korean politics, furthermore, are incomprehensible without an
understanding of the significant actions taken by powerful protest movements.1 Most recently,
millions of citizens mobilized for six months consecutively in 2016 and 2017 to bring down then
president Park Geun-hye for violating constitutional rule and engaging in unlawful exchanges
with powerful conglomerates. She was impeached, tried in court, and sentenced to a twenty-
two-year prison term. The “candlelight revolution,” as Koreans would proudly name it, called for
an early election in the spring of 2017 and brought the opposition back into power after almost
ten years of conservative rule, which had dialed back the nation’s hard-won democracy.2This
spectacular political upheaval was, of course, not the first time that people power had
generated a huge political advance in the republic. South Korea’s first president, Rhee
Syngman (1948–1960), who conspired to maintain a lifetime presidency, was dethroned by a
popular uprising in April 1960. even the most repressive dictators, such as Park Chung-hee
(1961–1979) and Chun Doo-hwan (1980–1987), were unable to stifle resistance movements
spearheaded by college students, dissident intellectuals, and factory workers. Most crucially, it
was nationwide grassroots mobilization that put an end to decades-long authoritarian rule in
1987. The simmering summer of 1987 was followed by the eruption of workers’ mobilization
demanding humane treatment, decent wages, and the right to form an independent union. The
postauthoritarian years, as expected, were inundated with street demonstrations in which
industrial workers, farmers, and other marginalized groups asserted long-repressed reform
agendas.But even after democratic rule seemed to have settled in with multiple rounds of
elections and the transfer of power to opposition forces (what democracy scholars see as signs
of “democratic consolidation”),3 citizens and activists made frequent returns to the square in
the tens of thousands and sometimes in the millions. Waves of protest movements erupted to
press for labor rights in 1997, to blacklist corrupt politicians in 2000, to amend the obsolete
terms of the American military presence in 2002, to reinstate the unjustly impeached president
(Roh Moo-hyun) in 2004, and to question food safety and trade terms with the United States in
2008. Street protests since the 2000s have been coined “candlelight protests” (chotbul siwi),
signifying a nonviolent mode of resistance in which citizens hold lit candles instead of throwing
stones or Molotov cocktails, and participate in more spontaneous and individual forms of
protest than organizational mobilizations by activist groups (J. Kang 2016).Indeed, protest
movements are at the heart of Korea’s political dynamics, and as the title of a video produced
by Quartz, an American media outlet, declares, “South Koreans are really good at protesting.”4
Through street protests, Korean citizens brought down dictatorial regimes, expanded
democratic rights, challenged political parties, critiqued unequal relations with the United
States, and impeached an incumbent president. By substantially affecting the formal political
arena, protest movements have charted and defined the path of democratic politics in the
nation. Thus, scholars have conceptualized Korean politics as consisting of “a strong state and
contentious society” (H. Koo 1993) and making progress via the direct conflict between the
state and powerful pro-democracy movements. With democratization, social movement
organizations (SMOs) have been institutionalized but have maintained their defiant position
with a high level of internal cohesion and political autonomy (S. Kim 2016). As such, SMOs are
often perceived as overtaking the function of political parties (Cho and Cho 2001; J. Choi 2002;
S. Kim 2003).What about the National Assembly, the other arena where Korea’s democracy
has been imagined and crafted? Whether we support political parties or despise them,
representative democracy is basically and unavoidably politics by political parties, which are
expected to intermediate societal interests with state authorities by partaking in electoral
competition. In a sharp contrast to the dramatic political spectacles made by protest



movements, political parties in Korea have often failed to represent the people and have invited
public distrust and disparagement. In the eyes of citizens, political parties hardly function as an
institutional spokesperson for public interests in formal politics but rather as an organizational
vehicle for a few elites pursuing their political ambitions. Koreans in general have shown strong
support for democracy as an ideal political system (Cho et al. 2019; Shin and Tusalem 2007)
but have expressed a high level of disillusionment and contempt toward the legislative body
and political parties, designating them in public surveys the least trusted political institutions
compared to other organizations, such as the court, military, and police (Park and Chu
2014).Leading scholars of Korean politics concur, pointing out that political parties are the
weakest link in the nation’s democratic institutions. Major parties fail to intermediate public
interests (S. Kim 2003), representing only a narrow conservative spectrum (J. Choi 2002), and
constituting a hollow political society (H. Jaung 2012). Since the democratic transition in 1987,
Korean parties have undergone frequent organizational disarray and competed on vaguely
defined policy programs. More than forty different party names have appeared on and
disappeared from the ballot over the last three decades (1987–2017, by the author’s count). It
is not programmatic competition but more often regional cleavages or scuffles over politicians’
personal deficiencies that characterize election campaigns.To remedy such shortcomings in
conventional party politics, a huge number of democracy activists have entered established
parties since 1987 or formed new progressive parties like the Democratic Labor Party (DLP), in
2000. These former democracy activists are called the 386 generation, a term coined by
journalists in the early 1990s, referring to a generation of democracy activists who were in their
thirties (now in their fifties), attended college in the 1980s, and were born in the 1960s. Yet, the
contributions and achievements of activists turned politicians in reforming centrist parties are
questionable, if not sharply critiqued, as the politicians are acting as individuals, with no
common political agenda. Progressive activists joined forces for the DLP, have made inroads
into the national legislature since 2004, and strived to set a new model of party politics by
accentuating policy debates and membership-based party organization. However, because of
factional strife and organizational fragmentation, the DLP and later progressive parties, too,
have revealed their limited ability to expand their base of partisan supporters and to grow into a
major player in legislative politics. At present, they are survived by a tiny minority party, the
Justice Party, with six legislators in the National Assembly.When we put together these two
modes of political representation—street protests by social movement groups and legislative
politics by political parties—curious questions arise. What makes Korean citizens continue to
go to the streets to articulate political demands? Why doesn’t this tremendous collective
energy for transformative politics funnel into the institutional arena, through conventional or
newly formed political parties? If the magnitude of popular protest is any sign of citizens’
discontent with the status quo and an indicator of civil society’s capacity to generate political
change, why do existing parties fail to respond to the people’s call for new politics? Given the
radical political agenda voiced in protest movements during and after democratic transition,
Koreans should have powerful progressive parties with national influence that perhaps
resemble the Workers’ Party in Brazil or the African National Congress in South Africa.5 But
they do not. Furthermore, considering the significant number of movement leaders and
activists who joined opposition parties or who organized labor parties, the persistent weakness
of party politics becomes even more puzzling. In short, this book asks why protest movements
have become the prominent mode of democratic representation in Korea while the recurrent
waves of popular contention over the past thirty years have failed to funnel into political parties
to enhance formal representation and accountability. How can we explain this disconnect



between the power of street protests and the weakness of party politics in Korea?This book
interrogates these analytical questions by closely looking into the modes of interaction and
disconnection of two turbulent political arenas, the streets and the National Assembly, where
two organized associations—social movement groups and political parties, respectively—
mobilize, contend, compete, and complement to craft democratic politics. As an extension of
Nancy Abelmann’s statement on the significance of theorizing social movements (1996), this
book is an intellectual endeavor to theorize democratic representation through an analysis of
social movements, party politics, and their mutually constitutive and consequential
relationships. It analyzes these interactions particularly by following three groups of democracy
activists who pursued different means of participating in politics in postauthoritarian Korea:
those who stayed in civil society and organized outside formal politics, those who chose to join
existing parties with the aim of reforming Korean politics, and those who formed a separate
progressive party to give voice to politically and economically marginalized people.WHY
POLITICAL PARTIES AND SOCIAL MOVEMENTS IN KOREA?This volume was conceived as
a sequel to my first book, Militants or Partisans: Labor Unions and Democratic Politics in Korea
and Taiwan, in which I examined the contours of labor politics in new democracies by defining
labor’s inclusion in institutional politics (or the enhancement of labor rights through formal
political processes) as a “democracy project.”6 This book continues the scholarly concern
regarding the making of democratic politics, this time by bringing political parties and protest
movements into the same analytical arena. In speaking of democracy, the importance of
understanding how political parties operate and structure politics cannot be overstated. To
reiterate the famous phrase by Elmer Schattschneider, modern representative democracy is
unthinkable without political parties (1942). It is through parties that competing social
preferences are organized and contested in elections, after which authoritative decisions are
enacted to determine the allocation of resources under government control (Sartori 1976).
Whether citizens endorse or loathe them, political parties are the central organizations for the
operation of representative politics, as they function as the major mechanism linking citizens to
the formal political process. Where parties are weak, politics tends to be characterized by
electoral volatility, executive-legislative conflict, policy ineffectiveness, and the rise of outsider
or anti-system candidates (Levitsky and Cameron 2003; Mainwaring and Scully 1995). If
parties are failing in their mission, we need to understand the sources of their failure in order to
make democratic representation work in a more meaningful and effective way. especially for
the scholarship in comparative politics and political sociology, theorizing how political parties
work in Korean democracy is an important scholarly task that has rarely been attempted in a
theoretically rigorous way.7Yet, political parties are not the sole institution that structures the
representation of societal interests in democratic polities. Parties gain their political significance
in the process of competing in elections, forming a government as the result of an election, and
enacting public policies while in office. elections are the mechanisms that legitimate political
mandates and that enable accountability between citizens and party politicians. However,
elections present a limited and imperfect contract between voters and the elected (Przeworski
2010). The preferences of the electorate and of elected politicians diverge and the latter often
prioritize the pursuit of their own interests over the mandate to represent public interests. This
is why electoral representation is seen as a typical principal-agent problem, in which the
constituency (principal) faces serious limitations in their ability to enforce the “contract” with the
political elite (agent) they elected to office. The divergence of interests between citizens and
politicians is the source of the rise of public frustration with and disparagement of established
parties. When a growing number of citizens begin to view party politicians as self-seeking elites



instead of their truthful representatives, they look for alternative avenues through which to
articulate their demands.It is the limited contract between citizens and elected politicians that
pluralizes the venues of democratic representation, which cannot be contained within formal
political institutions (Kitschelt 2003; Urbinati and Warren 2008; Warren 2001). Democracy
outside formal politics is pursued through various modes, such as civil society,
nongovernmental organizations, social movements, and contentious politics. Some democracy
scholars would even suggest that “democracy is in the streets” and not confined to the formal
legislature and bureaucracy (Miller 1994), or “social movements constitute a potential rival to
the political representation system” (Jenkins and Klandermans 1995, 5). “Democracy in the
streets” involves a variety of collective actions through which public interests are articulated
with the aim of influencing institutional politics. Korea is definitely not alone in experiencing
growing discontent with the existing political establishment; many societies around the globe
face a broad crisis of democratic representation and rising distrust of political parties (Biezen
and Saward 2008; Foa and Mounk 2017; Norris 2011). When the streets and public squares
become a prominent space where citizens bypass parties and make their own voices heard, it
constitutes an alternative means of democratic politics. Contemporary societies are
increasingly witnessing “non-electoral forms of representation” (Urbinati and Warren 2008),
modes of “counter-democracy” (Rosanvallon 2008), or the exercise of “insurgent
citizenship” (Holston 2008). Outside formal politics, citizens choose to engage in frequent
mobilization of resistance, active monitoring of elected politicians’ behavior, and strategic use
of the court to bring elites into juridical evaluation (Rosanvallon 2008). They also partake in
contentious mobilization to directly address issues of inequality and unfairness within the
democratic process (Holston 2008; Tilly and Tarrow 2015; Wood 2000).Despite the comparable
importance of party politics and social movements in understanding the dynamics of
democratic representation, we often observe an analytical distance between party studies and
movement studies. In real politics, the interconnectedness of the two is observable in various
ways, such as contentious mobilization taking place outside and against established parties,
social movements spinning off into new parties (movement-based parties), social activists
joining an existing party and running in elections, parties forming systematic linkages with
associational groups, and parties inviting nonstate actors for policy consultation or even for the
delivery of public services. As Goldstone asserts, “Understanding how social movements give
rise to parties, shape political alignments, and interact with normal political institutions has
become essential to comprehending political dynamics” (2003, 12). This research direction
deserves further scholarly attention, cross-disciplinary conversations, and rigorous analyses
(Goldstone 2003; McAdam and Tarrow 2010; Urbinati and Warren 2008; Van Cott 2005). Yet,
few studies of democratic politics have systematically examined protest movements and party
politics in conjunction with each other and their mutual influence. Given the long and powerful
tradition of protest movements in South Korean politics, it is an analytical imperative to
investigate the encounters and interactions between street politics and political parties, and
their consequences, in order to gain a better and fuller understanding of how democracy works
or fails to work in Korea.EXPLAINING THE DYNAMICS OF PARTY POLITICS AND
MOVEMENT POLITICSHow can we explain the gap between recurrent powerful protest
movements and the stunted development of political parties in Korea? There are two prominent
candidates for explanation in the existing scholarship in comparative politics and political
sociology. The first approach is to blame the authoritarian past for the making of contentious
civil society against inefficacious political parties. A number of studies by Korean scholars
advance a historical argument that the precedence of the strong authoritarian state and



anticommunist ideology in post–Korean War South Korea left indelible marks on the political
parties of the present (J. Choi 2002; K. Ho 2005; H. Jaung 2012). The autocratic president,
executive branch, and security apparatuses dominated the political sphere, whereas political
parties were merely auxiliary organizations whose fate was determined at the whim of the
powerful state. Military dictators further marginalized party politics by framing it as a hotbed of
corruption that only powerful autocrats could clean up (Mobrand 2015). Authoritarian regimes
mobilized anticommunism as a state ideology and confined political parties to a narrow
conservative spectrum without connections to socioeconomic bases (J. Choi 2006). Loosely
organized conservative politicians are less inclined to represent societal interests than to
pursue their own political ambitions and engage in organizational feuds (Frantz and Geddes
2016). Disappointed in political parties with tainted reputations and under organizational
disarray, the logic goes, citizens turned to the streets to directly voice their political
claims.While this book builds upon a historical account that emphasizes the persistent legacies
of the authoritarian era, it rejects the idea that the present is solely made of the past.
explanations driven by path dependence highlight continuities but at the expense of missing
the moments of change and innovation (Mahoney and Thelen 2009). It is hard to be convinced
that authoritarian politics have lingered to define political parties and social movement groups
in post-transition Korea for more than three decades and that these political associations have
remained essentially static because of autocratic legacies. Furthermore, the agency of political
actors is dismissed under this historical perspective. From the very first presidential election in
1987 and legislative elections in 1988, hundreds of former activists joined opposition parties
(and conservative parties to some extent) or formed new progressive parties with the aim of
reforming party politics. It is puzzling why despite such a huge influx of reform-oriented
politicians into existing parties, citizens do not view the legislature and political parties as an
institutional channel through which their interests are represented and pursued into public
policies. Pro-democracy groups, too, have evolved over the last thirty years, bifurcating into
different political agendas with various degrees of institutionalization and collective action
capacities. The successes and failures of this interconnected political activism need to be
brought into our analytical horizon and actively explained in order to have a full view of the
making of South Korean politics.Another way of answering the question of the imbalance
between protest movements and party politics in Korea is to blame electoral institutions less
permeable to new political forces. As a prominent theory in party studies asserts, institutional
rules govern the behavior of political actors by defining the structure of opportunities and
constraints (Duverger 1954; North 1990). electoral rules are the mechanism through which
votes are translated into seats (Cox 1997). One of the widely known propositions informed by
an institutional logic is the formation of a two-party system under a plurality rule. Under a
majoritarian rule combined with a single-member district system, voters who do not want to
waste their vote cast their ballot for an electable candidate instead of their most preferred
candidate (i.e., strategic voting). As a result, the two parties that position closer to the median
voter prevail, while third parties are disadvantaged and have little chance of winning seats. The
presidential system, moreover, has a tendency to undermine the organizational development of
political parties because the winner-take-all nature of presidential races incentivizes
presidential hopefuls to seek vote-maximizing strategies instead of investing in the
organizational development of political parties (Hellmann 2014; Y. Kim 2001; Linz 1994;
Samuel and Shugart 2010).From the institutional perspective, the simple majoritarian electoral
rule for the Korean legislature (1988–2003) combined with the presidential system seems to be
the primary stumbling block that inhibits the translation of protest movements into institutional



progressive politics (Y. Kim 2011; J. Kwak 2009). New and small political parties cannot easily
enter the legislature because of the majoritarian electoral system, and thus progressive groups
employ the streets as the venue to assert their political demands. This logic conveniently
explains how the DLP was able to gain elected seats only after the electoral reform into a
mixed-member majoritarian (MMM) system went into effect in 2004.Institutional rules shape
the behavior of voters and politicians by defining the parameters of their political choices. Yet,
electoral systems alone cannot explain the vibrancy of contentious politics in the streets versus
the distrusted political parties in the National Assembly because they cannot account for
intraparty changes over time (why does the same party behave differently?) or interparty
differences (why do different parties react in divergent directions?) when institutional rules are
constant. Even under the identical electoral rule, in force since 2004, for instance, progressive
parties supported by social movement groups have risen and declined in their institutional
presence. As a way of bypassing the limitations of the majoritarian electoral system that
favored established parties, hundreds of former activists joined centrist parties rather than
forming a separate political party to participate in legislative politics. They won elected seats
and became a dominant group within the party but still fell short in fulfilling their mandate of
changing legislative politics or reforming their own parties.A quick comparison with Taiwanese
politics immediately reveals the lack of universal effects of institutional rules. Taiwan is one of
the most comparable cases to South Korea, as its politics is similarly defined by the legacies of
powerful dictatorial regimes, an MMM electoral rule (since 2008), and a presidential system.
Yet, Taiwan’s pro-democracy movement diverged from its counterpart in Korea by forming and
aligning with an opposition party, the Democratic Progressive Party, formed in 1986, and
producing one of the most stable party systems, with organizational longevity and
programmatic competition, among the so-called third-wave democracies (T. Cheng 2003;
Croissant and Volkel 2010; Hicken and Kuhonta 2011). The social energy for new politics
funneled into a political party that grew to capture the presidency as well as the legislature
several times in postauthoritarian decades. The experience of Taiwan presents a comparative
example that counters the general effects of institutional rules, and it highlights the analytical
need to account for similar institutional settings but divergent trajectories.While historical
legacies and institutional rules do matter in informing the behavior of political actors, both
approaches overrate the power of static, external environments. As a result, we tend to
overlook the dynamic interplay between the context and the actors and give insufficient
attention to the realm of politics where social actors exercise agency (Hall 2010; Jasper 2004;
Liu 2015). How do actors actually interpret and respond to these historical and contextual
conditions? Actors make choices, decisions, and missteps, conduct experiments, or take no
action, none of which are neatly explained by the dictates of past practices or institutional
constraints (Capoccia and Ziblatt 2010). This book answers the posed research questions by
carefully looking into the inside of protest movements and political parties and the interactions
between the two to explicate how activists and politicians interpret the constraints of the
authoritarian past and the incentives and disincentives of institutional rules to decide their
course of action. Born in their reaction to the dominance of the autocratic state, both SMOs
and political parties in post-transition Korea maintained certain features that were created in
their formative years. However, matters such as which reform agendas to articulate, what
modes of political aggregation to pursue, and which forms of organizational coalition to build
are not predetermined by contextual conditions. Close attention to these interactive and
constitutive processes helps us see beyond the overdeterminism of structural conditions on
political associations as well as the unwarranted voluntarism assigned to individual leaders and



rank-and-file activists (Levitsky 2003).8In addition to uncovering the agentic interactions
between protest movements and party politics, this book challenges dichotomous assumptions
about SMOs and political parties. Studies on social movements and political parties often
assume that SMOs are issue-specific, in contrast to political parties representing broad social
interests (Kitschelt 2005; McAdam and Tarrow 2010). McAdam and Tarrow maintain that there
is an “inherent tension between the logic of movement activism and the logic of electoral
politics” because SMOs have an uncompromising commitment to certain narrow issues,
whereas political parties have a centrist and coalitional tendency (2010, 537). However, the
scope of interest representation may vary depending on the historical formation of these
organizations. South Korean SMOs particularly stand out in terms of the breadth of social
issues they advocate and the capacity to generate policy proposals on a broad spectrum of
issues. In comparison, the policy-making capacity of political parties has been limited under
the legacy of a strong developmental state and the policy initiative exercised by the current
presidential system.To go beyond what the existing scholarship offers, this book begins with a
careful exposition on the historical formation of the democracy movement and political parties
under the authoritarian state and traces their organizational identities and the patterns of their
interactions. Based on this groundwork, this book closely follows the bifurcation of three routes
of democratic politics in postauthoritarian Korea. A group of democracy activists organized and
stayed in SMOs to mobilize public demands in the streets, remaining outside formal politics.
Another group of former activists chose to join existing parties with the goal of reforming
Korean politics from within. The third route was charted by those who formed a separate
progressive party to represent radical agendas in legislative politics. By comparing the politics
of these three pathways, this book explicates how SMOs and political parties interacted with
each other, influenced each other’s growth and decline, and portioned their contribution to the
making of Korean democracy.My analysis of the three routes of pursuing democratic
representation and the interactions among them begins with the assumption that both SMOs
and political parties face multiple collective action problems, with collective action broadly
understood as “coordinating efforts on behalf of shared interests or programs” (Tilly and Tarrow
2015, 8). As SMOs and political parties operate by bringing together individuals for a common
cause, agreeing on what the common cause is, and developing means of mobilizing citizens
and achieving the set goals (Aldridge 1995), they need to address these collective action
problems to remain an effective political group. By trial and error and in interactions with other
actors, they build different capacities for collective action. Mungiu-Pippidi argues that “the
capacity for collective action is a public good that derives from extensive social interaction,” and
once cooperation and the habit of association exist, it becomes easier to use the social capital
for any collective action (2013, 106). Thus, I closely trace the process through which the three
groups of democracy activists were able or unable to build collective action capacity in their
respective organizations and how they deployed their collective action capacity to practice
effective democratic representation in the last three decades.METHODS OF INQUIRY AND
EMPIRICAL EVIDENCEThree considerations inform the methodological approach and
comparative theorizing of this book. First, the arguments presented in this book are generated
by taking description and a deep reading of empirical realities seriously (Gerring 2012; H.
Jaung 2012; Kreuzer 2010). Regarding serious description, John Gerring rescues “mere
description” from its subordinated status to causal statements by underscoring the substantive
importance of descriptive arguments (2012). Without serious description, he states, “we will
know less about the world (descriptively) and what we know will be less precise, less reliable,
and perhaps subject to systematic bias—generated by scholars’ motivation to uncover a causal



relationship” (Gerring 2012, 733). The acknowledgment that description in and of itself
constitutes an important contribution to social sciences knowledge liberated this project from
the dictates of a typical research design that requires the causal alignment of the dependent
and independent variables.Second, the departure from strictly variable-driven methodologies
shares the critique that variables cannot be defined as clearly measurable, discrete factors that
exert identical effect regardless of their context (Ragin 1987; Steinmo 2010). Instead of
pursuing the disciplinary desire to construct a neat causal argument, which often comes at the
risk of simplifying social realities and isolating certain developments, this book values the
importance of understanding and narrating the interactive, relational, evolutionary, and
constitutive processes (Della Porta 2016; Emirbayer 1997; Hart 2006; Steinmo 2010). In The
Evolution of Modern States, Sven Steinmo begins with a confession that “we increasingly have
tried to understand the world as if it was made up of discrete, stable, and independent units (or
variables) when in reality we know that human history is the product of complex, dynamic, and
interdependent processes” (2010, 8). In the evolutionary process, when something occurs in a
specific historical moment, it fundamentally shapes what follows. And even a similar change or
condition in one context may evolve into a different outcome when it interacts with other factors
and actors in a different context (Ragin 1987; Steinmo 2010).9 Using similar reasoning, Hart
highlights the methodological focus on revealing how various actors, sites, and cases are
“constituted in relation to one another through power-laden practices in the multiple
interconnected arenas” (2006, 996).This approach can offer greater analytical depth and width
in the study of contemporary politics, the process of which undergoes constant change and
adaptation through the interactions of various actors and contextual conditions. Therefore, the
following chapters carefully chronicle the historical processes, the sequence of events, the
actions taken by democracy activists and party politicians, and the interactions between protest
movements and party politics, which together placed the making of Korean democracy on an
unretractable course of political evolution.Another methodological perspective that guides this
book on Korean politics is decolonizing social science knowledge. Knowledge production is not
without its own system of hierarchy and inequality, and critical scholars have long raised the
question of euro and American centrism in the production of knowledge, with warnings against
the danger of essentializing or peripheralizing the politics of other regions. We still struggle with
the fallacy that the “West” represents a singular model of modernity and that its modernity was
endogenously produced (Bhambra 2011; Chakrabarty 2000). From such a eurocentric
worldview, scholarly findings from Western cases constitute general knowledge and the
reference point, while research on regions other than the West is viewed as producing merely
parochial, local, and descriptive scholarship (Adams 2014). established theories on
modernization, democratization, and social movements are premised on the idea that Western
experiences set the model and other nations and regions are expected to emulate or catch up
to Western pathways. As Chatterjee aptly critiques, we assume a path of “symmetrical
development,” where the components of modern democracies, such as industrialization, the
middle class, pluralism by political parties, a vibrant civil society, and the welfare state,
eventually emerge and need to be concurrently present (2011). What happened in the
modernization of the West is expected to be repeated in other places in due course. If this path
is not repeated, it is either a matter of “not yet” or an example of imperfect, deficient, deformed,
or failed modernization because some essential prerequisites are missing in the pathways of
late development (Chakrabarty 2000). However, such a teleological and “not yet” narrative
offers an ahistorical account of divergent political developments across the globe by ignoring
the histories of colonialism and imperialism and by erasing the connections between the rise of



the West and the underdevelopment of regions other than the West (Adams 2014).Taking
seriously the decolonization perspectives raised by postcolonial, subaltern studies, this book
approaches political dynamics in Korea “as is.” The historical experience of Korean politics
shows that the central actors and political mechanisms through which major political
breakthroughs are generated are different from those observed in other democracies. This
difference does not necessarily imply a deficiency or anomaly in the making of modernization
and democratization. Korean politics should be analyzed on its own terms, while
acknowledging various points of interconnectedness with geopolitics and the global context.
Therefore, this book places the Korean case in comparative conversations by referencing the
empirical findings from other nations and regions but does not present Korea’s political process
as “deformed” or on its way to “catching up” to the trajectories of established
democracies.Instead, this book suggests that Korea’s divergent mode of democratic politics
should be approached as a novel possibility of democratic representation and a critical source
for serious theorizing. When every polity is birthed in a unique set of conditions, a flat, variable-
oriented comparison with others may not yield much analytical utility. The making of Korean
democracy cannot be fully investigated without a deep reading of how the postcolonial, Cold
War context and the extensive involvement of the Unites States in the region created a
substantially different ground for the emergence of state institutions, political parties, and social
movement groups. By closely following the political dynamics, the course of events, and the
interactions between democracy activists and party politicians, we comprehend how the gravity
of political opposition was anchored by contentious democracy movements in the nation.
Hence, the Korean way of making and advancing democracy is not an aberration but suggests
the inseparable co-evolution of protest movements and party politics and another possibility of
practicing democratic representation.With these methodological motivations in the background,
this book builds its analyses and arguments on information and data generated through the
following methods. First, I conducted multiple field research trips in Korea between the summer
of 2010 and the summer of 2020. The research trips ranged from three to four weeks to a
semester-long stay (in fall 2013 and spring 2018). Field research activities included interviews,
participant observation, and careful reading of primary and secondary sources produced in the
Korean language. I conducted more than fifty in-depth interviews with individuals, including
democracy activists, SMO leaders, elected lawmakers, assistants in lawmakers’ offices,
activists turned politicians aspiring to run for office, and researchers at political party–affiliated
think tanks (a detailed description of interviews appears in appendix 1). When selecting
interviewees, I tried to include individuals from a diverse spectrum of political orientations, but
given this book’s focus on democracy activists and activists turned politicians, not many
activists or politicians from the conservative camp are represented.My participant observation
was comprised of spending a day with a legislator, following his or her daily activities;
accompanying a number of electoral candidates during the campaign period and observing
their campaign speeches and interactions with constituents (during the 2012 legislative
election); joining after-work dining and drinking occasions; and participating in a number of
conferences, talks, street protests, and SMOs’ routine activities. I engaged in participant
observation most intensively in the spring of 2012 (when a legislative election took place), the
fall of 2013 (when political parties and SMOs were reconfigured under the conservative
government), and the winter of 2016 (when the candlelight protest against Park was at its
peak).In terms of collecting and using primary sources on political parties and SMOs, I relied
on print and electronic materials available from the National Assembly Library, the National
election Commission, major political parties, political think tanks, and civic organizations.



Secondary documents that offer historical accounts of social movements and political parties
also constitute important sources of information since this book carefully traces the evolution
and interactions of SMOs and political parties over several decades. Major scholarly works
written in the Korean language on protest movements and party politics were consulted and
compared with publications produced in english in North American academia. These
secondary sources were particularly valuable for understanding the historical evolution of
political elites and their organizational associations, which is the focus of chapter 3.Another
source of evidence employed in this research is public survey results and primary election-
related data. Korea Barometer Surveys, Asia Barometer Surveys, and World Values Surveys
were used to understand what citizens think of protest movements and political parties.
election results and postelection surveys were analyzed to extract various indicators of political
parties and partisan competition. To analyze the interactions between movement activists and
elected politicians, I compiled and updated an original data set, the Korean Legislators Career
Background (KLCB) Data, based on the information in national legislators’ profiles, which is
available from the National election Commission and the National Legislative election
Report.My field research in Korea and the triangulation of various sources of evidence enabled
me to define (and refine) my research questions and to gain a more nuanced understanding of
the complexities involved in street politics and party politics. I was able to better contextualize
my research project only by piecing together diverse sources of empirical evidence, which
ranged from my firsthand observations of politics unfolding on the ground, to interviews with
activists and politicians, to surveys that ask what people think about protests and party politics,
and to secondary sources that offer historical and descriptive accounts.OUTLINE OF THE
BOOKFollowing this introduction, chapter 1 offers a brief history of post-1987 politics in South
Korea, which was filled with waves of contentious mobilization in the streets as well as with the
rise, decline, splits, and mergers of numerous political parties in the National Assembly. As
democracy activists charted different modes of democratic representation, those in SMOs, not
activists turned politicians in centrist parties or in progressive labor parties, evolved to become
a central actor in shaping Korean democracy by forming broad coalitions and mobilizing
nationwide street protests. By critically revisiting existing accounts informed by historical and
institutional approaches, this book advances an explanation focused on the capacity for
collective action to understand the development of powerful SMOs in comparison to loosely
organized and divisive political parties. This exposition highlights the process through which
SMOs were able to amass a high degree of coordination capacity while political parties failed
to do so.Chapter 2 is devoted to a historical account of the origins of weak political parties,
which have shown a high level of organizational fluctuation and the slow development of
programmatic competition in postauthoritarian decades. It begins with the emergence of the
first political parties in post-1945 Korea and investigates how autocratic regimes that preceded
democratization in 1987 shaped the political arena within which political parties and opposition
movements evolved and competed. By examining the institutional nature of authoritarian
regimes, the top-down organizing of ruling and opposition parties, the sociopolitical
background of elites who led political parties, and the growth of a contentious civil society, this
chapter demonstrates that the preponderance of authoritarian regimes born out of the specific
geohistorical context critically carved the path of party development and the dynamics between
political parties and pro-democracy groups in Korea.Chapter 3 begins with the historic moment
of Korea’s democratic transition in 1987 and examines the role of pro-democracy coalitions and
opposition parties in the making of this huge political transformation and in setting the
institutional rules for a new democratic polity. In the context of elite-dominated transition



negotiations, the survival of authoritarian successors, and opposition parties divided along
regional cleavages during the initial years of democratization, democracy activists reorganized
and navigated three different routes of political intervention. This chapter focuses on activists
who continued in or formed new SMOs, contrary to the expectation that contentious civil
society would demobilize in postauthoritarian decades, to represent democratic reform
agendas, mobilize citizens in street protests, and propose policy alternatives to change
institutional politics. It provides a close examination of how Korean SMOs have grown into an
effective force for democratic enhancement by building a national solidarity infrastructure since
the 1980s.Chapter 4 moves its analysis to another group of democracy activists, who decided
to explore direct involvement in formal politics by joining centrist parties. Based on KLCB Data,
this chapter shows that activists turned politicians came to form the most significant bloc within
centrist parties, compared to any other group of politicians coming from different career
backgrounds. Former activists were welcomed with high expectations that they would be the
“young blood” that transformed established parties and that translated popular will into
institutional politics. After thirty years of political experimentation, however, their achievements
were rather modest, as they failed in constructing effective coordinating mechanisms to fulfill
the promised political mission. This chapter explicates the process through which activists
turned politicians undermined their collective endeavors within established parties.Chapter 5
follows the third way of transformative politics that pro-democracy vanguards were committed
to. This group of activists proposed to form an independent progressive political party that was
completely separate from existing parties, both ideologically and organizationally. The
organization of the DLP and its presence in the National Assembly for almost ten years,
between 2004 and 2014, was a phenomenal accomplishment for progressive movements as
well as electoral politics in post-democratization Korea and had a significant impact on
changing party politics. Yet, the labor party was eventually marred by factional divides and
marginalized in the national legislature. This chapter closely chronicles why and how
democracy activists in labor parties failed to create a strong solidarity infrastructure to stay
unified as a progressive legislative force.The conclusion summarizes the major findings of this
book followed by a comparative contemplation of how an investigation of protest movements
and political parties in Korea extends new theoretical perspectives to our understanding of
social movements, party politics, and democratic representation. It closes with a discussion of
the challenges Korean democracy faces today despite its spectacular and dramatic
achievements over the last three decades. The active mobilization of the extreme
conservatives with anachronistic nostalgia for autocratic leaders, including imprisoned Park
Geun-hye, pushes partisan politics into divisive polarization. Most critically, the democracy
generation’s stultification into the political establishment clashes with the younger generations’
demand for a just and fair democracy in Korea.NOTES1.This book uses the terms “social
movements,” “protest movements,” “democracy movements,” “street politics,” and “protest
politics” interchangeably to denote collective action by citizens, activists, and social movement
organizations in public spaces such as streets and squares to put forward explicit claims for
political, social, and economic change. It does not include service- or charity-oriented activism
by civic organizations.2.“Opposition,” especially in partisan relations, is a relative term
depending on which political force is in or out of power. In the context of Korean politics,
“opposition,” or yadang, refers to the political forces that have traditionally stood against
authoritarian rule and been excluded from state power and access to state resources. Between
1948 and 1987, an opposition party assumed power only once, for less than a year, in 1960
during the short democratic interregnum before Park Chung-hee’s military coup. Thus, being



out of power and standing against autocratic leaders constitute an important partisan identity
for the Democratic Party and its successor parties. In comparison to yadang, yeodang, or the
ruling party, carries the political history of an organization instrumental to the authoritarian
president and signifies the president’s party, created and run in a top-down manner.3.This
concept of democratic consolidation has been challenged by recent scholarship on hybrid
regimes, authoritarian reversals, and democratic deconsolidation (Bermeo 2016; Foa and
Mounk 2017; Levitsky and Way 2010; Lührmann and Lindberg 2019).4.Quartz, “South Koreans
Are Really Good at Protesting,” November 30, 2016, video, 1:55 (accessed May 15,
2017), .5.This does not imply that the Workers’ Party and the African National Congress
continue to represent or even implement the progressive agendas that they stood for in their
formative years.6.In a comparative examination of labor mobilization in new democracies, I
explained that Korea’s militant unionism, in contrast to Taiwan’s partisan unionism, originated
from labor’s position as an institutional outsider lacking meaningful participation in labor policy-
making processes. The absence of partisan allies to represent labor interests in institutional
politics has molded labor unions to become a recalcitrant actor frequently challenging formal
politics. This finding was based on two interrelated observations of Korean democracy. At least
until the early 2000s, political parties in Korea did not engage in policy competition over labor
issues or redistributive justice, alienating collective actors such as labor unions.7.The
theoretical propositions of political party scholarship are primarily based on the empirical
examination of Western europe, North America, and to some extent Latin America. Recent
studies by democracy scholars concern the declining significance of political parties, the
stunted development of party politics, or even the collapse of party systems in young and old
democracies. Compared to the normative importance of party politics in new democracies, our
empirical knowledge of political parties is highly limited, particularly when it comes to east
Asia, with the exception, to some extent, of Japan. existing studies that examine Korean parties
in a serious manner, but mostly as one case within comparative projects, include Russell
Dalton et al.’s Party Politics in East Asia (2008), Olli Hellmann’s Political Parties and Electoral
Strategy: The Development of Party Organization in East Asia (2011), Youngmi Kim’s The
Politics of Coalition in Korea (2011), and Alex Hicken and erik Kuhonta’s Party System
Institutionalization in Asia (2015).8.Levitsky explicated parties’ adaptability in Peru’s changing
political-economic environment by looking into party leadership and the party’s rootedness in
society (2003).9.Ragin (1987) advances a similar methodological approach by highlighting the
importance of conjuncturality, i.e., the process through which a cluster of conditions produces
unique social outcomes.CHAPTER 1Waves of Protest Movements and Political Parties in
FluxEmpirical Reality and Proposed ExplanationSouth Korea is considered one of the most
successful third-wave democracies of the 1980s, having achieved democratization through
people power and sustained democratic institutions with a vibrant and affluent economy. At the
heart of this political history lie protest movements, which were organized on a national scope
to bring about the democratic transition in 1987. Social movements continued to erupt in post-
transition decades to put forward various transformative agendas in the nation’s democracy.
This chapter begins with a brief history of postauthoritarian politics in South Korea, which was
filled with waves of contentious mobilization in the streets as well as with the rise, decline,
splits, and mergers of numerous political parties in the National Assembly. In these political
dynamics, social movement organizations (SMOs) emerged as powerful actors to spearhead
street protests and articulate popular demands for political change by forming a broad umbrella
network, presenting common political agendas, and mobilizing citizens in large-scale
demonstrations. The SMOs and their joint actions can be juxtaposed with a high degree of



public distrust and disparagement toward political parties, which have engaged in frequent
political fissures and fusions and pursued unrefined programmatic alternatives.Against this
empirical discussion, I critically revisit existing accounts that identify authoritarian legacies or
institutional rules as the reason for the creation of weak political parties versus powerful SMOs.
As a way of understanding the interactive process between historical-institutional context and
political actors’ agentic endeavors, I advance an explanation focused on the capacity for
collective action to analyze the success and failure of three modes of democratic
representation. In the first route explored by democracy activists in SMOs, civic organizations
were able to create a “national solidarity infrastructure” and become a central force to enhance
the nation’s democracy. The second mode involved hundreds of activists turned politicians who
chose to join centrist parties but who failed to form and remain a reformist bloc because of
internal divisions and dissociation from civil society. The third way was charted by radical
activists as they established a separate progressive party to represent transformative agendas
in institutional politics. These activists-cum-politicians were unsuccessful in making the labor
party into a national player, as they were torn by ideological factionalism in the context of
waning grassroots and membership bases.WAVES OF PROTEST MOVEMENTS SINCE 1987
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