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Introduction

Understanding how the South Korean government operates is essential for anyone
interested in contemporary governance, comparative politics, or the remarkable story
of a nation that has transformed itself from the devastation of war into one of the
world’s most vibrant democracies. South Korea’s political system is unique in its blend
of historical experiences, constitutional ideals, and pragmatic responses to both
domestic and international challenges. The origins of its present-day government
trace back to the establishment of the Republic in 1948 and a subsequent journey
marked by both turbulent periods of authoritarianism and dramatic strides toward
democracy.

This book seeks to provide a comprehensive and accessible exploration of the
government system of South Korea from its fundamental constitutional structure to
the practicalities of everyday governance at both national and local levels. We will
examine the framework ensconced in the Constitution, highlighting the separation of
powers among the executive, legislative, and judicial branches. Each of these three
pillars has its own well-defined responsibilities and, taken together, they create a
robust system of checks and balances that is designed to safeqguard democracy and
ensure the rights of citizens.

Critical to understanding South Korea’s current system is the context provided by its
historical evolution, particularly the sweeping changes following the 1987
constitutional reforms. These reforms curtailed the excessive powers of the presidency
characteristic of earlier decades, expanded legislative and judicial authority, and
introduced new protections for civil liberties. We will explore how these reforms
shaped not only the distribution of power at the national level, but also spurred the
development of a more participatory and decentralized system through local
government reforms.

At the heart of the South Korean system lies its sophisticated electoral processes, both
for the president and the National Assembly as well as for governors, mayors, and
local councils. The book will outline the mechanisms by which representatives are
selected and how electoral fairness is safequarded through independent institutions. A
close look at local government will reveal how semi-autonomous provinces, cities, and
districts reflect a dynamic balance between central authority and local initiative,
illustrating how grassroots democracy is fostered in practice.

Throughout these chapters, we will not only analyze the formal structures and

constitutional principles, but also illustrate the government’s operations through key
examples and ongoing reforms. By contextualizing policy decisions, state agencies’
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functioning, and the impact of civic engagement, readers will come to understand
both the stability and the vibrancy that characterize South Korea’s governance
landscape.

By the end of this book, readers will have gained a thorough understanding of both the
theory and practice of South Korean government—from the halls of the National
Assembly in Seoul to the offices of local councilors across the peninsula. Whether you
are a student of international relations, an aspiring policy-maker, or a curious
observer, this guide will equip you with the foundational knowledge needed to
appreciate the complexities and achievements of the South Korean government
system.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Birth of the Republic: South
Korea’s Historical Background

To understand the intricate workings of the South Korean government today, we must
first journey back through the annals of its history, to the tumultuous period that saw
the Korean peninsula emerge from colonial rule and navigate the fraught landscape of
a burgeoning global Cold War. The story of the Republic of Korea's birth is not a simple
tale of a nation appearing fully formed; it is one of struggle, division, and the
determined pursuit of self-determination against a backdrop of international power
dynamics.

For many decades leading up to the mid-20th century, Korea was not a sovereign
nation. Since 1910, it had been under the firm control of Imperial Japan, a period of
colonial rule that lasted for 35 years and profoundly impacted Korean society, culture,
and political development. This era was marked by efforts to suppress Korean identity,
exploit resources, and integrate the peninsula into the Japanese Empire. Resistance to
Japanese rule took many forms, from peaceful protests to armed struggle, both within
Korea and by exile groups abroad. Among these groups was the Korean Provisional
Government (KPG), established in Shanghai in 1919 following the nationwide March
First Movement, a significant display of Korean resistance. The KPG, though a
government-in-exile and lacking widespread international recognition, represented a
continuous assertion of Korean sovereignty and aimed to establish a democratic
republic with a separation of powers. Its members included prominent independence
fighters who would later play roles in the formation of the post-liberation Korean state.

The end of the Second World War in August 1945 brought liberation from Japanese
rule, but it also ushered in a new and unexpected challenge: the division of the Korean
peninsula. As Japan surrendered, the Allied powers, specifically the United States and
the Soviet Union, agreed to a temporary division of Korea at the 38th parallel to
oversee the disarming of Japanese forces. Soviet forces accepted the surrender north
of the parallel, while American forces did so in the south. This line, initially intended as
a temporary administrative measure, quickly solidified into a political boundary as the
ideological(J## CHAPTER ONE: The Birth of the Republic: South Korea’s Historical
Background
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determined pursuit of self-determination against a backdrop of international power
dynamics.

For many decades leading up to the mid-20th century, Korea was not a sovereign
nation. Since 1910, it had been under the firm control of Imperial Japan, a period of
colonial rule that lasted for 35 years and profoundly impacted Korean society, culture,
and political development. This era was marked by efforts to suppress Korean identity,
exploit resources, and integrate the peninsula into the Japanese Empire. Resistance to
Japanese rule took many forms, from peaceful protests to armed struggle, both within
Korea and by exile groups abroad. Among these groups was the Korean Provisional
Government (KPG), established in Shanghai in 1919 following the nationwide March
First Movement, a significant display of Korean resistance. The KPG, though a
government-in-exile and lacking widespread international recognition, represented a
continuous assertion of Korean sovereignty and aimed to establish a democratic
republic with a separation of powers. Its members included prominent independence
fighters who would later play roles in the formation of the post-liberation Korean state.

The end of the Second World War in August 1945 brought liberation from Japanese
rule, but it also ushered in a new and unexpected challenge: the division of the Korean
peninsula. As Japan surrendered, the Allied powers, specifically the United States and
the Soviet Union, agreed to a temporary division of Korea at the 38th parallel to
oversee the disarming of Japanese forces. Soviet forces accepted the surrender north
of the parallel, while American forces did so in the south. This line, initially intended as
a temporary administrative measure, quickly solidified into a political boundary as the
ideological rivalry between the two superpowers intensified.

In the south, the United States established the United States Army Military
Government in Korea (USAMGIK) in September 1945, which would govern the territory
until the establishment of a Korean government. This period was marked by political
and economic instability, as the country grappled with the aftermath of colonial rule
and the emergence of various political factions. Many Koreans had hoped for
immediate self-government, and the presence of foreign military administrations was
met with mixed reactions. Meanwhile, in the north, a Soviet-backed communist regime
began to take shape under the leadership of Kim Il Sung.

Efforts to establish a unified, independent Korean government through joint US-Soviet
commission talks ultimately failed due to fundamental disagreements between the
two powers and the deepening Cold War divide. Recognizing the impasse, the issue
was brought before the United Nations. In 1947, the UN passed a resolution calling for
a general election throughout the Korean peninsula under UN supervision to create a
unified government. However, the Soviet Union refused to allow the UN supervisors
access to the northern zone, effectively preventing a nationwide election.

Consequently, the UN-supervised election was held only in the area south of the 38th
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parallel on May 10, 1948. This was a landmark moment, representing the first time in
Korean history that citizens could vote for a national legislative body. Despite boycotts
by some left-wing groups and politicians who opposed the idea of a separate southern
government that would solidify the division, a significant majority of registered voters
participated. The election elected the members of the first National Assembly.

The newly elected National Assembly convened and, after about a month and a half of
work, promulgated the Constitution of the Republic of Korea on July 17, 1948. This
foundational document laid the groundwork for a democratic republic with a system of
separation of powers, echoing the ideals that had been championed by the Korean
Provisional Government decades earlier. Just a few days later, on July 20, 1948, the
National Assembly elected Syngman Rhee as the first President of the Republic of
Korea. Rhee was a prominent figure in the independence movement who had spent
many years in exile.

Finally, on August 15, 1948, the Republic of Korea (ROK) was formally established in
the south, with Syngman Rhee inaugurated as its first president. This date is
celebrated as Liberation Day, marking not only the end of Japanese rule but also the
birth of the new republic. Shortly thereafter, on September 9, 1948, the Democratic
People's Republic of Korea (DPRK) was proclaimed in the north, with Kim Il Sung as its
leader, further entrenching the division of the peninsula. The United Nations
subsequently recognized the government of the Republic of Korea as the only
legitimate government on the Korean Peninsula.

The birth of the Republic of Korea in 1948 was thus a product of both the long-
cherished desire for independence and the complex geopolitical realities of the post-
World War Il era. It marked the end of one form of external control but immediately
faced the challenges of internal division and the looming shadow of the Cold War. This
historical context is crucial for understanding the subsequent development of South
Korea's government and its enduring commitment to democratic principles, even
through periods of significant challenge and change. The legacy of this tumultuous
birth, particularly the division of the peninsula, continues to shape the political
landscape and governmental priorities of South Korea to this day.
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