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Introduction

The Korean Peninsula remains one of the world’s most compelling examples of
political divergence. Sharing a deep-rooted history and cultural heritage, the peoples
of Korea are separated not only by the physical boundary of the Demilitarized Zone
but by fundamentally different political systems and ideologies that have shaped
every aspect of contemporary Korean life. From the bustling, democratic streets of
Seoul to the tightly controlled avenues of Pyongyang, Korea tells a story of
transformation, division, and survival amid the ever-changing dynamics of global
politics.

Understanding Korean politics requires placing modern developments within the
broader context of the peninsula’s tumultuous history. Two world wars, colonial
occupation by Japan, devastating civil conflict, and the subsequent establishment of
two Koreas—each pursuing starkly different models of governance—have left an
indelible mark. The legacy of division is not merely institutional but also deeply
personal, affecting families, culture, and the very identity of the Korean people.

South Korea stands today as a vibrant democracy with an engaged civil society,
dynamic political parties, and a robust economy. Its political journey—marked by
authoritarian eras, waves of democratization, partisan struggles, and sweeping
reforms—offers important lessons about the challenges and promises of building a
democracy in East Asia. In contrast, North Korea remains one of the most secretive
societies on earth. Its totalitarian political system, founded on the principles of Juche
and hereditary leadership, relies on surveillance, strict social control, and an all-
encompassing state ideology that impacts every facet of daily life.

Central to an understanding of Korean politics is the contrast between state structure
and the lived experience of ordinary citizens. This book delves into how institutions
function both on paper and in practice, how laws are made and enforced, and how
individuals and groups—whether operating in the open or under careful
watch—engage with or contest political authority. It considers the ways in which
political history and contemporary realities intertwine, influencing debates on
democracy, human rights, economic policy, and social justice.

Moreover, Korean politics cannot be separated from questions of security and
international relations. The ongoing nuclear issue, the peninsula’s strategic
importance, and shifting alliances with global powers all profoundly shape internal
dynamics in both North and South. At the same time, critical issues such as
generational change, regionalism, urban-rural divides, and the influence of digital
technology continue to reshape the landscape of Korean political life.
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This book aims to be a comprehensive guide, offering readers a clear, accessible, and
nuanced understanding of the politics and political systems of both Koreas. Whether
for students, scholars, policymakers, or interested readers, it provides the essential
foundations, encourages critical reflection, and invites further exploration of a
peninsula whose political future remains a matter of global significance.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Historical Context: Korea’s Path
to Division

To understand the political landscape of contemporary Korea, we must first delve into
the long and complex history of the peninsula, a history that has been shaped by
geography, powerful neighbors, and internal dynamics. For centuries, Korea existed as
a unified entity, though not without its own periods of internal strife and external
pressure. This shared history forms the bedrock of a common cultural identity, even as
the political realities of the past seven decades have driven the two Koreas down
profoundly different paths.

The earliest inhabitants of the Korean Peninsula and Manchuria date back some
700,000 years. Over millennia, various tribal states and kingdoms rose and fell. The
Gojoseon kingdom, considered the first Korean kingdom, is said to have been founded
in 2333 BC in northern Korea and southern Manchuria. By the 1st century BC, the
Three Kingdoms of Goguryeo, Baekje, and Silla controlled the peninsula and parts of
Manchuria. These kingdoms engaged in rivalries and alliances, with Silla eventually
unifying most of the peninsula in 676 AD.

Following the Unified Silla period, the Goryeo dynasty was established in 918 AD,
unifying the peninsula once more. This era saw the codification of laws and the
introduction of a civil service system. Goryeo faced external challenges, including
invasions by the Mongols in the 13th century, eventually becoming a vassal state of
the Mongol-ruled Yuan dynasty in China. Despite these challenges, Goryeo maintained
a distinct Korean identity.

The Joseon dynasty, founded in 1392, marked a significant period in Korean history,
lasting for over 500 years. General Yi Seong-Gye overthrew the Goryeo dynasty and
established Joseon, moving the capital to Hanyang, which is present-day Seoul. The
Joseon dynasty largely aligned itself with Confucian principles, which influenced its
social structure and governance. This period is often characterized by the prominence
of the yangban class, scholar-officials who held significant social and political power.

During the Joseon period, Korea experienced periods of relative peace but also faced
invasions, notably from Japan in the late 16th century and the Manchu in the early
17th century. These invasions weakened the central government and led to a period of
isolationism, earning Korea the moniker "Hermit Kingdom" in Western literature.
Despite this isolation, the Joseon dynasty saw cultural and technological
developments, including the invention of the Korean alphabet, Hangul, during the
reign of King Sejong the Great in the 15th century.
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The late 19th century saw increasing external pressures on Korea. As global powers
expanded their influence, Korea found itself caught in the rivalries between China,
Japan, and Russia. Japan, having rapidly modernized after the Meiji Restoration, began
to assert its dominance in the region. Through a series of treaties, Japan gradually
increased its control over Korea, culminating in the formal annexation of the Korean
Empire in 1910.

The period of Japanese colonial rule, which lasted until 1945, was a time of significant
hardship and resistance for the Korean people. Japan implemented harsh policies
aimed at suppressing Korean culture, language, and identity. Koreans were forced to
adopt Japanese names, speak the Japanese language, and even worship at Shinto
shrines. Economic exploitation was rampant, with Japan seizing land and resources.
While the Japanese introduced some modern infrastructure and industrialization, it
was largely for their own benefit.

Korean resistance movements, both within Korea and abroad, actively opposed
Japanese rule. Despite facing brutal repression, Koreans continued to strive for
independence. The end of World War Il in 1945 brought liberation from Japanese
colonial rule, but it also ushered in a new era of division and conflict.

As World War Il drew to a close, the Allied powers needed to decide the fate of Korea.
The peninsula was divided along the 38th parallel, a seemingly arbitrary line, with the
Soviet Union accepting the surrender of Japanese forces in the North and the United
States doing the same in the South. This division was initially intended to be
temporary, a logistical arrangement for the disarmament of Japanese troops.

However, the burgeoning Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union
quickly solidified this temporary division into a more permanent one. The ideological
differences between the two superpowers played out on the Korean Peninsula. The
Soviet Union supported the establishment of a communist government in the North,
while the United States backed a non-communist government in the South.

By 1948, two separate states had emerged on the peninsula, each claiming to be the
legitimate government of all Korea. In the South, the Republic of Korea (ROK) was
established under the leadership of Syngman Rhee. In the North, the Democratic
People's Republic of Korea (DPRK) was proclaimed with Kim Il Sung as its leader. The
division was now a stark reality, separating families and setting the stage for future
conflict.

Tensions between the two Koreas escalated, fueled by competing ideologies and the

support of their respective patrons. Skirmishes along the 38th parallel became
increasingly frequent. The situation reached a boiling point in 1950.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

On June 25, 1950, North Korean forces, with the support of the Soviet Union and

China, launched an invasion of South Korea, aiming to unify the peninsula by force.
This marked the beginning of the Korean War. The invasion caught South Korea and its
allies by surprise, and North Korean forces rapidly advanced southward.

The United Nations, with the notable absence of the Soviet Union from the Security
Council, quickly condemned the invasion and authorized the dispatch of UN forces to
support South Korea. A multinational force, primarily composed of American troops,
intervened to defend South Korea. The war became a brutal and devastating conflict,
with massive casualties on all sides.

The front lines of the war shifted dramatically. UN forces, under the command of
General Douglas MacArthur, launched a daring amphibious landing at Inchon, which
turned the tide and allowed them to push North Korean forces back north, even
approaching the Yalu River, the border with China. However, China's intervention in
the war on the side of North Korea changed the dynamics once again, leading to a
stalemate.

After more than three years of brutal fighting, an armistice agreement was signed on
July 27, 1953, effectively ending the active hostilities. The armistice did not, however,
result in a peace treaty, leaving the two Koreas technically still at war. The division of
the peninsula was re-established near the 38th parallel, along a new Military
Demarcation Line (MDL), which is today the heart of the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ).
The Korean War solidified the division of the peninsula and cemented the political
separation of North and South Korea.

The war left the Korean Peninsula devastated, with millions of casualties and
widespread destruction of infrastructure and industry. It also deepened the animosity
and distrust between the North and the South, making the prospect of reunification
even more distant. The political systems that emerged in the aftermath of the war
were fundamentally shaped by this conflict and the differing ideologies of their
patrons.

In the South, the war and the perceived threat from the North influenced the
development of a strong anti-communist stance and a close alliance with the United
States. In the North, the war reinforced the leadership of Kim Il Sung and solidified the
one-party rule of the Workers' Party of Korea, emphasizing self-reliance and a heavily
militarized state. The division, born out of the geopolitical struggles of the Cold War,
had become a defining feature of the Korean Peninsula, with profound and lasting
consequences for its people and its politics.
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