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Abstract

Korean Democratization and the Role of Churches
by

Jeffrey Thomas Keele

Doctor of Philosophy in Political Science
University of California, Berkeley

Professor Hong Yung Lee, Chair

This study examines the role played by Christian church institutions
and leaders in the democratization process in South Korea. It focuses on
the critical juncture of the “June Uprising” in 1987, and argues that
Christian institutions and leaders were uniquely well placed to help
coordinate the activities of diverse social movement organizations into a
brief, unified movement that'successfully engaged broad segments of
Korean society and forced the dramatic revision of the electoral process.
Christian groups enjoyed a limited immunity from the most severe
government repression of dissent in South Korea in the 1970s and 1980s.

This stemmed from the churches’ invulnerability to the charge of



communist sympathy, and their special connection to the United States at a
time when the Korean government was deeply dependent on the United
States. Some Christian institutions used their special autonomy to help
incubate human rights and democracy movements through the 1970s and
1980s. The social movement umbrella group that successfully led the June
Uprising of 1987, the National Committee for a Democratic Constitution,
was deeply influenced by the leadership of key Christian activists who
helped frame its message and tactics in ways that were sufficiently
moderate and reasonable to draw heavily on middle class support at that
critical juncture..

Only a small minority of Korean Christian institutions and leaders
actively supported the democracy movement, yet their impact was dramatic
and vital to the success of the movement. This study identifies the major
characteristics distinguish the groups that participated in the democracy
movement from those that did not, and proposes an explanation of why
those groups participated while the vast majority of Christian leaders and
institutions did not.

This dissertation contributes to our understanding of the process of
South Korea’s transition to democracy. It also contributes to our

understanding of social movements with its focus on the importance of a



unifying, “least common denominator” frame that appeals to the whole
sympathetic social movement sector by concentrating on only those goals
that all of the constituent movements share. The value of moderation in a
social movement’s goals and tactics is demonstrated and shown to be a
major reason that the Korean democracy movement succeeded in

mobilizing broad national support at the particular juncture in 1987.
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Chapter One: The Question and Theoretical Considerations

The Korean® political system made a dramatic step toward full
democracy with the presidential elections of 1987. Presidential candidate
Roh Tae Woo announced in June that he would accept all the demands of
major opposition groups in reforming the constitution to provide for direct,
popular election of the president. He also agreed to the release of political
prisoners and the restoration of political rights to Kim Dae Jung, a key
opposition leader and potential rival. Roh and the ruling party he
represented did not make these concessions without encouragement. The
streets of Seoul and other major cities were awash in demonstrations
demanding precisely these concessions. The government was under great
pressure from the Korean public to liberalize and make major progress
toward meaningfully democratic governance.

Numerous studies of Korean political history chronicle much of the
story behind the dramatic opening of the Korean political system in 1987.
Students are recognized as having played a central role in manning the
barricades, as it were, but they were not alone in their call for a liberalized

electoral process and government. The middle class, broadly, is also

This work focuses on the Republic of Korea, known commonly as
South Korea. Throughout this work, "Korea" refers to South Korea.

1



described as powerfully expressing their support for a democratic transition.
Liberal Protestants and Catholics rightfully share the spotlight for their role
in organizing, sheltering and sponsoring the resistance movements that
engaged the middle class and essentially forced Roh's concessions. Labor
organizations and business associations, often linked with pressure for
more responsive and open governments in countries around the world,
participated only marginally in the Korean democracy movement. The most
blatantly overlooked and understudied aspect of the Korean movement for
democratization and human rights is the vital role that church groups

played in sponsoring and sheltering that important movement.

The Question: What role did Christians play, and which Christians?

This study addresses key questions about the Korean democracy
movement and democratization process by focusing on the role played by
religious groups in Korean politics leading up to the 1987 elections. This
study addresses two primary questions. First, how did churches come to
play an important role in the political movements in Korea during this
period? And second, why did some religious groups participate actively,

while others, though espousing democratic principles, stayed on the



sidelines?

This project does not address the question of why social pressure for
liberalization and democratization of the political system pervaded the
Korean polity in the 1980s. The existence of that pressure is taken as a
given. The dramatic transformation of the economy from a backward and
poor country in the 1960s to a dynamic, complex and relatively wealthy
economy by the 1980s helps set the preconditions for a democratic
movement's existence and success. Seymour Lipset and his associates in
the modernization school would have little trouble pointing to a strong
market economy with its concomitant developments that unleashed both
the desire for greater participation and the ability to understand and
participate in the governing process. Other theorists, such as Schumpeter
and Huntington, would point to developments in the Korean economy that
enabled a liberalizing movement to blossom and succeed. This study is
informed by the contributions of theories explaining pressure toward
democratization and the probable success of those movements. However,
explaining that pressure is not the focus of the present project.

Another important background concept is the role of civil society.
For numerous historical reasons, Korean churches enjoyed a relatively

privileged position of autonomy from state intervention in the Korean



society. Among the reasons for that privileged status are their nationalist
history, their connections outside of Korea, most especially in the United
States, the prominent position of Christians in the early post-war
government, and their anti-communist orientation.

An explanation of the relative autonomy and effectiveness of church
groups as a whole when compared to other types of social institutions
composes a major part of this work. An account of why Christian
institutions and leaders were also positioned to win the respect and support
of much of the social movement community at the pivotal time in 1987 is
also é major goal of this work. The other major emphasis of the project is
an explanation for the divergence in behavior among Christian churches
during the Korean democracy movement.

While all churches enjoyed relative autonomy within civil society, the
pattern of political activity varies radically across denominational lines and
even across sub-denominational divisions. For example, major branches of
the Presbyterian Church took positions that were almost polar opposites. Of
39 "Jesus" factions of the Presbyterians, 38 were staunchly conservative
and pro-government. The one remaining "Jesus" faction group provided
significant support to the democracy movement. Meanwhile, the "Christ"

faction of the Presbyterians largely adopted the radical Minjung Theology



and engaged actively in the pro-democracy political movement (Park 1987,
Chung 1995; Noh 1996). Similar divergence can be traced across time
within the Korean Catholic Church which carefully avoided political action
for almost two hundred years and then emerged in the 1970s to play an
important activist role in Korean politics (Baker 1998; Huntington 1991;
Kim 1993). A primary goal of this study is to compare the various
approaches to politics among Korean Christian denominations and trace the

causes of divergent behaviors.

Theoretical Concerns and Relevant Literature

The role of churches, while central to a full understanding of the
process of Korean democratization, has been sadly understudied. Key
works on general Korean history and politics usually acknowledge the vital
role played by Christian groups in sponsoring and sheltering the democracy
movement, but rarely go beyond a paragraph in their treatment of the
church role. Donald S. MacDonald's book, 7he Koreans: Contemporary
Politics and Society, is typical of major works on Korean politics. He
acknowledges the importance of churches, but fails to deal with their role in

any meaningful way. George Ogle's book, South Korea. Dissent within the



Economic Miracle, gives somewhat more attention to the role of churches,
but deals exclusively with the church role as supporters of the Urban
Industrial Mission, one branch of the Korean labor movement. Ogle ignores
the role of churches in other aspects of Korean politics. Bruce Cumings'
work Korea'’s Place in the Sun (1997), mentions the role of churches in
passing but gives it no meaningful attention.

In an work focused on the democratization process in South Korea,
John Kie-Chiang Oh (1999) again mentions the role of church groups only
briefly. Oh's book focuses heavily on the economic changes in Korea after
the 1960s and the development df\a middle class. It is in many ways
reminiscent of modernization school analysis of the democratization process
and largely loses track of the religious component of the democratic
transition. Sunhyuk Kim in 7he Politics of Democratization in Korea: The
Role of Civil Society (2000) does more than most, acknowledging a role for
Korean Christians in the broad context of Civil Society in Korea and in what
he calls the "third democratic juncture" (77), However, even this work, de-
emphasizes the role of church organizations and the importance of the
church networks in mobilizing much of the movement community in the
1980s. Church groups are one part among many that he analyzes over an

extended period, and as such do not get very much attention in his work.



If one looks to a narrower branch of literature, histories of various
religious denominations abound, and a few even discuss the political role of
a particular denomination. However, most of these histories take the form
of theology school dissertations, and as such, their focus is on the
theological justifications for and implications of the particular political
course taken by the church in question at a given time. They provide
useful chronologies of developments within the relevant denominations.
However, most are largely devoid of social science theory or methods and
rarely look at the causes and consequences of church activities outside the
church community itself. |

A few dissertations stand out in striking contrast to this
generalization. Two were written by Yong-Shin Park, and Chung-Shin Park,
brothers who wrote on related topics. These dissertations have helped
immensely in outlining the political history of Protestants, especially
Presbyterians, in Korea. Yong-Shin Park wrote his 1975 dissertation at UC
Berkeley on Korean Protestantism under the Japanese Occupation. His
younger brother, Chung-Shin Park, in his 1987 University of Washington
dissertation, dealt with the politics of Korean Protestantism through the
1970s with some sketchy treatment of the early 1980s. This latter

dissertation is particularly interesting in its argument that the changing role



of Presbyterian politics from 1884 to the 1970s was more closely correlated
to changes in the social position of church elites than to changes in
theology. He argues that the organizational pattern of Presbyterian
churches, where prominent lay leaders control the purse strings, caused the
tendency toward conservatism in the church as the status of prominent
Christians rose within the larger society. This structure coupled with the
class interest of the emerging Christian elites hampered the liberal
tendencies of ministers. Both studies focus almost exclusively on the
mainstream, conservative Presbyterian version of Korean Protestantism (the
"Jesus" factions). While useful in understanding a great deal a;bout_the
politics of that core group of Korean Christians, neither dissertation speaks
at all to the role of activist liberal Protestants or Catholics who, after all,
carried out the Christian part in the democracy movement without
assistance from the mainstream conservatives. And more importantly, the
apparent theoretical contribution of the 1987 work, which ties the
conservatism of mainstream Presbyterians to their Presbyterian governance
structuré and the rising social position of ministers and Christian elites, fails
when applied to liberal branches of Presbyterianism. Park would have to
show that both professional and lay elites in the liberal branches have

somehow failed to share in the advancing social status that Park claims for



Christian elites generally or else his argument is promptly voided by the
clear existence of a politically radical Presbyterian faction. His work does
not acknowledge this problem.

Young-Suk Yi wrote a solid dissertation at the University of Oregon,
Liberal Protestant Leaders Working for Social Change: South Korea, 1957-
1984 (1990), that chronicles the intellectual development of theological
justifications for social activism among Korea’s Protestants. Her work is
both thorough and insightful, but focuses exclusively on theology with no
connection to the practice of political activism that is justified or motivated
by that theology.

Professor Don Baker of the University of British Columbia has written
two insightful, articles on the history of Catholic politics in Korea (1997,
1998). Baker convincingly argues that the severe persecution suffered by
early Catholics drove them into rural villages and out of politics almost
entirely. They came to dominate the low-prestige craft of pottery making
(plain red clay pots for food storage), and cautiously avoided national
attention for 150 yearé. Baker does not, however, chronicle the expansion
of the Korean Catholic church to its current status as a major force in
Korean politics. Samuel Huntington (1991) briefly discusses the Catholic

role in Korea's 1987 transition, but gives no real sense of the evolution






