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------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

 

Course Description:  After being liberated from Japanese colonial rule in 1945, South Korea 

adopted a democratic political structure, but was unable to enjoy the fruits of democracy 

because a series of dictators kept a tight grip on power. Pro-democracy groups and 

individuals struggled to overthrow the dictators, but the process took nearly 40 years and the 

battle affected thousands of lives before it succeeded. Today, however, democracy is thriving 

in Korea, and many other countries would like to copy its success. 

 

In this course we will examine Korea’s passionate struggle for democracy and how it was 

finally achieved. Taking advantage of being on-site in Korea, we will visit some key sites 

related to the democracy movement.  And, using Korea as a benchmark, we will discuss 

recent struggles for political reform in some other countries and explore the development of 

democracy in other Asian nations. 

 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

 

Texts: 

 

The History of the Democratization Movement in Korea, written by Myung-sik Lee, edited 

by Norman Thorpe, published by The Korea Democracy Foundation and the May 18 

Memorial Foundation, Seoul, 2010. 

 

The Song of June, by Park Jong-cheol, The Park Jong-cheol Memorial Foundation, and Open 

Museum, Seoul, 2009. 

 

Other readings as assigned.   Note:  Don’t buy these books in advance. We will supply them 

for you. 

 

 

Requirements: 

 

Students are required to attend class and field trips, prepare for class by reading assigned 

readings, participate in class discussions, and take exams. Students will also work together on 

two team presentations about democratization in other countries, including one in Asia. The 

team presentations will be presented orally to the class, and also submitted on paper. 

 



Examinations: You will have two exams – one in the third week, and one in the last week. It 

is also possible to have quizzes on daily reading assignments. 

 

Grading: 

Your grade will be based on attendance and class participation, exams, team presentations, 

and a site-visit report, as follows. The total points may possibly be increased or decreased at 

the instructor’s option. Please note that class attendance is extremely important.  Students 

will lose two points for any absence. 

 

Attendance and Class Participation     30 points possible 

Exams  (2  x  50 points each)                                      100 points possible 

Team presentation I                                                      20 points possible 

Team presentation II (on an Asian country)                 40 points possible 

Field trip report                                                             20 points possible 

Reading quizzes (possible) 10 points each    20 points possible    

 

                                                                Total  230 points possible 

 

Your score will then be converted to percent to calculate your grade. 

 

Grading and Transfer Credit: 

Course performance is graded on the following 100-point scale.  

 

95-100 A+  80-84  Bo  65-69  D+ 

90-94  Ao  75-79  C+  60-64  Do 

85-89  B+  70-74  Co  59-0    F 

 

 

Tentative Daily Class Schedule    (there will be changes) 

 

Day 1 

 

1.  Survey:  Who are we, and what do we know already? 

2.  Introduction. What we are trying to accomplish. 

3.  Why study Korea’s democratization? 

4.  About readings and assignments. 

 

Day 2 

 

1.   Korea’s traditional political culture. Yi dynasty society and class structure, Confucian 

setting, isolationist policies, foreign incursions. 

2.   The “Hermit Kingdom” is “opened” by Japan and the West. 

3.   Korea becomes the turf for an Asian power struggle between Japan and China, then 

      Japan and Russia. 

4.   Gae-hwa and foreign influence. How Korea responds. Conflict over modernization.  

Competing factions. An attempted coup. The Independence Club.  

5.   Colonization by Japan.  Korea under Japanese rule. Yearning for independence. Christian 

missionaries influence political development. 

 

 



Day 3 

 

1.   Liberation from Japan in 1945; Division into North and South; Two Koreas emerge. 

2.   Establishing a government – then two. The Korean War. The Cold War. 

3.  “Democracy” under Syngman Rhee. Controlling party politics and the National 

Assembly; manipulating the Constitution; suppressing the left. 

4.   The 1960 April Revolution. 

5.   An interim government 

 

 

Day 4 

 

1.   General Park Chung Hee gains power in a coup; the problem of legitimacy.  

2.   “Democracy” under Park.  Rule of law vs. rule of man. The role of the military. 

Emergency decrees and the Yushin constitution. 

3.   How do you give Korea a future?  From post-war poverty to the world’s 11
th

 largest 

economy -- how Korea did it. 

4.   Politics and the economy interact. The chaebols and the relationship between business 

and government. 

5.   Suppressing dissent and manipulating workers and citizens.  Using Confucianism and the 

North Korean threat.  Living dangerously – a close call for Kim Dae Jung.  

 

 

Day 5 

 

1.  Park’s assassination; hopes rise for political reform. 

2.  Chun Doo Hwan’s coup and Kwangju (Gwangju). 

3.  Chun becomes president. 

4.  Living dangerously – another close call for Kim Dae Jung, who is saved by a deal. 

 

 

Day 6 

 

Morning field trip to interpretive center at the former Seodaemun Prison, where many 

political prisoners were held during both the Japanese occupation of Korea, and the military 

regimes.  (We will travel by subway.) 

 

 

Day 7 

 

1.  The generals back down; direct elections are restored – the events of 1987. 

2.  Impact of the Olympics. 

3.  The 1987 election and the first peaceful transfer of power. 

4.  The importance of the middle class. 

 

 

Day 8 

 

1.   Korean democracy since 1987.  Chun Doo-Hwan, Roh Tae-Woo, Kim Young Sam, Kim 

Dae-Jung, the trials, reconciliation, Roh Moo Hyun and the Constitutional Court, 



pluralism. Economic changes. Social changes.  (Images of Ansan) Technological changes. 

Politics today:  Lee Myung-bak, beef, and the freedom of assembly and expression. Park 

Geun-hye. Politics and religion. 

2.   Introduce team research assignment about Middle East/North Africa popular movements. 

3.   Review for Exam #1. 

 

 

Day 9 

 

Field trip to observe street demonstration by comfort women and their supporters -- at the 

Japanese Embassy in Seoul – and other nearby civic protests. 

 

 

Day 10 

 

Exam #1 

 

 

Day 11 

 

Field trip to the 5.18 Memorial Cemetery at Gwangju (Kwangju), the city where some of the 

bloodiest repression of the struggle for democracy occurred. 

 

1.  The Gwangju Insurrection – personal account by a reporter who covered the events 

 

 

Day 12 

 

1.  How the Middle East unrest began.  Video clip:  Tunisia. 

2.  Team presentations and discussion of recent pro-democratic movements in the Middle 

East and North Africa. 

 

 

Day 13 

 

Field trip to a memorial where Park Jong-cheol, a student activist from Seoul National 

University, was killed while being tortured by police. 

 

 

Day 14 

 

1.   Characteristics of a democracy. 

2.   Theories of democratization. 

3.   Democracy in Japan. 

4.   Introduce Asian democratization team-research assignment. 

 

 

Day 15 

 

Team research time – Democratization in a specific Asian country. 



 

 

Day 16 

 

1.  Team presentations – Democratization in a specific Asian country. 

2.  Review for Final Exam. 

 

 

Day 17 

 

Final Exam.    

 

 

Day 18 

 

1.   Continue team presentations  --  Democratization in a specific Asian country 

2.   Political yearnings in China.  Video. 

 

 

Day 19 

 

ISS Closing ceremony.  Student presentations & awarding of Certificates of Outstanding 

Achievement. 


