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Democratic Consolidation beyond Political Crisis:
An Experience of Korea

Lee Dong-Yoon and Lee Jaechyon ~

In late 20th century, the East Asian region joined the world-wide democratic trend of ‘the
third wave.”' Once formidable authoritarian regimes were dismantled and gave way to de-
mocratization. The trend began in the Philippines in 1986 and it was followed by South Ko-
rea and Taiwan both in 1987. Thailand joined the club in 1992 and Indonesia did the same a
couple of years before the new millennium. In those countries, new democratic constitutions
were written. With the new constitutions, freedom of political participation was bestowed
upon ordinary citizens, civil organizations, political parties, and so on. Free and fair elections
have been regularly held since then and the elections, reflecting the hopes of ordinary citizens,
installed new civilian political leadership.

Not all democratic transitions and consolidations in those countries, however, were
without crisis. Despite free and competitive elections and political participation guaranteed
by constitutions and by the laws related to elections and political parties, the marches towards
further democracy in those countries often look unstable and confusing. The instability was
partly due to a sudden explosion of political demands, which had been suppressed for a long
time under authoritarian rule. The plethora of political demands could not be smoothly aggre-
gated and articulated in the new born democratic political systems. If the instability of a
newly democratized political system continues, then it may endanger the sustainability of a
new democracy causing reversal of democracy or return to authoritarianism.

Korea, after democratization, has been plagued by various political crises too. The eco-
nomic crisis in 1997 was a grave test for Korean democracy. With the economic crisis, Korea,
for the first time, experienced a peaceful change of political power. Korea’s march towards
democracy was thereafter relatively smooth despite minor political scandals. In spring 2004,
Korea suddenly plunged into a political crisis when President Roh Moo-Hyun faced im-
peachment proceedings. This crisis brought about a serious division not only among politi-
cians, but also among ordinary citizens. Also, hot debates on the constitution, on political
leadership and civil society were incurred. The presidential impeachment was the first in Ko-
rea’s history. It, however, became an important turning point of democratic progress when
political leaders and civil society successfully managed and overcame the crisis.

This study will first analyze democratic transition and consolidation and secondly ana-
lyze the causes of and responses to the political crisis caused by the impeachment of the
president through examining the following questions. The main questions of this study are as
follows: How did the democratic transition and consolidation in Korea occur? What was the
nature of political crisis in Korea after democratization? What was the main reason of the cri-
sis? What sort of problems did the political leadership and civil society have? How did Korea
respond to the crisis and overcome the crisis of presidential impeachment? What implications
does this process from the beginning to the end of the crisis have for Korean democracy after
democratization? Particularly, this study focuses on the political leadership and the political
behavior of civil society in the process of democratic transition and consolidation. With these
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two variables, the authors analyze the 2004 presidential impeachment and shed light on the
implication of the crisis from the angle of democratic consolidation.

Democracy after Democratization: Political Crisis and Democratic Consolidation

‘Democracy’ is defined in many different ways, but in general is conceptualized as “a politi-
cal system in which rulers acquire legitimacy to govern by the consent of ordinary citizens
and the representatives are selected through free and fair elections”.”? When we discuss de-
mocracy, it is often related to polyarchy. If the core of democratic political system is de-
scribed as a polyarchy, it should meet some conditions. First, meaningful ‘competition’
among individuals or organized groups must be guaranteed. In this competition for public
positions, all participants should follow predetermined rules while resorting to violence is not
allowed. Second, comprehensive ‘political participation’ is permitted in selecting leaders and
policies through fair elections conducted lawfully. Third, ‘political and civil freedom’ is not
constrained so that the above mentioned elements are fully expressed and realized.’ Extend-
ing this concept, ‘democratic consolidation” means that “a newly formed democratic system
is sustained and attempts to return to authoritarianism or to reverse democracy are pre-
vented.”*

However, polyarchy is a democracy in minimalist sense.” Democratic consolidation is
not automatically guaranteed after democratization. A new regime may swing back and forth
between authoritarianism and democracy.® For a political system to be democratic, we need
more than polyarchy. Today, many debates on democracy only touch on procedural and insti-
tutional democracy, i.e. ‘electoral democracy’. This concept, however, faces criticism that
electoral democracy has institutional features to elect representatives in a fair and democratic
manner, but it has limitations in terms of securing the interests of minorities and promoting
social tolerance, and may be limited by low civil participation. Thus, it still falls short of fully
guaranteeing civil liberty and rights.” Electoral democracy promotes competition among po-
litical actors. It cannot, however, in its real operation, effectively prevent the emergence of
hegemonic parties nor prevent the abuse of political power. This abnormality may endanger
democratic politics and bring about a competitive but authoritarian system.

Therefore, we need more than simple electoral democracy and this is what we mean by
democratic consolidation. Then, what constitutes a consolidated democracy? For a democ-
racy to continue to exist and to be consolidated, both democratic institutions and the sub-
stance to operate the institutions are needed as preconditions. That is what is meant by ‘sub-
stantive’ democracy, as compared to ‘institutional’ or ‘procedural’ democracy.” The level of
democracy is gauged by the political orientations of political leaders and ordinary citizens. If
democratic transition means institutional change, then consolidation can be understood in the
context of political attitude and orientation. If ‘procedural-institutional’ means how to elect
political leaders, ‘substantive’ means what political actors do and how in actual politics."

Establishing institutional and procedural democracy in the process of democratization
and democratic transition does not guarantee the success and continuity of a new democracy.
Without substantive conditions such as a democratic attitude and orientation in civil society,
the new democracy is vulnerable to political crisis. Newly established democratic political
institutions and electoral competition are often abused by political leaders, who remain com-
fortable with authoritarian practices, to maintain and prolong political power. The former au-
thoritarian political attitude and orientation of civil society, which may not adapt to the
changed environment but instead repeat old practices, can invite political crisis as well.
‘Delegative’, ‘immature’, ‘imperfect’, and ‘unstable’ democracy describes such situation.''
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Symptoms of such political systems include imbalances of power distribution, a lack of
checks and balances, the deprivation of minority political rights, unaccountable government,
and corruption. If these symptoms are rampant, then it causes a return to authoritarianism or
setback of democracy.'

The concept of ‘illiberal democracy’ is an example of distorted democracy at the stage
of democratic transition and consolidation." Illiberal democracy “allows wide civil liberty,
but at a critical juncture this liberty is partly or totally denied”."* In other words, liberal and
illiberal elements are all mixed in a transitional political structure and orientation of people in
the transition period from authoritarianism to democracy.'® Such political systems are neither
democratic nor authoritarian in terms of political attitude and orientation. On the one hand,
institutionally and procedurally democratic elements are in place, unlike in authoritarian sys-
tems where political competition is not allowed. On the other hand, however, many old au-
thoritarian political practices remain.

New democracies not only face the problem of old authoritarian legacies, but they also
have to tackle new issues that spring up in the process of democratizing political structures
and society. '® Politics is a process in which solutions for social issues are searched for
through interactions between political leaders and people. Also it is a power phenomenon that
causes political and social changes. Therefore, the attitudes and orientations of political lead-
ership and civil society can cause political crises in the process of democratic transition and
consolidation.'” The behavior and strategy of political leaders who mobilize political support
and resources to fulfill specific political purposes is important in transition. In addition, low
political participation of civil society and gradually increasing individualism may endanger
the basis of nascent democracy. In a new democracy, if political leaders and civil society do
not credit newly established political institutions and do not have mutual confidence, the po-
litical system is destined to face grave crisis."®

The new leadership style needed in the transition and consolidation stage is not a lead-
ership of ‘order and control’, prevalent under authoritarian governance, but a leadership of
‘mediation and coordination’ that works out compromise among the competing interests. This
shift from ‘order and control’ to ‘mediation and coordination’ means a transition from an au-
thoritarian leadership to a democratic leadership.'” The most common problem with political
leadership in transition periods is protracted ‘monarchical’ political leadership, a legacy of
authoritarian politics. With such leadership, political leaders in transition period try to exer-
cise absolute power, concentrating political power in their own hands. Also, the leaders at-
tempt to rationalize the centralization of political power with people’s support and proce-
dural-institutional justification. Political leadership has significant impacts not only in the
transition period, but also during the consolidation process. In this process, the major ques-
tions to the political leadership are what tasks must be accomplished and how to best accom-
plish them, differentiating it from authoritarian leadership.

The political attitude and orientation of civil society is also crucial in democratic con-
solidation. For a democracy to function effectively, a system of checks and balances must be
established, and this system must function such that civil society can feel confident that the
state is acting in accordance with the laws set out in the constitution. Civil society in a post-
democratization period faces a dilemma. On the one hand, the capacity of civil society and of
political actors that brought about democratization suddenly decreases after democratization.
On the other hand, conflicts along ethnic and religious divisions and socioeconomic gaps
emerge as major threats to new democracies.”’ Undemocratic attitudes and behaviors of civil
society, which were grown under authoritarian suppression in the old days, must be checked
incessantly. Otherwise, democratic system in post democratization period cannot be sustained.
In addition, problems in civil society such as non-democratic practices, lack or weakness of
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organizations by which civil society can represent its interests, and the lack of healthy rela-
tionships between civil society and political parties should be fixed for a more complete de-
mocracy.”'

In conclusion, democratic consolidation based on the substantive concept of democracy
is that political actors including political leaders and civil society deem democratic institu-
tions and procedures most appropriate and this belief is embedded and internalized in their
social and political life.”> To maintain and sustain democracy, autonomy of political life and
social life should be found in the context of rule of law.” This means that political leaders
and civil society alike have to consider democratic practice as the sole ‘rule of game’ that de-
fines political process. Political stability and social order is decided by the relationship
between political leaders and ordinary citizens. Therefore, democratic consolidation requires
more effort by the political leadership and civil society to embed and internalize democratic
procedures and practices.

Problems of Democratic Transition and Consolidation:
Between Political Leadership and Civil Society

Democratization in Korea was a consequence of strategic choices made by authoritarian and
democratic forces.”* Since 1984, critical social movements grew in civil society, indebted to
softer control of the society by the state. In 1985, the New Democratic Party emerged as the
primary opposition party through the 12th general election. Since then, Korean politics has
swung back and forth between negotiation and confrontation, i.e. mass mobilization against
authoritarian power and coercion of it by the authoritarian power. In 1987 the government
heightened the level of suppression to regain control over society. At the end, negotiations for
direct popular presidential elections were shattered. The government’s attempt to conceal the
death of a student protester, Park Jong Chul, who died after torture while in policy custody,
was revealed. These two events dramatically ignited the June Democratic Struggle (Yuwol
Minjuhangjaeng).

Essentially, democratization in Korea was a compromise between mass mobilization
from the bottom and concession from the top. The compromise took the form of the “6.29
statement” (Yukigu Sunun) by then presidential candidate, Roh Tae Woo, of the ruling party. A
good chance for power transition came with the 1987 presidential election and the 13th gen-
eral election in 1988. A democratic force including opposition parties, however, failed to field
a single candidate for the presidential election and continuously exposed internal divisions.
Thus, Roh Tae Woo from the ruling party won the election. Thereafter, the dominant authori-
tarian bloc and the smaller democratic bloc entered into a prolonged contest for power and
democratic political reforms have been achieved in a piecemeal and gradual manner over the
course of the next few elections.

Although democratization is no longer considered a linear process, democratization in
Korea, from the decay of authoritarian rule to democratic transition, was relatively quick and
straightforward.*® According to the Freedom Index by Freedom House, as shown in Table 1,
other East Asian democratized countries made slow progress toward ‘Free’ status.?® But Ko-
rea swiftly moved to ‘Free’ status in 1988 and maintained that status thereafter. In addition,
while some countries like Thailand and the Philippines marched slowly to ‘Free’ status and
regressed to ‘Partly Free’ status, Korea has maintained its ‘Free’ status without break.
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Table 1. Freedom Index of East Asian Countries (1985~2006)

Year South Korea Taiwan Philippines Thailand Indonesia
PR CL S PR CL S PR CL S PR CL S PR CL S
19¢s 4 5 PF S5 5 PF 4 3 PF 3 4 PF 5 6 PF
196 4 5 PF S5 5 PF 4 2 PF 3 3 PF 5 6 PF
197 4 4 PF 5 4 PF 2 2 3 3 PF 5 6 PF
1968 2 3 F 5 3 PF 2 3 3 3 PF S5 5 PF
199 2 3 F 4 3 PF 2 3 2 3 5 5 PF
1999 2 3 F 3 3 PF 3 3 PF 2 3 6 5 PF
1999 2 3 F 5 5 PF 3 3 PF 6 4 PF 6 5 PF
1992 2 3 F 3 3 PF 3 3 PF 3 4 PF 6 5 PF
1993 2 2 F 4 4 PF 3 4 PF 3 5 PF 7 6 NF
1994 2 2 F 3 3 PF 3 4 PF 3 5 PF 7 6 NF
199s 2 2 F 3 3 PF 2 4 PF 3 4 PF 7 6 NF
1996 2 2 F 2 2 F 2 3 F 3 3 PF 7 5 NF
1997 2 2 F 2 2 F 2 3 F 3 3 PF 7 5 NF
199¢ 2 2 F 2 2 F 2 3 F 2 3 F 6 4 PF
199 2 2 F 2 2 F 2 3 F 2 3 F 4 4 PF
2000 2 2 F 1 2 F 2 3 F 2 3 F 3 4 PF
200002 2 F 1 2 F 2 3 F 2 3 F 3 4 PF
200 2 2 F 2 2 F 2 3 F 2 3 F 3 4 PF
200000 2 2 F 2 2 F 2 3 F 2 3 F 3 4 PF
204 1 2 F 2 1 F 2 3 F 2 3 F 3 4 PF
2005 1 2 F 1 1 F 3 3 PF 3 3 PF 2 3 F
2000 1 2 F 2 1 F 3 3 PF 7 4 NF 2 3 F

OPL (Political Rights), CL (Civil Liberty), St. (Status), NF (Not Free), PF (Partly Free), F (Free)
Source: Freedom House. Http://www.freedomhouse.org (Search Date: April 6, 2007).

Unlike what was shown in Table 1, however, Korea’s democratic transition and consolidation
was not without problems. Various challenges to political leadership caused political crises.
The political leadership in Korea since the democratization is not a genuine democratic lead-
ership. Presidential leadership after democratization still had authoritarian nature and did not
shed off the old role of president as a commander rather than facilitator or coordinator.*’
Former authoritarian presidents often exploited Confucian ideals and values, characterized by
hierarchical and authoritarian order, to justify non-democratic political institutions and prac-
tices. Even after democratization, political leaders were tempted to rely on authoritarian lega-
cies to legitimize the arbitrary use of state power for their own political purposes.”® We can
put aside former president Roh Tae Woo who became president right after 1987 democratiza-
tion. Civilian presidents after democratization such as Kim Young Sam and Kim Dae Jung
were not free from criticism of their leadership styles.” Their leadership often is described as
‘monarchical leadership’ which did not depart much from authoritarian legacy.’® Rather than
seeking cooperation and compromise when their ruling parties were in the minority, these two
presidents caused conflict and confrontation with opposition, bringing about political instabil-
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ity. Most political leaders who took power after democratization did not completely do away
with past authoritarian political behavior, but spent most of their time and energy in playing
with rhetoric of reform. After retirement, their images were further ruined by corruption
cases.”'

Corruption has weakened the political leadership of every president since the democra-
tization. Each administration, in its initial stage, renewed pledges to clean up corruption and
attempted related law-making. All these efforts, however, were tarnished when almost every
president’s close allies or family members were revealed to have been involved in corruption
cases.”” President Roh Tae Woo, who was a president in the transition period from authori-
tarianism to democratization, was sentenced and put into jail because of a so-called ‘ruling
fund,’ raised and kept illegally. President Kim Young Sam announced ‘no-holds-barred clear-
ing up corruption’ and ‘reform from above’, but his leadership was severely damaged by a
corruption case in which his son was involved.* Likewise, President Kim Dae Jung did well
in early days of presidency, as his moves such as successful management of economic crisis,
North-South Summit and so on. He received popular support, but his success was short-lived.
He lacked skill in coordinating and managing policies such as healthcare. His early success
was further undermined by corruption cases in which his son and close allies were involved.
Regarding rooting out corruption, President Kim Dae Jung announced strong anti-corruption
policies, especially focusing on bureaucracy, which was symbolized by the establishment of
the Korea Independent Commission Against Corruption (KICAC).** But, cleaning corruption
was not an easy task. His leadership was damaged when his sons were also found guilty of
corruption.

Political behavior and orientation as well as the role of civil society are crucial in stabi-
lizing democratic transition and consolidating democracy. After democratization in Korea, the
power balance between the state and civil society has changed dramatically. The activities of
civil organizations have increased substantially and the cooperative relationship between the
government and the civil society has increased substantially. This lively civil society
prompted the coining of a new term, ‘NGO phenomenon’. The president and the national as-
sembly could not ignore the influential opinions of the civil organizations.* For example, the
movement of blacklisting irrelevant candidates for the 2000 National Assembly election dis-
played the power and influence of the civil organizations. In addition, an open primary was
held for the presidential election in 2002. In that election, civil organizations including neti-
zen’s participation in the electoral process via the internet had very decisive impact on the
election result.

Table 2. Comparison of Trust on Institutions in 2002 and 2007

v Military Police  Judicature Administration National
groups Assembly

2002 2007 2002 2007 2002 2007 2002 2007 @ 2002 2007 2002 2007

Very trust 176 10.1 7.7 9.9 24 6.6 1.6 6.2 2.1 4.1 1.3 0.7
Little trust 593 483 471 528 335 452 289 451 21.3 347 9.8 12.5
Little distrust 163 300 309 305 438 389 468 376 48.1 47.1 31.5 48.5
Very distrust 3.4 89 130 46 196 86 211 95 27.8 12.9 57.0 38.7
Non response 33 2.7 1.3 2.3 0.7 0.8 1.7 1.6 0.7 1.3 0.4 1.7

Trust/distrust
mar gin

+57.2  +19.5 4109 +27.6 -275 +42 374  +4.2 -52.5 -21.1 -717.4 -82.1

Source: Result of National Survey by the Korea Gallup in 2002 and 2007.
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This significant development of civil society was, however, not without problems. Korean
civil society has strong faith in democratic principles such as popular voting, political partici-
pation, freedom of press, and the rights to criticize the government, but they do not trust po-
litical organizations and the government. In addition, they have a relatively low sense of po-
litical efficacy.’ Citizen’s evaluations of democracy after democratization are ambivalent. On
the one hand, they want a good quality of democracy, but on the other hand, they do not have
faith in public institutions.”’ As we can see in Table 2, the level of Korean people’s trust and
faith in public institutions, compared to that of 2002, is steadily rising, but there is still much
to be desired. People especially distrust the National Assembly and the presidential office.
People’s trust in civil organizations was high in 2002, but it dropped significantly in 2007.

The legacy of the authoritarian period, i.e. the structure of conflict between democratic
forces and authoritarian forces still overshadows Korean politics and causes fragmentation
and mutual distrust between public institutions like the National Assembly, the administration,
and civil society. This explains the low level of trust toward decision making and implemen-
tation by the National Assembly and by the administration. After democratization, the expan-
sion of the values of post-industrialization improved civil society’s political and civic toler-
ance which is a condition for a genuine democracy, but its trust in political and social institu-
tions is still very low.*® This low trust is often expressed in violent protests, and resistance
against governmental decision making and implementation of policies. Even after democrati-
zation, violent demonstrations, strikes and illegal actions by some civil organizations cause
political instability.

Political Crisis and Response of Civil Society:
Beyond the Presidential Impeachment in 2004

A common difficulty that new democracies face in transition and consolidation is clearing out
the old legacies of authoritarianism and establishing new democratic laws and orders. In the
case of Korea, the process of democratic transition and consolidation was also challenged by
various crises of political leadership that had negative impacts on the democratization trend.
Political pathology after democratization in Korea can be epitomized as follow: undemocratic
party politics plagued by political parties’ short-term interests; corruption cases resulting
from close and improper connections between politicians and businesses; and political lead-
ership and governance still caught by authoritarian inertia.” Abuses of power, ineptitude and
corruption among the political leadership after democratization also invited political crises in
the nascent democracy. Particularly, the 2004 presidential impeachment was crucial because
the national assembly, for the first time in Korean history, attempted to oust a president
elected by the people. However, the political crisis caused by the impeachment attempt was
not just a crisis; it was an opportunity for the deepening of Korean democracy.*’

President Roh Moo-Hyun, who achieved victory in the 16th presidential election held in
December 2002, owed his electoral success to the support of the younger generation and the
progressives. They were motivated by his reputedly impeccable personal integrity and were
mobilized by means of newly developed Internet communication techniques. Many Koreans
expressed high hopes that Roh’s electoral victory, achieved “without money, organization,
and factional ties,” would mark the end of bossism politics, namely “three Kims politics™*' of
the previous era. In 2003, however, Korean society was further polarized and fragmented by
the confrontation between political groups generally referred to as conservatives and progres-
sives. Korean society was further plagued by social conflicts in the form of frequent labor
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strikes and organized protests. Reports of political corruption and scandals touched the presi-
dent’s trusted confidants and dominated the center stage of politics.**

In terms of political leadership, president Roh had neither the power nor the leadership
skills that Rhee Seung Man, Park Jung Hee or so called ‘three Kims’ had nor the leadership
of consensus to mediate and coordinate major political interests and blocs. In addition, unlike
former leaders, he attempted to get close to ordinary people, but these attempts were inter-
preted as inexperienced and populist, and as destructive to the basic authority required in a
political leader.* Since his inauguration in 2003, President Roh was notable for rhetoric that
divided the progressives and the conservatives, and for a series of verbal mistakes. His re-
marks such as, “I would like to give up presidency. It’s too hard.”* and “I’ll ask the people
directly if they still support me or not.(after revelations of corruption cases in which his allies
were involved)”* damaged his authority and status as president. In addition, his rhetoric di-
viding conservatives and reformists, and the haves and the have-nots invited criticism and
complaints from the conservative bloc. Particularly, his statement, “If the illegal fund built in
my election camp is more than a tenth of what the Grand National Party (GNP) illegally used,
then I'll resign.”"® extracted a strong response from opposition parties including the GNP.*’

Table 3. Seat Distribution in the National Assembly in Korea
Reault of the 16th General

Political Parties Election in 2000 As of January 2004
Grand National Party 133 (48.7%) 148 (54.2%)
New Millennium Democratic Party 115 (42.1%) 60 (22.0%)
United Liberal Democrats 17 (6.2%) 10 (3.7%)
Open Uri Party - 47 (17.2%)
Others 8 (2.9%) 8 (2.9%)
Total 273 (100.0%) 273 (100.0%)

Source: Kim, “A Risky Game to Play: The Politics of the Impeachment Game in Korea,” 135.

President Roh left the New Millennium Democratic Party (NMDP) and established a new
party called the Open Uri Party (OUP) with his followers, causing political tension.*® As we
can see in Table 3, the NMDP was a minority in the National Assembly when he became
president in 2003. Therefore, president Roh had to get cooperation from the majority opposi-
tion GNP for smooth governing. He, however, formed a new, but small OUP and this put him
in a more difficult situation for governing.** With Roh’s defection and formation of OUP in
2003, NMDP, which had been the ruling party, suddenly became an opposition. Consequently,
president Roh made another political enemy and had to deal with two political fronts — GNP
and NMDP.

On the surface, the main reason behind Roh’s impeachment was his statement support-
ing his own party for the coming general election in April 2004. The statement was contro-
versial and was ruled inappropriate by the National Election Commission. Opposition parties
including the GNP and the NMDP demanded Roh’s apology and pledge not to make such
statements again, but Roh refused to do so. Furthermore, president Roh said that the Korean
people would judge his statement in the coming 17th general election. Roh’s refusal and
statement further exacerbated an already tense relationship between the president and the op-
position.”® Following this, the opposition parties led by the NMDP decided to impeach the
president, which was passed at the National Assembly, taking advantage of their numerical
power in the assembly.”' According to the opposition, there were three reasons for the im-
peachment: 1) violation of the election law through his public support of the OUP; 2) finan-
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cial wrongdoings of Roh’s relatives and close supporters; and 3) economic mismanagement
resulting in a near crisis situation during the first year of the Roh administration.’* Eventually,
the case of presidential impeachment was sent to the constitutional court which constitution-
ally has the power of final judgment. Political turmoil and instability was expected with the
judgment by the constitutional court.”

Civil society was divided and polarized by pros and cons of the impeachment.>* This,
however, does not mean that there was serious political chaos in Korea. Some people led by
conservative organizations expressed their support for the impeachment. Some others, nota-
bly Nosamo (Korean acronym of ‘a group of people loving Roh Moo Hyun) staged candle
vigils, demanding the retraction of the impeachment. In the midst of pro and con assemblies
and gatherings all over the Korea, however, physical clashes or violence were hardly reported
and street gatherings and expressions of political views were peaceful. Most people remained
calm waiting for the final judgment of the constitutional court and the prime minister, as in-
terim president, managed daily administrative affairs without turbulence.

Table 4. Result of the 17th General Election in 2004

. : Constituency Party List
Political Parties Seals % Seals % All Seats
Open Uri Party 129 53.1 23 41.1 152 (50.8)
Grand National Party 100 41.2 21 37.5 121 (40.5)
Democratic Labor Party 2 0.8 8 14.3 10 (3.3)
New Millennium Democratic Party 5 2.1 4 7.1 9(3.0)
United Liberal Democrats 4 1.6 - - 4(1.3)
Others 3 1.2 - - 3(1.0)
Total 243 100.0 56 100.0 299 (100.0)

Source: National Election Commission. Http://www.nec.go.kr (Search Date: October 30, 2007).

People chose to judge the impeachment in the 17th general election held on 15th April 2004.
This election, held before the judgment of the constitutional court, became a de-facto refer-
endum on the presidential impeachment.’” Influenced by the impeachment, president Roh’s
OUP won more than a half of the national assembly seats. For the first time after democrati-
zation, a presidential party became the majority in the national assembly. Korean voters, hav-
ing an unfavorable view of the impeachment, had gone to the polls and had given Roh’s OUP
a legislative majority.”® Regardless of their support for president Roh, people were hurt by the
impeachment and the loss of the nation’s top leader, the president. After the election, the
NMDP became a small party of only nine seats and the GNP had to admit that their decision
to impeach the president was wrong.

Eventually, the election result was followed by the Constitutional Court’s decision to
reinstate the impeached president, Roh Moo-Hyun, ending his two-month incapacitation on
14 May.”’ President Roh came back to office with his party being the majority in the National
Assembly, which gave Roh the power to implement his policies more easily. The political
parties that led the impeachment accepted the court’s decision and did not pursue any further
actions. Therefore, the controversies and turmoil surrounding the impeachment concluded. In
this crisis, the Korean political system survived the turmoil and in the end produced a result
that was both constitutionally and democratically legitimate.”®

In sum, if democracy in Korea from 1987 to 2004 was the building of democratic insti-
tutions, the restored democratic institutions were fully put into practice over the course of
events in the 2004 presidential impeachment. Despite the political crisis stemming from the
divisions among the president, ruling party, opposition parties and civil society, the im-
peachment in 2004 was a good test of the democratic political culture and civic conscious
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after democratization in Korea. The presidential impeachment stemmed from the lack of po-
litical leadership demonstrated by the president. The political divisions caused by the presi-
dential impeachment were ruled in the constitutional court. People’s views were expressed in
the 17th general election. Overall, throughout this process, divisions and tensions were not
resolved by physical means causing political insatiability, but were dealt with institutionally.
Civil society responded to the presidential impeachment waiting for the review of constitu-
tional court. This experience demonstrated the consolidation of democracy in Korea and is
evidence of a mature political culture.

Conclusion: For More Consolidation of Democracy

The political crisis prompted by the presidential impeachment was a joint product of a lack of
leadership and of clashing interests among major political forces in Korea. At the early stage
of his presidency, Roh failed to be a leader of mediation, coordination and consultation.
Through abrasive and harsh remarks and statements, Roh displayed ‘politics of clash’ or
‘politics of brinkmanship,” and invited impeachment by the strong oppositions.” Neverthe-
less, Korean civil society, rather than creating social turmoil fermented by political divisions
and interests, chose political stability through democratic procedures and rules, the election,
not a protest on the street, displaying mature political culture and civic consciousness.

At the time of this study, Korean politics is still clearing up the debris of the 2004
presidential impeachment. Therefore the political leadership and civil society are required to
make continuous efforts to consolidate democracy. After the 2004 general election and
constitutional court judgment, the reform policies of Roh’s administration did not make any
visible impact, and the clashes between progressives and conservatives which are a legacy of
authoritarian politics, continue.’’ At the level of political leadership, the president’s disregard
for the opposition and his verbal errors continue and make political clashes. At the level of
civil society, civil organizations still are not completely free from problems such as illegal
strikes of labor unions and physical clashes between protesters and police at political rallies.

Consolidating a new democracy after democratization is not easy. It is not simply about
repairing institutions such as the constitution, electoral laws and political party laws. It is not
simply about guaranteeing civil rights, freedom of political participation and fair elections.
Democratic consolidation not only requires institutional and procedural democracy, but it also
calls for democratic leadership, and democratic attitude and orientation of the civil society.
Challenges, not confirming existing laws and regulations, to political leadership and follow-
ing political crises cause political instability. It is the result of failure to reach an agreement
on the rules of political game between political leadership and civil society, and to setup de-
mocratic political model. Carving democratic law and order into a political system, and clear-
ing up the old legacies of authoritarian politics is not simply the task of political leaders. The
civil society should share the burden.

Authoritarian legacy and old political customs related to authoritarianism are not just
the symptoms of the political leadership of new democracy, but are embedded in the society.
The way to overcome the challenges to political leadership and political crises in the democ-
ratic transition and consolidation in a post-democratization period is to build a new democ-
ratic political model, appropriate for the new democratic law and order. In other words, po-
litical leaders and civil society have to accept democratic law and order that were established
in the transition period as the only and sole ‘rule of game’ in politics and have to internalize
the democratic political procedure and culture in them, on top of institutional and procedural
democracy.
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