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Despite becoming influential on the world scene, South Korea remains 
a relatively weak country surrounded by larger, more powerful neigh-
bors. This contrast between its global rank as a top-twenty economy 
and its regional status as the weakest country in Northeast Asia (with 
the exception of North Korea) poses a paradox for South Korean for-
eign policy strategists. Despite successes addressing nontraditional 
security challenges in areas such as international development, global 
health, and UN peacekeeping, South Korea is limited in its capacity to 
act on regional security threats. 

South Korea has historically been a victim of geopolitical rivalries 
among contenders for regional hegemony in East Asia. But the coun-
try’s rise in influence provides a glimmer of hope that it can break from 
its historical role by using its expanded capabilities as leverage to shape 
its strategic environment. The pressing dilemma for South Korean 
strategic thinkers is how to do so. As the regional security environment 
becomes more tense, South Korea’s strategic options are characterized 
by constraint, given potentially conflicting great-power rivalries and 
Pyongyang’s efforts to pursue asymmetric nuclear or cyber capabilities 
at Seoul’s expense. 

South Korea’s relative weakness puts a premium on its ability to 
achieve the internal political unity necessary to maximize its influence 
in foreign policy. Students of Korean history will recall that domestic 
factionalism among political elites was a chronic factor that hamstrung 
Korea’s dynastic leadership and contributed to its weakness in dealing 
with outside forces. 

One recent example demonstrates how South Korea’s domestic 
political turmoil continues to incapacitate its foreign policy–making. 
The bribery and influence-peddling scandal in late 2016 and early 2017 
that led to the impeachment of President Park Geun-hye generated a 
political leadership vacuum at a moment of rising tensions surrounding 
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the development of North Korea’s nuclear program. Although the 
impeachment process and subsequent snap elections were testament 
to the effectiveness of South Korean democratic procedures as instru-
ments of public accountability, the impeachment itself caused South 
Korea to lose diplomatic momentum and influence over an issue that 
directly affects its national security interests. 

Against this backdrop, the four essays in this volume provide in-
depth examinations of the National Assembly, bureaucratic politics, 
public opinion, and the constitution as possible impediments to South 
Korea’s ability to achieve its foreign policy objectives. Given the coun-
try’s relative weakness and the likelihood that it cannot fully control 
its external security environment against grave challenges from larger 
powers, it is all the more important for South Korea to manage and 
reduce the domestic constraints on its ability to project an effective and 
united foreign policy to the world.

Seoul National University Professor Geun Lee examines the 
executive-legislative relationship, finding that, though the National 
Assembly provides some foreign policy oversight in hearings with 
foreign ministry officials and occasionally serves as a megaphone for 
hot-button national issues, its role in shaping foreign policy is second-
ary. The National Assembly conducts its own diplomatic exchanges 
with counterpart legislative bodies in a way that promotes network-
ing and information exchange, but—with the exception of occasional 
backdoor diplomacy with Japanese parliamentarians—it does not 
exert extensive influence over foreign policy formation or conduct. In 
fact, a 2012 parliamentary revision requiring assent from 60 percent 
of National Assembly representatives to consider legislation increases 
the incentive for the executive to avoid formal involvement of the leg-
islative branch on controversial foreign policy matters.

Korea National Defense University Professor Young Ho Kim 
examines the ways in which institutional bureaucratic interests have 
influenced foreign policy formation under five presidential administra-
tions, illustrating both the evolution of South Korea’s decision-making 
structures and the foreign policy consequences of the president’s per-
sonal style and preferences. Kim concludes that presidential leadership 
matters tremendously and that policy toward North Korea is the issue 
most susceptible to bureaucratic politics. Kim attributes the influence 
of bureaucratic politics to the opposing interests of the Ministry of 
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Unification (which promotes inter-Korean relations and pursues uni-
fication) and the Ministry of National Defense and the National Intel-
ligence Service (which take a defensive and adversarial stance toward 
North Korea). 

Asan Institute for Policy Studies polling specialist Jiyoon Kim ana-
lyzes recent trends in South Korean public opinion toward Japan, argu-
ably the most sensitive foreign policy topic among the public, and draws 
some surprising conclusions. Kim argues that the president and elites 
have a tremendous capacity to shape public opinion on controversial 
issues, especially among the president’s core political constituencies. 
But the capacity of the president to use that influence depends in part 
on his or her approval rating and the timing of the decision in question. 
This conclusion underscores the role of presidential leadership as a pri-
mary factor both in setting South Korean foreign policy and in mobiliz-
ing public support for those policies.

In the final essay, I examine South Korea’s debates over constitutional 
revision from the perspective of how various proposed reforms would 
influence the country’s foreign policy. I maintain that the removal of 
the presidential single-term limit would promote greater foreign policy 
continuity and avoid the need to start from scratch in policy and per-
sonnel every five years. I also advocate for strengthening the National 
Assembly’s oversight role to enhance public accountability and for 
standardizing South Korea’s election schedule to generate greater pre-
dictability in the domestic political cycle that would enhance stability 
and continuity in foreign policy. 

These essays support the argument that strong and effective presi-
dential leadership is the most important prerequisite for South Korea to 
sustain and project an effective foreign policy abroad. That leadership 
should be attentive to the need for public consensus and should operate 
within established legislative mechanisms that ensure public account-
ability. The underlying structures sustaining South Korea’s foreign 
policy formation are generally sound; the bigger challenge is to manage 
domestic politics in ways that promote public confidence about the 
direction and accountability of presidential leadership in foreign policy.
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In the United States, two opposing arguments circulate about congres-
sional influence on foreign policy. One posits that Congress, because 
of its members’ relative lack of knowledge of international affairs, has 
minimal sway over foreign policy decisions made by the executive 
branch.1 Members of Congress, the theory goes, invest more time and 
resources in domestic issues because they produce higher returns on 
reelection prospects. The opposing argument emphasizes the power of 
Congress in foreign policy, citing the many ways it can constrain or sup-
port the executive using its legislative and budgetary powers, oversight 
and investigative authority through hearings and committees, and its 
ability to form and shift public opinion.2 

Depending on the context, either argument can be true. For exam-
ple, if the issue is about dispatching combat troops abroad or enacting 
major trade deals, then Congress will try to influence the policies of the 
executive. On the other hand, Congress is not deeply interested in tech-
nical topics or those that only indirectly affect American interests, such 
as the protection of endangered species abroad, reform in the United 
Nations, or Japan’s territorial disputes with Russia. Congress will be 
much more powerful and influential at the stage of treaty ratification 
than when a new administration is beginning to set up guidelines for its 
foreign policy. The question is not whether the legislature influences 
the executive branch’s foreign policy decisions—but when and how it 
becomes influential.

The presidential system in South Korea—formally the Republic of 
Korea (ROK)—is similar to that of the United States, but the Korean 
National Assembly differs from its U.S. counterpart in important 
ways. First, the National Assembly has historically been extremely 
vocal on specific nationalistic issues. When the executive carelessly or 
unilaterally handles those issues, the National Assembly has, without 
exception, attempted to intervene. Second, the National Assembly 
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often interacts directly with foreign governments and its counterparts 
abroad. Although the consequences of direct diplomacy by the National 
Assembly are typically minor, the legislature’s direct diplomacy bears 
significant importance in the case of South Korea-Japan relations. 
Third, the revised 2012 National Assembly law makes the ratification 
process of an international treaty extremely complicated. One implica-
tion of the 2012 revision is that the executive branch will have to main-
tain a close relationship with the National Assembly from the early 
stages in matters of utmost significance relating to major trade deals 
and peace on the Korean Peninsula.

Despite the growing power of the National Assembly, it continues 
to have only limited influence on South Korea’s foreign policy, as the 
president’s office is generally able to get its way on foreign affairs. For 
the National Assembly to play a greater role, its members will need to 
seek out the most qualified personnel for staff members, strengthen ties 
with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, make greater use of the National 
Assembly Research Service (NARS), bridge the gaps between political 
parties, and establish closer networks with other countries.

T HE NAT IONAL ASSEMBLY AND I TS P OWER S

The National Assembly can constrain or support foreign policies made 
and implemented by the executive using both its legal authority and 
nonlegal strategies, such as making use of public opinion. The law-
making powers are explicitly stated in Articles 76 and 88 of the South 
Korean constitution. Therefore, the National Assembly can support 
or put pressure on the executive by making laws pertaining to foreign 
policy. However, it rarely initiates or proposes bills relating to foreign 
affairs, and the existing laws concerning foreign affairs are mostly about 
organizational structures, personnel, and budget allocation in the Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs. The National Assembly can still pressure the 
ministry by putting up a fight against passing these bills, but in terms 
of designing, revising, or halting the broader core foreign policy of the 
executive, its influence has been trivial.3

Article 60 of the constitution bestows the National Assembly with 
the right to approve treaties made by the South Korean executive with 
foreign governments and international organizations in areas such as 
mutual aid, national security, trade, war, or troop dispatches. This is a 
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powerful tool of leverage because, without ratification by the National 
Assembly, the executive cannot bring treaties into effect. Foreign policy 
planners in the government, therefore, pay constant attention to this 
approval process. This is the area where the National Assembly has its 
strongest influence over the executive, and the real battle between the 
two thus tends to be at the late stages of treaty negotiations. 

The National Assembly also exerts power over the executive by stop-
ping or revising budget bills relating to foreign policy. Article 54 of the 
constitution, which states that the National Assembly has the right to 
deliberate and settle budget bills, ensures this authority. Given that the 
budget of the foreign ministry has always been less than 1 percent of the 
total government budget, and that most of its budget is spent on rou-
tine diplomatic operations, the approval power of the National Assem-
bly tends to be limited to relatively small new initiatives such as official 
development aid and public diplomacy. 

Article 61 of the constitution entitles the National Assembly to 
inspect and investigate government offices, and enables it to demand 
the submission of documents and subpoena government officials. This 
authority may not be a direct and immediate means to influence foreign 
policy decisions, but the National Assembly can delay foreign policy 
implementation or change its details by disclosing sensitive documents 
or revealing information that can stir up public opinion. For issues relat-
ing to trade deals, inter-Korean relations, South Korea-Japan relations, 
and the U.S.-South Korea alliance in particular, the National Assembly 
can directly appeal to public opinion to put pressure on the executive. 
Those issues can stoke feelings of nationalism and mobilize the public. 
The National Assembly can also take advantage of hearings to appeal 
to the public.

T HE PROBLEM OF A DI VI DED GOVERNMEN T

In the ROK, checks and balances between the legislature and the exec-
utive are not as strict and sacred as in the United States. Usually, legis-
lators in the president’s party uniformly support the executive and the 
party line, and if a member of the ruling party independently betrays 
the president, that legislator may be penalized by his or her party or by 
the president. That is even more true during general elections, when 
the president has substantial power to nominate candidates. When the 
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ruling party in the executive is also the majority party in the National 
Assembly, and the president is at the apex of his or her power, the 
government can therefore easily make and implement foreign policy 
decisions. The foreign policy bureaucracy has rarely challenged the 
executive. The official foreign policy of the government therefore 
reflects the ideas and philosophy of the president, and the ruling party 
generally supports the president.

However, if opposing parties control or paralyze the National 
Assembly, the executive cannot lead effectively. Opposing party mem-
bers can block a foreign policy agenda that goes against the interests 
of their political base. Moreover, the revision of the National Assem-
bly law in 2012 made passing a bill extremely difficult even if the ruling 
majority party supports the executive. According to the revised law, 
the chairperson of the National Assembly—who formerly had the 
legal authority to unilaterally submit a bill to a vote—cannot do so 
except in cases of natural disasters and emergencies. Even when the 
fast-track exception is invoked, a bill cannot be introduced to a general 
vote unless three-fifths of the members of the National Assembly (180 
of 300 members) approve the bill. Theoretically, a ruling party with 
more than 180 members in the National Assembly can easily pass a 
bill. In reality, a majority party rarely acquires more than 60 percent 
consent of the entire National Assembly without forming a coalition 
with other parties.

T HE NAT IONAL ASSEMBLY’ S I NFLUENCE  
ON SOU T H KORE AN FOREIGN P OLICY

The National Assembly can exert the most influence on the executive 
during three periods: the transition to a new presidential administra-
tion, a policy’s implementation, or a policy’s ratification.

TransiTion To a new adminisTraTion 

Every five years, a new administration takes power in South Korea and 
announces its official foreign policy vision and agenda. Normally, the 
broad framework of this agenda is prepared during the campaigning 
period by the so-called election camp of each presidential candidate, 
and the candidates advertise their platforms throughout the campaigns. 

Strengthening the National Assembly’s Influence on South Korean Foreign Policy
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The election camps are collections of ideologues, experts, and activists 
of the political party, together with scholars, former bureaucrats, and 
those who are personally close to the candidates. The camps start pre-
paring their foreign policy agendas long before the election.

After a presidential election takes place, the transition team and the 
foreign ministry will further refine the vision and policies of the pres-
ident-elect, and relevant government agencies can assist by providing 
their expertise. The National Assembly generally does not intervene in 
this process and normally respects the autonomy of the transition team. 
In some instances, specific policies have been leaked to the press during 
the transition period, sparking resistance from opposition political par-
ties. Nevertheless, such occasions are exceptions. 

Opposition parties can also pressure the transition team by publish-
ing a report criticizing, for example, a lack of experience of those on 
the team.4 Individual members of the National Assembly sometimes 
try to impugn the transition team with rumors or leaked information as 
well. In 2003, for example, some lawmakers of the conservative Grand 
National Party claimed that members of the incoming progressive Roh 
Moo-hyun team included pro-North Korea scholars and activists.5 
Nonetheless, the consequences of such efforts were negligible. The 
National Assembly usually does not intervene unless a transition team 
commits serious mistakes or violates the law.

After a new administration is officially sworn in, the National Assem-
bly becomes an active forum where members can defend or attack the 
foreign policy directives of the new government. Even at this stage, 
however, the National Assembly normally acts not as an independent 
institution against or for the executive, but as a forum where opposition 
parties and the ruling party clash. For example, when the Lee Myung-
bak government in 2008 started to nullify some of the North Korea pol-
icies of the previous Kim Dae-jung and Roh Moo-hyun governments, 
opposition parties and their lawmakers bombarded the government 
with criticism. Nevertheless, the National Assembly could not trans-
form itself into more than a forum, and the new government did end up 
doing away with most of the agreements struck between North Korea 
and the two previous South Korean governments. 

In addition, public opinion in South Korea generally supports the 
policies of a new administration, tends to view foot-dragging by the 
opposition as unnecessary, and dislikes political attacks that deny the 
legitimate rights of the government in power. For instance, the majority 
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of the South Korean public, 74.2 percent based on an early 2008 poll, 
supported the Lee Myung-bak administration’s dramatic shift in North 
Korea policy.6 The first year of a new administration is a honeymoon 
period when the National Assembly typically refrains from making 
harsh attacks unless the executive commits serious legal or ethical 
errors. Generally speaking, newly anointed administrations have been 
able to proceed with their foreign policy visions during this honeymoon 
period, unimpeded by the National Assembly.

When new administrations proposed setting up special commit-
tees—such as the Presidential Committee on the Northeast Asian 
Cooperation Initiative under the Roh Moo-hyun government, the Pres-
idential Committee for Future Planning under the Lee Myung-bak gov-
ernment, or the Presidential Committee for Unification Preparation 
under the Park Geun-hye government—the National Assembly never 
interfered, even when it had the legal authority to weaken the power 
of such committees. In any case, a committee’s influence depends less 
on the size of its budget than on the distance between the committee’s 
chairs and the president.

Policy imPlemenTaTion

A country’s foreign policy implementation mostly consists of executing 
routine procedures to achieve its government’s goals. For example, the 
Northeast Asia Peace and Cooperation Initiative, introduced by Presi-
dent Park Geun-hye (who served from 2013 to 2017), proceeded with 
the routine procedures of meetings, consultations, and various forms 
of contact among concerned parties. The same was true with middle-
power diplomacy in the Park administration. After a middle-power 
consortium of Mexico, Indonesia, South Korea, Turkey, and Australia 
(known collectively as MIKTA) was created, routine diplomatic proce-
dures followed. Summit meetings proceeded as scheduled and planned. 

The end of the Cold War transformed the nature of diplomacy from 
war-related geostrategic competition among nations into routine pro-
cedures of information gathering, meetings, conferences, public diplo-
macy, and negotiations relating to economic and nontraditional security 
issues. These routines are the bits and pieces that constitute the foreign 
policy implementation of a country, and South Korean presidents’ for-
eign policies are not constantly monitored by the National Assembly 
except during periods of regular inspection and investigation. Even 
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such processes do not stop or disrupt foreign policy implementation 
unless allegedly criminal activities are revealed. 

The National Assembly can pressure the executive by passing a res-
olution strongly recommending policy changes when a government’s 
foreign policy implementations fail to serve the national interest. Even 
if the president’s party is also the majority party in the National Assem-
bly, depending upon the issues, the executive does not always enjoy the 
full support of the lawmakers and the ruling party can lead a resolution 
against the executive. One example of such action was the resolution 
against dispatching troops to Iraq in the Roh Moo-hyun administra-
tion. Nevertheless, as resolutions are nonbinding recommendations, 
the executive typically goes ahead with its original decision, making 
small revisions if necessary. 

During a treaty negotiation process, the National Assembly also 
pressures the negotiation team by holding hearings, influencing 
public opinion, and demanding briefings from government officials. 
In trade negotiations, lawmakers representing special interests try to 
influence the order of priorities and demand safeguards, reparations, 
and relief measures. As illustrated by Robert Putnam’s two-level game 
metaphor, negotiators deal with two dynamics: navigating various 
domestic constituencies and working with another country. Nego-
tiators constantly pay attention to domestic politics and frequently 
take advantage of opposition in the National Assembly to strengthen 
their negotiating positions vis-à-vis foreign counterparts.7 Therefore, 
the role of the National Assembly during the negotiation process is 
no less significant than during the ratification stage. However, it is 
unclear whether it has exerted this influence, except in minor terms. 
For example, the negotiation team has prevailed over opposition par-
ties on highly contested issues such as free trade. In terms of infor-
mation access and expertise, the National Assembly can hardly be as 
competitive as a negotiating team. 

On the rare occasion when public opinion is strongly against a for-
eign policy negotiation, the National Assembly and the media can 
derail it—take, for example, the General Security of Military Informa-
tion Agreement negotiated between the Lee Myung-bak government 
and Japan in 2012. The National Assembly intervened, arguing that it 
was never informed of the negotiations, which took place in private. 
Members of the assembly demanded that the executive submit the 
agreement to ratification proceedings, which the executive did not 
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deem necessary. Faced with denunciations from the public as well as 
the National Assembly, the Lee administration did not sign the agree-
ment—though the Park administration later did in 2016.

raTificaTion

The National Assembly’s influence on foreign policy reaches an apex 
when an international agreement needs to be ratified. The revision 
of the National Assembly law in 2012 made its role even more crucial. 
Before the revision, the government could pass final bills together with 
the ruling majority party using expedient methods, as the Lee Myung-
bak government did with the United States-Korea Free Trade Agree-
ment in 2011. However, that incident ignited a debate about the National 
Assembly law, and the result of the 2012 revision made it nearly impos-
sible for the ruling party to pass a bill without the consent of the oppo-
sition parties. Therefore, a divided government—or even an executive 
supported by the majority party—cannot ratify an agreement unless 
public opinion is heavily in favor of it or either the government or the 
ruling party can persuade a significant number of opposition members 
to join.

When the conservative Saenuri Party was in control of both the 
National Assembly and the executive, its members called to revise the 
National Assembly law to make it easier to pass a bill. In the last gen-
eral election, in April 2016, the Saenuri Party initially set its election 
target at more than 180 lawmakers—but ended up with only 122, far 
below their 60 percent target. As a result, the government now has to 
come up with a more comprehensive strategy to pass bills or to ratify 
international agreements. Any ratification process will lead to more 
conflict between the executive and the National Assembly unless the 
ruling party can create a coalition with opposition parties starting in 
the negotiation phase. 

T HE NU TS AND BOLTS  
OF T HE KORE AN NAT IONAL ASSEMBLY

The influence and role of the National Assembly varies from situation 
to situation. In certain circumstances, it plays a secondary role to the 
executive, in others a proactive one.
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emergencies and excePTional circumsTances

When emergencies and exceptional circumstances occur, the executive 
typically takes control: emergencies demand fast, efficient, and effective 
government responses. The executive can blame the National Assem-
bly for delays if it drags its feet, and public opinion normally supports 
firm and quick responses. The revised National Assembly law stipulates 
that, in times of emergencies, the 60 percent rule is not necessary. If, 
however, the government deliberately tries to invoke the exceptional 
rule for political purposes—for example, by exaggerating a small event 
and declaring it an emergency—lawmakers will immediately inter-
vene, fearing the return of authoritarian control or the mobilization of 
adverse public opinion against opposing parties. 

When unexpected events unfold relating to North Korea, the South 
Korean government is expected to quickly respond by following contin-
gency plans while lawmakers are briefed by the relevant agencies. How-
ever, because inter-Korean relations can never escape the polarization 
between the left and the right in South Korea, the National Assembly 
needs to be well aware of the contingency plans ahead of time and have 
the ability to debate them.

When emergencies or contingencies involve signing or changing 
agreements, such as signing a peace treaty or ending the state of armi-
stice on the Korean Peninsula, the National Assembly immediately 
becomes an important institution, and the executive and the ruling 
party need to gain its support. 

conTroversial issues and elecTions

A few controversial foreign policy issues could draw a backlash from the 
National Assembly if carelessly handled. South Korean nationalist senti-
ment fuels many such reactions, and the National Assembly can scarcely 
resist or constrain those feelings if they pass a tipping point. Policies 
involving historical or territorial issues relating to Japan, for example, 
often trigger surges in nationalism that lawmakers cannot ignore. The 
executive, therefore, becomes overly cautious in negotiations that could 
improve relations with Japan. This has particularly been the case since the 
conservative Shinzo Abe government came to power in Japan. 

Policies that appear to be soft on North Korea, such as the Sunshine 
Policy that provided quite generous aid to the country, also give rise 
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to controversies. Normally, progressive parties face backlash against 
such policies, and they have become increasingly cautious in dealing 
with North Korean issues. Less militant North Korea policies fre-
quently generate animosity among voters, and politicians, activists, 
and other public figures seen as pro-North Korea can become targets of 
the government prosecutor’s office. After Pyongyang’s recent nuclear 
and missile tests, Seoul cannot be as ambitious as previous adminis-
trations in pursuing proactive North Korea policies. It remains to be 
seen how the Moon Jae-in administration is able to implement its own 
North Korea strategy.

Anti-American sentiment is a double-edged sword for National 
Assembly members. If the government attempts drastic changes in 
the current alliance structure or appears to distance itself from the 
United States in favor of China (or Russia, depending on the issue), 
that tends to generate unfavorable public opinion. Given the domes-
tic political environment, the National Assembly cannot support the 
executive pursuing such policies without a significant backlash. The 
failure of the Roh government’s initiative to position South Korea as 
a bridge-builder and an honest broker between China and Japan—the 
so-called balancer initiative—is a good example. Although the initia-
tive was meant to protect South Korea’s national interests, it was mis-
interpreted as distancing the ROK from its alliance with the United 
States. As a result, the initiative never bore fruit. On the other hand, if 
the government looks subservient to the United States by appearing 
to protect U.S. interests at South Korea’s expense, then nationalistic 
anti-American backlash can prevent the National Assembly from sup-
porting the executive wholeheartedly.

The government, therefore, needs to be careful in dealing with these 
controversial issues, particularly when an election is near. In the minds 
of lawmakers, nothing is more important than the prospect of reelec-
tion, which could be in peril if they go against the general trend in 
public opinion. Terminating the state of war on the Korean Peninsula 
and transforming the current armistice treaty to a peace treaty is a cru-
cial—yet controversial—issue that future South Korean governments 
cannot ignore. If external powers (namely the United States, China, and 
North Korea) move in the direction of dismantling the current armi-
stice system, the South Korean government may have to accept the out-
come unless stopped by concentrated domestic opposition. Then, the 
government and the National Assembly would be required to devise a 
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bipartisan strategy to mobilize countrywide support for signing a peace 
treaty, if the peace treaty is deemed realistic and desirable. To do so, the 
executive and the National Assembly could take advantage of external 
pressures to change the views of domestic opposition leaders or shrink 
the size of the opposition to the peace treaty. 

direcT diPlomacy by The naTional assembly

It has become common for South Korean lawmakers to interact directly 
with their counterparts and relevant government and nongovernmen-
tal agencies in foreign countries. Friendship associations between ROK 
lawmakers and those of other countries are numerous, and lawmakers 
individually organize foreign trips to expand personal networks, collect 
information, contact South Korean nationals abroad, or conduct public 
diplomacy. In general, diplomacy of this kind does not directly influ-
ence the foreign policy of the executive because lawmakers’ primary 
diplomatic objective is networking and public relations.

However, in a few cases, direct diplomacy by lawmakers has facili-
tated or hindered the executive’s conduct of foreign affairs. The most 
notable case is South Korea-Japan relations. For South Korean politi-
cians and diplomats, Japan is a unique country among the four major 
powers relevant to Korean affairs (the United States, China, Japan, and 
Russia): there they have relatively easy access to high-ranking govern-
ment officials and politicians, including the prime minister’s office. 
Japanese politicians and legislators take personal networks seriously, 
making it possible for South Korean lawmakers to have informal gath-
erings with members of the Japanese Diet (the country’s legislature). 
The two countries have a long tradition of building personal networks 
among senior politicians. Those networks can function as backdoor 
channels to deliver and discuss sensitive messages and to deliberate any 
differences before official meetings between the two governments take 
place. Backdoor diplomacy among senior politicians is crucial because 
it allows for candid discussions on controversial issues and is based on 
trust that has been built over years.8 That Japan has a cabinet system 
makes direct diplomacy between lawmakers on the two sides even more 
important for South Korea because the Japanese cabinet is composed 
of top Diet members who, in turn, are heavily influenced by their par-
ties and factions within their parties.
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role of The naTional assembly sTaff

Members of the National Assembly normally serve on a specific stand-
ing committee for two years and then rotate to other committees. 
Therefore, no matter how hard lawmakers study the issues of their 
committees, they rarely become experts unless they are repeatedly 
reelected to the same committee. Simultaneously, lawmakers need to 
spend a large portion of their time in their electoral districts and tackle 
domestic issues as well. The role of expert staff members belonging to 
an individual lawmaker’s office is important in terms of gathering and 
analyzing information, preparing questions for hearings, and introduc-
ing bills.

Many staff members are trained as experts on particular subject 
areas, and many are experts on foreign affairs either by academic train-
ing or by experience. A legislator’s staff is typically recruited from the 
existing pool of staff members, inherited from outgoing lawmakers, or 
hired from academia or the private sector. Those who serve as foreign 
affairs staff for many years are well aware of the details of South Korea’s 
foreign policies and how the government is run, and know important 
diplomats and members of the press. Lawmakers rely heavily on those 
staff members during hearings, national inspections, and treaty ratifi-
cations. Therefore, having many high caliber staff members is critical. 

Staff members simply assist lawmakers; their influence does not 
exceed that of the National Assembly. But they often play a valuable 
role by discovering problems, misbehaviors, or mistakes committed 
by the executive branch. Because the lawmakers are not typically able 
to spend time personally conducting research or investigations, able 
staff members can perform such duties and present lawmakers with 
their findings.

RECOMMENDAT IONS

The role of the National Assembly in South Korea’s foreign policy is 
quite limited because it rarely intervenes in foreign policy–making and 
implementation unless the issues trigger nationalistic reactions or con-
tain serious mistakes, corruption, or misbehaviors by the executive. 
The National Assembly respects the executive’s authority over foreign 
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policy, and either helps provide executive negotiators with leverage 
or challenges the executive’s positions by inciting domestic opposi-
tion during trade negotiations or other sensitive agreements that may 
affect lawmakers’ reelections. The influence of the National Assembly 
becomes crucial at the stage of treaty ratification.

This limited role of the National Assembly in foreign policy–making 
and implementation has both pros and cons. Freed from unneces-
sary oversight and superficial intervention by the National Assembly, 
the executive can efficiently devise and implement its foreign policy. 
Because many in the National Assembly do not have real expertise in 
foreign affairs, too much intervention by lawmakers can hinder effec-
tive foreign policies. Furthermore, the relative independence of the 
executive from legislative influence makes South Korea’s foreign policy 
less politicized and more focused on comprehensive national interests. 
Because lawmakers tend to represent their districts’ interests ahead of 
the country’s national interests, too much intervention by the National 
Assembly may distort the realization of the national interests as a whole.

Nonetheless, a democratic country, particularly a country with a 
presidential system, remains healthy and fair only when it adheres to 
the principle of checks and balances. Foreign affairs is no exception. 
Timely and adequate intervention by the National Assembly is neces-
sary. To assist South Korea in its conduct of foreign affairs, the United 
States should undertake the following steps. 

■■ Build U.S.-ROK bipartisan networks and increase soft power diplo-
macy. The 2012 revision of the National Assembly law makes it 
even more important than before for the United States and South 
Korea to build strong political networks—and not only with the 
ruling party in South Korea, but also with major opposition par-
ties. Sharing information in formal and informal settings will 
strengthen U.S.-ROK joint diplomatic capacity, and South Korea 
will benefit by reducing the transaction costs of making difficult 
coalitions. Such networks will also help foster better understand-
ing between the two countries through soft power diplomacy. 
Having informal discussions and bridging the cultural differ-
ences and nuances, such as those between Korea’s Confucian 
culture and American culture, are of particular importance in an 
age where nationalism in South Korea is strong and America First 
sentiments are rising in the United States.
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■■ Exchange staff members between the U.S. Congress and the Korean 
National Assembly. The ROK Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the 
U.S. State Department regularly cross-appoint their personnel to 
enhance trust and learn from each other. The National Assembly 
should follow suit and enhance the capacity of its staff by train-
ing them in the U.S. Congress for one or two years, just as Con-
gress could do the reverse to enhance its understanding of South 
Korean politics.

Furthermore, to improve the efficiency and efficacy of its foreign 
policy–making, the ROK government should consider the following 
policy options.

■■ Hire well-qualified foreign policy staff. The National Assembly 
should strengthen its oversight authority and competence by 
recruiting and training high caliber staff members to follow what 
is going on in the government with regard to foreign policy. More 
often than not, the oversight function of the National Assembly 
does not work properly because lawmakers and their staffers do 
not have the necessary expertise. Without expertise, lawmakers 
cannot pinpoint the information they need to prepare necessary 
and meaningful questions at hearings. The National Assembly, by 
building close and favorable networks with academia, should seek 
out capable personnel and hire them as new staff members. South 
Korea is currently facing an oversupply of college graduates in the 
humanities and social sciences, and even graduates of top schools 
have difficulty finding decent jobs. A similar dynamic has played 
out within the nation’s law schools, and lawyers are increasingly 
seeking jobs that do not match their qualifications. Because many 
foreign policy dealings occur behind the scenes to protect national 
interests or preserve a favorable negotiating position vis-à-vis for-
eign governments, trained and experienced staff and lawmakers 
are essential to holding the government to account. Otherwise, 
the National Assembly may ruin its credibility.

■■ Increase the capacity of the foreign affairs liaison to the National 
Assembly. For the benefit of its foreign policy implementation, 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs should increase the capacity of its 
liaison office at the National Assembly. The ministry’s budget is 
so small that it has difficulty expanding and deepening its foreign 
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policy agenda and networks. The Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development member countries that have 
economies similar in size to South Korea’s—such as Canada, 
the Netherlands, and Spain—spend from 2 percent to 7 percent 
of their national budgets on foreign affairs. Those countries have 
more diplomats than South Korea, which allocates a mere 0.8 
percent of its budget to the foreign ministry, which has demanded 
a budget increase to more than 1 percent of the national budget 
without success.9 One main reason for this lack of resources is the 
ministry’s weak position in the National Assembly. The minis-
try has generally neglected its dealings with domestic politics. A 
strong and competent liaison office within the National Assembly 
would be beneficial for the ministry and the National Assembly 
because both sides could learn from each other and constantly 
exchange information and discuss important issues together.

■■ Strengthen the National Assembly Research Service. Lawmakers 
should take advantage of NARS. The service has its own foreign 
policy experts, and they differ from university professors in that they 
are more steeped in real world information and they understand the 
political grammar at the National Assembly and the executive. By 
building close connections between outside experts and in-house 
scholars, NARS can strengthen its own capacity and improve its 
credibility and reputation. Moreover, the more lawmakers make 
use of NARS, the more credible and renowned it will become. 

■■ Build a national consensus on difficult issues. To overcome the prob-
lems of a divided government, the executive should work to build 
a national consensus on contested issues. When a consensus is 
solidly constructed, the National Assembly cannot go against the 
will of the people. The National Assembly should work to build 
a bipartisan consensus among lawmakers so that they can lead 
the opinion of the voting public, especially when emotional and 
nationalistic responses by the people may hurt national interests. 
Of course, in a democratic country, building consensus on thorny 
issues is not an easy task, but sincere, candid, and constant discus-
sions will increase the possibility of consensus building. During 
the 2017 presidential campaign, many candidates proposed cre-
ating a coalition cabinet appointment by, for example, having a 
prime minister from a major opposition party. 
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CONCLUSION

The influence of the National Assembly over the executive has been 
quite limited in South Korea for several reasons. The National Assem-
bly does not have enough expertise in foreign affairs and tends to 
respect the authority of the executive when it comes to foreign policy–
making and implementation. Unless the National Assembly is divided, 
the executive can easily gain its support, and the ruling party rarely bars 
the passing of a bill during a general assembly vote. With the end of the 
Cold War, diplomacy has become the mostly routine business of col-
lecting information, public diplomacy, and forum diplomacy, and the 
National Assembly does not need to intervene in foreign affairs except 
in cases of criminal activity or other controversies. 

Nevertheless, the future diplomatic landscape for the ROK govern-
ment does not look favorable. The revision of the National Assembly 
law in 2012 made it extremely difficult for the government to finalize 
an international deal unless the government constantly briefs and per-
suades the National Assembly from the beginning of the negotiation 
process. Moreover, when it comes to controversial issues such as inter-
Korean relations and South Korea-Japan relations, even members of 
the ruling party may not cooperate with the executive wholeheartedly. 
Because the transformation of inter-Korean relations through a peace 
treaty may be the next thorny foreign policy issue that the Moon Jae-in 
administration cannot ignore, the executive will have to pay more atten-
tion to its relationship with the National Assembly than before.
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Public policymaking in South Korea today is open and democratized 
to an extent that it could be called hyper-pluralistic. The move in this 
direction is relatively recent, arising in 1987 with the democratization 
movement and Roh Tae-woo administration (1988–93) and deepen-
ing during the Kim Young-sam administration (1993–98). The Kim 
administration was the first civilian government in the Republic of 
Korea (ROK). Under its leadership, foreign and security policy–making 
became more transparent and open to debate than ever before.

An open policymaking process carries with it the risk of politi-
cal gridlock or infighting. The concept of bureaucratic politics was 
largely formulated in Graham Allison’s seminal work, Essence of Deci-
sion: Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis (1971). Bureaucratic politics 
was suggested as one of three decision-making models, along with the 
rational choice and organizational process models, and it emphasizes 
the influence of government officials in foreign policy–making. Alli-
son demonstrated that policymaking does not always involve making 
a choice based on a cost-benefit analysis (the rational choice model) or 
the proper application of standard operational procedures (the organi-
zational process model). Instead, policy is sometimes a result of fierce 
“competition, negotiation, and bargaining” among bureaucrats who 
prioritize their personal and organizational interests over the national 
interest. According to Allison, a policy can be an outcome of “pulling 
and hauling among different bureaucrats” rather than of rational delib-
eration or organizational process.1 

These competitions and compromises, however, are not easily 
revealed to or observed by people outside government. Developing 
policy options based on differing views and holding debates about 
those views are all part of a normal, healthy process in a vibrant demo-
cratic government. The existence of different positions or of competi-
tion across ministries is not always a sign of bureaucratic politics. 

Bureaucratic Politics in South Korean 
Foreign Policy–Making
Young Ho Kim
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Scholarly attention to bureaucratic politics in the ROK is surpris-
ingly scant. Only a handful of serious studies exists.2 Given the diffi-
culty of collecting reliable information on the internal dynamics of 
decision-making processes, this shortage is understandable. Consid-
ering bureaucratic politics’ wide scope and significant consequences 
for security and foreign policy–making, however, this phenomenon 
deserves more scholarly attention and analysis. 

I NDICATOR S OF BURE AUCRAT IC P OLI T ICS  
I N P OLICYMAK I NG

According to political scientists, bureaucratic politics can be identified 
in five situations.3 The first is when a president’s policy preference is 
refuted, ignored, or replaced by that of a ministry or a group of minis-
tries and agencies. Under a presidential system, the power of the presi-
dent tends to dominate, particularly in the foreign and security policy 
areas, because the president represents the sovereign power of the state 
externally. Thus, a policy decision that is significantly different from 
the president’s usual preference and closer to the preferences of certain 
ministries or agencies could be evidence of bureaucratic politics.

The second is when a policy decision reflects a compromise between 
the most powerful ministers or heads of agencies rather than proper 
coordination among all centers of power. In that situation, the role of 
the president tends to be minimized because the president either has 
less interest in the issue or considers it less important. 

The third is if parochial interests are detected or revealed in a deci-
sion. In a healthy policymaking process, various options are suggested 
and contested. What matters is where the differences originate. Dif-
ferent perspectives or views among policymakers do not necessarily 
indicate bureaucratic politics, but an emphasis on personal or organi-
zational priorities in a decision can be an indicator.

The fourth is an unusually lengthy or delayed decision-making pro-
cess. Slow decision-making or legislative gridlock occur in the legisla-
tive bodies of many democratic countries for any number of reasons. 
Such delays as bureaucrats negotiate over their specific departmental or 
personal agendas are a sign of bureaucratic politics. 

The fifth relies on the nation’s media. The role of the news media 
is critical: bureaucratic friction can be exposed by either diligent 
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journalism or intentional leaks. From time to time, bureaucrats use the 
media as an instrument to influence public opinion or win advantage 
for their agenda, revealing the existence of bureaucratic politics as they 
do so.

I NFLUENCI NG FACTOR S OF BURE AUCRAT IC 
P OLI T ICS I N SOU T H KORE A

Three major factors influence bureaucratic politics in South Korea: the 
president’s leadership style, differences among the ministries and agen-
cies participating in decision-making, and the organizational struc-
tures of the offices in the executive charged with managing foreign and 
security matters. 

PresidenTial leadershiP sTyle

As in many advanced democratic countries, every president in South 
Korea has reorganized the structure of the government after taking 
office. This usually involves restructuring government ministries and 
agencies, as well as the secretarial offices within the Blue House (the 
home of the executive branch). Such changes indicate the administra-
tion’s policy priorities and how communication and consultation will 
be conducted. 

One way to understand the changes made by each administration is 
to view them in light of the president’s leadership style. A president who 
cherishes procedure will prefer formalized channels of communica-
tion. A president who prioritizes policy details and actively seeks advice 
from aides or advisors will prefer more open communication. Leader-
ship styles clearly influence communication styles and channels among 
government officials.

The political scientist Alexander George identifies three styles of 
communication in government bureaucracies.4 The first is formalistic: 
a hierarchical system with a clear division of roles and well-defined stan-
dard operating procedures in decision-making. A line of communica-
tion is organized in an orderly and closed way, according to which ideas 
and information move only through formal channels. The second type 
is competitive: a more open and flexible system. Views and options can 
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be proposed and discussed. Input from outside the government is per-
mitted and even encouraged. The third type is collegial (cooperative): 
an eclectic or combined system that allows a free flow of information 
and ideas but nonetheless prevents chaos.

missions of minisTries and agencies 

The fundamental differences among the missions of the ministries and 
agencies involved in foreign and security policy–making can lead to 
bureaucratic politics. Different ministries by definition often propose 
different ways of tackling the same problem. In the United States, for 
example, this distinction is embodied by the different approaches of the 
Departments of State and Defense. In a conflict situation, State tends 
to prefer dialogue and diplomatic options; Defense, though usually cau-
tious, will use force if necessary. These differences stem from varying 
strategies or methods in pursuit of a shared goal. Differences of this 
type are reconcilable and sometimes complementary. In South Korea, 
however, the situation is more complex; in many cases, disagreements 
result from agencies’ different goals or perspectives.5 Many significant 
differences can be traced to two factors—the division of the country 
after the Korean War and the U.S.-ROK alliance. 

First, South Korea considers unification to be one of its most impor-
tant national tasks. Accordingly, it created the Ministry of Unification 
(MOU). In pursuing its mission of peaceful unification, the MOU aims 
to work with, rather than contain, North Korea and prefers dialogue, 
exchanges, and cooperation to pressure and sanctions. This tendency 
is intensified when its minister, regardless of the presidential adminis-
tration, is sympathetic to such policies. At the same time, sixty years 
of military confrontation with North Korea have led institutions such 
as the Ministry of National Defense (MND) and National Informa-
tion Service (NIS) to take harsher policy stances.6 Their organizational 
goals are largely to defeat, change, or even collapse the North Korean 
regime. This stark contrast between MOU and MND/NIS can contrib-
ute to fierce competition and friction in devising South Korea’s foreign 
and security policies. 

Second, the U.S.-ROK alliance significantly affects some ministries, 
particularly the MND and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA). 
The United States, in addition to having fought in the Korean War, 
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has played an essential role in defending South Korea against North 
Korean threats for nearly seventy years. The military-to-military coop-
eration is so intertwined that all major South Korean defense policy 
decisions have been made only after some form of consultation with 
the United States. Foreign policy–making is also affected by the alli-
ance relationship. Alliance-first thinking is not a structural factor, but 
it influences policymaking processes as if it were one because it is so 
deeply embedded in the reasoning of both ministries.7 It thus condi-
tions interagency frictions and to some extent bureaucratic politics in 
South Korea as well.

organizaTion of The PresidenTial office 

Another factor that plays into South Korean foreign and security 
policy–making is the organization of the presidential office in charge 
of foreign and security affairs. Cabinet members in many democracies 
commonly compete with presidential or prime ministerial staff over 
policy decisions. In the United States, for example, the secretaries of 
state and defense and the national security advisor frequently differ in 
their views. South Korea, however, has an additional dimension inside 
the Blue House: the institutional arrangement between the office of 
national security advisor and chief secretary to the president for for-
eign and security affairs, which are sometimes combined and other 
times separate.8 

Given South Korea’s confrontation with North Korea, the role of 
the security affairs advisor has been emphasized since Kim Young-
sam’s administration. At that time, the functions of the National 
Security Council (NSC) were also expanded and strengthened. It is 
convened infrequently, however, because the president must preside 
over it. The Standing Committee of the National Security Coun-
cil was therefore created for the heads of the departments of foreign 
affairs, defense, unification, and information and the security advisor 
to review pending national security issues and make recommendations 
to the president. Offices responsible for functions such as policy plan-
ning and coordination were established within the NSC. One problem 
with the expanded NSC role is the occasional frictions or redundan-
cies between it and the office of chief secretary to the president for for-
eign and security affairs. 



25Bureaucratic Politics in South Korean Foreign Policy–Making

H ISTOR ICAL RE VI E W

Since the transition to democracy in South Korea and the election of 
Kim Young-sam as the country’s first civilian president, the evolution of 
bureaucratic politics in South Korea has moved through several stages. 

Kim young-sam adminisTraTion (1993–98)

Kim Young-sam was elected president in December 1992 after having 
led—along with fellow opposition leader Kim Dae-jung—a long and 
difficult democratization movement. He was a charismatic leader with 
a strong will, well-known for making decisions by relying on intuition 
and instinct more than advice. Because he preferred subordinates to 
make informal and direct reports to him with no one else present, no 
formal mechanisms were used for discussions or policy coordination 
among high-level decision-makers.9 The Ministerial Meeting for Secu-
rity Affairs was a coordinating body at the ministerial level, but was held 
only on an ad hoc basis (figure 1). Kim had a strong sense of efficacy, 
was confident about his ability to control bureaucrats as well as advi-
sors, and paid little attention to conflicts among ministers and agencies. 
His leadership style was thus a competitive one in which ministries and 
agencies could present their views freely to him, even though he made 
the final decisions on significant matters. His administration, then, was 
prone to bureaucratic politics.10

The main departments in the Kim Young-sam administration’s for-
eign and security policy–making team were the MOU, MFA, and NIS. 
The status and power of the NIS, however, was greatly reduced from the 
authoritarian era before 1987, when it had been a powerful organization 
with a large budget and considerable manpower. The MOU rose in its 
place. However, despite having been elevated to a deputy prime minis-
ter level two years before Kim Young-sam came to power, the minister 
had little political support. Only in the Kim Young-sam administration 
did the MOU begin to be seen as a central decider for North Korean 
policy, an unusual situation that opened the door to bureaucratic con-
flict between the MOU and the NIS.

The MOU emphasized a nationalistic approach based on inter-
Korean reconciliation and cooperation—the opposite of the MFA’s 
international perspective. Led by Han Sung-joo, the Ministry of 
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Foreign Affairs took a moderate policy line and advocated close coop-
eration and consultation with international actors. Such radically dif-
ferent outlooks made bureaucratic politics likely. 

One of the most revealing examples of bureaucratic politics during the 
Kim Young-sam administration was Seoul’s reaction to the first North 
Korean nuclear crisis, which began when North Korea announced its 
plans to withdraw from the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty in March 
1993. North Korea agreed to defer its withdrawal in exchange for U.S. 
pledges to respect its sovereignty, the principle of noninterference, and 
peaceful unification of the Korean Peninsula. The moderate MFA and 
MOU responded positively to this agreement, and the hard-liner secu-
rity advisor, NIS, and MND complained. 

This difference between moderates and hard-liners continued until 
the Geneva framework agreement—formally, the Agreed Framework 
between the United States of America and the Democratic People’s 
Republic of Korea—was signed on October 21, 1994. The moderates 
advocated the U.S.-led international approach and the hard-liners 
insisted on a parallel pursuit of inter-Korean dialogue along with the 

FIGURE 1 .  ORGAN I Z AT IONAL STRUCTURE OF T HE K I M YOUNG -
SAM BLUE HOUSE
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U.S.-North Korea negotiations. Regarding North Korea’s resistance to a 
special International Atomic Energy Agency inspection, the moderates 
were more lenient and flexible, including on the method of inspection. 

Overall, bureaucratic politics were prevalent during the Kim Young-
sam administration because of the president’s encouragement of com-
petition among officials, the rivalries between MOU and NIS, and a 
lack of interagency coordination mechanisms.

Kim dae-jung adminisTraTion (1998–2003)

President Kim Dae-jung was also a strong, charismatic leader. Unlike 
his predecessor, who relied on intuition and insights, however, Kim 
Dae-jung was a diligent reader and deep thinker. He also delegated deci-
sion-making powers to his staff and cabinet members more often than 
Kim Young-sam had done. Kim Dae-jung’s leadership style was largely 
a mix of competitive and formalistic, though the ratio shifted from one 
policy area to another. 

The formalistic element was stronger in foreign and security policy 
because Lim Dong-won, the first chief secretary to the president for 
foreign and security affairs in the Kim Dae-jung administration, con-
trolled policymaking in those areas. Lim was able to earn Kim’s trust 
because he had been central in formulating the trademark policy of uni-
fication, the Sunshine Policy. Even though they were distinct in theory, 
there was overlap between the president’s office and the National 
Security Council in the Kim Dae-jung Blue House (figure 2). Lim was 
in charge of the NSC while at the same time working in the president’s 
office. All information and ideas related to foreign and security poli-
cies had to pass through Lim’s desk before going on to the president. 
Bureaucratic politics were therefore less frequent, especially early in 
Kim Dae-jung’s term.11

Less frequent does not mean absent entirely, however. One example 
of bureaucratic politics during the Kim Dae-jung era was the failure to 
purchase a Russian-made submarine in 2000.12 Under pressure from 
Russia to buy its submarines, the Kim Dae-jung administration initially 
gave the offer serious consideration. Kim Dae-jung himself thought it 
could be a good opportunity to enlist Russia’s endorsement of the Sun-
shine Policy. Both the MFA and the NIS saw an opportunity to recover 
a relationship with Russia that had become awkward after an incident 
in which diplomats were expelled from both countries in 1998. Even 
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the Ministry of Finance and Economy was positive, seeing Russia’s 
redemption in kind for an unpaid loan. The South Korean Navy, how-
ever, considered the submarine as impeding its organizational interests 
and expressed a strong objection to the purchase on technical grounds. 
These protests managed to win over the president and others, and the 
deal fell through.

roh moo-hyun adminisTraTion (2003–2008)

As his life’s story—a vocational high school graduate, human rights 
defense lawyer, and opposition party National Assembly member—
reveals, President Roh Moo-hyun was self-motivated. He was also fond 
of free discussions and adept at debate. He believed in horizontal lead-
ership, and divided foreign affairs and security policy among several 
advisors and the NSC (figure 3). Roh insisted on eradicating authoritar-
ian tendencies in the South Korean presidency, and did not hesitate in 
delegating when possible. He was also open to new ideas and disliked 

FIGURE 2.  ORGAN I Z AT IONAL STRUCTURE OF T HE K I M DAE -JUNG 
BLUE HOUSE
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formality, but wanted to run his government according to a rules-based 
system rather than personalized arbitration. Similar to Kim Dae-jung, 
Roh’s leadership style was a mix of competitive and formalistic.13 In 
foreign and security policy, it was closer to formalistic because of his 
reliance on Lee Jong-seok, the first Roh administration deputy secre-
tary-general of the NSC. Although his formal position was not as domi-
nant as Lee Dong-won’s had been, he was in complete control over both 
the decision-making and implementation processes because he had the 
full support of the president. 

The overt dominance of Lee Jong-seok’s NSC, however, led to com-
plaints and resistance from other ministries and agencies involved in 
foreign and security policy–making. Among them, the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs was the strongest. The North Korean nuclear problem 
had become a multilateral issue, and logically the MFA should have 
had the leading role in tackling it. In reality, however, the NSC deter-
mined the policies and tasked the MFA with implementation, upset-
ting MFA diplomats.

Some incidents during the Roh Moo-hyun administration could 
be interpreted as bureaucratic politics, but most friction arose from 
ideological differences, mainly between the group that prioritized the 

FIGURE 3 .  ORGAN I Z AT IONAL STRUCTURE OF T HE ROH  
MOO -HYUN E ARLY BLUE HOUSE
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alliance with the United States and the group that prioritized auton-
omy. This line of demarcation characterized the administration. A 
prime example of such friction was the protracted debate over send-
ing troops to Iraq. The alliance-first group—represented by the Minis-
tries of Foreign Affairs and Defense, the security advisor, and both the 
advisors of foreign affairs and national defense—strongly supported 
sending troops to Iraq, but the final decision reflected Lee Jong-seok’s 
autonomy-first group, which preferred a limited dispatch. 

lee myung-baK adminisTraTion (2008–2013)

As a successful self-made man and CEO of one of the largest business 
conglomerates in South Korea, President Lee Myung-bak was a leader 
with a strong will and considerable self-motivation. Confident in his 
own judgment, he emphasized getting things done, tended to trust only 
his close aides and members of his inner circle, and rarely delegated 
power to advisors or ministers. Putting high value on efficiency, practi-
cality, and field-oriented action, he preferred a smaller government and 
a compact decision-making structure. Lee’s leadership style was thus 
competitive and similar in some respects to Kim Young-sam’s. The dif-
ference between the two is that Lee was more of an elitist and Kim was 
more of a populist. Bureaucratic politics in the Lee Myung-bak admin-
istration were less frequent than in the Kim Young-sam administration.

The Lee administration dramatically streamlined its operations, 
including in foreign and security policy (figure 4). The NSC role was 
minimized, the secretaries in the Blue House reorganized into a single 
structure, and the security advisor relegated under the chief of staff. 

Lee’s leaner Blue House meant that ministries and agencies were 
more autonomous than before. In the foreign affairs and security 
domains, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had a dominant role given the 
administration’s slogans, Global Korea and middle-power diplomacy. 
The National Information Service also regained some of its earlier 
power as the incidence of terrorism, industrial espionage, and cyber-
security threats increased. Correspondingly, the status and role of the 
Ministry of Unification were dramatically reduced. 

Despite the lack of institutional mechanisms for coordination, 
bureaucratic politics were not significant during the Lee administra-
tion for two reasons. The first was the extended security conditions in 
response to ongoing North Korean provocations. The killing of a South 
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Korean tourist in a Kumgang Mountain resort in 2008, the sinking of 
the ROKS Cheonan and the shelling of Yeonpyeong Island in 2010, the 
death of Kim Jong-il in 2011, and a North Korean long-range missile 
launch in 2012 increased tensions and kept inter-Korean relations under 
continual strain. Such a situation made it difficult for moderates in the 
government to push their agendas against the Lee administration’s 
hard-line policy toward the North. Bureaucratic politics were unlikely. 

The second reason was that most high-level foreign and security 
policy appointees had a common conservative ideological view. The 
hard-liner Hyun In-taek, who had worked for Lee Myung-bak during 
the presidential campaign as minister of unification, is a case in point. 
His appointment helped prevent resistance to and within the ministry 
and thus reduced the opportunities for bureaucratic politics. An epi-
sode in the Ministry of National Defense in 2009 revealed a lack of 
coordination rather than interagency rivalry. The minister at the time, 
Lee Sang-hee, had secured the president’s approval on a defense reform 
budget, which the president later replaced with another by the vice min-
ister, Chang Soo-man, who was close to the president. The revised 
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FIGURE 4 .  ORGAN I Z AT IONAL STRUCTURE OF T HE LEE  
MYUNG -BAK E ARLY BLUE HOUSE
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budget included more cuts, evidence of the extent to which Lee person-
ally focused on the budget.

ParK geun-hye adminisTraTion (2013–2017)

President Park Geun-hye appeared calm and moderate but was a stern 
and determined decision-maker. Once a decision was made, she was 
reluctant to change her mind, which explains why she was often described 
as a person who valued principles and trust.14 She also had a keen instinct 
for playing and winning political power games, which she likely learned 
in her twenties while acting as the first lady in place of her mother (who 
had been killed by a North Korean assassin). In that capacity, she also had 
an excellent opportunity to closely observe the sometimes fierce power 
struggles in her father’s administration and to learn how to wield power 
and treat subordinates. Park Geun-hye rarely delegated her power and 
disliked overt competition and controversy among bureaucrats.15 

Her leadership style, then, was formalistic. Access to the president 
was through established channels only. Policy recommendations, after 
coordination among relevant ministries and agencies, moved the same 
way. If judging only from presidential leadership style, little room was 
left for bureaucratic politics; criticism about a lack of communication 
inside and outside the administration was harsh, however.

The Park administration started with a dual organizational struc-
ture for foreign and security affairs, which was arranged like a slightly 
modified version of the Lee Myung-bak administration in 2011 (figure 5). 
Maintaining the same overall structure, the Park administration elevated 
the Office of Crisis Management into the Office of National Security, 
which covered all the security matters related to North Korea, including 
nuclear issues and crises sparked by North Korean provocations. 

North Korea’s nuclear program and missile development efforts 
represented South Korea’s most pressing security and foreign policy 
challenges. Dividing the responsibilities for these matters across 
offices—the Office of National Security and the Office of Chief Secre-
tary for Foreign and Security Affairs—was confusing enough to open 
the door to competition and redundancy between them. The built-in 
institutional linkage between the two offices to prevent such prob-
lems—appointing the chief secretary for foreign and security affairs as 
the deputy director of national security—was not enough on its own. 
Complicating the confusion and inefficiency, the dual organizational 
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arrangement itself contributed to the poor coordination between the 
Blue House and ministries and agencies. 

To remedy problems such as poor interagency coordination (arising 
from the dual institutional arrangement) and to improve crisis manage-
ment capabilities as the security situation worsened (after the execution 
of Jang Song-thaek in North Korea), the Park administration reorga-
nized the Blue House in its second year (figure 6). The NSC Standing 
Committee, chaired by the director of national security, was reestab-
lished and convened regularly to discuss pending foreign and security 
policy issues and offer recommendations to the president. The position 
of the first deputy secretary of national security, who served simultane-
ously as NSC secretary-general, was created to manage NSC Standing 
Committee operations. The Office of National Security was enlarged 
with the addition of the Office of Security Strategy for longer-term 
planning and strengthened by the national security director’s tighter 
and more direct control over secretaries under the chief secretary for 
foreign and security affairs. Interagency coordination among the Blue 
House, ministries, and agencies, as well as within the Blue House, was 
improved and the likelihood of bureaucratic politics reduced. 

FIGURE 5 .  ORGAN I Z AT IONAL STRUCTURE OF T HE PARK GEUN -
HYE E ARLY BLUE HOUSE
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In addition to the president’s formalistic style and North Korea’s 
repeated nuclear and missile tests, a shared hard-line policy outlook 
in foreign and security areas among high-level political appointees dis-
couraged bureaucratic politics. The sole exception was MOU Minister 
Ryu Gil-jae, a moderate who favored engagement. He often had more 
lenient interpretations of North Korean behavior than his colleagues 
and showed more patience in waiting for North Korean responses to 
proposals of inter-Korean exchanges such as the Trust-Building Pro-
cess on the Korean Peninsula and the Dresden Initiative.16 He was 
replaced as minister in 2015 by Hong Yong-pyo, who had worked for 
the Park administration as secretary for unification since Park’s inau-
guration; MOU views then fell into line with those of other foreign and 
security ministries. 

FIGURE 6 .  REORGAN I ZED STRUCTURE OF T HE PARK GEUN -HYE 
BLUE HOUSE
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RECOMMENDAT IONS

Bureaucratic politics in South Korea varied from one administration to 
the next largely in response to three factors—the president’s leadership 
style, missions of ministries and agencies, and the organizational struc-
ture in the Blue House. Among these, the president’s leadership style 
was the most significant. 

Some political scientists argue that ideological differences across 
administrations is also a factor. However, the most pronounced differ-
ences were between two progressive presidents—Kim Dae-jung and 
Roh Moo-hyun. The administrations had another common feature as 
well: one man (Lim Dong-won and Lee Jong-seok, respectively) domi-
nated foreign and security policy–making. The two were different, 
however, in their degree of bureaucratic politics, which were more prev-
alent in the Roh administration. The root of these differences is in the 
president’s leadership style: Kim was more charismatic, popular, and 
confident in his control over his cabinet and advisors; Roh was more 
open and fond of policy debates before reaching a decision. 

Generally, bureaucratic politics have negative consequences such 
as inconsistency, poor coordination, and poor timing in making and 
conducting policy. Several organizational changes could be made to 
improve decision-making processes in South Korea’s executive branch.

■■ Simplify the organizational structure of foreign policy–making enti-
ties within the Blue House under unified control. If this step is not 
taken, then the risk of unnecessary competition and redundan-
cies between the Blue House and ministries remains. Appoin-
tees need to be reminded of the importance of coordinated 
efforts and should be reviewed regularly on their compliance 
with that goal. The president should refrain from intentionally 
or inadvertently encouraging competition among advisors and 
cabinet members. Frequent informal gatherings among heads 
of relevant ministries and agencies could help strengthen com-
munication and coordination.17

■■ Establish an office for interagency coordination at the highest level 
of decision-making. Like the National Security Council’s Stand-
ing Committee in the Park administration, a meeting that con-
venes frequently for consulting and coordinating policies at the 
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ministerial level is most effective. The chair of such a body should 
be not only knowledgeable about the role but also respected by 
other members. The president’s demonstrated interest in and 
respect for the resulting policy suggestions is essential, as are 
candid exchanges of views and resolutions of differences within 
the body.

■■ Diversify methods for recruiting government officials and military 
officers. Government agencies and the military should expand 
recruitment efforts, enhance opportunities for mid-career tran-
sitions into public service, and aid in the integration of qualified 
specialists into selected bureaucratic positions. The current reli-
ance on the civil service examination as the sole vehicle for quali-
fication and staffing of higher positions of government or relying 
on commissioning military officers from a single military acad-
emy limits the pool of qualified individuals available to be consid-
ered for senior staff positions.

CONCLUSION

In South Korea, the consequences of bureaucratic politics have differed 
across issue areas. Any reforms to the decision-making process should 
keep these differences in mind. In one issue area, the U.S.-ROK alliance, 
bureaucratic politics have not held much influence. When it comes to 
the alliance, ideological differences generally have greater influence 
than bureaucratic politics. Progressive administrations emphasize a 
more autonomous and independent stance on foreign and security 
issues and value inter-Korean relations over alliance relations. Conser-
vative administrations tend to do the opposite. Thus, in alliance-related 
issues, the stance of each administration is a more significant barometer 
than the positions of ministries and agencies within it.

Foreign and security issues involving countries other than the United 
States, however, are sometimes influenced by bureaucratic politics, as 
positions across ministries and agencies differ significantly. In most 
such cases, differences are between the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 
the Ministry of National Defense. The MFA tends to be more cautious 
and mindful of relations with many different parties, whereas the MND 
usually prioritizes relations with the United States. However, whether 
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those differences are serious enough to be considered symptoms of 
bureaucratic politics is debatable.

Policies toward North Korea tend to be affected by bureaucratic 
politics given the mission of the MOU and the policy outlook of MOU 
officials. The MOU was established expressly to promote inter-Korean 
relations and to pursue peaceful unification. MOU staff and officials 
therefore by definition tend to prefer dialogue and engagement to 
pressure and confrontation. Meanwhile, the MND and the NIS take 
tougher stances on and demand more strict reciprocal actions from 
North Korea. Given these stark differences, policies concerning North 
Korea are often fractious and poorly coordinated.

As great-power competition in East Asia increases and as the North 
Korean threat grows, sound foreign and security policy–making in the 
South Korean government will be critical. The Moon Jae-in administra-
tion has a fresh chance at shaping its bureaucratic structure and should 
carefully examine the experiences of past South Korean administra-
tions to bring forth a coherent policy to benefit the Korean Peninsula 
as well as the region.
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Former U.S. Undersecretary of State for Political Affairs Wendy Sher-
man once lamented that “nationalist feelings can still be exploited, and 
it’s not hard for a political leader anywhere to earn cheap applause by 
vilifying a former enemy.” She then added, “To what extent does the 
past limit future possibilities for cooperation? The conventional answer 
to that question, sadly, is a lot.”1 Her remarks came at a time when rela-
tions between South Korea and Japan were worsening.

South Korean public opinion has often fueled the country’s dismal 
relations with Japan. Diplomatic relations between the two countries 
suffer when nationalistic sentiment flares up—particularly around his-
torical issues, such as the controversy surrounding the comfort women 
statues in front of the Japanese embassy in Seoul and consulate in Busan. 
Anti-Japanese sentiment among South Koreans, therefore, has been 
identified by political pundits as a constraint for the nation’s govern-
ment, especially when politicians have made friendly gestures toward 
Japan. Any reconciliatory moves have been seen as a sign of weakness, 
thereby limiting Seoul’s ability to work with Tokyo. If Sherman is cor-
rect, then former President Park Geun-hye vilified an old enemy to gain 
approval from a public that is still entrenched in the past.

Political scientists and communication scholars have long debated 
the role of public opinion in policymaking. Theoretical studies, most 
notably by Benjamin Page and Robert Shapiro, find that public opinion 
can be rational and worth taking into consideration.2 Nonetheless, con-
ventional wisdom warns against the dangers of basing policy on public 
opinion, especially when foreign policy is concerned.

Many pundits and journalists assume that public opinion has a sig-
nificant influence on policymaking in South Korea. When U.S. sol-
diers in South Korea accidentally killed two junior high school girls 
in a roadside accident in 2002, for example, anti-American sentiment 
spread throughout the nation and arguably decided the outcome of the 
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presidential election that year. In 2008, South Koreans staged massive 
demonstrations protesting the import of U.S. beef. In 2012, protests 
forced then President Lee Myung-bak to cancel the General Security 
of Military Information Agreement (GSOMIA) with Japan just thirty 
minutes before the scheduled signing. 

But such events are the exceptions, not the rule. In fact, the influence 
of public opinion on the president’s decision-making in South Korea 
is overrated. Although South Korean leaders are sometimes forced 
to explain their decision-making processes to those who disagree 
with them, political elites hold significant power to generate, form, 
influence, and change public opinion. Popular presidents can make 
decisions and count on their supporters to defend them. Unpopular 
presidents, however, need to be more careful, as they cannot assume 
that the same voters who once carried them into office will continue to 
support their policies.

PUBLIC OPI N ION AND  
PRE SI DEN T IAL DECISIONS

Traditionally, scholars have argued that the average citizen’s relative 
indifference and ignorance of foreign affairs discredit the value of public 
opinion in the policymaking process. Walter Lippmann and Gabriel 
Almond have expressed this classical view. Lippmann argues that public 
opinion sometimes plays a vetoing role against informed and respon-
sible officials making reasonable decisions.3 Likewise, Almond cited 
the general public’s ignorance of foreign policy as grounds for leaving 
foreign policy–making to the professionals.4 The Almond-Lippmann 
arguments about public opinion have been the conventional wisdom in 
political science.

Another line of thinking, however, values the wisdom of the public. 
Benjamin Page and Robert Shapiro assert that, even though individuals 
can be irrational and often cannot be trusted to make important judg-
ments, the collective body is capable of making reasonably good deci-
sions. They argue that the unstable and random opinions of individuals 
are dissolved when voices are aggregated.5 

Yet the rationality of the public can be trusted only to a certain extent. 
Conventionally, theories assert that individuals do not make indepen-
dent decisions on political issues. Instead, they look to the political elites 
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they trust. The leading proponent of this theory of elite discourse and 
public reaction is John Zaller, who argues that people form opinions 
only after they become aware of the positions of political elites they sup-
port. Zaller provides the Vietnam War as an example. During the initial 
phase of the war, U.S. voters tended to support it because most political 
elites did. As the opinions of the political elites began to diverge, voters 
showed similar polarization.6 George Belknap and Angus Campbell 
found a similar tendency in the Korean War, a process they described 
as political heuristics.7 This line of thinking asserts that members of the 
general public are too ill-informed to develop their own opinions on 
political issues. Given policy cues, they may be able to make relatively 
reasonable decisions, but do so only from time to time. 

In fact, the public often fails to understand foreign policy. For 
instance, when South Koreans were asked about several impor-
tant agreements between their country and the United States, many 
responded that they were unaware of them. When asked about the 
civil-nuclear agreement, which deals with the civilian use of nuclear 
power and related technological constraints between South Korea and 
the United States, some 34 percent said they did not know what it was. 
Only 1.8 percent said that they did know, and 18.5 percent said that they 
were somewhat aware of the agreement. When asked about the opera-
tional control transfer of the South Korean forces by the head of the 
U.S. Combined Forces Command, which currently holds authority 
over both U.S. and South Korean forces in times of war, 32.3 percent 
refused to respond because they did not know the issue well enough. 
These examples make it clear why many scholars remain wary about 
government decisions being influenced by public opinion.

Political figures can also sway public opinion on policy issues. One 
most recent example is free trade, which became an important topic in 
the 2016 U.S. presidential election. As a candidate, Donald J. Trump 
and his supporters relentlessly criticized existing free trade agree-
ments and globalization. According to a 2016 poll by the Pew Research 
Center, only 38 percent of Republicans supported free trade; 53 percent 
opposed it. On the other side, 56 percent of Democrats supported it 
and 34 percent opposed. Interestingly, 67 percent of Trump supporters 
opposed it, 14 percent more than the average Republican rate.8 Yet just 
a year earlier, a majority of Republicans had supported it, 53 percent 
to 35 percent, according to a 2015 survey. Among Democrats in 2015, 
the numbers were quite similar: 58 percent to 33 percent.9 Republican 
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opinions on free trade changed significantly over a single year—and, 
given the particularly high level of opposition among Trump support-
ers, it is clear how a political figure can influence public opinion.

In South Korea, as in other countries, the public tends to follow the 
positions of political elites when the issue is divisive. A citizen who sup-
ports the president is more likely to support the president’s position on 
a given issue out of loyalty and trust to the officeholder. Therefore, the 
success or failure of a controversial foreign policy is closely linked with 
the public’s trust in the politicians who propose the policy, particularly 
the president. When the government’s approval ratings are high, even 
controversial policies are less likely to undermine its popular support. 
By contrast, unpopular presidents are likely to face a difficult time con-
vincing the public that a given policy is in the country’s best interest. 
This is one reason it is advisable to pursue controversial policies during 
a president’s honeymoon period.

Presidents sometimes make decisions against the wishes of their 
political base. President Roh Moo-hyun, for instance, sent troops to 
Iraq on U.S. request despite huge opposition from his progressive sup-
porters. The conservatives, however, given their pro-American tenden-
cies, welcomed the idea. The progressives who vehemently protested 
the decision eventually had to accept it. Public opinion was split on the 
issue. Those who supported Roh understood the difficulty of a newly 
elected South Korean president faced with U.S. pressure, in light of the 
importance of the United States as an ally.1 Roh was fortunate to have 
the conservatives on his side. He was able to negotiate with them easily 
as he persuaded his own supporters. Thus, it is the president’s popular-
ity, the timing of the decision, and whether extra assistance is available 
that determine a president’s political decision.

T HE COMFORT WOMEN AGREEMEN T

Among the many foreign policies that former President Park Geun-hye 
pursued, one of the most controversial involved South Korea’s relations 
with Japan. Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe is one of the most 
widely disliked figures in South Korea. The Abe administration’s pro-
vocative statements on historical issues have been at the center of the 
controversy and, as a result, Japan’s favorability in South Korea steadily 
declined from 2010 to 2014.11 In 2010, Japan’s favorability score among 
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South Koreans was 4.24 out of 10, just a bit worse than China’s 4.52. 
Since then, the score has fallen precipitously. After Park was elected 
president, Japan’s favorability score reached its lowest point, 2.27, in 
February 2014.12

Most South Koreans nonetheless wanted Park to meet with Abe in 
the hope that relations between Seoul and Tokyo might improve. Even 
when Japan’s favorability score hit bottom in February 2014, 54.9 per-
cent of South Koreans still supported a summit between the two heads 
of state. Only 38.8 percent opposed it.13 The South Korean perspective 
was, in the end, pragmatic. Japan is South Korea’s third-largest trading 
partner and a necessary partner in deterring North Korea. In addition, 
the U.S. strategy in Northeast Asia, which seeks to use the trilateral rela-
tionship to balance China, is widely accepted among the South Korean 
public as the only way forward. It was, therefore, the Park administra-
tion’s decision not to meet with Prime Minister Abe until three years 
into her term. 

In 2015, the fiftieth anniversary of the establishment of diplomatic rela-
tions between Japan and South Korea, the two sides began to make efforts 
to repair their relationship. Park and Abe each attended anniversary 
events in their respective countries. The first summit meeting, if brief, 
was held that November. Then, in late December, a landmark deal was 
concluded to resolve the comfort women issue “finally and irreversibly.”

Opinion varies little in South Korea about the legacy of sex crimes 
during World War II. The issue is not only related to human rights, but 
is also associated with a sense of national responsibility for not having 
protected Korean girls and women during the war.14 When the agree-
ment with Japan was first announced, the public greeted the decision 
with surprise. Media coverage labeled the deal as a breakthrough. With 
time, however, the specifics of the negotiations became public. That the 
agreement was deemed final and irreversible and that Japan refused 
to publicly admit responsibility worsened the situation. The amount 
of compensation for surviving victims became contentious. Japanese 
Foreign Minister Fumio Kishida had stated that Japan and South Korea 
would jointly establish a foundation to provide compensation to the 
victims. The promised amount totaled slightly less than $10 million, to 
which many South Koreans took offense, deeming the amount inade-
quate and refusing to accept it as a gesture of apology. The biggest point 
of contention, however, was that the Park administration did not con-
sult with the surviving victims before finalizing the agreement.15 The 
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media and political parties began analyzing the agreement, which led 
to a divergence of elite opinions. Public opinion soon diverged as well.

DI VI DI NG ELI TE S,  DI VI DI NG PUBLIC OPI N ION

South Korean attitudes toward Japan have rarely been positive, and over 
the last four years a majority of South Koreans have never rated Japan 
above 4 on a 1–10 favorability scale. The score for Japan hovered just 
above 2 in 2013 and 2014, and scores for Prime Minister Abe were even 
worse. In March of 2014, ratings for Abe (1.11) were lower than those for 
Kim Jong-un (1.24).16

Japan fared slightly better in January 2013, just before Park’s inaugu-
ration, when it polled at 3.31. Considering that South Korea-Japan rela-
tions were not particularly good for the period after Lee Myung-bak’s 
visit to the disputed Dokdo/Takeshima Islands, the score was not as 
bad as it might have been. The number, however, dropped under Park. 
During the March 1 presidential address in 2013, the day when South 
Koreans commemorate the peaceful independence protest that took 
place more than a century ago, Park took an assertive stance toward 
Japan and doubled down on her previous antagonism. The media 
welcomed her remarks. After that, public perception largely followed 
Park’s lead.

In February 2014, in the wake of two major events, Japan’s favor-
ability rating plummeted. First, on December 26, 2013, despite oppo-
sition from neighboring countries, including South Korea, Prime 
Minister Abe visited the Yasukuni Shrine—a mid-nineteenth-century 
Shinto shrine commemorating Japan’s war dead, which is controversial 
because some of those commemorated were deemed by the Interna-
tional Military Tribunal for the Far East to have committed war crimes 
in World War II. Then on January 28, 2014, the Japanese government 
approved a history textbook in which the Dokdo/Takeshima island 
chain—which both South Korea and Japan claim as their own—was 
described as Japanese territory. Japan’s favorability rating hit bottom. 

In July 2015, however, public perceptions of Japan spiked among 
South Koreans following events commemorating the fiftieth anniver-
sary of the normalization of diplomatic relations between the two coun-
tries.17 Events were held in both countries on June 22, Park visiting the 
Japanese embassy in Seoul and Abe visiting the South Korean embassy 
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in Tokyo. After these visits, many pundits anticipated an improvement 
in bilateral relations. 

What is most notable in the ratings is the clear difference across age 
groups. When Japan’s overall score was at its lowest in February 2014 
(2.17), younger South Koreans were most lenient, giving an average 
score of 2.83 of 10. Those sixty and older were the most critical, giving 
a score of 1.18. In light of their memories of Japanese colonialism, the 
elderly have long been the most antagonistic toward Japan and strongly 
supported Park. When the government has shown signs of reconcilia-
tion with Japan, however, the sixty and older age group has been notably 
receptive. For instance, Japan’s favorability score among those in their 
twenties was 3.76 in June 2015, which improved to 4.14 in July after the 
fiftieth anniversary events. The score among those in their sixties or 
older improved by a larger margin, jumping from 2.08 to 2.86 over the 
same period. The elderly are, at least in part, behind the improving public 
sentiment toward Japan. Ratings of Japan among South Koreans in their 
twenties have gradually risen since 2014. Their scores ranged from 2.83 
to 4.07 from February 2014 to July 2016. Opinions of those in their fifties 
and older showed a larger shift, from 1.18 to 3.54 over the same period.

Overall, the public’s perception of Japan began to worsen after Park 
took office in early 2013 and bottomed out in February 2014. Of course, 
this phenomenon is not solely due to Park’s actions. The words and 
actions of senior Japanese politicians certainly played a role. Some par-
ticularly inflammatory remarks came from former Osaka Mayor Toru 
Hashimoto, who in May 2013 said that the comfort women system was 
necessary during World War II. Prime Minister Abe himself caused 
controversy in South Korea when he failed to acknowledge Japanese 
aggression during the war, saying, “The definition of aggression has 
yet to be established in academia or in the international community.”18 
Nonetheless, perceptions might have been influenced by government 
actions. Since February 2014, the score has slowly but steadily risen 
(figure 1). As the South Korean government moved toward reconcilia-
tion by exchanging foreign ministers and holding a summit, the public 
responded in kind, particularly the elderly. But this trend changed with 
the announcement of the comfort women agreement.

According to an Asan Institute for Policy Studies public opinion poll 
conducted in January 2016, 51.5 percent of South Koreans disapproved 
of the new comfort women agreement and 36.2 percent supported it.19 
Generational differences were again notable (figure 2). Approximately 
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70 percent of those in their twenties and thirties opposed the deal; only 
18.7 percent supported it. The most supportive group was those sixty 
and older, approximately 59 percent of whom backed the agreement, 
which came as a surprise given the group’s traditional antagonism 
toward Japan.

Prior to the comfort women agreement, only 56.4 percent of elderly 
South Koreans supported the idea of cooperation with Japan—a 
number that leapt to 70.3 percent after the agreement was announced 
(table 1). South Korean youth reacted differently. Before the agreement, 
the youth group supported cooperation with Japan. After the announce-
ment, however, that support dropped from 68.7 percent to 61.7 percent. 
The most likely explanation for this phenomenon is whether a respon-
dent takes political cues from the president. According to a survey 
conducted by Gallup between January 5 and January 7, 2016, President 
Park’s job approval rating among the elderly was as high as 79 percent, 
and 54 percent of older South Koreans supported the comfort women 
agreement—the highest across all age groups. In contrast, just 19 per-
cent of those in their twenties approved of Park’s performance, and 
only 9 percent supported the agreement.20 The political elite (namely, 

Source: Asan Monthly Poll, 2012–2016.

FIGURE 1 .  JAPAN ’ S AVERAGE FAVORABI LI T Y SCORE S BY AGE 
GROUP
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the president) were certainly able to mobilize supporters on their side. 
Those who support the government and president are therefore likely 
to support the government’s foreign policy, even if it means reassessing 
their political beliefs.

A similar phenomenon is evident in a respondent’s ideological tilt 
(table 2). Historical issues aside, conservatives were less enthusiastic 
about reconciling with Japan. Previously, 65.8 percent of conserva-
tives had supported cooperation with Japan. Liberals were more flex-
ible at 72.6 percent. After the agreement was announced, the numbers 
reversed. Among liberals, support dropped to 65.3 percent, and disap-
proval increased, from 18.7 percent to 27.1 percent. Among conserva-
tives, support increased to 74 percent. 

In conclusion, public opinion is influenced by the government’s 
positions on issues, contrary to the belief of many pundits. The govern-
ment’s positions are best accepted by the public when the sitting admin-
istration enjoys high approval ratings. When the government’s approval 
rating is low, it is hard to garner support, but the government still influ-
ences and mobilizes its supporters. Initially, the comfort women agree-
ment generated rancor among the public. The survey results make it 
clear that more than a simple majority of South Koreans were unhappy 
with the deal. Nevertheless, ten months later, those angry voices qui-
eted and the issue became a bitter memory. One of the reasons public 

Source: Asan Monthly Poll, January 2016.

FIGURE 2 .  SUPP ORT FOR T HE COMFORT WOMEN AGREEMEN T BY 
AGE GROUP
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interest in the comfort women agreement dissipated is that the media 
coverage declined. By April 2016, media outlets had refocused on the 
National Assembly elections and related issues. In addition, Park’s rela-
tively high approval ratings when she announced the agreement helped 
her and her administration manage the issue without notable protests 
or objections, except among the youngest voting demographic (figure 
3).21 Having the elderly on her side proved crucial. Public opinion soon 
shifted in favor of cooperation with Japan, thanks to older voters’ defec-
tion from the anti-Japan movement.22 

TABLE 1 .  SUPP ORT FOR COOPERAT ION WI T H JAPAN AF TER T HE 
AGREEMEN T BY AGE GROUP

Source: Asan Monthly Poll, June 2015; Asan Monthly Poll, January 2016. 

TABLE 2 .  SUPP ORT FOR COOPERAT ION WI T H JAPAN AF TER T HE 
AGREEMEN T BY I DEOLOGY

Source: Asan Monthly Poll, June 5–6, 2015; Asan Monthly Poll, January 4–5, 2016.
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Many scholars and pundits suggest that public opinion played a 
significant role in Park’s Japan policy. South Koreans are generally 
skeptical of Japan, and many in Japan believe that South Koreans are 
relentlessly pursuing an apology from the Japanese government for 
crimes committed during World War II. Nonetheless, it is unfair to 
blame the South Korean public for the country’s relations with Japan. 
South Korean citizens have consistently wanted to forge better rela-
tions. The percentage of respondents who support a summit meet-
ing between Park and Abe has always been higher than that of those 
who do not, and usually tops 50 percent.23 Many respondents even 
suggested that Park take a proactive approach to resolving the diplo-
matic stalemate between the two governments. In December 2013, 
when the countries’ relationship was in deep trouble, 57.8 percent 
of South Koreans said that President Park should proactively try to 
improve relations.24 The public understands that historical issues are 
difficult to resolve and that the two countries still need each other for 
practical reasons. It was not the South Korean public that initiated 
the deadlock in diplomatic relations. It is also not verifiable that anti-
Japanese remarks by the South Korean government helped garner 
public support for the Park administration. It was President Park who 

Source: Gallup Korea Daily Opinion, August 2015–January 2016.

FIGURE 3 .  PRE SI DEN T PARK GEUN -HYE’ S APPROVAL RAT I NG
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unexpectedly made strong and hostile remarks against Japan in her 
speech on March 1, 2013, just after her inauguration. The South Korean 
public’s favorability score toward Japan then deteriorated, and it took 
almost two years to bounce back above 3. The public did not ask the 
president to put the comfort women issue on the table in negotiations 
with the Japanese government. The issue was one obstacle in South 
Korean and Japanese relations, but much higher priority was given to 
the Dokdo/Takeshima Islands dispute and the matter of Japanese text-
books’ whitewashing Imperial Japan’s colonial and wartime crimes. It 
was therefore the government’s decision, encouraged by Park support-
ers and particularly the elderly, to go harsh on Japan. Thanks to Park’s 
popularity, this swing toward a more adversarial relationship was well 
received in South Korea. 

T HE GSOM IA AND PUBLIC OPI N ION

In July 2012, the last year of Lee Myung-bak’s presidency, South Korea 
canceled the General Security of Military Information Agreement just 
half an hour before the scheduled signing. The agreement provided a 
legal framework for South Korea and Japan to share classified military 
information about North Korea’s nuclear program and China’s militari-
zation. When the news broke that South Korea and Japan were about to 
sign, the government in Seoul was accused by its political opposition—
and much of the public—of “selling the country” to its historical enemy. 
Given that South Korea shares military information with twenty-four 
other countries, including Russia, the resistance to GSOMIA was not 
about the principle of sharing intelligence—it was about the country’s 
relationship with Japan.

The Asan Institute public opinion poll, however, makes it clear that 
GSOMIA was received critically simply because it was declared at the 
wrong time by the wrong president. Opposition to the deal was largely 
due to Lee’s unpopularity. Lee had enjoyed strong public support until 
his fourth year. Although his presidency had begun with public protests 
against U.S. beef imports, his approval rating averaged well over 40 per-
cent in his third year. His fourth year, however, saw those ratings begin 
to fall. By Lee’s fifth year, when GSOMIA was pursued, he was already 
in his lame duck period. In July 2012, when GSOMIA was canceled, his 
approval rating was at 23 percent. Because the presidential election was 
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scheduled for December of that year, the ruling Saenuri Party did not 
defend Lee when the main opposition, the Democratic Party, criticized 
his administration on GSOMIA.

Although attitudes toward Japan mattered, President Lee’s unpopu-
larity was a more significant factor. When both variables were consid-
ered together, President Lee’s approval ratings had stronger explanatory 
power than respondents’ attitudes toward Japan.25 A follow-up survey 
on attitudes toward GSOMIA under President Park revealed strong sup-
port for the agreement. Support for GSOMIA reached 60.4 percent in 
September 2013, and a slim majority remained in favor even after Abe’s 
Yasukuni visit in December (figure 4).26 Support for GSOMIA also 
increased in 2016 after North Korea’s fifth nuclear test in September 
of that year. About 65 percent of respondents stated that the GSOMIA 
with Japan was necessary to counter the North Korean threat; only 25.6 
percent said that it was not.27

In July 2012, when Lee was facing criticism over GSOMIA, South 
Koreans in their sixties and above were the most supportive, at 50 
percent, and those in their thirties and forties less so, at 40 percent 
and 40.1 percent, respectively (figure 5). But starting in 2013, support 
for GSOMIA among younger citizens outpaced support among the 
elderly. In September 2013, total support for GSOMIA increased to 60.4 

Source: Asan Daily Poll, July 13–15, 2012; Asan Monthly Poll, August 30–September 1, 2013; Asan Monthly 
Poll, December 29–31, 2013; Asan Monthly Poll, September 21–23, 2016.

FIGURE 4 .  PUBLIC OPI N ION ON GSOM IA
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percent thanks to the huge increase in support by those in their twenties. 
The rate then rose by more than 10 percentage points in all age groups, 
except for only a 4.3 percentage point increase among respondents in 
their sixties or over. President Park unleashed her harshest criticism of 
Japan in 2013, and the countries’ relationship hit rock bottom. Park’s 
many elderly supporters sided with her and her government regarding 
Japan. In December 2013, 46.4 percent of those in their sixties and over 
supported GSOMIA, the lowest figure across all age groups. In Sep-
tember 2016, however, support among the elderly for GSOMIA rose as 
high as 72.3 percent, the highest across all age groups. The elderly have 
been most responsive to the policies of a conservative president: when 
the president was more accommodating, they were also accommodat-
ing. Similarly, when the president’s policy was more antagonistic, their 
position was as well.

RECOMMENDAT IONS 

Currently, the general public in South Korea has an incredibly positive 
view of the United States. Since the Asan Institute launched its first 
annual comprehensive survey in 2010, public support for the U.S.-ROK 
alliance has never dipped below 90 percent. The highest was recorded 

Source: Asan Daily Poll, July 13–15, 2012; Asan Monthly Poll, August 30–September 1; Asan Monthly Poll, 
December 2013; Asan Monthly Poll, September 2016.

FIGURE 5 .  SUPP ORT FOR GSOM IA BY AGE GROUP
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in 2013, at 96 percent. Although support for the alliance has been mostly 
due to practical concerns stemming from North Korea (and China in the 
long term), a genuinely positive sentiment toward the United States has 
developed across generations of the South Korean public. The younger 
generation, in fact, is the most positive toward the United States and 
most supportive of the U.S.-ROK alliance.

South Korea’s relationship with the United States is intrinsically dif-
ferent from its relationship with Japan. Japan is an indispensable trading 
partner and a de facto security partner, but South Koreans have regu-
larly failed to recognize this significance. They have always considered 
the United States their most important ally. A large number still believe 
that the United States plays a critical role in deterring North Korea. 
Approximately 60 percent of South Koreans see the United States as a 
more important partner than China. 

To maintain cordial relations between South Korea and the United 
States, the presidents of the two countries need to be determined to 
maintain a strong alliance. The leaders’ words and actions toward each 
other matter. 

To that end, on the Korean side, the Moon Jae-in administration 
should pursue the following course of action.

■■ Consistently show support for the alliance with the United States and 
for stable relations between South Korea and Japan. As is clear from 
the comfort women case, the public tends to follow the lead of 
political elites they support, even if that means changing their 
political stances. It is crucial for the heads of state and political 
elites to show support for alliances and close partners if they 
seek to maintain good relations with a particular country. The 
anti-American movement of the past could again prove a difficult 
obstacle given that public opinion is inherently fickle, and the cur-
rent sentiment toward the United States is not guaranteed to last. 
Likewise, a stable South Korea-Japan relationship requires presi-
dential leadership to cultivate a base of support and curb emo-
tional responses to Japan within the Korean public. Any policy or 
agreement’s success or failure largely depends on the popularity 
of the president or government proposing it. When the presi-
dent is popular and the government enjoys high levels of trust, 
it is much easier for them to generate and positively manipulate 
public opinion to support a policy. However, when the opposite is 
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true, even a reasonably well supported policy can have a hard time 
being accepted, as was the case with GSOMIA.

On the U.S. side, the Trump administration should aim to 
accomplish the following goal.

■■ Be mindful when discussing South Korea in public. Anti-American 
sentiment can flare up if South Koreans feel insulted or disre-
spected, and President Trump has not spoken highly of South 
Korea and the U.S.-ROK alliance. His attack on the U.S.-Korea 
Free Trade Agreement might have aided him in garnering votes, 
but it generated doubts about the United States among the South 
Korean public. When he said in interviews that South Korea 
should pay $1 billion for Terminal High Altitude Area Defense 
(THAAD) deployment and management, the public image of the 
United States and its head of state changed for many South Kore-
ans.28 That episode was eventually smoothed over by his aides, 
including National Security Advisor H. R. McMaster, but addi-
tional remarks by Trump regarding the issue could easily stir up 
the controversy over THAAD again. 

CONCLUSION

In some instances, public opinion can complicate a president’s deci-
sion-making. However, the ultimate fate of an unpopular foreign policy 
depends on a president’s domestic popularity. In a difficult political 
period, such as a lame duck period or when faced with low approval rat-
ings, negative public opinion toward the president will work against his 
or her foreign policy. If a president enjoys a high approval rating and is 
able to get the support of a solid political base, his or her foreign policy 
is likely to progress without being challenged.

The scandal surrounding former President Park demonstrates how 
a president’s personal popularity informs the level of popular support 
for his or her foreign policy objectives. The comfort women agreement, 
for instance, has been exposed to harsh criticism and is considered to 
be one of the worst mistakes of the Park administration. The THAAD 
deployment once received huge support but became a controversial 
political issue.29 Furthermore, more than 60 percent of South Koreans 
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now request the National Assembly’s ratification of the deployment, 
which President Moon Jae-in also supports. These challenges are all 
related to the president’s positions and his personal popularity. The 
Park government’s murky decision-making procedures became a seri-
ous issue as her popularity declined. As the president became extremely 
unpopular, people began to criticize her decisions and she was eventu-
ally impeached. As a result, the public support for the deployment to 
go through a ratification procedure in the National Assembly has risen 
even though the overall level of support for the deployment is higher 
than the level against it. President Moon—who is enjoying high job 
approval ratings—is partly responsible for this shift in public opinion.

What was also notable during the impeachment process was the res-
urrection of Park supporters. In the beginning of the impeachment pro-
cess, Park was quiet and did not initiate any political actions to defend 
herself. However, as she began to send messages that she was innocent 
and had nothing to do with the scandal, and that the impeachment 
seemed to be a setup, her supporters began to mobilize and protest 
in large numbers.30 Even a president with a paltry 4 percent approval 
rating could encourage and mobilize people to take action; only her 
most ardent supporters took part. Once her impeachment was final-
ized and after she disappeared from the political scene, the protesters 
defending her disappeared as well. 

Presidents are also responsible for influencing public opinion. At 
the very least, a president’s strong supporters will likely take his or her 
side on a given issue. Depending on a president’s actions, it is possible 
for the executive to influence public opinion in a way that could help or 
obstruct foreign policy–making.

The president and the political elite influence the public more than 
the public influences the political elite. Before policymakers complain 
about public opinion having too much influence over foreign policy, 
they should remind themselves of the responsibility and power in their 
hands. They may in fact be taking the influence of public opinion more 
seriously than is merited, perhaps to defend their choices. The ordinary 
citizen often fails to understand the relevance that foreign policy has in 
their daily lives. Furthermore, the level and depth of information avail-
able to the president is different from what is available to the public. 
Presidents are well positioned to make foreign policy decisions because 
they are presented with high-quality information from experts and, 
most important, they have the advantage as policymakers to make the 
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first move before the relevant information becomes public knowledge. 
This information dominance provides them with various options. The 
ability to choose the right time and appropriate way to make foreign 
policy decisions, while providing a good explanation to the public, is a 
mark of a president’s effectiveness.
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The impeachment of President Park Geun-hye by parliament in Decem-
ber 2016 and the holding of elections in South Korea in May 2017 have 
reinvigorated a decade-old debate over whether to revise the country’s 
Sixth Republic Constitution, promulgated as part of the democratic 
transition in the late 1980s. The constitution has proved effective as a 
framework to guide South Korean democracy, providing checks and 
balances that hold the president accountable to the will of the people. 
But it also is perceived as preserving remnants of South Korea’s author-
itarian past, including a strong executive authority that some academics 
have characterized as the “imperial presidency.”1 

South Korea’s constitution has provided an effective framework 
through which the National Assembly has held the president account-
able to laws and the will of the people. On two occasions within the 
last fourteen years, the National Assembly has passed a motion of 
impeachment against the president. In 2004, the Constitutional Court 
determined that the impeachment charges against then President Roh 
Moo-hyun did not justify his removal from office, but acknowledged 
that his words and actions did not wholly conform to the spirit of the 
law.2 The court’s verdict illustrated the mix of legal and political fac-
tors that the Constitutional Court is empowered to consider as part of 
its deliberations. In March 2017, the court upheld President Park Geun-
hye’s removal from office by judging that allegations of bribery and 
extortion rose to a level that justified her impeachment and subsequent 
criminal detention. The handling of both cases according to the con-
stitutional framework can be credited as successes for South Korea’s 
democratic system. However, the cases have also shone a spotlight on 
procedural and structural issues that could be improved through con-
stitutional revision. 

The constitutional revision debate that heated up over the past year 
is likely to continue now that South Korea’s domestic situation has 

Revising South Korea’s Constitution
Scott A. Snyder
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stabilized with the election of President Moon Jae-in. Reformers seek 
to ensure that the constitution promotes efficient governance and can 
hold the country’s political leadership accountable through checks 
and balances. Given South Korea’s vulnerable geopolitical position 
as a country surrounded by more powerful neighbors, the strength, 
effectiveness, and resilience of the constitutional framework is all the 
more important in ensuring the country’s political viability. Problems 
concerning the efficiency of the constitutional framework can gener-
ate domestic obstacles that limit South Korea’s ability to achieve its full 
potential as a foreign policy actor in the international system.

E STABLISH I NG T HE R IGHT  
TO A SECOND PRE SI DEN T IAL TERM

Some South Korean critics of the current constitution would like to 
remove the single five-year term limit for the presidency, thus allow-
ing an incumbent first-term president to compete for a second term.3 
They argue that such a possibility would reward good presidential per-
formance with the opportunity to remain in office and would establish 
greater policy continuity and stability.4

The removal of the single-term limit on the presidency would 
improve the effectiveness of the South Korean political leadership by 
reducing the frequency of transitions from a lame duck presidency to 
a new administration. It would also allow the continuation of widely 
accepted policies beyond the two- to three-year window that cur-
rently exists when one takes into account the learning curve of a new 
president and the consequences of a fixed, five-year term on politi-
cal leadership. The prospect of a second term would provide greater 
momentum in policymaking by reducing the stagnation and turnover 
that accompanies a change in presidential leadership every five years. 
Frequent presidential transitions are usually accompanied by the cre-
ation of new policy frameworks or at least the renaming of successful 
approaches to define them as the product of the new administration. 
The removal of the single-term limit would promote policy continuity 
and reward successful performance while minimizing costs and risks 
of more frequent transitions. At the same time, to earn a second term 
in office, the incumbent president would have to face the voters and 
win over their support.
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The removal of the one-term presidential limit would likely 
enhance South Korean foreign policy because countries benefit from 
experience, continuity, steadiness, and the development of close per-
sonal ties among international leaders. Removing the single-term 
limit would extend the time horizon for pursuing objectives and 
reduce uncertainty regarding South Korea’s foreign policy objectives. 
It would also reduce the inevitable need by each new South Korean 
president to reinvent the wheel of policy and governance every five 
years, a factor that has been a clear constraint on South Korea’s abil-
ity to reach its full potential as an effective international actor. How-
ever, in response to allowing for longer presidential terms, the South 
Korean public could favor strengthening the National Assembly to 
provide oversight for public debate on contentious issues regarding 
domestic and foreign policy. A strengthened National Assembly role 
in providing oversight over government policies would also be neces-
sary to reduce the risks of an “imperial presidency” that accompany 
the additional power that might accrue to a president who is able to 
remain in office for a decade.

DEBAT I NG T HE ROLE OF T HE PR I ME M I N ISTER

A second area for potential constitutional revision involves the role of 
the prime minister in the South Korean political system. To strengthen 
the legitimacy of the designated successor to the president in case of 
incapacitation or removal from office, one potential improvement 
would be to replace the prime minister with a vice president who would 
run with the president on the same ticket. Such a reform would ensure 
that the successor has a public mandate to exercise political authority 
in place of the president, as opposed to the current model in which a 
presidentially appointed prime minister takes power.

A variant of this model would involve holding a separate contest to 
elect the vice president, thus allowing the vice president and president 
to represent different parties, as is the case in the Philippines. But this 
variant would carry clear costs by raising the potential for fragmented 
leadership and the polarization of political leadership, especially 
if South Korea were to face future constitutional crises or scandals 
involving the president.
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This issue raises the question of whether the vice president would 
simply play the role of the prime minister as it is currently established, 
or if the responsibilities of the vice president would differ significantly. 
On the one hand, vesting the vice president with a significant level of 
administrative responsibility could empower the role in ways that would 
strengthen the sharing of executive responsibilities between the presi-
dent and vice president, but it could also tie down the vice president and 
reduce the position’s flexibility. On the other hand, if the prime minis-
ter’s office were abolished and incorporated into the functioning of the 
Blue House (the official residence of the South Korean head of state), 
the executive authority and administrative control of South Korea’s 
president would conceivably be strengthened. In reality, however, Blue 
House political directives have always bypassed and superseded those 
of the office of the prime minister.

An alternative would be to introduce a hybrid model, similar to the 
French political system, in which a prime minister exercises control 
over domestic affairs and a president represents the nation on matters 
of national security and foreign policy.

On paper, a dual leadership system appears to be an efficient way 
of dividing domestic and international policy responsibilities into 
manageable roles that would enable the offices of the prime minister 
and the president to efficiently share power and concentrate on their 
respective responsibilities in loose cooperation with each other. But 
a potential weakness of this model is the challenge of power shar-
ing and the possibility that a dual leadership system, if imported to a 
South Korean political context, would induce competition rather than 
cooperation among political leaders. South Korea’s historical experi-
ence with leadership tends toward a unitary model in which the chief 
decision-maker not only does not share power, but also fails to work 
with potential successors in fear that they could become challengers 
for political power. 

If a hybrid system were to prove workable in South Korea, the divi-
sion of domestic and international responsibilities could result in a 
more effective implementation of South Korean foreign policy. But if 
the president and the prime minister end up competing with each other 
for dominance, the hybrid system would become a source of weakness 
and distraction that would inhibit South Korea from achieving its inter-
national potential.
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BALANCI NG E XECU T I VE  
AND LEGISLAT I VE P OWER

For those who view the current constitution as allowing an overly strong 
executive authority that could lead to the imperial presidency phenom-
enon, a natural antidote would be to empower the National Assembly’s 
checking functions on executive power. Under South Korea’s current 
system, the roles and responsibilities of the National Assembly are 
considerably more limited vis-à-vis the executive than the powers that 
Congress enjoys in the U.S. system. For instance, in South Korea, the 
main responsibilities for setting the government budget and initiating 
legislation lie primarily within the executive branch, and the National 
Assembly only holds the right to pass or reject relevant legislation. 

Traditionally, members of the National Assembly initiate only a 
small proportion of the legislation that they consider for approval. The 
National Assembly holds hearings to vet cabinet ministers nominated 
by the president, but does not have the power to reject the nomina-
tions. Instead, confirmation hearings generate public reactions that 
can affect the president’s approval ratings, but the president is not con-
stitutionally bound to follow the National Assembly or public opinion. 
Likewise, the National Assembly performs regular audits and inspec-
tion activities designed to hold specific branches of the government to 
account, but it does not constitutionally hold the power of the purse. 
One effect of the National Assembly’s relatively limited responsibili-
ties is that it can indirectly enhance the temptation of individual mem-
bers to grandstand on particular issues rather than taking responsible 
positions as part of the public debate. Constitutional revision would 
be an opportunity to restrain executive authority in part by empower-
ing the National Assembly to serve as a more effective check on presi-
dential prerogatives. The authority of the National Assembly could be 
increased by strengthening legislative budgetary authority, enhanc-
ing legislative oversight of executive functions, and empowering the 
National Assembly with the right to reject presidential nominees to 
cabinet-level positions in the government.

A stronger oversight role for the National Assembly would likely 
have mixed effects on South Korean foreign policy. The ability of 
the president to formulate and implement foreign policy is cur-
rently relatively unconstrained by legislative factors, although South 
Korea’s democratic transition has strengthened the influence of public 
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opinion on foreign policy formation. For instance, democratization 
has enabled voices of opposition to organize and mobilize on sensi-
tive foreign policy issues, such as the public demonstrations in 2008 
against the Lee Myung-bak administration’s approval of expanded 
U.S. beef imports as a result of (unfounded) public fears surrounding 
mad cow disease.5 The National Assembly became a focal point for 
public demonstrations because of its role in ratifying the U.S.-Korea 
Free Trade Agreement in 2011, but a weak National Assembly means 
that the legislature plays a marginal role in influencing the formation 
and implementation of South Korea’s foreign policy. Strengthened 
budgetary, oversight, and legislative roles for the National Assembly 
in a revised constitution would grant the legislature more power over 
foreign policy–making. These changes would also enhance the public 
accountability of South Korea’s foreign policy by adding stronger 
oversight in addition to the ongoing need for broad public support. But 
a strengthened legislative role, while enhancing public accountability, 
could potentially limit South Korea’s foreign policy effectiveness if 
public opinion is influenced by volatile hot-button issues rather than 
long-term national strategies.

T HE MER I TS AND R ISK S  
OF A PARLIAMEN TARY SYSTEM

Another element of South Korea’s debate over constitutional revision 
asks whether the country would be better served by a weaker executive 
coupled with a parliamentary system. In this scenario, the leader of the 
ruling party would become prime minister and appoint a cabinet from 
members of his or her party. Prime ministerial systems are lauded by 
political scientists as more efficient than presidential systems, and this 
revision would eliminate concerns about the imperial presidency. A par-
liamentary system would also reduce the prospect of a divided govern-
ment and political gridlock in which a president from a minority party 
has to work with a National Assembly controlled by the opposition. But 
the South Korean public has consistently shown strong support for a 
presidential system, perhaps in part because such a system highlights 
the role of direct democracy through a vote for the leader versus indi-
rect democracy in which public preferences are intermediated by the 
selection of a leader from within the national legislature.
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If South Korea were to have a parliamentary system, the closest 
model for how such a system would play out in practice would be Japan, 
the difference being that South Korea’s legislature is unicameral rather 
than bicameral. However, scholars have expressed concern about 
enacting such a system in South Korea, where a pull toward faction-
alism and so-called boss politics in which parties become dominated 
by strong individuals who exert control and impose party discipline is 
entirely possible. In a boss politics model, leaders of competing entou-
rages compete for control of government in a fashion similar to the role 
that factional groupings have played in parliamentary politics in Japan. 
Such a system could lead to a succession of weak leaders and frequent 
changes of the prime minister, thus weakening the continuity and dura-
tion of political leadership. A parliamentary system might generate 
frustrations among a public that perceives direct democracy as the pro-
cess that most effectively empowers public choice and maximizes the 
influence of public opinion on political leadership.

A parliamentary system could also potentially vest greater power 
in organized political parties, which have traditionally been the least 
accountable and most distrusted actors in South Korean politics. The 
risk, therefore, is that South Korean politicians would continue to be 
perceived as treating politics as a parlor game designed primarily to 
serve special interests or pursue personal ambitions rather than as 
showing accountability to the broader public. 

If the adoption of a parliamentary system resulted in frequent changes 
in leadership and a revolving-door cabinet system, then South Korea’s 
international clout would likely diminish. However, its foreign policy 
effectiveness might flourish under a prime minister who can muster the 
requisite political leadership to sustain support and provide continuity 
and stability for the nation’s foreign policy objectives. 

STRENGT HEN I NG LOCAL AU TONOMY  
AND GOVERNANCE

South Korea’s political system was highly centralized when the coun-
try was under authoritarian rule. Decentralization and the establish-
ment of local governance have occurred gradually following South 
Korea’s democratic transition. The central government still exercises 
a great deal of influence over local autonomy and political structures 
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through its ability to issue administrative guidance (similar to execu-
tive orders) that constrain the autonomy of local political actors. In 
addition, although local governments have made progress in securing 
budgetary authority over projects within their purview, central govern-
ment control over financing decisions can still influence the situation 
at the local level, providing the central government with significant 
leverage. If constitutional reforms were to strengthen local autonomy 
by more strongly endorsing decentralization, power between the cen-
tral and local governments could be shifted in ways that provide local 
governments with greater authority on specific international issues that 
require their cooperation. 

Stronger local autonomy could enhance mechanisms of accountabil-
ity in foreign policy, but struggles between empowered local authori-
ties and the central government can also result in political gridlock. For 
instance, the reconfiguration and consolidation of U.S. Forces Korea 
(USFK) has resulted in a complicated interaction with local and provin-
cial governments in South Korea as former USFK bases are vacated and 
turned over to local authorities in northern areas of Gyeonggi Province, 
such as Dongducheon, and local communities near Osan-Pyeongtaek 
have had to grapple with the implications of a larger U.S. military pres-
ence in their communities. Strengthening local autonomy by constitu-
tional revision would likely give even greater voice to communities on 
specific foreign policy issues requiring local cooperation such as the 
scope and environment for sustaining U.S. forces in South Korea. The 
consequences of enhanced local autonomy on South Korean foreign 
policy need not be detrimental, but could constrain the ability of the 
foreign ministry to effectively manage some foreign policy issues with-
out close consultation and support from local authorities, especially 
those whose communities are directly affected by the issue concerned.

RECOMMENDAT IONS

To the extent that the constitution provides a framework and context 
for effective implementation of state policy, a properly structured con-
stitution that enables accountability and efficiency in the conduct of 
state affairs will maximize state interests and the capacity to conduct 
foreign policy. Constitutional reformers should aim to accomplish the 
following objectives.
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■■ Implement a two-term presidential system. South Korea’s presi-
dential system provides greater continuity of representation and 
consistency in the conduct of international affairs than is likely to 
occur in a parliamentary system. But the current single-term limit 
necessitates a complete reordering of personnel and priorities 
under each newly elected president. South Korea could achieve 
a stronger international profile and smoother implementation of 
its foreign policy with a two-term presidential system than with a 
mandatory one-term limit.

■■ Strengthen the oversight roles and influence of the National Assem-
bly. A stronger National Assembly would impose limits on the 
power of the presidency and provide greater public accountabil-
ity in many policy areas, including foreign policy. The National 
Assembly already provides a measure of public accountability to 
the executive branch in foreign policy by calling frequent hear-
ings at which cabinet-level ministers are required to appear and 
explain the objectives, strategies, and management of the coun-
try’s foreign policy. The oversight role of the National Assembly 
should be further strengthened as the primary way to provide 
public accountability of the executive in foreign policy.

■■ Streamline election schedules. A South Korean constitutional revi-
sion effort will also need to harmonize the presidential, legisla-
tive, and local election cycles to make elections more efficient 
and predictable. The current system—in which the president is 
elected every five years, the legislature is elected every four years, 
and local elections are held every three years—is wasteful and 
confusing. The procedures and processes for handling presiden-
tial impeachment could also be reviewed to ensure continuity of 
governance and to provide greater details regarding the succes-
sion of authority. Streamlining South Korea’s election schedule 
and alignment of presidential and legislative elections would gen-
erate a greater sense of predictability in South Korea’s politics. 
This could also enhance stability in the domestic political envi-
ronment, thereby enhancing the potential for continuity in the 
handling of foreign policy.
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CONCLUSION

The recent constitutional crisis and the impeachment of Park Geun-
hye catalyzed renewed discussion of constitutional revision in South 
Korea. The immediate crisis has passed, but the issues raised in the 
course of the crisis deserve careful consideration. Constitutional revi-
sion should not become a political football that various parties use in 
an attempt to reshape the South Korean political landscape. The time 
frame for implementing proposals for constitutional revision needs to 
be divorced from the immediate political calendar so that no actor can 
turn the discussion to gain immediate political advantage.

South Korea’s Sixth Republic Constitution has adequately managed 
the country’s democratic transition and consolidation over the past two 
decades. However, calls have been persistent to address structural and 
procedural flaws that have hindered South Korea from achieving its full 
potential and from maintaining the continuity necessary to support 
long-term policy objectives while also holding individuals accountable. 
These constitutional reforms could enhance the accountability, stabil-
ity, and efficiency of South Korea’s politics.
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