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efining ‘democracy’ has never been a straightforward task. Indeed, the 2016 presidential election 
cycle has shown just how diverse interpretations of democracy can be—from the socialist variant 
posited by Senator Bernie Sanders to the authoritarian one presented by Republican candidate 

Donald Trump. Jooyoung Lee’s “Forming a Democratic Society” highlights the significance of the 
malleability of ‘democracy’ (both as a political ideal and governing system) for the postwar history of South 
Korea and U.S.-South Korean relations.  

A historian of U.S.-South Korean relations, Lee draws from a wide-range of Korean and English language 
sources to explore how democracy was understood in South Korea. Specifically, he provides a nuanced 
analysis of how various actors (including American and Korean officials as well as Korean conservative elites 
and student protestors) formulated and deployed competing notions of ‘democracy’ in years preceding the 
1960 April Revolution, which saw the overthrow of the country’s first president, Syngman Rhee. Lee argues 
“understanding Koreans’ ambivalence toward “American” individualism and their different ways of using it 
is…key to grasping South Korea’s response to American democracy” (848). In making this argument, he 
demonstrates that the very flexibility of ‘democracy’ is critical for understanding not only the April 
Revolution itself, but also the larger processes of South Korean democratization and state formation.  

Following the U.S. military occupation and the Korean War, liberal democracy was the only acceptable form 
of political ideology in South Korea. Despite this flattening of the nation’s ‘political topography,’ Lee shows 
how multiple interpretations of democracy emerged. He attributes this partially to the diverse conceptions of 
democracy within American political culture itself as well as uneven efforts of American democracy 
promotion policies. More importantly, Lee argues, Koreans took an active part in defining democracy. 
Critically, they understood democracy as being constituted of discrete parts and policies, which enabled them 
to “disassemble” and “reassemble” it to suit their own interests and goals (846).  

The first half of the article unpacks three prominent interpretations of democracy in South Korean texts. His 
sources are government-issued school textbooks, Hagwon (a popular middle and high school magazine); and 
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Sasang-gye (an intellectual journal widely read by college students and the intelligentsia). From these texts, Lee 
delineates three perspectives: the government, conservative elites, and critical intellectuals. He finds that all 
three were generally pro-American, had favorable views of liberalism and democracy in general, and took anti-
communism for granted. Despite the similarities found between the texts, Lee parses the nuances in each 
text’s interpretation of democracy. Whereas textbooks primarily sought to create compliant, loyal subjects, the 
other two publications sought to cultivate active citizens and future leaders of the nation. The discussion of 
Sasang-gye is most the interesting and most relevant. Rather than deemphasizing or criticizing individualism 
and materialism associated with American democracy like the textbooks and Hagwon, Sasang-gye presented 
democracy and individualism a means to creating a stronger nation—a message that students took to heart as 
Lee later shows. In promoting differing interpretations of democracy, the three texts ultimately ended up 
“transferring diverse and loosely defined democratic concepts” rather than American democracy wholesale. 
“The result was a fragmented promotion of American democracy,” which Lee argues “allowed Koreans to 
understand and utilize the ideas more flexibility and arbitrarily” (865).  

In the second half of the article, Lee makes his main contribution by reconstructing students’ conceptions of 
democracy. English-language studies of the April Revolution have yet to fully engage with the actual ideas and 
perspective of the event’s prime movers: the students. He fills this gap by first uncovering the motivations and 
justification of the 2.28 demonstrations in Daegu, which were an important predecessor to the 1960 April 
Revolution. He argues, for example, that students employed abstract slogans of democracy and human rights 
(drawn from Sasang-gye and Hagwon) to avoid criminal charges from the government. Lee adds further 
nuance by linking student protestors’ calls for “proper governance” to not only American democratic ideals 
but also traditional Korean notions of “good governance” and peasant protest. This leads Lee to conclude that 
“the students’ concept of democracy thus can be described as a mixture of loosely defined “American ideas 
and traditional Korean notions of good governance” (874). This analysis of the students’ conceptualization of 
democracy provides a complimentary intellectual history to Charles R. Kim’s social and political history of the 
student protestors.1  

Lee provides a fresh perspective on several well-worn topics and debates in the historiographies of postwar 
South Korea and U.S.-South Korean relations. The article shows that the adaptation of democracy and state 
building in Korea (not only by students but by all segments of society) was not passive and entailed a complex 
process of selective adaptation and interpretation of American ideas. In doing so, Lee builds upon the work of 
scholars like Gregg Brazinsky, who have sought move beyond the Western-centric understandings of Korean 
democratization and state building espoused in earlier scholarship.2  

Lee’s article suggests several avenues for further consideration. Its use of Korean sources is impressive, yet is 
still confined to publications produced by elites (i.e. government official, intellectual, etc.). Future studies 
may consider sources that highlight how non-elites understood democracy (i.e. labor union and church 
publications). As studies of later periods have shown, workers and church activists played a critical role in 

                                                      
1 Charles R. Kim, “Moral Imperatives: South Korean Studenthood and April 19th,” The Journal of Asian 

Studies 71:2 (May 2012): 399-422. See also, Charles R. Kim, Unlikely Revolutionaries: South Korea’s First Generation and 
the Student Protests of 1960 (Ph.D. diss., Columbia University, 2007). 

2 Gregg Brazinsky, Nation Building in South Korea: Koreans, Americans, and the Making of a Democracy (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2009). 



H-Diplo Article Review 
 

South Korean democratization.3 A focus on the economic interests of the United States may also be examined 
in future work. Charges of corruption that plagued the Rhee government were a concern not only for Koreans 
but American foreign assistance administrators facing tightening budgets at the end of the Eisenhower 
administration. Thus, it may be worth considering how economic considerations shaped U.S. democracy 
promotion efforts and support, or lack thereof, for student protestors. 

Ultimately, Lee’s article expands in important ways our understanding of the April Revolution and, more 
broadly, South Korean democratization. He convincingly argues that the American influence cannot be seen 
as the sole, or even prime, driver of students’ involvement in the April Revolution, or South Korea’s 
democratization more broadly. While conceding that Americans were able to disseminate various democratic 
ideas that would become the “seeds” of South Korean democratization, he argues it was ultimately Koreans 
who adopted, repackaged and deployed them—or as Lee more eloquently puts it, “If seeds were sown [by the 
United States], then the Koreans were active gardeners: weeding, watering, fertilizing, cross-pollinating, and 
pruning” in pursuit of a stronger, democratic nation (Lee, 875). 
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