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Conceptualizing the Korean Development 
Model

Below, in Fig. 8.1, I have attempted to construction, with a  schematic 
map, what can represent a model of Korea’s development. While 
Fig. 7.1 depicts how the course of Korea’s development unfolded, 
Fig. 8.1 expresses what actually made the transformation possible, that 
is, the central elements of development.

In sum, the Korean development model starts with the four cor-
nerstones. Based on these cornerstones, the economic realm and the 
socio-political realm of Korea each realized a ‘compressed’ developmen-
tal process with more or less common characteristics in each stage of 
development. The top row representing economic domain and the bot-
tom row representing socio-political domain show a full range of Korea’s 
development.

Choi, Joong-Kyung observes:

among the countries that were disconnected from Western industrializa-
tion up until the beginning of the 20th century, Korea is the only country 
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Fig. 8.1 Korea’s development model

that achieved both Western industrialization and Western democracy. 
Both Israel and Singapore are also regarded as having achieved industri-
alization and democratization, but there were historical reasons … Israel 
was formed by a Jewish population that came from Western industrial 
countries. Singapore was a small city economy and had been a base for 
the UK’s East India Company for a long time, and this was exposed to 
Western-style industrialization from early on.1

In the economic domain, the rule of ‘economic discrimination’ (ED) 
was the principal driving force for growth during the rapid industriali-
zation period. The rough timeline for ‘industrial take-off’ was the 1960s 
and 1970s, while ‘industrial adjustment’ occurred in the 1980s and 
1990s, and ‘industrial maturity’ took place the period from 2000 up to 
the present day. As mentioned earlier, ‘economic discrimination’ is the 
concept coined by Professor Jwa, Sung-Hee. This concept is instrumen-
tal in understanding the success of Korea, particularly in the economic 
take-off period.

Meanwhile, in the socio-political realm, the emergence and expan-
sion of a ‘strong development mindset (DM)’ in the nation was criti-
cal in terms of motivating individuals and mobilizing the general public 
to work harder in order to attain a better life and the modernization 
of the nation. There is no denying that the economic domain and the 
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socio-political domain must have had a substantial correlation or inter-
actions. In my mind, what reinforced the rationale and effectiveness of 
both the DM and ED was the ‘egalitarian spirit’ typical of Koreans up 
to now. If we recognize that ED and the strong DM were crucial factors 
for development, ‘egalitarian spirit’ is more of a psychological element 
deeply ingrained in people’s minds that expeditiously matched well with 
those two factors to produce maximal outcomes.

I have already pointed out that Korea boasts notable historical con-
tinuity and homogeneity as a nation. In the twentieth century, Korea’s 
liberation from colonial rule and the Korean War largely demolished 
the existing socio-economic hierarchy and the vested interests struc-
ture. After being devastated by the Korean War, the nation had to start 
again from scratch and everybody was literally on an equal footing. The 
Korean people were all very poor, so there were basically two tendencies: 
either people could resign themselves to their lot or they could try to do 
something special to get out of the misery in which they found them-
selves. Fortunately, the nation did not opt for the former because unlike 
many Sub-Saharan countries blessed with abundant natural resources 
and a favourable climate, making year-round farming possible, Korea’s 
land was resource-poor, rugged and mountainous, making an easy life-
style simply unsustainable. And a strong sense of egalitarian- mindedness 
in the people prompted them to jump on the bandwagon of social 
mobilization.

An egalitarian mindset was important because this encouraged com-
petition and emulation among the people to ‘keep up with the Jones’, as 
if they were saying: ‘If others can do it, why can’t I?’ People were envi-
ous of their neighbours’ or acquaintances’ wealth or success, and this 
made them exert greater effort to try to catch up with them. I think the 
can-do spirit of Koreans is rooted in this egalitarian thinking. It has also 
been observed that: ‘Korea’s development is also remarkable because it 
constituted development with equity, with rapid poverty reduction and 
no increase in inequality throughout the development process.’2

In addition, socio-cultural norm that emphasizes ‘saving one’s face’ 
and maintaining one’s dignity, along with the typical ‘shame culture’, 
has contributed greatly to the emergence and expansion of a hard- 
working, self-sacrificing populace. As illustrated in Fig. 8.1, the period 
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of ‘industrial take-off’ can be characterized as an era of ‘convergence of 
interests’. The interests of the country’s leader, the government, the peo-
ple and companies converged, leading to phenomenal and unparalleled 
economic growth. In the early 1960s, Korea had just experienced the 
troubled government of Rhee, Syng-Man, who was ousted following 
popular opposition. The cabinet system administration that was newly 
formed also found itself unpopular and in turmoil, and as a result, the 
military, led by a group of young officers, staged a coup with the ration-
ale of saving the nation.

The strong role of government based on meritocratic bureaucracy 
is the hallmark of Korea’s success, particularly in the rapid indus-
trialization period, but is also the overarching feature in the overall 
development of Korea that continues to this day. What started as the 
government’s strong interventionist stance in the early 1960s over time 
underwent adjustments and changes so as to become that of an ‘active 
facilitator’. But this does not mean that the government’s function has 
basically ‘weakened’; instead, it reflects changes in government policy.

What is not marked in the Korean development model diagram, but 
is deemed as another important feature for the success of the nation 
is the timely and effective management of crisis or, even better, taking 
advantage of a crisis. This notable feature has crystallized on many occa-
sions throughout Korea’s development path. Not only was Korea able 
to successfully cope with crisis time after time, but it also came out 
stronger than before. The responses to crises or challenges were bold and 
immediate. And Korea made many correct policy choices when con-
fronted with big challenges or tasks. Even when some of these turned 
out to be failures, the government was on track to fix them.

The collapse of Rhee’s government and the ensuing new government 
at the turn of the 1960s was in itself a crisis for Korea. But as it turned 
out, the 1960s marked an important turning point in relation to Korea’s 
development. So, what enabled Park Chung-Hee’s government to be 
successful in driving forward its policies? A combination of factors must 
have been in been in effect, but the ‘right timing’ of the advent of a new 
state leadership and the ‘synchronization’ of policies, national demands 
and aspirations, etc. should also be recognized. The test for the new 
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democratic politics in Korea failed due to various reasons. The  people 
were wary of politics, and uncertainty and instability prevailed. Park 
came from a poor peasant family and his style of leadership was per-
ceived to be down to earth and in touch with the grassroots. Korea was 
at a low point in every aspect and people were willing to support and 
take part in new initiatives.

Meanwhile, because of North Korea’s propaganda and the perception 
held by some South Koreans that North Koreans might be better off 
living under a communist state, there was a constant pressure on the 
government to outperform North Korea in terms of economic develop-
ment. This was all the more reason for Park to vigorously launch the 
national modernization campaign in order to consolidate the legitimacy 
of his rule.

This was a time when the Cold War was at its peak, with the threat 
of North Korean communist military adventurism being very real. The 
ongoing Vietnam War was a stern reminder of what might happen in 
the Korean Peninsula. South Korea was in competition with North 
Korea on multiple fronts: economic, military, political and ideological. 
It was also in a fierce contest with the North to win the ‘approval’ of 
the international community. Korea depended heavily on the US for its 
military capability and national security, but this also represented a vul-
nerability for Park’s regime.

There were also disagreements with the US in certain areas, such as 
Korea’s pursuit of its export-drive policy instead of import- substitution. 
President Park was at times wary of a possible US military pull-out 
from the South, knowing all too well that the US security commit-
ment to Korea hinged on the decisions taken in Washington, DC and 
that it should not be taken as a given. This led Park to hasten economic 
development in order to try to acquire industrial capability including 
defence.

‘Modernization of fatherland’, the motto of Park Chung-Hee’s govern-
ment, was timely and appropriate for the nation, and it would have been 
hard to argue against its logic, given the circumstances in Korea at the 
time. Rather than being populist and trying to cater to the short-term 
needs of the masses, Park emphasized the great challenges that lay ahead 
and the magnitude of the work that needed to be done to pull the nation 



212     J.-D.  Park

out of poverty. The term ‘modernization’ implies moving from ‘back-
wardness’ to modernity, realizing economic development and adopt-
ing advanced modes, systems and institutions necessary to upgrade the 
nation so as to join the ranks of the rich nations. Hence, the government 
asked people not only to support the vision and policies but also to actu-
ally participate vigorously and physically in the ‘mobilization’ campaigns.

But the effectiveness of winning popular support and generating 
social mobilization hinged on the government’s leadership and perfor-
mance, and the development momentum of the nation was sustained 
because the government was able to deliver concrete results promptly. 
During the take-off period, Korea’s policies and industrial structure 
underwent big and continuous changes. Korea’s conversion from pro-
tectionism and import-substitution in the 1950s to export-oriented 
policies in the 1960s is hailed by many experts as the most dynamic 
transition since the Second World War. It was in 1962 that the first five-
year economic development plan was launched. The targeted goal of 
economic growth was set at a very high level of 7.1% average annual 
growth, but the actual growth rate attained exceeded this, reaching 
8.5%. The second five-year economic development plan (1967–1971) 
yielded an even more remarkable result of 9.7% average annual growth 
against the original goal of 7.0%.

What was also remarkable about President Park was that he took very 
bold economic measures against the advice of international organiza-
tions and principal donors by pursuing an export-drive policy, estab-
lishing Pohang Iron and Steel Company (POSCO) and building the 
eight-lane Gyeongbu Expressway. Choi, Joong-Kyung, who served in 
Korea’s Ministry of Finance and the World Bank, observed that:

at the time, the projects seemed like nonsense and the tasks appeared 
impossible. President Park Chung-Hee was not an economist. He wit-
nessed the success of other countries that faced similar situations as Korea 
and he believed in his intuitions. The case of West Germany (which had 
success with an export-drive policy and hardly had any natural resources) 
caught his attention. The unified Germany still continues to adopt [an] 
export-drive policy. As a small country with a small domestic market and 
with scarce natural resources, such a policy is almost inevitable.3
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According to Choi, for an economy to achieve successful develop-
ment, four basic elements are required: a strong and stable leader-
ship with a clear vision; well-organized economic development plans; 
a competent bureaucracy to carry out these plans; and the financial 
resources necessary to execute meet them. In the case of Korea, these 
conditions were met and ‘without any doubt, the late President Park 
Chung-Hee was the architect who exerted leadership and created 
the strong foundation of the modern Korean economy. The zeal for 
education and a competitive and objective civil service exam made it 
possible to recruit and maintain a competent bureaucracy. Through 
visionary leadership and the efforts of an efficient bureaucracy, it was 
possible to establish highly effective five-year economic development 
plans’.4

In the 1950s, Korea was seen as a ‘hopeless’ and high-risk coun-
try, with the possibility of war breaking out again in the eyes of for-
eign agencies, including the United States Agency for International 
Development (USAID) and the World Bank. Korea was unable to 
obtain the necessary loans to push forward with its economic devel-
opment scheme in such circumstances where Samuel D. Berger, the 
US ambassador to Korea, made a negative report to his headquar-
ters regarding Korea’s development plans and the World Bank was 
equally reluctant to extend financial assistance to Korea. Despite 
the unreceptive mood of the international community towards 
Korea’s needs, in 1962 Korea was finally able to sign a commercial 
loan agreement with West Germany. By the terms of agreement for 
a loan of USD 150 million, Korea had to send nurses and miners 
that West Germany needed and the salaries of the workers were set as 
collateral.5

The first job assigned to the Korean nurses who were sent to an alien 
country was cleaning stiffened dead bodies. The miners worked so 
painstakingly hard, risking their lives in caves over 1000 metres deep 
underground fighting geothermal heat. The Korean workers’ zealous 
work deeply impressed the people of West Germany and so President 
Park was invited by President Heinrich Lübke to visit West Germany in 
December 1964. Anxious to greet their President, who has come all the 



214     J.-D.  Park

way to West Germany to meet them, Korean miners and nurses gath-
ered in an auditorium all dressed up: the miners in suits and the nurses 
in traditional Korean dress. Prior to the Korean President’s speech, they 
all began singing the Korean national anthem but none of them could 
finish the song because they were all sobbing. President Park put his 
prepared speech into his pocket and said repeatedly ‘let’s work hard’. He 
went on ‘let’s work hard until our bodies turn into shatters so that our 
sons and daughters would not be sold to a foreign country’. The Korean 
workers cried out ‘we will do anything. Please help our country, please 
help our President’, as they knelt down and bowed low to the ground 
for the President of West Germany. Leaving behind sobbing Korean 
workers, on his way back to the hotel, President Park could not hold 
back the tears. President Lübke give him a handkerchief and comforted 
him by saying ‘we will help you; the people of West Germany will help 
your country’.6

Through such hardships and the sacrifice of the people, Korea was 
able to build the stepping stones towards modernization. In addition, 
sending troops to Vietnam helped accelerate the economic growth 
of Korea as the soldiers’ combat allowance money was used to fund 
the Gyeongbu Expressway. The Korean government also obtained 
a  reparation payment of USD 500 million and commercial loan of  
USD 300 million from Japan following the normalization of diplomatic 
ties with Japan in 1965. The payments were used to build the Pohang 
Iron and Steel Company and other investments. Money earned by 
Korean construction workers from construction sites in the scorching 
desert heat of Middle East in the 1970s was another valuable foreign 
currency inflow for Korea. Fabric, shoe and wig factories were packed 
with teenage boys and girls who were saving money to pay for their 
younger siblings’ education.

And yet another drama unfolded when Koreans achieved democrati-
zation. There are two common misperceptions held by many foreigners 
when it comes to the state of Korea’s democracy. One is that Korea is 
still run by an authoritarian or non-democratic regime and the other 
is that Korea was democratized long ago and it achieved development 
under democracy. But neither is the case. First of all, the Korean dem-
ocratic movement ran its full course and could possibly be the most 
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successful case of a Third World nation-turned full democracy since the 
second half of the twentieth century. Korea’s compressed development 
featured ‘compressed democratization’ in addition to compressed eco-
nomic growth and transformation. It would be no exaggeration to say 
that the level and dynamism of democracy exhibited by South Korea is 
highly exceptional in the non-Western world.

Korea’s compressed democratization was fuelled by democratic upris-
ings or movements, although even during the absence of such events, 
there were ongoing awareness and a drive for democracy in society, 
albeit in a subdued fashion. In the post-war era, the first democratic 
movement erupted in 1960 against the Rhee Syng-man regime, culmi-
nating in the 19 April Revolution that finally toppled the government. 
But the new democratic government that was formed was seen to be 
incompetent and powerless, and was overthrown by a military coup just 
after a year.

If President Park lacked full legitimacy because he had taken power 
through a coup, his delivery on impressive economic development more 
than offset this, as shown by his landslide win in the 1967 presiden-
tial election. But he faced increasing opposition to his prolonged rule 
in the 1970s, as he announced a plan to amend the Constitution to 
allow him to run for a third term in October 1972. The new Yushin 
Constitution was legislated in December of that year. Park was assassi-
nated in October 1980 by his aide, the chief of the intelligence service. 
The assassination is largely considered to be an outcome of a collision 
between the repression of Park’s regime and the resistance of the democ-
ratization movement, which was preceded by years of confrontations 
and escalating tensions in political parties under the Yushin system. 
After Park’s assassination, the prospect of democratization appeared to 
be evident in South Korea.

During the early years and up until the mid-term of Park’s rule, suc-
cessful economic development enhanced the legitimacy of the regime. 
However, by the time of Park’s death, the regime had lost much of its 
popular support due to changes in people’s attitudes and values brought 
about by economic growth and the enhancement in people’s stand-
ard of living, and also because Park reinforced coercion to prolong his 
rule. There were high expectations that the end of Park’s dictatorial rule 
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would open a new era of democracy, giving rise to the ‘Seoul Spring’, 
which was the period from 26 October 1979 to 17 May 1980.

But the ‘neo-military forces’ snatched power from the transitional 
government with a military coup and imposed martial law on 17 May 
1980. General Chun Doo-Hwan soon became President and after his 
term finished, Chun’s chosen successor, Roh Tae-Woo, a retired general 
and an army academy classmate, took over. In the meantime, a massive 
anti-government uprising occurred in the city of Gwangju on 18 May 
1980, which is referred to as the Gwangju Democratization Movement. 
During this period, citizens rose up against Chun’s dictatorship. During 
the course of the uprising, citizens took up arms by raiding police sta-
tions and military depots to oppose the government and the imposition 
of martial law, but were ultimately crushed by the army. Hundreds of 
people died in the process. There was another major democratic upris-
ing in June 1987, which pressurized the regime to accommodate some 
institutional and policy changes demanded by the people and the 
opposition.

The democratization movement in the 1980s was no longer lim-
ited to the student and the dissident movement. Instead, it was aligned 
with social movements and particularly with the labour movement. 
Moreover, the opposition party which had been excluded from the 
political scene re-entered the political arena following the general elec-
tion in 1985 and expressed opposition to dictatorship and support 
for democratization more clearly. Accordingly, the democratization 
movement was able to muster the largest coalition of social and polit-
ical forces comprising workers, opposition party and dissidents, and 
students.

Although the democratic transition ended up in the emergence of the 
Roh Tae-woo regime, which succeeded the Chun Doo-Hwan regime, 
the political environment of Korea did change after the transition. 
Above all, the constitutional system began to operate normally under 
the amended Constitution in 1987 and subsequently, the arbitrary exer-
cise of the state’s power was considerably reduced. In addition, political 
and civil society, which had been repressed by authoritarian rule under 
the dictatorial regime, also became normalized due to democratization. 
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A normal political party system based on popular support was created, 
although it was under the influence of ‘regionalism’, and civil society 
also regained autonomy and developed rapidly afterwards.

The election of Kim Young-Sam, the leader of the democratic move-
ment, as Korea’s President in 1993 ushered in a new era of civilian rule. 
Then, after ten years of democratic transition since 1987, Kim Dae-
Jung was elected President in the fifteenth presidential election held 
in December 1997. The emergence of the Kim Dae-Jung government 
was a historic feat because it marked the first ‘parallel’ regime change 
by election and also because the regime change was made by a demo-
cratic opposition party. The Kim Dae-Jung government was followed by 
a successive liberal government led by President Roh Moo-Hyun, who 
came to power in 2003.

After ten years or two terms of rule by liberal-progressive party lead-
ers, the political landscape of Korea shifted back to conservative party 
rule as a businessman-turned politician Lee Myung-Bak from the con-
servative party became President in 2008. Then, the conservative par-
ty’s candidate Park Geun-Hye, the daughter of the late President Park 
Chung-Hee, won the subsequent presidential election to become the 
first female Korean President in 2013. However, Park was implicated in 
a corruption scandal and faced massive public demonstrations demand-
ing that she step down. She was removed from power after being 
impeached in March 2017.

The liberal party opposition leader Moon Jae-In became the new 
President in May 2017. Likewise, the political pendulum continues to 
swing back and forth between the conservative and liberal political par-
ties since the peaceful transition of power was first realized in Korea in 
1998.

Going back to Fig. 8.1, I have pointed out that in the 1960s and 
1970s, the interests of the government and that of the people and busi-
nesses largely converged, producing positive synergy effects that led to 
high economic growth. But afterwards, the bond or unity between the 
government, corporations and the populace loosened, although it did 
not diverge strongly to cause instability of the country.
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What characterized this era of the 1980s and1990s is, I think, ‘divert-
ing interests’. I chose the word ‘diverting’ for a lack of better word, to 
avoid the word ‘divergent’. This is to suggest that the interests of the 
government, the people and businesses started to ‘differentiate’ some-
what, but were not really in conflict with one another.

By this time, South Korea has extricated itself from poverty, so eco-
nomic stability, distributional justice, workers’ rights and democracy 
were higher priorities. One of the signs of change was that the Korean 
private business sector, especially the large business conglomerates, the 
chaebols, now wanted to be more autonomous vis-à-vis the government. 
Labour unions, opposition political parties, intellectuals and social 
activists wanted their voices to be heard and increasingly confronted the 
government and the establishment.

During the Park Chung-Hee era, modernization was the single most 
important goal of the nation and most of its energy and resources 
were devoted to achieving economic development. But afterwards, 
many things were set to change. The early success in economic growth 
is deemed to have set off a chain reaction of: economic development; 
social, political demands and changes; economic policy adjustments; 
evolution of democratization and social dynamism; deepening of eco-
nomic reforms and sophistication of industrial structure, and so on.

But Korea might have started celebrating too early and was compla-
cent without ever suspecting what was to come. To the shock of the 
whole nation, Korea was on the verge of bankruptcy and had to receive 
a financial bailout from the IMF in December 2007. Moral hazard and 
problems in corporate governance on the part of big business, the weak-
ness of the government and its failure to monitor and regulate the prob-
lems, as well as excessive borrowing and spending by the people gave 
rise to a major crisis. This led to a change in the tide, the reassessment 
of unfettered free market economy and the re-alignment or rebalancing 
of interests. The 1997 Asian financial crisis and the 2008 global finan-
cial crisis were stern reminders to Korea that a sound regulatory role 
of government is very much in order and that economic globalization 
poses such a grave, immediate and extensive risks to economies if they 
lack the necessary discipline and governance.
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For Korea, this was an occasion to become ‘united’ once again. To 
help the government pay back the IMF debt, the Korean people volun-
tarily launched a movement to donate gold. This was in effect a revival 
of the Saemaul Undong. Such an act of the people giving up their per-
sonal possessions for the public cause is unheard of in the world history. 
The business conglomerates had to undergo serious restructuring, and 
they became more conservative in their investment activities. The last 
phase of ‘industrial sophistication’ is still an ongoing process.

Politically, Korea has become a full democracy, while economically 
it is faced with increasing global competition. The interests of various 
players or entities in Korea can be said to be in the ‘balancing’ stage. 
They do not converge to the extent that they did in the 1960s or 1970s, 
but nor are they as divergent as was sometimes the case in the 1980s or 
1990s. We can say they are somewhere in the middle.

Koreans have responded and adapted appropriately to challenges 
and crises. The ‘Palli Palli (hurry hurry)’ culture, which is typical of the 
Korean people, is deemed to have been instrumental in bringing about 
the rapid development. There is a tendency that people cannot stand 
staying idle or doing nothing, because this will make them uneasy as if 
some kind of penalty will be incurred for doing so. They feel more com-
fortable keeping themselves busy.

Without question, the strong role of government was essential in pro-
pelling the nation forward. The government was effectually ‘interven-
tionist’ during the high growth period, but even during later phases, its 
active role persisted in the form of engagement in regulating and ‘facil-
itating’ the national economy, which has become increasingly complex 
to manage.

Jongryn Mo and Barry R. Weingast explain Korea’s development 
using an analytical method devised by North, Wallis and Weingast 
(2009) referred as the ‘NWW approach’. They attempt to explain 
how the transition of Korea’s political economy from an underdevel-
oped to a developed country took place, that is, from a ‘natural state’ 
or ‘limited-access order’ to an ‘open-access order’.7 Countries have 
different levels of openness or accessibility in their political order and 
economic order, and when the disparity between these two becomes 
large, it causes social tensions that require ‘rebalancing’ measures.8  
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According to the authors, Korea’s successful development came about 
because an increase in economic access was followed by a corresponding 
increase in political access (democratization).9

The Four Cornerstones of Development

Land Reform

The first major impetus for change in Korea came from the land reform, 
that was a powerful and innovative policy based on the land-to-tiller’s 
and market-oriented principles. Korea’s land reform is internationally 
known as one of the most successful cases of its kind. The Korean case 
of land reform stands out as it was rapidly implemented, resulting in 
the collapse of landlords who dominated rural communities at the time. 
This is in stark contrast to the disappointing results seen by many other 
developing countries in their land reforms.

Park, Hyung-Ho observes that:

Korea’s land reform was implemented based on a compound combination 
of political, social and economic factors. In the way that Korea abolished 
a semi-feudal tenancy system as well as landlordism in a relatively short 
period of time, Korea’s land reform is acclaimed as the most successful 
case of land reform all over the world. Therefore, a redistributive land 
reform at an early stage of development can be a crucial means to lay the 
basis for agricultural productivity gains while enhancing growth and pov-
erty reduction prospects. Such government interventions can lead to both 
equity and efficiency gains.10

When Korea was liberated in 1945, it was an agrarian economy in 
which most of the population were tenant farmers without ownership 
of farmland. In view of the slave-like status of the tenant farmers who 
were subordinate to landlords, the 1948 Constitution that established 
South Korea guaranteed private land ownership and proclaimed the 
adoption of a capitalist economic system. While the land reform’s social 
objective was to free the populace from the shackles of servitude, its 
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‘economic objectives were to improve agricultural productivity and the 
income of farmers by dismantling the oppressive tenant farming system, 
to encourage reinvestment, and to provide incentives through owner-
ship of land and production’.11

Korea’s land reform and the Korean War in effect brought about 
equality in income and property in Korea. The vested interest class of 
landlords was disbanded and educational opportunities were extended 
to the people, thereby promoting greater social migration and an egal-
itarian society. The land reform had a huge impact on Korean society. 
The proprietary class, the landowners, inherited lands handed down 
to them generation after generation from their ancestors, while tenant 
farmers remained where they were, leading to ‘the rich get richer, the 
poor get poorer’ phenomenon. But with the sudden collapse of the pro-
prietary class, the conflict between these two classes also came to an end.

The land reform that was undertaken during the time of war was 
considered the most important measure during this phase of develop-
ment. The government purchased the land and redistributed it to farm-
ers in consideration of its market value. The government bought land by 
issuing land securities to the owners, and the farmers paid for the land 
in kind by instalments. In South Korea, landlords were compensated, 
unlike in North Korea, where land was confiscated and redistributed 
forcefully.

The land reform offered the chance for farmers, who made up about 
75% of the Korean population, to farm on their own land. Being given 
the right of ownership was another big change for the vast majority of 
the populace. In itself, the reform did not have an immediate impact 
in terms of increases in agricultural production and income, due to 
the fact that war broke out and the new independent farmers, unlike 
the past landlords, lacked the necessary funds to invest in agriculture. 
However, it had a considerable impact in promoting the capitalist sys-
tem and economic development in South Korea in the 1960s and 
afterwards. It helped South Korea nurture a capitalist society by giv-
ing property rights to farmers, unlike in North Korea, where collective 
farms were the norm. The guaranteeing of private farmland ownership 
in effect also created the necessary conditions for the guaranteeing of 
private property rights in other economic activities.
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An important point to note was that the Rhee government pro-
moted both land reform and education reform at the same time, so that 
human capital could be successfully accumulated in Korean society, and 
this led to successful industrialization after the 1960s. The land reform 
and education reform produced synergistic effects.

It has been pointed out that thanks to the land reform, farmers were 
able to increase production and own what they farmed. They could 
think of climbing the social ladder and becoming rich. That’s how they 
worked harder and created more wealth. Thus, it laid the groundwork 
for economic development and overall social development.12 Scholars 
have recognized that among the fast growing economies in the world, 
the case of South Korea, which has exhibited a remarkable degree of 
overall fairness in terms of income distribution, is exceptional. Many 
Korean experts argue that the roots of such success should be traced 
back to President Rhee Syng-Man’s land reform, as there is a recog-
nition that Korea was able to embark on a modernization path as an 
egalitarian society without this tension between the classes. Under such 
conditions, the possibility of acute conflict between the classes that has 
commonly occurred during the course of the progression of capitalism 
was shielded. It is said that this is the biggest benefit that Korea derived 
from the land reform.13

In the case of East Asian countries like Korea, Japan and Taiwan, the 
successful land reform helped bring about a large middle class, which 
acted as a cornerstone for economic growth and a social ‘buffer’ or bal-
ancer. This is in a stark contrast to many Latin American countries, 
where such a wide gap between the rich and poor exists due to their fail-
ure to properly enact land reform. The effective abolition of the social 
class system in Korea led to the realization of equal opportunities for all, 
and this in turn later gave rise to the spread of a ‘can-do spirit’ typical of 
Koreans.

Hyung-Ho Park states the lessons learned from Korea’s experience of 
land reform: (1) the resistance of the privileged class on behalf of land-
lords should be overcome; (2) land reform should be accompanied by 
follow-up measures to ensure an increase in agricultural production and 
farmer households’ income; (3) educational reform should be promoted 
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concurrently to maximize the social benefits of land reform; and (4) the 
government’s ability to implement reforms is important.14

Empowering the People

As I have pointed out earlier and illustrated in the Korean development 
model in Fig. 8.1, strong development-mindedness (DM) and ED were 
the two key drivers of Korea’s sustained development. What propelled 
and reinforced these two elements further was the egalitarian spirit of 
Korea that was fostered during this time. In turn, the government’s pol-
icy of ‘empowering’ people, along with the land reform, significantly 
contributed to the burgeoning of this national ethos.

The Korean government, in the circumstances in which it found itself 
and with the means at its disposal in the 1950s, was naturally inclined to 
pursue ‘miserly’ policies that sometimes called on the populace to do its 
part or help out the country. This is in stark contrast to many Sub-Saharan 
African countries that in effect use the plague of their people and poor state 
of their economy as leverage to get more offerings or concessions from 
donors. Korea tried to turn things around by itself through self-reflection 
instead of ‘outsourcing’ the burden of finding solutions to its problems to 
the international community. This ‘outsourcing’ trend, rather than dimin-
ishing, is seen to be becoming more pronounced in Africa.

Because Korea was not only devastated by the war but was also poor 
in terms of its natural resources, it had to rely heavily on foreign aid. 
With the massive flow of aid, the society developed a dependency 
syndrome that was seen by the government and intellectuals to have 
reached an alarming level and was having a very negative impact on the 
country. In such an environment of poverty and despair, men became 
idle, drinking and gambling their life away, while women did most of 
the household chores and laborious work.

The campaigns to empower the people led by the government had 
two purposes: other than the need to motivate and instil a work ethos 
in the people, there was a requirement for large-scale labour mobiliza-
tion for pressing public works like land reclamation and reforestation. 
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Because of Korea’s lack of fuel due to its dearth in natural resources, 
the practice of timbering was widespread, meaning that many hills and 
mountains in populated areas were barren. This caused perennial flood-
ing following heavy rainfall, accompanying mudslides, and sanitary and 
environmental problems.

Something had to be done to rectify this state of affairs, as well as to 
address people’s problematic behavioural and ‘mentality’ issues, and the 
response came in the form of ‘empowering the people’. This campaign 
started as early as the late 1940s under the Rhee government. The gov-
ernment wanted to change people’s mindsets and values, and infuse a 
new work ethos: nothing would be free and everyone had to work hard; 
people were asked to work for food under the government-led projects 
and they were paid in wheat flour given by the US as aid. The material-
ization of such a policy showed the willingness of the people to change 
and empower themselves.

This kind of environmental protection public works initiative turned 
out to be a resounding success. The government was not only able to 
get people to participate in it actively, but also managed to sustain it 
in the long term. Preservation of the country’s greenery through the 
planting of trees became a ‘norm’ for the people, and this public cam-
paign has survived to this day. Nearly 21 million people participated in 
the land reclamation and reforestation programme led by the govern-
ment. Over ten billion trees were planted over 30 years, bringing Korea’s 
once-desolate landscape back to life. South Korea had been barren of 
trees after years of excessive deforestation and war, but trees once again 
covered 65% of the country. It was a remarkable achievement and the 
opportunities to make a living and to be rewarded for hard work helped 
establish a new set of values that would serve Korea well during its rapid 
development.15

I believe that the success of programmes to empower the people pro-
vided a useful basis for the Saemaul Undong that was launched in the 
1970s. The former were the government-driven projects to conduct 
specific tasks, while the latter was essentially a bottom-up-style peo-
ple’s voluntary movement with the government’s guidance and back-
ing. The benefit of this was that it made people realize the value and  
necessity of collective work, and become used to the new culture of the 
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mobilization of the workforce that was absolutely necessary at the time 
to initiate effective development.

It was not only the government that tried to empower the people. 
The need to ‘enlighten’ the people was perhaps felt widely across the 
nation and certain entities were engaged in this effort. One institution 
that is renowned in this field is the Canaan Farmers School, which spe-
cializes in mindset change training. It is founded on the Christian faith, 
with the goal of creating a humanistic society and prosperous future 
through moral value education, community education and leadership 
education.

While the school was formally established in 1962, its origins 
can be traced back to a model village that was created in 1931 by the 
founder of the School Kim, Yong-Ki. At the time, Koreans were suffer-
ing from Japan’s severe colonial oppression and he led a farming move-
ment, which was in a way a nationalistic movement to bolster people’s 
self-esteem, determination and hope. The vast majority of the people 
were farmers and the leader of Canaan farmers’ movement saw a fun-
damental national challenge in the form of the mindset of the peo-
ple, and waged a fight against the shortcomings of the populace, like 
powerlessness, idleness, over-indulgence in drinking and dissipation. 
He embarked on the farmers’ enlightenment movement in a bid to 
change the culture of dishonesty and vanity. He claimed that independ-
ence would come about faster when there were a growing number of  
people with the right attitude. The motto was ‘pioneering spirit’.

The Canaan Farmers School is said to have been an inspiration for 
President Park Chung-Hee to launch the Saemaul Undong. As Korea 
had attained high economic growth and the agriculture sector contin-
ued to shrink, the focus of this school also underwent some changes. 
I remember in the 1980s, when I was in my twenties, Canaan Farmers 
School was considered as a sort of mental-reform institution teaching 
the values of self-discipline, thrift and diligence, social responsibil-
ity and ethics, etc. Many groups of people from various backgrounds, 
including public officials, businessmen, students, leadership course 
trainees and farmers, entered the school to be trained. Individuals also 
enrolled on a voluntary basis. Decades later, the school extended its 
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scope of activities to international programmes or development projects 
both domestically and in foreign countries.

There were other similar mindset reform campaigns led by various 
religious entities and social groups, like the Catholic Church’s revival 
of the moral rearmament movement with the motto ‘it’s my respon-
sibility’. In Korean society, you can very often see civil society groups 
expressing slogans for the reforming of citizens’ mindsets. This means 
that Korean society is basically a self-reflecting society and that the 
empowerment of the people is self-generated by the people. This is the 
opposite of how the ‘empowerment’ of the people is understood and 
pursued in some African countries, where grants to a large segment of 
poor people are provided in a way that makes them more dependent on 
the state.

Revolution in Education

It would not be an overstatement to say that Koreans understand the 
value of hard work and education probably more than anyone else. In 
the 1950s, illiteracy among adults was a staggering 77%, and an all-out 
war was waged to fix this. In 1954, the first campaign of the war was 
launched by making primary education compulsory. Primary education 
was deemed most important because in this period in one’s life, people 
learn the basic knowledge and social skills that serve as the foundations 
for human development. What is even more important is that it made 
primary education accessible to girls. So, lack of money was no longer 
an obstacle to receiving primary education.

After 1945, enrolment in primary schools grew rapidly. In less than a 
decade, Korea reached an enrolment rate of 83% in primary education, 
up from only 54% in 1945. By 1959, primary education was within 
reach of everyone. The war on illiteracy was waged in community cen-
tres scattered across the country. Millions of adults learned to read and 
write in schools with US assistance. It was made compulsory that illiter-
ate adults took up more than 200 hours and over 70 days of education. 
In five short years, illiteracy rate among adults fell to just 22%, which 
was a remarkable achievement. Within a decade of the launch of this 
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mandatory education, the number of primary schools grew from 2800 
to 4600, and students from 1.36 million to 3.6 million. Universities also 
grew rapidly, from 19 to 68, with university students increasing from 
8000 to 100,000. Numbers of middle-school students grew by 10 times, 
high-school students by 3.1 times and university students by 12 times.

When we look at the government budget in the 1950s, the portion 
spent on education accounted for about 20% of the total, which is seen 
as an impressive statement of the government’s commitment to educa-
tion, even in a time of war when defence spending took up about 50% 
of the entire budget. This laid the groundwork for what turned out to 
be an icon of Korea: a nation enthusiastic about education. It is often 
said that the ingredients for Korea’s success lie in its human resources. 
About 17 years ago, when a Korean law-maker who was visiting Cote 
d’Ivoire was asked by his counterpart what brought about Korea’s eco-
nomic development, he replied without hesitation that ‘it is the edu-
cation and the will of the people’. I would add to this that what really 
made the difference was the education that went beyond regular aca-
demic studies, like inculcation and regeneration of social values, and 
pragmatic and action-oriented courses like technical training.

Governmental Reform

While three of the ‘four cornerstones of development’—the land 
reform, empowerment of the people, and a revolution in education—
were launched during the Rhee Syng-man government, governmental 
reform, namely the creation of Korea’s National Tax Service, was under-
taken during the Park Chung-Hee government.

In 1966, the National Tax Service, the first of its kind, was established. 
If educational reform was the war against illiteracy, establishing the 
National Tax Service was waging a war against deep-seated corruption in 
government and business. This was symbolic of the government’s efforts 
to undertake self-reform to tackle corruption and improve services. The 
effect of the reform was almost immediate, as tax revenues grew by 51% 
on average from 1966 to 1969. The increase in tax revenue provided crit-
ical fiscal resources and helped Korea to become self-sustainable.
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During the time of President Park’s tenure in office, various efforts 
were made for nation-building and accordingly, many government agen-
cies, mechanisms and policies were created or launched. To name just 
a few, within the five years since Park Chung-Hee assumed power, the 
Economic Planning Board, the Rural Development Administration,  
the Ministry of Construction, the Board of Audit and Inspection, and 
the Ministry of Science and Technology were established. These were 
all very important and foundational organizations, but President Park 
is said to have particularly favoured the National Tax Service, and this 
organization soon became an all-powerful and authoritative government 
watchdog and enforcer of national revenue collection.

It is widely accepted that a meritocratic bureaucracy was critical for 
Korea’s fast development and this is one of the things that set Korea 
apart from most other developing countries. The advent of disciplined, 
capable and patriotic bureaucrats may have been bred by the Korean 
culture, but this would not have been possible in Korea without strong 
leadership and the commitment of the ruling elites to motivate govern-
ment officials in such a way. Recognition and promotion were effective 
tools that were used to maintain the meritocratic bureaucracy.

The ‘governmental reform’—in a wider context of rejuvenating and 
empowering the entire bureaucratic circle to become substantially more 
goal-oriented and ‘functional’—took place during the time of Park’s 
government. As we have seen, the principle of ‘incentives and punish-
ment’ that the government applied to businesses was also in fact applied 
to civil servants and, in this regard, to the general public as well.

On Koreans’ Temperament and Egalitarianism

As Korea went through a half-century of upheaval to enter the 
mature stage of development, it seemed timely that Koreans looked 
back and assess what their ingredients of success were with greater 
depth of perception. Over the years, a number of interesting works 
by Korean experts shedding light on the ‘secrets’ of the Korean peo-
ple’s temperament have emerged. Among them are Baek, Suk-Ki’s 
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Koreans’ Success DNA (2007) and Shin, Gwang-Chul’s Extremist 
Koreans, Extreme Creativity (2013).

What is interesting to note in this regard is that recent efforts to 
find explanations for Korea’s economic or developmental success from 
a Korean perspective are being increasingly drawn to the domain of 
national traits. Early observations both within and outside of Korea 
cited the general traits of Korean people as ‘hard-working’ or ‘diligence’.

But recent studies on the temperament of Koreans have become more 
sophisticated. Baek observes that this temperament has evolved over the 
course of Korea’s history. Traditionally, Koreans were known for their 
paternalism, veneration of literature, respect of traditional and moral 
values, respect for the elderly, originality and optimism, emotional sen-
sitivity, etc. But on the other hand, they also showed vanity, disunity, 
disregard for economy and pragmatism, laxity in terms of morality, 
obsessions with the past, lack of ambitions, lack of rationality and cour-
age, irresponsibility, self-righteousness, exclusivity and ignorance of the 
rule of law.16 However, as the people entered into a dramatic phase of 
transformation in the 1970s, they showed active and aggressive traits, 
blending Western rationality with their traditional values. Veneration of 
literature, social orderliness, courage, a challenging spirit, love of peace, 
ethics, paternalism, a taste for distraction and amusement, an egalitarian 
spirit, democratic values, creativity and humour were stressed. At the 
same time, emphasis on face-saving, emulation and accommodation of 
others, intervention in the affairs of others, superstitions, lack of cohe-
siveness, collective egotism, dichotomic thinking of what is just and 
unjust, and hastiness were pointed out as shortcomings.17

Baek lays out six uniquely Korean facets that drive Koreans to try to 
become ‘number one’ in the world: (1) emulating and meddling in oth-
ers’ affairs in order to surpass them; (2) employing full creativity and 
dynamism to create new values; (3) a bibimbap (mixed rice) culture of 
fusion and harmony (the icon of today’s network society); (4) a palli 
palli (quick, quick or hurry, hurry) temperament, which is ‘an advan-
tage in the digital age’; (5) a shinbalam (love of merriment) spirit serv-
ing as an impetus for the creation of new cultures; and (6) a zealous 
passion for education.18
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Shin, Gwang-Chul’s work is much more historical, detailed and ana-
lytical in terms of identifying and tracing the many originalities and fac-
ets of the Korean national ethos. He traces back as far as the ancient 
Korean kingdoms and highlights Korean cultural heritage as evidence. 
Here, the word ‘extremist’ or ‘extremism’ is used as a term to depict not 
religious or ideological radicalism, but how Korea has accommodated 
and embodied different things that are so different or in contrast to 
each other. Reading his book, I came to realize that the Korean national 
flag is a good reflection of this: the circle in the middle of the flag is 
derived from the philosophy of yin and yang, the balance and harmony 
of opposing forces.

According to Shin, Koreans have traditionally accepted ‘extremities’ 
or ‘opposites’, and this would be quite unique in this world. The char-
acteristics of Koreans are elaborated and summarized as the following 
four points: first, Koreans accommodate totally different and opposite 
elements, internalizing and socializing them; second, Koreans have the 
dynamism to ‘traverse’ between the two extremes to create new things; 
third, Koreans provide ‘middle grounds’ to avoid collisions between the 
extremes; and, fourth, Koreans have the ability to ‘integrate’ differing 
factors to bring about a greater whole.19

For example, when foreigners are asked to name one single trait that 
best describes Koreans, many would say it is the palli palli tempera-
ment. There are both positive and negative connotations to this, such 
as diligence, motivation and a positive work ethic, but also hastiness, 
quick-temperedness, social stress, etc. But interestingly enough, on the 
opposite side of palli palli, there is this trait of ‘composure and perse-
verance’ that is typical of Koreans. Patience, endurance and a ‘never give 
up’ spirit have been the hallmark of the Korean people. On the sur-
face, these two may seem to have no links whatsoever, but what drove 
Koreans to achieve success was not only the palli palli spirit, but, per-
haps more importantly, this contrasting ‘composure and perseverance’.20

In fact, South Koreans do have many inconsistent and conflicting 
attributes. For instance, when there is a ‘get-together night’ for office 
workers, everyone is expected to take part in the fun and revelry until 
very late into the night. They are allowed or encouraged to go to the 
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‘limits’. Often they are told they should not worry about work the next 
day. But it turns out that no one is excused for tardiness and laxity, and 
they are expected to show up on time to work the next day as if nothing 
had happened.

In Korea, different thoughts and ideologies, religion and culture are 
all merged to be re-created. During the last 2000 years, Koreans were 
subjected to Confucianism in every aspect, spiritually as well as in daily 
life. While China and Japan came into direct contact with Western 
powers and half-coercively opened their doors to let in capitalism, 
Korea was more receptive to Western civilization and influence because 
the US liberated Korea from Japanese colonial rule. Koreans were 
so envious of Western ideas, science and technology to the point that 
Koreans’ own traditions and values were being discounted, and hence 
the sense of Korean national identity was seriously curtailed. Korea’s tra-
ditional values were considered obsolete and the strong sense of urgency 
to ‘change’ led to Korea’s compressed economic development.

Having achieved modernization in an unprecedented manner and 
also having experienced the positives and negatives of rapid economic 
development in a competitive environment, Koreans have started to 
look back on their history and national identity. As Shin observes, now 
in Korea, traditional Confucianism and Western capitalism might be 
heading towards a collision. The ongoing talk of ‘economic democracy’ 
in Korea is consistent with the Confucian task of taking care of ‘people’s 
economic plight’. Confucianism values equality and humanism, while 
capitalism is based on competition and materialism. For a long time, 
Confucian values were seemingly put on the back-burner, but they have 
been flowing in the veins of Koreans and, according to Shin, are now on 
the rise.

Koreans may well be at a crossroads in terms of their value system 
and attitudinal orientations. They have achieved both unprecedented 
compressed economic development and democratization. Western ideas 
and system have fuelled the former, while the latter might be attributa-
ble to the ‘re-emergence’ of the Confucian values of egalitarianism and 
humanism. Western countries experienced industrialization and rapid 
economic growth before realizing democracy, and the Korean model 
of development is consistent with this modernization. But there is no 
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denying that the innate Korean national ethos made this transition pos-
sible in such a compressed manner.

Na, Jong-Seok has written a very insightful book on Korea’s 
Confucianism and democracy, in which he claims that Korea was able 
to achieve democracy based on its traditional Confucian values rather 
than through its adoption of the Western ideals of democracy. Na 
asserts that Korea’s democracy has flourished because it is rooted in its 
Confucianism and, unlike conventional thinking, Confucianism and 
democracy are not conflicting values.21 This may be true, and it pro-
vides food for thought for other developing countries struggling with 
political challenges and social cohesion.

The rise in people’s expectations, a rapidly ageing society, the increas-
ing influence of globalization, along with other factors pose new chal-
lenges to Korea. As competition and the income gap increase, so does 
social tension. Furthermore, there are increasing concerns that the 
youth today are mentally vulnerable and weak. Thus, Korea finds itself 
in need of once again reflecting on its national values and the way for-
ward. The new developments in the Korean Peninsula surrounding the 
issue of North Korea’s denuclearization, if it continues to make progress, 
can have no small impact on the national visions.

As Korea fully embarked on the modernization drive, the egalitarian-
ism spirit of Koreans re-emerged, albeit in a different form. The tradi-
tional egalitarianism was more of a ‘passive’ right or idealism bestowed 
or upheld by the kings and the leaders. The new modern egalitarianism 
in Korea was born in the very trying conditions, like the struggle against 
Japanese colonialism, the Korean War and the devastation of the land. 
As mentioned earlier, the 1950s set the stage for a series of bold reforms 
like the land reform that revamped the vested interests, leading the way 
towards a greater egalitarian mindset of the people.

The 1960s can be seen as a turning point in the history of Korean 
egalitarianism: ‘passive egalitarianism’ turned into ‘proactive egalitari-
anism’. This proactive egalitarianism was built on the traditional egal-
itarianism and humanism with the new ‘empowerment of the people’ 
policy pursued by the government. The government’s all-out moderni-
zation drive propelled the people to be more motivated and ‘egalitarian 
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minded’, and this proactive egalitarianism in turn helped the govern-
ment’s agenda of economic growth and rural development such as the 
Saemaul Undong. When Korea was well on its way to rapid industri-
alization, this egalitarian spirit was turning into a formidable force for 
political change. Korean democracy finally came of age in 1998 with 
the first-ever peaceful transfer of political power from the ruling party 
to the opposition party. What seemed impossible happened ‘overnight’ 
when votes were tallied for the presidential election, and the perennial 
opposition leader Kim Dae-Jung was declared the winner.

This showed that Korea is a land of surprises and dynamism that 
constantly reinvents itself. The year 2002 was marked by the ‘eruption’ 
of the Korean people’s passion when Korea co-hosted the FIFA World 
Cup with Japan. It was an important occasion for the Korean people, 
especially the younger generation, to uplift their pride and confidence, 
and rediscover themselves. It was also the year when a tragic accident 
took place, in which two Korean junior high-school girls were hit by a 
US army armoured vehicle. The US military court’s acquittal of the two 
servicemen in the vehicle sparked unprecedented anti-American senti-
ments and protests in Korea. In that year, the presidential election was 
won by Roh Moo-Hyun, the most progressive President the nation had 
ever seen. Roh’s election ushered in a new generation of Korean politi-
cians to power.

The Saemaul Undong (The New Village 
Movement)

In the 1960s, Korea posted record growth under the five-year economic 
development plans, but this policy drive, centred on industrialization, 
deepened the gap between urban and rural areas. Many people left 
rural areas to start new lives in the cities, and the growing discontent 
of the farmers became a political problem. Unemployment and pov-
erty emerged as social issues, and the agricultural sector was faced with 
labour shortages, causing a rise in agricultural production costs and 
threatening the viability of the sector.



234     J.-D.  Park

President Park Chung-Hee realized that economic development 
could not be fulfilled without rural development. It was necessary 
to improve the income of rural households and encourage people to 
remain in rural areas by providing more income-earning opportuni-
ties and employment. This called for drastic measures to reverse the 
problems caused by the unbalanced growth that was fuelled by rapid 
industrialization. The Saemaul Undong, which in the beginning had the 
appearance of a campaign for improving rural living conditions such as 
roads, housing, water supply, sewage and irrigation, soon turned out to 
be an all-out movement for transforming the rural sector and the nation 
as a whole.

The Saemaul Undong is a Korean community development model 
which contains the spirit of diligence, self-help and cooperation that is 
also shared in the urban areas as well. It is said that during those times, 
most rural areas in developing countries, including those in Asia, were 
trapped in a vicious cycle of poverty, despite the flow of international 
aid and the government’s efforts. In this regard, the World Bank pointed 
out that it would be difficult to resolve the poverty situation without a 
special reform programme being in place.22

Korea was no exception, and before the Saemaul Undong started in 
the 1970s, in rural areas, about 80% of households were thatched roof 
houses and only 20% had an electricity supply. As there were no village 
entry roads for vehicles, even cultivators could not enter the villages. 
The situation in Korea back then is comparable to or even worse than 
what most Sub-Saharan African countries are facing today. But Korea 
was able to overcome this common and perennial dilemma, the under-
development of the rural-agricultural sector of developing countries, 
and enter the next threshold of development because of the drastic or 
‘revolutionary’ measures initiated by the Korean government in 1970.

Complementing this community movement was the government’s 
efforts to develop new varieties of rice as part of the Green Revolution 
and conducting large-scale land reclamation projects to create farmland. 
In the early stages, the Ministry of Internal Affairs played a leading role 
in this campaign by providing cement and other materials through the 
local administrative network. Later on, more ministries took part in 
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conducting the movement-related programmes, such as assisting rural 
households to find alternative sources of work out of season, forming 
cooperatives for the production of rice and barley, supplying electricity 
to rural areas and building factories.

The Saemaul Undong was launched as a mentally reformative move-
ment to make villagers aware of the spirit of diligence, self-help and 
cooperation, and a mental reform was achieved through practice and 
action instead of words and theory. The secret of the Saemaul Undong 
lies in its practicality, and it was a success because people themselves 
practised it. As was suggested earlier, the Saemaul Undong could not 
have been launched at a more opportune time. There was a sense of 
urgency in the population to get out of the misery in which they found 
themselves, and with the limited resources they could rely on, it was like 
they had no other choice but to work hard in order to earn a better 
living. If Koreans did not embark on such a movement at that time, 
they could have missed the critical opportunity to do so. It would have 
become increasingly difficult for the Korean people to take on hard-
ships or make ‘sacrifices’ for tomorrow as they might have already lost 
hope or motivation, or have fallen into the sinister trap of the vicious 
cycle of dependence that we witness today in many Sub-Saharan Africa 
countries.

The positive thing about the Saemaul Undong was that it bred a vir-
tuous cycle of voluntary collective work producing concrete results, and 
this reinforced the ‘can-do spirit’ of the people, which, in turn, brought 
about competition among villages and widening participation in the 
movement. The spreading of the Saemaul Undong not only in rural 
areas but also in urban areas and factories was like a ‘wild-fire’. What 
appears to have helped the farmers to be enthusiastic and confident was 
that Korea was already witnessing changes in the form of high growth in 
exports and industrialization in the 1960s.

At the beginning of the movement in 1971, the government is said to 
have provided 335 sacks (40 kg per sack) of cement to 33,267 villages, 
leaving it up to the villages to decide for themselves which projects they 
would use the cement for. As a result, villagers held community meet-
ings in which they elected Saemaul Undong leaders and agreed on which 
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projects they would undertake and how they would undertake them fol-
lowing long discussions. For instance, if the villagers decided to con-
struct a village entry road, they would work out specific plans on how 
to secure the necessary workers and land, and how to acquire and trans-
port gravel and sand, the raw materials needed to make concrete.

The Korean government evaluated the projects of all villages in 1972, 
one year after enacting the movement, and named 16,600 villages 
(approximately half of all villages in Korea) as ‘outstanding villages’. 
These outstanding villages were those that had successfully implemented 
Saemaul Undong projects and were provided with an additional supply 
of 500 sacks of cement and one ton of steel by the government. The 
villages that were not given additional government support were stimu-
lated by the government’s differentiated support system and, as a result, 
when all the villages were evaluated again a year later in 1973, some 
6000 villages were found to have implemented Saemaul Undong pro-
jects with their own resources and without government support.

Against this backdrop, the government classified villages into three 
categories: basic villages, self-help villages and self-reliant villages. 
Different projects were implemented in accordance with the level of 
performance and the level of government support was varied as a result. 
The principle of prioritized support to successful villages was applied. 
The strategy of Saemaul Undong can be summed up as being three-
pronged. First, the government played the role of jump-starting or 
igniting the villagers’ participation by giving limited support to spur the 
spirit of diligence, self-help and cooperation. Second, villagers started 
with practical projects in which they can participate and benefit from, 
and implemented the projects in a democratic process. Third, villagers 
fully embraced the principle of prioritized support to outstanding vil-
lages designed to induce the spirit of self-help and cooperation.

Jai-Chang Lee elaborates and sheds insights on the spirit of the 
Saemaul Undong: as the Saemaul Undong is a mental reform movement, 
its underlying spirit is emphasized all the more; however, in the past, 
many developing countries around the world attempted to develop the 
rural sector through so-called community development movements 
without success; the most important reason for their failure was that 
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they were devoid of the component of mindset reform given that such 
type of rural transformation initiatives, in essense, requires mindset 
reform based on its own social-moral fabric like cultures, traditions and 
national spirit; this was in contrast to Korea’s Saemaul Undong, which 
was implemented based on the home-grown spirit of diligence, self-help 
and cooperation.23

There are many proverbs that underscore the virtue of the Saemaul 
Undong spirits: ‘the early bird gets the worm (diligence)’, ‘heaven helps 
those who help themselves (self-help)’ and ‘two heads are better than 
one (cooperation)’, to name but a few. In Korea, there was a traditional 
cooperative agricultural group called durae and a traditional culture 
called hyangyak, a village code of conduct followed within agricultural 
communities. These traditional Korean heritages became the basis of 
the Saemaul Undong spirit, and the people’s strong yearning to escape 
poverty ignited the Saemaul Undong spirit of diligence, self-help and 
cooperation.24

In the initial stage of the Saemaul Undong, the government supplied 
villagers with basic raw materials such as cement and steel, while pro-
viding them with some technical guidelines. The villagers were able to 
execute by themselves the projects to improve their basic living envi-
ronment with the backing of the government. For example, kitchens, 
fences and sewages were modernized in households, and village entry 
roads were widened and paved, and public laundry facilities as well 
as public wells were constructed through the Saemaul Undong living 
environment projects. In addition, training was conducted in order to 
enlighten villagers with the Saemaul Undong spirit and to nurture their 
leadership.

The second stage involved building communal infrastructure and 
implementing production and income-generating projects with the 
SMU spirit and project experience that had been acquired. The main 
projects for improving infrastructure included the construction of 
bridges, clearing of village streams, paving farming roads and build-
ing irrigation facilities. Meanwhile, livestock breeding, horticulture, 
non-agricultural income-generating business, cooperative productions, 
greenhouse farming and speciality crop farming, such as of herbs, can 
be cited as examples of the income-generating projects implemented at 
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the time. During this stage, professional education on construction and 
farming as well as mental training was conducted.

In the third stage, various projects for common profit were imple-
mented based on the SMU spirit accumulated through previous pro-
jects. Public funds were raised through the Saemaul Undong credit 
union, cooperative project committees, village stores and the selling of 
food during special events. In addition, public village facilities such as 
village libraries, barber shops, baby care centres, public storages, rice 
mills, workshops and public farming machines were provided.

The fourth stage saw the expansion of the Saemaul Undong to 
urban areas. SMU, which started as a rural development movement, 
further developed nationwide during this stage. Urban Saemaul 
Undong was implemented in the cities by promoting public order, 
kindness and cleanliness. Energy saving, the promotion of frugal life-
styles and the improvement of product quality as well as productivity 
were promoted through quality control campaigns in companies and 
factories.

In more recent times, efforts have been made to promote the Saemaul 
Undong as a new national movement that can adjust to changes in 
Korean society under such slogans as ‘Green Korea, Smart Korea, 
Happy Korea, and Global Korea movement’. Good examples of the 
new Saemaul Undong are the national campaign to gather gold in order 
to recover from economic crisis, a win-win movement to promote coop-
eration between employers and employees in businesses, and various 
social service movements.

Even though great progress was made through the Saemaul Undong, 
trial and error could not be avoided. But the important thing was that 
improvements were made as villagers searched for ways to rectify short-
comings in themselves, while the government provided timely and ade-
quate guidelines.25

Lastly, according to the Korea Saemaul Undong Centre, the suc-
cess factors of the Saemaul Undong can be identified as follows:  
(1) voluntary participation of villagers; (2) democratic decision-making; 
(3) dedicated leaders; (4) differentiated support by the government; and 
(5) grassroots-level (village unit) execution.26
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