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- Abstract –

This paper examines a trajectory of contentious politics in a transitional context in order to identify a unique pattern of relationship between popular contention and democratization. By examining the trajectory of South Korean popular contention as a principal case, the paper shows how protracted process of transition allowed for social movement forces to obtain political efficacy and directly engage the state in pushing democracy forward, while bypassing the mediation of political parties. It is argued that the temporal interval between the initial expansion of political rights and the stabilization of democratic rule is characterized by political ambiguity, that is, institutional indeterminacy and fluid alignment, that encourages the development of an identifiable pattern of contentious interaction in which different actors, identities, action forms, and political claims emerge and contend over the direction, scope, and pace of democratization. Through a brief comparison of a few new democracies, it is suggested that popular contention tends to be stronger and its contribution to democratization greater in countries where transition involved longer duration than in countries where transition occurred relatively quickly through elite negotiation. Contrary to the established beliefs in the theories of consolidation, protracted transition and political instability does not necessarily mean democratic stalemate.
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Protracted Transition and Popular Contention:

South Korean Democratization from a Comparative Perspective 

The study of relatively long-term trajectories of contention has long eluded many researchers. With few exceptions, most studies tended to focus on limited political and social settings that bring about emergence and high moments of mobilization, leaving the changes and dynamics that extend over time in varying contexts obscured. This tendency tends to grow even stronger when applied to studies of social movements in the context of democratic change. This paper responds to this silence and seeks to expose the dynamics that allow movement politics to extend over time and across varying contexts. 
The major case of interest is the South Korean trajectory of contention that first kicked off in response to political liberalization measures taken by the authoritarian government in the early 1980s. Popular contention reached its peak in June 1987, when the ruling elites were forced to accept the drafting of a new constitution that would allow broad and equal participation in the electoral process. With the installation of electoral democracy, however, movement politics didn’t die away. On the contrary, the years following the democratic breakthrough in 1987 witnessed great expansion in mass organizations and disruptive mobilizations. Violent protests receded with the flow of time but social movement organizations and their political influence persisted. Nearly two decades have passed since the installation of electoral democracy and South Korea has even successfully passed the test of a peaceful “electoral power transfer to the opposition.” Yet the tendency of “mass ascendancy” (Kim 2002) and the power of South Korean social movements seems to remain an integral part in the political process. This poses a clear anomaly, when seen from the established theories that commonly predict demobilization to occur with the introduction of electoral politics. How do we account for this anomaly? Or, is this an anomaly at all?

In response, this paper examines the trajectory of popular contention in South Korea in a transitional context in order to identify a unique pattern of relationship between popular contention and democratization, in which popular contention played a greater role in shaping the contours of public politics than commonly assumed; and one in which social movements, together with political elites through their by-products, were the architects in the creation of democracy. However, strong social movements did not take form in a vacuum and the paper looks into the politically ambiguous situations that characterize periods of transition in accounting for the contentious trajectory of democratization. More specifically, the paper contends that in South Korea a) authoritarian influence over the transition process, elite division within the polity, historically weak party system contributed to the prolongation of the transition process; b) institutional indeterminacy and fluidity in the political alignment that characterize protracted transitions provided better opportunity for social movements in gaining political efficacy; and that c) social movement intervention in the political process helped push forward the shape and quality of democracy beyond what might have resulted from the given institutional setting. The relevance of duration of transition in studying the relationship between contention and democracy is tested against the cases of Brazil and South Africa. The implication is that, contrary to the established theories of consolidation, protracted transition and political instability does not necessarily mean democratic stalemate.
Theoretical Discussion

Transition, according to the most influential work on the topic, refers to “the interval between one political regime and another” (O’Donnell and Schmitter 1986: 6). The paper follows the conventional conception in identifying the starting point of a transition, which is the moment of political opening. The transition period is a time in which struggles over the rules of the new regime occur. In that struggle, the inertia of the past clashes with newly emerging forces. In is an “unsettled” period in which new styles or strategies emerge and contend each other (Swidler 1986; also, see Zolberg 1970) and through which new arrangements are settled. A transition ends when the struggle is over, that is, when key actors agree on a political arrangement that includes the rules of the game and obey it. With it, political process turns increasingly stable and predictable. The duration of the transition period refers to the temporal extension of the struggle over the new rules of the game; and “protracted transition” to transitions that show relatively long temporal extension. 

The study draws on the imagery of path dependence and think of the transition period to be a turning point. In the most commonly used sense, path dependence refers to the idea that “what has happened at an earlier point in time will affect the possible outcomes of a sequence of events occurring at a later point in time” (Sewell 1996: 262-3). Yet more rigorous approaches see path dependence as referring to “historical sequences in which contingent events set into motion institutional patterns or event chains that have deterministic properties” (Mahoney 2000: 507). The idea of path dependence sees history to consist of two moments: a relatively stable historical trajectory that carries with it self-sustaining mechanisms and events that punctuate the trajectory to produce major change (see also, Abbott 1997; Pierson 2000; Thelen 1998, 2003). This framework allows us to conceive a transition period as a turning point, because it is the transition period that defines the nature and characteristics of a relatively stable trajectory of politics that follows. 

The path dependent idea usually rests on a notion that the causes of a transformative event is (turning point) different from the causes that create the self-sustaining trajectories (Stinchcombe 1968: 101-117). While the latter is found indigenously through looking into how institutions operate and actions are structured within an historical path, the former is usually branded “contingent,” implying that the causes are exogenous to the conditions and processes of prior historical paths. This stresses the need to focus on what happens during a turning point, because it is through the explanation of turning points that we really gain knowledge of how things work in the historical path that follows. That‘s why many scholars have put much effort in debating how to identify a turning point in accounting for the crucial changes or variations that occurred in later history (Collier and Collier 1991; Yashar 1997; Mahoney 2003). These studies show that what happens during a turning point is crucial in understanding what happens in the succeeding periods.

However, it seems as if this point is widely neglected in many studies. Instead, it is common to see studies that look at contention and democratization building on ready-set theories that closely resembles stage theories. For example, a bulk of social movement studies draws on an imagery of a parabola in addressing the processes through which movements evolve (McAdam 1982; Tarrow 1989; Traugott 1995). The concept of “cycles of protest” is a good example. It follows a logic in which “an increasing and then decreasing wave of interrelated collective actions and reactions to them whose aggregate frequency, intensity, and forms increase and then decline in rough chronological proximity” (Tarrow 1995: 95). What happens during the cycle is closely followed but it gives us little information as to what happens to protest activities after a protest cycle, except for a usual conclusion dictating that “one of the most common outcomes of democratization is movement demobilization and institutionalization” (Hipsher 1999: 152). The problem gets more serious in studies of democratization in the political sciences (or “transitology,” to use a familiar jargon): “Liberalization refers fundamentally to the relationship between the State and civil society. Democratization refers fundamentally to the relationship between the State and political society” (Stepan 1989: ix). In this scheme, the idea that social movements may play an important role in the liberalization stage yet would become irrelevant in the democratization is already built in. 

Hidden behind these theories is an implicit assumption that historical trajectories are partitioned into segments that carry inherent logic of their own, and that change is a movement between one coherent regime and another. Once an explanation on why a change occurred from one regime to another is provided, the two regimes are seen as if they are irrelative. What happened to social movements, for example, in one juncture becomes an irrelevant question because now we moved to another regime. This approach neglects how social tendencies generated at different times and out of different configurations become constitutive of an historical path at later moments (Haydu 1998). A social tendency might not carry the same weight in constructing reality across different junctures, but this does not mean that it becomes extinct once its supremacy fades down. If this is true, then we will need to search for a sensible framework that can capture the heterogeneous elements and the way they interrelate in the making of history.

This framework should shake out implicit assumptions of dichotomy with respect to how contentious politics proceeds. The distinction between times when movements can exert creativity and resiliency and when they cannot; and the assumption that pits institutionalization against mobilization, or equating institutionalization with demobilization have little ground in the newly emerging theoretical climate (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2001; Goldstone 2003). For example, the concept of institutionalization may likely obscure the varying ways in which movement dynamics are built in different contexts: Although both rely heavily on political parties, the kind of dynamics Workers Party movement in Brazil involves may be different from what movement groups that employ lobbying tactics in the US involve. Similarly, although both take on trade unions as an organizational means, the British labor movement and its counterpart in South Africa might show more variation than convergence in terms of their power for effecting change. 

Instead, the paper proposes to abandon dichotomous thinking and seek to identify patterns that defy conventional distinctions made between institutionalization and non-institutional movements, and mobilization and demobilization. It follows earlier researches that identified and accounted for the unique patterns such as how and under what conditions trade unions or leftist parties, commonly perceived as non-movements partly due to the dominating influence of the “iron law of oligarchy” (Michels 1968), were able to build and maintain movement identities (Keck 1992; Seidman 1994; Adler and Webster 1995, 1999). It also builds on studies that sought to redefine the relationship between contentious mobilization and democratization beyond the perceptions of conventional theories that postulated demobilization and institutionalization to be the final outcome of social movements once democratization takes place (Cardoso 1992; Bermeo 1997; Kubik 1998; Ekiert and Kubik 1999; Tilly 2004).
The paper advocates a position that there is no end-point to democracy and that measuring democracy should employ a historical, processual view. In accordance, the paper adopts Tilly’s definition of democratization, which refers to any net movement toward “protected consultation,” that is, broad citizenship, equal citizenship, binding consultation of citizens, and protection of citizens from arbitrary state action” (Tilly 2000, 2004). This is not to suggest that institutions do not matter for democracy. They do. However, institutions are perceived as structured outcomes of action, especially contentious interaction. Accordingly, the paper rejects the approach that equates democracy with its presumed institutions and the view that look at the ways in which institutions operate as a measure for democracy. With an idealized model of institutional setting a priori set, such approach inevitably leads one to treat institutional forms or action patterns that don’t fit into the model as anomalies, while neglecting the underlying dynamics that may generate actual changes toward protected consultation and broadened space for political participation. It is argued that, without taking on a processual approach, it will be extremely difficult to understand and account for the variations that occur in the final political outcome. Within this framework, protracted transition does not necessarily mean democratic stalemate.
The paper posits that contentious interactions are embedded in history that consists of multiple trajectories or tendencies. The imagery of history we will draw on is one of a global path that is structured through various combinations of individual trajectories (Abbott 1997; Bearman, Faris and Moody 1999). Within a global path, different streams of action emerge at different junctures, generate heterogeneous tendencies with different directions and varying speed, and compete with others (Stinchcombe 1978). In the course different tendencies contend over the scope, speed, and direction of the global path and at times reach a conclusion; yet the boundaries dividing historical junctures are more porous than commonly assumed because the streams of action that pushed for “suppressed alternatives” in one juncture simply would not evaporate. “[I]n politics, unlike in the marketplace, losers do not necessarily disappear and their ‘adaptation’ to prevailing institutions can mean something very different from ‘embracing and reproducing’ those institutions, as in the worlds of technologies and markets.” (Thelen 2003: 231). 

Going back to the notion of transition, we might reconfirm that a transition period (a turning point) is an historical moment that mediates two relatively stable political regimes both of which are rooted in certain institutional configurations and self-sustaining logics. Institutional ambiguity and uncertainty characterize the transition period because it is a time during which the rules of the game are contested. Political transition, like all turning points, has duration. We would be able to say that a transition is over when contestation over the rules of the game is settled and the key political actors agree on acting along the channels and procedures that are defined by the game rules. However, this does not tell us anything about the content of the game rules per se. Some country might end up with a stable regime but only with a minimal amount of democracy inscribed into the rules of the game, while some might settle with game rules that contain more democratic quality. Whatever the final outcome, it will depend on what happens during the time of struggle over the rules of the game because political actors’ “momentary confrontations, expedient solutions, and contingent compromises [during the contest] are in effect defining rules which may have a lasting but largely unpredictable effect on how and by whom the ‘normal’ political game will be played in the future” (O’Donnell and Schmmitter 1986: 66). In other words, it is through the interactive dynamics during the transition that the major features of the new regime (or path) are defined. 

Origins of Political Ambiguity 
In many authoritarian countries, elections may be installed as a result of political struggle but also may come as a carefully drafted strategy on the part of the ruling elites (Drake and Silva 1985). Even when elections are conceded in response to popular challenge, they carry ambiguous implications. On the one hand, concession of electoral competition is a passive response to political uncertainty created by political challenge, but it is usually a carefully crafted strategy on the part of the ruling elites that is intended to “channel the energies and angers of the protestors into more legitimate and less disruptive forms of political behavior” (Piven and Cloward 1977: 30). This duality inherent in many political concessions often translates into sources of ambiguity. South Korean transition provides one clear example.

The first political opening (i.e., the relaxation of political restrictions and repression) occurred in the early 1980s and took gradual steps, which provided opportunity for political challengers of the authoritarian regime. Anti-authoritarian politicians and activists exploited the hitherto unavailable political spaces and came to form a broad pro-democracy alliance by the mid 1980s. Political tension grew and, in June 1987, mass demonstrations erupted following a series of blatant misconducts of the authoritarian government. Pushed to the final line, the authoritarian regime was forced to concede to the popular pressure and offer partial surrender (Han 1990; Chung 1997). An eight-point democratic measure allowing broadened political rights including the right to directly elect their president was declared on June 29 and the public was in bliss celebrating the event
. The processes leading up to the political concession demonstrates a clear case of victory on the part of South Korean opposition. But the democratic victory didn’t lead to a sharp break with the authoritarian past. Whether or not what South Koreans have gained through the struggle was democracy was highly ambiguous. 

First, the popular challenge and the political conflicts that produced the democratic turn in June 1987 occurred not during times of economic strain but during times of economic growth and prosperity. As a result, the bases of support for the developmental project of the old regime remained relatively strong while it became difficult for succeeding governments to abandon the basic policy lines of the old regime (Haggard and Kaufman 1995, 1997). In a sense, “the economic legacy of the authoritarian rule determines the policy agenda of its democratic successors” (Haggard and Kaufman 1997: 277). The middle classes were readily inclined to support restricted democracy once they get politically included and the economy remains stable (Rueschemeyer, Stephens and Stephens 1992), which became evident when a massive working class mobilization calling for independent unions took place days after the declaration of the concession on June 29 1987. The demands of the working class were largely ignored by the middle classes (Koo 1991).

Secondly, as a consequence, the extent of political inclusion remained highly limited despite the fact that the democratic “breakthrough” came as a result of mass mobilization. Specifically, the working class remained politically excluded. The newly declared political measures provided workers with political rights as individual citizens, but didn’t include any clause that would provide workers with political rights as members of a social group. This was partly due to the fact that the working class was organizationally weak prior to 1987 and that the political influence of the working class as a collective was largely absent during the June Struggle. However, having a large segment of the population politically unrepresented and not allowing them political freedom would impart significant implication for future trajectory of contentious politics in South Korea. 

Thirdly, a significant source of continuity derives from the fact that in South Korea “the constitution was written prior to the military’s exit and reflected the military government’s preferences in important ways” (Haggard and Kaufman 1997: 270). Participation of authoritarian incumbents in the drafting of the new constitutions leaves a huge imprint of the past on the new. In any negotiation process departing from authoritarian rule, incumbents strive to keep control over future political processes, which make the timing of the writing of the new constitution crucial. When the constitution is drafted after the first election or after a new government is formed, the constitution tends to show a sharper break with the past. When it is written before an election or transfer of power, authoritarian influence tends to be stronger. In South Korea, the concession of the authoritarian government was followed by a negotiation process over the new constitution in which the ruling elites had a strong say on who should take part in the process. Most of the former opposition members, both politicians and activists, strongly believed that they would win once election was installed and gave exclusive attention to ensuring fair rules. Calls for a Constituent Assembly was present but was largely ignored.

All these factors point to a strong sense of continuity and lasting authoritarian influence. The issue on how aspects of continuity between regimes during democratic transitions influence the future of democracy, however, is underdeveloped. So far, the consensus seems to be that strong continuity is a negative factor that impedes the process of democratic consolidation (Stepan 1989; Linz and Stepan 1996; Diamond 1999). Given that continuity means none other than authoritarian legacy, it seems clear that continuity would generate negative impacts on democracy. Yet what this approach neglects is the fact that history does not proceed in a linear fashion and that it involves jagged, reactive sequences as well (Tilly 1995; Mahoney 2000). Some transitions might carry authoritarian legacies to the new regime, but its effects would prove negative only when the carryovers get “frozen” in the new establishment. On the other hand, authoritarian legacies may become a source for activating a reactive sequence that may lead to its own dispensing. South Korea provides a good example for the latter case.

The political concession in June 1987 did create a change in the political climate. Many ordinary South Koreans, out of partial content and out of fatigue, tended to think of the concession as a conclusion to the authoritarian situation. Political elites were on the table discussing the frameworks of the new constitution, which would define the “rules of the game.” Political parties based on prior ties were taking form. It seemed as if South Korea was reentering a time of normalcy after years of ceaseless political conflict and street battles. However, there was another tendency which was a by-product of the enduring influence of authoritarianism. The new government, even though elected through a “democratic” election, could be easily viewed as another version of authoritarianism with a democratic façade. This was especially true as a hand-picked heir of the authoritarian ruler won the first presidential election in December. In addition, those who were not represented in the new political establishment found themselves at the position of secondary citizens as their demands for political representation were unmet and were instead greeted by harsh repression. In short, the sense of strong continuity supplied less incentive for popular actors and social movements to defuse. 

As a result, two tendencies coexisted and began to compete. On the one hand, a move towards electoral democracy, drafting of a new constitution, and the formation of a party system seemed to be enough for a return to political normalcy. Also, the interests of the political elites, both incumbent and opposition, converged on stabilizing the new political arrangement because they all thought they had a good change of winning under the new rules of the game. On the other hand, there were other actors who didn’t want the new rules to freeze as they were. Those who were not properly represented wanted remedies to the new rule so that they also get a fair chance for competing in the game. Different streams of action developed out of the two tendencies and it became a matter of contestation between the two streams. Whether to settle down with the new institutional establishment or to create change in the direction of enlarged participation was the matter over which the contestation was taking place. A new political order has been set but the strong sense of continuity, and thus restricted democracy, was generating a social force as a by-product that was to challenge its very stability. How this tension is resolved would determine the direction, scope, and quality of the future of South Korean democracy. In fact, it was to be a struggle over historical options.

However, this struggle would not take place in a vacuum. Above all, the historical legacies of the past would shape the contours of future trajectory to a great extent. How South Korean political parties were shaped was especially important. Historically, the post-colonial, post-War state in South Korea enjoyed great autonomy due the annihilation of significant social actors, including the landed and capitalist class (Cumings 1981, 1997; Lie 1999). South Korea inherited the structure of a highly autonomous and capable state apparatus from Japanese colonialism, and the elites capitalized on the effective structure for various purposes. Among them was using state power in shaping the party system
. The experience of the Korean War was useful for this purpose because it helped create a set of restrictive laws based on anti-communist principles, which would be used in arbitrary ways to suppress opposition. The forced dissolution of the Progressive Party and the execution of the party leader in 1958 on charge of violating the National Security Law proved that there was little ground for even the moderate left to exist in South Korea. 

As South Korean political parties were highly dependent on the state for their survival, they lacked autonomy and the skewed ideological balance made it hard for the parties to find appropriate identities. As a result, the parties were deficient of clear political agendas except for opposing the government. Even the true meaning of opposition would be forgotten for decades due to various restrictive laws and political bans under authoritarian rule. This also made most opposition parties, not to mention governing parties, operate with internal structures that were highly undemocratic (e.g., top-down, authoritarian structure). Not surprisingly, political parties (and other political organizations) tended to be organized around prominent individuals. With the thriving of bossism, elected officials were more responsible to their bosses instead of their electorates. Rent-seeking was a prevalent act in politics and it was not uncommon to find individual politicians shifting their loyalty to other parties or bosses. In short, political actors at the time of democratic transition had to inherit a tradition of a strong, coherent state and a weak, amorphous party system, which was to generate lasting influence on contentious politics during the transition. 

Struggle over Historical Options

June 1987 and the presidential election that followed in December ignited new changes that posed critical threat to the governing party. First, “older movements continued, through often in modified form, while new movements, born of new concerns, new identities, and new resource, arose” (Eckstein 2001: 355). Especially remarking was the emergence of mass organizations by whose whose interests were not appropriately represented by the current political system, that is, workers, farmers, street vendors, urban poor, and students. For the first time in post-war South Korean history, the genuine Minjung
 (the people) began to organize themselves. Second, the General Election that took place in 1988 shifted the power balance within the polity as three opposition parties outnumbered the governing party in elected members of parliament. Although the governing party, the same governing party from the authoritarian period, won the presidential election, it was no longer able to rely on the parliament for stable policy implementation. The ruling elite were in serious trouble. 

The response of the ruling elite was twofold. In regard to the political challenges imposed by new movement groups, the government abandoned its relaxed policing strategy and resumed harder stance towards radical Minjung organizations while encouraging moderate movement activities
. In response to the parliamentary situation in which the governing party turned into a minority, the ruling elite sought solution through an artificial political realignment project, a three-party merger that involved two opposition parties including one that represented one of the largest opposition groups during authoritarian rule
. The intention behind the creation of the Democratic Liberal Party (DLP) was clear: By offering political share to the moderate opposition groups within the polity, the ruling elite sought to create an institutional groundwork for indefinite control over the political process. It was a conservative alternative that closely imitated the Japanese single dominant-party model in which the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) maintained full control of the political process for decades within a democratic framework. With the merger, the mammoth DLP attained a great majority in the unicameral National Assembly and signaled a clear sign that they would not allow transfer of power or any political challenge. Indeed, the creation of DLP set up an opportunity for the newly formed ruling bloc to stabilize politics in their own terms. However, it posed great threat upon those on the other side of the line: another shift in the political alignment and another round of contention was in the making.

Astonished, the newly emerging movement force responded with more tenacity and militancy. In addition, the only opposition party that was left out of the deal was forced to build alliance with the movements as the DLP took unilateral decisions on various issues. Political challenge against the three-party merger and its conservative agenda intensified and eventually erupted in a prolonged battle in late April 1991, when a student protester was brutally killed by riot police who used steel pipes as fatal weapons. Intense level of mobilization and protest followed as hundreds of thousands of protesters occupied the streets for weeks without exhaustion. Many activists started to dub the May 1991 Struggle the “Second June Struggle” that brought about a breakthrough in 1987. There were even hot debates over the shapes of the “new regime” that many activists saw was impending. However, the ruling elite were able to defuse the intensity of protest by granting bits of concession to the opposition party and therefore severing the ties between the opposition party and the movement groups. Once movement groups became deprived of their ally, the level of repression intensified and media coverage quickly turned indifferent. After six weeks of intense struggle, the Minjung groups had to see a huge defeat. Political concessions were made to make the opposition party return to institutionalized politics, but the organized Minjung groups received no gain. The radical option that the movement wished to push forward seemed to have failed. In the presidential election held a year later, the candidate from the DLP won and it seemed as if South Korea was to settle with the conservative option of democracy. However, the struggle over historical options turned out to display a trajectory full of unexpected twists and surprises.

Enduring Ambiguity and Movement Politics

The “defeat” of the 1991 May Battle was followed by strong symptoms of movement crisis. Coupled by the chained collapse of the socialist regimes, “crisis of movement” discourse started to dominate the left movement. Heated debates about what went wrong and where to go led to plenty of accusations of opportunism and/or blind orthodoxy. Schisms and collapse of many movement groups followed. However, the intense debates gradually but steadily translated into space for deliberation, self-reflection, experiments for new movement models, and renegotiation of movement identities, organizational forms, and repertoires. The time of crisis was also a time of renewal. In the process South Korean movement force was going through a transition, from “war of maneuver” to “war of position” (Gramsci 1971). From time to time, conflicts would erupt between the radical Minjung groups and the newly emerging civic movement groups that employed more moderate yet innovative tactics
. The growing efficacy of the tactics developed by the civic groups greatly affected the radical Minjung groups. Under pressure from being the main target of selective repression and stimulated by the success of many civic groups, radical activists began to gradually expand their repertoire while not abandoning the uncompromising political stance. In response, civic movement groups started to show more openness to their radical counterpart. South Korean social movements were going through a differentiation process, but it was not without communication and nurturing of mutual understandings.

In the meanwhile, the DLP-dominated polity was undergoing significant change as well. The inauguration of Kim Young Sam, a former opposition leader who participated in the 1990 three-party merger, as a president in 1993 set off the process. Kim Young Sam showed Machiavellian expertise in the power struggle to win party nomination but it only became the seed for intra-party conflicts. The three former party-turned-factions shared more difference than similarities. With the relatively liberal faction producing the candidate and winning the 1992 presidential election, clamor within the DLP accentuated. Although the president was guaranteed unparalleled power, the fact that the right-wings constituted the party majority narrowed Kim’s room for maneuver and he and his group were forced to search for strategies that would offset the weak intra-party support base. 

The strategies were twofold. First, president Kim relied on direct appeals to the public as a way to enhance its strategic position within the DLP. A series of campaigns riding on popular demands unfolded under the banner of political reform. In the process, Kim successfully purged a politicized military circle that remained a firm partner to the majority right-wing faction within the party. In an attempt to challenge the vested interest of mainstream capital that also had close ties with the majority right-wings within the party, he also undertook an economic reform drive to establish a real-name financial system. Kim also launched a campaign for “rectifying history” in which he rode on public sentiments to persecute and jail two former presidents for their leading the past military coup and atrocities. Another strategy Kim took in overcoming his weak power base was active co-optation and recruitment of former activists into the DLP. On the one hand, the co-optation project was imperative to Kim because of the narrow pool for recruitment within the polity but it was also an active strategy to appeal to the people because former movement leaders represented fresh alternatives to conventional politicians. It painted a more pro-reform color to both the DLP and to Kim’s group; but since the new recruits were drawn from previous ties Kim had with them, it empowered Kim and his faction to a greater degree.

The strategic efforts enabled the president to take stronger control within his party and over the political processes, but that the supporters of the president was a minority both within the governing party and in the parliament was a huge departure from the past in which the power of the president and his supporting group usually dominated political processes. This was to be a general trend in South Korea. President Kim Dae Jung, another long-time opposition leader who succeeded Kim Young Sam and realized the first peaceful transfer of power in 1997, entered the presidential office mainly because he was able to form an electoral alliance with a right-wing party, but later when this awkward alliance broke he and his party found themselves a minority in the parliament. The mainstream right-wing elites were highly distressed by his presidency from the start and the relationship between the executive and the parliament started to grow belligerent. Again, the new president Kim had to rely much on sympathetic public opinion and social movement forces for political support. The same pattern continued with another presidential election in 2002 that brought Roh Moo Hyun, a self-taught, former labor-rights lawyer, to the presidential office. Since the inauguration of Kim Young Sam, the presidential office has always remained isolated from the majority in the parliament and the mainstream elite circles, which forced them to appeal directly to the general public and to create ties with social movement forces. 

In the meanwhile, the South Korean party system was showing extreme fluidity in the 1990s as well. Although a four party system emerged to compete in the first presidential election in 1987, the party alignment didn’t see a “freeze” as had been observed in Western democracies (Lipset and Rokkan 1967). The first change that occurred with the three-party merger in 1990 generated chains of reactions that led to making and unmaking of political parties. A few who was opposed to the three-party merger merged with the opposition Party of Peace and Democracy and resulted in the creation of the Democratic Party later in the same year. Internal party disputes within the DLP led to a split right before the 1996 general election that resulted in the creation of a right-wing United Liberal Democrats and the New Korea Party, which was the recreation of the DLP. The New Korea Party again saw yet another split due to disputes over the nomination of the party candidate for the 1997 presidential election and effected the creation of the New National Party and Grand National Party. The National Congress of New Politics, which was the largest opposition party, changed its name into the Millennium Democratic Party at the turn of the century through a merge with a minor Democratic Party only to go through another recent split. A decade-long history of the South Korean party system shows extreme fluidity, which was partly due to the lack of party identity and social agenda. 

From the standpoint of institutional stability, the shaky relations between the executive and the parliament and the fluid nature of party politics that characterize the post-1987 South Korean democratic politics become highly problematic. However, if we look at the same phenomena from a slightly different point of view, we are able to observe how such political ambiguity laid the ground for the organizations and political influence of social movements to grow. First of all, such reform campaigns reinforced the legitimacy and credibility of the claims and actions of social movements. This was because many among the issues and topics that the governmental campaigns took on were initiated by the movements. It was more of a case in which the government was attempting to ride on and take advantage of the political campaigns already in progress. This might have led to governmental appropriation of the reform agenda and loss of social movement autonomy. It happened in some ways, especially with regard to social movements led by the segments of the middle classes or intellectuals, but grassroots movement groups were able to maintain their autonomy as a social force because of the continuation of their political exclusion. In any case, such reform campaigns launched by the government helped strengthen its position against political rivals in the parliament but also created by-products which favored social movements. Repeated rhetoric of reform generated a sense among the public that something was wrong and needed to be fixed and movement groups didn’t hesitate to seize such opportunity. Movement groups made great effort in intervening with the government-led reform campaigns and dictated what is to be reformed and how. With the increase in media attention, the social reputation of the movement groups hiked as they were viewed as the reform experts.

Second, in the course of the campaigns channels for cooperation between government agents and social movements increased. Government agents often sought to consult activists for information and social movement groups needed a spring board to fulfill their goals. Not surprisingly, the channels that had been informal at first gradually crystallize into formal channels and institutions. In the process, movements groups pressured the government for the establishment of commissions and institutions that would serve the causes of social movements. Partly as a result of social movement pressure and partly out of calculation, governments often conceded. The establishment of the Human Rights Commission, the Korea Independent Commission against Corruption, and the Ministry of Women were prime examples of the new government agencies that were created as a result of social movement pressure. A good part of the personnel were recruited from former activist pool and the new institutions operated as “habitats” (Katzenstein 1998) through which social movements were able to expand their political influence into the government. 

However, taking advantage of the institutional space was only part of the many ways in which South Korean social movements exerted political influence. Social movements employed very confrontational and uncompromising tactics when necessary. In the fall of 1995, hundreds of movement groups came together in a campaign to “rectify” history and to “arrest,” by “popular mandate,” the former leaders of the authoritarian regime who were claimed to be responsible for mass murder and corruption. The result, as aforementioned, was the arrest and imprisonment of two former presidents as president Kim Young Sam rode on this political campaign to beef up his political power against his political rivals. However, this campaign was a crucial moment for the South Korean social movements because it provided an opportunity for Minjung groups and civic movement groups to come together and converge on direct action. From then on, direct action revived as one of the central tactics of South Korean social movements. 

For example, when the governing party pushed for a retrogressive labor law reform and railroaded the bill with their majority vote in late 1996, civic movement groups and Minjung organizations came together again in a broad coalition and coordinated direct action tactics in the city streets while organized labor was going through three months of general strike. After freezing the nation for months, the broad coalition in which hundreds of movement groups took part eventually forced the government to make a public apology and to overturn the laws that had been passed and the hitherto “illegal” labor confederation gained official recognition (Sonn 1997; Mo 1999; Kim and Moon 2000). Another example was to be found during the 2000 general election, when more than four hundred movement groups allied together and directly intervened with the electoral process in an attempt to block “unfit” and/or “undemocratic” candidates from being elected as representatives. Although this campaign was ruled illegal by election authorities, the defiant alliance threw out a “blacklist” of eighty-six undemocratic or corruptive candidates and campaigned to vote them out. Several key leaders were arrested and convicted for the campaign, but the alliance thwarted the intentions of fifty-nine powerful candidates (69% of the total names enlisted) to enter the parliament (Choi 2000). 

The economic crisis that struck South Korea in late 1997 also helped create space for joint action not only between the two movement groups but also among many other grassroots groups that had been previously weakly organized or weakly connected to public politics. Through the accumulation of joint action and shared experience, horizontal ties among movement groups started to grow. Overlapping networks multiplied as movement groups frequently came together in numerous ad-hoc committees aimed at solving timely social issues. More stable coalitions coping with relatively long-term target issues were also in an increase, both at the local and national level (NGO Times 1997, 2000, 2003). Advance in the communication technology and the emergence of new media (the internet) greatly contributed to the proliferation of public forums, both online and offline, in which public issues were debated and social movement agendas were spread. After a short period of abeyance, South Korea was transforming into a “social movement society” (Meyer and Tarrow 1998), but one in which the power of social movements were great enough to influence the shape of its political democracy.  
Throughout the unstable political process, social movements at times defended the reform projects of the governments from right-wing attacks but maintained their position as a relentless critique and challenger against the government as well. While some movement groups and leaders were co-opted into the institutionalized structure, most movement groups kept the allurement of governmental co-options at an arm’s length. On the one hand, South Korean movement groups were extremely wary of the possibility of co-optation, due to careful learning of the social movement experiences in other countries. On the other hand, the main reason South Korean movements were able to maintain autonomy derived from the continuing political exclusion of numerous social groups. Although there had been gradual improvements in the rights of workers, farmers, women, gays/lesbians, the disabled, migrant workers, and the urban poor, these groups were still systematically excluded from and were extremely underrepresented in party politics. As a result, members of these groups had no other option than to organize themselves and make their voice heard in the public. But the government and political parties seldom took these groups seriously, partly because of the lack of resource with which to solve the relevant issues, but mostly because they were enmeshed in their own political scuffles. 

The ties between political parties and social movements were never strong since 1987. The relationship between the executive branch of the government and the parliament aggravated as the conservative mainstream elite circles were threatened by the consecutive electoral victory of former opposition leaders. In contrast, the ties connecting the government and movement groups tended to grow stronger. Government agents tended to by-pass the burdensome procedures cross-party negotiations and directly engage the public. The weak support base of the president and ambiguity in party identities and agendas all contributed to the creation of enlarged political space for social movement intervention. On the cognitive side, repeated rhetoric of reform and politicized issues reproduced a sense among the public that something was wrong and needed to be fixed, only to end up repeatedly in growing disillusionment. Governments had to pick up on reform campaigns initiated by movement groups to make strong appeal to the public, but it unwittingly strengthened the legitimacy of social movements. Moreover, recruiting government personnel from the social movements and heavily relying on activists for policy recommendation greatly enhanced the image of social movement groups as credible establishments. The net effect was a public representation of social movements as a capable mediator among social interests, arbitrator between the government and the people, and the representative of the underrepresented. Increasingly, social movements were taking the presumed functions of political parties into their own hands.
Protracted Transition from a Comparative Perspective

The paper has dealt with how dynamics of contention evolved in a protracted transition. I have suggested that there are certain conditions that are likely to make the transition process protracted (e.g., authoritarian influence over the transition process, elite division within the polity, and instability in the political alignment) and that this provides opportunity for social movement influence, which led to further deepening in the quality of democracy in South Korea. This begs the question of to what extent variation in the duration of transition leads to variation in the dynamics that develop within the transition period. 

A brief comparison between Brazil and South Africa provides a useful case. South Africa went through four years of painstaking negotiation before key political actors finally agreed to a new political arrangement. Brazil, on the other hand, took at least a decade to institute direct election of the president and seems as if it needed another decade to finally stabilize the rules of the game. The dynamics of contention in each country varied. With a relatively swift democratic turn, South African contention tapered off rather abruptly despite its long history of resistance; whereas grassroots mobilization in Brazil seemed to build up in the course of a protracted process of democratization. In this section, I explore the possibility of how duration of the transition period might be incorporated to relevant discussions. I hypothetically submit that protracted transition provides better opportunities for social movements to persist in the context of democratization due to two aspects.
Adaptation 

In a short article that discusses the contexts of Latin American social movements and their responses, Gerardo Munck observes that longer duration provides better opportunity for social movements to adapt to their external environment.
“[I]t appears that longer and smoother—i.e., more controlled—transitions from more constructively interventionist and less repressive regimes are more conducive to the consolidation of the new practices of social movements at the level of civil society.” (Munck 1990: 32)

Munck proceeds with a brief comparison between Argentina and Brazil and reaches a conclusion that in Argentina “a clear break with the military regime (…) made it harder for organizations that emerged during the military period to adapt to the new context” (my emphasis). In contrast, in Brazil, where “transition was a long process, carefully guided and controlled from above,” “emergent forms of organizing in civil society had a more suitable terrain on which to move” (Munck 1990: 32). 

Without doubt, social movements exist in concrete contexts. Movement activists consciously craft strategies and identities in response to their social and political environment (which includes structural background, the relations among their opponents and allies, and any unexpected external shock). Whenever there is a shift in the environment, activists strive to devise new measures to counteract. After all, movement success largely depends on the extent to which social movements are able to follow up and adapt to the changes in their environment. The chances for movements to persist would be reduced when the pace of change in the environment overwhelms the pace with which social movements are able to adapt to the changing context. On the other hand, if change is slow and takes place over a protracted period of time, the movement would find it easier to find ways to devise new strategies for effectively confronting the changing environment. 

I believe this is what happened in Brazil and South Korea. In both countries, the transition process was initiated not because of a bottom-up pressure but because of the confidence political elites had due to relatively successful and stable economic performance. As a result, political elites had a strong hold over the process and democratization proceeded slowly bit by bit. Although repressive laws were still at work, grassroots began to exploit the new political space created by bit-changes and started to organize. In both countries, large-scale social movement organizations came after the initial moment of transition and grew into a social force that pushed for further democratization. As a result, the dynamics between political challenge from below and regime concession from the top-down characterized their transition process. Aspects of continuity were stronger in South Korea where the first president who was elected through a direct vote was a former military general. It enabled South Korean movement groups to frame the new government, even though elected through a “democratic” election, as another version of authoritarianism with a democratic façade. In Brazil, the opposition won the first presidential election yet a former incumbent of the authoritarian regime who had been nominated as candidate for vice-president became the acting president due to a sudden death of the president elect just after the electoral victory. In both countries, social movements were able to keep up with the changing environment and were able to create new identities and strategies to cope with it.

In contrast, South African transition to democracy evolved with faster speed. Although it involved so many catastrophic events, the temporal distance between the political opening and actual transfer of power to the opposition was only four years. With it, the power balance saw an abrupt shift and the militant movements that used to be the hallmark of South African resistance against the Apartheid rule became incorporated into government apparatus. Sudden change led to a political vacuum. This was so despite the aggravating poverty level in the black communities and frustration on the part of the black population with regard to the unsuccessful political and economic “reforms” of the new democratic government. In other words, social movements saw a sudden death in South Africa, although there were plenty of reasons for them to remain active. There are many other reasons to consider, but I suspect duration to be one of them.

Ambiguity as Opportunity

In an introductory chapter of the contemporary classic, Democratizing Brazil, Stepan mentions how the Brazilian path toward democratization was different from the Argentine and Uruguayan paths in a succinct yet thought-provoking way. The Brazilian transition has been treated as a prototype of a protracted transition yet political process in Brazil demonstrated lively dynamics between concession from the top-down and energetic popular mobilization and challenge from the bottom-up. Argentina and Uruguay, however, showed different dynamics,  

“Because the Argentinian military regime collapsed so rapidly after its defeat in Malvinas, nothing comparable to the Brazilian emergence of civil society developed in that country. In Uruguay, the two traditional parties constituted the core of a basically passive, but always available, alternative to the authoritarian regime, but virtually no new social movements formed, and pre-existing groups were quiescent and mutually isolated.” (Stepan 1989: xii)
Here Stepan throws in two important yet undeveloped ideas. The first concerns how variation in the pace of transition affected variation in the political outcome, which we discussed earlier. The second point is offered in a comparison between Brazil and Uruguay and concerns the degree of ambiguity during the transition. The well-established two-party system that previously governed Uruguayan political life for nearly a century left a huge imprint even through the days of harsh authoritarianism to the extent that, with the end of authoritarianism, it seemed as if it was almost predestined for the Uruguayans to return to their two-party system. In other words, it is suggested that the availability of an established institutional model greatly reduced the level of ambiguity (and also the temporal duration) in the transition process. In contrast, the Brazilian party system was extremely unstable and fluid, lacking any established model to return to or to emulate. As a result, the implication goes, Uruguayans returned swiftly to political normalcy while Brazilians had to go through an enduring period of political uncertainty and ambiguity. The stronger the degree of ambiguity, the more protracted the transition gets.

We have discussed earlier in this paper that a transition period represents an unsettled period, a time in which struggle over the rules of the game take place. As such, the notion of ambiguity is already built into our understanding of transition. Since transition is a time of searching for a stable institutional setting, longer duration of transition means longer extension of the ambiguous situation. We have used the term ambiguity in this paper to mean institutional indeterminacy and fluidity in the political alignment and this because institutions are no other than structured patterns of social (inter)action (North 1990; Thelen and Steinmo 1992). Cracks in the former authoritarian regime (and its breakdown) create a huge gap in institutional constraints and political actors become subject to different interpretation and action strategies. As a result, political alignments grow increasingly unstable due to the frequently occurring divisions and regroupings among political actors. Fluid political alignment implies that the newly established institutional setting is also vulnerable to change; that common agreement on the new rules of the game is not firmly established. In such a situation, ambiguity and uncertainty prevail and political outcomes tend to be highly unpredictable.

Stepan’s account tells us how ambiguity relates to duration of transition but doesn’t give us sufficient information on how ambiguity is connected with contention. One possible answer might be found on the ground that ambiguity is conducive to social movement activities because the ambiguous situation closely resembles the state of political instability or institutional disruption that many works on collective action find as a fertile ground for mobilization (Piven and Cloward 1977; Skocpol 1979; McAdam 1982; Tarrow 1994, 1996). Because disruption provides an encouraging environment for collective action, “all protest tactics depend for their effectiveness on the generation of a crisis situation (McAdam 1983: 745). In a state in which “people cease to conform to accustomed institutional roles; they withhold their accustomed cooperation [to established institutions]” (Piven and Cloward 1977: 24), certainty and predictability that usually guides the decision of elites collapse. This situation may provide more room for the grassroots to intervene with the political process because the weaknesses of the given institutional order will be revealed and debates over how to respond to the crisis will likely result in divisions within the elite circle. Breakdown of elite coherence means that the privileged position that the elites enjoyed during times of normalcy is impaired. This levels the playing ground for challenger groups and makes their voice be heard more loudly and their action felt more hardly.

This was mostly likely the case for Brazil and South Korea. Both countries lacked a clear political model from the past. They had no readily available alternatives. The elites as a whole were highly fragmented. Political parties lacked the capability to mediate between the interests of social groups within civil society and the policies of the government. The parties also lacked any sense of political identity and as a result the party system was extremely unstable and fluid. It was not uncommon to see yesterday’s foe turning into today’s friend. As a consequence, both countries showed high level of electoral volatility. Out of this political ambiguity grew social movements. Social movements in both countries were able to create further disruption in their effort to obtain piecemeal, yet significant, successes. Lacking any institutionalized channel for interest representation, organized labor played a crucial role in the making of the social movement field in both Brazil and South Korea. Instead of relying on existing parties, they tended to directly engage the government and in the course created their own political vehicle. Institutional indeterminacy and relational fluidity in both countries provided the political space for social movement intervention and social movement intervention in turn added to the reproduction of the ambiguous situation, as well as the protracted transition process. Movement politics may have blocked both countries from political stability, but it did contribute to enlarging political participation and promoting democracy.

South Africa demonstrated a different dynamic. Above all, key political actors were already established well before the initial moment of political opening. Political liberalization measure came in a package: the ruling elites were forced to enact an official process of negotiation with the opposition members at the same time they granted political rights to the very members they were supposed to negotiate with. The long struggle against the Apartheid allowed for the opposition to take a definite organizational form long before the transition. As a result, the relational topography in South Africa showed great stability (although divisions along ethnic lines created numerous conflicts throughout history). In short, the level of ambiguity in terms of the relations among actors was low in South Africa and transition was only a matter of defining the rules of the game. In Brazil and South Korea, the question of who shall have the right to define the rules of the game was itself an object of political struggle.
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�) The eight-point measures declared in response to the political challenge included direct participation in the upcoming presidential election for all citizens over the age of twenty; revision of the election law to ensure freedom of candidacy and fair competition; amnesty for political prisoners and banned politicians, allowing them to resume political activities; protection of human dignity and promotion of basic human rights; restoring freedom of the press by abolishing the repressive Basic Press Law; educational autonomy and local self-government through election of local assemblies and executive heads of local governments; creating a new political climate for dialogue and compromise; and a commitment to enact bold social reforms to build a clean, honest, and more just society (Diamond and Shin 2000: 6).


�) “The existence of a centralized state structure before the emergence of a party system constitutes, in itself, a difficulty for the institutionalization of the party system and a stimulus to clientelistic politics.” (Souza 1976, cited in Mainwaring 1988: 94).


�) The term “Minjung” refers to the ordinary people (or masses, or a combination of both) who were economically excluded and politically oppressed, which embodied an ideal image of the subordinate people in opposition to their oppressive rulers (Koo 1993; Wells 1995; Abelmann 1996). While all the movement groups that were part of the Minjung Movement purported to represent the interest of the Minjung, the Minjung Movement grew out of the broad pro-democratic movement under authoritarian rule in the mid-1980s, although the idea of the Minjung dates back to the seventies when South American libertarian theology was first introduced. The Minjung Movement did not consist of a single organization and nor was it led by a unitary ideology. On the contrary, Minjung Movement could be best understood as an historically specific form of movement that consists of a cluster of movement groups and their struggle that aimed at achieving a more democratic and equitable society.


�) The adoption of “selective repression,” i.e., employment of different policing tactics for different social groups, as a policing strategy reflected the changes that came with democratization. If indiscriminate repression characterizes the policing principle of authoritarian states, a move toward democratization most often accompanies a change to selective repression mainly because, with a move towards democratization, “the costs of suppression far outstrip the likely gains for the most influential actors with the greatest access to political resources, that is, political elites” (Dahl 1982, 37). For the concept of selective repression and how it is employed in different contexts, see della Porta and Reiter 1998.


�) The two parties that merged with the governing party included one that was led by Kim Jong Pil, a former head of the KCIA and vice president during the military dictatorship in the 1970s, who became deprived of political rights after another coup by neo-military officers in 1980; and another which was led by Kim Young Sam who used to be an ardent opponent of the authoritarian regime in the past.


�) The “civic movement” emerged partly as an alternative model of the Minjung movement. It drew on a new political identity that was grounded in the notion of “citizens” as the constituents of a government and rejected the “state vs. people” dichotomy in favor of a more plural view of reality. The dominant perspective within South Korean scholarship on this topic tends to draw a clear line between the two movements and assume there’s an inherent difference between the two (Cho 1999; Kim 2000; Kim 2001). However, a recent study demonstrated that the two supposed movement families are connected by dense ties, suggesting that the common paradigm separating the two movements may be highly exaggerated (Yee 2000). This paper concurs to the position that points out that the dividing line between the two movements is overly artificial and that, although competition and conflict were present during the early 1990s, the two movements tended to converge in the mid to late 1990s. 
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