Accepted pre-print version of:
Willis, Charmaine N. “Democratization and Civil Society Development through the Perspectives
of Gramsci and Tocqueville in South Korea and Japan.” Asian Journal of Comparative
Politics, August 4, 2019. https://doi.org/10.1177/2057891119867401.

Democratization and Civil Society Development through the Perspectives of Gramsci and
Tocqueville in South Korea and Japan
Charmaine N. Willis
Rockefeller College of Public Affairs & Policy
University at Albany, State University of New York
135 Western Avenue
Albany, NY 12203
(207)-699-9484
Abstract: The development of a country’s civil society has typically been tied to the
development of democracy: a vibrant civil society is indicative of a vibrant democracy. Why,
then, has civil society emerged differently in South Korea, a country that democratized fairly
recently, and Japan, a country that has been democratic since the end of the Second World War?
I argue the origins of democracy in both states significantly contributed to the contrasting
characters of civil society. In Japan, top-down democratization facilitated the development of a
civil society with a strong link to the state for the majority of the 20th century, best viewed from
the perspective of Gramsci. By contrast, the bottom-up democratization process in South Korea
fostered a civil society where organizations monitor the state, best understood from the
Tocquevillian perspective. Through comparative case analysis, this study endeavors to contribute
to the literature on civil society by highlighting the ways in which democratization influences the
trajectory of civil society.
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Introduction
The study of civil society, the metaphorical space between a country’s government and
society, remains one of the most elusive concepts in political science; debates about its meaning
and relationship with democracy persist. Dating as far back as Tocqueville’s Democracy in
America, scholars have argued that there is a symbiotic relationship between civil society and
democracy (Tocqueville, 1898; Diamond, 1999; Putnam, 2000; Alagappa, 2004). Indeed, in
authoritarian regimes there is little if any space between the state and its people for an
autonomous civil society to exist i. Authoritarian regimes restrict the ability of individuals to
assemble independently of the state, severely inhibiting the development of a civil society
independent of the state. Conversely, democracies not only allow the space for civil society to
grow and develop, they nurture it. Civil society imbues a democracy’s citizenry with civic and
democratic virtues and builds communal trust between citizens (Putnam, 2000). Civil society
also aids in democratic opening and consolidation (Diamond, 1999).
However, this understanding of the relationship between civil society and democracy
does not always hold and there are an increasing number of cases that challenge this
understanding. One such case is that of Japan. Several scholars have noted the relative weakness
of Japanese civil society in the latter half of the 20th Century vis-à-vis the state (Yamamoto,
1999; Schwartz & Pharr, 2003; Pekkanen, 2006). As Pekkanen (2006) noted, Japanese civil
society was one “without advocates”: large membership numbers in small community-based
organizations but fewer in broad-based advocacy organizations, the type which conforms to the
conventional understanding of civil society’s relationship with democracy. This is particularly
puzzling because Japan is one of the longest-standing democracies in Asia. On the other side of
the spectrum, South Korea is a relative democratic newcomer with its transition to democracy
beginning in 1987, yet Korean civil society is characterized as active and vibrant. Several
scholars note the role that Korean civil society has played in monitoring the government and
holding it accountable (Diamond & Kim, 2000; Samuel Kim, 2003; Armstrong, 2007). The
contrast between the two cases is intriguing given their shared experiences as developmental
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states with accelerated economic growth in the 1970s and recipients of US assistance in post-war
reconstruction.
The difference in the characterizations of civil society in Japan and South Korea is
supported by an examination of the composition of civil society groups. In their 1997 survey of
civil society organizations in several countries, Tsujinaka et al. (2007) found that business
associations composed a large swath of Japanese civil society. Not only were 20% of the
organizations in the sample business associations but several other organizations categorized in
the “other” category (the largest category in the Japanese sample) identified as commerce and
industry organizations (Tsujinaka and Pekkanen, 2007: 425). By contrast, citizen-led
organizations (shimin dantai) accounted for less than 5% of the groups, one of the smallest
categories in the Japanese sample. Citizen-led organizations include anti-war groups, consumer
advocacy groups, and pro-environmental groups (Tsujinaka, 2010). In other words, groups
whose interests and goals may come in conflict with the state’s. However, citizen organizations
accounted for almost 20% of the groups in the South Korean sample, the second largest category
of South Korean civil society groups (the largest being social welfare organizations).
Additionally, business associations composed a little over 10% of the South Korean sample.
Assuming this sample is representative, this suggests that civil society organizations in South
Korea are more likely to consist of citizen’s organizations than in Japan.
What accounts for the difference in the development and character of civil society in
Japan and South Korea? I argue that the differences are due to divergent democratization
processes in each respective country. The top-down installation of democracy in Japan facilitated
the development of a civil society that was largely not resistant to the state.
The result is that the political opportunity structure in Japan fostered the growth of communalbased Neighborhood Associations but few broad-based civil society organizations until the
passage of the 1998 Non-Profit Organization (NPO) law, later discussed in greater detail
(Pekkanen, 2006). The bottom-up democratization process in South Korea in which civil society
played a leading role prompted the recognition of civil society as an important player in
democratic monitoring. The legacy of Korean civil society as a vehicle for political participation
under authoritarianism has carried over into the democratic era, which has been detrimental to
democratic consolidation vis-à-vis the weakness of political parties.
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This research explores the divergent development of civil society in Japan and South
Korea from the mid- to late-20th century. Through qualitative case comparison, this research
challenges the conventional understanding of the relationship between democracy and civil
society. Much of the research on this relationship focuses on how civil society contributes to
democratization, whereas this research focuses on how democratization contributes to civil
society. I argue that it is the process of democratization or regime transition rather than regime
type that matters for the shape of civil society. The advantage of comparing Japan and South
Korea is that they share many characteristics that can be “controlled for” in discerning why civil
society development in these two cases was different, such as the developmental state experience
and US assistance during post-war reconstruction. Furthermore, employing the theoretical lenses
of Tocqueville and Gramsci to the development of civil society in these cases allows us to
understand how they compare to civil society elsewhere and perhaps refine the traditional
understandings of civil society. Why and when does the state penetrate civil society in
democracies? Under what conditions do pluralistic civil societies develop? These are questions
derived from Gramsci’s and Tocqueville’s perspectives of civil society that these cases
illuminate and to which I will return.
First, I provide an overview of the literature on civil society, highlighting the concept of
civil society and how it relates to democracy. I then present the primary argument: even though
civil society in South Korea and Japan began the post-war era inhibited and infiltrated by the
state, the democratization process in South Korea engendered a strong civil society that kept the
state in check. However, Japanese democratization did not change the relationship between civil
society and the state because it was instituted from the top-down (constitutionally-mandated after
Japan’s defeat in WWII) rather than from the bottom-up. The state-civil society relationship in
Japan did not change until the end of the 20th century due to a shift in public opinion following
the 1995 Hanshin earthquake. I conclude with reflections about what these cases can contribute
our knowledge about the relationship between civil society and democracy.

The Meaning of Civil Society and its Relationship with Democracy
The meaning of the term “civil society” varies depending on the temporal and spatial
context. The modern concept of civil society is thought to originate from the 18th and 19th
centuries following political revolutions in Western Europe and the US. Emerging from this
4

context, “civil society” was composed of voluntary, self-organized associations that “grew out of
a fear of state despotism” (Garon, 2003: 42). Civil society was a “public sphere” separate from
the state where people could discuss politics and contemporary issues. Additionally, this public
sphere provided a space in which citizens could organize separately from the state.
The standard definition of contemporary civil society is that it consists of groups who
seek out the public interest, are autonomous from the state and the business sector, represent
diverse interests, are open and voluntary, and are bound by law (Diamond, 1999). Civil society is
“a distinct sphere for the discourse and construction of normative ideals through interaction
among nonstate groups on the basis of ideas and arguments, an autonomous arena of selfgovernance by nonstate actors in certain issue areas” (Alagappa, 2004: 32). It is a space where
citizens can attempt to achieve political and societal change outside of the state apparatus. In this
version, civil society includes groups that focus on economics, culture, education, specific issues,
civics, and religion and excludes groups such as organized crime and the family.
Based on the Western experience, civil society is theorized to have a symbiotic
relationship with democracy: democratic regimes allow the social space for civil society to
flourish and civil society can nurture democracy. Civil society contributes to democratization
and consolidation by monitoring the power of the state and holding it accountable to the public;
helping to stimulate political participation and promoting the benefits and responsibilities of
democratic citizenship; educating people about democracy; allowing multiple interests to be
heard and represented; identifying and training new political leaders; monitoring elections and
guarding against corruption in new democracies; providing conflict resolution and mediation
channels; focusing on local community development; and “enhancing the accountability,
responsiveness, inclusiveness, effectiveness, and hence legitimacy of the political system”
(Diamond, 1999: 239-250). The institutionalization of civil society is crucial to the democratic
consolidation in that it establishes democracy as the only legitimate type of government, making
it harder for other types to exist (Alagappa, 2004). Additionally, civil society cultivates what
Putnam (2000) terms civic “social capital”, “connections among individuals- social networks and
the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them” (19). There are two types of
social capital: bonding (which is inward-looking and reinforces exclusive and homogenous
group identities) and bridging (which is outward-looking and joins people across social
cleavages). It is bridging social capital that is the most essential for democracy-building as it can
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build broader identities. For example, a white nationalist group fosters bonding social capital
between its group members but not between other members of society. An issue-based group,
however, creates bridging social capital by facilitating connections between people who may
otherwise be different from each other but share an interest in a particular issue.
However, as the scope of political science has broadened beyond the Western experience,
old concepts have needed to be revisited. One key innovation in terms of understanding civil
society as a concept is that in many instances, the distinction between the state and civil society
is blurred (Chen, 2010; Teets, 2013). For example, the CCP fosters civil society organizations
that can assist the government in providing public goods and services at the local level (Unger
and Chan, 1995; Teets, 2013). Additionally, civil society may not be representative or inclusive
of all strata of society and in this way may be symbiotic with the state’s interest in repressing and
shunning undesirable societal groups as part of the modernization process (Chatterjee, 2004;
Chen, 2010). Furthermore, in several cases in East Asia, former members of civil society groups
have been elected or appointed to government positions (Chen, 2010). Finally, as the example of
China also indicates, civil society can exist under authoritarianism, albeit with a low level of
autonomy from the state.

Tocqueville, Gramsci, and Democratization
There are several perspectives through which to understand civil society, two being those
of Tocqueville and Gramsci. From the former perspective, “a pluralistic and self-organizing civil
society independent of the state is an indispensable condition of democracy” (Hedman, 2006: 3).
Part of the reason that civil society is autonomous from the state in this view is that the state is
cast as a weak central government. The primary role of civil society is to keep the state and the
business sector in check and in doing so protect society’s interests. Additionally, Tocqueville
assumes that civil society cultivates civic and democratic virtues. Thus, the Tocquevillian
perspective casts civil society as a defender of democracy by preventing the state from becoming
tyrannical and creating a democratic society.
The Gramscian perspective of civil society neither assumes civil society’s autonomy
from the state nor does it assume that civil society is altruistic. In fact, for Gramsci, civil society
is an extension of the state into the private sphere (Buttigieg, 1995; Morton, 2007). Rather than
challenging the state, civil society maintains the status quo by mobilizing the consent of the
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middle and lower classes (Buttigieg, 1995; Hedman, 2006). Thus, from this perspective civil
society itself is a unified, “hegemonic” actor that prevents the lowest classes from gaining
political power (Buttigieg, 1995; Chatterjee, 2004). Contrary to the Tocquevillian version, civil
society is a realm of contestation for societal support and political power. However, for Gramsci
it is within this arena that social revolution begins: subaltern classes successfully compete with
the capitalist class for power and eventually gain enough power to create societal change
(Buttigieg, 1995: 20). Thus, in the Gramscian version of civil society, civil society is an
extension of the state, monopolized by the capitalist class to maintain the status quo and stifle
subaltern classes.
I argue that despite democratization, Japanese civil society can best be understood
through the Gramscian perspective until the end of the 20th century. The root cause is the way in
which Japanese democracy developed, as I will explore in further detail. The top-down
democratization process in Japan, imposed from the outside rather than emerging from within,
resulted in the slow development of norms typically attributed to democratic governance.
Despite Japan’s experience with authoritarianism, I argue that the Tocquevillian idea that the
primary role of civil society is to check the state’s power did not emerge in Japanese society until
the end of the 20th century. As I demonstrate in the Japanese case, this is partly because the
strength of the Japanese state remained relatively continuous from before World War II into the
post-war era, thus the political challenge posed by Japanese civil society to the state was limited
for the majority of the 20th century. Furthermore, little changed in the middle-class
consciousness from World War II to the post-war era (Barshay, 1992: 389). Japan’s astronomical
economic growth and US foreign policy decisions also helped to maintain the status quo. It was
against these barriers that Japanese civil society found itself for the majority of the post-WWII
era. The result is that the state repressed those civil society organizations that it deemed inimical
to the status quo while supporting those deemed benign or capable of assisting the state in some
of its functions such as providing social welfare (Schreurs, 2002: 59). The AMPO protests in the
1950s and 1960s were the only partial exception to this pattern, which were undermined by the
Japanese government and resulted in no change to the status quo. Japanese civil society was best
understood through the Gramscian lens until essentially the passage of a law loosening
restrictions in 1998. After the enactment of the NPO law in 2001, Japanese civil society became
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best understood through the Tocquevillian perspective, due to the proliferation of different types
of civil society organizations.
I argue that after the Korean War, Korean civil society is best viewed from a Gramscian
perspective. There was contention between different types of civil society organizations for
political power, though the radical groups which challenged the political and societal status quo
were repressed by the government through laws and physical force (Cho, 2000). Accordingly,
the government repressed any organization it deemed as a threat to the status quo and fostered
organizations which contributed to economic growth such as the Korean Federation of Trade
Unions (Cho, 2000: 279). Furthermore, radical and subaltern groups were not supported by the
middle class. As I will demonstrate further, the Korean middle class was willing to tolerate a
series of authoritarian regimes due to South Korea’s astronomical economic growth (so-called
“performance legitimacy”) (Zhu, 2011).
However, in the 1980s, leftist pro-democracy groups began to gain public support
following the Kwangju Uprising, an event to which I will return. Finally, in 1987, the prodemocracy movement, with the support for the middle class, successfully pressed the
government for democratic elections (Oh, 2012). After democratization in 1987, a pluralistic
civil society proliferated in South Korea (Cho, 2000). Accordingly, the growth of civil society
and civil society membership in the post-1987 era is associated with high levels of social trust
(Kim, 2005). Contrary to the conventional belief that the building of social capital facilitates
democracy-building, social trust has not translated to trust in political institutions in South Korea
(Kim, 2005). This lack of trust in political institutions is partially due to the Korean experience
with authoritarianism. Citizens have placed their trust in civil society organizations instead of
political institutions such as political parties, which has hindered their development.
Furthermore, the lack of political trust means that civil society organizations must limit their ties
to the state. However, recent studies indicate a greater level of political trust in South Korea,
implying that the role of civil society vis-à-vis the state may be changing (Lee and Yi, 2018).
Thus, I argue that in South Korea, post-war civil society was best understood through a
Gramscian lens, since the government extended societal control through groups that it deemed
non-threatening to the status quo while repressing pro-democratic subaltern groups. However,
social and political revolution emerged from civil society as pro-democratic groups led the way
to democratization in 1987. Democratization resulted in a loosening of the legal structure which
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hindered the development of civil society, resulting the emergence of a pluralistic civil society
that plays a monitoring role over the government and business section. Therefore, postdemocratization South Korean civil society could be best understood through the Tocquevillian
perspective.

Analysis
In the cases that follow, I demonstrate how both the Japanese and South Korean
governments stifled the development of civil society in favor of maintaining the status quo. In
both cases, the state only supported the emergence and growth of civil society organizations
which supported economic development, facilitated social welfare provision, or otherwise did
not challenge the state. Thus, civil society in both Japan and South Korea started off as weak visà-vis the state in the post-war era. In both instances, the strength of the state was supported by
US foreign policy and public support for the impressive growth of their respective economies.
However, South Korean civil society became stronger and pluralistic as a result of its
democratization process. In this case, the state has become weak vis-à-vis civil society after
South Korea’s transition to democracy in 1987. Korean civil society organizations play the
monitoring role ascribed by Tocqueville. The same did not occur in Japan: democratization did
not engender a pluralistic civil society. The state restricted civil society development until the
end of the 20th century, where new-found societal support for civil society following the 1995
Hanshin earthquake led to change in the civil society-related legal framework. The opening of
the legal framework vis-à-vis the 1998 NPO facilitated a proliferation of civil society
organizations by relaxing restrictions on the types of organization that can gain legal status.
Thus, Japanese civil society from the early 2000s onward is best understood through a
Tocquevillian lens.

Japan
The US played a major role in post-war reconstruction in Japan, particularly in terms the
creation of the new Japanese “Peace Constitution” and the US-Japan security alliance. Initially,
the US also promoted the growth of more inclusive civil society groups and “sought to sever the
historic ties between the Japanese state and popular associations, believing that these cozy
relationships stifled the growth of democracy” (Garon, 2003: 56). Ultimately, the US could not
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overcome the traditional relationship between Japanese society and the state; popular
associations such as the neighborhood associations continued to dominate. However, a major
reason that these ties could not be broken was that the US shifted its priorities in Japan from
democratization to the containment of communism, which allowed conservative elites to
maintain power. While the US originally wanted these elites out of power due to their role in
Japan’s wartime government, it allowed these conservative elites to maintain power because they
prevent communism from infiltrating the Japanese government.
Japan, like South Korea, was a developmental state and there was a strong connection
between the state and the keiretsuii. In Japan, “in the 1960s, economics became the primary
concern… this meant the decline of the two dominant political ideologies of the fifties- the
traditional view of the state and people’s democracy” (Makoto, 1999: 81). Concerns about
democracy and democratic consolidation were put aside in favor of economic concerns as it did
in other developmental states. Japan’s experience as a developmental state also led to the growth
of specific types of civil society groups. The LDP-led government supported three categories of
civil society groups: groups related to the economy, neighborhood associations, and social
welfare groups. First, the state allowed economically-focused groups such as business
associations and producer groups, at one time accounting for 50% of civil society organizations
in Japan (Tsujinaka, 2003: 91). A major reason the state encouraged this type of group was
because producer groups had a symbiotic relationship with the LDP: rural voters, particularly
farmers, voted for the LDP candidates and in return the LDP gave its supporters benefits
(funding, beneficial policies) at the local level. As Scheiner (2005) mentions, “voters cast ballots
for those most able to provide goods and services locally” and in Japan, that has been the LDP
(100). This is significant as the LDP, although widely unpopular in urban areas, retained power
because it maintained most of the rural vote. Thus, this clientelistic practice not only enabled the
development of producer groups but was also partially responsible for keeping the LDP in power
for most of the post-World War II era.
Second, the LDP promoted the neighborhood association-type of civil society in Japan.
The state favored neighborhood associations because they foster social capital, which is good not
just for individuals but for society at large (Pekkanen, 2006). Additionally, these types of
organizations are locally-based and cannot grow geographically, preventing them from
challenging the LDP’s power. Lastly, the state also promoted and used groups that addressed
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social welfare issues such as care for the elderly to address gaps in government care (Avenell,
2009: 249). During the 1980s, corporations donated money to support such civil society groups
to promote the image of good corporate citizenship (Yamamoto, 1999: 101).
The Japanese state permitted civil society organizations that were unable or unwilling to
challenge the state’s power. Civil society organizations that focused on more contentious issues
such as US-Japan security alliance politics have traditionally been constrained by the LDP using
the strict Meiji-Era legal framework about associations which existed until 1998iii. An
organization needed to be established as a public interest legal person (PILP) to be granted legal
status. Legal status was important to civil society groups because without it they could not sign
contacts, open bank accounts, hire staff, own property or undertake projects with government
bodies, severely limiting their ability to grow and be effective in influencing policy. Perhaps
most importantly, the lack of legal status denied them legitimacy in the eyes of the Japanese
public. The result was that bureaucrats had the power to decide whether a particular group was in
“the public interest” (Pekkanen, 2006: 52). Many civil society groups were non-profits but
deemed to be not in “the public interest” and thus were denied legal status. The state was less
likely to grant legal status to groups focused on contentious issues and thus, these groups lacked
legitimacy in the eyes of the Japanese public. The result was that many Japanese civil society
organizations failed to thrive.
The AMPO protest episode is a poignant example of the ways in which the political
opportunity structure in Japan hindered both the growth of civil society organizations and their
ability to affect policy. In the previous decade, protests arose as a response to the proposed
remilitarization of Japan in light of the Chinese Revolution and the Korean War; protestors,
particularly student activists, demanded the removal of US forces from Japan (Kingston 2010:
110). The US-Japan security treaty was up for renewal in 1959; protest activity leading up to the
Diet’s vote for renewing the treaty was high and included a coalition of social organizations
known as The People’s Council to Stop the Revised Security Treaty. Mass protests erupted as a
result including mass work stoppages, confrontations between student activists and police, and
demonstrations surrounding the Diet building in Tokyo (Ando 2013: 32). However, the protests
eventually proved unsuccessful as the treaty was renewed by the Diet under surreptitious
conditions; the renewal was signed by Prime Minister Kishi and LDP Diet members in 1960
when oppositional Diet members were absent. Following the AMPO renewal, students formed
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kikyo movements in their hometowns to discuss issues about democracy following the
controversial renewal of the treaty, seeking to convert public concerns about everyday issues into
public awareness of social problems.
However, the 1970s saw the rapid decline of the kikyo movements. The Japanese media
criticized the movements and violent tactics used by some of the activists were particularly
demonized as they could jeopardize Japan’s rapid economic growth (Ando, 2013: 82). Student
groups were sometimes also associated with the Japanese Communist or Socialist Parties, which
lacked public support. The result was “…negative impressions of New Left movements as
“childish” spread widely to Japanese civil society after the movements declined rapidly in the
1970s” (Ando, 2013: 17). This episode contributed to public skepticism of leftist movements and
the public view of protests and demonstrations as illegitimate. Until recently, Japanese civil
society organizations have largely focused on apolitical everyday issues at least partially due to
the lack of social support for political movements, with the notable exception of the anti-US base
movement in Okinawa.
The year 1995 served as a turning point for civil society organizations in Japan. That
year, a 7.3 magnitude earthquake struck the city of Kobe, resulting in the deaths of more than
6,400 people (“Kobe Remembers Great Hanshin Earthquake 22 Years On,” 2017). In the
aftermath, civil society organizations demonstrated their usefulness to the Japanese public by
providing a quicker response to the disaster than the Japanese government. The result was public
support for civil society and a change in the civil society framework. In 1998, the NPO law was
passed, which made it possible for more civil society groups to gain legal status; the law came
into force in 2001 (Pekkanen, 2006: 22). The law’s passage changed the composition of Japanese
civil society by fostering the growth of a plurality of organizations. For example, not only did the
law facilitate a growth in the number of neighborhood and social associations (such as business
associations), but it drastically increased the number of registered NPOs (Tsujinaka, 2010). In
Tsujinaka et al.’s (2007) survey of Japanese civil society organizations, a little less than 1,000
NPOs were established in the period from 1996 to 2000; by contrast, almost 3,000 groups gained
legal status between 2001 to 2005. This suggests the development of a pluralistic civil society,
one best viewed from the Tocquevillian perspective.

South Korea
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From the end of WWII until democratization, South Korea was characterized by a
political opportunity structure that largely inhibited the growth of civil society, particularly those
groups who conflicted with the Korean government. One of the facilitating factors was US
foreign policy following the Korean War. The United States supported dictators from Rhee
Syngman in 1948 to Chun Doo Hwan until 1987, consistent with the Truman Doctrine of
communist containment. At the time, the US was more concerned with the survival of South
Korea vis-à-vis the North than the development of democracy. While Rhee and his successors
led undemocratic governments, their control over the South Korean populace and support from
the United States prevented the spread of communism in the South.
Part of the reason that the Korean government was able to maintain strong social control
for several decades was due to its performance legitimacy. Like other East Asian states, South
Korea was a developmental state, a state that is highly interventionist and practices state-led,
inward-looking economic planning (Pempel, 1999). Additionally, there was collusion between
the state and chaeboliv. Accordingly, the Korean government’s state-led economic policies
resulted in a mandate of legitimacy from the Korean public through an unprecedented level of
economic growth, particularly in the manufacturing sector. This growth depended partially on
sub-par working conditions in the factories, which included unsafe working conditions, long
hours, low wages and a lack of organization resources for the workers (Lee, 2009). Blue-collar
laborers attempted to redress these issues through smaller scale strikes and protests but were
unsuccessful in getting their problems solved due to their inability to organize en masse.
Authoritarianism in South Korea prevented civil society organizations that the state
deemed to be a threat to the status quo from operating. The government subverted opposition
movements by denying social freedoms, civil liberties, and democratic practices. Student
activists were specifically targeted as they were at the fore of the pro-democracy movement.
Accordingly, the Korean government attempted to keep them check through brutal police putdowns, imprisonment, and university closures. Until essentially 1980, the pro-democratic
movement was incapable of sustaining itself primarily due to state repression.
However, 1980 marked a turning point in the South Korean struggle for democracy,
stemming from the Kwangju Uprising. In 1980, then-president Chun Doo Hwan extended
university closures to universities outside the metropolitan areas of Seoul and Pusan. In
previously untouched Kwangju, students and professors protested the closure of Chonnam
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National University. In response, the Chun government sent paratroopers into Kwangju to stop
the protests, resulting in the deaths not only of several protestors but of innocent bystanders as
well. The incident resulted in several fatalities, ranging from 200 to 2,000 after days of conflict
between the South Korean military and Kwangju residents (Choi, 1991: 176).
One of the reasons that the Kwangju Uprising marked a shift in the struggle for
democracy was that it “served as an emotional basis for solidarity in the anti-government
movement” (Park, 2008: 78). The incident was particularly poignant for students activists in
Seoul and elsewhere due to the deaths of the student protestors in Kwangju. They felt cowardly
compared to those in Kwangju who fought vehemently against the police and military forces and
ultimately gave their lives in the name of democratic freedom. Thus, student activists felt that the
struggle for democracy was even more important than before; it had to be successful to honor the
deceased protestors in Kwangju.
The Kwangju Uprising pushed student activists and intellectuals, key components of the
democratization movement, to reevaluate their tactics. Realizing that their previous efforts had
been unsuccessful due to the lack of a broad coalitional base, both students and intellectuals saw
a need to get the labor movement involved in the struggle for democracy: “they articulated the
idea that social change and democracy might involve broader structural changes rather than just
political reform. They perceived a need to organize various sectors of society, particularly labor”
(Lee, 2009: 217). The incorporation of laborers was crucial because South Korea’s astronomical
economic growth depended on them; any labor stoppages would have a significant effect on the
economy and would catch the attention of the government and Korean public. Korean students
began raising consciousness and organized laborers through becoming night class instructors and
disguising themselves as laborers (Koo, 2007). These activities created the strong alliance
between students and workers that was crucial to the movement’s success, culminating in the
formation of the People’s Movement Coalition for Democracy and Reunification in 1985 which
also included intellectuals, opposition politicians, white collar workers, and journalists (Sunhyuk
Kim, 2003: 54). In June of 1987, the Chun government established direct democratic presidential
elections as a response to the coalitional protests of that year, most notably the labor strikes.
Korean society, particularly the middle class, was content with the status quo as long as the
economy was strong, but labor stoppages put the economy at risk while creating public
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awareness about laborers’ deplorable working conditions. Thus, the Korean government had
little choice but to ultimately accede to the public’s demands.
The inclusiveness and broad base that facilitated the success of South Korea’s
democratization movement laid the foundations for the development of a pluralistic civil society
as described by Tocqueville. Many Korean civil society organizations monitor the government.
For example, the Citizens’ Solidarity for Monitoring the National Assembly Inspection of
Government Offices (CSMNAIGO), an organization consisting of 40 civil society groups,
monitored the attendance of individual lawmakers, evaluated their performances, and monitored
whether the CSMNAIGO’s proposed list of 166 reforms was discussed in the Assembly
(Sunhyuk Kim, 2003: 89). However, the legacy of authoritarianism has meant that to be publicly
legitimate, civil society organizations must be separate from both the government and the
business sector (Euiyoung Kim, 2009; Moon, 2010). The problem is that since organizations
cannot therefore receive funding from chaebol, their funding is heavily dependent on
membership dues and other fees, rendering funding for these organizations unstable (Moon,
2010: 492).
Another consequence of authoritarianism is that South Korean citizens tend to trust civil
society organizations more than political parties, thereby hindering democratic consolidation.
South Koreans trust civil society organizations to mediate between society’s interests and the
state, “because political parties in Korea have long failed to represent the material interests of
various social groups through policy formulation and analysis…” (Moon, 2010: 488). Perhaps
the greatest barrier to the development of South Korea’s political parties are deep regional
cleavages that have been widened by economic development. Unlike political parties, South
Korean civil society organizations have been able to overcome these divisions because they
focus on issues that are not regionally-based and instead are concerned with issues that affect
Korean society in general, such as economic justice or the environment. However, this situation
is untenable because civil society, by definition, cannot seek out power for itself; it cannot rule
over citizens (Diamond, 1999: 233). Political parties must further develop and institutionalize in
South Korea for democratic consolidation to continue.

Conclusion
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As evidenced in Japan and South Korea, civil society development is affected by the
democratization process. Post-war civil society in both countries could best be understood
through the Gramscian perspective: the civil society organizations that proliferated were either
infiltrated by the state and/or dominated by the capitalist class. In Japan, despite its post-war
status as a democracy, the state only supported those groups it deemed to be in the public interest
such as economic, social welfare, or neighborhood groups and made it difficult for other groups
to gain legal status. In South Korea, the state only granted legal status to certain types of civil
society groups and repressed other groups, especially those concerned with democratization. In
both cases, state repression of oppositional civil society groups was facilitated by US foreign
policy and domestic economic policies.
However, the democratization process in South Korea engendered the development of a
pluralistic civil society best understood through the Tocquevillian perspective. Social movement
activists and civil society groups banded together to successful pressure the government into
democratic elections in 1987. Due to its struggle for democracy, a civil society largely separate
from the state and business sector emerged in South Korea. Japan, on the other hand, did not see
such a transition. However, the barriers to Japanese civil society organizations have been
lowered since the passage of the NPO law in 1998, which broadens the criteria for organizations
to gain legal status. Japanese civil society since 2001, the year of the law’s enactment, has
become more pluralistic, better exemplifying the Tocquevillian perspective.
This analysis has provided insight into the relationship between democracy and civil
society. The pluralistic types of civil society as described by Tocqueville may emerge as the
result of a grassroots democratization process involving a variety of different segments of
society. This kind of solidarity may create a more fertile soil for the growth of civil society
organizations based on bridging social capital, the type that is “better for getting ahead” (Putnam,
2000: 22). This was the case for South Korea and may be the case for other bottom-up
democracies such as the Philippines as well.
The extent to which the state is able to penetrate civil society is related to the strength of
civil society vis-à-vis the state. The case of South Korea suggests that one result of the bottomup democratization process is that civil society is as strong or stronger than the state. In the case
of top-down democratization, the Japanese case suggests that the state is likely to be stronger
than civil society. However, it should be noted that in this case, the strength of the state was also
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supported by an outside power (the US), the business sector, and the Japanese middle class.
Therefore, top-down democratization is more likely to produce and perpetuate a civil society that
is amenable to the state if the state is strong, which may not be the case in new democracies
where states lack governing capacity.
This analysis also serves as a reminder that civil society patterns do not emerge in a
vacuum but are rather the result of historical processes influenced by both external and internal
factors. In the cases of Japan and South Korea, US foreign policy towards these countries helped
shaped post-war governance which in turn had an impact on the political opportunity structure
with which civil society was confronted. A similar argument might be extended to post-colonial
democracies: the pattern of civil society will be shaped by the colonizers and the institutions that
remain after their departure. Further research along this line should consider how the country
democratized and whether there is a continuity of political elites from the colonial period. If
elites remain, we would expect the traditional pattern of civil society to continue postdemocratization assuming that it remains favorable to elites.
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