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REPT) TO MR. LEE James Palais

1 ~m indebted to Mr. Ick-whan Lee for a very perceptive and challenging
revie~' f my article on democracy in South Korea in Frank Baldwin, ed.,
Without Parallel (Pantheon, 197q). Mr. Lee's main objection to my inter­
pretation seems to be that the chances for the successful evolution of
democratic government in any country - underdeveloped or otherwise - do
not depend on the values or political culture of the population but on the
institutionalization of politics (that is, the creation of political parties,
the press, and voluntary organizations that can restrain the despotic exer­
c'se of politit;'l.l .po¥rer). By extens:lon Mr•.Lee argues that the establishment
of democracy in sou.·th Korea hinges on the creation of such institutions
rather than the transformation of nondemocratic values. It is not clear,
however, wheth~r ae believe.; that the creation of democratic structure or
institutions stands any better chance of success than the transformation of
values.

Mr. Lee has raised a serious point of analysis. Far be it from me to
downgrade the importance of institutions and voluntary organization for
democratic politics, especially since so many political scientists would
hold that these elements are essential for pluralistic (if not democratic)
politics. And yet, before I concede defeat on the question of whether values
or institutions are more important to the creation of a democratic political
system, I would like to raise one or two points in defense.

In the first place, Mr. Lee has cited studies showing that in supposed­
ly advanced democracies like the United States there is a high degree of
voter apathy, a large percentage of citizens who possess undemocratic (rather
than democratic) values, and a small number of people who actually partici­
pate actively in the political process. I find it difficult to refute these
points. Mr. Lee, himself, has rather cynically discussed the possibility
that apathy may be a sign of democratic values even though ostensibly it
'vould appear to signify an abandonment of the individual's right tfr choose
his representatives in a republican system. I cannot add further wisdom on
that point. But with regard to the question of people wjth nondemocratic
values in democratic societies, I wonder whether the survey questions he
cites are sufficient proof for his contention that values do not matter. I
really do not believe that the two questions cited (p. 18-19) (on not giving
the vote to people who cannot make an intelligent vote, and on the use of
force to maintain the American way of life) prove his case conclusively.
Is it undemocratic, for example, for a majority to pass and enforce laws
for the preservation '0£ the American way of life (whatever that might prove
to be in concrete terms)? Democracy does not necessarily mean good govern­
ment; it just refers to a kind of political process.

In the second place, and I believe this is a more important point, the
questions of apathy, the percentage of people with undemocratic values, and
the percentage of active participants probably should be. discussed in compar­
ative terms before a conclusive case c~ be made. What are the comparative
percentages of people with these characteristics in South Korea
and the United States? Some political scientist may someday conclude (if
one has not already) that for democracy to work, yon should have 40% apathe­
tic voters, 50% with democratic values, and 1-2% active participants. One
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might also hypothesize that at present, South Korea falls far below these
norms.

Another point that Mr. Lee makes to support his contention is that
Jap~~ and West Germany are examples of countries that have achieved stable
democracy even though the populations of these nations possess undemocratic
values. Both these countries had great difficulty in adopting democratic
institutions in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Germany more than
Japan. Some would argue that ther~ was significant democratic development
in Japan through the Inukai cabinet in 1932, but that institutional develop­
ment was checked or reversed in the 1930's. Japan had a constitution, uni­
versal nuuihood suffrage, a free press, and political parties, yet democracy
failed prior to World War II. Why, if institutional development is the key
to democratic f~litics? Less can be said of Germany on this score: the
revolution of 18q8 was a failure, and the Weimar Republic had too short a
life to be regarded as a meaningful experiment in democratic institutions.
But in the cases of both Germany and Japan, it should be noted that the
present political systems are also the result of a massive defeat in war and
a lengthy occupation by the United states. Are we to discount this experi­
ence in discussing contemporary Japanese and West German political systems?
It is just possible that South Korean democratic politics would be aided
by another seven years of U. S. occ~tion (except that this time the United
States would have to commit itself to the creation of democracy rather than
the maintenance of right-wing anti-communist political forces as it did in
South Korea between 19q5 and 19q8). Of course, this is an absurd proposition ­
I only make it to drive home the point that the current political systems
of Japan and west Germany cannot be explained simply on the basis of "insti­
tutions."

I also find it difficult to pass up the opportunity to point out that
some might dispute the contention that Japan is currently a democratic
country even with all its institutions. When the socialists are voted into
national office (and stay in office without some kind of rightist reaction),

. then I will be convinced.

Furthermore, has South Korea failed to develop a viable democratic
system thus far because of the lack of institutions? She has had some ex­
perience with constitutions, press, elections, and political parties, but
by themselves they have not been sufficient to create democratic politics.
To be sure, they have been kept weak by the government, the bureaucracy, and
the army, but the attitudes and values of the people who run institutions
are probably more important than the institutions themselves - a point which
many contemporary China specialists might be quicker to admit than students
of Japan or Korea.

I am willing to admit, however, that changes in values and political
cultures can take place along with changes in institutions, although I would
not concede that value change can occur more easily than institutional change,
as Mr. Lee suggests. I wrote the article for Baldwin's book in October 1972,
just after the promu.lgation of the yusin constitution, and I readily admit
that I did not foresee the strength of the protest movement of the last two
years. In many respects the struggle for democracy has been more widespread
and intense in 1973-7q than in any other period in Korean history, suggest­
ing that value transformation has, indeed, been taking place. Furthermore,
this struggle has taken place on an individual and mass level, and not
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exclusively in terms of opposition parties and Christian church organiza­
tions.

In conclusion, 1 would like to congratualte Mr. Lee on administering
a proper corrective to my point of view. I do not hesitate in agreeing
with him, that if some form of democratic politics does come to South Korea
in the future, it will be accompanied by the creation of strong political
lnstltutions along with a democratic political culture. Yet, despite
the heroism of the past two years, I find it difficult to be overly optimistic.
As long as politics is determined ultimately by the possession of superior
force (the army, CIA, police), democ~atic politics cannot survive. By
comparison with the United States, I would point out that in the United
States the military stays out of politics (has nothing to do with values?),
and Ni.xon was forced out of of:~j cc; b" P 0ple in th _ courts, the press, and
the very government bureaucracy itself (supported by large numbers of or­
dinary citizens) who remained committed to the ideals of democratic procedure.
In short, both values and institutions have their roles to play in democratic
process, and both Mr. Lee and I have a point to concede to each other.
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