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ABSTRACT 

 This is a study of election system change in South Korea under authoritarian 

governments. The purpose of this study is to explain why authoritarian governments 

found it necessary to frequently alter the rules under which candidates for the 

National Assembly stood for election. To explain this process, several factors will be 

focused on. First, this study will identify the types of election system changes that 

authoritarian governments enacted. Second, it will examine the electoral 

consequences of each election system change, identifying the extent to which 

institutional changes affected election outcomes in National Assembly elections. 

Finally, this study will identify those contextual factors that help explain why Korea’s 

authoritarian governments pursued the electoral system changes they did. The result 

of these efforts will be a more complete understanding of the political goals 

authoritarian governments in Korea sought to accomplish altering electoral systems 

and an assessment of how successfully government goals were attained. 

 To understand the complexity of the sources of election system change in 

Korea, this study employs a complementary approach which combines the rational 

decision model with the constraints and opportunities associated with different 

electoral institutions. Both rational action and institutional structure are essential 
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complements for an analysis of election system change in Korea. This approach is to 

better explain why certain types of election system change were made at some times 

and why different changes were made at other times.  

 Korea’s election system was changed many times and in many ways under 

authoritarian governments. This study has only focused on six cases. Three of them 

are major changes and the remaining three cases were minor changes. Major changes 

are associated with the change in the electoral formula, while minor changes are 

associated with the change in district boundaries and magnitudes by increasing or 

decreasing seats. Six election system changes are analyzed in terms of four 

components of a conceptual framework, including contextual factors that influenced 

government strategies, the types of strategies that the government employed to alter 

electoral rules, the electoral rule that the government implemented, and election 

outcomes produced by election system change. 

 The findings are as follows: first, there was no single strategy employed by 

authoritarian governments to maintain their statuses as ruling parties. Not only a seat-

maximization strategy, but also a status-maintenance strategy were important sources 

of election system change in Korea. Second, authoritarian governments in Korea 

wanted to increase their legitimacy by being able to survive democratic elections and 
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to rule with a cooperative National Assembly which required that they sometimes give 

into demands made by the opposition. Third, election system changes were initiated 

when government parties were uncertain about their ability to win an upcoming 

election. Moreover, when governments implemented election system changes, they 

considered what impact rule changes would have on the electoral strength and 

fragmentation of the oppositions.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION: ELECTION SYSTEM CHANGE IN AUTHORITARIAN 

KOREA 

 

 This is a study of election system change in South Korea (hereafter Korea) 

under authoritarian governments. Its purpose is to explain why authoritarian 

governments, which possessed sufficient power to govern the country and sustain 

themselves in power, found it necessary to frequently alter the rules under which 

candidates for the National Assembly stood for election. To explain this process, 

several factors will be focused on. First, this study will identify the types of election 

system changes that authoritarian governments enacted. Second, it will examine the 

electoral consequences of each election system change, identifying the extent to 

which institutional changes affected election outcomes in National Assembly 

elections. Finally, this study will identify those contextual factors that help explain 

why Korea’s authoritarian governments pursued the electoral system changes they did. 

The result of these efforts will be a more complete understanding of the political goals 

authoritarian governments in Korea sought to accomplish altering electoral systems 

and an assessment of how successfully government goals were attained.  
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 Political scientists have studied the electoral impacts of different election 

systems but only more recently have they studied how electoral systems are chosen 

and changed. Much recent attention can be traced to the election system changes 

made by such democratic countries as Japan, Italy, and New Zealand which reformed 

their existing election systems in the early 1990s. These cases encouraged many 

scholars to focus more on why and how election systems are initially created and then 

later on reformed by politicians. These studies have revealed that electoral systems are 

manipulated by governments for various reasons (Bawn 1993; Boix 1999, Sakamoto 

1999; Benoit and Hayden 2004; Birch, Millard and Popescu 2002), but in most if not 

all studies, scholars have regarded election system change as an endogenous 

phenomenon which has led them to highlight those factors that led political actors to 

alter electoral system in different contexts.  

 As Tsebelis (1990) says, contextual factors influence political actor 

preferences and strategies, and political actor choices of existing versus alternative 

electoral systems can be understood as a response of political actors to changing 

contextual factors, particularly those which affect electoral outcomes. What are the 

most important contextual factors has changed over time. Initially, Rokkan (1970) 

contended that social cleavages were the main sources of election system change in 
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Western democracies, and many scholars have further explored these social conditions 

as encouraging political actors to alter election systems in certain ways (Lijphart 

1992; Boix 1999). This initial idea was refined by Boix (1999) who argued that 

current electoral rules would be changed or maintained depending on the electoral 

strength of new political parties and the capacities of old ruling parties to withstand 

the challenge of new parties. Specifically, he argued that when the new political 

parties are weak and existing ruling parties are not really threatened by the challenges 

that new parties represent, ruling parties tend to support the continuation of existing 

rules. Otherwise, ruling parties alter the current election system in order to protect 

their electoral interests.  

 While all political parties prefer electoral systems that maximize their 

electoral interests, this does not mean that they will all follow the same strategy with 

respect to keeping an existing system or supporting its amendment or replacement. 

What parties will actually support will be determined by the electorally relevant 

contextual factors they face and how those factors affect their candidates’ abilities to 

perform in legislative elections. This means that different contexts lead to different 

strategies for either the maintenance or changing of existing election systems. For 

instance, political parties that have the potential to achieve a legislative majority 
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under a different electoral arrangement will be expected to support the replacement of 

an existing system with something new. In cases where parties that have governing 

experience are declining electorally, the appropriate strategy may be to replace the 

current system with one that helps preserve their ability to continue to participate in 

government, even though such a change may lead to short-term electoral losses 

(Bawn 1993). Thus, given different electoral contexts, it is necessary to precisely 

clarify what the primary goal of political actors and what strategies are appropriate to 

achieving such goals.    

 These kinds of insights into the process of election system change, however, 

rely largely on the experiences of democratic or post-Communist countries. The 

phenomenon of election system change, however, has frequently occurred in non-

democratic counties, which have not received the same level of attention. This study 

fills this gap by examining the process of election system change that occurred in the 

pre-democratic period of Korea. It is worthwhile to investigate how the dynamics of 

election system change in non-democratic countries compare to those that occurred in 

democratic countries, and this study of election system change in Korea may provide 

a useful case to see a comparison in such different contexts.  

 Since the first National Assembly (Gukhoe in Korean) election was held in 
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1948, Korea has held seventeen National Assembly elections. Throughout this time, 

Korea’s election system was changed many times and in many ways. The data in 

Table 1-1 are for those elections held under authoritarian governments, and they 

indicate that in the twelve elections held between 1948 and 1985, there were seven 

electoral system changes. While four of these changes were minor, that is changes 

associated with alterations to district boundaries and magnitudes only, three were 

major changes occurring at the level of the entire system. This study will focus on 

both the three major changes referred to in the table and three minor of the four 

changes that are reported there.1 

 Korea had many authoritarian governments throughout this period.2 Two of 

these were established by military coup, one by General Park Chung Hee (1961) and 

the other by Chun Doo Whan (1980). These leaders like their authoritarian 

counterparts who achieved governing status through election were interested in 

                                             

 1 The first minor change that occurred in 1950 was a purely technical matter 

so that this case will not be considered in depth in this study. 

 

 2 This study regards the Lee Seung Man government as one of authoritarian 

governments in Korea. Although the Lee government came into existence through 

democratic procedures, this government became more authoritarian over time. 

President Lee maintained and prolonged his rule through a series of political moves, 

including crackdowns on the opposition, undemocratic constitutional revisions, and 

election malpractices. Finally, his government collapsed by student movements in 

1960. 
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preserving their power and maintaining their respective governing statuses. This 

required that their respective parties maintain a majority in the National Assembly. 

Those coming to power through coup also wanted to accomplish this in a way that 

would legitimize their being in power, which meant that they would have to 

accomplish this goal through the electoral process.3 Achieving dominance of the 

National Assembly through the electoral process also meant that the rules of the game 

would have to be favorable to candidates from the governing parties. Often this 

required that existing systems be manipulated.  

 When a government party did not have a majority in the National Assembly, 

and its preferences for legitimacy and dominance in the National Assembly required a 

change to the election system that would help achieve such a legislative majority, this 

action is referred to as a seat-maximization strategy. A seat-maximization strategy was 

necessary in many cases in order to achieve the goal of establishing a majority in the 

National Assembly after governments came to power through military coups. 

                                             

 3 The Korean military authoritarian governments suffered from a legitimacy 

crisis. This crisis was mainly derived from their illegal seizures of power by military 

coups. Their illegitimate rule threatened their short-term and long-term political 

survival due to strong challenge from external and domestic political forces. Under 

the pressure of the U.S. government and the opposition, it was difficult for 

authoritarian governments to maintain their power. As a consequence, authoritarian 

governments first sought the legality of their rule through the electoral process.   
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However, it was not always the case that such a seat-maximization strategy was 

necessary. Sometimes, government parties enjoyed legislative majorities in the 

National Assembly but faced the situation where this majority was being undermined 

in the long term by certain changes going on in the country. While these conditions 

also required a manipulation of existing election systems, they required different types 

of electoral institutions where legislative seat shares had to be increased dramatically. 

Specifically, this situation required changes that would help halt the electoral decline 

government parties were experiencing. Election system changes made in this electoral 

context are referred to as a status-maintaining strategy. In such situations, the 

government party’s candidates may experience short-term electoral losses, but in the 

long term its governing status is preserved through the electoral system changes it 

implements.     

 By distinguishing electorally relevant factors in this way, this study will offer 

a way to better explain why certain types of election system changes were made at 

some times and why different changes were made at other times. This study assumes 

that the authoritarian governments of Korea made such institutional changes as the 

result of rational calculation because electoral rules in a society are created by 

politicians in light of their electoral preferences. In other words, electoral rules are 
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political institutions determined by politicians who make such determinations based 

on what outcomes these institutions are likely to produce. This means that while 

preferences are essentially fixed, they do not always lead to the same determination 

about whether to keep or change an election system and, if a decision to change the 

system is made, what change to make. As Shepsle (1989) argues, politics takes place 

in contexts, and actor preferences and strategies are constrained by certain contexts. 

As a consequence, electoral rule choices and changes are largely contingent on how 

political actors see conditions affecting their electoral interests.   

 To identify election system changes and those factors which define the 

electoral contexts within which they were carried out, certain data will be necessary. 

This study relies primarily on election data provided by the National Election 

Commission. This institute provides valuable data sets from 1948 to the present 

through its webpage (http://home.nec.go.kr). These are aggregate level data that are 

broken down to the district level. In addition, the National Election Commission’s 

webpage provides much other information related to elections throughout the period 

covered by this study. Such very useful things as election laws and government 

documents are also provided on this website. Where appropriate newspaper reports 

will be used, because they are useful sources of election-related information. Finally, 
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the Korean government maintains a large amount of published statistical data on the 

Korean population that will be examined to help define the contexts within which 

election system occurred.   

 This dissertation will proceed in the following manner. The vast literature that 

exists on literature on election system change and how it informs this study will be the 

subject of Chapter II. This chapter consists of four parts. Chapter III illustrates how 

this study proceeds to explain the sources of election system change under 

authoritarian governments in Korea. This chapter introduces the methods that will be 

followed to explain why authoritarian governments in Korea chose to alter the rules of 

the game at the times when they did. Chapter IV contains a systematic analysis of the 

three major election system changes that were implemented by different Korean 

governments. Each case will be analyzed by focusing on the four factors that are 

discussed in detail in Chapter III. Chapter V analyzes three minor election system 

changes that were implemented by Korean governments. These minor changes were 

made in 1958, 1971, and 1978, and they will be analyzed by the same procedures used 

for the major changes. The final chapter summarizes this study and finds its 

implications and contributions for the future research.  
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Table 1-1: Election System Change in South Korea 

Year of  
Election 

Election 
System 

Total 
Seats 

District 
Seats 

PR 
Seats 

Types of 
Change 

1st (1948) 
2nd (1950) 
3rd (1954) 
4th (1958) 
5th (1960) 
6th (1963) 
7th (1967) 
8th (1971) 
9th (1973) 
10th (1978) 
11th (1981) 
12th (1985) 

SMD 
SMD 
SMD 
SMD 
SMD 

SMD + PR 
SMD + PR 
SMD + PR 
TSD + APP 
TSD + APP 
TSD + PR 
TSD + PR 

200 
210 
203 
233 
233 
175 
175 
204 
219 
231 
276 
276 

200 
210 
203 
233 
233 
131 
131 
153 
146 
154 
184 
184 

 
 
 
 
 

44 
44 
51 
73 
77 
92 
92 

New System 
Minor 

No Change* 
Minor 

No Change 
Major 

No Change 
Minor 
Major 
Minor 
Major 

No Change 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission (Various Years). 

SMD: Single-Member District 
TSD: Two-Seat District 
PR: Proportional Representation 
APP: Seats Allocated by Presidential Appointment (i.e., Yujonghoe) 
 
* Even though the number of seats in 1954 was seven fewer than in 1950, there was 
 no election system change because this was due to the fact that the war’s 
 impact kept seven seats out of electoral competition.  
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CHAPTER II 

ELELECTION SYSTEM CHANGE IN COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE 

 

 A great deal of scholarly literature has focused on the impact that electoral 

systems have on political outcomes such as party systems, proportionality, 

constitutional structure, intra-party politics, and the behavior of voters (Duverger 

1954; Rae 1967; Bogdanor and Butler 1983; Grofman and Lijphart 1986; Reeve and 

Ware 1992; Sartori 1994; Lijphart 1994; Katz 1997). Scholars who have worked in 

this tradition regard election systems as one of many independent variables that 

explain variance in political outcomes.  

 Perhaps the most developed theory in this area comes from Maurice Duverger 

(1954). “Duverger’s law” specifies a nearly causal relationship between electoral 

systems and the formation of party systems. According to Duverger’s law, a single-

member district election system with plurality produces a two-party system, whereas, 

according to Duverger’s result, proportional representation (PR) systems tend to 

encourage the emergence of multiparty systems (1954, pp. 217-239). Since Duverger 

proposed this one law and result, many scholars have focused on the role of district 

magnitude in shaping party systems (Rae 1971; Wildgen 1972; Laakso and Taagepera 



 12

1979; Riker 1982; Grofman and Lijphart 1986; Taagepera and Shugart 1989; Moser 

1999; Reed 2001; Herron and Nishikawa 2001; Monroe and Rose 2002). Their work 

has shown how electoral systems with different district magnitudes are the most 

important determinant in the formation of party systems. For instance, based on 

Russia’s two parliamentary elections (1993 and 1995), Moser (1997) argues that 

“proportional representation has strengthened political parties, whereas plurality 

elections have fostered an influx of independent candidates that has undermined the 

role of parties” (p. 285).  

 Lijphart (1994) has been concerned with the role of election systems as an 

important determinant of the degree of disproportionality.4 According to Lijphart, the 

link between electoral systems and party systems is much weaker than those between 

electoral system and the degree of disproportionality. He argued that PR systems 

produce a higher proportionality than SMD plurality systems (p. 141). Some electoral 

system characteristics such as effective threshold, ballot structure, and electoral 

alliance (apparentment) become independent variables to explain party system 

fragmentation, disproportionality, and government stability (Anckar 2002). In 

addition to this, Norris (2004) analyzed how electoral rules influence voting behavior 

                                             

 4 This refers to the relationship between votes and seats. 
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and representation.  

 This literature is important, but it provides only one part of a larger story. To 

get at this other story, it is necessary to look at another side, namely why election 

systems are changed. These two sides of the literature are closely related, because by 

finding the sources of election system change and explaining them will help us to 

analyze and predict the effects of election systems. Electoral rules are created by 

politicians and whether established systems are continually used or changed for some 

other set of rules is also a decision made by politicians. Politicians then evaluate 

electoral rules based on how they affect their electoral interests, particularly whether 

they are likely to be winners or losers in future elections (Knight 1992).  

 The first study on the sources of electoral rule change came from Rokkan 

(1970). He focused on the adoption of PR rules in Europe in the late-19th and early 

20th century, and he contended that the adoption of proportional representation (PR) in 

Western Europe was an act of political necessity on the part of both the ruling 

conservative parties and their socialist challengers to protect their electoral interests (p. 

157). Rokkan exposed the fact that political party interests were a main reason behind 

the adoption of PR electoral rules, and his contention helped political scientists begin 

to treat election system change as a dependent variable. Since the publication of this 
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work, many scholars have applied Rokkan’s hypothesis in their examination of 

election system changes both in the same countries that he examined and in some 

newly democratized countries (Lijphart 1992; Bawn 1993; Geddes 1996; Ishiyama 

1997; Elster, Offe, and Preuss 1998; Boix 1999).  

 

Contextual Factors Influencing Government Strategies 

 The study of election system enjoyed a boost with the recent election system 

changes made in such countries as New Zealand, Italy, and Japan. The election system 

change experience of these countries encouraged scholars to pay attention to the 

question of why, how, and under what circumstances electoral systems are changed 

(Dunleavy and Margetts 1995; Shiratori 1995; Vowles 1995; Sakamoto 1999; Shugart 

and Wattenberg 2001). Similarly, scholars who are interested in recent changes in 

such newly democratized countries such as Poland, Hungary, and Russia have asked 

similar questions (Frye 1997; Ishiyama 1997; Benoit and Hayden 2001; Benoit 2001, 

2002). These scholars regard election system change as an endogenous process and 

have sought to identify the factors that led political actors to decide to change current 

election systems.  

 There are many factors which affect the manner in which political actors 
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evaluate current versus alternative set of electoral rules, and one of these involves 

whether or not politicians are uncertain about how current rules will affect actors’ 

electoral interests. Uncertainty is a major factor that influences actor preferences and 

strategies to alter an existing election system and, thus, impacts on the strategic 

behavior of all actors (Remington and Smith 1996; Moser 2001; Shvetsova 2003). 

Thus, the strategic choice of whether or not to keep an existing electoral system 

depends on the nature and degree of uncertainty political actors have about how they 

are likely to do in future elections under existing rules.   

While there will always be uncertainty because political actors can never 

predict perfectly how they are likely to do in future election contests, there are other 

factors that help to reduce uncertainty. These factors are contextual and include such 

things as historical events, changes of popular support, and social cleavages all of 

which can be examined to help actors evaluate how they may do in future elections. In 

this way these contextual factors help political actors decide if they are better off 

under existing rules or a new set of electoral institutions. Consequently, to understand 

the decision calculus of political actors, it is necessary to examine such contextual 

factors and determine how different arrangements of such factors will affect this 

decision.   



 16

 One of these factors involves social cleavages, which Rokkan (1970) 

regarded as the main source of electoral rule change in Western Europe. According to 

him, under the conditions that a larger working class was created and their political 

participation was enhanced due to the extension of universal suffrage, both old-

established conservative parties and socialist parties faced changing levels of support 

because of how social cleavages were changing. While the former was more 

interested in preserving its power against challenges from increasingly stronger 

socialist parties, the latter wanted to increase their representation by lowering the 

thresholds of representation offered by PR systems.5 As a consequence, both 

conservative and socialist politicians in many European countries agreed to replace 

existing single-member district systems with PR (Nohlen 1984, pp. 222-23).  

 Like Rokkan, Lijphart (1992) also looked at the adoption of PR systems, but 

he examined the process in the countries of Eastern Europe in the period of 

democratic transition around 1990. He also argued that the change to PR there can be 

explained by the logic of power-sharing. He regards the democratization process as 

that of old and new parties have approximately equal bargaining power and needing 

to reach a genuine compromise (p. 219). According to Lijphart (1992), PR was 

                                             

 5 Conservatives faced the possibility of being pushed out of power completely by the 

growing socialist sector.   
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introduced because it was the best institutional choice to protect the interests of both 

sets of parties (ruling Communist parties and new democratic forces). However, 

Lijphart further argued that the logic of power-sharing can be supported when three 

more factors are considered. These include whether Communist parties as old-

established parties retained sufficient power and legitimacy to negotiate a relatively 

favorable compromise, how much ruling parties expected to be electoral winners in 

the future, and whether voters cast their votes for party lists or individual candidates 

(1992, pp. 213-16). 

 Lijphart’s power-sharing argument developed for newly democratized 

countries presupposes that institutional alternatives are created by a negotiated 

agreement between the governing and the opposition parties. Thus, its implications 

are limited and cannot be applied directly to explain rule changes that occurred under 

authoritarian regimes where governing parties usually initiated and implemented 

electoral rules without a fairly negotiated agreement with the opposition. Moreover, 

while Lijphart argued that the logic of the democratization process itself can be a 

critical explanatory variable that determines the selection of new electoral systems, 

the democratization process can also be an independent variable to explain 

maintenance of the current systems. The logic of democratization can make the 
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selection of the new election system difficult in some countries because of balance of 

power between the ruling parties and the opposition. Ruling parties may not always 

initiate the process of election system change under democratic systems. Again, while 

these works are important, we need to take from them those findings that help us 

understand the preferences over existing versus alternative election systems for parties 

that do not really need to think about the preferences of the opposition. 

 While focused on the same European countries that Rokkan examined, Boix’s 

(1999) work is helpful. He tried to generalize Rokkan’s original findings by 

specifying more clearly the conditions under which European ruling parties would 

agree to a shift to PR. Boix (1999) is different from Rokkan and Lijphart, who 

explained election system change resulting from a compromise between opposing 

political forces, because he argued for that the process was determined by the 

decisions of ruling parties who made this decision in light of whether or not they 

thought the current system could guarantee their political viability in a changing 

electoral arena.  

While this was Boix’s primary focus, he noted that the decision to change an 

existing electoral system is affected by two other conditions: “the strength of new 

parties and the capacity of the old ruling parties to coordinate among themselves to 
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block the growth of new parties” (1999, pp. 621-22). As long as current electoral 

systems adequately protect ruling parties from new electoral threats, existing electoral 

systems are not changed. Specifically, old parties do not change existing electoral 

rules in response to pressure from weak emerging parties. However, when new 

entrants are strong, ruling parties are more likely to select the new electoral system, 

especially the proportional representation (PR) system.  

 Based on Rokkan’s work and the other works that it encourages, scholars 

have increasingly turned their attention to examining explanatory factors affecting the 

origins of election system change. They have started to understand election systems as 

a product of politics rather than simply as one of those independent factors affecting 

political outcomes. In particular, on the basis of analyzing the cases of advanced 

democracies and democratizing countries, Lijphart and Boix refined essentially 

Rokkan’s hypothesis by adding some conditions that influence election system change. 

The question at this point is how findings from democratic and newly democratized 

countries affect how this process should be analyzed in authoritarian countries.                  

 

Government Preferences and Strategies 

 This question leads directly to government preferences over different 
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electoral systems and their strategies either to keep or change existing institutions. In 

this vein, Benoit (2004) surveyed the relevant literature and defined a variety of 

models of election system change, which allows us categorize actor decisions 

regarding electoral systems. Based on Benoit’s work, we have self-interest derived 

preferences over different set of electoral rules (policy-seeking, office-seeking, and 

personal gain), general interest derived preferences over different systems 

(representation, governability, social and political engineering, and other general 

motivations), and preferences for different election institutions derived from other 

sources (historical precedent, cultural, sociological, and economic approaches). Of 

these different sources of preferences for existing versus different electoral systems, 

those that are derived from office-seeking and policy-seeking motives have received 

most of the attention from scholars because they have been shown to have the most 

explanatory power (Geddes 1991; Brady and Mo 1992; Ishiyama 1997; Boix 1999; 

Benoit and Hayden 2001; Benoit and Schiemann 2001).  

 As an explanation for the continuation or changing of existing election 

systems, office-seeking motives indicate that “electoral systems result from the 

collective choice of political parties linking institutional alternatives to electoral self-

interest in the form of maximizing seat shares” (Benoit and Hayden 2001, p. 5). This 
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explanation assumes that electoral rules will be changed when political parties support 

an alternative that can bring them more seats than the status quo electoral system and 

they have power to make it effective (Benoit 2002, p. 14). By contrast, as long as the 

current election system allows parties to obtain the most seats possible, the election 

system is not altered (Boix 1999). This is because this explanation assumes that all 

parties are motivated by the primary goal of winning elections and maximizing the 

number of legislative seats that they can control.  

 Like its office-seeking counterpart, a policy-seeking explanation assumes a 

single motivation on the part of political parties and that this motivation determines 

whether or not parties will support the continuation or changing of current electoral 

systems. What is different here is that a policy-seeking explanation assumes this 

judgment is made based on which set of electoral rules offers parties the best chance 

to achieve desirable policy outcomes. Bawn (1993) analyzed the choice of electoral 

systems in post-war West Germany by using a policy-seeking explanation. She 

explains that the adoption of a proportional representation (PR) system in 1949 and 

the amendment of this to a two-vote ballot in 1953 were due the desire of parties to 

maximize their future policy influence. This was accomplished by adopting the 

election system that increased their changes of remaining parliamentary parties in the 
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face of a greatly changing society.   

Bawn (1993) argued in favor of a policy-seeking explanation because the 

electoral system changes made in West Germany resulted in electoral losses for the 

German Social Democrats (SPD). It is true that a seat maximizing party would not by 

definition support an institutional change that would knowingly cost it legislative 

seats, but this does not mean that policy-seeking and office-seeking are mutually 

exclusive categories. Bawn (1993) explained the SPD’s support for a system that lost 

its seats as it and other West German political parties preferring an electoral system 

which produced more cohesive government coalitions (a policy goal) than with a 

system that would maximize their ability to capture seats.   

 It seems that office-seeking and policy-seeking explanations are different 

because the former assumes parties are motivated by increasing seat shares while the 

latter allows parties to support electoral systems that may result in electoral losses, at 

least in the short term. In the case of the latter, the rule change is accepted because 

parties gain increased policy influence even though they lose seats in the short term. 

The problem, as mentioned above, is that these two explanations do not form 

mutually exclusive categories because there are many cases where a new set of 

election rules increases not only a party’s seat share but also its chances of influencing 
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preferred policies (Bawn 1993, p. 975). The point is that as long as political parties 

maximize their seat shares, they also have a greater chance to become governing 

parties and, thus, to increase their ability to have desirable policy outcomes. This tells 

us that office-seeking and policy seeking goals are not opposing goals as portrayed in 

the literature but rather often complementary goals which means that we must still try 

to understand why parties support election system changes that can result in short-

term electoral losses.   

 This tells us that political parties may be interested in achieving something 

other than office and policy goals as defined in the literature, and this is confirmed by 

other research which shows that political parties are motivated by other factors in 

defining their preferences for a new electoral law (Gunther 1989; Grofman 1990; 

Remington and Smith 1996). Remington and Smith (1996) argue that, on the basis of 

the results of the 1993 Russian parliamentary elections, such factors as “the interests 

of party leaders in maintaining their personal influence and the interests of deputies in 

retaining their seats in parliament” influence parties’ choices of new electoral 

institutions (p. 1271). For a strategy to achieve a personal gain goal, Remington and 

Smith (1996) argued that many Duma factions preferred alternative election system 

for the 1995 election law.  
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 With respect to the Mexican electoral system, Diaz-Cayeros and Magaloni 

(2001) and Horcasitas and Weldon (2003) argue that politicians’ preferences 

coincided exclusively with neither office-seeking nor policy goals. They showed that 

the ruling PRI of Mexico was interested in maintaining its majority but that is 

changed the Mexican election system in a way that allowed the opposition to perform 

better. In other words, the Mexican PRI allowed short term losses for certain goals but 

it did not allow the gains it gave to the opposition to threaten its ruling status. This 

means that when considering the goals parties want to achieve when changing 

electoral rules, we must in some circumstances consider both long and short-term 

goals.       

 

Studies of Korean Election System Change 

 Although it has been changed numerous times under different authoritarian 

governments, the Korean election system has not been a focus of Western scholars.  

This means that we have missed a valuable case in the population of countries that 

have experienced electoral system change. One important reason for this lack of 

attention to Korea has to do with the fact that the most relevant research materials are 

in Korean. However, even when addressed by Korean scholars, studies of election 
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system change in Korea have been historical, descriptive, and limited to a small 

number of elections. This does not mean that nothing useful for this study has been 

written on election system change in Korea because there are some valuable works on 

the Korean election system and the changes that Korean governments have made (Yun 

1985; Yu 1990; Brady and Mo 1992; Kim 1993, 1996; Cheng and Tallian 1995; Cho 

1995; Lee 1999; Croissant 2000; Choe 2001; Frantz 2002; Kang 2002; Kim and Shim 

2002). Rather, it means that there is still much to be done on this important case of 

election system change.   

Descriptive works on the Korean election system have been written mainly in 

a text book style that simply describes the process of election system change and the 

analysis of election results that followed implemented changes (Jung 1965; Ahn, Kil, 

and Kim 1988; Yun 1988; Choi 1996). For instance, Yun (1985) delineated the main 

characteristics of Korea’s electoral systems and the election results that occurred from 

1948 to 1981. He pointed to such problems as frequent changes of electoral rules and 

the malfunction of PR, and he also noted that parties’ candidate nominations were 

important factors in the history of electoral system change in Korea.  

Another descriptive analysis was conducted by Kim (1993 and 1996). While 

he attempted to focus on the causes of electoral rule changes in Korea, his work 
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merely described the changes made and the election outcomes that followed these 

changes. Despite good intentions, he did not systematically analyze why governments 

changed the election system and what strategies they followed to implement desired 

institutional changes.    

 Choe’s (2001) study of election rule changes for about five decades is similar 

although he considers the impact that election system changes had on the power of 

dominant ruling parties. While he claims that his study makes election system change 

the dependent variable, he actually treats this process of change mainly as the 

independent variable in his study. Moreover, his research was conducted government 

by government and, thus, is chronological in its approach. Consequently, he describes 

the evolution of election system changes in Korea but does not analyze why they 

occurred.  

 Shim and Kim’s (2002) study of elections and election system change in 

Korea also covers a broad period of history. They use Boix’s (1999) work to construct 

some hypotheses and test them for different Korean governments. Like Boix (1999), 

they assume that new electoral systems were adopted by politicians who wanted to 

maximize their abilities to remain in power. They argue that Boix’s theory can be 

applied to the Korean case, even though they acknowledge that his theory was 
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developed to explain why many Western democracies changed to PR. While their 

work in informative, they do not recognize that the changes made to the Korean 

election system may not match those examined by Boix (1999).            

 Despite the limitations of the works reviewed thus far, there are some articles 

on Korean electoral system change that are useful for this study. These studies apply 

rational choice theory to the process of Korean election system change. One article 

written by Lee (1999) deals with the 1973 National Assembly election law identified 

with the medium-sized (i.e., two-member) district system along with the “Yujongheo” 

system.6 The other two articles written by Cheng and Tallian (1995) and Brady and 

Mo (1992) focus on the 1988 National Assembly election law identified with a mixed 

system of single-member districts and PR. While Lee’s (1999) article analyzes some 

characteristics of election rules made under the authoritarian governments in Korea, 

the other two articles show the main features of electoral system choices under 

democratic governments in Korea. 

 According to Kim (1995), there are two main assumptions made by rational 

choice theory in these studies: methodological individualism and purposeful action. 

For the former, we construct social (collective) outcomes derived from individual 

                                             

 6 This was the constitutional system that was implemented by President Park Chung Hee.   
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preferences and choices. For the latter, human action may be interpreted as directed to 

attaining a certain goal (pp. 2-3). On the basis of rational choice theory’s assumptions, 

these studies show which motivations affected election system change that occurred 

under different political contexts in Korea. From these studies, it seems that an office-

seeking motivation may not be the only source of election system change in Korea.  

 Lee’s (1999) analysis shows that preserving political power rather than 

maximizing seats could be the main motivation for Korea’s authoritarian governments 

to change existing election systems. For example, he points out that the government 

of Park Chung-Hee changed the Korean election system from a mixed system of 

SMD and PR to a two-seat district system for this reason. With a new system in place, 

the government party, the Democratic Republican Party (DRP), could consolidate its 

rule because the new system increased its representation in areas where it was 

underrepresented.7 At the same time, this new system helped the parties of the 

opposition gain more support at the district level. Thus, the decrease of total electoral 

seat shares experienced by the government party in the short term did not in any 

threaten its overall majority. Although his research is limited to a single case, it tells 

us that an explanation that focuses only on seat maximization is not sufficient.  

                                             

 7 This party was stronger in Korea’s rural areas.   
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 Cheng and Tallian (1995) also point out that a rational choice theory that 

relies on a single goal does not explain why the ruling party, the Democratic Justice 

Party (DJP) in this case, adopted a mixed system of SMD and PR for the 1988 

National Assembly election. Their analysis requires that another motivation or 

strategy be included to explain that case of election system change. Although Brady 

and Mo’s (1992, 1999) articles which focus on the spatial distribution of votes as the 

main consideration of political parties are their evaluation of existing versus 

alternative electoral rules, they also suggest that an explanation which goes beyond 

single goals is necessary to understand election system change in the 1988 National 

Assembly election.  

 While these three analytical studies offer analytical advantages over previous 

studies, they nonetheless focus only on single cases. Because of this, it is difficult to 

generalize their findings to other cases of election system change in non-democratic 

Korea. Election system change in Korea has not been systematically analyzed by 

scholars. Some works examine a small number of cases while others have not 

provided a consistent logic that can explain the process over long periods of time. 

Other goals need to be considered when analyzing election system change in Korea. 

In this dissertation, I will analyze the process of electoral system changes in Korea by 
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considering factors that have not been considered up to now and by considering the 

entire period when changes were made under authoritarian governments.    
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CHAPTER III 

ANALYZING ELECTION SYSTEM CHANGE IN NON-DEMOCRATIC 

KOREA 

 

 This chapter discusses the approach necessary to analyze and explain election 

system change in Korea. The first section of the chapter introduces the specific 

methods this study will employ to explain the logic of Korean election system change. 

It will also delineate a framework of analysis to explain the sources of election system 

change in Korea. This framework consists of four components, and this first section 

will discuss how these components are related to each other. The remaining sections 

of this chapter will be divided into each of these four components and will discuss 

each component in more detail. These four sections will also contain discussions of 

how these components are related to the three major and three minor election system 

changes that are the focus of the analysis that follows.    

 

An Approach and a Conceptual Framework of Analysis 

 To understand the complexity of the sources of election system change in 

Korea, this study employs a complementary approach which combines the rational 
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decision model with the constraints and opportunities associated with different 

electoral institutions. Both rational action and institutional structure are essential 

complements for an analysis of election system change in Korea, and this can be 

demonstrated by explaining the four-component analysis that this dissertation will 

employ. This four-component analysis is represented in Figure 3-1. The four 

components contained in this figure are as follows: contextual factors that influence 

government strategies, the type of strategy that the government employs to deal with 

relevant contextual factors, the types of electoral system changes that the government 

implements, and election outcomes produced by electoral system changes. This figure 

illustrates how each component is logically interrelated.  

 Beginning with the left side of the figure, the first box contains a listing of 

those contextual factors which affect government evaluations of existing versus 

alternative electoral rules. The contextual factors that this study focuses on are four-

fold. The first involves election outcomes in previous contests which are important 

because they determine the electoral strength of the opposition and government 

parties in the National assembly. The second contextual factor involves demographic 

trends which involve such things as urbanization and other population shifts. The 

third contextual factor involves voting patterns of the Korean population across 
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different parts of the country. The fourth factor involves political events which affect 

the relationship between the government and the National Assembly.   

By investigating these contextual factors, it is possible to define the electoral 

conditions authoritarian governments faced and, thus, the goals they needed to 

achieve to remain in power. In this way, the adequacy of maintaining existing 

electoral rules or replacing them with another arrangement can be evaluated. Once a 

government’s electoral challenges are identified, then this study looks at what kind of 

strategy an authoritarian government should pursue in order to keep itself in control of 

the Korean government. These goals are twofold and contained in the second box 

from the left. In this box, two situations are distinguished. The first is where Korean 

governments needed immediately to increase their seat shares in the National 

Assembly, and the second is where governments already had a majority in the 

National Assembly but that this majority was threatened by long-term demographic 

trends.   

Governments that needed immediately to maximize seats in the National 

Assembly would usually include those who came to power through military coups.  

The governments that came to power in this study did not have affiliated parties in the 

National Assembly that controlled a majority of seats. Thus, when they came to power, 
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they needed to be sure that they could get majority support in that body as soon as 

possible so that they could rule in a cooperative atmosphere. These kinds of situations 

required a strategy that maximized seats. The second strategy occurs where the 

government party has a majority in the National Assembly, but the majority is 

threatened in the long term because of certain demographic trends. When 

authoritarian governments were faced with a legitimacy crisis derived from their 

decreasing urban representation, the majority in the short term was not sufficient to 

secure their long-term political survival. Governments facing this kind of electoral 

situation have to employ a strategy that helps counter such demographic trends and 

helps it maintain its status as ruling party. This is referred to as a status-maintaining 

strategy.   

 With these two general strategies defined, this study will next determine 

whether these strategies are best served under existing rules or a new election system.  

If a new set of rules is in order, then it must be determined whether the appropriate 

change is a major change or a minor change. The second box from the right in the 

figure contains these two types of possible election system changes. As mentioned 

above, a major election system change is one that occurs at the level of the entire 

election system. For example, a change from a single-member district (SMD) system 
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to a mixed system that combines single-member districts with another set of districts 

where seats are allocated by proportional representative (PR). The second type of 

change is minor and relates to alternations in district magnitudes and boundaries.  

 Given that each of these changes is made in light of two possible government 

strategies to address a range of electoral problems, we would expect that the variety of 

election system changes made to be associated with certain kinds of electoral 

situations faced by the Korean government. Moreover, given that major and minor 

election system changes are made in accordance with different strategies, we would 

expect implemented election system changes to correspond to different election 

outcomes. The final box in the figure shows how this dissertation categorizes election 

outcomes that are produced by implemented election system changes. This study 

identifies election outcomes associated with each institutional change as being either 

competitive or compensating. In this context, competitive means the party of the 

government increases its share of National Assembly seats as a result of the 

institutional change, while compensating means the change results in short-term 

losses but still maintains its majority and counteracts those trends that were hurting 

the party’s chance of maintaining its National Assembly in the long term.      
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    Contextual Factors 

 Korea’s authoritarian governments decided many times to alter the country’s 

election system in major and minor ways in order to address the electoral problems 

they faced at various times throughout the period this study considers. The specific 

electoral problems they faced were determined mostly by what this study calls 

contextual factors. This study has identified four factors that affected the electoral 

context Korea’s authoritarian governments faced. As mentioned above, contextual 

factors are fourfold and include previous election outcomes which determine the 

electoral strength of the opposition and the government parties, demographic changes, 

political events, and specific voting patterns. Each of these contextual factors is 

discussed in more detail below in the context of the analyses that will be conducted in 

the following chapters.   

Previous election outcomes provide very important information about the 

government and opposition parties’ prospects in the future elections. Based on the 

vote and seat shares that government and opposition parties receive in elections, the 

government estimates how strong the opposition is electorally and whether it poses a 

threat to the government party’s majority. By examining these values, the various 

governments could decide whether the current election system was adequate for their 
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goal of maintaining their National Assembly majority or needed to be amended or 

replaced with something more electorally advantageous. When the governing party 

wins an election by a great margin and its National Assembly majority is large and 

stable, the government is encouraged to maintain the current election system. When 

previous election outcomes suggest that a ruling party majority is declining or weak, it 

considers amending or replacing the current election system.   

 While the electoral strength of government and opposition parties is found in 

previous election results, demographic information and how it is changing provides 

the government with information on how electoral trends are expected to change.  

Processes such as increased urbanization and industrialization are examples of this 

kind of contextual factor to which political parties must respond. In Korea, since 

modernization and industrialization were implemented by the Park Chung Hee 

government in early 1960s, the country’s urban population rapidly increased. This 

was an important factor that Korea’s authoritarian governments had to consider 

because this demographic process clearly affected the distribution of partisan support 

throughout the country. This is because the many of the authoritarian governments 

that ruled Korea throughout this period were rooted in the country’s rural areas, and, 

as more and more of the country’s population moved to an urban area, the long term 
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support of the government party was threatened.  

 These kinds of demographic trends become even more important because of 

how they are made more politically relevant by the third contextual factor considered 

by this study. The reference here is to Korean voting patterns, which involves certain 

features that make demographic trends electorally significant. The well known Korean 

voting pattern known as the “Yeochon Yado” phenomenon is a good example. This 

phenomenon involves the country’s urban voters being more likely to cast their votes 

for the opposition parties while rural voters being more sympathetic to government 

parties. Given this phenomenon in light of such trends as increased urbanization will 

no doubt something that will influence government evaluations of existing versus 

alternative election systems. While these contextual factors may not necessarily lead 

to a new election system, they require governments to think about how current 

electoral districts can be manipulated to reduce the negative electoral impacts of 

urbanization.    

 Finally, the fourth contextual factor involves this study calls political events. 

This category of contextual factors involves major events that affect the ability of 

non-democratic governments to continue in positions of power and their relationship 

with the National Assembly. Political events can include massive demonstrations like 
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those which led to the collapse of the government of Rhee Seungman or they can 

include even more dramatic events such as coups which place military officials in 

power. These are not the only types of political events considered in this study, but 

they illustrate how authoritarian governments either collapse or are replaced and, thus, 

are forced to confront the situation of having a National Assembly that is not 

dominated by an affiliated political party.   

 

The Election System Changes to be Analyzed 

 There were three major election system changes that occurred under 

authoritarian governments, while there were four minor election system changes. As 

mentioned above, major changes were associated with the entire system while minor 

changes are associated with adding or reducing the number of seats in the electoral 

system through either the creation or deletion of election districts or the movement of 

seats between the plurality and PR parts of mixed systems. This analysis focuses on 

the three major changes that were implemented but only three of the four minor 

changes that were implemented by Korea’s non-democratic governments.  

 Korea’s authoritarian governments frequently altered the country’s election 

system in order to maintain themselves in power. This meant that they wanted to use 
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the election process to either obtain or maintain majorities in the National Assembly.  

Whether electoral conditions required that governing parties obtain a majority that 

they did not have or maintain a majority that they already had would determine how 

they would manipulate the country’s electoral system. As mentioned above, these two 

different conditions are captured in the two strategies available to Korea’s 

authoritarian governments. Again, these are a seat-maximization strategy which was 

appropriate to obtain a National Assembly majority that did not exist and a status-

maintaining strategy that was pursued when a National Assembly majority was 

threatened in the long term by demographic trends.   

What is important here is to identify conditions under which each strategy is 

the most likely that Korean governments would follow. To understand this, we must 

first state that even though Korea throughout this period was not fully democratic, 

governments preferred to maintain themselves in power through democratic means.  

This meant that in cases where new governments came to power through military 

coups or instances where existing governments collapsed because of charges of 

corruption or other protest-inducing problems, they would rather manipulate the 

election system to maintain their power rather than accomplish this goal through non-

democratic means. In these cases, a short term solution was in order and this is 
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exactly what a seat-maximization strategy offered. In such cases, a government party 

would be motivated to alter the existing election system to increase its seat shares. 

 Different electoral conditions led non-democratic Korean governments to 

follow a status-maintenance strategy. Specifically, in some cases, the leaders of 

authoritarian governments were confronted with the problem of halting demographic 

trends that threatened an existing majority in the long term. This meant that increasing 

seat shares in the short term was not the appropriate strategy since the short term 

survival of the government was not the issue. In other words, under such conditions, 

Korean non-democratic governments would make changes that would serve their long 

term electoral interests, even if dong so led to electoral losses in the short term.   

Specifically, this meant sometimes altering the existing election system in a way that 

counteracted long term demographic trends, even if doing so meant short term losses.  

In such cases, the short term losses incurred by the government party would not be 

large enough to threaten the majority it possessed,8 and, moreover, the short-term 

losses incurred by the changes implemented would be compensated for by the 

                                             

 8 In this study the short term electoral loss incurred by the government party 

is a relative concept. It does not mean that the government party’s total seat shares 

decrease. Although the new election system initiated by the government party might 

reduce its seat shares at the district level in the next election, this new system was 

designed to increase its total seat shares by manipulating another part of the system 

like PR which secured the government party a majority in the National Assembly.  
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government party preserving its ruling status in the long term.   

 

Election Outcomes 

 If governments engage in election system change to deal with the electoral 

problems they face, one would expect the changes to be associated with certain 

election outcomes. My expectation is that the election outcomes associated with the 

implemented election system changes would solve the problems the government faces 

and changes the election system to solve. If governments follow a seat-maximization 

strategy because of the conditions they face, we would expect the implemented 

changes to result in greater seat shares for the government party. If this happens, then 

such outcomes are labeled as competitive. If the government follows a status-

maintaining strategy because their National Assembly majority is threatened in the 

long term and election outcomes associated with the implemented institutional change 

result in a short-term loss but help the government party solve its long-term electoral 

problems, such outcomes are labeled as compensating.   

 To determine if outcomes are competitive or compensating, this study will 

examine data at the national and district levels. Such election outcomes will be 

observed for both major and minor election system changes. Both levels of analysis 
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are important to classify election outcomes because it is difficult to precisely identify 

outcomes by simply examining outcomes at the national level. As a result of this, it is 

necessary to conduct an in-depth analysis of election outcomes at the district level in 

order to observe the impacts that election system change had on the government 

party’s electoral strength in the National Assembly. 
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Figure 3-1: A Conceptual Framework of Korean Election System Change 
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CHAPTER IV 

MAJOR ELECTION SYSTEM CHANGE IN KOREA 

  

 This chapter analyzes the three major election system changes that occurred 

under authoritarian governments in Korea. These three changes involved alterations at 

the level of the entire election system and were accomplished through revisions of the 

Korean constitution. The first of these major election system changes was initiated by 

the Park Chung Hee military government in 1963, when he replaced the SMD system 

that had been in use for the first five National Assembly elections with a mixed 

system that combined SMD and PR districts. The second major change occurred in 

1973 and involved the replacement of the mixed system in use at the time with a 

different type of mixed system, one where the SMD portion was replaced with two-

seat districts and the PR portion was replaced with the “Yujonghoe,” a rule where one 

third of total seats were selected by presidential appointment. The third major change 

occurred after a military coup in 1981 where the Chun Doo Hwan military 

government readopted the PR system used in the National Assembly elections 

between 1963 and 1971, along with the two-seat district (TSD) system that was in use.  

 As mentioned above, these three cases of major election system change will 
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be analyzed by focusing on the following factors. First, this study will describe the 

electoral situation that authoritarian governments faced prior to each election system 

change. This electoral situation is defined by many factors but most important is the 

amount of support government parties had in the Korean National Assembly and 

whether support levels were stable or declining. When governments came to power 

through coups, they often did not have the support of an affiliate party or group in this 

legislative body which forced those who came to power into a situation of obtaining a 

legislative majority as soon as possible. This situation can be contrasted with those 

where government parties held majorities in the National Assembly. Where the 

election would be in an issue in this case would be the situation where a majority was 

declining rather than stable. In either case, authoritarian governments would need to 

find a way to obtain a majority or maintain the one it possessed, and it would prefer to 

do this in a democratic way. This meant that a manipulation of electoral rules was the 

best tool available for this purpose.   

 When authoritarian governments designed a new election system, they had to 

take other factors into consideration because the factor discussed above alone will not 

say what election system change was most likely to fix the electoral situation 

governments faced. Perhaps most important among these other factors is simply the 
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nature and strength of the opposition it faced. A strong united opposition would 

require a different type of election system change than would a weak and fragmented 

opposition. Information on the electoral trends a government party faced would be 

provided through data on outcomes in previous elections. These data would be readily 

available and would inform governments what their prospects were for winning an 

upcoming election. Another type of information that governments had to consider 

when designing new election systems involved demographic trends and how these 

trends affected their short- and long-term electoral prospects. Data on demographic 

trends were important to government assessments of how existing election systems 

would need to be changed in order to insure that Korea’s authoritarian governments 

could control a majority of seats in the National Assembly. A third kind of data 

governments would have to consider involved patterns of voting of members of the 

Korean population. The most important voting information referred to the Korean 

“Yeochon Yado” phenomenon, which refers to the fact that rural voters were more 

likely to support government parties, while urban voters for the opposition parties.   

 Second, this study describes the ways in which Korea’s election systems were 

changed by authoritarian governments. This will naturally involve a detailed 

description of the overall ways that existing election systems were replaced, that is, 
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whether a single-member district system was replaced with a PR system or mixed 

system. It will also focus on such old and new system factors as district magnitudes 

and electoral formulas, but it will also note whether any changes involved other 

features such as the “Yujonghoe” feature that was used in the new system 

implemented by General Park Chung Hee. Finally, it will also look at the manner in 

which old versus new systems were different in terms of the number of districts and 

where old versus new districts are located.   

 Third, in order to specifically examine how the new election system was 

designed to solve the electoral problems authoritarian governments faced, this study 

will explore the goals and objectives that authoritarian governments wanted to 

achieve through election system change. Specifically, this involves determining 

whether the electoral imperatives authoritarian governments faced were primarily 

short-term, that is, the need to achieve an electoral victory in the next National 

Assembly election, or long-term, that is, designed to allow authoritarian governments 

to maintain their majorities in the National Assembly over longer time horizons. 

Making this distinction is important because each required different type of 

institutional change strategies.   

 Fourth, this study examines the results that each major election system 
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change produced. This will be accomplished by an examination of the election 

outcomes that occurred under the new election that involves determining whether the 

institutional change produced the electoral impacts that governments designed them to 

produce. In this analysis, this study will note the extent to which actual election 

outcomes diverged from expected election outcomes. It will note that if there is a 

substantial divergence, it is possible that a government strategy to replace an existing 

electoral system with a new institutional arrangement was not effective. This 

examination will also strive to explain why the actual outcomes diverged from 

expected outcomes.   

 

The Creation of a Korea’s first Mixed Election System 

Contextual Factors 

 Once General Park Chung Hee took power by military coup on May 16, 1961, 

his military government centralized power based on strong control over the police and 

the military. The Park military government was administrated by the Supreme Council 

of National Reconstruction (SCNR), which held power in three government branches. 

This organization constructed a new republic by changing the existing Korean 

constitution, which included a strong presidential system and a weak unicameral 
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legislature. The new election law for the 1963 National Assembly election was also 

amended and promulgated by the SCNR.  

 After about two and half years of the military rule, as the military force 

promised, a civilian government was supposed to replace the Park military 

government. General Park wanted to maintain and consolidate his power under the 

civilian government that would replace his military regime. He needed to find a way 

to see that his government continued in power through democratic means, which 

meant that he needed to win power in a free and open election. Park created a new 

political party called the Democratic Republican Party (DRP) to participate in the 

presidential and National Assembly elections. While ensuring its continuation through 

the electoral process, it also wanted to guarantee elections regularly and by allow the 

opposition parties to run for the elections. Although the military government made the 

legislature very weak and its power was severely limited by the executive branch, it 

wanted to control the legislature by obtaining a majority through the electoral process.  

 Since the Constituent National Assembly in 1948, Korean governments 

adopted a single-member district (SMD) system to send legislators to the National 

Assembly. A SMD system benefits larger rather than smaller parties because of the 

use of a plurality formula. In addition to this, under an SMD system, voters are more 
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likely to cast their votes to larger parties in order not to waste their votes. Thus, as 

Duverger (1954) proposed, a single ballot plurality formula produces a two-party 

system. How much these rules benefit larger parties can be represented by the 

conversion rate, which refers to the electoral margin between the popular vote and 

seat shares won by political parties (Kim and Koh 1980, pp. 77-78). If the parties’ 

conversion rates are more than one, it means that they receive more seat shares than 

vote shares.  

 In general, the conversion rate is high for the larger parties and low for the 

minor parties. In Korea, government parties were large and well organized so that 

they enhanced their electoral strength from their electoral margins, that is, how much 

their seat shares exceeded their vote shares. As Table 4-1 illustrates, in elections that 

preceded the upcoming 1963 election, government parties’ conversion rates were 

much higher then those of the first opposition parties. In the 1958 and 1960 National 

Assembly elections government parties achieved more district seats than independents 

which captured higher popular votes than government parties (Table 4-2). The 

government party (the Democratic Party) won 73.4% of National Assembly seats in 

the 1960 election with just over 41% of the votes cast. This meant that Park’s party 

was able to control a majority of seats only by the seat bonus it received from the 
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election system. 

 In spite of this, conversion rates fluctuated great from election to election 

which suggests that the government could not simply trust that it would be able 

simply to achieve a majority in the National Assembly. This meant that a slight 

decline in the government party’s electoral support levels could spell disaster in the 

next election.  

 A SMD system benefits government parties when the opposition is 

fragmented and weak, because under such conditions it is difficult to defeat a large 

and well organized government party in a SMD which used a plurality rule (Kim 

1964). One of the reasons this situation occurred for government parties between 

1954 and 1960 had to do with the impact of independent candidates. As the data in 

Table 4-3 show, the Liberal (government) Party won a majority of seats in both 

elections, but was much less efficient in the 1958 election.9 One reason for this was 

the impact of independent candidates in 1954 which caused the fragmentation of the 

opposition by taking votes and seats away from what could have been a single 

challenger. This situation began to change in 1958, however, when the Democratic 

Party (DP) earned 34% of the popular vote and 33.9% of the total seats. In other 

                                             

 9 In 1958, the government party earned 54.1% (the same as it won in 1954) of the National 

Assembly’s seats with 42.1% of the vote.   
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words, the government was enjoying a declining conversion rate and the prospect of a 

stronger and more unified opposition.   

 Another factor of concern for the government involved popular voting 

patterns. According to many scholars (Kim and Koh 1980; Yun 1981; Cho 1995), 

rural voters were less interested in politics and their political efficacy was low. They 

also had both an authoritarian and traditional political culture which meant that they 

were more easily mobilized by the government. This is called “conformity or 

mobilized voting” (Kim 1980, p. 120), and, in practice, Korean governments 

intervened by spending illegal election campaign funds and restricting the campaign 

activities of opposition party candidates. Such election malpractices were more 

effective in the rural areas than the urban areas (Kim and Koh 1980, p. 78).  

 As Table 4-3 shows, Lee Seung Man’s Liberal Party exploited this rural 

electoral advantage through government intervention in election campaigns in the 

1954 and 1958 National Assembly elections. As Table 4-4 shows, the government 

party (LP) got more popular support in the rural areas while the opposition parties did 

better in the urban areas in the 1958 National Assembly election. Although the Liberal 

Party got only one seat in Seoul, it earned more seats in every region than the 

opposition. The governing LP only earned 20% of seats in the country’s six major 
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cities while the opposition parties—including independents—received 80% of district 

seats in these same cities. This is called the “Yeochon Yado” phenomenon, which 

refers to the fact that while the government parties earned more seats in the rural areas, 

the opposition gained ground in the urban areas. This voting pattern became an 

important factor for the government party to design election system that could get 

more popular support from the rural areas especially as cities were growing fast at this 

time.   

Electoral Rule Change 

 The Park government replaced the single-member district system used by 

previous governments with a mixed system of single-member districts (SMD) and 

proportional representation (PR). Three-fourths (131) of 175 seats were filled by a 

single nontransferable vote (SNTV) in single-member districts. One-third (44) of the 

total seats were allocated by under a PR, list system with a single nationwide district. 

In this system, Korean voters cast a single vote to select one candidate per district, but 

they did not separately cast another vote to select candidates in the PR districts. 

Rather, the votes they cast in the system’s single-member districts were counted as the 

vote for the allocation of the 44 at-large seats (or national proportional seats) under 

the PR system. These at-large seats were basically allocated in proportion to the share 
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of the popular votes polled by each party in SMD districts but in accordance with a 

specific formula. The best way to describe this formula is that the 44 at-large seats 

were allocated in a majority party-centered way (Jung 2003, p. 148). This means that 

the at-large seats were only allocated to parties which received more than three SMD 

seats and more than 5% of the popular vote in SMD districts. If political parties did 

not meet these two requirements, they could not receive any of the system’s at-large 

seats. 

 For those parties which met these two requirements, seats were allocated in 

the following manner. If the top-ranked political party received more than 50% of the 

votes cast overall in the single member districts, the at-large seats were allocated in 

proportion to the share of the popular votes captured by each party. The only limit on 

this was that the top vote getter could not receive more than two-thirds (29) of the 

available at-large seats. If the leading party received less than 50% of the votes cast 

overall in the single member districts, it still received one-half of the total at-large 

seats while the remaining one-half of the at-large seats was allocated in proportion to 

the share of the votes captured by each party. This meant that the first party was 

supposed to receive more than 50% of the total at-large seats no matter how many 

votes this party received in the SMD districts.  
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 If the party’s receiving the second largest vote share obtained a share that was 

double those of the remaining parties, it received two-thirds of the remaining at-large 

seats while the remaining one-third of the at-large seats was allocated in proportion to 

the share of the popular vote obtained by remaining parties. If after allocating seats in 

this way there are still unallocated seats, they would be distributed to the remaining 

parties one by one in the order of their vote shares (Ahn, Kihl, and Kim 1988, pp. 27-

28; Choi 1996, pp. 333-334). 

 In order to be considered to PR seats, this new election law also required that 

candidates for the National Assembly election be nominated by political parties only.  

This means that independent candidates, who held a substantial share of National 

Assembly seats in previous elections were now formally prohibited from standing for 

office. Specifically, individual candidates who were not affiliated with a political 

party could not campaign in a National Assembly election without first being 

endorsed by a registered political party.  

 From the establishment of the election law of the 1948 which governed 

elections to the National Assembly up to this time, election districts were determined 

in accordance with population and existing administrative boundaries. In other words, 

boundaries of election districts were drawn in accordance with the boundaries of 
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established cities, counties, or other formal political subdivisions, and these districts 

were established in accordance with the population of those areas. Specifically, each 

district was to contain 150,000 persons and an additional district was created with 

every 100,000 person increase in population (National Election Commission, 1996). 

These criteria for the number and boundaries of SMD districts were altered when the 

new election system was established for the 1963 National Assembly election; 

Specifically, 200,000 people were now required to constitute a single-member district, 

but the new election law did not take into consideration the population gap that 

existed between big cities and small municipalities (Jung 2003, pp. 149-150). Instead, 

election districts were apportioned in accordance with a country’s administrative 

districts. Thus, a district having more than 200,000 people was not to be split into two 

districts as long as this district belonged to the same administrative district.  

Government Strategy 

 When the Park government took power through a military coup, it did not 

possess a majority in the National Assembly. In light of this, Park preferred to rule the 

country with a cooperative national legislature, and it preferred to achieve this 

through the electoral process. This means that its electoral goals were short term in 

that it needed to achieve a victory in the next National Assembly election that would 
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result in it controlling a majority of that body’s seats. To accomplish this goal, the 

Park military government needed to develop an institutional change strategy that 

would help it perform this well in the next election, and this would be accomplished 

in two ways. The first is that it needed to make its affiliate party in the National 

Assembly electorally stronger while at the same time rendering the parties of the 

opposition parties weak.  

 The mixed system of SMD and PR the Park government adopted was 

designed to accomplish these two electoral goals. Overall, while an SMD system is 

advantageous to larger parties, this is much more true when the parties it opposes are 

fragmented and weak. In the 1954, 1958, and 1960 National Assembly elections the 

government parties earned more than 50% of the total seats while obtaining less than 

50% of the popular vote. The government parties in these elections had conversion 

rates that were higher than those of the parties against which it was opposed (Table 4-

1). The park government maintained a SMD system because it could dominate many 

of the districts in this part of the new mixed system. Unfortunately, this system alone 

was not sufficient to guarantee that it would obtain a majority of National Assembly 

seats in the next election. Consequently, it needed to create another part of a system 

that would help guarantee such an outcome by increasing its conversion rate.   
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 This was to be accomplished by the PR portion of the new mixed election 

system. According to scholars, the PR system created by the Park government helped 

guarantee the government’s party seats in the National Assembly that is otherwise 

would not have obtained with an SMD system alone (Lijphart 1992; Geddes 1996; 

Boix 1999). While the general idea of a PR election system is to increase 

representation of small parties by allowing them to obtain seats in proportion with the 

votes receive (Przeworski 1991), this was not the idea behind the PR system the Park 

government created. Rather, the idea was not only to recruit new politicians into the 

National Assembly who were from the military and did not have local political roots 

but also given the government a seat cushion that it otherwise would not have (Kim 

and Kihl 1988, pp. 32-33).  

This was accomplished by skewing the proportional distribution of the PR 

(at-large) seats in a way that was advantageous to the party that received the highest 

overall vote share. Naturally, the largest vote getter was the government party, and the 

new system guaranteed its would obtain a majority of legislative seats because, even 

if the government party failed to win a majority of seats in only the system’s single-

member districts, it could obtain extra seats that would give it the majority it desired 

(Jung 2003, p. 148). Contrary to the original principle of PR systems, the PR portion 
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of the new Korean election system was created by the Park military government as a 

supplementary device to guarantee that it obtained a majority of National Assembly 

seats (Kim 1998, p. 4; Shin 1994, p. 239). 

 There were other features of the new mixed election system that helped the 

Park government achieve its electoral goals. Specifically, the Park government 

introduced a nomination system that was designed to make the opposition fragmented 

and weak. This system required that candidates running for election be endorsed by 

political parties in order to stand as a candidate in a National Assembly election. 

Because of the large number of independent candidates that stood for election in 

previous contests, this change would require either that many new parties be created 

or that unaffiliated candidates join with an existing organization (Ahn 1968, p. 32). A 

prohibition on independent candidates running for election was also intended to 

prevent prominent politicians from running for elections after they were released from 

political repression. Twelve political parties, including two major opposition parties 

and the government party, contested the 1963 National Assembly election (National 

Election Commission 1964, p. 452). Overall, most of the new opposition parties that 

were created in response to this change in the electoral law could not compete on an 

equal footing with the large and well-organized government party.  
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Election Outcomes 

 Table 4-5 shows that the election system change instituted by the Park 

military government appeared to have fulfilled its purpose. Although the government 

party (DRP) earned 33.5% of the votes cast in single-member districts (SMD), it won 

67.2% of the total seats while the two major opposition parties (i.e., the Democratic 

Justice Party and the Democratic Party) earned 33.6% of the popular vote but only 

27.5% of the total seats. These outcomes in the 1963 National Assembly election were 

due in large part to the election system change that the government implemented.  

 This is revealed in Table 4-5 in the fact that the government party (DRP) had 

an electoral advantage in the portion of the SMD system because of the opposition 

being fragmented. The fact that twelve political parties contested for SMD seats 

helped the governing DRP obtain a majority of National Assembly seats. There were 

some single-member districts in which as many as eleven opposition-party candidates 

competed with one government party candidate. This large number of parties helped 

lead to only four opposition parties earning more than one district seat. It is for this 

reason that although opposition parties earned a total of 66.5% of the popular vote, 

they only earned 32.8% of the total district seats. 

 Table 4-6 demonstrates that the government party (DRP) received a high 
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conversion rate (2.0) under the SMD system. The seat share won by the DRP was 

twice as high as its vote share. This table also shows that the government party’s high 

conversion rate was largely due to support in rural areas. Its conversion rate was high 

in every region except for Seoul. This fact implies that the government party (DRP) 

was more competitive than the opposition in every region except for Seoul.  

 The electoral benefits the governing DRP received in the SMD portion of the 

new election system can be seen more clearly at the district level. Table 4-7 presents 

the results of the 1963 National Assembly election for Korea’s eleven different 

regions in Korea. The government party (DRP) only won 2 (14.3%) out of 14 SMD 

seats in Seoul, while the opposition parties won over 85% of the total seats in Korea’s 

largest city. Unfortunately, the opposition parties did not win many seats in the 

country’s other regions. This table supports the fact that the Korean electorate cast 

their votes depending on the regions where they lived. Korean voters’ urban-rural 

support pattern was evident in the 1963 National Assembly election.  

 More specifically, Table 4-8 shows the government party’s performance in 

urban and the rural areas. Although the DRP earned similar seats to those of the 

opposition in the urban areas, the former earned more seats than the latter in the 

country’s rural areas. The governing DRP captured 73.3% of total rural district seats 
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while the opposition 26.7%. This implies that the DRP’s electoral victory largely 

relied on its high seat shares in the rural districts. This result was partly due to the fact 

that the new election system created by the Park government placed sufficient seats in 

Korea’s rural areas to be sure that is won a majority of seats in the National Assembly.   

 The PR portion of the new election system also benefited the government 

party and helped it achieve its goal of obtaining a majority of seats in the National 

Assembly. This is because the DRP received many PR seats because of the rule that 

was implemented for the allocation of at-large seats. In this election, the DRP won 22 

seats out of 44 total PR seats because it was the largest vote getter and, as such, it was 

entitled to half of the total PR seats. While the share of PR seats the government 

obtained pushed up its total seat share, the government party obtained a sufficient 

number of SMD seats to dominate the National Assembly. As Table 4-5 indicates, the 

DRP’s seat shares (67.2%) in a single member district were reduced into 62.9% when 

its 50% share of PR seats were added to this total.  

Table 4-9 compares the manner in which parties performed in the PR portion 

of the mixed election system. It is true that the PR allocation rule in the 1963 National 

Assembly election benefited the governing DRP. The DRP would have received only 

15 PR seats if they were allocated in proportion to the share (33.5%) of the popular 
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vote polled by the DRP. However, the DRP really received 22 PR seats because of the 

rule that the first party received half of the PR seats when it received less than 50% of 

the votes cast. This part of the election system also benefited the government party by 

allowing it to recruit the new politicians who did not have local political roots. 

According to Shin (1994), eight military officers were elected from the PR portion of 

the system in the 1963 National Assembly election (p. 251).  

 

From Single-Seat to Two-Seat Plurality 

Contextual Factors 

 In 1969 the Park government changed the constitution to secure President 

Park’s third-term in office. The governing DRP majority passed a constitutional 

amendment through the National Assembly and it was confirmed by a referendum. 

There were numerous election malpractices in the referendum and both the opposition 

and citizenry blamed the Park government for its undemocratic constitutional 

amendment.  

 Anti-government attitudes in urban sectors were evident in the 1971 

presidential and National Assembly elections. As Table 4-10 and Table 4-11 indicate, 

Kim Dae Jung, a major opposition party leader (the New Democratic Party), earned a 
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high degree of the popular vote from such large cities as Seoul, Pusan, and the Cholla 

area (his hometown). His party’s candidates for the National Assembly election 

performed best in these urban areas. The NDP earned 18 (94.7%) out of 19 district 

seats in Seoul, and the popular vote won by the NDP was close to that of the 

governing DRP.   

 In addition to such a strong challenge from the opposition in a National 

Assembly election, the Park government was also under criticism for economic 

hardships the country was experiencing in 1972. The Park government implemented a 

national project called the “five-year plan for economic development” in 1962. Since 

the implementation of this plan, Korea experienced rapid economic development with 

a GDP growth rates averaging 11.4% per year (Rhee 1973; Lee 1973). This rapid 

growth made the Korean economy very reliant on export markets in advanced 

industrial countries like the United States and Japan, which meant that recession in 

these countries would cause an economic slow down in Korea (Han 1975, pp. 40-42). 

With the Nixon shocks in the 1971, this began to occur.   

 Given these domestic and foreign circumstances, the Park government began 

to lose support. Its loss of popularity made it uncertain as to whether the Park 

government could maintain itself as the dominant party in the National Assembly. 
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President Park wanted to maintain himself in power in order to fulfill his political 

projects, and rather than be pushed out of office, he declared martial law throughout 

the nation on October 17, 1972. As part of this martial law declaration, the National 

Assembly was dissolved and all political activities were banned. In this environment, 

Park drafted and promulgated a new constitution, which was called the “Yushin” 

(national revitalization). This new constitution was approved in a referendum on 

November 21, 1972. The new “Yushin” constitution granted President Park another 

six-year term as president and strengthened the power he could wield in that office. 

This new constitution also contained a provision for a new election system that would 

be used in the 1973 National Assembly election.   

 In addition to Park’s immediate need to stay in power, there were some other 

contextual factors that affected the way he would change the election system. First, 

although the governing DRP maintained a majority in the 1971 National Assembly 

election, the leading opposition party (NDP) captured more than 40% of popular vote. 

This election result suggested strongly that it would be difficult for the governing 

DRP to maintain its dominant status in the National Assembly in free and open 

elections. The increased electoral strength of the opposition was an obvious threat to 

the government party. Moreover, as Table 4-12 indicates, the conversion rate of the 
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governing DRP had been declining and was not much different from that of the major 

opposition party, the New Democratic Party, in the 1971 National Assembly election.  

 Rapid demographic change throughout the country made this problem even 

worse for the government party. Since 1960, Korean society became increasingly 

modernized as it became rapidly urbanized. In 1960, Koreans living in cities over 

50,000 totaled 28% of the total population, but, by 1972, this percentage increased to 

40% (Table 4-13). Much of this urbanization was due to the urban-centered economic 

development plan implemented by the Park government (Ho 1979, pp. 645-646). 

Nonetheless, as an increasing large number of the rural residents migrated into the 

urban areas in order to get better job opportunities and living conditions (Rhee 1973, 

p. 685), the Park government had to confront the problem that its days as dominant 

party in the National Assembly were numbered.   

 This is because, as mentioned above, urban residents’ general political 

support was for the parties of the opposition (Kim and Choe 1988). Urban residents 

had this political tendency because their higher levels of educational attainment led to 

higher levels of participation in politics (Kim and Koh 1980, p. 64). Consequently, 

scholars like Kihl (1973) and Lee (1971) found an inverse relationship between the 

degree of urbanization and support for the government party. This voting pattern of 
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urban versus rural residents lowers the prospects that the government would survive 

as dominant party in the Korean National Assembly. This was called the “Yeochon 

Yado” phenomenon, which is clearly demonstrated in Table 4-14.  

Since the 1963 National Assembly election, the governing DRP relied on high 

levels of popular support in rural areas for its electoral support. The opposition parties, 

on the other hand, captured a large portion of seats in urban areas. For instance, in the 

1971 National Assembly election the governing DRP only earned seven seats (17.9%), 

while the opposition won thirty-two seats (82.1%) in Korea’s six major cities. By 

contrast, the DRP earned 79 seats (71.1%), while the opposition only captured thirty-

five seats (28.9%) in rural districts. Given that these urban areas of Korea were 

growing rapidly, demographic trends represented a threat to the long-term ability of 

the government party to dominate the National Assembly.   

Electoral Rule Change 

 In responses to these challenges, the Park government replaced the existing 

mixed electoral system of SMD and PR with another mixed system. This one 

consisted of two-seat districts (TSD) and what is known in Korean as the “Yujonghoe 

(the Yushin Political Friendship Society),” where one-third of the seats would be 

allocated by presidential appointment. The new system originally had 219 National 
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Assembly seats, two-thirds of which were elected from 73 two-member districts. 

Winners in these 73 districts would be determined by plurality, which means the top 

two vote getters would win a district’s seats.10 The remaining one-third (73 members) 

were elected through the “Yujonghoe” system. These Yujonghoe members were 

indirectly elected by the presidential appointment via the National Conference for 

Unification (NCU). These Yujonghoe members held office for three years.        

 Since the 1963 National Assembly election, independent candidates had not 

been allowed to run for the office because of the party endorsement rule. This new 

election law, however, allowed independents to participate in elections, but it still 

restricted the ability of independent candidates to get elected because of what is know 

as the trust money system. Like all candidates for office, independents had to deposit 

a certain amount of money with the National Election Commission in order to register 

their candidacy. Independent candidates, however, had to deposit more money than 

candidates endorsed by a major political party. This naturally reduced the number of 

independent candidates who would stand for office.   

Government Strategy 

 The Park government was faced with a strong challenge from the opposition 

                                             

 10 Candidates elected from two-seat districts held their seats for six years.   
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and suffered from a legitimacy crisis. Previous election outcomes revealed that if 

something as not done to render the environment more favorable to government party 

candidates, free and fair election contest could result in the Park government losing 

power. In other words, a power transfer to the opposition was entirely possible if the 

current election system remained in use. The goals the Park government wanted to 

achieve through election system change were to not only secure its electoral victory in 

the short-term, but also to legitimate its rule in the long-term by ensuring continued 

majorities in free and open elections to the National Assembly.  

 In order to accomplish these goals the Park government employed a 

combination of two strategies. The first was a short-term, seat-maximization strategy 

and the second was a long-term status maintenance strategy. Although these two 

strategies can be contradictory in that a long-term, status maintenance strategy can 

result in short-term electoral losses that serve some long-term government goal, the 

government avoided this problem by keeping the mixed system format and having 

one part of the new system serve its short-term interests and the other serve its long-

term interests.    

 The Park government replaced the existing election system PR portion with 

the “Yujonghoe.” This new institution served the government party’s short-term seat-
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maximization interests by allowing it to easily win a sufficient number of legislative 

seats. This is because under this system the government party would obtain one-third 

of the National Assembly’s seats without any competition from the opposition. Again, 

Yujonghoe members were not elected but essentially appointed by the president. 

Given the Park government’s need to raise its number of legislative seats in the 

National Assembly, this was easily accomplished with no worry about how a 

competitive election contest would turn out.   

 The other feature of the new election system, the replacement of single-

member districts with two-seat districts served the government party’s long-term 

electoral interests. Under the original single-member district (SMD) system, the 

government party typically won more than 50% of the available seats because of the 

advantages it had being the largest party. As opposition became more unified and 

electoral competition increased, government advantages in the single-member 

districts declined and its ability to win a majority safely was threatened. This was 

especially true in the country’s urban districts which were growing and the 

government party was traditionally weak.   

Under the new two-seat system, this problem would be solved. It is true that 

the opposition parties would surely do better because they would win more plurality 
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seats. On the other hand, the government party would stave off the decline it was 

experiencing and even gain a foothold in urban districts where it was traditionally 

weak. This is because under a two-seat district system, the government party could 

earn at best 50% of the available seats. While government party candidates would 

surely not be first-place winners in all of the new districts, there would be virtually 

none where they would lose to a second-place sinner. Overall, the plurality part of the 

new electoral system resulted in the government party receiving fewer plurality seats 

but nonetheless electorally stronger. Again, this is because it could now have winning 

candidates in districts where it was previously weak.   

 The government party could make this trade off in the new two-seat districts 

any electoral loss it incurred in this part of the new electoral system was more than 

made up for in the “Yujonghoe” part of the system. This is important, but even more 

important was the fact that the two-seat part of the new system would solve the 

government’s main electoral problem. The government’s lack of support in the 

country’s urban areas was the essence of its legitimacy problem. Most criticism of the 

government came from Korea’s urban areas and as urban areas increased in 

population, this problem was a threat to ability of the government to survive in the 

long term. In other words, growing urban areas became a source of support only for 
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opposition parties (Kim 1980, p. 64). Urban representation could not be replaced by 

rural representation alone as cities became essential for the long-term political 

survival of the governing DRP (Choi 1973, pp. 1094-1095).  

 By replacing the SMD system with two-seat districts, the Park government 

reduced the number of urban districts where popular support for the governing DRP 

was traditionally low. According to Yun (1981), the number of city districts decreased 

from 45 in the 1971 National Assembly election to 17 in the 1973 National Assembly 

election (p. 123). This was accomplished by combining rural districts with urban 

districts in order to reduce the number of purely city districts. Table 4-15 

demonstrates that the number of districts in six major cities were fewer than 

population in those areas. The governing DRP could increase its urban representation 

by receiving at least one district seat under the new TSD system. However, the 

governing DRP’s popularity was lower in the urban areas and this low popular vote 

was recovered by its high popular vote in the rural areas. For instance, although the 

DRP only earned 17.9% of the popular vote in urban districts, it received 56.2% of the 

overall popular vote. This was due primarily to the government party’s high popular 

vote (69.3%) in the rural districts in the 1971 National Assembly election.  

 As mentioned above, the Park government also allowed independents to 



 74

 

become candidates in National Assembly elections although on a limited basis. This 

was an important strategic move taken by the government. While a large number of 

independents would be avoided because of the money restrictions, the appearance of 

independents would help government candidates. Under the new two-seat district 

(TSD) system, the threshold of election victory was lowered which meant the parties 

which had no chance of winning in a single-member district contest could now have a 

chance of winning. This would encourage more parties to put up candidates in district 

elections, and when this was combined with the appearance of independent candidates, 

the chances of government candidates winning at least one seat were virtually 

guaranteed. Overall, while the opposition could win more plurality seats, it was more 

fragmented and weak which helped the government party solve its long-term electoral 

problems.   

Election Outcomes 

The new election system created by Park was expected to give the 

government party an immediate electoral boost and help it win seats in districts where 

it had been traditionally weak. As Table 4-16 indicates, although the governing DRP 

earned the expected 50% of district (plurality) seats, it nonetheless dominated the 

National Assembly by controlling 67% of the total seats. By contrast, the major 
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opposing NDP captured 33% of popular vote and 35.6% of district seats, but it only 

had 23.7% of the total seats in National Assembly. The electoral margin between the 

governing DRP and the opposing NDP increased from 12% to 43% in the 1973 

National Assembly election. This large electoral margin was basically attributed to the 

“Yujonghoe.” Although the electoral margin between the two parties was only 14.4% 

in the two-seat districts, it increased to 43% when the Yujonghoe was added. Overall, 

the “Yujonghoe” compensated the government party for the electoral losses it 

experienced in the TSD portion of the system.  

 In accordance with the government’s institutional strategy, the appearance of 

independent candidates resulted in the fragmentation of the opposition. Due to change 

in the electoral law, 115 independents (33.9%) out of 339 total candidates ran for the 

office and captured 19 (13%) out of 146 district seats in the 1973 National Assembly 

election. Under the new two-seat district system, the political participation of many 

independents encroached on the support for parties of the opposition. The major 

opposing NDP candidates had to compete with other party candidates and 

independents in every district. As a consequence, despite the fact that the opposition 

parties and independents garnered over 60% of the popular vote, they had to share the 

remaining 50% of district seats. In particular, as Table 4-17 shows, popular votes for 
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opposition parties were divided because of independent candidates especially in such 

rural provinces as Kangwon, Chungchungbuk, Chollarbuk, and Kyungsangbuk. In 

these areas, the principal opposition party, the NDP, garnered only 32.5% of the 

popular vote. 

 On the other hand, as Table 4-18 shows, the total seats won by the governing 

DRP increased from 55.4% to 66.7% in the 1973 National Assembly election. This 

occurred even though district seats won by the DRP decreased from 56.2% to 50%. 

This does not mean that district seat shares won by the government party were 

unimportant because they were a very important source for it to maintain and 

strengthen its presence in the National Assembly. This is because the government 

party now controlled seats in districts where it had been traditionally weak, namely, 

the country’s urban districts.  

 As Table 4-14 indicates, since the 1963 National Assembly election, the 

governing DRP failed to win over the opposition in the urban districts, while winning 

in rural districts. The DRP’s urban representation decreased, and in the 1971 National 

Assembly election, it earned less than 18% of seats available in the nation’s urban 

areas. By contrast, the opposition captured about 82% of urban district seats and 

threatened the governing DRP based on strong popular support in the urban areas. It 
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was necessary for the governing DRP to increase its urban representation and 

replacing the previous system’s single-member districts with a two-seat district 

system accomplished this.   

 As Table 4-14 shows, the governing DRP earned 47.1% of urban district seats 

in the 1973 National Assembly election, while the opposing NDP’s urban district seat 

shares decreased substantially from 82.1% to 44.1%. At the same time, the governing 

DRP reduced its reliance on rural districts by diversifying its support base.  

Specifically, rural district seats won by the DRP decreased from 71.1% to 50.9% 

which suggests that the DRP traded its high seat shares in rural districts for an 

increased share of the seats in the country’s growing urban districts.  

 This process is shown more clearly with the data in Table 14-19 which show 

how the two-seat district system helped the DRP enhance its urban representation in 

the 1973 National Assembly election. Since the 1963 National Assembly election, 

many DRP candidates finished as runners-up in the urban districts. Thus, they were 

not elected under the single-seat plurality rule. Under the new two-seat district system, 

those who got the second largest votes could be also elected in a district. This is why 

the DRP could earn seats in 47.1% of the new system’s urban district. Consequently, 

the two-seat district system helped the governing DRP to increase its urban 
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representation, and thus be a governing party with a broader cross-section of electoral 

support.   

 This broadening of the Park government’s support bases was accomplished 

because he carefully restricted the number of urban districts in the new system. While 

population size was the principal consideration for districts in the old system, this was 

not considered when these new districts were created (Ahn, Kil, and Kim 1988, pp. 

34-35). As Table 4-15 shows, although the urban population increased in 1973, the 

number of urban districts conversely decreased from 26 to 23. This was because the 

government party used to receive lower level of popular support in the urban districts 

than the opposition. It was necessary to restrict the number of urban districts and to 

assign more seats in the rural districts in order to increase the popular vote won by the 

governing DRP. Table 4-20 supports this expectation that the popular vote (35.5%) 

garnered by the DRP in the urban districts were lower than those of the NDP (40.8%) 

in the 1973 National Assembly election. However, the DRP could get more total 

popular votes (38.7%) than those of the NDP (32.5%). This outcome was because the 

DRP garnered a high popular vote (40.1%) in the rural districts while the NDP only 

garnered 22.8% of the popular vote.    
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The Return to PR and the Abandonment of “Yujonghoe” 

Contextual Factors 

 President Park Chung Hee was assassinated by his chief intelligence aide on 

October 26, 1979. The political system fell into the major crisis and society was in a 

panic. Although Choi Kyu Ha, premier under President Park, was elected president by 

the Electoral College (the National Conference of Unification) in December 1979, his 

leadership was not effective and Korea’s political crisis continued. Various groups and 

college students actively participated in demonstrations calling for immediate 

democratic reforms in a society (Han 1989, p. 280). Although President Choi’ called 

for amending the current constitution, his words only encouraged more protest. 

Political leaders at the time were concerned with the power structure that would be 

created by a new constitution.   

One concerned individual was General Chun Doo Hwan, the head of the 

Defense Security Command under martial law. He was convinced that the struggles 

over a new political system would not reduce Korea’s instability at the time and he 

used his strengthened position within the military to seize the government (Lee 1981, 

pp. 125-130). Once in power, Chun destroyed the power base of individual politicians 

by arresting and detaining them. His last effort to reestablish order in areas where 
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protests continued resulted in the Kwangju massacre. This event involved martial law 

military forces controlled by General Chun brutally suppressing civil demonstrations 

that had been occurring in the city of Kwangju, South Chollar Province on May 18-27, 

1980. On August 27, 1980, Chun was declared president, and he amended the 

constitution by a referendum in October 1980, opening the Fifth Republic in Korea. 

 The new constitution granted the president the power to dissolve the National 

Assembly and declare martial law, and, in accordance with this new constitution, 

Chun abolished Park’s National Conference for Unification and dissolved the 

National Assembly. In the legislature’s place, he created the Legislative Council for 

National Security (LCNS) which worked to draft a new election law. With no 

opposition participation, this new law was completed in January of 1981.  

 Like the previous Park government, Chun came to power through a coup and 

thus lacked democratic legitimacy. Only through the electoral process would the Chun 

government be able to legitimize its rule, but it also needed to be sure that it could 

obtain a majority of seats in a reconstituted National Assembly. To accomplish its 

electoral victory, the government created a new affiliate party, the Democratic Justice 

Party, and it also created a new electoral system which would benefit the candidates 

of this party. Previous election outcomes helped the new Chun government 
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understand the features that a new electoral system should have if it was to be 

beneficial to the government party.  

As Table 4-21 shows, the major opposition party (NDP) polled more popular 

votes than the government party (DRP) in the 1978 National Assembly election. 

Although the governing DRP maintained a majority with a help of the Yujonghoe 

portion of the system, the Park government nonetheless faced an increasingly strong 

opposition. While the opposition was weak and fragmented, a mixed system that 

combined two-seat districts with Yujonghoe could help the government party remain 

the dominant force in the National Assembly. However, as the opposition became 

stronger and less fragmented, it could actually defeat the government party in the TSD 

portion of the system, threatening its dominance. It was necessary for the Chun 

government to design the new election system which would again make the 

opposition weak.  

 Unfortunately, the Yujonghoe, a source of electoral strength for the 

government, was increasingly criticized by the opposition parties and citizens alike 

which charged that it was unilaterally advantageous to the government party and 

undemocratic. In fact, even while the government was losing seats in the system’s 

two-seat portion, the Yujonghoe system helped keep it in power by allowing the 
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president to appoint one-third of the National Assembly’s members. Unfortunately, 

given its unpopularity, it would be difficult for the Chun government as a new military 

government to employ it in a new election system. This meant that he would have to 

use other institutional innovations to help guarantee that his party held a majority of 

seats in the National Assembly.   

 The Chun government’s task was complicated by another factor. In the 

transition period from President Choi to General Chun, two well-known democratic 

leaders emerged as the principal forces of political opposition. They were Kim Young 

Sam and Kim Dae Jung, and their parties strongly opposed the emergence of the Chun 

military government. These two political leaders held high levels of political support 

in their respective regions of the country, the provinces of Kyungsang (Kim Young 

Sam) and Chollar (Kim Dae Jung), which meant that, if Chun’s party competed in 

truly free and open elections to the National Assembly, it was entirely possible that 

opposition parties led by these two leaders could combine their efforts and defeat the 

government party (DJP).  

Electoral Rule Change 

 The new electoral system adopted by the Chun government was a mixed 

system. It combined the original system of two-seat districts (TSD) with a second part 
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where seats were allocated by proportional representation (PR). In other words, the 

Chun government maintained the original TSD system but replaced the “Yujonghoe” 

system with the PR rule that had been used during the Third Republic (1963-1972). 

Moreover, the new system included an increased number of legislative seats, from 

231 to 276. Two-thirds (184) of these 276 seats would be filled by a single 

nontransferable vote (SNTV) in two-member districts where Korean voters would 

cast a single vote. This would result in the top two vote getters obtaining seats.  

The remaining one-third (92 seats) of the National Assembly’s 276 seats 

would be elected in a single nationwide districts with a PR formula. The PR part of 

the system would allocate seats based on the vote percentages cast for parties in the 

two-seat districts. This meant that the allocation of PR seats under the Chun 

government was different from that of the Park government from 1963 to 1971. This 

is true for several reasons. First, Chun increased the threshold of exclusion from more 

than three district seats to more than five seats in the 1981 National Assembly election. 

In other words, at-large seats under the PR system were allocated only to parties 

winning more than five TSD seats. Second, the formula for allocating PR seats was 

different in the new system. Under the original law, the political party ranked first in 

the voting would get more than 50% of the PR seats, but its share of these seats could 
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not exceed two-thirds of the available PR seats. The next highest party could receive 

more than two-thirds of the remaining PR seats, depending on its district vote share. 

In the new system, however, two-thirds (61) of the PR seats were to be allocated to 

the party with the most two-member district seats while the remaining the seats would 

be allocated to other parties in proportion to the share of TSD seats they received. In 

other words, the new election system allowed the largest party to obtain more PR 

seats than it could in the PR portion of the earlier system.  

 This difference highlights another feature of the new system that 

distinguished it from its predecessor. According to the new election law, PR seats 

were allocated to political parties in accordance with their district seat shares while 

they were previously allocated in proportion to the share of the popular vote polled by 

each party (Kihl, Kim, and Ahn 1987, p. 64). Given that the largest (government) 

party enjoyed high conversion rates, this would greatly advantage the government 

party for the allocation of PR seats. Finally, the number of the PR seats in the new 

election system was increased from 77 to 92. As Table 4-22 indicates, the PR seats 

accounted for a quarter of the total seats under the Park government, but they now 

totaled one-third of available National Assembly seats for the Chun government.  
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Government Strategy 

 Because it came to power through a military coup, the Chun government had 

to face a democratic legitimacy problem. In order to overcome this problem, the Chun 

government had to hold elections to a reconstituted National Assembly, but at the 

same time it also needed to be sure that it had an affiliate party there which controlled 

a majority of seats. In light of this, the government faced the problem of finding a way 

to hold democratic elections but at the same time guarantee that its party won a 

majority of seats there.   

 In order to accomplish this goal, the Chun government employed an 

institutional strategy that would maximize its seat share in the National Assembly 

while weakening the parties of the opposition. This would be accomplished in the way 

it established the new election, particularly the new PR portion of that system. 

Keeping the two-seat district (TSD) part of the old system would keep the threshold 

of victory relatively low and encourage smaller parties and independents to put up 

candidates. This would have the effect of helping to keep the opposition fragmented. 

To increase its seat share in the National Assembly would then be left to the PR part 

of the system which needed to be adjusted in several ways to help it maximize its seat 

share.   
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The first adjustment involved simply increasing the number of seats it could 

receive in that part of the new electoral system. As Table 4-22 shows, PR seats were 

increased from a quarter of the total seats to a third of all available National Assembly 

seats. This was a higher number of legislative seats, but the Chun government needed 

to be sure that it would be able to obtain a sufficient share of these seats. Since the 

1963 National Assembly election, the government party was always the top vote 

getter in district elections, and there was no reason to believe that Chun’s party would 

lose its status as the largest party in district elections. This then would mean that it 

would get the largest share of PR seats, but the previous law restricted the percentage 

of PR seats it could receive.   

 Table 4-23 shows that in previous elections held under the original mixed 

system, the party of the Park government earned more than 50% of the PR seats, but 

that it could still have won under a more equitable PR allocation formula. The Chun 

government, on the other hand, could not take a chance that the original formula 

would lead to the same share of PR seats, and, as a result, it changed the formula that 

allocated PR seats. As mentioned above, in the original system, PR seats were 

allocated in proportion to the share of SMD seats won by the governing DRP (Yang 

1986, p. 172). Consequently, PR seats would be allocated based on seat shares, which 
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would help the government party because they enjoyed large conversion rates (Shin 

1994, p. 248). Moreover, as can be seen from result of the 1978 National Assembly 

election, the opposition NDP earned more popular votes than the governing DRP. If 

PR seats were allocated in proportion to the share of the popular vote polled by each 

party, the opposition could perform well enough to challenge the government party.  

Consequently, it was necessary for the Chun government to design the PR seats to be 

allocated to each party’s district seat shares.  

 These institutional changes would certainly help the government maximize 

the number of seats it controlled in the National Assembly, but it would still have to 

deal with the problem of two popular opposition leaders. To prevent a strong, unified 

challenge from the opposition, the Chun government took several actions. It restricted 

political activities of many leading political leaders, and it also encouraged the 

emergence of pro-government opposition parties. According to Chun’s plan for 

restructuring the opposition, the government lifted a previously imposed ban on 

certain politicians, and it helped them to create the new opposition parties. These new 

parties included the Democratic Korea Party (DKP), the Korean National Party (KNP), 

and the Democratic Socialist Party (DSP) (Kim 2000, pp. 568-569). It was expected 

that these pro-governmental opposition parties would help keep the opposition 
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fragmented (Kim 1993, p. 291). Chun also continued to allow independent candidates 

to stand for office which also helped weaken the opposition. As they had done in the 

past, the appearance of independent candidates would also help keep the opposition 

fragmented.   

 According to Duverger’s proposition, the single-member district (SMD) 

system is more likely to produce the two-party system while a system with a larger 

number of seats, like Korea’s two-seat district (TSD) system, would tend toward a 

multi-party system. The point here is that a TSD system is more effective at 

preventing the emergence of a strong opposition party than a system of single-

member districts. Like previous National Assembly elections that used this system, 

candidates from the government party could be elected easily and this would be true 

for both urban and rural districts. This would not guarantee a majority of National 

Assembly seats, but in combination with the manner in which it manipulated the 

allocation of PR seats, it could be reasonably assured of obtaining a legislative 

majority and in a manner that complied with democratic practices.   

 Another part of the government’s institutional strategy was to keep the new 

system from being based on a certain population size for the establishment of election 

districts. District boundaries then were mainly assigned in accordance with existing 
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administrative boundaries. This helped to government, but it created a problem of 

population discrepancies between the large and small districts. For instance, the 

population in the Dongdaemun district of Seoul’s—its largest constituency—was 

511,208 while it was 100,544 in Jinan, Muju, and Jangsu district, the country’s 

smallest constituency. Because these contrasting districts had the same number of 

representatives, the new election system overrepresented rural districts at the expense 

of their urban counterparts. Nonetheless, these discrepancies were kept in place 

because they benefited the government party by allowing it to capitalize on its areas 

of traditional electoral strength (Yang 1986, p. 173; Ahn, Kihl, and Kim 1988, pp. 38-

39). 

Election Outcomes 

 Table 4-24 contains results for the 1981 National Assembly election and 

reveals that outcomes for this election corresponded to the Chun government’s desires. 

Although the governing DJP polled 35.6% of the popular vote and won 48.9% of the 

district seats, it obtained a substantial majority 66.3% (61) of the at-large seats. This 

was because as the largest party in terms of district seat shares, the government party 

was able to obtain two-thirds of a larger number of PR seats. As Table 4-23 also 

indicates, compared to other elections where seats were allocated by PR, the 1981 
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election was the contest in which government parties obtained the highest share of PR 

seats. Specifically, in 1981, the governing DJP won 66.3% of the PR seats which 

pushed its overall share to 54.7%. This suggests strongly that the government party 

relied heavily on PR seats and the favorable allocation rule there to obtain the desired 

majority of National Assembly seats.   

 If the system’s PR seats were allocated in the 1981 election in the same way 

that they were for the Park government (1963 to 1971), Chun’s party (DJP) would 

have obtained only 49.3% of the total seats and failed to win a majority in the 

National Assembly. The result was avoided in this election because the new election 

law increased the available PR seats and allowed the party with the highest district 

seat share to obtain two-thirds of the PR seats. As such, the election system changes 

implemented before the 1981 election allowed the government party to maximize its 

legislative seat share and emerge from this election as the National Assembly’s 

dominant party.   

 This result was assisted by the fact that the new election system helped keep 

the opposition fragmented and weak. Evidence for this is seen in the fact that twelve 

parties (including the governing DJP) endorsed candidates in the 1981 National 

Assembly election. Moreover, over one hundred independents also participated in this 
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election. While the governing DJP won almost a half of TSD seats, eleven opposition 

parties and independents divided the remaining TSD seats. Nonetheless, the 

government party emerged with the largest share of district seats because opposition 

party candidates had to compete with each other and many independent candidates.   

 Table 4-25 specifically shows the district seat shares captured by the 

governing DJP and the other opposition parties that competed in the 1981 election. 

The data are broken by district and they show that the governing DJP captured 50% of 

TSD seats in every district except for the provinces of Collarnam and Jeju. Under the 

TSD system, the governing DJP enjoyed political support that was fairly well 

distributed. This table also shows that the several opposition parties’ participation in 

the election prevented the emergence of a strong and unified opposition party. The 

strength of the government party and the weakness of the opposition was no doubt 

due to the lower threshold of victory that a two-seat district system offers. There is 

little doubt that the Chun government’s design of the new election system allowed it 

to achieve its goal of achieving a legislative majority in the National Assembly of 

1981. 

 This section analyzed three major changes of the Korean election system that 

occurred under authoritarian governments. These three major changes were associated 
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with dramatic political events such as military coups and undemocratic constitutional 

revisions. Authoritarian governments were faced with the problem of the legitimacy 

of their rule due to the actions they took. Election rule change was initiated by 

authoritarian government forces in order to maintain their power and consolidate it.  

 As new governments taking power through military coups, both the Park and 

Chun governments needed to justify and maintain their rules through the electoral 

process. This electoral goal was achieved through one of two ways: one was to 

increase the government party’s electoral strength and another was to weaken the 

opposition through the party nomination system and the allowance of independents.  

 This seat maximization strategy was sometimes not sufficient for 

authoritarian governments to prolong and consolidate their power in the long term. 

Given the condition that the government party had been loosing its popularity in 

urban areas, the Park government adopted a status-maintaining strategy that made the 

government party (DRP) maintain its political survival in the long term through 

widening its support bases in not only the rural, but also urban areas.  
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Table 4-1: The Accentuation Effect of the Plurality Rule between the Government 
 and the First Opposition Parties in the National Assembly Elections, 1954-
 1960 
 

The Government Parties 
 

The First Opposition Parties*  
 

Election 
Years 

Seats 
(%) 

Votes 
(%) 

Conversion 
Rate**  

Seats 
(%) 

Votes 
(%) 

Conversion 
Rate  

1954 
 

54.5 36.8 1.5 34.7 48.0 0.7 

1958 
 

54.1 42.1 1.3 33.9 34.0 1.0 

1960 
 

73.4 41.7 1.8 22.7 46.8 0.5 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission. 
 
* In the 1954 and 1960 National Assembly elections, independents received the 
 second largest share of the popular vote and seat shares while opposition 
 parties were minor electoral forces.      
 
** Conversion rate is calculated by the division of percentage of seats by percentage 
 of votes won by both the government and the first opposition parties.  
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Table 4-2: Results of the 1958 and 1960 National Assembly Elections 
 

1958 1960  
Political Parties 

Votes  
(%) 

Seats  
(%) 

Votes  
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

Liberal Party 
 

42.1 54.1 2.8 0.9 

Democratic Party 
 

34.0 33.9 41.7 73.4 

Independents 
 

21.7 11.2 46.8 22.7 

Others 
 

2.3 0.9 8.7 3.0 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission. 
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Table 4-3: Results of the 1954 and 1958 National Assembly Elections by Region 
 

1954 1958  
LP DNP I O LP DP I O 

Seoul 5 (26.3) 3 (12.5) 6 (52.1) 2 (9.1) 1 (21.4) 14 (58.5) 1 (15.9) 0 (4.2) 
Kyunggi 15 (43.7) 1 (5.3) 7 (30.2) 0 (20.8) 15 (43.7) 7 (35.0) 2 (20.8) 1 (0.5) 
Kangwon 8 (55.5) 0 3 (35.8) 1 (8.7) 15 (44.6) 2 (17.9) 3 (35.4) 0 (2.1) 
Chungchungbuk 8 (39.8) 1 (4.3) 2 (50.1) 1 (5.8) 8 (49.3) 4 (31.2) 1 (19.5) 0 
Chungchungnam 17 (43.8) 0 (2.7) 2 (49.5) 0 (4.0) 15 (47.2) 6 (38.2) 1 (12.8) 0 (1.7) 
Chollabuk 10 (28.1) 2 (11.7) 10 (53.8) 0 (6.4) 9 (41.0) 12 (36.0) 3 (22.3) 0 (0.7) 
Chollanam 15 (29.6) 3 (16.0) 12 (48.0) 0 (6.4) 18 (46.2) 10 (32.5) 3 (16.7) 1 (4.6) 
Kyungsangbuk 14 (36.2) 3 (8.7) 15 (48.6) 1 (6.5) 25 (41.5) 7 (30.1) 6 (25.7) 0 (2.7) 
Kyungsangnam 17 (36.8) 3 (5.8) 11 (53.7) 1 (3.7) 19 (41.6) 16 (32.6) 5 (23.1) 0 (2.8) 
Jeju 1 (30.4) 0 2 (66.7) 0 (2.9) 1 (30.5) 1 (16.7) 1 (52.8) 0 
Total 110 (36.8) 16 (7.9) 70 (48) 6 (7.3) 126 (42.1) 79 (34.0) 26 (21.7) 2 (2.3) 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission. 
 

* The total number of seat for the 1954 election was supposed to 203 seats. However, one seat was missed from the seventh district in the 
 province of Kyungsangbuk. So, the actual number of seats was 202. 
 
** In each cell the numbers within the parenthesis are popular vote percentages in local districts while the other is the number of seats 
 won by each party in local districts. 
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Table 4-4: The Government Party (LP) Performance in the Urban* and the Rural 
 Areas in the 1958 National Assembly Election 
 

 
Liberal Party 

 

 
Democratic 

Party 

 
Others 

 
Total 

 

Seat 
 

% Seat % Seat % Seat % 

Seoul 
 

1 6.3 14 87.5 1 6.3 16 100.1 

Pusan 
 

3 30.0 7 70.0 0 0 10 100.0 

Inchon 
 

0 0 2 66.7 1 33.3 3 100.0 

Taejon 
 

1 50.0 1 50.0 0 0 2 100.0 

Kwangju 
 

1 33.3 2 66.7 0 0 3 100.0 

Taegu 
 

2 33.3 3 50.0 1 16.7 6 100.0 

Sub-Total 
 

8 20.0 29 72.5 3 7.5 40 100.0 

Rural Areas 
 

118 61.1 50 25.9 25 13.0 193 100.0 

Total 
 

126 54.1 79 34.0 28 12.0 233 100.1 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission. 
 
* Urban areas include Korea’s six largest cities. 
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Table 4-5: Results of the 1963 National Assembly Election 
 

District 
 

PR 
 

Total 
 

 
Political Parties 

 Votes Seats Votes Seats Votes* Seats 

 
Democratic Republican 

Party 
 

 
33.5% 

 
67.2% 

 
50.0% 

 
50.0% 

 
37.7% 

 
62.9%

 
Democratic Justice 

Party 
 

 
20.1%  

 
20.6% 

 
31.8% 

 
31.8% 

 
23.1% 

 
23.4%

 
Democratic Party 

 

 
13.5% 

 
6.9% 

 
11.4% 

 
11.4% 

 
13.0% 

 
8.0%

 
People’s Party 

 

 
8.8%  

 
1.5% 

 
0 

 
0 

 
6.6% 

 
1.1% 

 
Liberal Democratic 

Party 
 

 
8.1% 

 
3.8% 

 
6.8% 

 
6.8% 

 
7.7% 

 
4.6% 

 
Other Parties 

 

 
16.0% 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
12.0% 

 
0 

 
Total 

 

 
 131 
(100%) 

 
74.9% 

 
44 

(100%)

 
25.1% 

 
175 

(100%) 

 
100% 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission. 
 
* Party vote percentages are weighted by the number of seats in each part of the 
 system. 
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Table 4-6: The Accentuation Effect of the Plurality Rule for the Government Party 
 (DRP) in the 1963 National Assembly Election by Region 
 
 District Seats Seats   

 
Popular Vote  Conversion 

Rate 
Seoul 
 

14 2 (14%) 22% 0.6 

Pusan 
 

7 6 (86%) 37% 2.3 

Kyunggi 
 

13 7 (54%) 27% 2.0 

Kangwon 
 

9 7 (78%) 31% 2.5 

Chungchungbuk 
 

8 6 (75%) 31% 2.4 

Chungchungnam 
 

13 8 (62%) 33% 1.9 

Chollarbuk 
 

11 7 (64%) 33% 1.9 

Chollarnam 
 

19 12 (63%) 32% 2.0 

Kyungsangbuk 
 

20 19 (95%) 40% 2.4 

Kyungsangnam 
 

15 12 (80%) 42% 1.9 

Jeju 
 

2 2 (100%) 42% 2.4 

Total 131 88 (67%) 34% 2.0 
Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission. 
 

* Conversion rate refers to a ratio of transfer from votes to seats. 
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Table 4-7: Results of the 1963 National Assembly Election by Region 
 

Democratic 
Republican 

Party 

Democratic 
Justice Party 

Democratic 
Party 

Others  

Votes 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

Votes 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

Votes 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

Votes 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

Seoul 
 

22.4 14.3 28.9 50.0 23.2 28.6 24.2 7.1 

Pusan 
 

37.3 85.7 28.8 14.3 18.8 0 15.1 0 

Kyunggi 
 

27.0 53.8 21.8 38.5 16.3 7.7 34.7 0 

Kangwon 
 

31.1 77.8 13.4 0 17.9 11.1 36.9 11.1 

Chungchung-
buk 
 

31.3 75.0 19.8 12.5 8.3 12.5 40.5 0 

Chungchung-
nam 
 

33.1 61.5 22.6 23.1 10.3 0 34.0 15.4 

Chollarbuk 
 

33.1 63.6 21.9 36.4 14.8 0 30.1 0 

Chollarnam 
 

32.3 63.2 20.4 15.8 8.8 5.3 38.5 15.8 

Kyungsangbuk 
 

39.6 95.0 14.3 5.0 9.3 0 36.8 0 

Kyungsangnam 
 

41.7 80.0 16.9 13.3 14.4 6.7 27.0 0 

Jeju 
 

41.8 100.0 3.0 0 9.6 0 45.6 0 

Total 
 

33.5 67.2 20.1 20.6 13.5 6.9 32.9 5.3 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission. 
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Table 4-8: The Government Party (DRP) Performance in the Urban* and the Rural 
 Areas in the 1963 National Assembly Election 
 

 
Democratic 
Republican  

Party 
 

 
Democratic 
Justice Party 

 
Others 

 
Total 

 

Seat 
 

% Seat % Seat % Seat % 

Seoul 
 

2 14.3 7 50.0 5 35.7 14 100.0 

Pusan 
 

6 85.7 1 14.3 0 0 7 100.0 

Inchon 
 

1 50.0 1 50.0 0 0 2 100.0 

Taejon 
 

0 0 1 100.0 0 0 1 100.0 

Kwangju 
 

1 50.0 1 50.0 0 0 2 100.0 

Taegu 
 

4 100.0 0 0 0 0 4 100.0 

Sub-Total 
 

14 46.7 11 36.7 5 16.7 30 100.1 

Rural Areas 
 

74 73.3 16 15.8 11 10.9 101 100.0 

Total 
 

88 67.2 27 20.6 16 12.2 131 100.0 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission. 
 

* Urban areas include Korea’s six largest cities. 
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Table 4-9: The Margin of the PR Seats derived from Vote and Seat Shares won by  the 
 Government and Opposition Parties in the 1963 and 1967 National 
 Assembly Elections 
 

1963 1967 
 

 

DRP DJP DRP NDP 

Vote (%) 
 

33.5 20.1 50.6 32.7 

The Number of PR Seats 
derived from Vote Shares 

  

15 9 22 14 

Seat (%) 
 

67.2 20.6 77.8 20.6 

The Number of PR Seats 
derived from Seat Shares 

 

30 9 34 9 

The Real Number of PR 
Seats achieved by the 

Parties  
 

22 14 27 17 

Source: Compiled by the author from Shin (1994, p. 248). 
 
* DRP: the Democratic Republican Party; DJP: the Democratic Justice Party;  
 NDP: the New Democratic Party. Both the DJP and the NDP were the second 
 parties in the 1963 and 1967 elections, respectively.  
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Table 4-10: Results of the 1971 Presidential Election by Region 
 
 Park Chung Hee 

(DRP) 
Kim Dae Jung 

(NDP) 
Others 

Seoul 
 

39.0% 58.0% 3.0% 

Pusan 
 

54.5% 42.7% 2.7% 

Kyunggi 
 

47.2% 47.8% 5.0% 

Kangwon 
 

57.4% 37.2% 5.4% 

Chungchungbuk 
 

54.4% 38.7% 6.9% 

Chungchungnam 
 

51.1% 42.4% 6.5% 

Chollarbuk 
 

33.9% 58.8% 7.35 

Chollarnam 
 

32.1% 58.5% 9.4% 

Kyungsangbuk 
 

72.7% 22.4% 4.9% 

Kyungsangnam 
 

70.8% 24.7% 4.5% 

Jeju 
 

53.2% 38.8% 8.0% 

Total Average  
 

51.1% 43.5% 5.4% 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission. 
 

  * DRP: the Democratic Republican Party; NDP: the New Democratic Party. 
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Table 4-11: Results of the 1971 National Assembly Election by Region 
 

DRP NDP Others  

Votes 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

Votes 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

Votes 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

Seoul 
 

39.6 5.3 58.8 94.7 1.6 0 

Pusan 
 

40.8 25.0 56.2 75.0 3.0 0 

Kyunggi 
 

50.5 68.8 40.5 25.0 9.0 6.3 

Kangwon 
 

53.4 88.9 35.5 11.1 11.1 0 

Chungchungbuk 
 

51.0 75.0 37.6 25.0 11.4 0 

Chungchungnam 
 

53.4 73.3 38.7 26.7 7.9 0 

Chollarbuk 
 

46.2 50.0 49.9 50.0 3.9 0 

Chollarnam 
 

53.0 68.2 41.8 31.8 5.2 0 

Kyungsangbuk 
 

50.4 62.5 38.6 33.3 11.0 4.2 

Kyungsangnam 
 

50.8 50.0 41.6 50.0 7.6 0 

Jeju 
 

60.5 100.0 34.2 0 5.3 0 

Total Average 
 

48.8 56.2 44.4 42.5 6.8 1.3 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission. 
 
* DRP: the Democratic Republican Party; NDP: the New Democratic Party. 
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Table 4-12: The Accentuation Effect of the Plurality Rule for the Government and the 
 Opposition Parties in the 1971 National Assembly Election 
 

 
Political Parties 

 

 
Votes (%) 

 
Seats (%) 

 
Conversion Rate* 

 
Democratic Republican Party 

 

 
48.8 

 
56.2 

 
1.2 

 
New Democratic Party 

 

 
44.4 

 
42.5 

 
1.0 

 
Others 

 

 
6.8 

 
1.3 

 
0.2 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission. 
  
* Conversion rate is calculated by the division of percentage of seats by percentage of 
 votes won by the government and the opposition parties. 
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Table 4-13: Population Growth in the Urban Areas* by Year 
 

Year 
 

Urban Population (%) Total Population 

1949 
 

18.3 20,178,641 

1955 24.5 
 

21,526,374 

1960 28.0 
 

24,989,241 

1966 33.5 
 

29,174,190 

1970 38.6 
 

30,839,687 

1972 40.4 
 

31,502,534 

Source: Compiled by the author from Kim and Koh (1980) and National Election 
 Commission (1964). 
 
* Urban areas refer to all cities where more than 50,000 population lives.  
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Table 4-14: The Seat Ratio won by the Government and the Opposition Parties in the 
 Urban* and Rural Districts, 1963-1973 
 

Government Party (DRP) 
 

Opposition Parties**  
Election 

Year Urban Districts Rural Districts Urban Districts  Rural Districts 

1963 
 

46.7% 75.2% 53.3% 24.8% 

1967 
 

23.3% 94.1% 76.7% 5.9% 

1971 
 

17.9% 71.1% 82.1% 28.9% 

1973 
 

47.1% 50.9% 44.1% 34.8% 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission 
 

* Urban districts refer to election districts in Korea’s six major cities, specifically, 
 Seoul, Pusan, Inchon, Taegu, Kwangju, and Taejon.  
    
** Because the 1973 National Assembly election law allowed independents to run for 
 the election, opposition parties’ seat shares in the 1973 election exclude those 
 won by independents.  
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Table 4-15: The Number of Urban Districts and Population in 6 Major Cities* 
 

Election Year 
 

Urban Districts (%) Urban Population (%) 

1963 
 

22.9 23.2 

1967 
 

22.9 25.1 

1971 
 

25.5 29.9 

1973 
 

23.3 31.5 

Source: Compiled by the author from the History of Elections in the Republic of 
 Korea (1968 and 1973). 
 

* 6 major cities include Seoul, Pusan, Taegu, Kwangju, Inchon, and Taejon. 
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Table 4-16: Results of the 1973 National Assembly Election 
 

District 
 

Yujonghoe Totals  
 

Political Parties Votes 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

Votes 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

Votes* 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

 
Democratic Republican 

Party 
 

 
38.7 

 
50.0 

 
100 

 
100 

 
59.1 

 
66.7 

 
New Democratic Party 

 

 
32.5 

 
35.6 

 
0 

 
0 

 
21.7 

 
23.7 

 
Others 

 

 
28.8 

 
14.4 

 
0 

 
0 

 
19.1 

 
9.6 

 
Totals** 

 

 
146 

 
66.7 

 
73 

 
33.3 

 
219 

 
100 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission. 
 
* Party vote percentages are weighted by the number of seats in each part of the 
 system. 
  

** The number of total seats and percentages of each part of the system. 
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Table 4-17: Results of the 1973 National Assembly Election by Region 
 

Democratic 
Republican Party 

New Democratic 
Party 

Others  

Votes 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

Votes 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

Votes 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

Seoul 
 

34.2 43.8 44.3 50.0 21.5 2.2 

Pusan 
 

35.7 50.0 49.3 50.0 15.0 0 

Kyunggi 
 

43.4 56.3 36.2 37.5 20.4 6.2 

Kangwon 
 

42.5 50.0 32.6 30.0 24.9 20.0 

Chungchungbuk 
 

45.2 62.5 20.6 25.0 34.2 12.5 

Chungchungnam 
 

35.4 42.9 31.8 42.9 32.8 14.2 

Chollarbuk 
 

29.4 33.3 27.8 33.3 42.8 33.3 

Chollarnam 
 

47.3 50.0 22.8 30.0 29.9 20.0 

Kyungsangbuk 
 

34.7 54.5 28.0 22.7 37.3 22.7 

Kyungsangnam 
 

43.7 55.6 30.5 44.4 25.8 0 

Jeju 
 

35.8 50.0 9.1 0 55.1 50.0 

Total 
 

38.7 50.0 32.5 35.6 28.8 14.4 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission. 
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Table 4-18: The Change of the Seat Ratio won by the DRP in Each Part of the 
 Election System, 1963-1973 
 

Election Year District (%) National Constituency* 
(%) 

Total (%) 

1963 
 

67.2 50.0 62.9 

1967 
 

77.9 61.4 73.7 

1971 
 

56.2 52.9 55.4 

1973 
 

50.0 100.0 66.7 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission. 
   

* The reference here is to seats indirectly chosen in elections. From 1963 to 1971, 
 these seats were assigned by the seat ratio won by each party at the district 
 level. For the 1973 National Assembly election, these seats were appointed by 
 the president. 
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Table 4-19: The Number of Districts where the Parties finished the First and the Second Places in the Urban and the Rural Districts, 
 1963-1973 
 

Government Party (DRP) Opposition Parties 

1963 
 

1967 
 

1971 
 

1973 
 

1963 
 

1967 
 

1971 
 

1973 
 

 

1st 2nd 1st 2nd 1st 2nd 1st 2nd 1st 2nd 1st 2nd 1st 2nd 1st 2nd 

Seoul 2 7 1 13 1 18 3 4 12 7 13 1 18 1 5 3 
Pusan 6 1 2 5 2 6 1 3 1 6 5 2 6 2 3 1 
Inchon 1 1 0 2 2 1 0 1 1 1 2 0 1 2 1 0 
Taejon 0 1 0 1 1 1 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 1 0 0 

Kwangju 1 1 1 1 0 2 0 1 1 1 1 1 2 0 1 0 
Taegu 4 0 3 1 1 4 2 0 0 4 1 3 4 1 0 1 

Sub-Total 14 11 7 23 7 32 7 9 16 19 23 7 32 7 10 5 
Rural 

Districts 
74 25 95 6 79 35 36 21 27 76 6 95 35 79 18 21 

Total   88   36 102 29 86 67 43 30 43 95 29 102 67 86 28 26 
Source: Compiled by the author from the History of Elections of the Republic of Korea (1968 and 1974). 
 

 

 



 112

 

Table 4-20: Popular Vote Shares won by the Government and the Major Opposition 
 Parties in the Urban and the Rural Districts in the 1973 National Assembly 
 Election 
 

 Democratic 
Republican Party 

 

New Democratic 
Party 

The Number of 
Valid Voters 

Seoul 34.2% 44.3% 1,866,619 (17.0%) 
Pusan 35.7% 49.3% 690,521 (6.3%) 
Inchon 38.9% 42.3% 237,996 (2.2%) 
Taejon 37.6% 9.0% 144,271 (1.3%) 
Kwangju 28.7% 12.5% 138,979 (1.3%) 
Taegu 41.2% 28.2% 350,053 (3.2%) 
Sub-Total (on Average) 35.5% 40.8% 3,428,439 (31.2%) 
Rural Districts 40.1% 28.8% 7,562,997 (68.8%) 
Total  38.7% 32.5% 10,991,436 (100%) 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission (1974, pp. 378-
 411). 
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Table 4-21: Results of the 1978 National Assembly Election 
 

District 
 

Yujonghoe Total  
 

Political Parties Votes 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

Votes 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

Votes* 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

 
Democratic Republican 

Party 

 
31.7 

 
44.2 

 
100 

 
100 

 
54.5 

 
62.8 

 
New Democratic Party 

 

 
32.8 

 
39.6 

 
0 

 
0 

 
21.9 

 
26.4 

 
Democratic Unification 

Party 

 
7.4 

 
1.9 

 
0 

 
0 

 
4.9 

 
1.3 

 
Others 

 

 
28.1 

 
14.3 

 
0 

 
0 

 
18.7 

 
9.5 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission.  
 

* Party vote percentages are weighted by the number of seats in each part of the 
 system. 
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Table 4-22: Changes in the Number and Percentage of PR Seats, 1963-1981 
 

District 
 

PR Total  
Election 

Years Seats 
 

% 
 

Seats % Seats % 

 
1963 

 

 
131 

 
74.9 

 
44 

 
25.1 

 
175 

 
100.0 

 
1967 

 

 
131 

 
74.9 

 
44 

 
25.1 

 
175 

 
100.0 

 
1971 

 

 
153 

 
75 

 
51 

 
25.0 

 
204 

 
100.0 

 
1981 

 

 
184 

 
66.7 

 
92 

 
33.3 

 
276 

 
100.0 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission. 
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Table 4-23: The Impact of the Allocation of PR Seats by Authoritarian Government 
 Parties, 1963-1981* 
 

District 
 

PR Total  
Election 

Years Seat % Seat % Seat % 

1963 
 

87 66.4 22 50 109 62.3 

1967 
 

102 77.9 27 61.4 129 73.7 

1971 
 

86 56.2 27 52.9 113 55.4 

1981 
 

90 48.9 61 66.3 151 54.7 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission. 
 
* The Democratic Republican Party was the government party under the Park 
 government (1961-1979) and the Democratic Justice Party under the Chun 
 government (1980-1987). 
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Table 4-24: Results of the 1981 National Assembly Election 
 

District 
 

PR Total  
 

Political Parties Votes 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

Votes 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

Votes* 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

Democratic 
Justice Party 

35.6 48.9 66.3 66.3 46.0 54.7 

Democratic Korea 
Party 

21.6 31.0 26.1 26.1 23.2 29.3 

Korean National 
Party 

13.3 9.8 7.6 7.6 11.2 9.1 

Independents 
 

10.7 6.0 0 0 7.2 4.0 

Others 
 

18.8 4.3 0 0 12.7 2.9 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission. 
 

* Party vote percentages are weighted by the number of seats in each part of the 
 system.   
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Table 4-25: Results of the 1981 National Assembly Election by Region 
 

DJP 
 

DKP KNP Others  

Votes 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

Votes 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

Votes 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

Votes 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

Seoul 34.6 50.0 23.9 39.3 12.0 3.6 29.5 7.1 
Pusan 30.6 50.0 26.5 41.7 10.0 0 32.9 8.3 
Kyunggi 38.7 50.0 23.1 41.7 10.4 4.2 27.8 4.2 
Kangwon 45.9 50.0 22.4 33.3 17.3 16.7 14.4 0 
Chungchungbuk 34.1 50.0 16.9 12.5 23.9 37.5 25.1 0 
Chungchungnam 35.5 50.0 21.0 31.3 15.6 12.5 27.9 6.3 
Chollarbuk 38.0 50.0 22.2 42.9 11.0 0 28.8 7.1 
Chollarnam 31.0 45.5 22.1 40.9 15.2 4.5 31.7 9.1 
Kyungsangbuk 31.0 50.0 19.3 19.2 14.4 19.2 35.3 11.5 
Kyungsangnam 34.0 50.0 14.8 5.0 13.4 15.0 37.8 30.0 
Jeju 23.9 0 19.3 0 0 0 56.8 100.0 
Total 35.6 48.9 21.6 31.0 13.2 9.8 29.6 10.3 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission. 
 
* DJP: Democratic Justice Party; DKP: Democratic Korea Party; KNP: Korean 
 National Party; Others include nine parties as well as independents.  
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CHAPTER V 

MINOR ELECTION SYSTEM CHANGES  

 

 As stated above, electoral system changes that are minor include limited 

amendments to such things as district magnitudes and boundaries, and, as also stated 

above, there were four such changes to Korean electoral systems throughout the 

period under consideration. The first minor change occurred under the Lee Seung 

Man government in 1950. This change involved increasing the total number of 

legislators from 200 to 210. The second minor change was also initiated by the Lee 

government in 1958, where the government increased the number of SMD seats from 

210 to 233. The third minor change occurred under the Park government in 1971. This 

was a small amendment to the existing system that involved adding 22 SMD seats. 

The fourth last minor change was also implemented by the Park government. In 1978, 

the Park government increased the number of the total seats from 219 to 231 while 

maintaining a mixed system of the two-seat district (TSD) and the “Yujonghoe” 

systems. 

 This first minor electoral system change was a purely technical matter that 

was designed to help more parties and civic organizations obtain representation. The 
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1950 election was the first managed entirely by Koreans as the first post-occupation 

election in 1948 was technically held under the auspices of the American military. 

Since the end of the Japanese occupation, the demand for political participation in 

Korea was strong, and forty-eight political parties and civic organizations participated 

in the 1948 election. Unfortunately, as Table 5-1 shows, most of those that 

participated did not obtain representation (National Election Commission 1964, p. 

383). In fact, as the table indicates, most of the seats in that election went to 

independent candidates who won 101 or 52.1% of all available SMD seats. In light of 

this, the first change which added ten seats to the existing electoral system will not be 

considered in depth in this chapter.   

 In light of this, the remaining three minor election system changes will be 

considered in detail, and these three minor changes will be analyzed by focusing on 

the same sets of factors that were considered for the major changes evaluated above. 

Specifically, the first set of factors to be considered will be those that define the 

background to the minor election system change. These are principally contextual 

factors that spell out the electoral strength of the government and the opposition 

parties through previous election outcomes, other demographic trends that impacted 

on the support levels of the government and the opposition, and voting patterns of the 



 120

 

Korean population. The examination of these contextual factors will reveal the 

electoral issues that Korea’s authoritarian governments had to confront and, thus, 

offer insight into government motivations for changing the country’s electoral system.   

 Next, this chapter will describe the details of the minor election system 

changes that were implemented, focusing on where the district and boundary changes 

were made and how extensive such changes were. Third, this study will define the 

various governments’ strategies for changing an existing electoral system. This 

strategy will be derived from the electoral problems the government faces and 

defining this strategy will involve describing how the implemented institutional 

changes were expected to solve the electoral problems the government faced. Finally, 

this chapter will examine the election outcomes that occurred in the National 

Assembly contests that followed the implementation of the minor changes. These 

outcomes will be evaluated by determining whether or not they conformed to 

government expectations.  

 

The Increase of SMD Seats 

Contextual Factors 

 As Table 5-2 indicates, the governing Liberal Party won a majority with 
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54.5% of the total seats in the 1954 National Assembly election. By contrast, the 

opposition suffered a crushing defeat in that election. Eleven opposition parties 

participated in the 1954 election, but most of them received less than 10% of the votes 

cast and even lower percentages of seats. This result occurred largely because of 

country’s system of single-member districts was electorally advantageous to large, 

government party. This is true generally, but it was magnified in Korea at this time 

because of the opposition being fragmented and weak. As the table indicates, the 

governing LP’s conversion rate was 1.48, which means that the LP obtained a seat 

share that was much larger than its vote share. By contrast, the conversion rate for 

independents was less than 1.0, which means that they received representation that 

was much less than their popular support. While independents received 47.9% of the 

votes cast, they only got 34.7% of the total seats.  

 Table 5-3 provides data on voting in the 1954 election broken down by urban 

versus rural districts, and the data indicate a strong rural bias in voting for the 

government party. While the governing LP won over 61% of the rural SMD seats, its 

support in urban districts was just more than half of that. Support for the opposition 

and independent candidates, on the other hand, was just the opposite. Independents 

and opposition parties won over 64% of the urban SMD seats but less than 40% of the 
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seats available in the country’s rural districts. In Seoul, the governing LP won only 

5out of 16 available seats, which means that the government’s Liberal Party was 

reliant on rural support for its National Assembly majority.  

 After the 1954 National Assembly election, the governing LP prepared an 

amendment to the Korean constitution. This amendment was directed toward the 

upcoming presidential election. The constitution limited a president to two terms and 

President Lee wanted to be elected to a third term. To enact a constitutional 

amendment required support from two-thirds of the members of the National 

Assembly members which meant that the governing Liberal Party needed more 

support. At the time, it controlled only 114 (56.2%) out of 203 SMD seats, and even 

after recruiting a number of independents to its side, the government fell one short of 

the needed 136 votes.   

 Despite this shortage, the government was able to get the constitutional 

amendment passed by manipulating a technical rule.11 This has come to be referred to 

as the “Sasaoib” constitutional amendment, and it to much opposition criticism and a 

crisis of legitimacy for the Lee government. The passage of this amendment united a 

previously fragmented opposition around challenging Lee’s remaining in power, and 

                                             

 11 The amendment procedure allowed rounding the vote upward to the nearest whole 

number which gave the Lee government the 136 needed votes.   
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although there was a call to create a completely unified opposition, two parties 

emerged in opposition to the president. One of them was the conservative Democratic 

Party created in 1955, and the other was the more leftist Progressive Party created in 

1956. Lee ran for president in 1956 and easily won that office because his principal 

rival died during the election campaign. The office of the vice president, however, 

went to an opposition party candidate, Jang Myun, which became a political burden to 

the Lee government. Moreover, Lee position was further threatened by the fact that 

another presidential candidate, Progressive Party candidate, Cho Bong Am, made a 

very strong showing in Korea’s urban areas threatened President Lee’s leadership in 

the long term. As Table 5-4 shows, electoral margins between Lee and Cho were 

relatively narrow in the urban areas while they were big enough in the rural areas.  

Given that the president and the opposition were heading for a showdown in 

the next National Assembly election (1958), both wanted to change the rules of the 

game to make the environment more friendly to their respective candidates. In May 

and September of 1957, the opposition and the government parties respectively 

submitted their own bills for a new election law. While the opposition emphasized 

fairness of the electoral process in its bill, the government was interested in restricting 

election campaign activities to offset the opposition’s popularity in the urban areas. 
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Discussion over which side’s bill would prevail was heated, but a compromise bill 

passed the National Assembly in January 1958. This compromise bill was called the 

“Lower House Election Law” (Ahn, Kil, and Kim 1988, p. 9), and it was the first 

election law that was passed that represented compromise negotiations between the 

government and the opposition.   

 The previous statement that the government and the opposition compromised 

over the amendment of the existing election system did not mean that all opposition 

parties participated in the compromise. Rather, the new election law was passed 

because of an agreement between the governing Liberal Party and its conservative 

opponent, the Democratic Party. While these two parties had opposing electoral 

interests, they were both threatened by the rapid rise of the left-leaning Progressive 

Party (Yu, 1990). The Progressive Party’s rise occurred mostly in Korea’s urban 

regions which by the end of the 1950s had begun to expand rapidly. It was these urban 

areas which produced a vice president who was very popular and, thus, a threat to the 

sitting president. It was in these same urban areas that the Democratic Party needed 

for its long term electoral interests, which mean that a strong competitor was a 

definite threat to the Democratic Party’s ability to remain electorally viable.   
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Electoral Rule Change 

 As mentioned above, the compromise election law involved only a minor 

change to the existing election system in that it increased SMD seats from 203 to 233. 

While these new seats were placed in areas where the Liberal and Democratic Parties 

would benefit, there were other features of this law that served the electoral interests 

of the two political parties to the compromise. First, this law required that a campaign 

fund deposit system of certain size be established which had the impact of limiting the 

number of independent and small party candidates who could stand for office. Second, 

a public election management system was implemented which had the stated intention 

of reducing election campaign expenses. In fact, it regulated campaign activities in 

favor of the two major parties because the third electoral rule made allowed the 

parties to appoint voting witnesses who would be sent to join the election commission. 

These second and third rules were employed to prevent election malpractices, 

particularly in the voting and ballot counting processes, but they gave more leeway to 

the two large parties. Finally, the new election law increased penalties against 

election-related offences to secure a fair election (Jung 2003, pp. 145-146; National 

Election Commission 1964, p. 80).  
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Government Strategy 

The main goal of the Lee government wanted to achieve through election rule 

change was to maintain and strengthen its authoritarian rule. Because the Lee 

government suffered from a lack of legitimacy due to the way it amended the Korean 

constitution, it needed to be sure that it could continue in power when elections were 

held. This involved thwarting the rise of the Progressive Party so that its seat majority 

in the National Assembly was secure. It wanted to ensure this result through the 

implementation of certain minor changes to the election system itself and the law 

governing election processes. The opposition parties wanted to change the Korean 

election system completely which was not in the government’s interests because as 

larges vote getter it thrived under the existing SMD system. Consequently, it agreed to 

only minor changes which helped it protect its essential electoral interests while 

giving some ground to the opposition. Returning to Table 5-2, it is noticed that the 

government party’s conversion rate was much higher than that of any of the 

opposition parties.  

 Nonetheless, to satisfy parties of the opposition, the government had to agree 

to some system change. Since the end of the Korean War, population growth had 

begun to increase (Table 5-5), and minor changes to the country’s election districts 
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were needed to accommodate this population growth. However, the government 

wanted to be sure that whatever changes it made did not undermine its electoral 

interests which meant that it needed to manipulate district boundaries in a way that 

were favorable to itself. In the previous National Assembly and presidential elections, 

the importance of the “Yeochon Yado” phenomenon became clear (Table 5-3 and 

Table 5-4), which meant that new election districts had to be strategically placed. For 

this reason, the agreement was to increase the number of districts for the 1958 

National Assembly election but increase them in a way that placed them in rural 

districts. As Table 5-6 indicates, the bulk of the districts that were added to the 

existing system were added to the country’s rural areas.    

 In addition to this, the Lee government also wanted to weaken the opposition, 

especially the Progressive Party which it viewed as a direct threat to its longevity. The 

governing LP had won a majority in the 1954 election, but its share of the national 

vote was smaller than that for independent candidates. In order to ensure that it could 

continue to win a majority it restricted the ability of independent candidates to stand 

for election in the National Assembly. This is why Lee government, in cooperation 

with the Democratic Party agreed to certain rule changes that governed election 

processes. It was for this reason that more restrictive election campaign rules were 
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adopted and running for office now required a campaign deposit fund. These changes 

hurt independents and smaller opposition parties and thus were expected to help the 

governing Liberal Party maintain its majority in the National Assembly.    

Election Outcomes 

 Outcomes for the 1958 National Assembly election are presented in Table 5-7, 

and, as expected, the governing Liberal Party emerged victorious. As the table 

indicates, the LP won a majority with 54.1% of the total seats and 42.1% of the votes 

cast. Its conversion rate of 1.29 was somewhat higher than that of the largest 

opposition party, the Democratic Party (1.0) and that of independent candidates (0.52). 

The Liberal Party won most of the rural district seats, but, as expected, its 

performance in the system’s urban districts was weaker. For example, the governing 

party won only one seat in Seoul (Table 4-3). Specifically, the LP won 61.1% of the 

system’s rural seats while it captured only 20% of available urban seats (Table 4-4). 

The LP’s electoral victory then was due to its strength in Korea’s rural areas which 

means that the Liberal Party’s ability to win was greatly enhanced by the electoral 

system change it implemented because that change increased the number of seats in 

rural areas.   

 In addition to the governing LP’s electoral victory, one important thing that 
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occurred was the emergence of a strong opposition party. By receiving 33.9% of the 

total seats and 34% of the popular vote, the Democratic Party became the second 

largest party in the National Assembly, assuming a position as a political force strong 

enough to check the government party. This outcome was also a product of the 

election system change implemented by the government. This is primarily because the 

new election law curbed the advance of independents and small parties through such 

new rules as a campaign fund deposit system and an extensive restriction of election 

campaign activities. While independent candidates accounted for 66% of the total 

candidates in the 1954 election, this percentage decreased to 42.4% in the 1958 

National Assembly election (Choi 1996, pp. 312-319). Indeed, although independents 

won 70 SMD seats (34.7%) in the 1954 election, they only captured 26 (11.2%) of 

233 total seats in the 1958 National Assembly election. By instituting restrictions on 

the electoral activities of independent candidates, the Lee government effectively 

encourages opposition candidates to join the Democratic Party.    

 A second reason the Democratic Party absorbed many opposition candidates 

had to do with the manner in which the Lee government repressed the left-leaning 

Progressive Party. Some leaders of the Progressive Party were arrested and the 

party’s registration itself was revoked because of government charges that it was 
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affiliated with the communist government of North Korea (National Election 

Commission 1964, p. 328). Thus, in the 1958 National Assembly election, Progressive 

Party candidates could not run for office, and this helped the DP absorb displaced 

elements of the opposition. Overall, the fact that independents’ participation in the 

election was restricted and the Progressive Party was broken up by the Lee 

government helped the emergence of a single, strong opposition party against the 

government party (Hwang 1996, p. 103).12 Thus, although the election system change 

helped Lee’s LP win a majority of seats in the National Assembly, it also helped 

bring about Korea’s first two-party system (Son 1987; Yu 1990; Chung 2003). 

 

The Increase of Seats under a Mixed System of SMD and PR 

Contextual Factors 

 The electoral rules used for the 1971 National Assembly election were 

revised at two different times. The first revision was made in January 1969. After the 

                                             

 12 The fact that the Democratic Party became a single strong opposition 

party in the 1958 National Assembly election was not expected by the government 

party (LP). Although the LP wanted to consolidate its rule based on a strong support 

from the rural areas through election rule change, its seat shares and conversion 

rates slightly decreased from 54.5 % to 54.1% and from 1.48 to 1.29, respectively 

(Table 5-2 and Table 5-7). These unexpected election outcomes were due to the fact 

that the new electoral rule change helped not only the LP maintain its majority status, 

but the DP enhance its electoral strength.  
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1967 National Assembly election, there was a political stalemate between the 

governing Democratic Republican Party (DRP) and the principal opposition New 

Democratic Party (NDP). This was because the NDP charged that the 1971 election 

was rigged to which the governing DRP partially agreed. In response to the 

government’s admission, the NDP called for election rule reform so that subsequent 

elections could be fair. The two parties entered into negotiations and eventually 

agreed to reform the election campaign process and increase the number of National 

Assembly seats. The bill for the election rule revision was passed in the National 

Assembly on December 29, 1968 and it was proclaimed on January 23, 1969 

(National Election Commission, 1973, p. 87).  

 The second revision was made effective in December 1970 and began with a 

proposed constitutional amendment put forth by the Park government to allow the 

sitting president to have a third term as the country’s chief executive. This 

amendment was passed by the governing DRP in the National Assembly, and it was 

also approved in a national referendum in October, 1969. The opposition NDP 

opposed the amendment and the referendum and charged that the DRP engaged in 

election fraud in it passage. This disagreement led to a deadlock between the 

government and the opposition parties, crippling the operation of the National 
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Assembly. Among other things, the NDP requested an electoral system change that 

would help create more fair election campaigns. Its demands consisted of 

improvements to the compilation of voting rosters, ballot forms, distribution of 

printed material, and the criteria for invalidating ballots (Ahn, Kihl, and Kim 1988, p. 

29).  

This disagreement made it difficult for the governing DRP to manage the 

National Assembly without cooperation from the opposition, and, in response, it 

decided to organize the new committee for election rule change. This committee was 

constituted in July 1970, and, after extensive negotiations, the two parties came to an 

agreement on the electoral system reform that would be implemented. The final bill 

was passed on December 18, 1970 (Dong-A Ilbo, December 18, 1970), and the 

election of 1971 was the first contest held after its implementation.   

 As Table 5-8 shows, the governing DRP won a majority with 73.7% of the 

total seats in the 1967 National Assembly election. As mentioned above, it also 

received a high level of popular support (67.5%) in the referendum held on the 

proposed constitutional amendment in 1969. In addition to a huge margin of electoral 

strength the DRP held over its principal opponent, the New Democratic Party, the 

governing DRP also outspent its opponent by a wide margin and it used its position as 
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government party to help it in its election bid. As Table 5-8 also shows, the NDP was 

defeated in the 1967 National Assembly election as it captured only 25.7% of the 

available seats. After the election, election malpractices became a hot issue, and the 

NDP realized that it would be difficult to challenge the government party without a 

reform to the election system. As a result, the opposition NDP boycotted the National 

Assembly for seven months after which the government agreed to the rule change 

(Kim 1971, p. 100).  

Electoral Rule Change 

 The new election law for the 1971 National Assembly election consisted of 

the two main changes. The first was related to an increase of the number of seats, both 

the single-member district portion of the system and in the PR part of the mixed 

system. The second was with changing the election law so that the election process 

would be more fair.  

The stated purpose of the first change was an increase in the Korean 

population. Parties of the government and the opposition both agreed that more 

legislative seats were necessary, and they decided jointly that the SMD seats be 

increased from 131 to 153 and the PR seats from 44 to 51. As mentioned above, these 

minor rule changes at two different times, and, as a result, these seat increments were 
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accomplished at two different times. Specifically, 15 SMD seats and 5 PR seats were 

added in the 1969 election rule change and 7 SMD seats and 2 PR seats were added 

with the implementation of the 1970 rule change. The addition of new seats was 

accompanied by and change in the threshold for parties to receive PR seats. 

Specifically, the election system change now required that a party receive five SMD 

seats, rather than the three previously required, to obtain at least one PR seat.     

 The second type of election system changes implemented at this time 

involved the government easing previously imposed restrictions on election campaign 

activities. The stated purpose of these rule changes was giving into opposition 

demands for elections that were fairer, and the government implemented several 

changes. First, eligible voters were to be on a list managed by the National Election 

Commission. Second, voters would have to possess identification cards in order to 

vote. Third, campaigns on the part of government-related employees were restricted. 

Finally, the number of witnesses at the polls were increased and the hours that citizens 

could vote were extended (The Secretariat of the National Assembly 1980, pp. 703-

712). 

Government Strategy 

 While the Park government at the time held a strong majority in the National 
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Assembly, it faced charges that its rule violated democratic practices and was thus not 

legitimate. These kinds of charges stemmed from its corrupt election practices and its 

forced constitutional amendment. This meant that the government DRP faced 

difficulties in its rule because it was strongly opposed by the opposition. As Table 5-8 

indicates, the governing DRP dominated the legislature with a high seat share so that 

it did not need to change election system in order to increase its share of legislative 

seats. However, it was opposed by the opposition at nearly every step which called for 

an end to the government corrupt election practices through reforms to the election 

system. The government then wanted to satisfy the opposition through electoral rule 

reform, but it would need to do so in a way that did not undermine the majority it 

possessed in the National Assembly.   

 The park government gave into opposition demands by easing restrictions on 

election campaign activities and restricting the ability of government officials to 

intervene in the election process. While these reforms would not lead to the 

government losing its majority in any way, they still would restrict the activities of 

government party candidates to perform well in elections. In order to solve this 

problem, the government looked at manipulating the election system’s district 

structure, and it used the problems that population growth presented to accomplish 
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this.   

 Since 1960, the population of Korea had grown rapidly, especially in the 

country’s urban areas. At the same that it wanted the election system to be more fair, 

the opposition also called for an increase in the number of urban districts. Naturally, 

this was needed since urban areas were growing rapidly, but it is also true that the 

parties of the opposition were stronger in urban districts and increasing seats in these 

areas would help them electorally. The government knew this and naturally wanted to 

increase the number of rural seats. The existing election law required that the number 

of districts be apportioned according to a one seat for every 200,000 people formula 

(Hankuk Ilbo, December 2, 1970). That is, the number of the population was the basic 

source for reappointment of districts.  

Opposition parties agreed with keeping this formula but the government 

wanted to abandon this in favor of apportioning election districts in accordance with 

the country’s administrative districts (Hankuk Ilbo, September 9, 1970). This pitted 

the two camps against each other, and after many negotiations the two sides agreed to 

a compromise. This was the second reform referred to above that occurred in 1970. 

The government and the opposition agreed to create one district for every 300,000 

people in urban areas and for every 250,000 people in rural areas. They also agreed 
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that the large cities of Seoul and Pusan would experience on one-seat increases as 

would certain provinces. Finally, they agreed to divide rural election districts that 

were composesd of more than two administrative districts (Dong-A Ilbo, December 14, 

1970).    

 While both sides agreed to these rule changes, the ended up placing more new 

seats in rural areas for the 1971 National Assembly election (Table 5-9 and 5-10). 

Despite the fact that the population in the rural areas decreased, thirteen districts were 

added to rural areas while only nine new districts were added to the country’s six 

urban areas that had experienced a population increase of nearly two million people 

(Kang 2002, pp. 136-139). This balance of seat increments obviously helped the 

government party to protect if not increase the level of support it had in the National 

Assembly, especially because of the “Yeochon Yado” phenomenon, where rural 

residents were more likely to vote the government party candidates than urban 

residents. Part of the reason that the government party was able to get the main 

opposition party to agree to this change was that it also agreed to increase the 

threshold of exclusion from three to five SMD seats. This change would help the 

government party, but it also helped the largest opposition party by disadvantaging 

smaller political parties.   
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Election Outcomes 

 Table 5-8 compares election results from the 1967 and 1971 National 

Assembly elections. Although the governing DRP won a majority with 55.4% of the 

total seats in the 1971 election, its winning margin over the opposition was less than it 

was in the previous election. The DRP’s SMD seat shares greatly decreased from 

77.9% to 56.2%, and its PR seat shares also decreased from 61.4% to 52.9%. By 

contrast, the opposing NDP garnered a surprising 44.4% of the votes cast for SMD 

legislators. The NDP’s vote shares were not far behind the popular vote (48.8%) 

polled by the DRP. Although the NDP only won 28 seats (21.4%) in the 1967 election, 

it garnered 65 seats (42.5%) in the 1971 election. The NDP’s PR seat shares also 

increased from 38.6% (17 seats) to 47.1% (24 seats). 

 Table 5-10 compares population and district changes across Korea’s urban 

and rural regions between the 1967 and 1971 elections. As the table indicates, the 

election rule change resulted in 13 additional seats for rural districts but only nine 

more seats for urban areas. Nonetheless, despite implementing such an advantageous 

rule change, the outcomes to the 1971 election were not as beneficial to the 

government as it expected. In fact, the governing DRP lost a number of SMD seats in 

the rural areas in the 1971 National Assembly election. As Table 5-11 indicates, 
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compared to the previous 1967 election, the governing DRP lost seats in almost every 

rural district. Moreover, the DRP won only 3 out of 27 SMD seats in Seoul and Pusan. 

Unlike its expectation, the governing DRP failed to increase its seat shares in the rural 

districts.   

 Although the government party was still the largest party in the National 

Assembly, the 1971 election did not turn out exactly as the government had intended, 

and there are a number of good reasons for this. Perhaps most important was the fact 

that the government restricted itself from intervening in the process to advantage itself 

(Kim, et al. 1971, pp. 64-67). This was because the government did not want to have 

to struggle with the opposition in the National Assembly because election results were 

disputed. It is likely that the government agreed not to engage in such practices 

because it did not think that the changes it agreed to would hurt it as much as they did. 

This thinking was reinforced by the fact that the DRP won a significant majority in 

the 1967 National Assembly election which gave it the confidence to believe that a 

similar result would occur in the 1971 election.  

 One more reason for the government’s agreement to the rule change that 

agreed to implement is that it simply may have miscalculated, especially with respect 

to the impact of the change made to the threshold of exclusion. By increasing the 
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threshold of exclusion from 3 to 5 SMD seats, minor parties were restricted with 

respect to their abilities to win PR seats. Evidence for this rests with the fact that, 

while four opposition parties endorsed candidates in the 1971 National Assembly 

election, only the largest was able to elect enough SMD candidates to receive PR 

seats. This hurt the ability of the smaller opposition parties to be competitive, but it 

made the largest opposition a distinct challenger to the dominance of the government 

party.   

 Historically, government parties never exceeded 50% of the popular vote 

except in the 1967 National Assembly election. Nonetheless, they have always been 

able either to quickly dominate the National Assembly or to bolster the majorities they 

already possessed. The governing DRP polled less than 50% of the votes cast in the 

1971 National Assembly election, and, when the major opposition party (NDP) 

garnered almost 45% of the popular vote, the margin of the PR seats between the 

governing DRP and the opposing NDP was very narrow (5.8%). While the governing 

DRP won ten more PR seats than the opposing NDP in the 1967 election, the margin 

of the PR seats between two parties decreased to three seats in the 1971 election. The 

point is that the government did not think that the election system changes it agreed to 

implement would threaten its majority.   
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 Another reason for this is that the government party did not think that Korean 

voting pattern would deviate much from past patterns, which means that the 

implemented changes had enough safeguards for the government to be comfortable 

with the election rules that governed the 1971 election. Cho (1995) points out that the 

voting behavior of Koreans during the 1971 election had diverged from past patterns. 

She notes that the government did not understand how Korean voters wanted to revolt 

against the government party (DRP) because of its past corrupt election practices. 

This point is echoed by Kim (1972) who asserted that Korean voters had become tired 

of authoritarian rule after ten years. When Park Chung Hee was elected president for a 

third time in 1971, this was one month before the National Assembly election. 

Consequently, many voters supported the major opposition party (NDP) candidates in 

the National Assembly election in order to check the government party and impose a 

more equitable balance of power between the government and opposition parties 

(Kim, et al. 1971, pp. 68-69).  

This does not mean that the government was unconcerned with the advance 

of a single, strong opposition party. Indeed, it was very concerned with the electoral 

strength of this largest opposition party, and how to deal with this party’s growing 

electoral strength became the issue to which the government party directed its 
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attention immediately after the 1971 election.   

 

The Increase of Seats under a Mixed System of TSD and “Yujonghoe” 

Contextual Factors 

 The Park government consolidated its rule over the country with the creation 

and implementation of what was known as the Yushin constitution, which despite 

strong opposition, was approved in a national referendum in February 1975 (National 

Election Commission 1980, p. 337). The Yushin constitution called for minimum 

amounts of electioneering, and there were other aspects of this constitution which 

gave the president special decree powers. While no party or individual in the 

opposition expected election to result in the replacement of the Park government, the 

opposition still called for more open elections. One reason for this was the fact that 

elections gave the opposition a chance to enhance its political influence by criticizing 

the injustice of the Yushin constitution. Unfortunately, no election was held under this 

constitution for over five years.   

 The 1978 National Assembly election was held after five years after the 

implementation of the Yushin constitution. Prior to this election, the opposition 

repeatedly called for the removal of restrictions on election campaign activities and 
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for the implementation of rules that would result in fair elections. The opposition 

wanted to replace the entire election system that had been instituted under the Yushin 

constitution, but members of the opposition could not agree on an alternative formula. 

This was because many opposition party legislators performed well electorally under 

the two-seat district (TSD) system that was in use at the time. Given this, and the fact 

that the government preferred the continuation of the existing two-seat election 

system, there was little chance that a completely new system would be created. This 

does not mean that there was not support for amendments to the existing election 

system because, as population growth advanced and the existing system became 

increasingly malapportioned, there was demand to amend the existing system in a 

way that addressed this problem.   

 This does not mean that technical matters were the only problem because 

electoral concerns were also a major concern. As mentioned above, under the existing 

mixed system of TSD and “Yujonghoe,” the government party (DRP) won a majority 

in the 1973 National Assembly election (Table 4-16). One-third of National Assembly 

members appointed by the president helped the DRP easily control of a majority in 

the legislature. The governing party (DRP) was complacent about the upcoming 

election because it was much better organized and financially resourceful than the 
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opposing NDP (Kim 1979, p. 524). Thus, the Park government had no reason to 

change the current election system. Nonetheless, it was difficult for the government 

party (DRP) to ignore the opposition’s demands for electoral rule reforms in order to 

get a cooperation of the opposition in the legislature. Moreover, given the reaction to 

such concerns in the past, there was much reason for the government to be concerned 

about its electoral future in the National Assembly.   

To be sure, the government party needed cooperation from the opposition on 

important legislative matters. At the time, perhaps the most important matter 

concerned a proposition that opposed withdrawal of the U.S. troops stationed in Korea 

in July 1977. To gain opposition cooperation on this matter of vital importance, the 

government agreed to certain electoral rule changes that were desired by the 

opposition (Jang 1977, p. 71). Although the opposition was much electorally weak 

than the government at this time, the Park government nonetheless needed to maintain 

a cooperative relationship with the opposition. For this reason, a change to the 

existing election system was agreed upon and passed by the National Assembly on 

December 17, 1977. It would be implemented for the 1978 National Assembly 

election.  
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Electoral Rule Change 

 The new election law for the 1978 National Assembly election was amended 

in a minor way. Overall, the total number of National Assembly seats increased from 

219 to 231. Half of these were to the two-seat districts and were added to the urban 

areas of Seoul and Pusan, and the other half involved increases to Yujonghoe members 

who were appointed by the president. Other changes included the addition of new 

election rules to help make election more fair (National Election Commission 1980, 

pp. 37-38). The first of these changes involved creating a system of observers which 

observers where one observer per party was sent to air opinions at meetings of local 

district election commissions. Second, election system reforms involved amending the 

procedure whereby voting witnesses were selected. Before, voting witnesses were 

selected by a polling district commission, but under the reform they were selected by 

parties and candidates whereby the first and second parties could select two witnesses 

and minor parties and independents could select only one witness. Third, the electoral 

reforms allowed candidates to have more contact with voters by increasing the 

allowable number of joint election campaign rallies. Moreover, this reform allowed 

candidates to put up a placard as a means of campaign activities. Finally, the election 

system reforms increased the amount of trust money that could be spent depending on 
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the status of candidates. Independents had to deposit much money than party 

nominated candidates. Party candidates were given more leeway which means that 

this change was designed to impede the operation of independent candidates.   

Government Strategy 

 The Park government basically wanted to legitimate its rule based on the 

Yushin constitution by achieving high popular support in the elections. Winning 

support in an election was regarded as a best way to overcome its illegitimacy 

problem and maintain political stability within the country (Lee, Kim, and Park 1979, 

p.149). This means that it was not necessary for the government to implement a rule 

change that would increase the level of support the government party had in the 

National Assembly but rather to make changes that helped justify the continued use of 

the TSD and “Yujonghoe” system.  This involved implementing changes that made 

election campaigns more fair, and this was a strategic move on the part of the 

government because dong so would remove an important source of government 

unpopularity (Kim, Jang, and Son 1978, p. 80). 

 Part of the government’s concern had to do with the impact that independent 

candidates had on the election process. The government continued to allow 

independent candidates to stand for election because independents helped encroach on 
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the support the parties of the opposition received. In the 1973 National Assembly 

election, while the governing DRP candidates were elected in every district except for 

one district in Seoul, the opposing NDP had to share district seats with independents. 

As Table 5-12 shows, nineteen independents were elected in the 1973 National 

Assembly election. Of these 19 districts where independents were elected, sixteen 

DRP candidates were elected as either the first or second winners while only three 

NDP candidates were elected. This suggests that independents competed more with 

the opposition NDP than with DRP candidates.  

Election Outcomes 

 Like the previous 1973 National Assembly election, the governing DRP 

enhanced its electoral strength under the changed mixed system of TSD and 

“Yujonghoe” in the 1978 National Assembly election. As Table 4-21 indicates, 

although the DRP garnered less popular vote (31.7%) than the largest opposition party, 

the NDP (32.8%), the former won more TSD seats (44.2%) than the latter (39.6%). 

Moreover, when the “Yujonghoe” seats are added, the DRP’s total seat share 

increased to 62.8%, and its winning margin from the NDP was widened significantly 

by 36.4%. In other words, the governing DRP could maintain its status even though it 

agreed to change the election system in ways that were contrary to its electoral 
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interests because it was protected by adding seats to the “Yujonghoe” part of the 

system.  

 The Park government’s strategy to maintain its position in the National 

Assembly, despite making changes that were desired by the largest opposition party 

was also helped by the fact that the changes it implemented weakened independent 

candidates. Specifically, 255 independent candidates, 53.9% of the total candidates, 

ran for the 1978 National Assembly election and 22 independents were elected with 

28.1% of the votes cast (National Election Commission 1980, pp. 370-371). As Table 

5-13 indicates, while the governing DRP won more than 40% of TSD seats, the 

opposition NDP had to share TSD seats with another opposition party (the Democratic 

Unification Party) and independents. Fragmentation of the opposition and 

independents encroached on the largest opposition party’s (NDP) TSD seat shares 

despite the fact that its vote shares were higher than those of the governing DRP. The 

effect of fragmentation on the opposition NDP was more significant in the rural areas 

compared to such larger cities as Seoul and Pusan. The NDP predominated over other 

opposition parties and independents in those urban areas. As Table 5-12 shows, while 

the DRP won fifteen TSD seats where independents were also elected, the NDP only 

got five seats in similar districts.  
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 The opposition NDP first garnered more popular vote than the DRP in the 

1978 National Assembly election. This was not an expected outcome for several 

reasons. Many NDP candidates ran for election especially in the urban areas and, as a 

result, obtained strong vote shares in those places. This result was enhanced by the 

fact that the government restrained itself from engaging in election malpractice during 

this contest. The government party followed this strategy because it was confident 

that it would do well under the amended election system it agreed to implement (Kim, 

Jang, and Son 1978, p. 80). Evidence for this is contained in Table 5-14 which 

indicates that election lawsuits decreased significantly in the 1978 National Assembly 

election compared to previous elections.  

 This chapter analyzed three minor changes of the Korean election system 

occurred under authoritarian governments. It showed that authoritarian governments 

were consistently faced with the problem of the legitimacy of their rule throughout 

this period not only because they were authoritarian governments but also because 

they sometimes action that made their democratic credentials even more suspect. 

These included undemocratically enacted constitutional amendments and 

interventions in the election process, all of which made exiting governments 

unpopular. In these situations, there were opposition call to reform the election law 
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and the government responded with certain changes. These changes were the product 

of negotiations between the government and opposition sides, but each time the 

government made a change that the opposition agreed to, it had to be sure that such a 

change would not hurt its governing status.   

 This is because election rules were most often changed in a way that 

increased the number of election districts overall, in addition to making other 

demanded reforms. In such circumstances, the goal of authoritarian governments was 

always to maintain their current electoral statuses but at the same time compensate for 

any lack of democratic legitimacy that existed. This most often meant making only 

minor changes to existing election systems, and these changes always worked to 

satisfy the opposition demands for reform but at the same time helped the governing 

party maintain its status as governing party.  
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Table 5-1: Results of the 1948 National Assembly Election 
 

Political Parties Votes 
 

Seats 
 

National Party for Promoting Korean 
Independence 

26.1% 45 (23.2%) 

Korean Democratic Party 
 

13.5% 22 (11.3%) 

Taedong Youth Organization 
 

9.6% 9 (4.6%) 

Chosun People’s Youth Organization 
 

2.2% 6 (3.1%) 

Farmers Association for Rapid 
Realization of Korean Independence 

0.8% 2 (1.0%) 

Independents 
 

40.3% 101 (52.1%) 

Others 
 

7.5% 9 (4.6%) 

Total 
 

100% 194* (100%) 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission. 
 
* The number of total seats was originally 200, but because of 6 missing districts from 
 the provinces of Kyungki (1) and Kyungsangbuk (5), total seats are indicated 
 by 194.  
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Table 5-2: Results of the 1954 National Assembly Election 
 

Political Parties Votes 
 

Seats Conversion Rate* 

Liberal Party 
 

36.8% 110 (54.5%) 1.48 

Democratic Nationalist 
Party 

7.9% 16 (7.9%) 1.0 

National Union Party 
 

2.6% 3 (1.5%) 0.58 

Korean National Party 
 

1.0% 2 (1.0%) 1.0 

Independents  
 

47.9% 70 (34.7%) 0.72 

Others 
 

3.8% 1 (0.5%) 0.13 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission. 
 

* Conversion Rate is calculated by the division of percentage of seats by percentage 
 of votes won by the government and the opposition parties 
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Table 5-3: The Electoral Performance of Korean Parties in Urban and Rural Areas in 
 the 1954 National Assembly Election 
 

Urban Districts* 
 

Rural Districts Total   

Seat % Seat % Seat % 

Government Party 
 

15 35.7 99 61.5 114 56.2 

Opposition Parties 
 

10 23.8 12 7.5 22 10.8 

Independents 
 

17 40.5 50 31.1 67 33.0 

Total 
 

42 100 161 100.1 203 100 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission.  
 
* Urban districts include 26 city districts in the 9 provinces and 16 districts of Seoul 
 as a special city in Korea. 
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Table 5-4: Results of the 1956 Presidential Election: Popular Support for both 
 Government Party and Opposition Party Candidates* in Urban** and 
 Rural Areas 
 

Lee Seung Man 
 

Cho Bong Am Total  

Votes % Votes % Votes 

Urban Areas 
 

789,348 39.6 584,281 29.3 1,990,933 

Rural Areas 
 

4,257,089 60.2 1,579,527 22.3 7,076,130 

Total 
 

5,046,437 55.7 2,163,808 23.9 9,067,063 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission.  
 
* Lee Seung Man was a government party candidate while Cho Bong Am was an 
 opposition party candidate (the Progressive Party). 
 

** Urban Areas include all city districts of the 9 provinces and 9 districts in Seoul. 
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Table 5-5: Population Growth from 1948 to 1985 
 

Election Years Total Population The Electorate Voting Rates (%) 
 

1948 19,190,877 7,840,871 95.5 
1950 20,178,641 8,434,737 91.9 
1954 20,178,641 8,446,509 91.1 
1958 21,526,374 10,164,428 90.7 
1960 21,526,374 11,593,432 84.3 
1963 26,278,025 13,344,149 72.1 
1967 29,174,190 14,717,354 76.1 
1971 30,839,687 15,610,258 73.2 
1973 31,502,534 15,690,130 71.4 
1978 36,228,754 19,489,490 77.1 
1981 37,768,977 21,094,468 78.4 
1985 40,361,844 23,987,830 84.6 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Committee, Sungubup 
 Yunhyukjip [A Chronology of Election Laws] (1996), pp. 1250-1253 and The 
 National Election Commission’s Website, http://home.nec.go.kr.     
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Table 5-6: Changes in the Numbers of Electors 
 

 1948 1950 1954 1958 
Seoul  10 16 (+6) 16 16 

Kyunggi 29 30 (+1) 23 (-7) 25 (+2) 
Kangwon 12 12 12 20 (+8) 

Chungchungbuk 12 12 12 13 (+1) 
Chungchungnam 19 19 19 22 (+3) 

Chollabuk 22 22 22 24 (+2) 
Chollanam 29 30 (+1) 30 32 (+2) 

Kyungsangbuk 33 34 (+1) 34 38 (+4) 
Kyungsangnam 31 32 (+1) 32 40 (+8) 

Jeju 3 3 3 3 
Total 200 210 203* 233  

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission.  
 

* The reduced number of electorates for the 1954 election was due to the Korean War 
 in 1950. Although the 1954 National Assembly election was supposed to be 
 held by the same rule as the previous election rule (210 seats), seven 
 constituencies of the province of Kyunggi were not available. Thus, only 23 
 seats were added for the 1958 National Assembly election.  
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Table 5-7: The Accentuation Effect of the Plurality Rule for Government and 
 Opposition Parties in the 1958 National Assembly Election 
 
Political Parties Votes (%) 

 
Seats (%) Conversion Rate* 

Liberal Party 42.1 
 

54.1 1.29 

Democratic Party 34.0 
 

33.9 1.00 

Reunification 
Party 

2.3 
 

0.8 0.34 

Independents  21.7 
 

11.2 0.52 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission. 
 
* Conversion rate is calculated by the division of percentage of seats by percentage of 
 votes won by the government and the opposition parties. 
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Table 5-8: Results of the 1967 and 1971 National Assembly Elections 
 

1967 
 

1971 

District 
 

PR 
 

Total 
 

District 
 

PR 
 

Total 
 

 
 
Political Parties 
 

Votes 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

 

Votes 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

 

Votes*
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

 

Votes 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

 

Votes 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

 

Votes* 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 
 

Democratic 
Republican Party 

50.6 77.9 61.4 61.4 53.3 73.7 48.8 56.2 52.9 52.9 50.0 55.4 

New Democratic  
Party 

32.7 21.4 38.6 38.6 34.2 25.7 44.4 42.5 47.1 47.1 45.0 43.6 

Others 
 

16.7 0.8 0 0 12.5 0.6 6.8 1.3 0 0 4.9 1.0 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission. 
 
* Party vote percentages are weighted by the number of seats in each part of the system. 
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Table 5-9: Population Growth and the Appointment of Districts by Region, 1967 and1971 
 

1967 
 

1971 Margin   

P1 
 

D1 
 

P2 D2 P3 

(P2-P1) 
D3 

(D2-D1) 
Ratio 

(P3/D3) 

Seoul 3,794,959 14 5,089,969 19 1,295,010 +5 259,002 
Pusan 1,425,703 7 1,786,504 8 360,801 +1 360,801 
Kyunggi 3,101,687 13 3,284,460 16 182,773 +3 60,924 
Kangwon 1,831,094 9 1,832,599 9 1,505 0 0 
Chungchungbuk 1,549,288 8 1,522,483 8 -26,805 0 0 
Chungchungnam 2,911,001 13 2,936,308 15 25,307 +2 12,653 
Chollarbuk 2,521,879 11 2,434,329 12 -87,550 +1 -87,550 
Chollanam 4,050,688 19 3,970,416 22 -80,272 +3 -26,357 
Kyungsangbuk 4,475,243 20 4,466,642 24 -8,601 +4 -2,150 
Kyungsangnam 3,176,237 15 3,156,326 18 -19,911 +3 -4,978 
Jeju 336,411 2 359,651 2 23,240 0 0 
Total 29,174,190 131 30,839,687 153 1,665,497 +22 75,704 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission. 
 
* “P” refers to total population in each year; “D” refers to the number of districts.  
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Table 5-10: Population Growth and the Appointment of Urban Versus Rural Districts, 
 1967-1971 
 

1967 
 

1971 Margin  

P1* D1 P2 D2 P3 
(P2-P1) 

D3 
(D2-D1) 

Seoul 3,794,959 14 5,089,969 19 1,295,010 +5 
Pusan 1,425,703 7 1,786,504 8 360,801 +1 
Taegu 845,073 4 960,360 5 115,287 +1 
Kwangju 403,977 2 415,976 2 11,999 0 
Taejon 315,904 1 358,394 2 42,490 +1 
Inchon 525,072 2 605,185 3 80,113 +1 
Sub-total 7,310,688 30 9,216,388 39 1,905,700 +9 
Rural 
areas 

21,863,502 101 21,623,299 114 -240,203 +13 

Total 29,174,190 131 30,839,687 153 1,665,497 +22 
Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission. 

 
* “P” refers to total population in each year; “D” refers to the number of districts  
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Table 5-11: The Government Party (DRP) Performance in Changed Districts between 
 1967 and 1971 National Assembly Elections 
 

1967 
 

1971  

D W D C W M 

Seoul 14 1    19    +5     1    0 
Pusan 7 2 8 +1 2 0 
Kyunggi 13 10 16 +3 11 +1 
Kangwon 9 8 9 0 8 0 
Chungchungbuk 8 8 8 0 6 -2 
Chungchungnam 13 12 15 +2 11 -1 
Chollabuk 11 11 12 +1 6 -5 
Chollanam 19 16 22 +3 15 -1 
Kyungsangbuk 20 18 24 +4 15 -3 
Kyungsangnam 15 14 18 +3 9 -5 
Jeju 2 2 2 0 2 0 
Total 131 102 153 +22 86 -16 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission.  
 

*D: The number of district seats; C: Changed district seats compared to the previous 
 election; W: The number of district seats that the government party won;  
 M: Margin of district seats that the government party won before and after the 
 elections. 
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Table 5-12: The Number of Districts where the Two Major Parties finished First 
 and Second where Independents were elected, 1973-1978 
 

1973 
 

1978 

DRP 
 

NDP 
 

DRP NDP 

  

1st 
 

2nd 
 

1st 
 

2nd 
 

1st 
 

2nd 
 

1st 
 

2nd 
 

Seoul 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 
Pusan 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 
Kyunggi 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 
Kangwon 2 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 
Chungchungbuk 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Chungchungnam 1 0 0 1 1 1 0 0 
Chollarbuk 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 
Chollarnam 2 0 0 0 3 0 1 0 
Kyungsangbuk 4 1 0 0 1 1 0 1 
Kyungsangnam 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 1 
Jeju 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 
Total 13 3 1 2 12 3 2 3 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission. 
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Table 5-13: Results of the 1978 National Assembly Election by Region 
 

DRP 
 

NDP DUP Independent  

Votes 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

Votes 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

Votes 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

Votes 
(%) 

Seats 
(%) 

Seoul 26.6 40.9 51.3 50.0 9.1 4.5 13.1 4.5 
Pusan 29.8 40.0 39.6 50.0 12.4 0 18.2 10.0 
Kyunggi 35.7 50.0 33.0 43.8 5.0 0 26.3 6.3 
Kangwon 39.1 50.0 23.8 30.0 2.9 0 34.3 20.0 
Chungchungbuk 36.5 37.5 33.4 50.0 12.8 12.5 17.3 0 
Chungchungnam 40.1 50.0 23.2 35.7 8.4 0 28.2 14.3 
Chollarbuk 29.4 50.0 31.0 33.3 8.3 0 31.2 16.7 
Chollarnam 34.3 40.0 24.1 35.0 12.9 5.0 28.7 20.0 
Kyungsangbuk 27.8 40.9 23.6 36.4 3.0 0 45.7 22.7 
Kyungsangnam 31.1 44.4 26.8 38.9 2.4 0 39.7 16.7 
Jeju 23.9 50.0 8.8 0 0 0 67.2 50.0 
Total 31.7 44.2 32.8 39.6 7.4 1.9 28.1 14.3 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Election Commission. 
 
* DRP: Democratic Republican Party; NDP: New Democratic Party;  
 DUP: Democratic Unification Party. 
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Table 5-14: The Number of Election Lawsuits filed after National Assembly 
 Elections between 1963 and 1978 
 

Election 
Year 

 

Election Nullity Election Petition Election Nullity 
and Petition 

Total 

1963 
 

13 12 13 38 

1967 
 

201 26 41 268 

1971 
 

10 2 33 45 

1973 
 

5 3 13 21 

1978 
 

4 3 7 14 

Source: Compiled by the author from National Assembly Library (1980) and National 
 Election Commission (1980). 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION: AUTHORITARIAN POLITICS AND ELECTION SYSTEM 

CHANGE 

 

 This study has examined election system change under authoritarian 

governments in Korea. By understanding election system change as an endogenous 

phenomenon implemented by politicians making rational decisions, this study has 

shown how the manipulation of electoral systems related to the principal goal of 

authoritarian Korean governments, namely the preservation of their governing status 

in ways that are as democratic as possible. This study also showed that how 

authoritarian governments manipulate electoral systems will vary depending on the 

specific electoral problems they face, and these electoral problems can be defined by 

certain contextual factors. These contextual factors include the electoral strength of 

competing parties which are determined by previous election outcomes, demographic 

trends and how these relate to specific citizen voting patterns, and political events that 

directly affect the electoral conditions faced by governing parties.  

The guiding assumption of this dissertation was that Korea’s authoritarian 

governments changed the rules of the game to deal with the electoral problems they 
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faced, and the type of rule change implemented depended on the nature of the 

electoral problems they faced. This study also examined the outcomes produced by 

implemented electoral system changes, which provided a way to evaluate whether or 

not the institutional manipulation strategies implemented by Korea’s authoritarian 

governments were effective.  

 This study focused on six cases to evaluate the strategies of Korea’s 

authoritarian governments. Three changes were major and involved changes at the 

level of the entire Korean election system, while other the remaining changes were 

minor and involved changes to the number of election districts and their boundaries. 

To evaluate these changes an analysis involving four components was employed 

(Figure 3-1). These included contextual factors that defined the electoral problems 

authoritarian governments faced, the types of strategies governments employed to 

solve the electoral problems they faced, the electoral rule change that governments 

implemented, and the election outcomes that were produced by the implemented 

election system change. The following is a summary of the analysis of Korean 

election system change conducted in these four components.  
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Contextual Factors 

 Korea’s authoritarian governments suffered from many different types of 

electoral problems throughout the period that was investigated here. Perhaps the most 

important was establishing some kind of democratic legitimacy because of the manner 

in which some governments came to power and the way they behaved in the face of 

an uncooperative National Assembly. Some governments came to power through 

military coups (General Park in 1961 and General Chun in 1980) which meant that 

they had no affiliate party in the National Assembly with a majority. This electoral 

problem made the process of ruling the country more difficult for authoritarian 

governments. Other governments sometimes engaged in non-democratic behavior 

which made them unpopular and threatened their ability to maintain a majority in the 

National Assembly more difficult. This undemocratic behavior included such things 

as corrupt election practices, undemocratic constitutional amendments, and the 

repression of opposition party leaders, but regardless of the specific action, this non-

democratic behavior presented electoral problems for ruling governments.   

 The electoral problems brought about by these actions were highlighted by 

outcomes in National Assembly elections which provided accurate pictures of the 

electoral strength of competing political parties and how the electoral was likely to 
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change in upcoming elections. Thus, by looking carefully at the outcomes of previous 

elections, authoritarian governments could assess how stable their National Assembly 

majorities were. When it appeared that government parties were threatened, the 

electoral system would be amended to help government parties maintain their 

legislative majorities. Depending on whether the threat was imminent or in the long-

term, different types of election system changes would be implemented. This study 

has shown that governments changed the Korean election in response to three types of 

problems. First, they made major changes when they faced the problem of gaining a 

significant number of seats in an upcoming election. They also faced long-term 

threats where demographic trends combined with Korean voting patterns threatened to 

wipe out government party majorities in some future election. Finally governments 

also faced strong demands from opposition parties to reform election laws to make 

elections more fair. In such cases, authoritarian governments had to implement 

reforms but at the same time protect their legislative majority.   

Given these electoral problems, the types of changes implemented by 

authoritarian governments in Korea can be explained. For instance, when the Park 

government won the 1971 National Assembly election over the largest opposition 

party, the New Democratic Party, by a slim margin, the governing DRP changed 
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election system in a way that would guarantee it a significant increase in National 

Assembly seats in the next election. To this end, the Park government changed the 

existing election to a mixed system of two-seat districts (TSD) and the “Yujonghoe.” 

This helped the governing party guarantee itself a large increase of National Assembly 

seats reserving one-third of National Assembly seats for presidential appointment.  

Contrary to this situation, when the governing DRP won a majority with a 

great margin in the 1967 and 1973 National Assembly elections, the DRP did not need 

to implement major election system changes that would result in a large increase in 

legislative seats. Nonetheless, there were pressures to change the election system that 

came from the opposition parties. These demands involved making the election 

process more fair, and when the government agreed to such demands, it did so by 

implementing minor changes. In addition to trying to satisfy opposition demands, the 

government also took care to make minor changes that would not in any jeopardize 

the majority it had in the National Assembly.   

 Authoritarian governments in Korea also faced electoral problems that came 

from demographic trends that were made important because of established Korean 

voting patterns. Since the 1958 election, the Korean “Yeochon Yado” phenomenon 

was evident in that government parties held more support in the rural areas than the 
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opposition. This phenomenon required that electoral systems be designed in a way 

that ensured a large supply of rural districts. However, as rapid urbanization 

progressed, beginning at the end of 1960s, government parties faced a long-term 

threat to their electoral dominance of the National Assembly. In responses to this kind 

of trend, the Park government replaced the existing system of single member districts 

with a two-seat district system as part of a mixed system. This design helped it gain 

assess to urban areas that it previously did not have.  

 

Election System Changes 

 Authoritarian governments either amended existing system in a minor way or 

they completely replaced existing electoral systems. As suggested above, each change 

implemented had a logic in that it was designed to address electoral problems that 

authoritarian governments were facing. In 1963, this logic called for replacing the 

long-used single-member district system with a mixed system of single-member 

districts and PR. Less than a decade later, electoral problems faced by the government 

called for replacing the PR system the “Yujonghoe” system.  

 PR was again established under the Chun government, but there were 

different allocation rules with the different PR systems. Initially, PR seats were 
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allocated in a way favorable to both government and opposition parties under the Park 

government, but they were restricted to only one quarter of all seats. When the Chun 

government reinstituted PR, the percentage of the PR seats was increased from one-

fourth to one-third of the total seats. This was implemented because the allocation 

formula was changed by Chun to a way that allowed the government party to receive 

two-thirds of the PR seats.  

 Minor system changes that were implemented were also driven by the same 

logic. Many of these changes involved the addition of seats because of increased 

population growth to Korea’s urban areas. This trend, however, would undermine the 

support given to government parties, so increasing seats through minor changes had to 

be come in ways that would avoid this problem. One way governments avoided this 

problem was to draw districts in a way that overlapped with existing administrative 

divisions rather than by population. This made districts with small population size 

overrepresented and urban districts with large populations under-represented.  

There were also other kinds of rule changes implemented by authoritarian 

governments. Some of these were deliberate manipulations of rules regarding such 

things as independent candidacies while others were responses to opposition party 

demands for rules to make elections less manipulated by the government. These 
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changes involved such things as increases of witnesses at the polls, requirement for 

personal identification cards in order to vote, and the National Election Commission’s 

supervision of the eligible voter lists.  

 

Government Strategies 

 The primary goal that authoritarian governments wanted to achieve through 

election system change was to preserve their power and maintain their governing 

status. However, accomplishing this meant different things in different contexts. 

When the government party dominated the legislature with a great electoral margin, it 

would want a status quo. When it did not have a majority in the National Assembly, 

such as when governments were first established by military coups, they would need 

to be sure that they gained a majority in the next election. Also, authoritarian 

governments were always interested in ruling with as cooperative National Assembly 

as possible because anything else would lead to political instability and undermine 

government legitimacy.   

 To accomplish these general and specific goals, authoritarian governments 

employed different types of strategies. Two types of government strategies were 

identified in this study: one was a short-term, seat-maximization strategy and the 
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other was a long-term status-maintenance strategy. The former strategy was designed 

to quickly increase seat shares in an upcoming election. The latter strategy was to 

achieve political survival in the long-term which meant implementing election system 

changes that might lead to electoral losses in the next election. Any short-term losses, 

however, would be offset by electoral effects that helped the government party 

maintain its National Assembly majority in the long term even if at a lower level.  

 These two strategies were employed by authoritarian governments in 

different contexts that were defined by the different electoral problems they faced. 

Minor changes were always associated with status-maintenance strategies while major 

changes involved both long-term status maintenance strategies and short-term seat 

maximization strategies to increase seats in an upcoming election. The two most 

important examples of major election change to achieve seat maximization occurred 

when authoritarian governments were established by military coup in 1961 and 1980.  

These two governments (under Park and Chun) neither had an affiliated party 

in the National Assembly, nor controlled a majority of seats. They needed to 

accomplish such a goal (i.e., achieving a majority) in the next election to preserve 

their power. Doing this would help compensate for the illegitimate way they came to 

power, and it would also assist them in their dealings with the National Assembly. 
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Consequently, these two governments employed a seat-maximization strategy. This 

strategy involved election system changes that not only increased the government 

party’s electoral strength, it also helped weaken the opposition.   

 To increase its legislative seat share, the Park government adopted a SMD 

system, as one portion of the mixed system. This was advantageous to larger parties in 

the 1963 National Assembly election. In particular, when the opposition was 

fragmented, a SMD system had a beneficial effect on the government party (DRP), 

due to its high vote-seat conversion rate. It also adopted a PR system to enhance the 

DRP’s electoral strength in the National Assembly. The Park government expected 

that the PR system would be a supplementary device to guarantee the governing 

DRP’s control of a majority in the legislature.  

 The Chun government also needed to quickly increase its representation in 

the National Assembly, and it accomplished this by manipulating the PR system. This 

government increased the number of PR seats from one-fourth to one-third of the total 

available seats and it changed the allocation rule so that the largest party (two-seat 

districts) would receive two-thirds of the PR seats. Both the Park and the Chun 

governments also tried to weaken the opposition in order to increase their electoral 

strength in the National Assembly. The Park government adopted the party 
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nomination system, which caused the creation of several new parties, thus 

fragmenting the opposition and causing the demise of independent candidates. The 

Chun government supported the emergence of pro-government opposition parties but 

allowed independent candidates to run again for election. The Chun government 

expected that several opposition parties and independents would encroach on popular 

support for the opposition allowing it to secure more seats.   

 The three minor changes that occurred in 1958, 1971, and 1978 began with 

the Lee and Park authoritarian governments hurting their legitimacy because of some 

undemocratic actions they took, an undemocratic constitutional amendment in the 

case of Lee and the same plus election malpractices in the case of Park. This means 

that neither government needed to immediately increase their level of support in the 

National Assembly, but they did need to take action in response to opposition 

demands for more democratic behavior and new districts to accommodate population 

growth in urban areas.   

For instance, the minor change in 1971 was a compromise to settle down a 

political deadlock derived from the opposition party’s criticism of government 

election malpractices in the referendum for the constitutional amendment conducted 

by the governing DRP. In these three minor changes, the government party agreed to 
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demanded election law changes but they implemented these changes while at the 

same time making sure that they did not hurt their level of electoral support in the 

National Assembly. Both governments did this by adding more district seats to rural 

than urban areas.  

 A similar kind of strategy was employed by the Park government for the 1973 

National Assembly election. From outcomes in the 1971 National Assembly election, 

the Park government feared that its DRP could lose power if a truly competitive 

election took place under the existing election system. In addition to this electoral 

uncertainty, the Park government was also concerned with the governing DRP’s 

unpopularity in the country’s rapidly growing urban areas. The DRP only won 18% of 

SMD seats in six major cities in the 1971 National Assembly election.  

 The urban population had grown so rapidly that it represented about 30% of 

the total population in the early 1970s. These urban residents were more educated 

than their rural counterparts, and their political attitudes toward authoritarian 

government were much more critical. Without increase of popularity in urban areas, 

however, it was difficult for the Park government to secure its political survival in the 

long term. Electoral victory based on a high level of popular support in the rural areas 

was a necessary, but not a sufficient condition for the Park government’s political 
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survival. In order to increase it popularity in urban areas, the Park government 

adopted a TSD system which could secure at least one seat in the urban districts for 

the government party.  

 Although the government party might lose some seats in rural districts, it 

could enhance its electoral strength in Korea’s urban areas. While a TSD system was 

introduced to achieve a political goal, the Park government also introduced the 

“Yujonghoe” system to secure its electoral dominance in the legislature. It was 

expected that one-third of the National Assembly members indirectly elected by 

presidential appointment would always guarantee the government party’s electoral 

dominance.  

  

Election Outcomes 

 Election outcomes produced by six election system changes authoritarian 

governments implemented mostly conformed to the expectations of the authoritarian 

governments implementing them. In light of this, it can be said that both the seat-

maximization and status-maintenance strategies authoritarian governments employed 

were effective in accomplishing their goal to preserve their ruling status in Korea. 

First, the 1963 election system change produced a competitive election outcome, that 
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is, one where the government greatly increased its share of National Assembly seats. 

The DRP won a majority in the legislature with a large electoral margin over the 

major opposition party (DJP) in this election.   

Fragmentation of the opposition was another consequence of the election 

system change made by the government because the change involved the introduction 

of a party nomination system. Since the DRP was the largest political party at the time, 

the new rules allowed it to increase its vote-seat conversion rate in the SMD portion 

of the system. In that election, the DRP polled 33.5% of the votes cast, but won 67.2% 

of the total SMD seats. By contrast, the opposition polled 66.5% of the popular vote, 

but only 32.8% of the total SMD seats.  

 The 1973 election system change produced what has been called here a 

compensating outcome. As expected, the Park government won only 50% of TSD 

seats in that election. These seat shares were lower than the (56.2%) won by the DRP 

in the 1971 National Assembly election. However, the DRP’s electoral losses in the 

TSD portion of the system were compensated for by its political gains in urban 

districts. The DRP’s urban popularity was very low in previous elections. This low 

urban popularity weakened the Park government’s electoral chances in the future 

because there were the fastest growing regions in the country. The TSD system first 
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adopted by the Park government in the 1973 election helped the governing DRP 

increase urban representation. The DRP won 47.1% of urban district seats after 

implementing this change because its candidates were runners-up in most of these 

districts, and, under a two-seat system, runners up also gain seats. Moreover, the 

DRP’s overall lower number of plurality seats was compensated for by the 

“Yujonghoe” members who were appointed by President Park.  

 Election outcomes of the 1981 National Assembly election also corresponded 

to the expectations the Chun government had in making the system change. 

Specifically, the Chun government needed to gain seats quickly in the National 

Assembly because it came to power in a military coup. This was accomplished in the 

PR part of the system it created because although Chun’s governing DJP won 48.9% 

of TSD seats, its total seat share increased to 54.7% due to it receiving 66.3% of the 

PR seats. 

 Election outcomes created by the three minor election system changes also 

conformed to the expectations the authoritarian governments had by implementing 

them. After implementing the first minor election system change, the Lee government 

won a majority with 54.1% of the total seats. This electoral victory was greatly 

attributed to the governing LP’s high level of rural district seat shares (61.1%) and 
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this was expected because of the way the Lee government increased the number rural 

districts when it implemented a minor change. The same is true for the Park 

government which won majorities in the 1971 and the 1978 National Assembly 

elections.  

 

Implications 

 This study examined the sources of election system change in Korea under 

authoritarian governments. It has shown why and how authoritarian governments 

manipulated the rules under which candidates stood for office in National Assembly 

elections. In making this examination this study found that there was no single 

strategy employed by authoritarian governments in their efforts to maintain their 

statuses as ruling parties. Figure 6-1 shows governmental strategies applied to explain 

six major and minor changes. Authoritarian governments in Korea followed strategies 

that quickly increased their shares of legislative seats (seat-maximization) but they 

also followed strategies that led to short-term losses and gave into opposition 

demands (status-maintaining). In both cases, losses associated with implemented rule 

changes were compensated for either by a neutralization of trends that threatened the 

government party’s legislative majority in the long term or a minimization of negative 
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electoral impacts resulting from giving into opposition demands. In the case of the 

latter, this was accomplished by securing additional seats in the National Assembly 

through the manner in which new districts were added to the existing election system.   

Second, this study also found that although governments studied here were 

authoritarian, they wanted to increase their legitimacy by being able to survive 

democratic elections. It also found that authoritarian governments wanted to rule with 

a cooperative National Assembly which required that they sometimes give into 

demands made by the opposition. Consequently, when governments engaged in 

undemocratic activities, they often had to make concessions to the opposition to 

prevent the undemocratic practices they had engaged in. The three major election 

system changes examined above were accomplished by abnormal constitutional 

amendments derived from military coups and the government party’s undemocratic 

actions, and during these cases there were no major election system changes through 

negotiations between the government and the opposition parties. Minor electoral rule 

changes, on the other hand, were made by negotiations between the government and 

the opposition parties although the government’s influence dominated.    

Third, this study showed that election system changes were also initiated 

when government parties were uncertain about their ability to win an upcoming 
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election. When the government party was satisfied with the current system in terms of 

electoral strength, it preferred a status quo. By contrast, when the government party 

was challenged by a strong opposition party and was not sure that it could win the 

next election, it was more likely to change the current election system. This means 

that the degree to which the opposition was fragmented was part of the calculations 

made by authoritarian governments. Moreover, when governments implemented 

election system changes, they also considered what impact rule changes would have 

on the electoral strength and fragmentation of the oppositions.   

 These findings have implications for how election system change is studied in 

all cases of authoritarian politics. This is true because it provided a way to isolate the 

factors that are most important in the study of election system change under 

authoritarian governments. The findings derived from the case of Korea can be 

applied to either other case studies or comparative studies. Mexico is a good case for a 

comparative study because the ruling PRI of Mexico was interested in not only the 

short-term, but the long-term electoral interests by manipulating electoral rules. This 

study also provides a way to compare this process with the same under democratic 

governments. Korea is actually a great case for this study since governments 

continued to change its election system even after it became democratic in 1988.  
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 This study provides a way to assess the specific types of electoral system 

changes that authoritarian governments are likely to engage in. By typing specific 

institutional changes to the electoral problems governments faced and defining these 

problems in terms of certain contextual factors, this study helps predict whether 

changes will be major or minor and what types of changes within each of these 

categories. While there is still much to be done on this important topic, a path this 

research can take has hopefully been provided here.  

 Despite some implications of this study for the future research, this study also 

has a limit of a single country study. Moreover, the scope of the study is limited 

because it considered election system changes that occurred under authoritarian 

governments only. When this study includes other election system changes occurred 

under democratic governments, it is possible to provide a consistent logic that can 

explain the process of the Korean election system changes over a longer period of 

time. Finally, this study only identifies four contextual factors that affected the 

electoral context authoritarian governments faced. However, there are perhaps other 

factors that this study did not consider system. These are such factors as the influence 

of the U.S. and the pressure of social groups.  
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