
How can anti-Americanism—the 

expression of opposition to or 

resentment against the United 

States—be associated with democratization? 

The United States has often been a champion 

of democracy. While it certainly has its 

limitations, the tradition and principle of 

democracy has been present in American 

politics since the New England town hall 

meetings of the colonial period. An analysis 

of contemporary South Korean (hereafter 

Korean) politics, however, suggests that anti-

Americanism has been an expression of the 

country’s democratization. 

While the conceptualization of anti-

Americanism as evidence of democratization may 

be puzzling at first, an analysis of contemporary 

Korean politics, in fact, shows a correlation.Two 

waves of Korean anti-Americanism illustrate this 

phenomenon. The first wave, which occurred 

in the 1980s during the authoritarian Chun 

regime, overlapped with the public’s demand for 

democratization. The second wave, which has been 

set in motion in the past few years, symbolizes the 

maturing status of Korean democracy. 

Anti-Americanism is a diverse phenomenon 

that fluctuates according to its cultural and political 

context. Simply put, it signifies resentment against 

the US, but its precise nature differs in each society. 

Varying clashes in the realm of culture, ideology, 

values, and policy make each society’s manifestation 

of anti-Americanism unique. Given this multi-

layered and complex nature of anti-Americanism, 

this paper does not attempt to discuss the entire 

spectrum of Korean anti-American attitudes. 

Rather, it focuses on the most visible strands of 

Korean anti-Americanism, which also happen to 

have strong correlations with democracy in Korea.

We will first look in detail at how anti-

Americanism in Korea in the 1980s arose as an 

expression of the demand for democratization. In 

this time period, the public increasingly perceived 
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the US as conspiring with the authoritarian regime, 

and thus inhibiting democratization. Meanwhile, 

renewed anti-Americanism after 2000 provides 

evidence of democratic consolidation in Korea 

- most notably the maturing status of democratic 

pluralism, freedom of speech, civil society, and civic 

participation. The recent surge and popularization 

of anti-Americanism specifically indicates a changed 

political culture, wherein the youth has emerged as 

a political force and broader changes have occurred 

in Korea’s national identity. 

South Korea’s Pro-American History After 1945 

The US was overwhelmingly popular among 

the Korean people after Korea was liberated from 

Japan in 1945. After decades of oppressive Japanese 

colonial rule in the early 20th century, the US was 

seen as a liberator to a majority of Koreans.1  In 

1948, after a three-year trusteeship, the US acted 

as a firm supporter and sponsor for the government 

of the Republic of Korea (South Korea). Two years 

later, the US’s positive image was greatly enhanced 

when it became the country’s principal defender 

against North Korea during the Korean War. Pro-

American sentiment persisted for decades, as the 

US provided a security umbrella against the North 

while supplying substantial military and economic 

aid to the South. As a result, anti-Americanism 

was, for the most part, dormant or nonexistent in 

the 1950s and 60s. To most Koreans, “the United 

States was more than a friend; it was a savior of 

their nation.”2 

The public’s overwhelming support for the US 

was still evident in the 1970s when President Carter 

proposed a withdrawal of troops from South Korea. 

Many Koreans, concerned that national security 

would be undermined by the withdrawal, opposed 

the proposal. From their point of view, US forces 

in Korea (USFK) served as a protector against the 

North.3  Widespread pro-Americanism was also 

visible in protests against the authoritarian Korean 

President Park Junghee, who took over the country 

in a military coup in 1961 and ruled with an iron 

fist until 1979. Dissidents wanted a constitutional 

democracy modeled after that of the US.4  Their 

pro-American feelings, therefore, had deeper 

origins than the public’s widespread appreciation 

of the US as a defender of Korea. Their affinity for 

America included a respect for the US’s democratic 

political institutions and practices, and some 

dissidents were even confident that the US would 

support their protests for democracy.5 

Anti-Americanism in the 1980s as a Direct 

Expression of Democratization 

Public resentment against the US, however, 

began to build in the 1980s. During this era, once 

prevalent pro-American sentiments dissipated, 

paving the way for anti-American sentiments. 

After President Park’s assassination in 1979, many 

expected democratization to occur. Even though a 

large proportion of the Korean public revered Park 

and his policies, they still harbored a desire for 

democracy and a direct presidential election. Such 

hopes faltered when army general Chun Doohwan 

instigated a coup in 1980. He soon made himself 

the President and, like his predecessor, ruled the 

country as a dictator. 

During the Chun administration, anti-

government protests increased dramatically. 

Chun, unlike Park, was unpopular throughout his 

presidency. While Park was respected and well liked 
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by the public for his successful economic policies, 

Chun merely preserved the status quo. He was 

often chastised for his government’s strict control 

over society, which was even more unjustified 

without significant improvements in quality of life. 

As a result, violent clashes between protestors and 

the police became a common sight in Seoul, and 

struggles between civil society and the government 

intensified. Civil rights activists from student, labor, 

and religious organizations were at the forefront of 

this movement. They called for an end to Chun’s 

authoritarian rule and for democracy. For this 

civil rights movement, democratization meant the 

practice of direct presidential elections, a political 

process that Koreans had been deprived of since the 

early 1960s. 

Thus, anti-Americanism that grew in the 1980s 

was directly related to pro-democracy movements. 

The two were concurrent movements, often led by 

the same individuals or civil society groups. These 

actors were disillusioned by the US’s reluctance to 

promote democracy in Korea and with its support 

of the authoritarian Chun regime. Throughout 

the years of pro-democracy protests, Washington 

not only remained silent, but legitimized Chun 

by acknowledging him as an important strategic 

ally.6  While President Chun clamped down 

on pro-democracy protests with violent and 

unconstitutional measures, including torture, 

President Reagan refused to become involved in 

Korea’s domestic concerns. 

In May 1980, students, professors, and other 

activists in the southwestern city of Kwangju 

protested against the government. They were 

dissatisfied with both the martial law that was 

declared after President Park’s assassination and 

the illegitimate coup instigated by President Chun. 

The protest quickly turned violent when Chun 

sent his special warfare troops and demonstrators 

responded with weapons acquired from armories.7  

The uprising lasted ten days, with Chun violently 

ending the civilian protest. The government 

estimated about “164 civilians and 23 soldiers 

and policemen died, [while] the opposition claims 

that as many as 2000 died.”8  The incident is a 

sore subject for many Koreans and images of the 

crackdown—the presence of tanks and machine 

guns in the city and the beating of civilians by 

soldiers—are still ingrained in the memory of the 

Korean public.

The Kwangju uprising was a pivotal point of 

anti-Americanism in the 1980s because it made 

the US a complicit supporter of the Chun regime. 

Many Koreans, even today, believe that the US 

played a role in the government’s repressive actions 

in Kwangju. According to the military arrangement 

between the two countries, Korea’s armed forces were 

under the command of the Korea-US Combined 

Forces Command (CFC), which is headed by the 

American Commander in Chief, Combined Forces 

Command (CINCCFC). Therefore, many Koreans 

subscribed to the logic that the US had either 

implicitly endorsed or actively supported Chun’s 

suppression of the Kwangju incident.9 

However, scrutiny of the issue shows that the 

special warfare troops sent by Chun were in fact 

beyond the jurisdiction of the CFC, and hence, 

beyond the control of the CINCCFC.10  In 

other words, US military commanders in Korea 

were unable to prevent Chun’s use of violence 

in Kwangju. Unfortunately for the US, anti-

Americanism involves misperceptions, as Korean 
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pro-democracy activists of the time were not aware 

of this technicality. This “myth of US responsibility” 

spread throughout the Korean psyche in the 1980s 

and classified the US as a cohort of the ruthless 

President Chun. While the US may blame the 

Korean public for their ignorance, failure to provide 

the Korean public with correct information lies 

with the US. 

President Reagan’s continued support 

of President Chun reinforced Korean anti-

Americanism. For Reagan, who held a staunch 

anti-communist foreign policy platform, South 

Korea was an important strategic partner in 

containing the Soviet Union. Given the high 

levels of instability involved in the process of 

democratization, Reagan saw Chun “as the only 

possible alternative for South Korea.”11  Despite 

Chun’s illegitimate rise to power, the US eventually 

granted its support by accepting his visit to the US 

in 1981. Koreans became disillusioned with the US 

when President Reagan chose to turn a blind eye 

to Chun’s repressive policies. Unlike the dissidents 

of the 1970s, the dissidents of the 1980s “came to 

believe that the US was using their country for its 

own strategic purposes and that all the talk about 

democracy and human rights was just rhetoric.”12 

The image of the US as an inhibitor of Korean 

democracy peaked in this time period. 

The direct link between anti-Americanism 

and desire for democratization became obvious 

during the last years of President Chun’s rule. 

From 1985 to 1987, not only did pro-democracy, 

anti-Chun demonstrations intensify, but “radicals 

began to target American citizens and institutions 

such as the Chamber of Commerce and the US 

Information Agency.”13  Korean contempt toward 

the US government translated into contempt 

toward everything American. The emotional public 

began to associate American people, products, 

and values with the US government’s support of 

authoritarianism, and anti-Americanism and pro-

democracy movements went hand in hand during 

this period. 

After years of pro-democracy movements, 

the authoritarian government finally conceded to 

the democratic process in 1987. It engaged in a 

series of negotiations with the opposition political 

party and agreed on constitutional reforms and 

a prompt presidential election. During this 

transition process, the US played an important, if 

minor, role. While the US at first adopted a neutral 

position on the proposed election, it began to favor 

democratization as another period of martial law 

became imminent.14  While public demonstration 

and the level of anti-Americanism alarmed the 

Reagan administration, calculations derived from 

the fall of Marcos in the Philippines had a decisive 

impact on the US’s decision to support Korean 

democracy.15  After witnessing citizens toppling 

an authoritarian regime in the Philippines without 

bringing chaos to the country, the US saw the 

merit of supporting democracy abroad. As a result, 

it began to support the proposed reforms for 

democracy in Korea. 

The US was thus supportive of democracy in 

1987, but public opinion does not credit the US 

with much influence. Korean democracy is both 

“mass-ascendant” and “self-induced.” It is “mass-

ascendant” because civil society, rather than the 

elites, constituted the key agent in the political 

transition, and it is “self-induced” because foreign 

actors were not significantly involved.16  Korean 
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democratization was achieved independently, at a 

time when the US had stepped aside throughout 

decades of anti-authoritarianism and pro-democracy 

movements. In fact, civil society groups were the 

critical catalysts and the initiators of democratic 

transition. The US’s refusal to promote democracy 

in South Korea combined with its blind support 

of two authoritarian regimes transformed anti-

Americanism into an expression of democratization 

in South Korea during the 1980s. 

Anti-Americanism in the 2000s as Evidence of 

Democratic Consolidation 

If anti-Americanism in the 1980s can be 

interpreted as an expression of democratization, 

anti-Americanism in the 2000s can be described 

as evidence of democratic consolidation. In other 

words, the anti-American movement in recent 

years is proof of the maturing status of Korean 

democracy. A healthy democracy involves much 

more than a direct presidential election, which 

was the key goal of the 1980s pro-democracy 

movement in Korea. True democracy requires 

robust civil participation in politics, where both 

political and civil rights are respected. While many 

remnants of 1980s anti-Americanism remain, the 

more recent strand of anti-Americanism is vastly 

different from its predecessor. It targets a wider 

range of issues, such as the social disruption caused 

by US military forces and the Bush administration’s 

initial hawkish rhetoric towards North Korea. At 

the same time, it has spread to the wider public, 

instead of being confined to radical protestors 

as it had been in the 1980s. While Korea today 

is far from a model democracy, its democracy 

has consolidated significantly since 1987. An 

examination of anti-Americanism in the context of 

freedom of speech, the emergence of a left leaning 

party, the solidification of civil society, and the 

public’s growing concern over national interest 

demonstrates this progress. 

Greater freedom of speech after the Chun 

administration’s downfall has allowed for the growth 

of anti-Americanism. Prior to 1987, expressions 

of hatred or opposition against US troops were 

“actively and systematically suppressed” by four 

decades of authoritarian rule.17  Given the strategic 

importance of US forces, coupled with substantial 

bilateral aid from the US, Korean leaders chose to 

suppress anti-American sentiments through legal, 

though often repressive, methods. The government 

did not want to forego benefits from the US because 

of anti-American public opinion. President Chun 

strongly implemented this policy with the 1980 

National Security Law. According to Article 7 of 

this law, “anyone who had written or disseminated 

materials criticizing the South Korean government 

or the presence of US armed forces in South Korea 

was punishable by imprisonment.”18  By framing 

anti-Americanism as a threat to national security, 

the government restricted the public’s expression 

of anti-Americanism. As a result, several anti-

American protesters became political prisoners, 

who were released only after the 1987 transition. 

Since the 1980s, however, freedom of speech 

in Korea has advanced significantly. With the end 

of authoritarian rule, the Korean government lifted 

its censorship of anti-Americanism. Although the 

National Security Law and its validity are still in 

debate, its enforcement has dwindled since 1987, 

rendering the law largely insignificant. Today, 

the risk of imprisonment from proclaiming anti-
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American slogans is almost non-existent. This 

change in the legal sphere has directly influenced 

social perceptions of anti-Americanism. As a 

result of democracy and free speech, the Korea-

US alliance is no longer a taboo subject.19  Since 

1987 people have begun to feel more secure and 

confident about expressing their opinions on the 

US and its policies. 

This newfound freedom of speech is linked 

to increased freedom of the media as well. Much 

like public opinion, the media was systematically 

suppressed and controlled by the authoritarian 

regimes prior to 1987. With democratic principles 

in place and press restrictions subsiding, the media 

has emerged as an active agent spreading anti-

Americanism.20  With the rise of Internet media 

and Korea’s attendant advanced information 

technology infrastructure, the public is able 

to receive unconstrained expressions of anti-

Americanism from a variety of media sources. 

While the recent wave of Korean anti-

Americanism indicates expanded free speech and 

media in the country, it also reflects the emergence 

of a diverse political spectrum and corresponding 

multi-party system. Historically, a leftist party 

has been absent from the formal political scene 

in Korea. When the United States Military 

Government (USMK) governed Korea from 1945 

to 1948, it eliminated all leftist political parties. 

The USMK, in the process of nation building, laid 

the foundations for future pro-American, anti-

communist, and capitalist regimes.21  As a result, the 

leftist party was either banned or harassed until the 

1990s, and its leaders often ended up in prison or 

exile. What is more, the anti-American movement 

in the 1980s failed to capture the hearts and minds 

of the majority of the Korean public because of 

its radical tendencies. It was “heavily influenced 

by Marxist-Leninist ideology,” which was hugely 

unpopular because of its communist inclinations.22  

The radical individuals that led these movements 

thus failed to institutionalize their ideology into 

the formal political process. The recent rise of 

anti-Americanism since 2000, however, signifies a 

legitimate rise of the moderate left. 

In the 2002 presidential election, candidate 

Roh Moohyun won “on the hitherto absent political 

platform of greater equality in [the] American 

relationship.”23  Although neither a radical socialist 

nor a communist, President Roh had a moderate 

inclination to the left. The election year of 2002 was 

a pivotal year in terms of anti-Americanism. During 

that year Korean nationalism and confidence rose 

as a result of its national soccer team’s unexpected 

success in the World Cup, jointly hosted by South 

Korea and Japan. At the same time, the public was 

enraged with a tragic traffic accident caused by a US 

armored vehicle that claimed the lives of two Korean 

middle school girls. While the incident was clearly 

an accident, the US government reacted poorly with 

an unapologetic attitude.  Such mismanagement 

led to an unprecedented candlelight protest. The 

image of thousands of people congregating in 

downtown Seoul with candle lights sent a powerful 

anti-American message. To some extent, Roh had 

the advantage of formulating his platform at the 

height of anti-American sentiment. 

More importantly, Roh’s success reflected the 

rise of democratic pluralism in Korea. His victory 

on an unprecedented anti-American platform 

indicates a “diversification and democratization 

of issue areas in public policy.”24  During the 
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authoritarian years, leftist ideology was largely 

excluded from the mainstream political process.In 

contrast, the popularity of recent anti-Americanism 

and Roh’s victory in 2002 show that diversifying 

public opinion is coming to be reflected in the 

formal sector of Korean politics. In this respect, 

Anti-Americanism, provides powerful evidence of 

a new range of competing ideas that was absent in 

the authoritarian era.25 

Along with democratic pluralism, robust civil 

society involvement serves as further evidence of 

democratic consolidation. Notably, civil society 

groups have consistently been the central actors in 

anti-American movements of both the 1980s and 

2000s. In the 1980s, they were the prime actors 

in promoting mass-ascendant, self-induced Korean 

democracy. Once their main goal of holding direct 

presidential elections had been achieved, many 

consequently suffered an identity crisis, leading 

to a reduced presence in the 1990s. After 2000, 

however, these groups reemerged along with public 

anti-American sentiment. The new organizations, 

although sharing many traits with their predecessors 

in the 1980s, are much more sophisticated in their 

approach to activism and address a wider variety 

of issues. 

Although civil society groups in the 1980s were 

effective agents of political change, they were often 

violent and radical in their protests. Many activists 

were imprisoned because of the illegal nature of 

their demonstrations. Similar expressions of anti-

Americanism today are not as persuasive since 

legitimate democratic channels now exist. Anti-

American civil society groups have adapted well to 

such changes in Korea’s democratic environment. 

With a new legitimate administration, these 

organizations have become institutionalized. 

They have sought to “engage through democratic 

means—rather than to dismiss, bypass, overthrow, 

or challenge the legitimacy of—their own 

government with regard to grievances against the 

United States.”26  Through this emphasis on legality 

and respect for the democratic process, civil society 

has become a convincing anti-American force in 

the eyes of the larger public. 

Today’s anti-American civil society groups 

are also distinct from those in the 1980s in the 

issues they address. They are concerned with the 

misconduct of US soldiers and societal problems 

caused by US bases in Korea. After democratization, 

a range of issues related to the US bases emerged. 

Previously suppressed grievances regarding the 

economic decline of towns hosting US bases, 

environmental damage caused by those bases, and 

constant physical and sexual harassment of civilians 

by US soldiers surfaced in political debates, due to 

civil society activism. The new civil society groups 

are therefore progressive: “not just anti-something 

but for something.”27  They act as agents of social 

change, trying to convert their anti-American 

sentiment into real policy. 

The increasing level of tactical sophistication 

among Korean civil society groups reflects their 

developing organizational capacity. In contrast 

to the civil society groups of the 1980s that were 

“heavy on rhetoric and light on empirical research 

and analysis,” the new groups are engaged in 

“expert investigation of problems, comparative 

analysis with other countries, and institutional 

measures for redress.”28  New forms of activism 

have empowered these entities and made them 

significant political actors. Also, the level of 
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cooperation among civil society groups in the 

context of anti-Americanism has been impressive. 

Although many of these entities have independent 

and even competing agendas, anti-Americanism 

has served as motivation for these entities to 

form collective movements.29  While there is no 

guarantee that these organizations will maintain a 

strong coalition for a sustained period of time, they 

nonetheless reflect a growing social trust in Korea’s 

consolidated democracy. Their collective influence 

is likely to continue as long as the US ignores their 

demands on specific issues. 

Korean civil society’s political role has grown 

in stark contrast to that of weaker political parties. 

Despite years of democratic consolidation, political 

parties have not matured as civil society has and 

tend to rely on personalities rather than long-

term policy platforms. As a result, Korea’s political 

contours change rapidly before and after presidential 

elections. Before an election, parties split or merge, 

as candidates who lose in the primaries often form 

their own parties or side with an opposition party. 

This particular phenomenon was highlighted in 

the 1997 election when President Kim Daejung 

collaborated with Kim Jongpil. This collaboration 

gave Kim Daejung a significant number of votes 

from Kim Jongpil’s home province. The move, 

however, perplexed many because Kim Jongpil was 

the head of the Korean Central Intelligence Agency 

(KCIA), a government organization that for years 

had harassed and imprisoned Kim Daejung and 

his followers while he was an active opponent 

against President Park. Similar confusions rise 

after presidential elections when congressional 

representatives of the losing party switch their 

allegiance to the new President’s political party. 

With political parties continually failing to live up 

to public expectations, civil society groups have 

become the preferred channel of public opinion, 

often compelling the government to institute 

reforms. 

In addition to the growth of civil society, 

anti-Americanism reflects the rise of citizen and 

public concern over Korea’s national interests. 

In the authoritarian years, the public was mostly 

barred from the political process, policies regarding 

national interest being decided by authoritarian 

governments which resisted any challenge to its 

policies. Recent anti-Americanism, especially in 

the context of civil society activism and public 

concern over sovereignty, indicates a new public 

involvement in the national interest. Yongshik 

Bong calls this form of anti-Americanism yongmi: a 

pragmatic approach towards the relationship with 

America.

Bong claims that yongmi results from the 

Korean public’s “concrete assessment of Korean 

national interests.”30  He argues that Korea’s 

anti-American sentiment results whenever the 

public perceives US policies as being in conflict 

with Korea’s national interest. Bong adds that 

Koreans, particularly youths, are sensitive to 

fluctuations in North Korea-US relations because 

a belligerent North Korea poses a grave personal 

danger to ordinary South Koreans whom American 

policymakers do not care to empathize with. In 

other words, US involvement in North Korea’s 

nuclear issue ultimately influences “their personal 

interests and national security.”31  This was the case 

in early 2000, when tensions between South Korea 

and the US escalated over policy issues regarding 

the North. As mentioned above, South Koreans 
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were uneasy about the US’s hard-line policies. Many 

thought that the US was pushing an unpredictable 

North Korean government to an excessive degree. 

Any significant instability in North Korea, whether 

it be the internal collapse of the North Korean 

regime or an aggressive military explosion, could 

critically endanger South Korean security. South 

Koreans, therefore, disapproved of how US policies 

engaged North Korea at the expense of South 

Korean interests. 

Anti-Americanism in Korea’s Changing 

Political Culture 

The newly popularized anti-Americanism must 

be understood in the context of Korea’s changing 

political culture. While successful democratization 

in 1987 marked a significant transition in Korean 

society, other factors, such as demographic and 

economic changes, influenced its political culture 

as we see today. Anti-Americanism is a result 

of these changes and reflects the present state of 

Korean political culture. 

The rise of anti-Americanism since 2000 has 

occurred concurrently with a widening generational 

gap. To put it simply, the younger generation is 

more anti-American while the older generation 

is more pro-American. This difference can be 

attributed to the different upbringings of the two 

generations. The older generation witnessed the 

US role in the Korean War as well as its security 

and economic assistance throughout the Cold 

War years.32  Even though the Cold War structure 

fell apart in the late 1980s, the older generation 

continues to consider the North as a security threat 

and the US as a defender against such threats.33  

In contrast, the younger generation “grew up in a 

matured democracy and pluralized society.”34  Not 

only did they enjoy relative economic prosperity, 

but they also lived through peaceful periods when 

political and civil rights were respected and there 

was not an immediate threat from the North. This 

experience has made them feel freer to oppose US 

policies and decisions.35  The younger generation, 

therefore, has a different frame of reference in 

perceiving the US. The older generation tacitly 

consents to the unequal patron-client Korea-US 

relationship, but the younger generation demands 

that Korea be treated as an equal. The rise in recent 

anti-Americanism can be attributed to the rise 

of the youth as a significant political force. Even 

though Korea’s Confucian tradition may assign 

lower status to younger people, it has not stopped 

them from becoming a significant political force in 

Korea. 

Besides the generational gap, anti-Americanism 

also stems from Korea’s changing conception of its 

national identity. Post-democratization Korean 

history has been tumultuous. Rapid economic 

development, institutionalized democracy, the 

1988 Olympics, the 1997 financial crisis, and the 

2002 World Cup have all changed how Koreans 

see themselves. In world systems theory, Korea is 

now a middle power that lies between the core and 

periphery. In the world economy, it is a model for 

growth; its reputation was solidified by its success 

in the 1990s as well as its quick recovery from the 

financial crisis. Such progress has changed Koreans’ 

perception of their nation, further prompting a 

redefinition of their identity vis-à-vis the Untied 

States.36  Previously, the Korea-US relation was 

heavily asymmetrical. With the US holding much 

of the military and economic resources Korea 
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needed, the US was regarded as a patron and an 

“older brother”. Today, Koreans demand a revision 

of the Korea-US relationship. They feel humiliated 

by the US government’s presumption of Korea as 

a client state and demand that the US recognize 

Korea as an equal. Anti-Americanism, therefore, 

can be explained as a consequence of the clash 

between Korea’s changing self-perception and the 

US’s previous perception of Korea. 

Anti-Americanism in the context of Korea’s 

changing conception of its national role has 

been apparent in debates over two issues: the US 

military presence in South Korea and reunification 

with the North. After years of changing political 

culture, Koreans want more sovereignty and less 

US interference. Some anti-American activists are 

discontent with the US military presence in Korea. 

While they are angry at the frequent damage caused 

by US soldiers and bases, they are more concerned 

that the American presence infringes upon Korea’s 

sovereignty. Their argument can be understood in 

terms of the conventional definition of a state: an 

entity that monopolizes legitimate forms of violence 

over a certain territory. It is believed that Korea falls 

short of this definition because of the US military 

presence, that without a military independent of 

the US, Korea cannot enjoy complete sovereignty. 

But not all people with anti-American sentiments 

subscribe to this view. Many who hold generally 

unfavorable views on the US acknowledge the 

importance of the US military presence. This clash 

on the issue of the US military, however, is likely to 

continue as long as some people see the presence of 

US bases and Korean sovereignty as incompatible. 

Much like the US military presence, many 

anti-American activists regard the North Korean 

problem as a domestic issue. Many South Koreans 

view North Koreans as blood brothers and see 

unification with the North as a primary national 

goal. This mindset, in fact, has been institutionalized 

in the South Korean government, in the form of 

a Ministry of Unification existing independently 

of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade. The 

gap between South Korean and US opinion on 

the issue of North Korea has been one of the most 

significant sources of Korean anti-Americanism. 

A view of the North that incorporates it into a 

larger Korean culture has become increasingly 

popular after the end of authoritarian years. While 

previous dictators clearly defined the North as an 

enemy, later Presidents, especially Kim and Roh, 

perceived the North amiably and advanced several 

reconciliatory measures. Many South Koreans wish 

to achieve inter-Korean reconciliation without 

outside interference, and they often see the US and 

its hawkish policies as obstacles to this goal.

Disagreement over North Korea became 

significant in the early years of the Bush 

administration. After the historic North-South 

summit in 2000, many Koreans were optimistic 

about the future of North-South relations. 

Such optimism quickly faded when President 

Bush assumed office. In its first term, the Bush 

administration often chastised the North over its 

nuclear policies. Most notably, President Bush 

labeled the North a member of the “axis of evil,” a 

declaration that was unwelcome to both the North 

and South. In the context of South Korea’s amiable 

perception of the North, the US was infringing 

upon Korea’s sovereignty and its policies toward 

North Korea. 
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�e Future of Korean Anti-Americanism

Some changing and unchanging aspects 

of Korean society allow for certain predictions 

regarding the future of Korean Anti-Americanism. 

In terms of change, significant progress on the 

North Korean nuclear problem has been made over 

the past year. As a result, the tension in trilateral 

relations between the North, South, and the US 

has subsided significantly. While their success is 

still to be determined, the Six-Party Talks have 

resulted in a diplomatic solution to the North’s 

pursuit of nuclear weapons. Given that the North 

Korea-US clash has been a significant source of 

anti-Americanism in South Korea since early 2000, 

progress in nuclear diplomacy and the prospect of 

North Korea-US rapprochement may soothe South 

Korean anti-American sentiments.

Moreover, the ambivalent nature of Korean 

anti-Americanism guarantees that it will be limited 

to reactions on specific issues rather than conflict 

over basic values. The Korean people are ambivalent 

in their attitude toward the US, some viewing 

military bases in Korea unfavorably, but coveting 

American higher education, for example. Despite 

pervasive anti-American protests in the early 2000s, 

long lines for visas in front of the US Embassy 

in Seoul remain. One can also easily imagine 

the widespread presence of Nike shoes in the 

demonstrations as well. Meredith Woo-Cummings 

argues that Korean anti-Americanism is different 

from conventional European anti-Americanism 

because there are no cultural clashes between Korea 

and the US. She claims that “[the two] cultures 

are still too wide apart to develop the truly intense 

loathing that comes from intimate knowledge of 

each other.”37  Given the cultural gap between 

the two societies, Korean anti-Americanism will 

continue to be limited in its scope. 

The US military presence in Korea also has 

the potential to appease Korean anti-Americanism. 

Despite its aforementioned problems, the US 

military is arguably beneficial to Korea’s national 

security, given the unpredictable nature of its 

neighbors and the high level of mistrust amidst 

them. The US, likewise, benefits from its presence 

in South Korea. The country is a strategically key 

location for overseeing uncertainties in the Taiwan 

Strait, North Korea, and parts of Southeast Asia, 

and military bases there help further the goal of 

balancing powers in East Asia. Therefore, the bases 

are in the interests of both Korea and the US, and 

are likely to remain. If Korean and US policymakers 

address the societal problems caused by US soldiers 

and bases, the larger portion of the Korean public 

will appreciate their presence.

Conclusion

When looking at the past few decades in South 

Korea, the link between anti-Americanism and 

democracy is clear. In the 1980s, anti-Americanism 

was an expression of public resentment against the 

US’s support of authoritarianism. Pro-democracy 

activists regarded the US as an inhibitor of Korean 

democracy. In recent years, anti-Americanism has 

served as evidence of democratic consolidation 

- the rise of anti-Americanism since 2000 shows 

that Korea’s democracy has matured, especially in 

comparison to the 1980s, and recent reemergence 

of anti-Americanism provides insight into Korea’s 

changing political culture. Both a generational gap 

and conceptions of a new national identity explain 

how anti-Americanism has become more popular 
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in recent years.

Whenever anti-Americanism appears in 

Korean society, the power of public opinion is 

tested. To what degree is public opinion heeded by 

policymakers? How does the US react? How does 

South Korea react? Do governments simply ignore 

public expressions of anti-Americanism? While the 

Korean government reacted to the public’s pro-

democracy movement in the 1980s by meting out 

repressive policies, we have yet to see the American 

response to the recent anti-American movement in 

South Korea. How the US reacts to South Korean 

discontent, especially issues raised by civil society 

groups, will be key in determining the future of 

Korean anti-Americanism. 
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