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 North Korea entered the international system in 1948 with a below-
average propensity to civil war, according to our statistical model, and there 
has been no civil war in its independent history.1 Over the course of the half-
century that it has been an independent state, our model projected a secular 
decline in civil war propensity, reaching .0067 in 1992 [the last year for 
which we have GDP data], less than half the world average. For our 43 
annual observations of North Korea, with a mean probability of civil war at 
.0115, the predicted number of civil wars over the entire period is less than 
one half. Our model therefore does well in not predicting civil war in a case 
of egregious oppression and economic hardship suffered by its population. 
 
 

                                          

South Korea entered the international system in 1949, and due to 
positive scores on “anocracy” and “new state”, had an extremely high 
twenty-four percent chance of a civil war onset in its first two years. (These 
figures are in the 99th percentile of all observations in the dataset). Indeed, 
South Korea suffered a civil war onset in this period with a rebellion that 
began in Cheju Island and set off mutinies in nearby port cities, a war that 
united groups that stood against the installation of Dr. Syngman Rhee as 
President of the country. After this civil war, due to progressive growth of 
GDP (and despite bouts of anocracy and instability), the probability for civil 

 
1 . The accompanying table misrepresents the situation of North Korea in 1948-49, when it is coded as a 
new state. In these two years, due to lack of data on its GDP, the statistical program drops these two 
observations from its analysis. If we procured GDP figures for those years, or interpolated for 
approximations of these values, there would have been a higher probability for civil war assigned to North 
Korea in these two years. 
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war in South Korea declined, and by 1989 fell below the world average. 
Here our model also does well in predicting a single civil war at the moment 
of the country’s greatest vulnerability. 
 
 Our narrative will address five issues that help elucidate our model 
and help as well to raise new factors that would enhance the explanatory 
value of future models. First, we address two factors that our model ignores: 
the issue of repertoires of contention; and then the issue of cultural 
homogeneity. Our focus on North Korea adds to our confidence that these 
two factors do not have broad explanatory power. Second, we ask how 
North Korea avoided civil war in the late 1940s when it was most 
susceptible, and when South Korea, facing similar challenges, was 
embroiled in civil war violence. Third, we discuss the coding decision that 
has classified the Korean War as an interstate war, and its implications for 
our findings. Here we suggest that these findings would have been 
strengthened, not weakened, should we have treated Korea as a country from 
1948-53 that experienced two civil wars, one of them the Korean War of 
1950-53. Fourth, we use our North Korea narrative to help interpret the 
robust statistical finding linking high GDP/cap to low probability of civil 
war onset. The narrative herein gives support for our conjecture that 
GDP/cap proxies for state capacity. Finally, we explain how South Korea, 
facing three “spikes” in susceptibility to civil war since the mid-1960s was 
able to avoid a second onset.  
 
Cultural Homogeneity and Repertoires of Contention 
 

Traditions (or repertoires) of violence, or of particular forms of 
violence, or of non-violence, are often appealed to in order to make sense of 
current reality. Here is a case where such arguments fail. Korea has a long 
history of violent opposition, and of mass-based guerrilla warfare; yet one-
half of the country has been cowed into obedient submission under Kim Il 
Sung. Here we highlight the half-century before our dataset begins. 
 

In the late 19th century, the Korean monarchy was in rapid decline, 
and this gave an opening to foreign powers to penetrate what had been called 
the “Hermit Kingdom”. Internally, court weakness unleashed a series of 
coup attempts in 1881, again in 1882, and a third in 1884. But violent protest 
was brewing in society as well, and it consolidated around a religious revival 
movement known as Tonghak, which means “Eastern Learning." This 
movement provided a broader message for the leaders of peasant rebellions 
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fighting against a then-collapsing upper class ruling elite. It was packaged as 
an Eastern religion embodying the Korean spirit, set in opposition to 
Christianity that had come from the West. Harassed by authorities, Tonghak 
preachers nonetheless amassed gigantic demonstrations demanding political 
reform. In 1894, a Tonghak peasant war erupted, as angry farmers in Chŏlla 
Province took direct action against the government and broke into a 
government armory for weapons. The rebellion spread from the southwest of 
the country towards the capital due to the uniting of peasants against 
Western pressure, the anger with Japanese economic power, and disgust 
with Korea’s corrupt rulers. The Court called upon the Chinese army for 
foreign aid to quash the rebellion, and this brought on both Chinese and 
competing Japanese troops that not only decimated the rebel army but also 
ended Korea’s sovereign independence.2  
 

Japan’s control over Korea was recognized internationally in the wake 
of a conference at Portsmouth, New Hampshire hosted by Theodore 
Roosevelt, leading to a peace treaty that was signed in 1905. This was in no 
way an end to Korean resistance. The Yi-Yong [the Righteous Army], troops 
loyal to the monarchy, refused to disband. From 1907-1911, its rump units 
(numbering about 141,000) initiated some 2,800 battles against the Japanese 
army, and about 23,000 of its soldiers were killed in action (Yang 1994, 
121-122). Meanwhile, spreading through several provinces, local yangban 
[upper class officials] recruited militias to fight a guerrilla war against Japan. 
In 1909, An Jung-guen shot Ito Hirobumi, the former Japanese resident-
general who had concluded the protectorate agreement; two expatriate 
Koreans in San Francisco later gunned down a foreign affairs adviser to the 
Japanese who favored their policies in Korea. Terrorist organizations such as 
the Knights Corps, the Assassination Corps, and the Righteous Corps 
coordinated other violent attacks on the Japanese occupiers (Yang 1994, 
120). Terrorism notwithstanding, in 1910 Japan turned Korea into its colony 
(Savada 1993). 
 

In 1919, drawing on Woodrow Wilson's promises of self-
determination, mass movements arose throughout much of the colonial 
world. In Korea, on March 1, 1919, a group of thirty-three intellectuals set of 
a wave of protests that lasted several months when they petitioned for 
independence from Japan. Sons of the Tonghak rebels were natural recruits 

                                           
2 . Nationalism in Korea. Asianinfo.org. [http://www.asianinfo.org/asianinfo/korea/rel/nationalism.htm] 
Accessed July 21, 2003. See also Yang 1994, 113-18. 
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for the anti-Japanese mobilizations. The Japanese responded harshly, killing 
as many as 7,000 Korean protesters. Many younger Koreans became militant 
opponents of Japanese rule. Indeed, the emergence of nationalist and 
communist groups – based among exile communities in China and the 
USSR -- dates back to these events. In China the Aeguk-tan [the Patriotic 
Corps] was founded as the terrorist wing of the Korean independence 
movement. It took responsibility for several bombings of Japanese holdings 
in Korea (Yang 1994, 120-122). 

 
In 1931, in the aftermath of the Japanese invasion of Manchuria, 

Chinese and Koreans allied in an anti-Japanese insurgency. More than 
200,000 guerrillas – in loosely connected units of bandits and members of 
secret societies – fought against the Japanese invasion. It was from this 
milieu that Kim Il Sung emerged. By the mid-1930s, Kim had become a 
guerrilla leader in the Korean resistance (Savada 1993). Rebellions and 
guerrilla wars are a core part of modern Korean history; the years of civil 
peace in North Korea do not therefore represent some kind of cultural 
equilibrium; rather they represent an anomalous period of civil peace. 
 

If not repertoires of civility, then cultural unity is often appealed to in 
order to explain the lack of any civil war in North Korea. Indeed the Koreas 
(North Korea at .001 and South Korea at .004) are among the lowest ethnic 
fractionalization scores in our dataset, with North Korea the lowest.3 Ethnic 
fractionalization plays no role in our model, but North Korean peace under 
conditions of unbearable oppression suggests we look again at how ethnic 
homogeneity might play into the prevention of insurgency. 
 
 

                                          

There are, however, several considerations that would undermine a 
proposed linkage between cultural unity and civil peace in North Korea. 
First are the examples of ghastly intra-Korean violence in the South in 1946, 
again in 1948, and finally during the Korean War of 1950-53. There seemed 
to be no constraints in these incidents to restrain murder due to shared 
culture.  
 

 
3 . If cultural homogeneity were all that important, the following observation might be considered 
anomalous: upon his ascent in the creation of a KCPNKB (North Korea Branch of the Communist Party of 
Korea), Kim spoke at an organizational meeting in Korean, but needed the assistance of the Russian 
interpreter (Yang 1994, 370). Having matriculated in Chinese-median schools in Manchuria for all but one 
short spell in a Korean school, (but quickly returned to the Chinese-language system), and as a guerrilla 
who fought mainly in Chinese divisions (Suh 1967, 262ff.), Kim was only marginally connected to Korean 
cultural life. 
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 Second, there is the ubiquity of factionalization as a perennial factor 
in Korean politics. Yang reports that many works on Korea use 
“factionalism” as their model, as most experts consider it to be one of the 
salient features of Korean politics, whether it is inherent in Korean political 
culture or Communist political culture, or for other reasons (Yang 1994, 
222). To be sure, this interpretive scheme may well be a remnant of Japanese 
propaganda showing the inherent instability of the peninsula and thereby 
justifying the need for their imperial overrule. Moreover, the factionalism 
reported by Yang may be the result of a well-known break-apart 
phenomenon that occurs after any politically mobilized organization 
achieves success. But still, had there been persistent civil war in both North 
and South, the Japanese interpretation of Korea would have been vindicated, 
and the culture coded as heterogeneous.  
 
 Third is the issue of regional particularities in Korean self-identities, 
Dae-Sook Suh (1967, 49) for instance, has noted, “…tightly organized 
regional groupings of the Koreans at home was reflected abroad in the 
Nationalist as well as the Communist groups. Many Nationalist groups were 
also identified as Kiho-p’a, Honamp’a, Sopukp’a, and other geographical 
groupings.” 
 
 Factionalization, the Korean case illustrates, stands independently of 
the degree of ethnic fractionalization. Rather than appealing to Korean 
history or culture to account for North Korean success (or South Korea’s 
failure) in avoiding civil war, we need to look more carefully into its 
organization of rule. 
 
The Two Koreas in the Early Independence Period 
 
 The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (aka North Korea, but 
with a declared sovereignty over the entire peninsula) was proclaimed in 
September 1948, less than a month after the Republic of Korea (aka South 
Korea) was midwived by the U.S. Unlike its southern counterpart, the new 
North Korean government established effective domination over its territory 
north of the 38th parallel, and faced no violent protests or insurgent action. 
While the predicted probability of civil war was (marginally) below the 
world average for North Korea, it will prove useful to show why it, but not 
South Korea, avoided the kind of insurgency to which newly independent 
post-colonial states are prone. 
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Consider first the situation in the South after the allied liberation of 
the peninsula from the Japanese in 1945. With the fall of the Japanese 
empire, the United States army occupied Seoul and the Soviet Union that 
was already occupying the north agreed to share in a multilateral transitional 
occupation, to which the Soviets quietly accepted at a foreign ministers’ 
meeting in December 1945. Thus began for the U.S. a three-year occupation 
in the south that “was characterized by uncertainty and confusion. This 
difficult situation stemmed largely from the absence of a clearly formulated 
United States policy for Korea, the intensification of the confrontation 
between the United States and the Soviet Union, and the polarization of 
Korean politics between left and right” (Savada and Shaw 1990). This 
uncertain and confused policy, as we will see, stood in marked contrast to 
the Soviet policy in the north, and contributed to the fact that there was civil 
peace in the North, but a civil war onset in the wake of independence in the 
South. 
 

The United States Army Military Government in Korea (1945-48) 
was unprepared for the task at hand. In fact, it hardly wanted the task. The 
U.S. military assessment was that “Korea was strategically unimportant in a 
global conflict with the Soviet Union and called for the removal of U.S. 
troops from the peninsula” (Lee 2001, 33). But faced with the reality of 
occupation, Lieutenant General John R. Hodge, commander of the United 
States forces in Korea, worked under a severe handicap. Possessing very 
limited resources, Hodge was expected to pursue the “ultimate objective" of 
fostering “conditions which would bring about the establishment of a free 
and independent nation."  The South Korean army that he inherited 
constituted “100,000 men with equipment for only about 65,000 men, much 
of it unserviceable or lacking spare parts, without any tanks, with almost no 
planes, and grievously deficient in other heavy equipment” (Lee 1975, 20). 
Perhaps the most important gap in Hodge’s resources was that of 
information. He was reduced to assigning military personnel as governors 
and other important positions who lacked language skills and knowledge of 
Korea. And the U.S. Government proved to be stingy. To be sure, the U.S. 
government ambitiously planned to provide $500 million over five years for 
South Korean development. However, it reneged and in its place submitted 
the Korean problem to the UN in September 1947 in the hope of lowering its 
costs of occupation (Savada and Shaw 1990). 

 
Internal political decisions reflected poor information and lack of 

political will by the Americans. They desperately needed local 
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intermediaries, but did not know whom to trust. They sensed communist 
influence in the so-called People’s Committees that had established local 
authority in the chaos of the Japanese retreat, and this was anathema. 
Therefore, the occupational authority “spent most of its first year 
suppressing the many people's committees that had emerged in the 
provinces” (Savada 1993). More surprisingly, the governing authority 
refused to recognize the Korean Provisional Government in exile that had 
formed in 1919. In fact the U.S. did more than refuse to rely on these 
personnel. It refused to allow these leaders back into Korea until they 
disclaimed any association with their organization (Yang 1994, 150-1).  
Moreover, the U.S. occupying administration could not evaluate well the 
bona fides of existing political forces. The Americans were indecisive as 
well on the issue of lustration and guilt for Japanese collaborators. Unlike 
the North, which was far keener on making collaborators pay, the Americans 
were willing to recruit officials with ambiguous war records. Collaborators 
from the north quickly flocked to the south, and the U.S. thereby created 
antipathies against them that could easily have been avoided (Yang 1994, 
153).  Also, the Americans were ill informed and poorly advised when it 
came to terms with finding a “white knight” to lead South Korea into the 
future. “The United States initially supported the returned exiles and the 
conservative elements, but between May 1946 and April 1947, the military 
government tried to mobilize support behind a coalition between the 
moderate left represented by Lyuh Woon Hyung, who had been the 
figurehead of the Central People's Committee, and the moderate right, 
represented by Kim Kyu-sik, vice premier of the exiled government. This 
attempt only intensified splits within the left-wing and right-wing camps 
without producing any positive results” (Savada and Shaw 1993). Kim Kyu-
sik had at this time emerged as Hodge's choice for political leadership. 
Unfortunately, Kim lacked dynamism and broad support among the 
population, and defied the U.S.’s attempt to formalize South Korea as a 
separate state. U.S. authorities had to go back to the drawing boards. 
Eventually they stood behind Syngman Rhee, who lacked any grass roots 
support in the society, and perhaps more important, had no record of anti-
Japanese activities. The quasi-authoritarian regime under Rhee was anocratic 
by our coding and therefore apparently weak by the standards of potential 
insurgents. 
 
 Strategically, the American forces erred decisively in pitting 
conservatives against moderates. In their unilateral decision (with no local 
support) to press for a separate South Korean state, all southern political 
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leaders faced a Hobson’s choice -- “immediate independence at the price of 
indefinite division, or postponement of independence until the deadlock 
between the United States and the Soviet Union [could be] resolved. Rhee 
had campaigned actively within Korea and the United States for the first 
alternative since June 1946. Other major figures in the right-wing camp, 
including Kim Ku and Kim Kyu-sik, decided to oppose the ‘separate 
elections’ in the south, hoping to resolve the international impasse by 
holding talks with their northern counterparts. The group led by the two 
Kims made their way to P'yongyang, the future capital of North Korea, in 
April 1948, boycotted the May 1948 elections, and were discredited when 
P'yongyang cut off electricity [to the south], leaving Rhee a clear field” 
(Savada and Shaw 1990). 
 
 Indecisiveness at the center in the context of a newly independent 
state provides an opening for insurgents, who in South Korea were ready to 
grab it. “By the fall of 1946, disgruntled workers declared a strike that 
spread throughout South Korea. By December the combination of the 
Korean National Police (KNP), the Constabulary, and the right-wing 
paramilitary units, supplemented by U.S. firepower and intelligence, had 
contained insurrections in all provinces. More than 1,000 Koreans were 
killed with more than 30,000 jailed. Regional and local leaders of the 
popular movement were either dead, in jail, or driven underground” 
(Willson 2001; see also this rebellion as catalogued at “onwar.com”). This 
does not get coded as a civil war in our dataset because South Korea had not 
yet entered the international system. But this quasi-rebellion shows the link 
between a wavering colonial presence and pre-independence violence. 
 

After the 1946 rebellion was suppressed, radical activists continued 
their violence-inducing protests in 1948 and 1949. On Korea’s Cheju Island, 
a small guerrilla movement emerged. Cheju, Korea's largest island located 
seventy miles south of the mainland, had been governed by popular local 
peoples' committees since August 1945, and had been left relatively alone up 
to that point. Issues of land, and conservative opposition to its redistribution, 
turned many tenants in Cheju into guerrillas.  

 
On March 1, 1948, a large nonviolent demonstration took place on 

Cheju to celebrate the anniversary of the Korean people's 1919 mass 
demonstrations against Japanese occupation. Using the occasion to protest 
Rhee's planned separate elections scheduled for May 1948, the crowd was 
fired upon by the KNP. The police arrested 2,500, a number were injured, 
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several Koreans tortured, and after that killed. The protests and reprisals 
constituted a civil war onset. On the island of Cheju alone about one-sixth of 
its residents were murdered in a year. Another fifth sailed to safety in Japan. 
More than half of the island’s villages were burned to waste (Willson 2001). 
 

While the Cheju insurgency and the responding U.S./Rhee 
“suppression” campaign were raging, on October 19, 1948, elements of the 
14th and 16th Regiments of the ROK Army in the southern port city of Yosu 
refused orders to head for Cheju to suppress the guerrillas there. “The 
mutinous army rebellion quickly spread to other areas in the southern part of 
the mainland. The cities of Yosu and Sunchon, among others, were taken 
over by the guerrillas, and local peoples' committees were immediately 
restored in a number of other villages, including on some of the smaller 
islands off Korea's southern coast. However, within two weeks this mutiny 
was contained by a brutal campaign coordinated by U.S. military adviser 
Captain James Hausman and intelligence officer Captain John Reed, and 
carried out by young Korean colonels with the aid of U.S. reconnaissance 
and transport aircraft, firepower, and ground troops. The numbers of 
civilians massacred dramatically escalated. All Koreans suspected or those 
thought sympathetic with the uprising were executed” (Willson 2001, 2003).  
 
 Compare the confusion in the South with unity of purpose at the point 
of transition in the North. In 1945 the USSR occupied the northern half of 
the peninsula, and its occupation forces were under the command of General 
Terentii Fomich Shtykov. Shtykov used his influence over the Korean 
Communist Party to impose a merger of leftist parties, and to demand that it 
respect his appointment of Kim Il-Sung as North Korea’s leader (Jeon and 
Gyoo, 1995/96). “This northern government headed by Kim Il-sung,” Kim 
observes, “which was only a small faction within the political forces active, 
was imposed by the Soviets, and it had to win over the population 
overcoming the stigma of foreign imposition” (Kim 1975, 3-4).  
 
 It wasn’t an obvious or easy case for the Soviet occupying army. How 
did they choose Kim Il Sung? And the bigger question is how Kim, who was 
not widely known or highly educated, achieved unquestioned supremacy so 
quickly, before opponents could mobilize against him. At the time of the 
occupation, each of the five northern provinces had local guerrilla leaders 
seeking to gain authority over the entire peninsula. Cross-cutting the 
provincial divide were the national communists and separate guerrilla armies 
taking part in the anti-imperial struggle from outside of Korea proper. One 
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group was in exile in the USSR and was cultivated by the CPSU. Then there 
was the so-called Yanan group whose members were acolytes of the Chinese 
Communists. Finally, there was the Manchurian group of anti-Japanese 
guerrillas that was in part deployed by the Soviets to lead their advance onto 
the peninsula. 
 
 Kim came from the Manchurian group. He quickly “won the support 
and firm loyalty of several hundred people like him: young, tough, 
nationalistic guerrillas who had fought in Manchuria. Because the prime test 
of legitimacy in postwar Korea was one's record under the hated Japanese 
regime, Kim and his core allies possessed nationalist credentials superior to 
those of the South Korean leadership. Furthermore, Kim's backers had 
military force at their disposal and used it to their advantage against rivals 
with no military experience” (Savada 1993). But he did not stand alone in 
the quest for supremacy. 
 
 The Yanan group had a prominent pretender in Mu Jong, one of the 
few Korean “Long Marchers” in China and a graduate of the Whampoa 
(Chinese) military academy. He had close relations with the Chinese 
communists, and helped form several Korean associations in China. He had 
higher position, more credentials and better contacts than did Kim. 
Moreover, while Mu fought mostly against the Nationalists, Kim fought 
against the Japanese. However, Mu did not get the blessings of the Soviet 
occupation, and in fact Soviet troops initially blocked entry into Korea of the 
Yanan group’s troops, and only later permitted entry without their arms. He 
got a decent position in the first government, and commanded an army in the 
Korean War, but was shortly discredited and purged for his failure to defend 
P’yongyang and other “crimes” (Yang 1994, 361-3).  
 
 The national communists also had a credible pretender. Pak Hn-yng 
joined in with communists in Shanghai after finishing school in Korea. He 
was a delegate at the First Congress of the Toilers of the Far East, convened 
in Russia in 1922, and was arrested by Japanese authorities when he tried to 
enter Korea afterwards. After prison he helped found the Korean Communist 
Party (KCP) in Seoul, and became secretary of the Komsomol. Again jailed, 
and then released, he escaped to Vladivostok. In 1945 he critiqued the 
KCP’s theses for reconstruction, won over a large faction, and then was 
chosen to lead the KCP. When the Americans outlawed communist 
activities, he fled to the north. But Kim criticized his group as hirelings for 
American imperialism (being blamed for losing the South), and people who 
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were factionalizing the Korean people (Yang 364-8). Kim was able to do so 
in large part because Pak made the strategic error after liberation of thinking 
that Koreans would be free to determine their future. Therefore he and his 
acolytes in the KCP concentrated their energies in Seoul. They did not 
understand that the only hope for communism was under Soviet protection, 
and that could only come in the North. They had no respect for the 
uneducated Kim, and felt that he would cave in to the hardened veterans of 
the KCP once they challenged him (Suh 1967, 300, 311). But by the time 
they came north, Kim was already in the driver’s seat. 
 
 The exiles in the Soviet Union also had a credible pretender. Huh Ga-
i, leader of the Soviet-Korean Group, was a second generation Soviet-
Korean. His career was on the rise in the late 1940s. But the Soviets allowed 
Kim to attack his “closed door policy” in keeping peasants and workers out 
of the Workers Party of Korea (WPK) [by following the advice of Lenin in 
What is to be Done?], and he was demoted. Rumors abounded that he 
planned to overthrow Kim, and after being charged, committed suicide.  
 
 To be sure, there is no direct evidence that the Russian occupation 
forces had any fixed ideas on who should assume leadership in Korea when 
their armies arrived on the peninsula (Scalapino and Lee 1972). And 
although there is dispute on how many Koreans the Soviet army brought 
with them in August 1945 (estimates go up to 30,000), General MacArthur 
provided evidence that there could only have been a few hundred. It is 
widely believed that Kim was among them, as he is believed to have escaped 
to Russia and joined the Russian army during World War II since the 
Japanese were effectively policing Manchuria at this time. With this small 
force, and long-term connections with Korean communists in Soviet Central 
Asia, the Soviets commanded far greater expertise on Korea than did the 
American forces at that time (Savada 1993, Suh 1967, 289).   
 

The Soviets, once they backed Kim, were quick to reinforce his 
authority. Within months a North Korean Branch of the Korean Communist 
Party was created, with parallel organizations of professional unions, the 
Komsomol, the women’s democratic organization, and a peasant’s union.  In 
March 1946 a twenty-point program was agreed to, involving inter alia the 
massive redistribution of land. Nationalizations of the commanding heights 
of the economy followed in the wake of land redistribution. In June 1946 
Korea’s first labor and service laws, e.g. banning child labor, were passed. In 
February 1947 at the congress of the representatives of the people’s 
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committees was elected a People’s Assembly, the highest law giving body, 
and Kim was elected as its chairman.  The inflexible goal of a united Korea 
was agreed to (Lezin 1955, 3-7). Immediately upon occupation, the 
Kim/Soviet regime showed resolve. 
 

Even with full Soviet backing, Kim jockeyed between single-minded 
ruthlessness and pluralistic inclusion. He recognized the need in the early 
years of independence both to intimidate and co-opt opposition that might 
consider early rebellion. This is especially the case because Kim understood 
in factional terms how weak his hand was. In 1945, membership in the North 
Korean Communist Party (NKCP) was under 5,000, making Kim’s group 
wildly outnumbered by nationalists and other political forces. Recognizing 
his power position, he surreptitiously organized the murder of one of his 
principal rivals, Hyon Chun-kyok. He also applied armed force to assure 
himself entry into a communist party meeting that initially sought to exclude 
him and to get himself declared the head of the northern branch of the KCP. 
But to keep potential challengers off-balance, he simultaneously articulated 
a “united front” strategy. A Political Committee (with sixteen members from 
the nationalist and communist groups) functioned as the transitional 
government, and transformed into the North Korean government. It was far 
more inclusive than the CPSU, but it was not completely catholic -- Japanese 
collaborators (called traitors), capitalists, and feudal elements were excluded 
from the ruling coalition. Thus it was sufficiently exclusive to remain 
politically sound (Savada 1993, Kim 1975, 8-9, Suh 1967, 316, 319).  
 

The united front strategy politically was complemented by a strategy 
of papering over army factionalization through integration. Unlike the split 
in the FLN in Algeria between the local guerrillas and the exile army, in 
which the latter was successful, the KPA was dominated by Manchurian 
guerrillas, and their ethos was burnished in the party newspaper, Nodong 
simmun (Workers' Daily). The leading regular officers (who fought with the 
Chinese communists in Yanan) were at first marginalized and then 
integrated into the Korean Peoples’ Army (KPA) (Savada 1993). Clear 
foreign backing, the will to be ruthless, a united front strategy, and a quick 
integration of the armed services overcame the fissiparous pressures of the 
commitment problem faced by leaders of newly independent states. These 
factors help explain why the North avoided the insurgency that added so 
much blood to the South Korean transition. 
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Two other factors – consistent with our model – also need to be 
considered. South Korea (unlike the North), because of Cheju -- about sixty 
miles off the southern tip of the peninsula -- has noncontiguous territory. 
This factor allowed leftist guerrillas to congregate in a place isolated from 
the peninsula in order to consolidate their forces. By basing their insurgency 
on Cheju Island, rebel guerrillas were able to stay out of the reach of the 
police forces of the Rhee regime. Second, although the South is only 
marginally more mountainous than the North, and both are far less 
mountainous than the mean country in the data set, Cheju’s mountainous 
terrain raised the costs of the new Korean army to root them out. About 
twenty minutes by car from Cheju city at Ipsung Pavilion, there is nearly 
impassable forest. After the forest, there is “a rocky belt where numberless 
columnar masses of lava in changeful shapes more than 100m in size pose 
on a rocky surface. Ancient poets called these rocks the 500 disciples of 
Buddha. This rock pattern is witnessed only here and on the summit alone. 
About 360 cones of parasitic volcanoes, large and small, and many natural 
tunnels thereof are found scattered on the whole island…” (Kim 2000, 
paragraph 5). Thus begins the trip up to one of the two highest mountain 
peaks in South Korea – Mt. Halla, at 1,950 meters. Its volcanoes and natural 
tunnels were crucial hideouts for the communist insurgents at the formative 
stage of their rebellion. 

 
In sum, North Korea had three advantages over the South, putting it in 

a better position to avoid civil war at the point of becoming a new state, a 
period of especial vulnerability. First, in contrast with the Americans in the 
South, the Soviets in the North managed a transition of great clarity and an 
understanding of the Korean leadership and who could gain legitimacy. 
Their unswerving support for a government that had established its 
nationalist bona fides assured a peaceful transition. Second and third, South 
Korea, unlike the North, had a noncontiguous territory and a larger 
population, both of which put greater strain on surveillance and control. An 
ambiguous transition to a leader without a mass base, non-contiguous 
territory, and a large population (compared to the North) made South Korea 
especially vulnerable to a civil war onset, and indeed there was an onset with 
grave consequences. 
 
The Korean War as a Civil War 
 

The Korean civil war in our textbooks is not the one the broke out in 
Cheju. Rather it was the one that pitted the North against the South. “In 



Fearon and Laitin, Random Narratives, Koreas, p. 14 

November [1947] the UN General Assembly recognized Korea's claim to 
independence and made preparations for the establishment of a government 
and the withdrawal of occupation forces. The United Nations Temporary 
Commission on Korea arrived to supervise the election of a national 
assembly, which was held in May 1948. The Soviet Union, however, 
objected to the UN resolution and refused to admit the commission to the 
Soviet-controlled zone in the north. It was becoming increasingly clear that 
two separate regimes would be [proclaimed] on the peninsula (Savada and 
Shaw 1990)”. 
 

“On August 15, 1948, the Republic of Korea (South Korea) was 
proclaimed, [and] Rhee assumed the presidency. Four days after the 
proclamation, communist authorities completed the severing of north-south 
ties by shutting off power transmission to the south. Within less than a 
month, a communist regime, the Democratic People's Republic of Korea 
(North Korea), was proclaimed under Premier Kim Il Sung, who claimed 
authority over the entire country by virtue of elections conducted in the 
north and the underground elections allegedly held in the south (Savada and 
Shaw 1990)”. 
 

In June 1950, under circumstances that remain highly contested in 
Korean historiography,4 border clashes induced the North Korean army to 
unify the peninsula. North Korean military forces proved their superiority 
both militarily and strategically. “South Korea's army was simply 
overwhelmed; Seoul fell within three days. By early August, South Korean 
forces were confined in the southeastern corner of the peninsula to a territory 
140 kilometers long and 90 kilometers wide. The rest of the territory was 
completely in the hands of the North Korean army (Savada and Shaw 
1990)”.  
 

The United States, seeing the South as the only bastion of non-
communism in the region, quickly committed forces in support of South 
Korea. On June 26, 1950, U.S. President Harry S. Truman ordered military 
action against North Korea. The United States then asked the UN Security 

                                           
4 . Cumings (1990) is mainly responsible for the revisionist interpretation of the war’s origins. For an 
interesting colloquy on the historiography of the war’s origins, see Bruce Cumings and Kathryn 
Weathersby “The Cold War in Asia” Cold War International History Project -- Electronic Bulletin 
Issues 6 - 7 Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, Washington, D.C. Winter 1995/1996, 
http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/CWIHP/BULLETINS/b6-7toc.htm, downloaded July 28, 2003. 
 

http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/CWIHP/BULLETINS/b6-7toc.htm


Fearon and Laitin, Random Narratives, Koreas, p. 15 

Council to intervene; and with the Soviets having walked out of the Security 
Council amid the debates, it was able to authorize the U.S. army as the UN 
agent in the Korean peninsula. Douglas MacArthur was named the 
commanding general of the United Nations forces in Korea. On September 
15, his forces launched an amphibious attack into Inch'on. This attack 
changed the course of the war (Savada and Shaw 1990). It evolved into a 
stalemate at the 38th parallel. This three-year war accounted for over 3 
million casualties, and 2.5 million refugees (Yang 1994, 153-4), and a return 
to the status quo ante. 

 
This war is conventionally classified as an interstate war, inasmuch as 

both North and South Korea were established as states in 1948. This 
classification, which we have adopted, is somewhat arbitrary. While it is true 
that both North and South Korea were proclaimed as republics in 1948, 
North Korea was explicit in the claim that their government represented the 
will of all Koreans living on the peninsula. The situation was not symmetric, 
however. Syngman Rhee recognized shortly after Japan’s fall that the future 
of Korea rested on the outcome of the East-West struggle, and he “gambled 
his political future…by demanding the immediate realization of Korean 
independence in the southern half of Korea” (Suh 1967, 296). Although 
there was ambiguous support by Rhee and the South Korean politicians for 
the reality of a united Korea, it was not until the new constitution of 1972 
that (in Article 3) there is an explicit claim that, “the territory of the 
Republic of Korea includes the whole of the Korean Peninsula and adjoining 
islands” (Trigubenko, 52). Therefore, 1948 did not unambiguously yield two 
new independent republics on the Korean peninsula; rather it yielded a 
situation, at least from one side, of contested sovereignty for the control over 
a united Korea.  

 
If the North Korean perspective on sovereignty were accepted, our 

dataset would have “Korea” as a country in the international system from 
1948-1953. This country had two civil wars. One was the Cheju island 
insurgency followed by the insurrection of the regiments in Yosu that took 
place in 1948, and the other is what we call the Korean War.  With this case 
coding, in 1953, after the armistice, the country “Korea” would be coded as 
having exited the international system, and two new states would have 
entered: North Korea and South Korea. Neither of them has a civil war 
onset. Given the low GDP/capita of the combined Koreas in 1948 (when 
South Korea’s was about one half of North Korea’s), its higher population, 
and its situation as a new state, “Korea” would have had an above average 
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susceptibility to civil war in the period 1948-50. The two separate civil wars 
would have been very much in line with our theoretical expectations. Our 
initial (favoring the South Korean interpretation) coding (of the two Koreas 
as separate states) does not therefore bias the statistical results in favor of 
our model. 

 
North Korea: GDP, State Strength, and Civil Peace 
 

When Kim Il Sung died 8 July 1994 at 82, he was the longest ruling 
autocrat in the world. Not only was his reign incredibly long, but it was also 
accomplished without any real challenge. To be sure, in 1956 when he 
traveled to Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union (for the 20th CPSU 
Congress), the Yanan and Soviet groups were alleged to have formed an 
anti-Kim coalition, and they openly attacked Kim’s one-man dictatorship in 
the plenum of the 3rd meeting of the Central Committee of the Workers’ 
Party of Korea. Again in 1958, an anti-Kim military coup was allegedly 
planned by the Yanan Group, allied with the 4th Corps of the Korean 
Peoples’ Army (Yang 1994, 327). But there was no mass or rural based 
rebellion. Nor did any of the regional groupings seeking autonomy challenge 
the regime. The smoothness of the father-son transition from the late 1980s 
seemed perfectly choreographed. During this period, the slow replacement 
of cadres into the politburo marked a conflict-free generational transition. 
When Kim died, the Republic entered into a self-proclaimed three-year 
period of state mourning -- party and government activities were largely 
suspended. His son Kim Jong Il gradually enhanced his power, and assumed 
the General Secretary position of the KWP in October 1997. Even in this 
transition period, there are no records of popular opposition (Buzo 1999, 
chap. 8). 
 

How did Kim retain power and control over his own succession 
without his (or his son) facing any serious threat to their rule? Yang lists a 
plethora of reasons: (1) his exemplary record of anti-Japanese struggle; (2) 
his impeccable credentials as a communist; (3) the solid support of Soviet 
occupiers; (4) the well-cultivated public recognition of his reputation; (5) the 
support he garnered from a wide spread of Korean organizations; (6) his 
ability to pit his enemies against their enemies, and to tag his enemies with 
the label “people’s enemies”; (7) his ability to focus on long-term gains and 
not get sidetracked by tactical losses; (8) his adaptability in redefining who 
are his “enemies” and who are the “people”; and (9) his ability to build an 
internal power base independent of foreign support (Yang 1994, 360).  
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These factors sum up to a view that Korea remained stable due to the 

effective political strategy of a devilishly astute leader. Yang reports with 
some awe how Kim, as his power increased, methodically and strategically 
moved from “united front” to “political coalition” to “party unity” to 
“intraparty uniformity”, and finally to “personality cult.”5 And thus, in 
Yang’s view, gradually Kim moved from giving each group equal positions 
of power, to one in which he purged the party and government of the 
members of the other three groups, although they for a long period had at 
least token representation. Meanwhile, ever adaptable, his “enemies” 
changed as well: from foreigners (“national traitors”) to those who followed 
traditional ways to those who were not workers/peasants/intellectuals 
(“reactionaries”) to factional rivals in the WPK (“anti-Party factionalists”) to 
those against the succession of his son (anti-father-son succession cliques”) 
(Yang 1994, 374-9). 

 
Other analysts point to the coherence and power of Kim’s ideological 

message. His version of the “cultural revolution” (1966-69) was organized 
around campaigns to break rural families from traditional practices of 
Confusianism; to get upper classes to accept manual labor; to emancipate 
women into the economy; and to inculcate a new ideology of chuch’e, (self-
identity), one that emphasized political independence, economic self-
reliance, and military self-defense. This ideology enabled Kim to steer a 
middle course between China and Russia, giving him remarkable autonomy 
from his great power neighbors (Kim, 1975, 2-3, 14-16).6 It also helped 
unify the factions around a clear set of goals. 

 
Kim’s quality as a leader (both his reputation and his skills in 

leadership) and his ideological message are undoubtedly important to 
account for his virtual free ride through a half century of autocratic rule 
without facing a serious insurrection. It leads us to ask whether the variables 
identified in our model give a new perspective or value added? Our answer 
is that the North Korea case allows us in a suggestive way to sort out the 
possible mechanisms linking GDP/capita to low probability of rebellion. 
Some interpret these results in terms of economic satisfaction reducing the 

                                           
5 . See Cumings (1993, 205) for a cogent analysis showing an earlier development of ideology and 
personality cult than Yang’s analysis suggests. 
6 . Kim’s ability to play the Chinese off of the Soviets, in a period of Sino-Soviet conflict, was legendary. 
Perhaps herein is the clue as to why at the end of 1948 Soviet occupation forces were withdrawn from 
North Korea. This decision contrasted strongly with Soviet policies in Eastern Europe. 
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incentive to rebel. However, widespread flooding in 1995 and 1996, 
followed by drought conditions in 1997, created a famine in North Korea. 
By 1998 the economy had shrunk by as much as one-third since 1990. Trade 
with Russia has dropped from 50% of total trade in the late 80s to 6.6% after 
1991, as Russian trade all of a sudden demanded hard currency (Buzo 1999, 
214). Yet, despite economic shock, there was no apparent insurgency. In this 
case, we see the importance of state strength and the will to use it as the key 
to warding off insurgency. GDP/cap only imperfectly proxies for this hard-
to-measure factor. 

 
The autocracy score (of -9, the second-lowest possible) given to North 

Korea since 1966 by the Polity coders is well deserved. Kim for a half-
century showed no qualms in nipping opposition in its bud. In 1945 Kim had 
only a few loyal comrades from the Manchuria struggle, and there were 
factional rivalries in North Korea that presented him with formidable 
challenges. His response was to rule the country as if any expression of 
opposition could escalate and therefore had to be nipped at the bud. This 
involved purging the leadership group whenever opposition seemed to 
coordinate. In an extraordinary conference of the KWP in 1958, Kim’s 
leadership and his economic policy of giving priority to heavy industry was 
challenged. This is when Kim began to purge the Soviets and Chinese 
factions in favor of his Manchurian comrades (Kim 1975, 33-35). In 
pressing for chuch’e as the central ideology in the late 1960s, there was 
considerable opposition in the party’s Central Committee made up of those 
who wanted to see development more in line with the revisionism in Eastern 
Europe. These liberals were quickly purged from the party (Kim 1975, 54). 
In 1956, at a Central Committee meeting, one of the leaders of the Chinese 
faction opened an attack on Kim, saying he was too dictatorial, didn’t pay 
sufficient wages to workers, and was inattentive to agriculture and light 
industry. Some of Kim’s lieutenants approved of this attack. When Kim 
survived the vote, the opponents sought to escape to China, but were caught 
by security police, and many were subsequently purged from the party (Kim 
1975, 66-67).  
 

Social control was is the hands of a sophisticated network of 
paramilitary forces, with extensive control mechanisms. All individuals have 
security ratings that determine their access to employment, schools, medical 
facilities, stores, and admission to the party. Households are organized into 
neighborhood units, once called the five-family system. The ward people's 
committee has regular meeting to regulate the minute details of daily life, 
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from housing (in which party approval is needed for any move), to jobs (in 
which party approval is needed for any change in job category), to clothing, 
and to travel (Savada and Shaw 1990). 

  
The Ministry of Public Security and the State Security Department 

(employing about 114,000 as of 1991) are responsible for the enforcement of 
internal security measures. The party apparatus tightly controls these 
government bodies throuh its Justice and Security Commission. The formal 
public security structure is augmented by a pervasive system of informers 
throughout the society, whose principal job is to spy on fellow citizens 
(Savada 1993). Security reaches into the far corners of the country, with 
public security bureaus for each province and most cities, headed by an 
officer (Savada 1993). 
 

North Korea is militarized, having the fifth largest population 
percentage under arms of all countries in the world. There was an estimated 
20 to 25 percent of GNP in 1991 allocated for defense expenditures. The 
KPA is directly mandated with responsibility for internal social control. As 
of 1993, there were a total of about 1.13 million soldiers in the KPA, which 
is under direction and control of the President with political controls in the 
hands of the KWP. Social control works also through conscription. All 
Korean males are liable for either three years of army service or four years 
for navy and air force service. All soldiers serve in the reserves up to age 
forty (Savada 1993). 
 

North Korea not only has a state of surveillance, but it (as well as the 
South) has built on an unacknowledged colonial bureaucratic legacy, making 
it a strong (even if not a rich) state. During the colonial period, Japan built 
centralized and modern bureaucracies in Korea. Unlike the relatively small 
British colonial contingent working in India, there were 700,000 Japanese in 
Korea by the 1940s, mostly working in government service. The colonizers 
created an effective police force that responded to orders from Seoul. The 
Japanese Oriental Development Company, an agribusiness giant, employed 
numerous officials who supervised agricultural production in rural areas. 
The official Bank of Korea, more-or-less a central bank, catered to Japanese 
industrial interests. Bureaucratic departments at the Seoul headquarters of 
Japan's Government-General of Korea expanded rapidly. Zaibatsu such as 
Mitsubishi and Mitsui, along with other official and semiofficial bodies built 
infrastructure, remaking the face of traditional Korea. Japan bequeathed to 
Korea a model for a planned and tightly administered society. 
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During the colonial period, growth rates in the Korean economy on 

average outstripped those in Japan itself; one estimate suggested an annual 
growth rate for Korea of 3.57 percent in the 1911-38 period as compared to a 
rate of 3.36 percent for Japan itself. Japanese investment in infrastructure 
facilitated steel production and heavy manufactured goods. By 1945 Korea 
had proportionally more kilometers of railroads than any other Asian 
country save for Japan. Korean nationalists have argued that Japan was the 
major beneficiary of these investments; but it is hard to doubt the claim that 
the Japanese laid a foundation for rapid postwar Korean growth. Indeed, 
Japan showed Korea an early version of the "bureaucratic-authoritarian" 
path to industrialization, and it was a lesson that seemed well learned by 
both of the successor states (Savada 1993). 
 

A seasoned guerrilla army, a commitment to pulverize potential 
opposition, an “overdeveloped” (Savada 1993) infrastructure, and a 
centralized bureaucracy are all part and parcel of our explanation as factors 
that reduce the probability of a civil war. A final factor important to this 
model is the size of the country. North Korea’s population at the time of its 
independence was about ten million, a relatively small country. Its mean 
population value over forty-three years is about half of the mean of all 
observations in our dataset. It is small compared to South Korea, about half 
its population size. And of course, next to its neighbors China and the Soviet 
Union, North Korea is tiny. 
 

Observing the size of the country, Yang writes that “tiny can be tidy.” 
Its size made it much easier for the Korean government, operating like a 
guerrilla army, to penetrate into the smallest villages. Its state farms were 
smaller than the smallest Soviet kolkhozes (on average 14 times smaller than 
the average kolkhoz) and their state farms were on average 44 times smaller 
than the average Soviet sovkhoz. State capacity, Yang observes, is greater at 
low size (Yang 1994, 240-245). 

 
Cumings provides added insight to support the effect of small size. He 

argues that Kim’s familist style of rule was an attempt to create a sense of 
smallness and thereby allow him to govern on the basis of shared beliefs in 
that smallness. For Kim, the family unit became the model for state 
structure. Second to guerrilla ties, in the innermost circles of Kim’s power 
are his first wife (the model woman guerrilla) and his entire lineage. Indeed, 
the constitution defines the family as the core unit of society; marriages are 
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arranged; and the family unit idealized. North Korea for all its radical 
connections internationally is a fundamentally conservative, even 
antiquarian society. Social classes, an identity appropriate to large-scale 
impersonal societies, had little sway in Kim’s style of rule. There has thus 
been hardly any “class” cleansing in North Korea, and not since the 1950s 
anything like identification with “the old bad classes”. The family metaphor 
allowed a more benign form of social control. In POW interviews, a highly 
penetrative police state is apparent to all, but one POW said that while the 
police were severe, “no third degree measures were ever used” and this 
means the police were seen as “guardians of peace.” In Cumings’ 
conclusion, “autarchy has combined with smallness and homogeneity made 
possible a ‘tight little polity’” (Cumings 1993). 
 

One obvious factor that lowered the potential for insurrection -- and a 
factor that ought to be incorporated into future models -- is the existence of 
an external threat, one that evokes nationalist sentiments. Yang discusses the 
“siege mentality” in Korea, which is basically a common sense among the 
elite that they are facing a “hostile and potentially threatening enemy”, made 
plausible by the U.S. security arrangement with the South and Japan (1994, 
247-51). It leads to an obsession with control, such that elite eyes are never 
closed to potential insurgency. Furthermore, to the extent to which South 
Korea represented a threat to the North, the North could portray any 
insurrectionary activity in its region as aligned with South Korea.7 

 
Our model does provide added insight as to how North Korea avoided 

serious insurrection despite economic misery and political oppression. An 
unwavering autocracy, a strong state, and a small society are variables in our 
model that lower the probability of civil war onset, and help make sense of 
the North Korean case. However, two revisions of our model are suggested. 
First, our proxy for a strong state (high GDP/cap), while it may be 
reasonable for most countries in the dataset, is a flawed indicator for North 
Korea. In North Korea, GDP/cap fell into an abyss by 1978 (falling then 
below the South, and with a growing divergence). But the state has always 
been strong. The case gives confidence to our theory, but shows our proxy 
measure to be imperfect. Second, the narrative emphasizes a foreign threat 
as a deterrent to civil war. This factor is not in our model, and should be 
better specified for future testing.  
                                           
7 . Among our random narratives, this is comparable to what we argued in reference to Armenia. The 
common perception of the Azerbaijani threat to Nagorno Karabakh focused guerrilla activity not against 
political authorities in Erevan, but against Azeris in Nagorno Karabakh. 
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South Korea: The Half-Century of Peace Amidst Anocracy, 
Instability, Autocracy, and Eventually Full Democracy 
 
 According to our model, after the three-year period after South 
Korea’s independence, the probability for civil war plummeted from twenty-
four to six percent. Over the course of the half-century, GDP/cap rose 
quickly, setting off a general trend of declining probability for another civil 
war onset. However instability and anocracy were endemic up through the 
early 1990s. A perusal of South Korea’s Polity2 score (see below) shows the 
volatility behind the codings for anocracy and instability. Therefore, South 
Korea’s propensity for a civil war onset remained above the regional and 
world averages for most of the half-century. In fact, civil war propensities 
from 1949 to 1999 “predict” 2.27 civil wars. Yet there was no civil war after 
the Cheju Rebellion. What can we learn from this rather long period of 
moderately high susceptibility yet no occurrence? We look here at several 
distinct periods that our model highlights as moments of high susceptibility: 
the mid-1960s when civil war probability hovers close to nine percent; the 
early 1980s following a period of low probability when there is a spike to 
nearly five percent; and in 1988 when the probability for a civil war has a 
final spike, this reaching nearly three percent.  
 
South Korea: Polity Scores, with derived scores for Instability and 
Anocracy 
  +---------------------------------------------+ 
  |   country   year   polity2   instab   anocl | 
  |---------------------------------------------| 
  | KOREA, S.   1949        -3        0       1 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1950        -3        0       1 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1951        -3        0       1 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1952        -4        0       1 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1953        -4        0       1 | 
  |---------------------------------------------| 
  | KOREA, S.   1954        -4        0       1 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1955        -4        0       1 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1956        -4        0       1 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1957        -4        0       1 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1958        -4        0       1 | 
  |---------------------------------------------| 
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  | KOREA, S.   1959        -4        0       1 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1960         8        0       1 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1961        -7        1       0 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1962        -7        1       0 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1963         3        1       0 | 
  |---------------------------------------------| 
  | KOREA, S.   1964         3        1       1 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1965         3        1       1 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1966         3        1       1 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1967         3        0       1 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1968         3        0       1 | 
  |---------------------------------------------| 
  | KOREA, S.   1969         3        0       1 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1970         3        0       1 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1971         3        0       1 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1972        -9        0       1 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1973        -8        1       0 | 
  |---------------------------------------------| 
  | KOREA, S.   1974        -8        1       0 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1975        -8        1       0 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1976        -8        0       0 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1977        -8        0       0 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1978        -8        0       0 | 
  |---------------------------------------------| 
  | KOREA, S.   1979        -8        0       0 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1980        -8        0       0 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1981        -5        0       0 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1982        -5        1       1 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1983        -5        1       1 | 
  |---------------------------------------------| 
  | KOREA, S.   1984        -5        1       1 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1985        -5        0       1 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1986        -5        0       1 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1987         1        0       1 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1988         6        1       1 | 
  |---------------------------------------------| 
  | KOREA, S.   1989         6        1       0 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1990         6        1       0 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1991         6        1       0 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1992         6        0       0 | 
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  | KOREA, S.   1993         6        0       0 | 
  |---------------------------------------------| 
  | KOREA, S.   1994         6        0       0 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1995         6        0       0 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1996         6        0       0 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1997         6        0       0 | 
  | KOREA, S.   1998         8        0       0 | 
  |---------------------------------------------| 
  | KOREA, S.   1999         8        0       0 | 
  +---------------------------------------------+ 
 
. 
Spike 1: The Mid-1960s 
 
 President Rhee was re-elected in March 1960 in a rigged election. He 
quickly faced a violent reaction by high school and college students as well 
as older urban intellectuals who claimed the election was fraudulent. In 
April, government forces killed some one hundred demonstrators and 
injured about 1,000 (Lee 1975, 24). In the midst of these killings, Rhee 
submitted his resignation to the National Assembly on April 27, and the 
Foreign Minister, Ho Chong, led a caretaker government that drafted a new 
constitution. In the subsequent election in July 1960, Chang Myon, the 
leader of the Democratic Party, was elected Prime Minister in a free and fair 
election (earning South Korea a +8 on the Polity score for 1960), but he 
shortly fell to a coup led by young military officers who formed a Military 
Revolutionary Committee led by Park Chung-hee that ruled through 1963. 
Because of the coup, South Korea’s Polity score went from 8 (in 1960) to –7 
in 1961, setting off a three-year period of instability. The military junta 
supervised a new constitutional process, and in peaceful elections in 1963, 
Park Chung-hee now in mufti as the head of the Democratic Party, with 
42.61% of the vote, became President, in a period marked by both a new 
bout of instability (a jump in Polity 2 from –7 in 1962 to +3 in 1963) and 
anocracy (Polity2=3). 
 
 Student mobilization exploited government instability. In June 1962, 
under conditions of instability, students set off a new wave of protests. In 
June of that year, in response to rumors that Americans were lynching 
Korean nationals, “students of two universities, one thousand from each, 
demonstrated near their respective college gates, unable to push onto the 
streets because of a police cordon” (Oh 1975, 126). Two years later, under 
conditions of both anocracy and instability, under Park Chung-hee’s rule, 
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new student demonstrations took place, this time in response to an unpopular 
move by the government to normalize relations with Japan. Students got 
beyond police cordons and were clubbed and tear-gassed by the police (Oh 
1975, 127). Students in these demonstrations exhibited powerful 
nationalistic ideals, but their mobilizations never escalated into civil war 
proportions. 
 
 Despite the autocratic rule of the military junta, and the strongly 
oppositional feelings exhibited on university campuses, the military did an 
effective job in integrating civilians into government and thereby co-opting 
many potential allies of the students. General Park wrote a book Political 
Philosophy: Administrative Democracy in which he defended oligarchy as 
long as there were rewards for efficiency and for individual initiative. He 
also seeded a nascent and secret political party, co-opting professors, writers 
and some government civil servants as future rulers of Korea, thereby 
planting the seeds for a stable transition to civilian rule (Oh 1968, 146). 
Even the military’s constitutional deliberation committee was carefully 
organized to assure a smooth transition to electoral rule. This careful process 
helps explain why the instability that our dataset reveals for South Korea 
after the transition to quasi-democracy in 1963 did not signal to potential 
insurgents that the state was weak. The transition was so smooth (with the 
head of the junta becoming elected president) that the coding of instability 
while formally correct (with a resulting change in probability of a civil war 
onset from six to nine percent) does not accurately represent the political 
stability of that transition. In this sense, the Third Republic of 1963 was not 
a new, unstable government, but rather a government that was brought about 
by the democratic plans of the previous military regime. 
 

Perhaps more important to explain why student mobilization did not 
lead to insurrection was the rapidly increasing GDP/cap. The average annual 
rate of GDP growth during 1962-72 was nine percent and per capita income 
rose from $75 in 1962 to $255 in 1972. The volume of exports saw a thirty-
fold increase from $55 million in 1962 to $1,624 million in 1972 (Lee 1975, 
30). Wage increases in this period overtook price increases. Under these 
conditions of phenomenal economic opportunity, workers would hardly be 
receptive to revolutionary rhetoric, and it helps explain why student radicals 
(who had great futures for themselves in the economy) did not go into the 
countryside seeking to mobilize peasants. Their protests remained symbolic, 
and easily controlled by the police. Still martial law was resorted to in 1964 
due to urban riots, and universities were closed in 1964 and again in 1965 to 
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control student protest. The government demonstrated a firm command of 
the military and police to cauterize any opposition in this period of anocratic 
rule. 
 
Spike 2: The early 1980s 
 

In 1972 the quasi-democracy fell again to full autocratic rule. By our 
coding rules, South Korea suffered from three years of instability due to this 
transition, but the probability for a civil war onset decreased due to the rapid 
increase in GDP/cap. Following this transition to autocracy, South Korea 
had six years of autocratic peace (1976-81), when the probability for a civil 
war onset decreased to 1.8 percent, just over the world average and below 
the regional average. Autocracy and wealth, as our model predicts, lowered 
the opportunities for protesters to become insurgents. 

 
But discontent grew, even if the state was too strong to allow it to 

disturb the peace. In October 1979, student protests returned, and when 
President Park Chung-Hee showed some tolerance toward the movement, he 
was assassinated by his own security chief. The caretaker government 
promised democratic elections, but this was quickly squashed in December 
when Major-General Chun Doo-hwan (a member of a secret military 
organization) staged a military coup with accomplices all from the 1955 
graduating class of the Korean Military Academy. Chun, a close friend of 
the murdered Park, relied on technical support from the American-Korean 
Combined Forces Command without notifying the American commander 
(Connor 2002, 127). Chun’s coup ignited students into massive protests, 
leading Chun to dissolve the National Assembly, close higher education 
establishments, and extend martial law.  

 
Six months later, in a smaller student demonstration in Kwangju 

demanded the release from prison of Kim Dae-Jung, who was the founder of 
the National Coalition for Democracy and Unification. Protestors were 
brutally clubbed with riot gear and rifle butts. The 20th Division of the ROK 
army was called in to restore order. Hundreds (according to government 
sources) or thousands (according to witnesses) were killed in the streets 
(Connor 2002, 128). The brutality of the autocratic government (in a wealthy 
society) stalled further protests. 

 
However, Chun began to liberalize his regime, and established a new 

constitution in 1980 that served as a foundation for Korea’s Fifth Republic, 
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and with a semi-democratic election to the National Assembly in 1981, 
South Korea by Polity standards became an anocracy. In 1985 there would 
be a second election to the National Assembly that would allow a much 
greater degree of political competition. In fact, the President’s Democratic 
Justice Party lost three seats that it had won in 1981, with a declining share 
(35.3%) of the popular vote. The opposition New Korean Democratic Party, 
with a powerful base in the new middle class and in the Christian 
community (constituting about 13 percent of the population), got 29.2% of 
the popular vote (Connor 2002, 131). Over the next several years, President 
Chun removed the direct surveillance by police of college campuses, 
released hundreds of students from state prisons, and reinstated 1,000 
students who had been expelled for political activities. 

 
Hardly mollifying the students, the ROK by 1982 in the context of 

anocracy became a hotbed of student radicalism. On March 18, 1982, in 
response to student views that the Carter administration was complicit in the 
Kwangju massacre, students set fire to the Pusan Branch of the United States 
International Communication Agency. One student, studying in the library 
there, was killed. Two students who took responsibility for the arson were 
sentenced to death, and two accomplices were given life sentences. Later, 
when Vice-President Bush visited Seoul, an American flag was burned, and 
two American businessmen were taken hostage (Suh 1983, 96). 

 
Student protests continued throughout 1983-85. These got support 

from the Catholic clergy who were schooled in liberation theology. Political 
dissident (but who would become the first civilian president) Kim Young-
sam, under house arrest since 1981, went on a 23-day hunger strike to 
protest the dictatorial nature of the regime. And with the announced visit of 
President Reagan, a bomb exploded in front of the American Cultural Center 
in Taegu. In 1984, the Ministry of Education reported that 118,000 students 
participated in 216 demonstrations across twelve separate campuses. A 
student boycott of examinations at the Seoul National University in October 
1984 brought back the anti-riot squads onto the campus. In 1985 there were 
3,877 on-campus rallies and demonstrations. More demonstrative of the 
depth of the grievances, in the mid 1980s there were seventy incidents of 
self-immolation in protest against Chun’s autocratic rule (Lee 1984, 118-
120; Lee 1985, 81; Kim 1986, 71). But none of these activities escalated into 
armed combat against the South Korean state. 
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The model, of course, only points to a high susceptibility for a civil 
war onset. Indeed the protests and self-immolations were the seeds for a 
potential insurgency. But several factors worked to deter any escalation. 
First, and consistent with our model, the wealth of the country deterred 
students from leaving their secure positions at universities with excellent job 
prospects to join proto-insurgencies in the rural areas of the country.  

 
Second, and consistent with our interpretation of the GDP/cap 

variable, but with added force given that the country had a military apparatus 
designed to combat real enemies, South Korea had a powerful repressive 
apparatus. The army was highly professional and loyal, as shown by the acts 
of the 20th Division in 1980 to quell with great force a large-scale popular 
insurgency escalated from nation-wide student protests in Kwangju, a city of 
600,000 people located 170 miles south of Seoul, in South Cholla Province. 
The courts gave harsh penalties to those who the police rounded up at 
demonstrations. And the police eventually learned the lesson of patience and 
restraint in dealing with student protests. And so, when Seoul National 
University students boycotted midterm examinations and disrupted other 
academic programs in October 1984, the university president requested 
direct police intervention. “The well-equipped anti-riot police,” according to 
Lee (1985, 81), “made every effort to contain student demonstrations within 
campus boundaries and to prevent their potentially volatile effects upon the 
rest of society, especially urban industrial workers.”  This approach induced 
university administrators to work closely with police to cleanse their 
campuses of radical elements. To be sure, there were exceptions, such as 
President Lee Hyun-Jae of Seoul National University, who refused to expel 
students who participated in an action against the U.S. Information Service 
Library. He was summarily replaced (Kim 1986, 72). 

 
Third, some of the animus that propelled protest went against 

American complicity with Korean autocracy rather than against the 
government. This took the form of demonstrations against symbols of 
American power, thereby keeping the protesters in urban centers rather than 
insurgent rural camps.  To be sure, student organizations such as the 
Sammin Struggle Committee (Sammintu) adopted communist slogans and 
retreated into rural settings, but they were at most representative of a mere 
one percent of the student body (Lee 1985, 81). Furthermore, the 
authoritarian candidates got most of their votes from the rural areas, and 
these were therefore not hospitable to the student democrats. In this context, 
many students put their stock in the New Korea Democratic Party, with a 
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powerful base in the new middle class and among South Korean Christians 
(who by 1974 numbered 4.3 million, or 13 percent of the population) which 
had a clear opportunity to unseat the President’s Democratic Justice Party 
(DJP). This party channeled (student) discontent into a campaign against 
military rule, and thereby took much wind out of the sails of those students 
who would have preferred a guerrilla strategy (Connor 2002, 131; Kim 
1986, 70). In 1985, amidst a climate of political opposition and distrust, the 
NKDP elected Lee Chul, 38, in representing Seoul’s 13th district, a newly 
developed suburb that was regarded as having the largest concentration of 
upper-middle class people (Kim 1986, 69).  Lee won against a DJP 
candidate who had a record of student imprisonment for dissident activities.  
Lee was aided by student volunteers in his campaign although it was illegal 
for university students to engage in political campaigns.  Thus student 
protesters and middle-class opposition parties like the NKDP worked 
together to build upon each other in becoming a major political force against 
the Chun government. Here a combination of highly repressive police tactics 
and an opportunity for students and the rising middle class to support a 
democratic opposition party served as a deterrent to radicals who under other 
conditions would have hidden in the hills. The culmination of the era was in 
June 1987, when a popular (but peaceful) uprising compelled President 
Chun to hold free and fair elections, which was (ironically) won by his 
handpicked successor. 

 
Spike 3: 1988 

 
By 1988, Korea was already among the richest 30 percent of the 

countries in the world, with only Singapore and Taiwan richer in the Asia 
region. With a new democratic constitution in 1987, and the free and fair 
election of Roh Tae Woo as President in December of that year, South 
Korea at this same time experienced a transition to full democratic rule. 
Despite the high GDP/cap., South Korea’s propensity for a civil war onset in 
this period, reaching 2.8 percent, was higher than the world and regional 
averages. This high propensity, by our model’s reckoning, was due to the 
conjunction of the final year of a positive score for anocracy, and the first 
year, due to rapid democratization of a positive score for instability. Again, 
no civil war onset took place.  

 
Anocracy was however an invitation to protest by radical students 

who used the 1988 Seoul Olympics as the focal point of protest. Their 
leaders argued that the games would further the gap dividing the North and 
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the South, and therefore promoted the co-hosting of the international games 
by both North and South Korea.  In June, South Korean students marched to 
Panmunjom near the 38th parallel in order to meet with North Korean 
students and discuss the Olympics as well as reunification.  The government 
physically blocked the march once in June and again in August (Han 1989, 
33). But by now the student rebels focused more on issues of reunification 
than on democratization, and their principal enemy was seen as the U.S. and 
not necessarily their own government. 
 

The absence of civil war can be attributed to the gradual move 
towards democracy felt by South Korean citizens under the Roh 
government, continued economic growth, globalization of South Korea due 
to the 1988 Seoul Olympic games, continued anti-American attitudes, and 
the modernization of South Korea into an urban country less conducive to 
guerilla warfare tactics.     
 
Gradual move towards democracy 
 

1988 began with the election of President Roh Tae Woo of the DJP in 
February of 1988, beating out a divided opposition.  Roh was a childhood 
friend of former president Chun Doo Hwan and was a member of Chun’s 
junta that brutally and ruthlessly suppressed the Kwangju demonstration in 
1980.  Therefore, Roh’s connection with Chun and the Democratic Justice 
Party made him unpopular.  Nevertheless, Roh was elected directly by the 
popular vote in accordance with the new 1987 constitution (Connor 2002, 
54).  
 

Roh’s election to the presidency signified a failure to remove the 
military elite from power. Yet, South Korean voters managed to assert their 
power in the political arena of the parliamentary elections just as they did in 
the National Assembly elections of 1985.  In the April 26th parliamentary 
elections Roh’s party did not secure a majority in the National Assembly 
winning only 125 out of a total 299 seats.  Kim Dae-jung’s Party for Peace 
and Democracy (PPD), on the other hand, won 71 seats to become the major 
opposition party.  Furthermore, Kim Young Sam’s Reunification 
Democratic Party (RDP) won 59 seats and Kim Jong Pil’s New Democratic 
Republican Party (DRP) secured 35 seats (Han 1989, 30).  The three 
“opposition” parties of the PPD, RDP, and DRP therefore held a substantial 
majority of the parliament (Han 1989, 30).   
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The new make-up of the Parliament characterized the new “small 
government, big opposition” era called yoso-yadae.  The big opposition of 
the PPD, RDP, and DRP was not only large in number, but also asserted real 
political power in the Parliament.  In August the Parliament rejected Roh’s 
nomination of Chung Ki Seung as Supreme Court chief justice.  In addition, 
the Parliament utilized its investigative powers to reveal the scandals of the 
previous Chun regime.  From October to December, the National Assembly 
held hearings on 44 major cases of government wrongdoings during Chun’s 
Fifth Republic (Han 1989, 31).   
 

The hearings were broadcasted on live television as South Korea saw 
top military officials, businessmen, and other government officials 
questioned on wrongdoings regarding such incidents as the Kwangju 
uprising, suppression of the media, and financial scandals such as the one 
involving Chun’s plan to use a $90 million research organization as a 
“postretirement base” (Han 1989, 31). 
 

The political power of elected opposition party officials successfully 
countered Roh’s presidency and created a balance of power in the 
Parliament.  Thus, South Koreans saw their own political power transfer to 
their elected officials in Parliament as opposition party officials focused 
their efforts towards democratizing South Korea.  Instead of abusing their 
power as elected officials, the Parliament’s officials showcased their ability 
to act through democratic processes as shown by the process of rejecting 
Chung Ki Seung as chief justice and as shown by Parliament’s initiative in 
investigating the wrongdoings of Chun’s previous regime.  This gradual 
move towards democracy also signified a coinciding of the people’s political 
will with the actions of the Parliament.  Thus, the Parliament became closer 
to representing the will of the people.  This is best exemplified by the fact 
that the people’s discontent with Chun’s military regime was followed up by 
the 1988 Parliament’s investigation of Chun’s Fifth Republic.  Ultimately, 
the Parliament became a viable political outlet for opposition parties 
representing the majority of South Koreans and radical demonstrators, while 
still active in 1988, slowly saw their support base decrease.   
 

In addition to a move towards democracy in the Parliament, President 
Roh himself tried to convey a message that he himself was moving in the 
direction of democracy.  In order to quell popular discontent he not only 
proposed that the new 1987 constitution include a popular vote of the 
president but he also promised (it turns out unfaithfully) that he would ask 
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for voter evaluation of his administration after a year into his term.  Nothing 
specific was promised but “most people understood it to mean a vote of 
confidence by referendum on the Roh government” (Han 1989, 33).  
Therefore, the simultaneous move of the Parliament and the Roh 
government towards bargaining about the pace of democratization took 
much of the protests off from the piazzas.   
 
1988 Seoul Olympics Keeps ROK under International Surveillance 
 

The 1988 Olympic Games hosted a record-breaking 14,000 athletes 
and officials from 160 different countries.  Initially, when in 1981 South 
Korea won the right to host the 1988 Olympic games in Seoul, the then 
President Chun Doo Hwan expected that the games would “boost” the 
legitimacy of his government (Han 1989, 34).  However, instead of 
supporting an already established government, the Olympic games actually 
played a “pivotal role” in bringing democracy to South Korea (Han 1989, 
34).  Under the world’s microscope, the South Korean government found it 
hard to “deal harshly with those demanding expanding freedoms” (Han 
1989, 34).  Ultimately, the South Korean people were satisfied with the 
progress of its country into a developed and democratic nation.  The global 
structure of the Olympics raised the costs for the government of 
indiscriminate attacks on protestors.  
 

The planning for the Olympics gave the ROK an opportunity to 
improve relations with the north. Many radical students protested the fact 
that the Olympic Games were not being co-hosted by both South and North 
Korea. Under the global setting of the Olympics, the South Korean 
government responded to the discontent of radical students who opposed the 
hosting of the Olympics by South Korea alone.  Two months before the 
Olympics the North Korean government proposed that the North and South 
hold a joint parliamentary session in order to settle differences on a “non-
aggression declaration” (Han 1989, 35).  The South Korean government, 
although still angered by the November 1987 sabotage of a Korean 
passenger jet, actually accepted the proposal and the North Korean Supreme 
People’s Assembly and the South Korean National Assembly met before and 
after the Olympics (Han 1989, 35). This détente with the north not only took 
more wind out of the radical student sails, but prevented an escalation of 
conflict during the showcase fortnight, which could have spilled over into a 
larger insurrection (Han 1989, 34).    
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Anti-Americanism Keeps Scrutiny off of Government 
 

In 1988 anti-American attitudes were displayed on the Olympic stage.  
South Koreans “jeered” American teams while cheering for Soviet teams 
(Kim 1989, 749).  The existing anti-American attitudes, due to U.S. 
complicity in the Kwangju massacre, were intensified by what many 
Koreans considered NBC’s “unfair and distorted” coverage of the Olympics, 
a theft by American swimmers, the “disorderliness” of the American teams 
in the opening ceremony, and the damaging of the Olympic flag in Seoul’s 
streets by American servicemen (Kim 1989, 749).   
 

The increasing anti-American attitudes can be attributed to criticism 
of the continued American security presence by educated, young South 
Korean scholars.  University students constituted 2.27% of the population in 
1989 compared with 2.0% in the U.S. and 1.47% in West Germany (Kim 
1989, 752).  The views from these students are treated with respect as there 
is a “traditional Confucian reverence” for education (Kim 1989, 752).  An 
institute of Seoul National University conducted a survey in 1989 that found 
23.6% of those polled saying students were the most influential group in 
Korean politics (Kim 1989, 752).  In the poll students received the highest 
percentage followed by a 22.8% saying the military as most influential (Kim 
1989, 752).   
 

These students viewed the Korean-U.S. mutual security relationship 
as unimportant and they see the presence of American troops as the “main 
obstacle” to the reunification on the Korean peninsula (Kim 1989, 753).  In 
an October 1988 opinion poll of 551 university students conducted by a 
research institute of Seoul National University 50.6% viewed the U.S. as 
“pursuing its own interests”, 41.2% believed that the U.S. was “primarily 
responsible for the division of Korea in 1945 and is the greatest impediment 
to Korea’s reunification”, and 60.4% of those polled wanted U.S. troops to 
be withdrawn from the peninsula (Kim 1989, 753).   
 

The anti-American sentiment conveyed by the opinion polls also took 
the form of “violent demonstrations” and attacks on “American 
installations” (Kim 1989, 754).  However, unlike the initial anti-American 
sentiments of the early 1980’s, the anti-American sentiments starting in 1988 
signified a newfound nationalism in South Korea that can be attributed to 
confidence in the country’s “rapid economic growth and political 
liberalization” (Kim 1989, 754).  Pak Ton-jin, South Korean ambassador to 



Fearon and Laitin, Random Narratives, Koreas, p. 34 

the U.S., once remarked that American officials “generally understand that 
the anti-American sentiment [is] an expression of new self-confidence and 
nationalism which is commensurate with Korea’s growing economic power” 
(Kim 1989, 755).  This confidence has led many South Koreans to feel 
enough “freedom to question” the relationship between the South Korean 
government and the United States government (Kim 1989, 755). 
 

Thus, the intense and great anti-American sentiment replaced any 
program among radical elements (when due to anocracy and instability the 
government might have been deemed vulnerable) to radically change or 
overthrow the South Korean government.  In contrast, the growing anti-
Americanism in 1988 signified the South Korean people’s emerging 
nationalism.  The fact that this nationalism was associated with confidence 
in economic growth shows that overthrowing a government implementing 
these economic policies was far from people’s minds.  The educated young 
intellectuals of South Korea, feeling confident in their state, scrutinized the 
presence of Americans, not the efficacy of their government. 
 
Modernization of South Korea into Urban Country 
 

Another factor that contributed to the lack of civil war onset in 1988 
was the rapid shift of the South Korean population from rural centers to 
urban centers.  Burmeister suggests that the decline of agriculture in South 
Korea can be largely attributed to the fact that “political parties have never 
penetrated deeply into civil society in ways that encouraged exchanges of 
government largesse for political support on a sustained and predictable 
basis” (Burmeister 1990, 713).  Therefore, the rural population has not had 
much influence on policy-making and there has thus been a decline in 
agriculture in the midst of rapid industrialization.   
 

From 1968 and 1987 the farm population decreased by 51% 
(Burmeister 1990, 713) and this major migration of South Koreans from 
rural to industrials centers has no doubt had an effect on the abilities of 
radical student groups such as the Sammintu to rally support in rural settings 
where insurgency would have been more effective. 
 
Conclusion 
 
 Our model predicted a slightly below average probability for civil war 
in North Korea in its early years of independence, but a monotonic decline 
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going down to .0067 by 1992, the last year for which we have complete data. 
North Korea did not have a civil war when it was most susceptible (but 
South Korea, because of larger population and lower GDP/cap, was even 
more susceptible and did in fact suffer from a civil war in this period). Our 
model therefore made a successful projection of the North Korean case, 
especially in comparison to the South. 
 
 At the time of independence, the narrative focuses on the clarity of the 
occupying power to support a particular leader and his program, and how 
that works to discourage potential insurgents from trying to challenge the 
ruler in the name of a region or a particular ideological viewpoint. Combined 
with clarity coming from the metropole, Kim’s construction of a “united 
front” that mollified opposition along with a strategy of purging opponents 
ruthlessly worked to reduce civil war pressures. It should be asked why the 
competing factions should have believed his commitments to a united front? 
It seems that the answer is that without Soviet support, they had no chance 
for victory, so the best move they had was to accept the small crumbs 
handed to them by Kim for as long as they could, and in the hope (and for 
many in the KCP, in the expectation) that he would falter before he could 
purge them. He did not, and most of the united front was ultimately stripped 
of all power. 
 
 The Korean War is coded as an interstate war in most datasets. Yet if 
we had coded it as Korea’s second civil war, our model would have been 
stronger – the country at the time of that onset was large, poor, a new state, 
and one without a clear commitment by a metropole to support the transition 
government.  
 
 After the Korean War, the North faced virtually no mass based 
opposition to his rule, and he was able to supervise a succession to his son 
that was as smooth as silk. Our model predicts lower probability for civil 
war for North Korea over this period, in large part because of a GDP/cap 
that increased by a factor of four over the entire period. GDP/cap cannot, 
however, in this case represent a contented consumer culture in which 
impoverished potential guerillas are impossible to recruit. To the extent that 
the GDP figures are correct (showing a steady rise for a near half-century), 
most of the increase was in building military supplies rather than items to 
mollify the population. Here we conjecture, consistent with the interpretation 
we have put on our statistical analysis, that GDP/cap is proxying for state 
strength. North Korea, with its small size, its Japanese-style bureaucracy, its 
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familial system of social control, and its coherent ideology, has 
demonstrated to its own population that it has the will to rule, and the 
capacity to control. Not a happy population, but a population impressed with 
the intelligence and ruthless will of its government, has been the key to 
North Korean success in stemming any insurgency before it arises. 
 
 Our model does not find authoritarian transitions to be periods of 
instability. Although Korean analysts have been consumed by the political 
success of the succession from father to son, our model merely points to 
continued autocracy without either instability or anocracy. Even if we had 
GDP data post-1992, we would have (correctly) assessed a low likelihood of 
civil war in 1990s Korea. 
 
 In South Korea several bouts of instability and anocracy raised the 
probability of a civil war onset to a much higher level on average (and with 
three prominent peaks) than the North. As would be expected under these 
conditions, protest activities were rife. The state cracked down on these 
incidents in a bloody fashion. But the rising wealth of the country and the 
internal loyalty of the repressive apparatus both acted as a deterrent to young 
radicals to give up their futures participating in a rural insurgency. Here 
wealth proxies not only for state strength, but also for a rising middle class 
with liberal political goals living in large urban centers which were not 
conducive to insurgent recruitment. Thus the small fires on campuses never 
escalated to an armed insurgency against the state.  



Fearon and Laitin, Random Narratives, Koreas, p. 37 

References: 
 
Burmeister, Larry (1990) “South Korea's Rural Development Dilemma: 
Trade Pressures and Agricultural Sector Adjustment” Asian Survey 30 (7): 
711-23 
 
Buzo, Adrian (1999) The Guerilla Dynasty: Politics and Leadership in North 
Korea (Boulder: Westview) 
 
Central Intelligence Agency (U.S.) (2002)The World Factbook 2002, (last 
updated, March 2003) 
[http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/print/kn.html], downloaded 
July 22, 2003 
 
Connor, Mary E. (2002) The Koreas: A Global Studies Handbook   
(Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO, Inc.) 
 
Cumings, Bruce (1981) The Origins of the Korean War: Liberation and the 
Emergence of Separate Regimes 1945-47 (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press). 
 
Cumings, Bruce (1990) The Origins of the Korean War: The Roaring of the 
Cataract, 1947-1950 (Princeton: Princeton University Press) 
 
Cumings, Bruce (1993) “The Corporate State in North Korea”. In Hagen 
Koo, ed. State and Society in Contemporary Korea (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press), 197-230 
 
Han, Sung-Joo (January 1989) “South Korea in 1988: A Revolution in 
the Making”, Asian Survey, Vol. 29, No. 1, 29-38 (University of California 
Press) 
 
Jeon, Hyun-su with Gyoo Kahng (1995/96) The Shtykov Diaries: New 
Evidence On Soviet Policy In Korea, Cold War International History Project 
-- Electronic Bulletin Issues 6 - 7 Woodrow Wilson International Center for 
Scholars, Washington, D.C. Winter 1995/1996 
http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/CWIHP/BULLETINS/b6-7toc.htm, 
downloaded July 28, 2003.  
 
Kim, C.I. Eugene (January 1986) “South Korea in 1985: An Eventful  

http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/CWIHP/BULLETINS/b6-7toc.htm


Fearon and Laitin, Random Narratives, Koreas, p. 38 

Year Amidst Uncertainty”, Asian Survey, Vol. 26, No. 1, 66-77 (University 
of California Press) 
 
Kim, Eun Mee (1997) Big Business Strong State: Collusion and  
Conflict in South Korean Development, 1960-1990 (Albany: State 
University of New York Press) 
 
Kim, Ilpyong J. (1975) Communist Politics in North Korea (New York: 
Praeger) 
 
Kim, Jinwung (August 1989) “Recent Anti-Americanism in South 
Korea: The Causes”, Asian Survey, Vol. 29, No. 8, 749-763 (University of 
California Press) 
 
Kim, Jeong-tai (2000) “A Great Volcanic Upheaval” Corean Alpine Club 
http://www.cac.or.kr/can_eng/content4.asp  
 
Lee, Chae-Jin (January 1984) “South Korea in 1983: Crisis  
Management and Political Legitimacy”, Asian Survey, Vol. 24, No. 1, 112-
121 (University of California Press) 
 
Lee, Chae-Jin (January 1985) “South Korea in 1984: Seeking Peace  
and Prosperity”, Asian Survey, Vol. 25, No. 1, 80-89 (University of 
California Press) 
 
Lee, Young-ho (1975) “Chapter 1: The Politics of Democratic Experiment: 
1948-1974” Korean Politics in Transition, ed. Edward Reynolds Wright, 
(Seattle: University of Washington Press). 
 
Lezin, V.V. (1955) Uspexi Trudiashchixsia Koreiskoi Narodno-
Demokraticheskoi Respubliki v Xoziaistvennom i Kul’turnom Stroitel’stve” 
(Moskva: Znanie) 
 
Lim, Haeran (1998) Korea’s Growth and Industrial Transformation  
(Great Britain: Antony Rowe Ltd, Chippenham, Wiltshire) 
 
Savada, Andrea Matles and William Shaw (1990) South Korea: A Country 
Study (Washington: D.C.: Federal Research Division, Library of Congress); 
used on line, [http://memory.loc.gov/frd/cs/krtoc.html#kr0023], downloaded 
July 22, 2003 



Fearon and Laitin, Random Narratives, Koreas, p. 39 

 
Savada, Andrea Matles, ed. (1993) North Korea: A Country Study 
(Washington, D.C.: Federal Research Division, Library of Congress); used 
on line,  [http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-
bin/query/r?frd/cstdy:@field(DOCID+kp0159)], downloaded July 22, 2003. 
 
Scalapino, Robert A. and Chong-Sik Lee (1972) Communism in Korea 
(Berkeley: University of California Press) 
 
Suh, Dae-Sook (1967) The Korean Communist Movement, 1918-1948 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press) 
 
Suh, Dae-Sook (January 1983) “South Korea in 1982: A Centennial  
Year”, Asian Survey, Vol. 23, No.1, 94-101 (University of California Press) 
 
Trigubenko, Marina E. (1994) “The Role of the USSR in Liberating and 
Partitioning Korea”. In Il Yung Chung and Eunsook Chung, eds. Russia in 
the Far East and Pacific Region (Seoul: Sejong Institute), 21-58. 
 
Weinstein, Nat (2003) “North Korea: Why Bush Backtracked” Socialist 
Viewpoint (January) 3(1), used on line, 
[http://www.socialistviewpoint.org/jan_03/jan_03_2.html] Downloaded: 
July 18, 2003. 
 
Willson, S. Brian (2001, updated and expanded 2003) “The Unknown Truth 
About Korea: U.S. Sanctioned Death Squads and War Crimes, 1945-1953” 
on line at: http://www.brianwillson.com/awoltruthkor.html; downloaded 
July 18, 2003. 
 
Yang, Sung Chul (1994) The North and South Korean Political Systems 
(Boulder: Westview) 

http://www.brianwillson.com/awoltruthkor.html;


Fearon and Laitin, Random Narratives, Koreas, p. 40 

start year of war/conflict

 Pr(onset) for KOREA, S.

1945 1950 1955 1960 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000

0

.1

.2

.3

1 1

 
. probs 732 
 
       cname   year         pr   gdpenl        pop     mtnest   Oil   ins~b   anocl   
    KOREA, S   1949   .2352024     .507      20208   8.900001     0       0       1   
    KOREA, S   1950   .2352024     .507      20356   8.900001     0       0       1   
    KOREA, S   1951   .0555732     .606      20370   8.900001     0       0       1   
    KOREA, S   1952   .0548268     .651      20480   8.900001     0       0       1   
    KOREA, S   1953    .054637     .667      20788   8.900001     0       0       1   
    KOREA, S   1954   .0527348     .796      20999   8.900001     0       0       1   
    KOREA, S   1955   .0525366     .817      21210   8.9000 01     0       0       1   
    KOREA, S   1956   .0516862     .879      21921   8.900001     0       0       1   
    KOREA, S   1957   .0520871     .882      22630   8.900001     0       0       1   
    KOREA, S   1958   .0518064     .927      23339   8.900001     0       0       1   
    KOREA, S   1959   .0522429     .926      24048   8.900001     0       0       1   
    KOREA, S   1960   .0527507      .92      24756   8.900001     0       0       1   
    KOREA, S   1961    .056459     .904      25420   8.900001     0       1       0   
    KOREA, S   1962   .0566088     .918      26097   8.900001     0       1       0   
    KOREA, S   1963   .0568252     .928      26796   8.900001     0       1       0   
    KOREA, S   1964   .0877622     .989      27514   8.900001     0       1       1   
    KOREA, S   1965   .0874451    1.024      28421   8.900001     0       1       1   
    KOREA, S   1966   .0872865    1.058      29146   8.900001     0       1       1   
    KOREA, S   1967   .0515081    1.163      29835   8.900001     0       0       1   
    KOREA, S   1968   .0510229    1.214      30531   8.900001     0       0       1   
    KOREA, S   1969    .049421    1.338      31233   8.900001     0       0       1   
    KOREA, S   1970   .0479362    1.457      31923   8.900001     0       0       1   
    KOREA, S   1971   .0450199     1.68      32596   8.900001     0       0       1   
    KOREA, S   1972   .0434249    1.815      33266   8.900001     0       0       1   
    KOREA, S   1973   .0457521    1.845      33935   8.900001     0       1       0   
    KOREA, S   1974    .042967    2.066      34606   8.900001     0       1       0   
    KOREA, S   1975    .040982    2.236      35281   8.900001     0       1       0   
    KOREA, S   1976   .0237878    2.323      35849   8.900001     0       0       0   
    KOREA, S   1977   .0221867    2.558      36412   8.900001     0       0       0   
    KOREA, S   1978   .0207739     2.78      36969   8.900001     0       0       0   
    KOREA, S   1979   .0189556    3.083      37534   8.900001     0       0       0   
    KOREA, S   1980   .0176533    3.321      38124   8.900001     0       0       0   
    KOREA, S   1981   .0190542    3.093      38723   8.900001     0       0       0   
    KOREA, S   1982   .0494591    3.212      39326   8.900001     0       1       1   
    KOREA, S   1983   .0469498    3.395      39910   8.900001     0       1       1   
    KOREA, S   1984   .0427508    3.712      40406   8.900001     0       1       1   
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    KOREA, S   1985   .0232319    4.005      40806   8.900001     0       0       1   
    KOREA, S   1986    .021789    4.217      41184   8.900001     0       0       1   
    KOREA, S   1987    .019222    4.622      41575   8.900001     0       0       1   
    KOREA, S   1988   .0282433     5.08      41975   8.900001     0       1       1   
    KOREA, S   1989   .0149822    5.607      42380   8.900001     0       1       0   
    KOREA, S   1990   .0128717    6.093      42869   8.900001     0       1       0   
    KOREA, S   1991   .0107343    6.673      43268   8.900001     0       1       0   
    KOREA, S   1992   .0052396    7.251      43660   8.900001     0       0       0   
    KOREA, S   1993   .0047327    7.576      44056   8.900001     0       0       0   
    KOREA, S   1994   .0042474    7.921      44453   8.900001     0       0       0   
    KOREA, S   1995   .0035379    8.498      44995   8.900001     0       0       0   
    KOREA, S   1996   .0028845    9.144      45545   8.900001     0       0       0   
    KOREA, S   1997   .0024645    9.644      45991   8.900001     0       0       0   
    KOREA, S   1998   .0021834   10.029   46410.33   8.900001     0       0       0   
    KOREA, S   1999   .0027947    9.269          .   8.900001     0       0       0   
 
    Variable |       Obs        Mean    Std. Dev.       Min        Max 
-------------+-------------------------------------------------------- 
          pr |        51    .0445576    .0450556   .0021834   .2352024 
      gdpenl |        51    3.192667    2.849673       .507     10.029 
         pop |        50    33402.51    8597.284      20208   46410.33 
      mtnest |        51    8.900001           0   8.900001   8.900001 
         Oil |        51           0           0          0          0 
-------------+-------------------------------------------------------- 
      instab |        51    .3137255    .4686233          0          1 
       anocl |        51    .5490196    .5025426          0          1 
 
    Variable |       Obs        Mean    Std. Dev.       Min        Max 
-------------+-------------------------------------------------------- 
          pr |      1029    .0312779    .0404614   .0000707   .4960706 
      gdpenl |      1046    1.796592    2.103526       .188     17.032 
         pop |      1072    99865.83    226940.6        520    1238599 
      mtnest |      1096    26.89261    23.45269          0       94.3 
         Oil |      1096    .0392336    .1942388          0          1 
-------------+-------------------------------------------------------- 
      instab |      1094    .1819013    .3859396          0          1 
       anocl |      1077    .3073352    .4616039          0          1 
 
    Variable |       Obs        Mean    Std. Dev.       Min        Max 
-------------+-------------------------------------------------------- 
          pr |      6327    .0169547    .0233244   3.46e-10   .4960706 
      gdpenl |      6373    3.651117    4.536645       .048     66.735 
         pop |      6433    31786.92    102560.8        222    1238599 
      mtnest |      6610    18.08833    20.96648          0       94.3 
         Oil |      6610    .1295008    .3357787          0          1 
-------------+-------------------------------------------------------- 
      instab |      6596    .1464524     .353586          0          1 
       anocl |      6541    .2256536     .418044          0          1 
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start year of war/conflict

 Pr(onset) for N. KOREA

1945 1950 1955 1960 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000
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. probs 731 
 
       cname   year         pr   gdp~l        pop     mtnest   Oil   ins~b   anocl   
    N. KOREA   1948          .       .      11876   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1949          .       .       9083   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1950   .0149177   1.076       9470   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1951   .0153101    1.03       9348   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1952   .0169605    .696       9100   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1953   .0169763     .67       8985   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1954   .0168161    .689       8991   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1955   .0156463    .917       9100   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1956   .0148167   1.099       9296   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1957    .014543   1.176       9557   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1958   .0142538   1.263       9864   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1959   .0139718   1.353      10193   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1960    .013626    1.46      10526   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1961   .0133753   1.546      10850   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1962   .0132526   1.601      11160   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1963   .0130401   1.676      11464   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1964    .012937   1.724      11767   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1965   .0127223   1.799      12100   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1966   .0122805   1.934      12440   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1967   .0119213   2.051      12787   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1968   .0117353   2.124      13151   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1969   .0113387   2.256      13518   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1970   .0113518   2.276      13892   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1971   .0111809   2.347      14273   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1972    .010431   2.588      14661   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1973   .0108413    2.49      15054   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1974   .0106044   2.582      15451   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1975   .0104411   2.653      15852   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1976   .0102432   2.735      16255   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1977   .0101344    2.79      16661   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1978   .0099523   2.868      17072   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1979   .0098007   2.937      17475   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1980   .0097198   2.983      17892   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1981   .0095301   3.065      18317   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1982   .0094427   3.114      18901   8.626984     0       0       0   
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    N. KOREA   1983   .0093405   3.175      19222   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1984   .0090396   3.292      19549   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1985   .0089006   3.355      19888   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1986   .0086809   3.448      20238   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1987    .008516   3.523      20601   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1988   .0084058   3.579      20977   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1989   .0072317   4.065      21367   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1990   .0069901   4.187      21773   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1991   .0068378   4.272      22193   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1992    .006685   4.359      22920   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1993          .       .   21500.74   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1994          .       .   21865.19   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1995          .       .      22239   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1996          .       .   22582.27   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1997          .       .   22893.39   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1998          .       .   23170.91   8.626984     0       0       0   
    N. KOREA   1999          .       .          .   8.626984     0       0       0   
 
    Variable |       Obs        Mean    Std. Dev.       Min        Max 
-------------+-------------------------------------------------------- 
          pr |        43    .0115056    .0028214    .006685   .0169763 
      gdpenl |        43    2.344721    1.043334        .67      4.359 
         pop |        51    15477.68    4874.314       8985   23170.91 
      mtnest |        52    8.626984           0   8.626984   8.626984 
         Oil |        52           0           0          0          0 
-------------+-------------------------------------------------------- 
      instab |        52           0           0          0          0 
       anocl |        52           0           0          0          0 
 
    Variable |       Obs        Mean    Std. Dev.       Min        Max 
-------------+-------------------------------------------------------- 
          pr |      1029    .0312779    .0404614   .0000707   .4960706 
      gdpenl |      1046    1.796592    2.103526       .188     17.032 
         pop |      1072    99865.83    226940.6        520    1238599 
      mtnest |      1096    26.89261    23.45269          0       94.3 
         Oil |      1096    .0392336    .1942388          0          1 
-------------+-------------------------------------------------------- 
      instab |      1094    .1819013    .3859396          0          1 
       anocl |      1077    .3073352    .4616039          0          1 
 
    Variable |       Obs        Mean    Std. Dev.       Min        Max 
-------------+-------------------------------------------------------- 
          pr |      6327    .0169547    .0233244   3.46e-10   .4960706 
      gdpenl |      6373    3.651117    4.536645       .048     66.735 
         pop |      6433    31786.92    102560.8        222    1238599 
      mtnest |      6610    18.08833    20.96648          0       94.3 
         Oil |      6610    .1295008    .3357787          0          1 
-------------+-------------------------------------------------------- 
      instab |      6596    .1464524     .353586          0          1 
       anocl |      6541    .2256536     .418044          0          1 
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