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Political Polarization in Korea 

Abstract 

This paper provides an empirical overview of political polarization in Korea from 2004 

through 2021 based on a wealth of longitudinal surveys. We focus both on who is polarizing 

and along which issues. We compare different measures of polarization not only between the 

overall electorate and National Assembly members and co-partisans, but also examining 

party activists of the dominant left and right parties as potential “mobilizers of bias.” We 

find that polarization in the country has increased over time, but not among the electorate as 

a whole. Rather, partisan identifiers and party activists have shown movement away from 

the center in terms of both ideological and affective polarization. For both legislators and the 

voting public, the substantive scope of political polarization is widening, encompassing not 

only foreign policy but also economic issues that had not seen strong signs of partisan 

divergence.  

Keywords: political polarization; affective polarization; issue polarization; ideology; South 

Korea; political parties 

 

Introduction 

Political polarization presents a growing dilemma for democracies. On the one hand, democracy 

rests on the presumption that voters hold diverse political views and that parties will mobilize those 

differences to contest elections. In this sense, political polarization clarifies parties’ policy 

positions and thus facilitates issue-based voting, 1  increases accountability, 2  and encourages 

political participation.3 Yet polarization can veer into divisiveness. Citizens can forge identities 

around their partisan attachments, and come to dislike and distrust their political opponents, and 

even see them as threatening or dangerous.4 Extreme and so-called affective polarization has been 

identified with a wide array of political ills, from the inability to forge policy compromises,5 

declining trust in political institutions,6 democratic backsliding and even breakdown.7  
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Along with Taiwan, South Korea is one of the few Asian countries that transitioned to 

democratic rule in the 1980s and has sustained its democratic trajectory. A growing body of 

literature has assessed the state of political polarization in the country at both the elite and mass 

level.8 Studies generally conclude that while South Korea’s National Assembly has polarized 

marginally in terms of ideology and policy preferences since 2004, a significant plurality of voters 

identify themselves as ideologically moderate; evidence for increasing polarization among 

ordinary voters has remained inconclusive at best.9  

However, the period leading up to the 2022 presidential election was one of the most 

politically divisive since Korea’s democratic transition. Yoon Seok-Yeol, the conservative People 

Power Party candidate, won the race by just 0.73 percent of the electorate, the smallest margin in 

the country’s electoral history. In the lead up to the 2022 election, negative campaigns 

overshadowed substantive policy debates. The election generated a variety of tropes signaling 

disaffection with polarization, such as “the most unlikeable election in history” or “when they go 

low, we go lower.”10 In addition to long-standing regional and ideological divisions, including on 

foreign policy, the People Power Party stirred anti-feminist sentiments to mobilize young male 

voters, adding gender into the political mix. Despite a relatively centrist democratic history, more 

recent studies are starting to suggest not only increasing polarization but evidence of affective 

polarization as well.11  

Moreover, the positive picture of Korea’s democratization is not without its detractors and 

some prominent observers have identified what they see as signs of backsliding in the country. 

The Korean political system has often been criticized for its “imperial presidency” and its weakly 
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institutionalized party system.12 Yet charges of backsliding go further, getting at a “tyranny of the 

majority” approach to politics on the part of incumbents. 13  These concerns arose under the 

conservative presidencies of both Lee Myung Bak and Park Geun Hye. But they resurfaced 

following the virtual collapse of the ruling party around the time of Park’s impeachment and in the 

2017 presidential and 2020 general elections, when the Democratic Party took an unprecedented 

180 out of the National Assembly’s 300 seats. In the wake of these victories, critics expressed 

concern about a decline in the inclusiveness of the legislative process and about judicial 

independence.14 Conflict over a new Corruption Investigation Office for High-Ranking Officials 

(CIO) and the Moon administration’s moves “to eradicate deep-rooted evils (적폐청산)” task forces 

in government departments raised fears of executive aggrandizement and a politics of revenge.15 

The controversy over the launching of balloons by North Korean human rights groups as well as 

a proposed media law raised issues about civil liberties and free speech.16 These and other issues 

spilled over into the immediate post-election period, with the Yoon administration witnessing a 

particularly rapid deflation of political support.  

Against this backdrop, we draw on a wealth of longitudinal surveys conducted by the 

Korean Social Data Center, the East Asia Institute, and Sungkyunkwan University (Korean 

General Social Survey) to assess the development of political polarization in Korea from 2004 to 

2021, effectively up to the eve of the 2022 election. We analyze who is polarized by considering 

the distribution of political ideology, issue positions, and other political attitudes among the 

general public, partisans, and party activists as well as political elites. Moreover, we consider not 

only standard measures of ideological distance between liberals and conservatives but also the 

particular issue areas on which they divide. A series of robustness checks in our appendix consider 
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possible over-estimation of the degree of polarization from using post-election survey data as well 

as alternative measures. 

In line with the existing literature, we find that the public as a whole continues to hold 

largely centrist views. Nonetheless, a variety of other measures suggest that polarization in Korea 

is increasing, particularly between voters who identify with the main two parties. First, it is clear 

that perceived conflict and distance between the two dominant parties and between liberals and 

conservatives have increased sharply among the general public.17 However, voters who identify 

with a particular party on the center-left or center-right (partisan identifiers) have become more 

polarized both in terms of ideology and positions on foreign policy, social welfare, and economic 

redistribution. We also find evidence that affective polarization between party identifiers and a 

narrower subset of party activists has increased. While such polarization is occurring because of 

voters on both sides of the aisle, as in the United States, the increase in different measures of 

polarization—including affective distaste for political opponents—has increased more among 

those on the right than on the left.  

Finally, we address the possible role that political elites may play in this process. We find 

legislators from the two major parties have actually converged with respect to their ideological 

self-identification. This result may simply reflect a long-term equilibrium in a predominantly two-

party system or peculiarities of the Korean case, particularly splits within the ruling party following 

the impeachment and ouster of President Park Geun Hye. However, when we turn to specific issues 

rather than ideological self-positioning, we find policy differences among political elites widening. 

In addition to the long-standing differences between the parties on foreign policy issues—the US 
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alliance and North Korea—we see an increase in polarization on both economic questions and 

post-materialist social issues such as gender as well.  

Context: Korean Democratization and the Emergence of Political Polarization 

Korea’s transition to democratic rule has been widely studied, and we can therefore limit our sketch 

to some of its more salient features and characteristics of the resultant party system. South Korea’s 

political system was at best a competitive authoritarian one from 1964 until the Yushin 

Constitution of October 1972, which moved the country in a more openly authoritarian direction. 

After the assassination of President Park in October 1979, democracy was delayed by the violent 

suppression of the democratization movement, most dramatically in the southern city of Kwangju. 

Mass protests in Seoul and other cities ultimately forced the government's hand. In June 1987, Roh 

Tae-woo, an acolyte of Chun’s, bowed to demands for the direct election of the President. In 

December 1987, he was elected to a five-year term after two opposition candidates—Kim Young-

sam and Kim Dae-jung—split the opposition vote.  

There is a substantial literature on the weakness and instability of the Korean party system, 

noting the parties’ frequent splits and mergers closer to elections, their highly personalistic 

nature,18 the absence of clear inter-party ideological differences, weak organizational structures, 

and lack of institutionalization. 19  These weaknesses have been traced in part to institutional 

features of Korean democracy: the mixed-member electoral system that has encouraged small 

parties to enter the political game; the single-term “imperial” presidential system that has 
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undermined the development of a stable party system; as well as an enduring regional cleavage 

that has undergirded political competition.20  

Yet these complexities should not cloud two features of the political system that are critical 

for our purposes. First, despite the frequent renaming of parties and the persistence of a fringe of 

smaller entrants—which we address in more detail below—there is a deep underlying structure to 

the party system that can be traced to the early days of the republic if not before. 21  The 

disintegration of parties, mergers, and the creation of new parties have been short-term phenomena 

occurring close to elections but have not brought fundamental changes to the party system.22 

Following the transition, early party mergers generated the conservative Democratic Liberal Party 

led by Roh Tae-woo, Kim Young-sam and Kim Jong-pil. On the other side of the political aisle, 

Kim Dae-jung gathered both regional support and voters on the left into the Peace Democratic 

Party. Despite numerous splits and mergers, two main parties—currently the Democratic Party on 

the center-left and the People Power Party on the center-right (henceforth, “dominant left party” 

and “dominant right party”)—have dominated the political system and formed programmatic 

linkages with voters despite their weak institutionalization.23 

Competition between the two dominant parties is most clearly visible in the presidential 

elections, which have pitted dominant left and right candidates against one another and generated 

alternation between presidents on the right (Roh Tae-woo [1988-1993], Kim Young-sam [1993-

1998], Lee Myung-bak [2008-2013], Park Geun-hye [2013-impeached 2017], and Yoon Seok-

Yeol [2022-]),  and the left (Kim Dae-jung [1998-2003], Roh Moo-hyun [2003-2008], and Moon 

Jae-in [2017-2022]). However, the two-party structure is also visible in the high and rising share 
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of the dominant parties in total votes and seats in National Assembly elections (1988-2020) as 

well.24 The effective number of parties has ranged between two and three, with several short-lived 

exceptions:25 around the 1988 election; after the founding of the Uri Party amidst public resistance 

to impeaching Roh Moo-Hyun in 2004; and the splinter of parties following the Park Geun-Hye 

corruption scandals that erupted in 2016.26  

Second, despite the frequent turnovers of political parties, the ability of the average South 

Korean voter to position herself along the ideological spectrum has been quite robust. Nationally 

representative post-election surveys from the 17 through 21st National Assembly (2004-2020) and 

6th  and 7th Local Election surveys (2014, 2018) show that over 70 percent of South Korean voters 

in each period have been able to position themselves on a left-right ideological spectrum. 27 

Moreover, between about 70 and 95 percent of survey respondents who identified with any 

political party over the same period identified with either the mainstream left or mainstream right 

party at the time.28 These findings align with prior studies that have also noted the capacity of 

Korean voters to identify themselves on a left-right scale.29 

Polarization I: The Electorate  

There are a variety of different ways of measuring polarization among the electorate which can, in 

principle, yield somewhat different results. There is quite clear evidence that South Koreans 

perceive the two major parties to be polarizing.30 The SKKU EAI “Korean Identity Survey” has 

captured respondents’ perceived degree of “conflict or distance” between a variety of political and 

social groups, posed as binaries⎯young and old, entrepreneurs and workers, rich and poor, male, 
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and female⎯every five years from 2005 to 2020. As Jeong (2020) notes, respondents saying that 

the conflict or distance between liberals and conservatives is “very large” stood at 19.3 percent in 

2005, fell somewhat to 14.9 percent in 2010, but then increased sharply to 26.7 percent 2015 and 

42.3 percent in 2020. As shown in Figure 1, an overwhelming majority of voters respond that the 

distance and degree of conflict is “very large” or “generally large” between the two major parties 

(84 percent) and between progressives and conservatives (90 percent). These numbers are 

particularly significant considering that the perceived degree of difference between Honam and 

Youngnam, conventionally thought to be the dominant political division in the country, is 

considerably lower at 60 percent or less. 

[Figure 1 here] 

But how polarized are voters if asked about their own ideological positions? Such surveys 

typically ask respondents to place themselves on an ideological scale from most liberal to most 

conservative (0-10). A larger share of citizens clustered around the middle—4 to 6 on a 0-10 left-

right ideological scale—indicates less polarization while in more polarized settings, we expect a 

hollowing out of the middle and a more bimodal distribution.  

Earlier studies of polarization observed that the share of self-identified moderates in the 

South Korean overall electorate decreased considerably in the early 2000s, falling from nearly 50 

percent in 2002 to less than 25 percent in 2004.31 This decline was driven by an increase in the 

share of liberal voters beginning with the election of Roh Moo-Hyun in 2002, the public backlash 

against Congressional efforts to impeach him, and the emergence of the Uri Party.32 Yet, since the 
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mid-2000s through the mid-2010’s, the overall ideological distribution returned to a more bell-

shaped or normal distribution and has remained quite stable since.33  

We confirm this finding by drawing on data that goes through 2020, including voters who 

do not identify with the two main parties or any political party. Figure 2 visualizes the distribution 

of ideological self-identification for a number of years between 2004 and 2020 based on data from 

the Korean Social Science Data Center (KSDC). The data is drawn from the 17th through 21st 

National Assembly Election Survey (2004, 2008, 2012, 2016, 2020) and the 6th and 7th Local 

Election Survey (2014, 2018), each conducted after either a National Assembly or nationwide local 

election. This likely enables conservative estimates of the degree of polarization relative to 

measures based on surveys from presidential elections that tend to be more divisive and salient.  

Despite subtle shifts between more liberal periods such as 2004 and 2020, and more 

conservative ones like 2012, a plurality of Korean voters cluster in the middle. Surprisingly, given 

the frequent media portrayals of a politically divided country over this period, 2020 saw the highest 

share of Korean voters (33 percent) identifying themselves in the middle of the political spectrum 

over the entire period.  

[Figure 2 here] 

Post -election surveys, when the degree of perceived political conflict, mobilization, and 

political identities are most salient, may overestimate the degree of political polarization, 

however.34 As a robustness check, we also consider the Korean General Social Survey (KGSS), 
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an annual survey series conducted by the Survey Research Center at Sungkyunkwan University. 

The KGSS data has the disadvantage of a more compressed 1-5 scale, but the share of respondents 

positioning themselves as political moderates (3) reached its highest level in 2016 and 2021.35  

Polarization II: Partisan Identifiers  

The picture shifts, however, when we turn from the overall Korean electorate to look at partisans: 

those expressing a defined partisan identity with either the dominant left or right party. Figure 3 

repeats the same exercise in Figure 2 but eliminates non-partisans who account for a substantial 

share of the Korean electorate, between 45 and 62 percent in the KSDC post-election surveys 

depending on the year. Here, partisan identifiers are those who answered “yes” to the question “Is 

there a party that you feel close to?” Among those who answered “yes,” partisan identifiers are 

those who respond that they identify with the dominant left or right parties of the time. Although 

polarization among the dominant parties is our primary focus, we also conduct a number of 

robustness checks in Part II of the online Appendix to consider the effects of inclusion of minor 

parties such as the People Party and the Justice Party on several indicators of polarization. 

Although these parties do affect the findings marginally in particular years, two findings are worth 

noting. First, those parties did not necessarily position themselves toward the extremes vis-à-vis 

the dominant parties. Second, for most years, their effect on overall polarization would need to be 

weighted by their size, which we show is always significantly smaller than the dominant left and 

right parties.  

[Figure 3 here] 
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In Figure 3, the areas shaded blue show the ideological orientations of those who identify 

with the dominant left party at the time (from the Uri to the Democratic Party). The shaded red 

area does the same for the right parties (from Hannara to the United Future Party). The dotted lines 

show the median ideology scores for partisans of the two dominant left and right parties. For each 

party, there are an equal number of partisans to the left and to the right of this median point. For 

the year 2004—one of the times in which there was a significant third party vote—we also repeat 

the exercise here including both the Democratic Party (민주당) and Uri Party (열린우리당) as the 

left party; the results also remain largely consistent, with the median point among the left party 

identifiers actually moving closer to the middle (from 3 to 4) when both left parties are pooled.  

The data provides us with four distinct measures of polarization for partisan identifiers, all 

of which suggest rising polarization between them. First, differences in the medians between the 

two parties oscillate over time within a fairly narrow band but become more polarized in 2020. 

For example, in 2004 the median point of the dominant left party was 3, that of the dominant right 

party was 7 for a distance between the medians of 4. This number fell back to 3 in 2008, suggesting 

less polarization before climbing back to 4 in 2012 and 2014 (because of movements on the right) 

and in 2018 (because of movement on the left). However, in 2020, the distance in the median point 

between the dominant left and right parties’ partisans increased to 5, the largest ideological 

distance between the two parties’ median points over the entire sample period. 

[Figure 4 here] 
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Second, we can see the extent to which partisans of the dominant left or right parties hold 

ideological views that overlap in the middle. In 2004, about 21 percent of those identifying with 

the dominant left party and 15 percent of those identifying with the dominant right party placed 

themselves in the ideological middle (i.e., 5 on the 0-10 scale). As Figure 5a shows, these numbers 

subsequently oscillated to somewhat different rhythms but have fallen marginally since 2004. In 

2020, 16 percent of those identifying with the dominant left party put themselves in the ideological 

middle and only 11 percent identifying with the dominant right party. 

[Figure 5 here] 

A third measure of the extent of polarization among partisans is to focus on the extremes 

and ask, “what share of each party identifies itself at the ideological poles of either left (e.g., self-

placement of 0 or 1 on a scale from 1 to 10) or the right (e.g., 9 or 10 on the same scale). While 

showing ups and downs throughout the sample period, this measure increased significantly for 

both parties by 2020, with the conservative party seeing the highest share of extreme partisans in 

the sample period (Figure 5b). Between 2018 and 2020, the share nearly tripled from 7.8 percent 

to 20.4 percent within the left party, while doubling from 16.7 percent to 31.5 percent within the 

right party.  

The last measure concerns the affective dimension of political polarization (Iyengar 2012): 

There are a variety of ways to measure affective polarization and early innovative research posed 

questions such as “How would you feel about your child marrying someone who supports the same 

(or opposite) party as (from) you?”36 We report KSDC data from 2012 to 2021 on what pollsters 
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call “feeling thermometer” scores, which has been consistently asked in the KSDC surveys from 

2012 to 2021. In these surveys, 0 is the “coldest” or most negative possible view of a given party 

and 10 the “warmest” or most positive. In Figure 6, the top score reflects feelings about the 

respondents’ own party; the bottom scores are the feelings expressed about the other party, with 

wider differences reflecting greater affective polarization.  

[Figure 6 here] 

On both sides of the political aisle, the gap between feelings toward co-partisans and 

opponents is wider in 2020 than it has been in the past. For those on the left, their feelings about 

their own party remain relatively constant from 2012 to 2018 before increasing noticeably in 2020. 

Though there is no clear trend with respect to left views of the right party, the gap between the 

feeling thermometer scores was widest in 2020. The pattern with respect to views of co-partisans 

is broadly similar on the right, showing little movement from 2012 to 2018 and then increasing 

marginally in 2020. However, views of the opposition party among those on the right deteriorated 

sharply from 2016 to 2020, when the gap in perceptions of the two parties was the widest on record. 

Polarization III: Party Activists 

The literature on party activism has underlined the role they play in the selection of party 

candidates, the content of party platforms, and issue evolution.37 Following Aldrich (1983), party 

activists can be defined as the rank-and-file party members that participate most actively in a 

party’s campaign efforts including through financial contributions to the party, attending rallies 
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and demonstrations, persuading others, and spreading information, including online. A party 

activist is neither a career party official nor an actual or potential candidate, but an ordinary voter 

who acts to realize the goals of their party.38  

Prior studies have shown how party activists can play a key role in driving parties’ positions 

away from the center.39 Is it possible that party activists have been a key driver of polarization 

between South Korea’s two dominant parties? 

Empirical studies of political polarization in Korea have only seldom considered the role 

that might be played by party activists, in part because the small number of observations makes it 

difficult to draw generalizations. Nonetheless, we replicate our prior analyses of partisan 

identifiers for party activists. We use three questions that appeared consistently in the KSDC 

survey in 2014, 2016, 2018, and 2020 to identify activists: voting in the most recent election, 

persuading others to vote for a particular candidate or party, and participating in a protest or 

demonstration. We set the bar relatively low: respondents who engaged in at least two of the three 

political activities are counted as party activists. Even with this low bar, the share of activists in 

the overall electorate is small (Table 1). However, it is interesting to note that there have been 

fewer and fewer activists who identify themselves with the main right party, decreasing from 6.1% 

of all survey respondents in 2014 to merely 0.8% in 2018 and 2% in 2020. Within the dominant 

right party’s identifiers, the share of activists fell from 34.1% in 2016 to 6.7% in 2018—no doubt 

because of the Park Geun Hye corruption scandal. Yet, it more than tripled to 22.9% in 2020, 

representing a significant component of the main right party by that time.  
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[Table 1 here] 

 We can compare the average ideological position among the overall electorate, partisan 

identifiers, and party activists of the dominant left or right party. As visualized in Figure 7, the 

average Korean voter has moved slightly toward the left, from around 5.6 in 2014 to 4.6 in 2020 

on a 0-10 scale. The distance of the average partisan identifier from the dominant right and left 

parties both diverged from the average voter between 2018 and 2020 although the right deviated 

more. To our surprise, though, the average party activist showed trends that were broadly in line 

with partisan identifiers; in the case of the dominant left party there were periods when activists 

were even more centrist than identifiers. At least two interpretations are possible. One possibility 

is that our operationalization of party activists is biased toward forms of political participation that 

are more representative of centrist voters, an issue we address in more detail in Part II of the Online 

Appendix. A second possibility is that party activism in Korea does not necessarily imply more 

extreme political views, an assumption that is often made in the political activism literature. 

[Figure 7 here] 

When we turn to measures of affective polarization, however, activists do show greater 

aversion to the opposite party. Figure 8 repeats the analysis in Figure 6 for party activists using the 

same KSDC data, although omitting 2012 because of the absence of comparable data for coding 

party activism. Democratic Party’s activists on average have a much stronger dislike toward the 

dominant right party as well as a lower favorability toward their own party than do party identifiers. 

Party activists of the dominant conservative party also have a lower ingroup score than the same 
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party’s identifiers. While party activists developed a strong dislike toward the opposite party, 

particularly since 2018, this disaffection is not accompanied by a parallel increase in positive 

feelings toward their own party. That gap in satisfaction is somewhat greater on the left than on 

the right. 

[Figure 8 here] 

Today’s typical party activist does not solely engage in conventional political activities like 

participating in a rally or demonstration but is also active online. Are voters who are politically 

active online more polarized than activists who engage in more traditional forms of political 

participation? In general, online party activists do tend to diverge more from the median and party 

identifiers in terms of ideological position. On average, the dominant left party’s online activists 

(3.2 in 2016 and 2.9 in 2020) are more liberal than the party’s larger pool of partisan identifiers 

(3.8 in 2016 and 3 in 2020); the same is true for the conservative party in all years except 2016.  

Polarization IV: Divided Over What? 

What is it, exactly, that divides Korean voters? Scandals and personal slurs may capture the 

headlines, and have contributed to the view that the 2022 presidential election was “the most 

unlikeable presidential election ever (역대급 비호감 대선).” According to a survey conducted by 

the National Election Commission and Gallup Korea, 40.5 percent of recent survey respondents 

said the most important factor in their vote choice was a candidate's personal traits, competence, 

and moral integrity. Nonetheless, a considerable 35.1 percent mentioned policy and election 
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pledges as their most important consideration. If at least some portion of the Korean public is 

increasingly polarized, what are the issues that divide it? 

We do not yet have data on policy polarization up to or through the recent election, but the 

surveys conducted by KSDC track developments at two-year intervals for 2014, 2016, 2018 and 

2020, covering the last years of the Park Geun-hye administration half of Moon Jae-in’s presidency. 

Respondents were asked whether they agreed or disagreed with a particular policy claim on an 11-

point scale, with 0 being the strongest disagreement and 10 being the strongest agreement. We 

then plot the mean scores for those who identify themselves with the dominant left or dominant 

right party and take the extent of policy differences between followers of the two parties as an 

indicator of issue polarization. When differences are narrow, polarization on the issue is low; if 

differences are wide or widening, then we are witnessing polarization.  

[Figure 9 here] 

We find that differences between the two parties are widening on all issues, although to 

somewhat different extent depending on issue and whether we focus on partisan identifiers or 

activists. We start with a classic bread-and-butter issue that appears to divide the parties the most: 

the need to prioritize welfare over economic growth. It has long been an observed feature of 

Korean politics that parties are not as divided on economic issues as one might think,40 and the 

data supports that observation through 2018. But in 2020, partisan identifiers of the dominant right 

party show stronger disagreement with the proposition. The main right party’s identifiers move 

more on this issue than those of the main left party, who appear closer to the average voter. When 
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it comes to party activists, however, the dominant right party’s activists diverge more markedly 

from the average voter in 2020 while activists in the left party are closer to the average voter.  

A second question gets at redistribution, asking whether high income people should be 

taxed more than they are now. The lack of polarization on this issue is striking. Partisan identifiers 

of the Democratic Party do show somewhat stronger support for the proposition by 2016, but in 

2020 identifiers of the Democratic Party and the dominant right party diverge more sharply.  

In Korean surveys, questions about foreign policy are typically framed in two ways; 

whether to strengthen the alliance with the United States; and whether to engage more with North 

Korea, in this formulation by giving more aid. As expected, identifiers and activists of the 

dominant conservative party (as well as self-identifying ideological conservatives) show a stronger 

preference for strengthening the alliance. By 2020, the average voter was much closer on this issue 

to the dominant left than right party, but this change appears to have come from movements on the 

right as opposed to the left, a finding arguably confirmed in Yoon Seok-Yeol’s strong statements 

on the issue during the 2022 campaign.  

When we turn to North Korea, questions in the surveys are not phrased in an equivalent 

way across the years. In 2014 and 2018, respondents are asked whether “aid to North Korea should 

be increased”; the corresponding proposition for 2016 and 2020 is “humanitarian aid toward North 

Korea should continue regardless of the circumstances.” As a result of this phrasing, we might 

expect survey respondents in 2014 and 2018 to have responded more positively than they would 

have under the alternative formulation of the question. Nonetheless, with this qualification, the 
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differences on giving aid to North Korea seem to fall in a predictable pattern with identifiers of 

the Democratic Party more favorable and those of the Saenuri Party and its successor parties most 

negative. On all four questions regarding the economy and foreign policy, the two parties’ activists 

are more polarized than the parties’ partisan identifiers, but as noted above those differences were 

smaller than anticipated. 

Polarization IV: The National Assembly  

We conclude by turning from voters to political elites. A significant strand of the literature on 

South Korean politics has focused on polarization within the National Assembly,41 A body of work 

exploits roll call voting to this end42 and we are now seeing fresh text-as-data approaches.43 We 

focus on more traditional polling of legislators belonging to the dominant left and right parties, 

which account for the vast majority of all National Assembly seats and consider both their 

ideological orientation and stance on particular issues.  

Looking at the distribution of ideological self-identification across parties, it has shifted 

either to the left or right after each election, positively skewed toward the winning party. Following 

the downfall of the Park Geun-Hye administration after the 2016 corruption scandal, for example, 

the 21st National Assembly showed a considerably more left-leaning distribution with historical 

highs in the Democratic Party’s seat share. We can see the extent of these shifts by looking at the 

average ideological position and standard deviation among legislators within each party or in the 

overall National Assembly. Kang et al. (2020) is the most recent exercise in this vein and 

aggregates data from Kang (2010; 2012) for the 16th-19th, Park et al. (2016) for the 20th, and their 
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own data analysis for the 21st National Assemblies. Kang et al. (2020) show that the average self-

identified ideological position for the dominant liberal party, the Democratic Party, and its 

predecessors, took a sharp left turn between the 18th National Assembly (4.39) in 2008 and the 

19th National Assembly (2.88) in 2012 before moving closer to the middle in the 21st National 

Assembly (3.11). As for the dominant conservative party, their average drifted steadily to the 

right⎯5.4 (16th), 5.4 (17th), 6 (18th), 6.2 (19th), 6.5 (0.91), 6.6 (20th)⎯before moving back to the 

center (4.8) in the 21st National Assembly, no doubt reflecting soul-searching within the party 

following the Park Geun-Hye revelations. The standard deviation among the right United Future 

Party legislators increased much more sharply when compared to the Democratic Party legislators, 

doubling from 0.9 in the 20th to 2.0 in the 21st National Assemblies. This again suggests that the 

general shift to the center hid substantial differences within the party between more conservative 

United Future Party members and those who believed in the necessity of a political course 

correction. 

As shown by the gap between the solid red and blue lines in Figure 10, the average 

ideological distance across parties based on legislators’ self-identified positions above thus 

increased from 2000 to 2016, although not in a linear fashion. The average ideological distance 

between legislators belonging to the right and left parties stood at 1.4 in the 16th and 17th National 

Assembly elections, 1.6 in the 18th, 3.3 in the 19th, and 3.7 in the 20th.44 The number fell sharply 

to 1.6 in the 21st National Assembly, however. The decline again may reflect the aftermath of the 

2016 corruption scandal and the emergence of greater intra-party variance.  
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We can also compare the legislators’ ideological self-placement with those of voters. The 

solid black line in Figure 10 indicates the movement of the average voter’s self-identified ideology 

based on KSDC surveys after each National Assembly election. The dashed blue and red lines 

each represent those of the dominant left and right party’s average identifier. The Korean 

electorate—represented by the average voter—has moved leftward since 2008. After diverging, 

legislators on both the left and right moved closer to the center in 2020 (21st National Assembly) 

compared to 2016 (20th National Assembly) and basically converged with the position of the 

average voter by 2020. However, there is a much larger gap between the average voter and the 

dominant right party’s identifier, who stand well to the right of legislators. By contrast, while left 

legislators and partisan identifiers diverged from the average voter, there is no similar gap between 

the dominant left party’s legislators and identifiers.  

[Figure 10 here] 

Skeptics have raised doubts about whether ideological self-placement measures are useful 

in understanding how elites position themselves when asked about particular issues.45 As with our 

consideration of the general electorate, we also thus consider the issues over which political elites 

are divided, drawing on data from Kang et al. (2020), Kang (2010, 2012) and Park et al. (2016). 

Though the specific questions vary by when the survey was conducted, we draw on data from 

Kang et al. (2020) in which a total of 20 questions are categorized into four issue areas and then 

aggregated into an index for four issue areas: foreign policy and inter-Korean relations, the 

economy, society, and (post-)materialism. The foreign policy and inter-Korean relations category 

include questions that ask about provision of humanitarian aid to North Korea, foreign policy in 
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general, the National Security Act, economic cooperation with North Korea, and extending a 

controversial security information sharing agreement with Japan. Economy-related issues include 

irregular workers, prioritizing growth over welfare, basic income, comprehensive real estate 

holding tax, and universal employment insurance system. Societal issues include gender minorities, 

permitting public demonstrations and rallies, disclosure of personal information, autonomous 

private high schools, misinformation on new media, and death with dignity. Meanwhile, global 

warming, abolishing the death penalty, the phase out of nuclear power, refugees, and gender quotas 

fall under the (post-)materialism category.46 Since new questions have been added to each of the 

issue areas over time, interpreting this particular data is not unambiguous. Moreover, we are not 

able to compare the issue positions of National Assembly members with those of ordinary voters 

because these questions were not included in the KSDC surveys. But we can at least get variance 

among legislators in these issue areas. 

[Figure 11 here] 

These findings underline the importance of identifying the particular sources of 

polarization. The data confirms that South Korean legislators are most polarized regarding inter-

Korean and foreign policy. By contrast the two parties had converged with respect to the cluster 

of social issues—gender minority rights, the death penalty, and permitting public demonstrations 

or rallies—but primarily because of movements on the left in a more conservative direction.47 

However, the economy and post-materialist issues show signs of greater polarization. 48  This 

suggests that the scope of polarization among political elites has widened to include issues outside 
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the realm of foreign policy despite the apparent convergence and centrism with respect to 

ideological self-placement.  

Conclusion 

In writing this paper, we were motivated by the much wider debate about the extent of polarization 

in the advanced industrial democracies, its sources, and possible effects. Korea remains a 

somewhat enigmatic case in this regard. For the most part, the parties have not divided to the extent 

we might expect on the classic issues of the role of government in the economy and redistribution. 

Rather, Korean political divisions centered either on regional identities or foreign policy issues. 

Moreover, the Korean electorate has been seen as relatively conservative, or more accurately 

centrist, despite the periodic eruption of fringe parties and social movements on the left and right. 

Despite charged electoral contests, the ideological positioning of the two dominant left and right 

parties has also crowded the center.  

Yet, our review of an extensive array of data and a growing literature on the topic suggests 

subtle changes that portend a somewhat more divided public. This polarization was on full display 

during the knife-edge presidential election of 2022 in which an array of issues arose, many such 

as gender exploding into the political arena for the first time. Moreover, Koreans increasingly 

believe their political system to be divided, with perceived distance between the parties and 

between political liberals and conservatives seen as wider than among competing class and social 

groups as well as regions. These perceptions can prove a self-fulfilling prophecy and undermine 

confidence and trust in the political system and its elites.  
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However, if the electorate appears centrist, voters who identify with a particular party on 

the center-left or center-right are more divided with respect to ideology and positions on foreign 

policy, welfare, and economic redistribution issues than they were ten years ago. There is also 

mounting evidence of affective polarization among the two main parties’ identifiers and activists. 

Moreover, although it was not central to our discussion, we provided at least partial evidence that 

the online media environment may play some role in this process with activists engaged in political 

activity online proving more polarized than those not engaging in such activity.49  

The sources of this polarization are clearly multiple. It may appear that politicians—

historically crowding the ideological center—are not driving this process. Yet, this observation of 

“polarization from below” must consider evidence that politicians are dividing on a variety of 

issues that go well beyond long-standing foreign policy debates. In particular, we find evidence of 

increasing polarization on both economic and post-materialist issues. With respect to the first issue, 

the research agenda would seem quite clear. As in the other advanced industrial states, we would 

like to know the extent to which economic openness, technological change and widening 

inequality are in play. With respect to the latter, however, Korea might be moving into new terrain 

in which social issues—including those around gender and sexuality—play a more compelling 

role in national political life. If these trends continue, Korea will become another testing ground 

for debates about the relationship between polarization and other political outcomes, including the 

risk of declining trust, government dysfunction, and even backsliding.  
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 2 

Overview 

 

In this appendix, we provide information from a series of robustness checks to address potential 

concerns regarding the choice of survey data or measurement method used in the main text. In Part 

I, we account for the possible concern that our analysis may overestimate the degree of 

polarization. The KSDC data is based on surveys that were conducted immediately after each 

corresponding nationwide election. They may thus capture opinion during periods of higher 

political salience and conflict than in non-election periods. We, therefore, replicate our analyses 

using annual survey data provided by KGSS rather than KSDC and confirm that it shows similar 

trends.  

Part II addresses the issue of small parties. The main focus of our paper is on the two 

dominant parties, but we consider the effects of including smaller parties which could in theory 

either magnify or dampen polarization depending on where their members sit on the ideological 

or issue spectrum. We start however with information on party vote seat shares in the National 

Assembly elections; this is important as the effect of parties on polarization must be weighted by 

their vote share. We show that small parties generally secure a relatively limited share of the total 

vote and seat shares. We then consider the issue of whether our findings with respect to the two 

main parties are affected when we consider smaller parties such as the Justice Party or the People 

Party. The findings suggest that except for one or two years, they do not; the findings are robust 

to the inclusion of voters for the smaller parties. In Part III, we employ an alternative way of 

identifying party activists to account for online party activism and show that such activists are 

more polarized than average voters or identifiers. 
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Part I. KGSS Data 

Figure 1 repeats the exercise from Figure 1 in the main paper, showing the ideological distribution 

of all survey respondents based on their ideological self-placement but drawing on the KSGS data. 

Although the scale is different (i.e., ranging from 1 to 5 instead of from 0 to 10) and there have 

been years where the Korean electorate was more left-leaning, as in 2018, or right-leaning such as 

in 2003 or 2004, the overall picture is similar with the large bulk of the public near the center. 

Figure 1. Ideological Polarization in the South Korean Electorate (KGSS, 2003-2021) 

 



 4 

 

 



 5 

Figure 2 repeats Figure 1 above but only includes KGSS respondents who identified with 

either the dominant left party (in blue) or the dominant right party (in red). We exclude citizens 

who identify with one of the smaller parties or who do not identify with any political party at all. 

Again, comparison with the KSDC data used in our main paper requires caution as the scale of the 

ideological spectrum is from 1 to 5, not from 0 to 10. We see that there are again leftward (e.g., 

2009, 2016) or rightward shifts (e.g., 2012, 2013). Nonetheless, this data also shows that the 

distance between the median points of the two main parties’ identifiers increased in 2018 and 2021. 

Figure 2. Ideological Polarization among the Main Parties' Identifiers (KGSS, 2007-2021) 
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Figures 3a and 3b use KGSS data to show the share of the two dominant parties’ identifiers 

who locate themselves at the center (i.e., 3 on the 1-5 scale) or the extreme (i.e., 1 for the left and 

5 for the right on the 1-5 scale). The trends in the KGSS data are not as clear as with the KSDC 

post-election data. We do see, however, that the proportion of extreme partisan identifiers on both 

the left and right has shown an overall increase compared to 2007; the share of extreme co-

partisans quite notably increases in 2018, although that of the right falls in 2021. Although there 

are temporary reversals in 2016 and 2021, Figure 3a shows that the share of moderate partisan 

identifiers in the dominant right party has gradually declined since 2008. 

Figure 3. Moderate versus Extreme Partisans in the Main Parties (KGSS, 2003-2021) 
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The KGSS surveys have only asked respondents for feeling thermometer scores since 2016, 

thus limiting data available to 2016-2021. Figure 4 replicates Figure 6 from our main paper using 

KGSS data instead of KSDC’s post-election data which may be overestimating the degree of 

affective polarization due to election salience (Hernández et al. 2021). As expected, we find that 

the degree of affective polarization between the two main parties’ identifiers is significantly lower 

when computed using the KGSS data. Yet, a finding common to both the KSDC and KGSS data 

is that the affective distance between the two parties increased sharply in 2021. 

Figure 4. Affective Polarization: Main Parties' Identifiers (KGSS, 2016-2021) 
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Part II. Inclusion of Smaller Parties 

 

The main focus of our paper is polarization between the two dominant parties. Figure 5 shows 

over-time variations in the party vote shares and seat shares of the dominant left party (in red) and 

the dominant right party (in blue) for each of the National Assembly elections between 1988 and 

2020. As can be seen, the two parties account for between 50 and 75% of the popular vote, with a 

slight upward trend over time. With respect to seat shares, the total number of National Assembly 

seats for the 13th (1988), 14th (1992), 15th (1996), 17th (2004), and 18th (2008) National 

Assembly elections was 299, 273 for the 16th (2000), and 300 for the 19th (2012), 20th (2016), 

and 21st (2020) National Assembly elections. The two dominant parties account for a much higher 

share of total National Assembly seats–between about 65 and 95%; moreover, the data shows a 

steady upward trend. The gap between the party vote and seat shares for the two main parties 

reflects the disproportionality in South Korea’s electoral system that has generally tended to 

advantage the two main parties. 

 

Figure 5. Party Vote and Seat Share of Main Parties: National Assembly Elections (1988-2020) 
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Figure 6 shows that the long-term trend in the effective number of parliamentary parties is 

one of decline. Although there have been ups and downs, the effective number of parliamentary 

parties has remained between 2 and 3 since 2000. The effective number of parliamentary parties 

here is computed using the following formula from Laakso and Taagepera (1979), as used in 

Hellmann (2018):  This formula weighs the number of parties by their parliamentary seat shares, 

where n counts the number of parties that gained at least one vote and 𝑝𝑖
2 indicates the share of all 

seats for each party. 

Figure 6. Effective Number of Parties (1988-2020) 
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An important question is whether the results reported in the paper, which focus on the two 

main parties, pertain if we consider the smaller parties as well. Figure 7 repeats the exercise from 

Figure 5 in the main paper for the smaller parties, including the Democratic Labor Party (2004, 

2008), the United Progressive Party (2012), and the Justice Party (2016, 2020) on the left, the 

People Party (2016 and 2020), United Liberal Democrats (2004), Chinbak Yeondae (2008), and 

Liberty Forward Party (2012) on the right. We see that the smaller left-wing parties have 

consistently received between 6 and 13 percent of the vote share in the National Assembly 

elections since 2004, while the People Party received as much as 27 percent of votes in 2016, 

although that result was an outlier.  

There is a possibility that including the share of voters who support the smaller parties may 

shape our understanding of the degree of polarization in South Korea. For instance, excluding the 

People Party from analyses of years like 2016 may lead to an overestimation of the degree of 

polarization across the entire electorate. 

Figure 7. Party Vote and Seat Share of the Smaller Parties: National Assembly Elections (2004-

2020) 
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We address these concerns below, beginning with Figure 8-1. It shows the ideological 

median points of co-partisans computed using the survey respondents’ self-identified ideological 

positions, not only for the two main parties (marked in red and blue circles) but also for the smaller 

parties (marked in green x’s with each of the corresponding parties’ names to the right). The figure 

suggests that if we include the smaller parties, the focus on major parties underestimated the degree 

of ideological polarization in some years (2008, 2012, and 2014) and overestimated it in others 

(2018 and 2020).  

However, we must also consider that while smaller parties may reflect more or less extreme 

ideological positions depending on the party and year, they also represent a smaller share of voters 

and in some cases a very much smaller share. In Figure 8-2, we account for this possibility by 

pooling the smaller parties on the left and right to each the dominant left party and the dominant 

right party estimates. We use the median as the measure of centrality here as we are looking at an 

ordinal variable and to account for the potentially skewed or asymmetric distribution of each 

party’s co-partisans as suggested in Figure 7; however, for comparability with other studies, we 

also use the mean as an alternative measure below in Figures 8-3 and 8-4. 

Figure 8-1. Ideological Distance between Median Party Identifiers (KSDC 2004-2020) 

 

Figure 8-2 shows that the degree of polarization after including the smaller parties is less 

only for 2016 and 2020, and then only marginally so. For the other years over the period, the results 

are consistent with our main analysis. This may reflect that the share of centrist voters, particularly 

those who identified with the center-right People Party around the 2016 and 2020 elections, was 

at its highest in 2016 bringing the right-wing median to 6 down from 7 in 2016, and 7 down from 

8 in 2020. Although in 2020 the party vote share and seat share for the People Party plummeted 

and that of the Justice Party was not significantly higher than usual, Figure 8-2 may reflect that 
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voters who identify with the People Party nonetheless strategically voted for either of the two 

dominant parties. 

Figure 8-2. Replication of Figure 8-1: Pooling Smaller Parties into the Dominant Left and Right 

Parties 
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Figure 8-3 repeats the exercise from Figure 8-1 using the mean, instead of the median, as 

an alternative measure of centrality. For the years 2004, 2012, 2014, 2016, and 2020, the dominant 

right party’s identifiers are on average slightly closer to the middle than in Figure 8-1; the same is 

true for the years 2008 and 2018 for the dominant left party. For the years 2008 and 2018, the 

dominant right party is on average slightly further away from the middle, while the same is true 

for 2008 for the main left party. Regarding the overall finding regarding the ideological distance 

between the two main parties, however, the results are largely similar to that in Figure 8-1: The 

gap is largest in 2020 (4.5), followed by 2004 (3.8), 2018 (3.5) and 2012 (3.5). 

 

Figure 8-3. Replication of Figure 8-1: Mean Instead of Median as Measure of Centrality 
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Figure 8-4 replicates Figure 8-2 using the mean (marked in black x’s) rather than the 

median (in red and blue circles). We see that Figure 8-2 may have overestimated the degree of 

polarization for each of the years. However, the overall conclusion remains robust: the distance 

between the left and right identifiers has been highest in 2020 (3.9) compared to other years: 2004 

(3.4), 2008 (3.2), 2012 (3.7), 2014 (3.5), 2016 (2.3), and 2018 (3.2). 

 

Figure 8-4. Replication of Figure 8-2: Mean Instead of Median as Measure of Centrality 
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Figure 9 in this Appendix replicates Figure 5 from the main paper, showing the share of 

moderate and extreme partisans within each of the smaller parties. We see that there are ups and 

downs for the People Party and Justice Party; however, one notable implication is that the share of 

extreme partisans of the Justice Party sharply increased in 2020 while its share of moderates 

declined significantly. However, the People Party showed a large increase in its share of moderates 

while that of its extreme partisan identifiers remained relatively stable at below 5 percent. 

 

Figure 9. Share of Ideologically Moderate versus Extreme Partisans in Dominant Left and Right 

Parties (KSDC, 2004-2020) 
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Figures 10a and 10b provide estimates of the small left and right parties vis-à-vis the main 

ideological opponents. We show the feeling thermometer scores for the United Progressive Party 

and Justice Party identifiers toward their own party (lower points) and the dominant right party 

(upper points). Figures 10c and 10d do the same for the Liberty Forward Party and Bareunmirae 

Party toward their own parties (lower points) and the dominant left party (upper points). Figures 

10e and 10f represent those for the People Party identifiers toward the People Party, and the 

dominant left (Figure 10e) and right (Figure 10f) parties. In the case of the People Party, we include 

a graph for the dominant left party as well as the dominant right party because the People Party 

includes a significant share of voters who identify themselves as center-leftists, center-rightists, or 

centrists. 

We see that except for 2018, the feeling thermometer scores for the two smaller left-wing 

parties’ identifiers consistently have even lower scores for the dominant right party compared to 

the dominant left party identifiers (i.e., Figure 6 in the main paper). Negative affect of smaller left 

parties’ identifiers toward the dominant right party increased notably in 2020. As for the smaller 

conservative parties, Liberty Forward Party in 2012 and Bareunmirae Party in 2020, the affective 

distance is significantly smaller compared to that of the dominant right party identifiers. In 

comparison, in 2016 and 2018, People Party identifiers had significantly more negative feelings 

toward the dominant right party than toward the dominant left party; this reversed, however, in 

2020 when on average they responded with more negative feelings toward the dominant left party. 

 

Figure 10. Affective Polarization among Party Identifiers (KSDC, 2012-2020) 
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Overall, Figure 10 suggests that the smaller left parties show higher levels of affective 

polarization than the smaller right or center-right parties. However, we do see a significant 

affective drift of People Party identifiers away from the dominant left party in 2020, potentially 

reflecting their increasing fatigue from majoritarian politics as exemplified by the two main 

parties’ establishment of their satellite parties in the 21st National Assembly election. 

In Figure 11, each of the lines represents the changing average positions of each party’s 

identifiers when asked about specific issues regarding the economy and foreign policy. This 

replicates Figure 9 from our main paper but with smaller parties (i.e., Justice Party and People 

Party) included as well for the years for which the data is available: 2014, 2016, 2018, and 2020. 

While the People Party has had more fluctuations in its issue positions over time, at least as of 

2020, the Justice Party is closer to the Democratic Party for questions on taxation of the high-

income class, the ROK-US alliance, or increasing aid to North Korea. However, the Justice Party 

has on average become more favorable toward the proposition to prioritize welfare over growth 

compared to the Democratic Party. Since 2014, the Justice Party has become more favorable to 

strengthening the ROK-US alliance than it was before. Nevertheless, overall, including these two 

smaller parties does not yield a picture of lower issue polarization across parties’ identifiers. 

 

Figure 11. Polarization on Economic and Foreign Policy Issue Positions: Mean Partisan Voters 

and Party Identifiers (KSDC, 2014-2020)  
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To recap, our main interest in this paper is the polarization between the two dominant 

parties in Korea. However, we do want to consider the sensitivity of our findings to the inclusion 

of small parties. We started by noting the limited vote share of these parties and addressed it by 

pooling them with the dominant party with which they are most closely aligned. The findings do 

show some years in which polarization is overestimated by focusing on the dominant parties, but 

also years in which it is actually underestimated. Our main interest, however, is in trends and for 

the most part our central claim—that polarization is increasing over time—stands up when the 

minor parties are factored in.  
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Part III. Online Party Activism 

 

In the paper, we identified party activism based primarily on offline forms of political participation 

such as turnout and participation in rallies or demonstrations. However, it is also of interest to 

consider whether those participating in online forms of political activism tend toward great 

political polarization. Conventional wisdom suggests that party activists, especially those active 

online, are likely to be more extreme and divergent from the average voter and non-activist co-

partisans in terms of their ideology and issue positions. However, for the most part, Figure 12 

suggests that this may not be the case in Korea. We see that the average offline or online party 

activist and the average co-partisan of the two dominant parties are not significantly distant from 

each other.  

This finding can be interpreted in at least three ways. First, it may be that party activists, 

whether online or offline, do not hold significantly more extreme positions compared to non-

activist co-partisans. Second, it could be that over time, the use of online platforms has expanded 

to a wider range of the population as they have increased in accessibility and popularity. 

Accordingly, it may be the composition of online party activists that has changed to include more 

centrist co-partisans as well, leading to a closer approximation toward the positions of co-partisans 

as a whole. It may also be that the share of online party activists who are in the older generation 

(60 years old or above) is under-represented in the sample due not only to lower response rates 

relative to younger cohorts but also because of a lower propensity to participate in politics in this 

particular way. Third, given the small number of online party activists identified from these 

surveys, generalizing from this sample to the population of online party activists may be limited; 

further studies of online party activism would be helpful in further exploring the political 

behaviour of online party activists in South Korea. 
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Figure 12. Polarization on Economic and Foreign Policy Issue Positions: Main Parties' Identifiers 

and Activists (KSDC, 2014-2020) 
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Figure 13 shows the affective distance between the two main parties’ activists. The finding 

is that online activists are not necessarily more affectively polarized than the overall group of co-

partisans or offline party activists in each of the two dominant parties. Yet, again, generalizability 

may be limited given the small number of activists identified based on the survey sample. 

 

Figure 13. Affective Polarization: Main Parties' Online Activists (KSDC, 2014-2020) 
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