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ABSTRACT 

Joining the Club: a Critical Analysis of South Korea’s 

Aid Policies and Discourse 

 

Maël Alain-Yann Gabriel van Beek 

International Cooperation Major 

The Graduate School of International Studies 

Seoul National University 

 
 

While global politics have become more equal than ever before – notably with the 

end of Colonialism during the 20th century – its hierarchical nature still subsides. 

How can countries overcome the hierarchical nature of international politics and 

bolster their position in our global world? In order to address this puzzle, this project 

will focus on the case of South Korea and its successful – and fulgurant – ascension 

from a country in ashes to one of the most successful stories of political and 

economic development. How did South Korea achieve this feat? And what were the 

consequences of this process? This thesis will adopt the theoretical lens of the 

English School to offer a nuanced answer to these questions while paying special 

attention to the interconnected nature of South Korea's material and normative power. 

It is argued that South Korea's focus on foreign aid (embodied by its accession to the 

OECD-DAC) was a crucial element to becoming a core country of international 
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society, but that in doing so, South Korea, despite its discourse on development, also 

started reinforcing pre-existing structures of exploitation. After introducing the topic 

of this thesis, the analytical framework of the English School and its methodological 

pluralism will be presented and located within past literature on the subject. From 

this discussion, specific research questions will be drawn, discussed, and a 

methodology will be put forth to tackle them. An historical overview of South 

Korea's relationship to International Society as well as an aid recipient will initially 

be provided to frame the following arguments: first, it will be argued that South 

Korea's decision to involve itself in development was a crucial element of South 

Korea ascension in International Society, and that joining the OECD-DAC in 2010 

was the turning point which allowed South Korea to become a core country of 

international society. Specific attention will be given to the deliberate and intended 

nature of this political move and the change of narrative between President Lee's 

"Global Korea" and President Park's "Miracle on the Han." Second, the unintended 

consequences of this development will be brought forth by exposing the 

developmental myth repeated by the South Korean government that Korea's 

experience of development is similar to that of contemporary developing states. In 

order to do so, the South Korean model of development will be first be contrasted 

with the international norms it promotes, to show the contradictory nature of its 

discourse before showing how South Korean policies, by adhering so strongly to the 

norms of international society, might be also reproducing structures of negative 
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behavior which may be detrimental to the improvement of the developing world. In 

conclusion, alternative paths of foreign aid for South Korea and possible next steps 

for further ascension within the international society will be offered. 

………………………………………………………………………………………. 

Keywords: South Korea, Foreign Aid, English School, Development 

Student ID: 2012-24100 
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1. Introduction 

The fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of the Cold War marked the beginning 

of an era of America dominance in international politics. Some heralded this 

change as the victory of the West on the Rest and that History had come to an end 

(Fukuyama 2006). Yet, twenty-five years later, things are much less certain and, 

while hierarchical structures still persist, power in international politics is no longer 

just in the hands of the United States. With the hope of improving their position in 

international politics, different states adopt different strategies to bolster their status 

(Paul, Larson, and Wohlforth 2014) be it economic growth or diplomacy. Yet, in a 

world where war and military are all but banned and material growth have their 

limits, how can countries overcome the hierarchical nature of international politics 

and bolster their position in our global world?  

In order to answer this question, this thesis will look at the case of South 

Korea which, in a matter of a few decades went from the position of ravaged, 

barely developing country to that of developed one thereby moving from the 

outskirts of international society to its core.  

Using the case of South Korea, it will be argued that a strong adoption to the 

international norms of development – especially via its promotion in foreign aid 

and the contributing to the agenda of development – was the key strategy which 

allowed South Korea to be acknowledged as a core country of international society. 
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It is argued that this may be may be a viable strategy for countries finding 

themselves in a situation similar to that of the Republic of Korea. At the same time, 

it is further argued that by ‘joining the club’ (‘S. Korea Becomes First Former Aid 

Recipient to Join OECD Development Assistance Committee’ 2015), South Korea 

assimilated the norms and institutions of international society and that because of 

this process South Korea may not be as reliable as a ‘bridge’ between developed 

and developing nations as it might like to believe. Indeed, at times, the new 

institutions it adopted and now promotes are in stark opposition with the process of 

development South Korea experienced. 

This research project will be divided in two main sections: first, the 

background, both theoretical and historical; and second, the analysis of the South 

Korean case. In the first section, Chapter 2 will present the analytical framework 

adopted, that of the English School, and introduce the jargon necessary for this 

discussion. Chapter 3 will briefly go over the research questions of this project 

before addressing how they will be investigated and the methodology in Chapter 4. 

Finally, Chapter 5 will provide an overview of the historical background of Korea 

in relation to international society as well as of South Korea and aid until 1996.  

The second section will first start with Chapter 6. It will argue that South 

Korea's focus on development – and especially its accession to the OECD-DAC 

and its Summit Diplomacy – allowed the nation to access the core of international 

society and become an active member of said society. Then in Chapter 7, the 
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argument will be put forth that South Korea's discourse on development and its 

myth of the Miracle on the River Han obfuscate core dynamics of its own 

experience. It will then be further argued that, its adoption of the institutions of 

international society concerning democracy and the role of the market lead the 

South Korean government to create and reproduce conditions in the developing 

countries which are in direct contradiction with the South Korea's experience in 

development and undermine the reliability of South Korea to act as a bridge 

between the developing and developed world. 

Finally Chapter 8 will conclude by addressing some of the limitations of this 

research, and the way forward both in terms of research on the theory of states in 

the English School and in the case of South Korea. 
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2. Analytical Framework and Literature Review 

2.1. Hierarchy and the English School 

If one is to address the empirical puzzle set during the introduction of this 

project, the question of hierarchy in global politics should first be addressed. 

Indeed, one of the core assumptions of much of the study of international relations 

has been focused on the matter of Anarchy. A much accepted understanding of this 

concept in international relations theory focuses on anarchy ‘in the sense of 

absence of government or rule’ (Bull 2002, 44). This is clearly visible in Realism 

as anarchy is a fundamental element of the school in both its Classical (Morgenthau, 

Thompson, and Clinton 2006) and Neorealist (Kenneth Neal Waltz 2001) flavors. 

At the same time, this is also the case for Neoliberalism which, at the core, at the 

core differs from Neorealism on whether or not achieving cooperation under 

conditions of anarchy is feasible (Powell 1994) as debates on relative or absolute 

gains and coordination and distribution only gain relevance once the anarchical 

nature of international politics has been accepted. Even Constructivism which 

attempts to break from the materialist paradigms of Realism and Liberalism still 

acknowledge the existence of anarchy today – although state can theoretically 

make of it what they desire (Wendt 1992). How then can we talk of hierarchy if 

there is anarchy in global politics? 

Since an extensive discussion on the topic is beyond the scope and 
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purpose of this project, the understanding of hierarchy in anarchy put forth by Jack 

Donnelly (2006, 141–142) will be used as the foundation for this research. In 

opposition to what Kenneth Waltz (Kenneth N. Waltz 2010) argued, Donnelly 

contends that anarchy and hierarchy are not the antithesis of each other, nor are 

they at two ends of a same spectrum, nor are the two actually mutually exclusive. 

Rather, he argues that the opposite of anarchy – the lack of a leader ‘archos’ or rule 

‘arche’ – is actually ‘archy’ in the sense of government, rule, or political authority.  

In contrast, hierarchy is rather, using Waltz’s definition, focused on the 

‘relations of super- and subordination’ in which ‘actors are formally differentiated 

according to the degrees of their authority, and their distinct functions (Kenneth 

Neal Waltz 2001, 81–141). Donnelly astutely notes that neither of those two 

relations have any logical relationship to anarchy/archy (i.e. the existence of 

absence of a supranational form of government).  

Since anarchy is not the opposite of hierarchy, the two may – and 

frequently have – coexist in international politics. This is a reality tacitly accepted, 

and taken for granted, by Neorealists such as Mearsheimmer who discuss of ‘Great 

Power Politics’ (2014) but also in international diplomacy with the existence of 

groups such as the G2, G8, G20, the United Nations Security Council, Middle 

Powers, or the idea of developed and developing states. Each of these concepts and 

understanding frame the world along a vertical, hierarchical, axis with some states 

acknowledged as superior to others. 
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This is of course not to say that superior states may necessarily have any 

type of sovereign claim over the less hierarchically privileged states. That being 

said those at near the apex of the pyramid of global politics do enjoy numerous 

perks – veto rights in the United Nations Security Council, for example – and a 

better position during international discussions.  

As a result of this coexistence of hierarchy and anarchy, different 

international systems or society may have different configurations. Donnelly (2006, 

143) provides a syncretic table to comparing multipolar and unipolar historic 

systems with different levels of hierarchy (authority). To be noted, while multipolar 

and superordinate systems may still be anarchic, unipolar and superordinate 

systems are not – they are essentially empire with clear governmental structures.   

 

Table 1: ‘Hierarchy in Anarchy: Polarity, Authority, and International Order’ 

(Donnelly 2006, 143) 
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In order to address the question of hierarchy in international politics and 

how to overcome one's position, the framework of the English School of 

International Relations will be adopted. The reasons for this are threefold. First, as 

a via media between Realism and Liberalism (Dunne 2010), the English School is 

best suited to study the interplay and dynamics that may exist between material and 

normative power, which is essentially at the crux of the issue at hand. Second, the 

pluridisciplinary approach of the English School is best adapted to provide a 

nuanced and holistic explanation and understanding of strategies states could use 

over time to improve their situation in global politics both materially and 

normatively. Third, and last, from a pragmatic perspective, much work within the 

English School has been focused on the hierarchical nature of international society 

and should serve as a proper foundation for this study – Jack Donnelly (2006), Tim 

Dunne (2003); Ian Clark (1989; 2005a; 2005b; 2007; 2009a; 2009b), and Barry 

Buzan (1993; 2004; 2009; 2012; 2014) are especially worth lauding for their efforts 

integrating hierarchy within the study of international politics. 
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2.2. English School Terminology 

Before going any further, it is crucial to define a few concepts. While 

there exists a general understanding of these terms, they have frequently been 

ascribed specific characteristics that may result in confusion if not defined for the 

purpose at hand. Within the scope of this essay, the definitions of international 

system and international society offered by Hedley Bull in his seminal The 

Anarchical Society will be adopted.1 For Bull (2002, 9), an international system ‘is 

formed when two or more states have sufficient contact between them, and have 

sufficient impact on one another’s decisions, to cause them to behave—at least in 

some measure—as parts of a whole.’ 

In contrast, an international society: ‘exists when a group of states, 

conscious of certain common interests and common values, form a society in the 

sense that they conceive themselves to be bound by a common set of rules in their 

relations with one another, and share in the working of common institutions’ (Bull 

2002, 9).  

This is of course a semantic division; indeed dissecting Bull’s definition 

(2002, 9), it seems implausible that two states could have ‘sufficient contact’ with 

each other to ‘cause them to behave . . . as part of a whole’ without seeing the 

                                           
1 Much work has been done to refine these definitions. For more, see Bull and Watson 

(1984) and Buzan (2004). The subtleties added, however, fall beyond the scope and needs 

of this research. 
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International System                            International Society 

development of some institutions and consequently of an international society.2 As 

Neumann (2011) puts it, it is not a digital question of being in or out but rather the 

extent to which one is in or out in an analogous fashion. It may be more suitable to 

represent the international system and international society not as mutually 

exclusive but rather as two positions along a single spectrum. 

 

Figure 1. The spectrum of international system and international society 

 

A state’s position on that spectrum is not fixed, and states may frequently 

change their positions along it. This has been a favorite subject of the English 

School, with numerous studies on the entrance of states into the current 

international society—the moment when a state has been sufficiently socialized 

(i.e., moved toward the international society side of the spectrum) to be considered 

‘one of us.’ State socialization occurs when states move away from an international 

system and toward the international society end of the spectrum. Kai Alderson 

describes it as ‘the process by which states internalize norms originating elsewhere 

in the international system’ (2001, 417). As states adopt specific norms or 

institutions of a given international society, they gradually become socialized 

                                           
2 See Buzan (2004), and Watson (1992) 
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within it and shift toward the international society end of the spectrum.  

Expanding on this definition, state socialization can be said to have three 

important characteristics.  

First, it does not occur in vacuo. Historical, political, and social contexts 

are decisive factors that will determine much of the outcome of the socialization 

process3. Second, this socialization need not occur between the international 

system and international society—it may also occur between different international 

societies. Indeed, frequently, the states socialized into a new international society 

were already members of another international society. This may or may not lead a 

state to abandon its previous allegiance depending on the requirements for 

‘membership.’ Third, this adoption of those norms is in no way random, but rather 

dependent on the institutions of said international society, a topic worth going more 

into details.  

‘Primary institutions’, Buzan (2004: 181) describes, ‘are durable and 

recognized patterns of shared practices [...] embodying a mix of norms, rules and 

principles.’ Those institutions are both constitutive and regulatory in the sense that 

they determine both who is eligible to participate and what rules are to be followed 

(Buzan 2004, xviii). It is the extent to which a state adopts the international 

society’s institutions that determines its inclusion within it. For example, Shogo 

                                           
3 See Ikenberry and Kupchan (1990), and Neumann (2011) 
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Suzuki (2005) puts forth the cogent argument that it is only after Japan adopted the 

institution of colonialism at beginning of the twentieth century that it overcame the 

epoch’s standard of civilization and was acknowledged by the European 

international society as a civilized state. 

However, not all primary institutions carry the same weight and some can 

be understood as being deeper than others. Such institutions can be described as 

‘master primary institutions’ from which the other primary institutions of an 

international society are derived (Buzan 2004, xviii). Sharing this characteristic 

with all institutions, master primary institutions are not static but dynamic, and may 

evolve or be replaced over time. For example, the master primary institution of 

Inequality of People was both a dominant and legitimate for thousands of years 

under different shapes (i.a. Colonialism, Dynasticism) only to be practically 

eradicated during the course of the twentieth century, with only a few rogue or 

pariah countries still subscribing to it. 

Currently, the global international society appears to have eight master 

primary institution: Sovereignty, Territoriality, Diplomacy, Great Power 

Management, Equality of People, Market, Nationalism, and Environmental 

Stewardship (Buzan 2004: 187). All have been adopted by most countries and are 

generally used to legitimate a state’s behavior. Furthermore, from those institutions 

have been produced further derivative, and secondary institutions. To name but a 

few, the derivative institution of International Law and the secondary institution of 
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the UN General Assembly both stem from the master primary institution of 

Sovereignty (Buzan 2004: 187). Buzan (2004: 187) provides a convenient 

summary table of such institutions reproduced in Table 2.  

 

Table 2: Primary and Secondary Institutions of International Society  

(Buzan 2004: 187) 
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3. Research Questions 

 Research questions for this project were designed to target the empirical 

puzzle described previously: ‘How can countries overcome the hierarchical nature 

of international politics and bolster their position in global politics ?’ using the case 

study of the Republic of Korea. South Korea was selected for its fulgurant success 

developing far beyond anyone's expectations since the 1950's, from ‘bottomless pit’ 

of foreign aid, a country barely socialized into international society to one of its 

core number and the first non-European OECD Aid-Recipient to become a OECD 

DAC donor. While the primary question will be used to tackle the initial puzzle, 

the secondary one will be de facto more specific and focused on aiding the process 

of answering the core question.  

- Questions: 

- How did South Korea achieve the feat of overcoming the hierarchical 

nature of international politics and bolstered its position in our global 

world? 

- How was South Korea socialized in the current international 

society? 

- What role did the process of admission within the OECD-DAC 

play with regards to the adoption of international norms? 
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- And what were the consequences of this development? 

- What is the South Korea discourse on aid and development? 

- What was South Korea’s experience developing? 

- Are South Korea’s past experience and current discourse 

congruent?  
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4. Methodology 

The methodology for this research project will be an overwhelmingly 

qualitative pluralistic approach emblematic of the English School4 to answer the 

aforementioned research questions. It will be focused on two core elements: 

political discourse analysis, and historical sociology.  

The necessity for political discourse analysis is twofold. First, to 

understand South Korea's participation in the realm of development since political 

discourse is the medium through which actors exchange their views about the 

decisions which need to be taken in order to solve problems; second, international 

discourses within international society shape the social reality of its members and 

analyzing political discourse is required to shed light on the South Korean 

understanding of where South Korea is in international society and its position 

towards other countries.  

In order to conduct this analysis of South Korea's political discourse 

primary sources were collected from diverse sources. 

Most important were the speeches of President Lee Myung-bak and Park 

Geun-hye. As presidents and political heads of the Republic of Korea, their voice is 

that of the South Korean government, expresses the political line of the country in 

                                           
4 For a more extended discussion on the pluralistic tradition of the English School see 

(Little 2000) 
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its purest form, and carry the most weight.  

Of import as well are the speeches of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 

Trade MOFAT) and the Ministry of Strategy and Finance (MOSF) for they are 

omnipresent on the stage of international society as they represent the Republic of 

Korea in numerous summits, conferences, and fora.  

Reports, reviews, plans, and speeches when available of the Korea 

International Cooperation Agency (KOICA), the Export-Import Bank of Korea 

(Korea Eximbank or KEXIM), and the Economic Development Cooperation Fund 

(EDCF) were also reviewed. While less powerful than the ministries those 

organizations are directly involved in South Korean aid initiatives and provide a 

valuable insight in the South Korean rationale for aid and development. Their 

immediacy with respect to aid programs and their reports also helps unearth the 

contradictions existing between official political discourse and practice, as will be 

shown in following chapters. 

Last, supplementary topical sources were found and reviewed if relevant, 

such as the Korea's Official Development Assistance White Paper published on the 

ODAKorea website or the OECD 2012 Peer Review of South Korea. 

In total, over 300 speeches and documents (i.a. reports, white papers, etc.) 

were reviewed to uncover the South Korean discourse on development and shed 

light on its myths and contradictions. 
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It is to be noted that all those publications were either originally in 

English, or were thereafter translated in English and published on the relevant 

websites. While this would a serious limitation if one were to study the domestic 

process of foreign aid giving in South Korea this is not a problem for this project. 

Indeed, since this research is solely concerned with the position of South Korea in 

international society and the dialogue it entertains with it, English materials are 

sufficient. They are the documents which the South Korean government desire the 

world to see and hold the essence of the South Korean discourse on development as 

English is the language of development. In contrast, Korean language sources, 

while extremely valuable in their own right, are less relevant to this project as they 

are intended for a domestic audience – after all, Korea is spoken in only two 

countries: North and South Korea – and are unlikely to affect the identity and 

position of the Republic of Korea in international society.   

Complementary to political discourse analysis, historical sociology will be 

used to trace and provide an overview of the relationship between the Korea 

peninsula and the international society since their initial contact during the 

nineteenth century and uncover the differences and similarities between discourse 

and reality. Specifically, an attention to the conditions under which South Korea 

achieved the ‘Miracle on the Han River’ will be reviewed and analyzed before 

contrasting them with the discourse and normative understanding promoted by the 

South Korea discourse on aid.  
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Sources, for this section, will be overwhelmingly secondary, standing on 

the shoulders of giants. Specifically literature on the developmental state will be 

used to describe the South Korea model of development, such as the works of 

Amsted (1992) and Woo-Cumings (1999). Specific attention will be granted to the 

causal mechanisms such authors uncover when discussing South Korea 

development and how the norms promoted by South Korea are actually in 

opposition with its own experience. In order to so, historical overviews of the 

relationship South Korea entertained with aid during its development will be 

provided and contextualized with relation to international society.  
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5. Historical Background 

5.1. South Korea and International society 

European international society’s first attempts to interact with the Korean 

Peninsula were mostly unsuccessful, as they were met with resistance from both 

the Joseon government and the people themselves.  

It was eventually forcefully opened in 1876, when the Korean government 

found itself the victim of Japan’s gunboat diplomacy, and was forced to sign its 

first unequal treaty: the Treaty of Ganghwa Island (Cumings 2005). For Korea, the 

Treaty of Ganghwa Island challenged the Peninsula’s position in the world. Indeed, 

the Treaty used Western lingo to achieve two ends: break Joseon Korea free of the 

influence of Ch’ing China and bring the Peninsula under the Japanese sphere of 

influence. The treaty aimed to dissociate the Korean Peninsula from the Pax Sinica. 

The clearest evidence of this is found in the first article of the treaty, which stated 

that Korea was a sovereign nation like Japan, thereby severing Korea from its 

traditional tributary relations with China. Furthermore, the treaty abolished all 

diplomatic—and tributary—relations between Korea and Tsushima, which had 

until then been the traditional mediator between the Joseon court and the Japanese 

nation. This came in stark contrast to the isolationist policies conducted until then, 

which restricted Japanese presence on the Peninsula, the treaty forced Korea to 

open itself to Japanese business and trade. This was the first introduction of Korea 
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to some of the institutions of Western international society: sovereignty and, 

unfortunately, colonialism. 

In the following years, Joseon Korea would sign numerous unequal 

treaties, the first of which was with the United States in 1882. Signed between 

King Gojong and American Commodore Shufeldt, this treaty was the first Korean 

treaty with a Western power, yet there was remarkably little Korean participation in 

the matter. Commodore Shufeldt would later write that in doing so, he had 

achieved ‘the feat of bringing the last of [the] seclusive countries within the pale of 

Western Civilization’ (Kang 2005, 140). 

While it is true that Shufeldt, with the signature of this treaty, did expose 

the Joseon court directly to the West’s influence, it would be ill-advised to believe 

that 1882 marked the entry of the Korean Peninsula into European international 

society. The US–Korea treaty of 1882—along with the German, British, and 

French treaties that would follow in its wake—crystallized the position Korea had 

acquired toward Japan, but this time, at the scale of all of European international 

society: that of Korea as an inferior entity, which did not meet the epoch’s standard 

of civilization.   

Two treaties would further seal the fate of the Korean Peninsula and 

reduce it to a colony for the next four decades. First is the 1905 ‘Eulsa’ Japan–

Korea Protectorate Treaty signed by Emperor Kojong under duress from Ito 
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Hirobumi, which deprived Korea of its diplomatic sovereignty and established 

Korea as a protectorate of Japan. Second was the infamous August 1910 Japan–

Korea Annexation Treaty, which resulted in the permanent cession of Korea’s 

sovereignty to Japan until the end of the Second World War.  

It is only much later, at the end of the Second World War, that Korea was 

to regain its independence. Yet, national sovereignty did not return directly to the 

Korean nation but was first, in the case of South Korea, handed over the United 

States. Unfortunately, when the Second World War ended, the United States was far 

from ready to take charge of their portion of the peninsula. As a result, the early 

stages of the occupation were scourged with errors and difficulties (Seth 2011, 311). 

While the American role in the Japanese defeat granted the United States some 

popularity among Koreans, who considered them to be their liberators, this quickly 

changed after the US leadership asked the population to follow Japanese Governor-

General Abe and his officials. Realizing their mistake, the US leadership withdrew 

Abe a few days after their arrival, and over the course of a few months, transferred 

power to the United States Military Government in Korea (USAMGIK). 

Nonetheless, the discontentment of the Korean population continued to 

rise and it was in this political context that Syngman Rhee was able to thrive. Rhee 

had been actively anti-Japanese for decades and appeared to have the approval of 

the US leadership — an impression due to his return to Korea onboard 

MacArthur’s plane and his introduction to the Korean public by Hodge. Taking 
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advantage of the rise in anti-trusteeship feelings, Rhee presented himself as a 

proponent of the Korean independence over trusteeship, thereby improving his 

political standing. As a matter of fact, the United States did not like Rhee. He was 

‘too nationalistic, too antileftist, too authoritarian, and too difficult to work with’ 

(Seth 2011, 316). 

Yet, by adopting international society’s zeitgeist institutions ‘anti-

communism’ South Korea exonerated itself from the responsibility of international 

society’s other institutional deficiencies. As a result, by the end of Rhee’s regime in 

the early sixties, South Korea was still only superficially included in the European 

international society.  

Eventually, in 1961, Park Chung-hee came to power and after a decade of 

‘a semi-authoritarian military regime’ marked by comparatively improved political 

freedom for the South Korean population, changes in international society pushed 

Park to declare a state of emergency in 1972. Martial law was proclaimed, and 

political activities were prohibited.  

The newly minted ‘Yushin’ government left little doubt about Park’s 

authoritarian nature. The president had near absolute power, and with the assistance 

of the Korean Central Intelligence Agency (KCIA), Park brutally oppressed those 

he perceived as threats and did not hesitate to conduct missions overseas to capture 

his adversaries, such as Kim Dae Jung who would later be elected president.  
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The relation between South Korea and international society during this 

period was a shallow one at best. Park’s South Korea was focused on two axes: 

preserving the favor of the United States and opposing North Korea. As such, while 

it did strengthen its relations with other members of international society, South 

Korea remained a somewhat shallow and distant member from the core. The 

authoritarian nature of the government limited any further inclusion, yet change 

was already on its way. 

When the Park regime fell, similarly to the fall of Rhee’s regime, South 

Korea enjoyed a short period of democratization between October 1979 and May 

1980, followed by a military coup led by Chun Doo-hwan. Yet, in nearly 20 years, 

much had changed, and whereas Park’s coup had been peaceful and welcomed, 

Chun’s was bloody and unappreciated. His rise to power was met with opposition 

from the population at every step of the way. Corrupt, rife with scandal, and unable 

to distance itself from the bloody taint of its rise, Chun Doo-hwan and his regime 

never received the respect Park Chung-hee commanded. It was the last remnant of 

a South Korean system that was no longer adapted to neither South Korea’s 

domestic society nor accepted in international society.  

Indeed, by then, South Korean society had integrated many international 

norms, and Chun’s authoritarian regime was neither desired nor respected. South 

Korea now had a large, more educated, and more affluent middle class who felt 

they deserved a say in the political future of the nation. Furthermore, as Seth 
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explains, there was also a feeling that in order to become part of the advanced 

countries (namely Japan, the United States, and Western Europe): ‘[South Korea] 

had to move beyond the politics of military coups and strongmen to more 

representational government, more political freedom, and orderly process’ (2011, 

415).  

Nonetheless, despite this ever stronger unrest and opposition, the regime 

persevered in its authoritarian ways until the end of Chun Doo-hwan’s seven-year 

term, when he declared on April 13, 1987, that the next president would once again 

be elected by the National Council for Unification. This announcement resulted in 

growing unrest from students and workers, who were supported by the general 

population, during the following days and weeks until it reached the point where 

only an intervention by the army could quell the movements. Uncertain about the 

outcome of such an action, as both domestic and international societies supported 

the opposition movement, the regime sought a compromise. Eventually, three days 

after 100,000 citizens joined a peace protest in the capital, it was declared that the 

regime would accept a constitution allowing a direct democratic process, and put 

an end to its authoritarian ways.  

It is thus in 1987, with its push for democratization and its first truly 

democratic elections in 1988, that South Korea left the periphery of international 

society to make its way toward the core. Indeed, while the opposition’s votes were 

divided between Kim Young Sam and Kim Dae Jung, thus allowing Chun Doo-
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hwan’s intended predecessor to be elected, Roh Tae-woo accepted the restrictions 

of a more democratic system. With the adoption of the latest norms of international 

society it had been reluctant to adopt so far, South Korea was now further 

integrated within international society. This phenomenon was bolstered by the 

Seoul Olympics, which further integrated South Korea into international society by 

presenting the image of a strong, modern, and more developed nation. 
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5.2. South Korea and Foreign Aid  

South Korea's history of development is truly an impressive one. The 

Korean War, in the early fifties, brought havoc and destruction to the Republic of 

Korea so much so that when the conflict settled, South Korea had become one of 

the poorest countries in the world, poorer even than two-thirds of the countries in 

sub-Saharan Africa (US Embassy). Little at the time presaged South Korea would 

be able to develop and rise from the ashes as it did. Indeed, while a few years after 

the war in 1960 most indicators only had stark conclusions about South Korea 

things changed for the better at a remarkable rate: life expectancy at birth was a 

low 53 years but has now soared over 80 years (OECD Library); urbanization was 

a little over 35% (Kwon, 2001) and has now expanded to slightly more than 82% 

(CIA Factbook); and Korean gross domestic product per capita using a purchasing 

power parity basis was only $1,420, compared with more than $27,000 today (US 

Embassy).  

Undoubtedly, the Korean people are to be lauded and commanded for this 

unique success. To this day, no nation has performed so well and pulled itself out of 

poverty so efficiently and the determination and perseverance of the Korean people 

certainly played at the crux of this process. This is not to say, however, that South 

Korea did it alone and without external assistance.  

In the span of sixty years between the end of the Japanese colonialization 
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and the early 1990s, Korea received no less than 12.69 billion USD in assistance 

from the international actors and the government's efficient use of ‘the enormous 

amount of foreign aid was crucial to Korea’s sustained economic growth’ (‘ODA 

History of Korea’). The following table provides a breakdown of some of those 

donors: 
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 Bilateral Aid Multilateral 

Donor Amount Donor Amount 

United States 5542.35 CRIK 457.4 

Japan 4551.81 UNKRA 122.1 

Germany 834.93 IDA 102.59 

Saudi Arabia 123.54 WFP 98.5 

France 101.46 UNDP 69.12 

Austria 52.77 IBRD 40 

Netherlands 17.76 UNTA 32.4 

Australia 14.01 UNICEF 14.3 

Denmark 10.46 UNFPA 7.69 

Belgium 10.15 ADB 6.8 

United 

Kingdom 9.68 ADF 6.34 

Canada 8.07 UNHCR 1.87 

Sweden 7.74 EC 1.85 

Italy 6.31 Other UN institutions 7.69 

Norway 4.87 Others 0.01 

Swizterland 4.53     

New-Zealand 3.36     

Finland 0.95     

Spain 0.71     

Luxembourg 0.28     

Greece 0.03     

Portugal 0.02     

Poland 0.02     

Other countries 2.19     

Total 11308   968.66 

 

Table 3: Aid Received by South Korea per donor  

(in million USD) (KOICA 2013, 380) 
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Korea's experience as a recipient country can be divided in three eras or 

periods which followed the evolution of the international geopolitical context as 

well as of the Korean economy.  

The first era, directly after the Second World War, followed the logic of 

the Cold War. With the division of the world between the West spearheaded by the 

United States, and the East led by the Soviet Union, foreign aid became a strategic 

tool intended to bolster a block's position and strength. As the Soviet Union was 

providing assistance to its communist allies in East Asia, the United States sought 

to support South Korea through development assistance and was a core contributor 

to the foreign aid South Korea received. Following this logic, much of the aid 

South Korea received was in the form of emergency relief and reconstruction fund 

which was used to limit inflation after the Korean War, ensure the stability of the 

economy, and invests in industrial facilities. During this period, South Korea was 

extremely dependent on foreign aid which, coming frequently as grants, constituted 

most of the country's capital. In the years following the end of the Korean War, 

South Korea was relied heavily on the United States for food and consumer goods, 

and from 1953 to 1962, U.S. aid financed an average of 69 percent of imports 

(State Government). This contributed to the rapid economic development of the 

country which was able to grow at an average rate of 4.9% between 1954 and 1960 

(EDCF Korea). 

The second era started towards the end of the 1950s, when grants became 
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more scant and were progressively replaced with loans after the end of the 1959. 

With the advent of Park Chung-hee to power in 1961, economic development 

became the first priority of the South Korean government. During that period, the 

government actively attracted foreign investment (for example with its 1960 

Foreign Capital Inducement Promotion Act) and used the resources acquired to 

conduct Five-Year Economic Development Plans. In the years between 1961 and 

1975, Korea ‘received 30.9 % of its total aid, and the foreign aid provided critical 

resources for government capital, investment, industrial infrastructure and 

technological development’ (‘ODA History of Korea’). 

The third and last era took started during the years following the end of 

the Park Chung-hee regime and lasted until the end of the nineties. During this time, 

South Korea was no longer dependent on foreign aid in quite such dependent way. 

Development assistance was no longer project-based loans but instead sector and 

structural adjustment loans, thereby no longer focusing on jumpstarting the 

economy, but rather aiming at improving the general conditions of economic 

sectors and industrial structures (EDCF Korea). 

It is during the end of the 1990s that South Korea graduated from its prior 

status of aid recipient country. In 1995, South Korea was withdrawn from the 

World Bank's lending list; in 1996, it became a member of the OECD; and in 2000, 

after receiving an emergency financial aid package from international development 

banks to address the Asian Financial crisis in 1997, South Korea left the OECD-
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DAC list of aid recipients.  

In less than sixty years, South Korea had developed sufficiently to no 

longer be a developing, aid-recipient, country but rather an emerging donor. 
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6. Joining the Club 

It will be argued that South Korea's decision to involve itself in 

development was a crucial element of South Korea ascension in International 

Society, and that joining the OECD-DAC in 2010 was the turning point which 

allowed South Korea to become a core country of international society. 

The 2000s were truly a great decade for the Republic of Korea. In ten 

years, South Korea went from receiving a bailout from the IMF to becoming an 

OECD-DAC country. What motivated this pursuit of OECD-DAC membership and 

why did they gain from following this course of action? After all, South Korea was 

already one of the most power economies in the world and had little to no material 

incentives to involve itself with the OECD-DAC and could have perfectly well 

decided to remain an emerging donor like many other countries currently do so 

right now.  

A speech given by former South Korea's Minister Yu from the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs and Trade held in 2009 may help shed some light on the reasons 

why:   

‘In our efforts to cope with the changing world order, the Korean 

Government has set a policy initiative to realize a truly ‘Global Korea,’ 

and has pursued a ‘creative and pragmatic’ approach in our 
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diplomacy in order to nurture Korea as an ‘advanced and prestigious’ 

country.’ (Yu 2009) 

Apparent from this speech is the positioning of South Korea as a country which as 

not yet achieved the status of an ‘advanced and prestigious country’ but which, 

through increased participation on the global scene hopes to be acknowledged as 

such. This shows the disparity South Korea understood between its material and 

normative power, the former being much superior to the later.  

President Lee's vision foreign affairs vision of a ‘Global Korea’ included 

two major elements relevant to this discussion framed within the paradigm of 

development. First, joining the OECD-DAC countries, and second to become a 

force to be reckoned with in public development fora. 

The move to join the OECD-DAC was a strategic one which finished the 

socialization of South Korea into the core of international society and showed its 

full adoption of the international institution of development. Quite lucid about their 

own condition, the OECD-DAC readily admits that by joining their organization, 

the applicant states are able to ‘enhance their international credibility and broaden 

their influence’ (‘Joining the Development Assistance Committee (DAC),’ 2015). 

This characteristic is readily accepted by other countries, such as the United States 

which asserts that because DAC practices are the ‘Gold Standard’ of development 
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assistance, South Korea was able by joining it to demonstrate its ‘commitment to 

development done right’ (US Embassy).  

Yet, not only is it recognition of the commitment of a nation to 

development, but the very process of joining the OECD-DAC is a journey in 

socialization. Indeed, South Korea itself after expressing an interest in joining the 

organization in 2008, received DAC experts who conducted a preliminary review 

of South Korea's aid system and recommendations to follow in order to bring South 

Korea to international standards concerning ODA. This included recommendations 

intended to improve several aspects of its development cooperation system, 

including the creation of specific legislation to govern its Official Development 

Assistance (ODA), adjusting its aid architecture, formally and publically 

committing to ODA targets and integrating its grants and loans into one, clear 

country-level strategy, among others (OECD, 2008).  In January of the following 

year, South Korea submitted its application formally and in June the OECD-DAC 

conducted a fact finding mission in South Korea. By October 2009, the OECD 

DAC submits a report on Korea’s readiness for accession, a vote is taken in 

November, and South Korea become an official member of the OECD-DAC on the 

1st of January 2010.  

In essence, this process ensures that sole countries which fit a certain 

standard are accepted within the organization thereby ensuring the homogeneity 

and survival of the group in its current form. Furthermore, because the vote is 



35 

 

conducted being closed door, excluding the applicant, the hierarchical relationship 

which exists between the two becomes quite evident. Yet, by accepting South 

Korea by an unanimous vote to the rank of OECD-DAC country, the core countries 

of international society essentially showed their acceptance of South Korea as one 

of them. South Korea was no longer a developing country, but a developed, 

advanced nation deemed fit to ‘join the club.’ 

This newly found devotion to development did not only stop with its 

admission to the OECD-DAC: South Korea also pushed for development in 

international fora and took a lead role in ‘advancing the [global] development 

agenda’ (Marx and Soares 2013).  

In preparation for the G20 summit held in Seoul – the first held by a non-

North Atlantic power – South Korea pushed to have Development put on the 

agenda at the Toronto meeting earlier the same year. This led to the G20 agreeing 

to the so-called ‘Seoul Consensus’ on development policy, meant to improve upon 

the Washington Consensus. This consensus consisted of a set of principles and 

guidelines aimed at promoting economic development and the achievement of the 

MDGs in the less developed countries. Marx and Joares explain that the ‘core 

principles focus, inter alia, on economic growth, global development partnerships, 

private sector development and participation, policy complementarity, and creating 

tangible outcomes to address significant development problems’ (2013).  
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This led to a cascade of Summits held in South Korea during the past five 

years including: in 2011, the Fourth High Level Forum on Aid Effectiveness 

(HLF4) in Busan, which resulted in the Busan Partnership for Effective 

Development Cooperation; in 2012 the Nuclear Security Summit and the sixth EU-

Korea summit; the 7th Water World Summit in earlier this year; and even more 

recently, the UN DCF Republic of Korea High-level Symposium in April 2015. 

The conduct of so many summits is interesting in for two reasons: first, because it 

shows the tacit admission that core countries of international society have 

recognized South Korea as a fellow developed state suitable to conduct such events; 

and second, because it offered the chance for Korea to push for its own vision of 

development.  

South Korea's focus on development thus allowed the Republic of Korea 

to access the core of international society and become an active member of said 

society. This, however, did not come without some unintended consequences which 

may only be revealed if one is to look at the South Korean discourse on aid and its 

practice more attentively. 
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7. Unintended Consequences 

7.1. Exposing South Korea’s Developmental Myth  

The South Korean discourse on development is essentially centered on a 

simple idea: Korea is the only country which has developed so well and as such is 

uniquely qualified to provide help and guidance to other developing countries. This 

narrative is omnipresent when discussing the position of South Korea in 

international development and is repeated ad nauseam by the different South 

Korean ministries, such as the MOFAT and MOSF, and by the Presidents 

themselves.  

The MOSF offers a quite succinct version of this narrative: ‘[South Korea] 

is the only country that successfully went from a recipient to a donor country.’ 

(Bahk 2012) and that: ‘This experience has granted [South Korea] a unique 

understanding of the dire needs of developing nations and allows [South Korea] to 

be a bridge between developed and developing countries’ (Hyun, 2013). 

This narrative has been further bolstered by the concurring narrative 

promoted by President Park of Korea as a ‘Miracle on the Han River.’ Following 

this discourse, South Korea despite starting ‘with very few resources, very little 

capital and very few skills … mustered the energy of its people’ (Park 2013a) to 

achieve economic growth and development and overcame: ‘numerous challenges 

and hardships at home and abroad and achieved the legacy of the Miracle on the 
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Han River by the coming together of all Koreans in unity’ (Park 2013b). Thereby 

realizing the ‘dream of industrialization and democratization at the same time in 

the most exemplary fashion in the world’ (Park 2013c). Now, President Park is in 

hoping to precipitate a ‘second miracle on the Han River’ not solely for South 

Korea but also for its ‘neighbors in the global village’ (MOFAT 2013). 

As such, the South Korea development narrative revolves around three 

core elements. First, South Korea developed thanks to the efforts of its people. 

Second, South Korea started its development from scratch (since South Korea had 

‘very few resources, very little capital and very few skills’ (Park 2014c)). And third, 

that this development experience is relevant – and applicable – to now-developing 

countries.  

While, as mentioned at the beginning of this project, South Korea 

achieved a remarkable feat in developing so fast during the past century and should 

be lauded for it, this narrative is a dangerous one. It is, of course, to be expected for 

a country to present itself in a favorable fashion when addressing the international 

community, yet the use of this narrative glorifies South Korea's development 

history while obfuscating many factors which were crucial to support its actual 

progress, thereby promoting policies and visions in opposition with its actual 

experience.  

The following subsections will try to debunk this myth by addressing each 
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of these elements in turn.  

 

7.1.1. A Strong State 

The Japanese colonization and the following division of the Korean 

Peninsula left South Korea with the weaker position of the two Koreas. Much of 

the industry was in the North, while the South had been engineered to fulfill the 

Japanese Empire's ever increasing needs for rice. Worse, by the end of the Korean 

War, much of the facilities and infrastructure had been leveled to the ground. Worse 

even, South Korea was however not just materially weak: its state was weakened 

by dissension with the United States over aid and the path to follow.  

While supportive of development in the Korean peninsula, the United 

States and Rhee Syngman entertained a poor relationship. Thought too extreme, 

Rhee had never been the favorite of the US leadership in South Korea and never 

fully received its support. Rather, during the 1940s and 1950s, the American 

priority in the Korea Peninsula was to ensure stability at all costs, even that of 

economic growth and was at the heart of American short term and long term 

policies towards South Korea. Long terms objectives were understood through the 

lens of comparative advantage, with the purpose to reduce Korea's need for aid 

(Amsden 1989, 44). Thus, aid was given following the principle of efficiency – i.e. 

building light industry, infrastructure and natural resources processing facilities 
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(Amsden 1992, 44). From this tension, little good came out and what did was often 

marred by other problems such as corruption, bad management, and interferences. 

As Amsden (1992, 142) describes ‘aid designated for projects was subject to poor 

administration on both sides’ and US aid advisors frequently interfered in the 

Korean economy, for example persuading Rhee Syngman to denationalize banks 

and enforcing tough stabilization measures in the late 1950s. Rhee and his 

government were in staunch disagreement over the American policies and instead 

argued for ‘a stabilization package comprising devaluation, a balanced budget, 

tight money, and high interest rates,’ which Amsden says (1989, 44) corruption 

excluded, ‘would make growth all but impossible.’ 

This would all change in 1961, when Park Chung-hee ousted Rhee out of 

office with a military coup. His vision for economic development in South Korea, 

which he describes in his books ‘Our Nation's Path’ and ‘The Country, The 

Revolution and I,’ revolved around big conglomerates and long-term economic 

planning. This vision, however, could not be implemented by a government such as 

Rhee's. Instead it required a strong state. Fortunately, by the time he arrived to 

power, South Korea was ripe for a strong state. In the words of Amsden (1989, 52), 

by 1961:  

‘The landed nobility had been destroyed; the peasantry was less rebellious 

as a result of a land reform; and the ‘captains of industry’ were beholden to the 

state for their regeneration. Only workers and students remained as opponents to 
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military rule. Industrial workers, however, were still only a small portion of the 

population. As for the students, their role in an industrialization based on learning 

became pivotal. The Hangul generation, the first generation of students since the 

nineteenth century to escape education under the Japanese, came off the streets 

and into the modern factories of the 1970s as managers.’ 

It is to be noted that the lack of organized civil society was a crucial 

element for a strong state and that the strengthening of civil society would 

eventually lead to the demise of the South Korean model of development. 

This strong state was instrumental to power South Korea's economic 

growth. There was little the state could not do or supervise during this period. A 

few of its prerogatives included the allocation resources for investment, the 

appointment of prices, the regulation of capital movement – both domestically and 

especially internationally, and it also insured research and development. 

Spearheading this process was the Economic Planning Board (EPB) which was 

given remarkable power considering how South Korea still presented itself a 

democracy and a free market. Unlike its predecessor, dependent on aid from the 

United States – something the Park administration would mock – the South Korea 

under the new leadership would not be afraid of frequently opposing the american 

position and its advisor, for example pursuing as one of its first actions the 

nationalization of the banks and introducing emergency measure to stimulate the 

economy (Amsden 1992, 141). 
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Laid forth in his 1963 book ‘The country, the revolution and I,’ Park's 

vision for the relationship between the state and the economy was the following: 

economic actors – chiefly from great companies – would stimulate the economy 

and push it forward while the government acting like a shepherd would guide 

companies in the direction they seemed most suitable while providing incentives 

for successful companies and punishment for failing ones. Such actor were 

frequently found among the profiteers of the First Republic who after arestation 

were offered the chance to reintegrate the South Korean economy at the center of 

the stage, although as subordinate of the Park administration. In exchange for the 

preservation of their properties and exemption of criminal persecutions, 

businessmen were required to create new industrial firms in various primary fields 

(Jones and Sakong 1980). While it is certain that those lucky enough be among said 

great actors benefited handsomely from this vision, both individuals and their 

companies, and corruption was admittedly omnipresent, there is no denying that 

the commitment of the government apparatus to development was at the core of the 

Park Chung-hee administration. This dedication and sternness would greatly 

influence the development of the economy as failing firms would frequently be 

torn apart and distributed to more successful rival companies. This would become 

increasingly more the case as the government would soon start pushing its 

domestic companies towards an export-intensive paradigm. 
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7.1.2 Trade Dependency 

It is no secret that one of the elements of South Korea's successful 

economic growth lies in its success exporting its domestic production. Yet, by the 

end of the fifties, this was far from being the case as demonstrated by one of 

Korea's oldest industry: textiles, and specifically cotton.  

Recipients of an important share of the aid South Korea received (Kim 

1966), cotton spinning and weaving achieved by 1957 complete import substitution 

thereby allowing the government to close off its borders to textile imports (Kim 

1980, 208). Yet despite this exceptional support and achieving excess capacity, the 

success of this industry was curbed by devaluation – which increased the costs of 

importing raw materials – and the lack of markets it could reach. Indeed, the 

United States, as a condition for its aid, prevented the ‘the resale of transshipment 

to other countries or the use for other than domestic purposes’ of agricultural 

products provided as American assistance (Kim 1966, 48). It is interesting to note, 

as Amsden observes, that the United States – just like Korea today as will be 

discussed further – while preaching ‘the theory of free trade, in practice 

Washington frustrated the adoption of competitive exporting’ (1989, 66).  As a 

result of those limitations, exports remained stagnant until the early sixties when 

Park Chung-hee came into power.  
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Park’s answer to this conundrum was to provide export subsidies – first in response 

to the demands of the spinners' and weavers' cartel, and later as ‘article of faith in 

an industrialization strategy’ (Amsden 1989, 68). As a result, Korea's exports 

soared in the early sixties and a strong focus on exports soon became fixation for 

Park Chung-hee: 

To go with increased 'production, the government has set as another 

major target-increased exports ... In a country which depends heavily 

on imported raw materials for its industries, export is the economic 

lifeline [...] For many years, Korea exported only $20 million to $30 

million worth of goods a year [mostly] tungsten. But in the past few 

years, the government and people awoke from sleep and strove. 

Exports began to expand rapidly. [...] Last year, our exports exceeded 

the $120,000,000 mark. Although there is still a gap in the balance of 

payments, this much is true: that we have acquired the self-confidence 

that we, too, can successfully compete with others in the international 

export race. (Bum-shik 1970, 305-6 via Amsden 1989, 68-69) 

From then on, exportation was no longer an option for Korean companies but a 

requirement to be eligible for many benefits, regardless of their size. While the 

textile industry was soon enough left in the dust, other industries had to adapt as 

swiftly as possible. South Korea's dependency on exports for its development was 

unlike any Western countries' experience. By international standards, Amsden 
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explains, Korea was ‘ultradependent on foreign trade’ (1989, 70) with the 

proportion of foreign trade (exports plus imports) to national product reaching 69.2% 

in during the nineteen eighties. This focus on exports also had supplementary 

benefits in the longer term, as exports of labor-intensive products also offered an 

answer to the problem of underemployment. 

This is not to say that all companies were able to profit from exports, as 

many ended up exporting at a loss. Such companies however benefitted from 

inflated returns from the domestic markets. This was achieved via the intensive use 

of tariffs and the creation of trade barriers. Richard Luedde-Neurath devoted quite 

some time shedding light on the contradictions which existed between South 

Korea's liberal discourse on trade liberalization and the actual policies it conducted 

writes the following:  

‘For almost two decades now Korea has attempted to promote its image as 

a market economy with a relatively liberal attitude towards imports. This stands in 

marked contrast, however, with the views held by most foreign businessmen who 

attempt actually to ' penetrate the Korean market. Their familiarity with the ‘nuts 

and bolts’ of the Korean import regime leads them to characterize it as essentially 

restrictive and full of hidden obstacles’ (Luedde-Neurath 1986, 89). 
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Another, Krueger (1979, 40), explains that an important aspect of South 

Korea's import regime is the extraordinary resilience of its tariff structure and the 

difficulties to alter it since 1953. 

Two last elements are left to discuss concerning the support South Korea 

received from the international society during its development: Foreign Technical 

Assistance, and Military Support.  

 

7.1.3. Foreign Technical Assistance 

While the negative consequences of having been occupied twice – first by 

Japan, and then briefly by the United States – cannot be overstated, the benefits 

South Korea drew from those experiences in terms of technology transfer are not 

negligible. From its liberation to the mid-sixties, South Korea was the recipient of 

technology transfers from the United States in the form of tied aid and when the 

United States started withdrawing their support it is Japan who ended up providing 

its support.  

US technology transfer was flawed but nonetheless significant. Despite 

delays and confusing arrangements, military and civil companies greatly benefited 

from technology transfer from the American army, such as Hyundai Construction 

who acknowledges four essential gains from its collaboration with the United 

States army: practical knowledge on how to prepare a bid at international standards; 
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experience on Western specifications and the requirement to upgrade their domestic 

standards to fit Western ones; acquisition of construction management and quality 

control techniques; and finally, the acquirement of war surplus construction 

equipment that allowed for the mechanization of operations (Amsden 1992, 232).  

As American aid faded in the sixties Japan gradually filled in the gap, 

soon becoming ‘Korea's major technical assistant’ (Amsden 1992, 232). After the 

normalization of relations between the two countries in 1965, technical assistance 

took the form of foreign licenses which transferred proprietary technology between 

firms and were in practice anything from blueprint to a full-blown key on the board 

plant. The quantity of transfer between the two East Asian nations is remarkable 

accounting for more than half (56%) of the total technology transfers from which 

Korea benefited during the twenty years that followed the Korean War (Ozawa 

1974, 26). It is crucial to know that in addition to the actually recognized 

technology transfer accounted for officially, informal transfer also occurred and 

their contribution should not be understated, either coming from machinery 

suppliers or via the use of independent consultants – frequently short-term 

independent consultants who held full positions in Japan's big Zaibatsu and would 

be consulted on specific projects.  
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 Table 4: Capital Goods Imports from the United States and Japan, 1973-1984 

(Korean Machinery Builders’ Association via Amsden 1992: 234) 

 

7.1.4. Military Support 

Last, even after the American withdrawal of aid from the Korean 

peninsula in the sixties, the United States military support still provided South 

Korea with de facto support for its development. Indeed, benefiting from US 

military support, South Korea did not need to spend as much resources on ensuring 

its own security and the successive South Korea governments were able to channel 

more resources in their economy thereby helping it grow much faster.  

Thus, to sum up this section, while the South Korea efforts to develop 

must be lauded and are admirable in their own right, South Korea did not start from 
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scratch and is far from having developed in nihilo solely on its own efforts and 

capacities. Not only did South Korea benefit from a remarkably strong state 

unopposed by civil society but it also benefited from the support foreign powers, 

the United States and Japan especially, which contributed in great part to its 

development by providing viable markets South Korea could export to, providing 

technical assistance, and military support. 
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7.2 On the applicability of the South Korean Experience to Developing 

Countries 

 

Regardless of the discrepancies between the discourse of the South 

Korean government and its actual experience of development, what matters, at the 

end of the day, is whether or not South Korea's experience is applicable to the 

experiences of contemporary developing countries.  

As seen previously, South Korea benefitted from specific elements which 

helped it develop efficiently. But are those actually applicable to today's world's 

developing countries? This section would argue that South Korea's experience is 

much less relevant to developing countries than it would like to make it believe.  

Most important among them is the fact that South Korea had a strong state 

fully devoted to development. While both strong states and commitment to 

development are not characteristics which are individually difficult to find, states 

which exhibit both simultaneously are rare. There is however a very strong link 

between the position of the world's weakest governments and aid recipient. This is 

clearly visible when comparing the list of OECD ‘least developed countries’ 

(OECD) with that of the Fund for Peace's Fragile State Index (FFP 2015) where no 

‘least developed country’ figures higher than ‘Warning’ and most much worse than 

that. Each of the least stable states under ‘Very High Alert’ status (South Sudan, 

Somalia, Central African Republic, Democratic Republic of Congo, and Sudan) are 
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among the least developed states as well. Under those circumstances it is unlikely 

any of those state could muster the strength and power to command economic 

plans of the same scope as those conducted by the South Korean governments 

during its development. 

Also, while it is difficult to measure a country's commitment to 

development, since discourse and practice frequently differ, corruption may prove a 

useful indicator the countries leadership determination to improve the nation. 

Without surprise it is visible to observe that overall, ‘least developed’ countries are 

among the most corrupt nations as well. Also, each of the five ‘Very High Alert’ 

countries are also at the very bottom of the ranking, with the Central African 

Republic ranking highest among them as 150th least corrupt nation – out of 174 

(Transparency International 2015). 

It is to be noted that an element until now unaddressed concerning South 

Korea is lacking from many developing nations: South Korea is a mono-ethnic 

nation which only recently started addressing the possibility of multiculturalism 

domestically. Indeed, according to the South Korean government (Korea 

Immigration Service), as of the 31st of December 2013, there were only slightly 

more than a million and a half foreign residents in South Korea (including ethnic 

Koreans holding foreign citizenships) or roughly two percent of the total 

population. As a result, South Korea never had to really bother considering factors 

such as race or ethnicity when governing, a stark difference with many much less 
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homogeneous developing nations such as Rwanda where Hutus, Tutsis, and Twa 

have fought bitterly over whom should govern the state. 

It should be further mentioned that although today South Korea is quite 

divided over the matter of religions, between ‘Christians’ (i.e. ‘Protestants’), 

Catholics, Buddhists, and non-practitioners, religion has never been a source of 

conflict during the development of the Republic of Korea. Indeed, despite some 

minor manifestations over the years for specific rights and issues, none of them 

have pushed or challenged the South Korean government since the end of colonial 

Korea on religious grounds. This is once again in stark contrast between the South 

Korean experience and that of numerous developing countries such as those torn by 

religious conflict between Christianity and Islam such as in Nigeria where both 

groups are roughly of equal numbers (to name but one, Sudan, Central African 

Republic and many others would also qualify).   

From this short discussion, it is thus clear that the cornerstone of South 

Korean development, a strong state, is missing from most developing nations today. 

As a result it is difficult to believe that South Korea's experience could easily be 

replicated in the countries most needing guidance and development.  

Worse even, than this simple reality, is the fact that the other side of the 

‘bridge’ South Korea desires to establish, that of the already developed nations, has 

changed quite extensively since the end of the Cold War would no longer caution 
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nor support a new South Korean development. In order to shed light on those new 

dynamics of the international society, let us turn towards the question of 

institutions and their change since the core of South Korea's development. 

From an English School perspective a few things need to be addressed. As 

discussed earlier, during its development and especially until the end of the Cold 

War, South Korea's introduction in international society had been the result of 

international politics – specifically that of the Cold War – and had the characteristic 

uniqueness of relying on a prevalent institution of the time ‘Anti-Communism.’ 

The import of this institution cannot be overstated when discussing the Western 

international society during the Cold War. The fundamental opposition of 

international society to anything communism allowed numerous nations which did 

not fit other core institutions of the international society to still benefit from 

support and be considered ‘one of us.’ This can be readily observed in the Middle 

East or, more to the point, in the case of South Korea. 

During much of the Cold War, South Korea did not conform to many of 

the primary institutions of international society. Both elements where discussed in 

greater details earlier, but essentially it is crucial to notice that beyond the veneer of 

democratic values and market economy, the Republic of Korea did not abide by the 

institutions of Equality of People (specifically Democracy), South Korea being a de 

facto dictatorship until 1987; nor Market, with numerous protectionist measures 

and active state planning.  
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The international society was not dupe. The United States were keenly 

aware of the nature of South Korean leadership during the fifties and did nothing to 

prevent the 1961 coup which put Park Chung-hee in power. Both regimes were 

extremely anti-communist and for the international society, this extreme 

conformity to a core norm of international society was sufficient to justify low 

level of socialization in terms of other institutions. 

Yet, while international society during the Cold War was essentially 

pluralist, focusing on co-existence and cooperation against a greater foe – the 

Soviet Union and its values – international society institutions have become 

increasingly more solidarist during the past twenty-five years. With the end of the 

Cold War and the undisputed victory of the Western international society, anti-

communism lost much of its importance and the spotlight quickly moved to other 

institutions: Market and Democracy. 

By 1994, socialization within international society and the hierarchical 

position one occupied was determined following two simple questions: Was the 

regime a – true – democracy? Was the economy capitalist? While the first one 

always held more importance than the second one, those two values had become a 

new Standard of Civilization. David Lake, then Assistant to the – U.S. – President 

for National Security Affairs succinctly summed up the situation in his 1994 article 

in Foreign Affairs explaining that:  
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‘The end of the Cold War and the emergence of newly independent states 

in eastern Europe have the potential to enlarge dramatically the family of nations 

now committed to the pursuit of democratic institutions, the expansion of free 

markets, the peaceful settlement of conflict and the promotion of collective security’ 

but that at the same time, there existed ‘recalcitrant and outlaw states that not only 

choose to remain outside the family but also assault its basic values’ (Lake 1994, 

45).   

Five countries figured on Lake's list: Cuba, North Korea, Iran, Iraq, and 

Libya. From this point on, it was clear that regimes espousing authoritarianism 

over democracy would no longer be a viable alternative in international society. 

South Korea's change of gear towards Democracy – and a bit later Market 

– was actually quite opportune. As discussed earlier the 1987 June Democratic 

Uprising forced the ruling government to hold democratic elections and pushed it 

to assimilate other democratic policies which eventually led to the establishment of 

the contemporary government of South Korea and its Sixth Republic. This 

momentous change occurred just before the end of the Cold War and allowed the 

Korea to never be re-evaluated by core international society members unfavorably. 

This was even more so the case since, by 1994, when Lake wrote his article, South 

Korea had just elected its first civilian President, Kim Young-sam pushing further 

any doubt South Korea might relapse in authoritarianism.  
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Unsurprisingly, the adoption of those norms has since shaped the behavior 

of South Korea as an actor in the international community and its behavior as an 

aid donor. Yet, this determination to promote and reproduce the norms of 

international society and its actual practice of aid are in contradiction with its own 

development experience. This is especially visible in two broad paradigms: that of 

political and economic development.  

South Korea's policies of foreign political development are in agreement 

with the zeitgeist of international society: an increasingly more solidarist 

understanding of institutions focused on democratic principles. This has come in 

two shapes: either by forcing states to adopt international standards of 

accountability, transparency, and anti-corruption norms; or by contributing directly 

to a strengthening of civil society. While both are obviously laudable goals and 

should be acknowledged in their own rights, such policies also have an 

unquestionable side effect: a weakening of the recipient state's power. This is not 

an element readily acknowledged by the South Korean government, nor is saying it 

in agreement with international society's norms concerning democracy. Yet, and 

extensive amount of literature have pilled evidence questioning this claim. Samuel 

Huntington, for example, ascertained in his book Political Order in Changing 

Societies published in 1968 that rapid social change and the rapid socialization of 

groups in politics ought to be coupled with sufficient political institutional growth 

to be coupled to ensure stability. Yet, much of the work and policies done by South 
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Korea emphasize only political participation and a stronger civil society without 

accommodating with the development of the state. This goes against the South 

Korea's experience developing where especially when Park Chung-hee's arrival to 

power and its government arrived to power in 1961 amidst a power-vacuum.  

The second element concerns South Korea's economic policies. Once 

again, South Korea has been, ever since the Lee administration and the aftermath 

of the 2008 economic crisis, in staunch opposition to all and any protectionist 

measures. Subscribing to the international society’s hegemonic discourse on 

markets, President Park shared this opposition to protectionism arguing that: ‘A 

nation’s seemingly insignificant protectionist moves could trigger retaliatory 

actions from other nations, a process which is highly likely to cause a vicious cycle 

and finally lead nations involved to resort to enhanced measures of protectionism. 

For this reason, it is necessary for all countries to remain alert against any 

protectionist moves, no matter how trivial they seem, and make joint efforts to stop 

their spread’ (Park 2013). Yet, despite this discourse, not only did South Korea 

benefit greatly from protectionism to motivate its companies and reward them 

domestically, but it is still using them extensively in many fields thereby 

preventing developing countries from exporting their products successfully to 

South Korea. The Center for Global Governance, in its Commitment to 

Development Index, decries this practice ranking South Korea 27th (out of 27 

countries reviewed) in Trade ‘Although South Korea imposes only few 
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impediments to imports from developing countries, its overall market protection 

brings down its rank to last place’ (CDGDEV 2015) indicating that South Korean 

weaknesses are in this field: High Tariffs on agricultural goods, non-agricultural 

goods, rice, dairy, and other meats. Also, it is to be noted that this index also 

decries South Korea's large share of tied aid – an issue South Korea did not have to 

take into consideration during its own development.  

In summary South Korea's discourse on development and its myth of the 

Miracle on the River Han obfuscate core dynamics of its own development. In 

combination to South Korea's adoption of the institutions of international society 

concerning democracy and the role of the market, this leads the South Korean 

government to create and reproduce conditions in the developing countries which 

are in direct contradiction with the South Korea's experience in development and 

undermine the reliability of South Korea to act as a bridge between the developing 

and developed world.  
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8. Conclusion 

Thus, this project has attempted to provide a solution to the empirical puzzle of 

how can countries overcome the hierarchical nature of international politics and 

bolster their position in our global world? The answer it has found, based on the 

case of the Republic of Korea is that the pursuit of foreign aid and of the 

development agenda may help states today overcome parts of this hierarchical 

structure but that in doing so, the socialization of states into the core of 

international society may also lead states to reproduce patterns and structures in 

agreement with the values of international society that may limit the potential for 

development of still-developing nations. The following table provides summarizes 

the findings of this research (see Table 5). 

This conclusion was reached by contrasting the experience of South 

Korea's development with the actual discourse and policies it holds concerning 

foreign aid. 

A limitation this research has encountered however, is the fact that it was 

focused extensively on English language material. While this is not necessarily and 

issue for the purpose of this research – after all, English is, and has been for a 

century, the language of international society – subtle domestic dynamics may have 

been overlooked, such as, for example, the national debate about whether or not to 

join the OECD-DAC. 
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 Summary of South Korean Experience vs. Policies promoted 

Factors 

South Korea benefitted 

from: 

Policies promote: 

Political 

Government Strong Weak 

Civil Society Weak Strong 

Institutions Strong Weak 

Economic 

Protectionism Strong Weak 

Market Planned economy Free market 

Technology 

Numerous technology 

transfer 

Intellectual Property 

Rights 

Others 

Ethnicity Homogeneous Heterogeneous 

Religion  

Homogeneous  

(Non-conflictual)  

Heterogeneous  

 

Table 5: Summary of South Korea’s experience in contrast to the policies it 

promotes 

  

Another element that is worth mentioning and that could potentially be the 

foundation for future research is the fact that hierarchy in international politics is 

not solid, but rather fluid. A state's position is always evolving and may always 

improve – or worsen – depending on the evolution of the institutions of 



61 

 

international society, the domestic condition of a country, and sometimes, simply 

depending on the whims of Fortuna.  

Despite the discussion held above and some of the unintended 

consequences addressed, what remains, after all, is that South Korea in the matter 

of a few generations achieved the unprecedented success of elevating itself from 

the outskirts of international society into its core. There is no doubt that given a 

few more years, South Korea will be able to achieve the same success in the field 

of development as it did domestically. 
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국문초록 
 

 

본 논문은 원조수여국에서 원조공여국으로 변화한 대한민국의 

대외원조 정책 및 담론에 대해 연구하였다. 본 연구에서는 영국학파의 

렌즈를 통하여 대한민국의 물질적 ∙ 규범적 파워가 어떻게 서로 

연결되어 있는지를 살펴보기 위해, 이명박 전 대통령이 중점을 두었던  

“글로벌 코리아”와 박근혜 대통령의 “한강의 기적” 담론을 주로 

분석하였다. 동 분석을 통해, 대한민국 정부가 주장하는 바와는 달리, 

대한민국의 대외원조는 개발 담론 내 현존하는 착취 구조를 보다 

강화시킨다는 것을 발견할 수 있었다. 이러한 대한민국 대외원조의 

특성이, 대한민국이 국제사회(International Society)의 일원으로서 

인정받기 위한 전제조건인지를 본 논문에서는 연구한다. 대한민국 

대외원조와 관련하여, 지금까지 이용되지 않은 영국학파의 관점을 통해 

선행연구와 차별되는 새로운 관점을 제시하여, 대한민국 대외원조 정책 

및 담론을 보다 더 깊이 이해하는 데 기여하고자 하였다.   

……………………………………………………………………………………… 

주요어: 대한민국, 대외원조, 영국학파, 개발 

학  번: 2012-24100 
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