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I. Introduction
Like other young and emerging democracies in East Asia, South Korean democracy has been
hampered by various social divisions such as regional cleavages, generational gaps, and
ideological polarization. In recent years, rising party polarization has been the most serious
hindrance for South Korean democracy. Party polarization refers to the diminishing of the
center and surge of extreme political positions among political parties or party voters. The
level of party polarization is indicative of the ideological divergence of political elites and
public and the intensity of political conflicts. In addition, rising party polarization has
significant implications for electoral politics and the functioning of the democracy. Party
polarization changes the dynamics of party competition and the pattern of nexus between
political parties and voters. Even though party polarization can produce positive political
effects under certain context, rising party polarization often results in political strife and
partisan deadlock and thus negatively affects government performance and the functioning of
the democracy.
This paper aims to examine causes and political effects of party polarization in South
Korea. South Korea is an interesting case in which party polarization has increased most
dramatically in the last decade (Dalton and Tanaka 2008). Party polarization can produce
both positive and negative political effects in South Korea. While some positive political
effects of rising party polarization can be noticed, negative effects seem to be more salient in
Korea. Rising party polarization frequently leads to incessant partisan gridlock and
confrontational legislative politics in Korea. During the last ten years, South Korean
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democracy has become a cripple due to a partisan confrontation and deadlock. In the National
Assembly, major bills proposed by the government or ruling party are frequently blocked and
thus the government’s policy initiatives have been substantially constrained by partisan
gridlock.
The purpose of this paper is mainly twofold. First, I analyze how and why party
polarization has rapidly risen during the last decade in Korea. For doing so, I measure
empirically the change of party system polarization as well as voters’ polarization during the
four electoral cycles from 2000 to 2012. In addition, I measure the shift of the ideological
positions of political parties and voters during the four electoral cycles and try to explain
rising party polarization with institutional and non-institutional factors. Second, I address the
political effects of rising party polarization in South Korea. Even though polarization
literature on the United States tends to emphasize the negative consequences of polarization, I
try to examine both positive and negative political effects of party polarization in South
Korea. Albeit there are some positive effects, I argue that overall the functioning of Korean
democracy has been crippled by the rapid rise of party polarization.
For this paper, I will analyze data from the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems
(CSES) which have surveyed citizens across many countries including advanced democracies
and East Asian democracies since 2000.

The main reason for using the CSES survey data is

to analyze party polarization of South Korea with comparative perspective and is to conduct
region-wide comparison for the next research.
Party polarization has received considerable scholarly attentions in the United States as
political elites of two major parties have become ideologically extreme since the 1980s
(McCarthy, Pooled, and Rosenthal 2006; Abramowitz 2010). Extensive research has been
provided on the causes and consequences of party polarization in the United States. Diverse
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causes of party polarization in the United States have been examined by different studies.
Rising income inequality, congressional redistricting, the role of extreme Congressional
leaders such as Republican Speaker Newt Gingrich, partisan attitude of new members in
Congress, and the pressures from interest groups have been considered as major causes of
party polarization in the USA(McCarthy et al 2006; Herrington 2009; Abramowitz 2010;
Theriault 2008). Most of previous studies on the United States emphasized the negative
effects of party polarization such as partisan gridlock, and confrontation between incumbent
President and opposition party leaders. While there has been little doubt on rising polarization
of party elites in the US, there have been conflicting arguments and empirical evidences on
polarization of public. While some studies provide the evidences of increasing polarization of
the American public (Jacobson 2008), other studies show research findings that the majority
of the American public maintain moderate preferences in spite of rising elite polarization
(Fiorina et al 2008).
However, it is unclear if explanation for party polarization in the United States can be
applied to other countries with different institutional and political context. Previous studies in
party polarization have provided limited understanding of the party polarization in different
context. In fact, the pattern of party polarization has been diverse in advanced democracies.１
Most studies on party polarization in cross-national contexts emphasize economic inequality
and the role of institutional factors such as the electoral system or the number of parties
(Curini and Hino 2012; Ezrow 2008). Yet previous studies in party polarization have failed to
provide a consistent finding regarding causes of party polarization across different countries.
Therefore, much remains to be understood concerning party polarization in comparative
setting.
Previous studies on party polarization in East Asian democracies have been limited.
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Dalton and Tanaka’s pioneering study (2008) illuminates interesting contrast in degrees and
patterns of party polarization among East Asian democracies, unfortunately there have been
no significant follow-up studies. Of course, there have been decent single country studies on
Taiwan, Japan, and Korea (Clack and Tan 2012; Sasada 2013; Lee 2011). Yet
conceptualization and measurement on party polarization differ significantly among those
studies. Therefore, there are limits to understand each country’s experiences with comparative
perspective.
In spite of the political significance of party polarization in South Korea, previous
studies on South Korea have been surprisingly limited in the number and analytical depth.
Most of previous studies try to describe party polarization with one time survey data and fail
to examine the causes and consequences of party polarization with empirical rigor. Lee’s
study (2011) was the first systematic empirical analysis with longitudinal data on party
polarization in South Korea. Based on empirical analysis on the public survey and the party
elite survey which were conducted with the same questions for three different election times
from 2000 to 2008, Lee makes an argument that party elites were more polarized than party
supporters in Korea. However, Lee’s study relies on Korean survey data which do not have
cross-national comparability. Thus it is difficult to analyze and compare party polarization of
South Korea with other countries.
In this paper, I identify and examine party polarization of South Korea in the two
dimensions: polarization of party system and polarization of voters. Party system polarization
refers to the increase of ideological distance among political parties. The degree of party
system polarization is important as it provides clear snapshot of how conflicts are managed
by political elites and political parties through institutionalized political process. Highly
polarized party system is likely to experience higher levels of political conflict. By contrast,
4

less polarized party system reflects the ability of government to build consensus among
competing parties.
The polarization of the voters refers to whether or not voter’s ideological positions or
policy preferences are divided by their party affiliations. In other words, voter polarization is
the divergence of ideological orientation or policy preferences among party constituencies.
Conceptually, voter polarization is separate phenomena from party system polarization and is
an important aspect of party polarization. Even though the degree of party system
polarization reflects the degree of voter polarization to some extent, it is mainly determined
by the ideological divergence among party elites. On the contrary, the degree of voter
polarization indicates the degree of political conflict at the public level and thus it
significantly affects the electoral politics and nexus between parties and voters.
The relationship between the two types of political polarization is not straightforward
and it is a crucial issue for academic debate in previous studies.

According to Anthony

Downs, parties should respond to ideological positions of voters in order to acquire voter’s
support for electoral competition (Downs, 1957). In other words, Downs’s analyses presume
that the polarization of a party system reflects the dispersion of voters along the ideological
dimension and thus polarization of the voters leads to polarization among political elites.
However, many previous studies on polarized America suggest that party system
polarization and voter polarization is separate phenomena and thus party polarization is
observed without accompanying voter polarization (Fiorina 2008; Hetherington 2009). Yet
other studies argue that voter polarization is endogenous to party polarization (Adams 2012).
Besides two contrasting views, Levendusky’s ‘party sorting’ perspective provides an
alternative argument. He argues that American citizens, taking cues from polarized party
elites, have become more sorted but not more ideologically polarized (Levendusky 2009).
5

II. The Conceptualization and Measurement of Party polarization
While the concept of partisan polarization has been widely used by pundits and mass media,
the usage of the concept is diverse. In a broad usage, party polarization refers to the
increasing partisan gridlock and confrontation. In this usage, the meaning of party
polarization is too vague and thus very difficult to measure the concept empirically. The
literal meaning of party polarization is the decrease of the center and the surge of extreme
political positions among political parties or the public. While the literal definition of party
polarization enhances the clarity of the concept, it has also a difficulty of measurement. Thus
an operational definition of party polarization is needed in order to conduct an empirical
research.
In this paper, as an operational conceptualization of party polarization, party polarization
is defined as increasing ideological distance among political parties in left-right ideological
continuum. This conceptualization is based on Anthony Downs’s spatial modeling of party
competition and used by many previous studies. The logic of Downs’s spatial model is that
parties and voters can be aligned along the left-right ideological continuum. The Downsian
logic assumes that voters are likely to choose the party that is the closest to their own position
along the left-right continuum (Downs 1957). In reality, voters may not have a deep
understanding on these concepts of left and right, and the specific meanings of left and right
may vary across individuals and countries.

２

Yet left-right framework is useful

approximation of parties’ positions on various issues.３
The most commonly used measurement of party polarization was provided by Russel
Dalton (2008) and also modified by scholars (Curini and Hino 2012). Dalton measures party
system polarization by calculating the distance between each party’s ideological position and
average ideological position of parties. In this paper, I utilize Dalton’s index as a
6

measurement of party system polarization. This index captures the feature of heterogeneity
across parties and the size of parties by calculating the weighted ideological distance among
political parties. Party system polarization for country k and election year t is as following:
𝑦𝑖 −𝑦𝑗 2

𝑃𝑆𝐼𝑘 = 𝑆𝑄𝑅𝑇 ∑𝑛𝑖=1{𝜋𝑖 ∗ {
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} }

n: number of parties
𝜋𝑖 : vote share of party i
𝑦𝑖 : L/R score of party i
𝑦𝑗 : party system average L/R score
However, previous studies have utilized differing data source to measure party’s
ideological positions. Some studies utilize the party position data from the Comparative
Manifest Project (Budge et al 2001). The Comparative Manifesto Project provides useful data
with sufficient longitudinal coverage of party positions since the 1940s. It is the longest
periods of data coverage on parties’ ideological positions. Despite this advantage, party
manifesto data are available only in advanced democracies. Another data source for
measuring party polarization is roll-call dataset. Yet it has limit for comparative studies. Most
countries do not have enough longitudinal accumulations of roll-call datasets. Since roll-call
data and party manifesto data are limited in terms of comparability, broad cross-national
comparative studies including East Asian countries are not possible. Thus in this paper I
utilize the cross-national survey data as a measure of party polarization. In particular, I
analyze data from the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems that surveyed citizens across
many countries including advanced democracies and East Asian democracies as well. Yet It
should be noted that the CSES data also has limits in measuring the concept of party
polarization. Since the CSES surveys do not include the questions to measure the policy
positions of the parties, party polarization is measured only by voters’ placement of the
7

ideological positions of parties in the left-right framework. A question can be raised whether
the left-right framework is relevant for East Asian countries.
Besides Dalton’s party system polarization index, in this study I suggest a new
measurement called ‘voter polarization index’ to capture ideological divergence among
public. This index is different from the party system index but measured in the similar way. It
indicates weighted ideological distances among party supporters. Voter polarization for
country k and election year t is as the following:
𝑦𝑖 −𝑦𝑗 2

𝑉𝑃𝐼𝑘 = 𝑆𝑄𝑅𝑇 ∑𝑛𝑖=1{𝜋𝑖 ∗ {
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} }

n: number of parties
𝜋𝑖 : vote share of party i
𝑦𝑖 : average L/R score of party i voters (using left-right position of party voters)
𝑦𝑗 : average L/R score of all voters

I think that voter polarization index is valuable because it can capture the ideological
divergence among mass public. Furthermore, by comparing party polarization and voter
polarization, I will discuss the pattern of linkage between political parties and voters and
examine causal relationship between party system polarization and voter polarization which
has been a key issue for debate in the previous studies. Many previous studies on the
polarization of the United States has contending arguments and evidences on the relationship
between party elite polarization and public polarization.

III. Party Polarization in South Korea
1. Party System Polarization
In this section, I examine the changing patterns of political polarization in South Korea
8

(hereafter, Korea). Korea is an interesting case in regards to party polarization because Korea
is one of the most rapidly polarizing countries. <Table 1> shows trend of party system
polarization of various countries from 1996 to 2012. Party system polarization is measured by
Dalton’s index with the CSES data (2008). As you can see in <Table 1>, the level of party
system polarization in Korea is below the overall average but the average increase of party
system polarization in Korea is 1.094, while Asia-Pacific Democracies’ average increase is
only 0.323 and the overall average increase is only 0.134. Even though Korea is not the most
polarized country, it is the most rapidly polarizing country and thus, the Korean case deserves
special attention.
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<Table 1> Party System Polarization Index of Various Countries, 1996-2012
Wave 1
Wave 2
Wave 3
Wave 4
Average
(1996(2001(2005(2012Averagec
Increasec
2002)
2006)
2011)
2016)
Asia-Pacific Democracies
South Korea
0.763
3.581
2.951
3.966
2.432
1.094
a
Philippines
0.460
1.112
0.786
0.652
Taiwan
1.084
1.231
1.977
1.431
0.447
Australia
2.096
3.260
2.501
2.619
0.203
New Zealand
3.829
2.992
3.196
4.143
3.339
-0.317
Japan
3.300a
3.300a
3.023b
3.208
-0.139
Average (East
2.214
2.471
2.460
2.382
0.323
Asia)c
Latin American Democracies
Mexico
1.972
2.859
3.445
1.236
2.759
0.737
Peru
0.836
1.703
2.584
1.708
0.874
Brazil
1.711
0.915
1.313
-0.796
Average (Latin
1.404
2.091
2.315
1.937
0.272
America)c
Advanced Western Democracies
Netherlands
2.339
3.850
3.330
3.173
0.500
Denmark
2.605
3.343
3.423
3.124
0.409
Germany
2.329
2.934
3.331
2.865
0.501
Spain
3.518
4.584
4.844
4.315
0.663
Sweden
5.074
4.588
3.913
4.525
-0.581
Norway
2.976
3.730
4.179
3.628
0.602
Canada
1.983
2.235
3.159
2.459
0.588
UK
2.755
2.000
2.378
-0.755
USA
2.691
0.434
1.562
-2.257
Average
2.947
3.246
3.417
3.204
-0.037
(Advanced West)c
Overall Averagec
2.497
2.819
2.914
2.714
0.134
Notes: Calculated by authors from CSES, wave 1-4 unless noted otherwise. The following elections
were included in the index: South Korea (2000, 2004, 2008, 2012); Philippines (2004, 2010); Taiwan
(1996, 2001, 2008); Australia (1996, 2004, 2007); New Zealand (1996, 2002, 2008, 2011); Japan
(1996, 2005); Mexico (2000, 2003, 2009, 2012); Peru (2001, 2006, 2011); Brazil (2002, 2010);
Netherlands (1998, 2002, 2010); Denmark (1998, 2001, 2007); France (2007, 2012); Germany (1998,
2002, 2009); Spain (1996, 2004, 2008); Sweden (1998, 2002, 2006); Norway (1997, 2001, 2009);
Canada (1997, 2004, 2008); UK (1997, 2005); USA (2004, 2008)
a. Dalton and Tanaka (2008).
b. Results of the general elections in 2005 were used to calculate index.
c. Module 4 was excluded from the calculation because of missing values.
Country
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<Table 2> and <Figure 2> shows the change of party system polarization from 2000 to
2012 in Korea which is measured by Dalton’s index with the CSES data. Party system
polarization of Korea was very low level in 2000. But it increased significantly in 2004,
decreased a little in 2008, and surged again in 2012. The significant fluctuation of party
system polarization during this period deserves detailed analysis and explanations.
<Table 2> Party System Polarization in Korea
Change
Year
PSI
2000

0.763

-

2004

3.581

2.818

2008

2.951

-0.630

2012

3.966

1.015

<Figure 1> Party System Polarization in Korea, 2002-2012

Changing Ideological Positions of Political Parties
In order to explain the rapid rise of party system polarization in Korea, I examine the shift of
ideological positions of parties from 2000 to 2012. <Figure 2> is the result of mapping the
voters’ placement of ideological positions of parties during four legislative electoral cycles.
The thickness of the arrow indicates the party’s approximate vote share in the election. It also
11

displays the mean location of the parties as the thick black arrows. <Table 3> shows the
numerical summary of ideological positions and vote shares of parties in Korea during four
legislative electoral cycles. <Figure 2> is based on the data presented in <Table 3>.
According to <Figure 2>, ideological distance among the parties was very short in 2000,
indicating that there was no meaningful difference in ideological positions between the two
major parties, the GNP (Grand National Party) and the MDP (Millennium Democratic Party).
However, ideological distance between the two major parties, the GNP and the UP (Uri Party),
dramatically surged in 2004 and remained wide until 2012. Another interesting observation
from <Figure 2> is that there has been continuous change in the name and status of the major
parties. The MDP, one of two major political parties until 2002, was split into two parties and
became a minor party in 2003. The UP, the new major party, was reunited with the MDP
before the 2007 Presidential election and later changed its name into the DUP (Democratic
United Party). The GNP, the major conservative party, maintained its name a relatively long
time and changed the name into the NFP (New Frontiers Party) before the 2012 Presidential
election. In addition, <Figure 2> shows that various minor parties with left and right
orientations have emerged and disappeared in the Korean party system since 2004. Frequent
name change, and merger and split of political parties clearly indicate instability and lack of
institutionalization in the Korean party system.
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<Figure 2> Ideological Positions of Parties, 2000-2012
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<Table 3> Ideological Positions of Parties and Parties’ Vote Shares
Party
Average
2000

5.88

2004

5.54

2008

5.36

2012

4.71

GNP/NFP
5.66
(39.0)
7.33
(35.8)
7.59
(37.5)
7.29
(42.8)

UP/DP/DUP
3.72
(38.3)
3.53
(25.2)
3.31
(36.5)

MDP

ULD/LFP

5.44
(35.9)
6.25
(7.1)

6.55
(9.8)
7.16
(2.8)
4.90
(6.8)

3.23
(13.0)
3.96
(5.7)

5.12
(3.2)

3.11
(10.3)

-

DLP/UPP

PPA

CKP

-

-

-

-

-

6.95
(13.2)

5.24
(3.8)

-

-

Note: Percentages of parties’ vote shares are in parentheses. Ideological positions of parties are the
mean values of voters’ perception of ideological positions of parties and are calculated by the authors
from CSES, modules 1-4.

As shown in <Figure 2> and <Table 3>, there have been significant shift of ideological
positions of political parties and rapid rise of party polarization in South Korea. First,
dramatic increase of party polarization from 2000 to 2004 can be explained by a number of
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factors. More than anything, newly formed parties and the existing both contributed to the
significant increase of polarization in 2004. The two newly formed liberal parties entered the
legislative arena during the 2004 election. Specifically, in November of 2003, several young
liberal legislators of the “386 generation”４ in the GNP, the MDP, and KPPR (Korea People’s
Party for Reform)５ left their parties and created the Uri Party, which was to be led by the
incumbent president Roh Moo Hyun. The newly formed liberal Uri Party dramatically shifted
the ideological spectrum of the Korean party system by winning 38.3% of the votes during
the 17th National Assembly elections in 2004.
Secondly, the DLP (Democratic Labor Party), a progressive labor party, won 13% of the
votes and ten seats in the National Assembly during the 2004 election and became the third
largest party. The change of the electoral system in 2003 contributed significantly to sudden
success of the DLP in the 2004 National Assembly election. The increase of PR seats and
allowance of party vote were key elements of electoral system reform in 2003. Many
previous cross-national studies on party polarization show that the electoral systems is a
crucial institutional factor for determining the degree of party polarization. The single
member district (SMD) electoral system makes parties seek median voter’s preference in
electoral competition and thus hinders party polarization. The PR system, in contrast, leads to
more centrifugal party competition and thus contributes to rising party polarization.
Whereas the ideological positions of the newly formed parties expanded the ideological
spectrum in Korean politics., the ideological positions of existing conservative parties, the
GNP and the ULD (United Liberal Democrats), moved further to the right on the liberalconservative scale in 2004.
In 2008, there was a decrease in party system polarization. It is interesting to notice that
that despite the increase in the ideological distance between the two mainstream parties—the
14

GNP and the DP—, the overall party system polarization decreased from 3.581 to 2.951. This
can be explained by increase in the conservative vote share in the party system. The
conservative GNP increased in its vote share from 35.8% to 37.48% while the liberal DP
decreased in its vote share from 38.3% to 25.17% in 2008. Additionally, the minor
conservative PPA (Pro-Park Geun Hye Alliance) received 13.18% of the votes and the minor
moderate-conservative LFP and CKP each received 6.84% and 3.8% of the votes in 2008. On
the other hand, the minor progressive DLP received 5.68% in 2008. Thus, the moderateconservative vote share amounted to about 61% while the liberal vote share only amounted to
about 31%. Thus, the overall ideological spectrum leaned towards the center-right in 2008
whereas the ideological spectrum was more dispersed in both directions in 2004. This
explains why the overall party system polarization decreased in 2008 despite the increase of
ideological distance between the two mainstream parties.
In 2012, there was another significant increase in party polarization in Korea. Although
the ideological distance between the two mainstream parties—the NFP (New Frontiers Party)
and the DUP (Democratic United Party)—decreased slightly from 4.06 to 3.98, votes were
dispersed in both directions of the ideological spectrum. The conservative NFP received 42.8%
of the votes and the liberal DUP received 36.5% of the votes. As for the minor parties, the
minor progressive UPP (United Progressive Party) received 10.3% of the votes whereas the
minor moderate-conservative LFP only received 3.2% of the votes. Thus, the electoral weight
was equally dispersed among the left and the right spectrums, which resulted in the
significant increase in party system polarization. Another interesting change in 2012 was a
“liberal shift” in the party system. The NFP, the major conservative party, shifted slightly to
the left from 7.59 to 7.29 and the DUP shifted from 3.53 to 3.31. As for the minor parties, the
UPP shifted from 3.96 to 3.11. LFP was the only exception that shifted to the right in 2012
15

(from 4.90 to 5.12). But this shift was insignificant because of LFP’s low vote share.

2. Voter Polarization in South Korea
In this section, I examine changing trend of voter polarization in Korea. Voter polarization
refers to ideological divergence among party voters. I measure voter polarization index of
Korea with the CSES data. The changing pattern of voter polarization is similar to the pattern
of party system polarization. As shown in <Table 4> and <Figure 3>, voter polarization was
very low in 2000 and yet substantially increased in 2004. Voter polarization again decreased
slightly in 2008, and increased sharply again in 2012. In spite of fluctuation in different years,
overall ideological divergence among differing party supporters has substantially increased
during the last decade.

<Table 4> Voter Polarization index in Korea
Year
VPI
Change
0.539
2000
2.647
2.108
2004
2.212
-0.435
2008
2.924
0.712
2012

<Figure 3> Voter Polarization Index in Korea, 2000-2012
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<Table 5> presents a trend of voter polarization in selected Asia-Pacific countries. From
this table, we can understand the level and pattern of voter polarization in Korea with
comparative perspective. Voter polarization of Korea has been higher than that of Philippines
and Taiwan but lower than that of New Zealand and Japan. Yet it is clear that voter
polarization of Korea has increased the most rapidly among Asia-Pacific countries.

<Table 5> Voter Polarization Index of Selected Asia-Pacific Countries, 1996-2012
Wave 1
Wave 2
Wave 3
Average
Country
Average
(1996-2002) (2001-2006) (2005-2011)
Increase
South Korea
0.539
2.647
2.212
1.799
1.673
Philippines
0.369
0.369
Taiwan
0.314
0.623
0.469
Australia
1.630
2.055
1.964
1.883
0.334
New Zealand
3.076
2.641
4.517
3.411
1.411
Japan
2.334a
2.334
Average
1.390
1.667
2.757
1.711
1.149
Notes: Calculated by authors from CSES, wave 1-4 unless noted otherwise. The following
elections were included in the index: South Korea (2000, 2004, 2008); Philippines (2004,
2010); Taiwan (1996, 2001); Australia (1996, 2004, 2007); New Zealand (1996, 2002, 2008);
Japan (2005);
a. Results of the general elections in 2005 were used to calculate index.

Changing Ideological Positions of Korean Voters
In order to explain the rapid rise of voter polarization in Korea, I try to examine the shift of
ideological positions of voters from 2000 to 2012 in detail. <Figure 4> shows the result of
mapping the voters’ ideological positions during four legislative electoral cycles. The
thickness of the arrow indicates the proportion of party voters in the election. It also displays
the mean location of the voters as the thick black arrows. <Table 6> shows the L/R scores of
party voters in Korea during four legislative electoral cycles.
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<Figure 4> Average Ideological Positions of Party Voters
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<Table 6> Average Ideological Positions of Party Voters
All
Voters

GNP/NFP

URI/DP/DUP

MDP

ULD/LFP

DLP/UPP

PPA

CKP

5.21
4.80
4.54
(39.0)
(35.9)
(9.8)
6.29
3.82
4.60
5.00
3.40
4.59
2004
(35.8)
(38.3)
(7.1)
(2.8)
(13.0)
6.63
4.56
6.97
4.13
7.04 4.49
5.54
2008
(37.5)
(25.2)
(6.8)
(5.7)
(13.2) (3.8)
6.99
4.17
4.88
3.78
5.41
2012
(42.8)
(36.5)
(3.2)
(10.3)
Note: Proportions of party supporters are in parentheses. Ideological positions of voters are the mean
values of the voters that voted for each party in the party vote during the National Assembly elections
and are calculated by the authors from CSES, modules 1-4.
2000

4.89
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As shown in <Figure 4> and <Table 6>, ideological positions of differing party voters
have diverged markedly from 2000 to 2012. More importantly, ideological gaps between
supporters of the two major parties have substantially widened. In addition, it is also
meaningful to note that mean ideological position of all voters shifted slightly to the liberal
direction in 2004, and shifted substantially to the conservative direction in 2008 and remained
the same in 2012. In 2004, the emergence of liberal parties—the Uri Party and the DLP—and
the failed impeachment attempt of the incumbent president Roh led by the conservative GNP
and the MDP mobilized the new liberal voters to participate in the elections. The supporters
of the Uri Party and the supporters of DLP clearly positioned themselves at the left (Uri
voters at 3.82, DLP voters at 3.40). The emergence of the liberal voters had a significant
impact on the ideological spectrum of the voters. The mean L/R score of all voters shifted
from 4.89 to 4.59 in 2004. The supporters of the GNP moved further to the right in response
to the liberal shift of the electorate and only a small proportion of the voters stayed in the
middle. Thus, polarization among the voters has significantly increased in 2004.
In 2008, there was a dramatic conservative shift of the electorate. Many of the liberal
voters that voted for the Uri Party in 2004 shifted their positions and voted for the GNP in
2008. The average L/R score of all voters dramatically shifted from 4.59 to 5.54. The
supporters of the DP shifted their positions towards the center, moving from 3.82 to 4.56, and
the supporters of the DLP shifted towards the center, moving from 3.40 to 4.13. As for the
conservative voters, the supporters of the GNP moved further to the right (from 6.29 to 6.63)
and the supporters of the newly formed LFP led by the former GNP presidential candidate
Lee Hoi Chang positioned themselves further to the right of GNP.
In 2012, an average ideological position of all voters slightly shifted to the left. The
supporters of the DUP moved from 4.56 to 4.17 and the supporters of the UPP moved from
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4.13 to 3.78. However, the supporters of the NFP moved from 6.63 to 6.99. Additionally, the
minor conservative PPA and the minor moderate-conservative CKP did not participate in the
2012 elections while the minor moderate-conservative LFP participated in the election but
only a small proportion of voters voted for the LFP. Thus, the ideological distance between
the supporters of the two mainstream parties increased from 2.07 in 2008 to 2.82 in 2012 and
this seems to have caused the increase in voter polarization in 2012.
Up until now, I discuss and explain the increase of voter polarization mainly with the
dynamics of party competition and some institutional change. Yet there are two important
non-institutional causes for rising party polarization in South Korea. As the first cause, I think
that deepening income inequality in Korea has contributed to the rise of party polarization in
Korea. According to the trend of the GINI Index, income inequality in Korea has been rapidly
aggravated since 2000. Thus it is reasonable to expect that political parties and party voters
respond and align policy positions with deepening inequality. Yet it is very difficult to prove a
causal relationship empirically between income inequality and party polarization.
This paper focuses on rising intensity of the generational politics as the second key noninstitutional cause for party polarization in Korea. The generational politics refers to the
sharply contrasting patterns of party support and voting behaviors between young and old
generations. The presidential election of 2002 is viewed as the first national-level election in
the history of Korea in which generational cleavage played a critical role in the election
outcome. The old generation primarily supported Lee Hoi-chang, the Grand National Party
candidate, while the young preferred Roh Moo-hyun, the Millenium Democratic Party(MDP)
candidate. The generational politics were weakened in the 2007 presidential election but
revived saliently in recent elections including the 2012 presidential election. The generational
cleavage has become one of key factor for party politics and electoral outcome (Lee 2013).
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<Table 7> shows contrasting party preferences and voting behaviors by differing age
groups in the last three presidential elections. Old voters (the 50s and over 60 years old)
supported heavily the GNP candidates, while liberal party candidates garnered higher vote
share from young voters, especially from age groups of the 20s and the 30s. It is important to
notice that generational cleavage diminished substantially in the 2007 presidential election
but revived and intensified in recent elections including the 2012 presidential election.

<Table 7> Party Preferences and Voting Behaviors by Differing Age Groups
2002 Presidential
2007 Presidential
2012 Presidential
Election
Election
Election

All
Voters

Candidates & Vote Share
(%)
Lee Hoi
Ro MuChang
hyun
(GNP)
(MDP)
46.6
48.9

Candidates & Vote Share
(%)
Lee Myung- Chung
bak
DongYoung
(GNP)
(DUP)
48.7
26.1

Candidates & Vote
Share (%)
Park Geun- Moon
hye
Jae-In
(NFP)
(DUP)
51.6
48.0

20-29
years old
30-39
years old
40-49
years old
50-59
years old

34.9

59.0

45.8

21.3

26.5

70.7

34.2

59.3

41.4

28.3

37.5

60.6

47.9

48.1

52.2

22.3

41.9

56.3

57.9

40.1

57.6

26.0

64.5

34.8

60-69 or
olders

63.5

34.9

70.3

19.6

76.9

22.4

Note: Data Source are EAI Korean Election Panel Survey (KEPS) on the 2007 and 2012
presidential elections; MBC-KRC exit poll on the 2002 election.

The main reason why generational cleavage has been a crucial cause of voter
polarization is that contrasting party support among differing age groups is closely related to
divergence in ideological orientations among age groups. <Table 8> indicates that average
ideological positions (L/R scores) among different age groups have been sharply contrasting.
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More significantly, ideological gaps between young and old voters have been widened over
the years as shown in <Table 8>. In other words, generational cleavage is substantially
overlapped with ideological cleavage in Korea. As old and conservative voters have become
loyal supporters for the major conservative party, while young and liberal voters have been
core supporters for the major liberal party. Therefore, increasing intensity of generational
politics has been a crucial contributing factor for rising party polarization, especially increase
of voter polarization in Korea.６

<Table 8> Average Ideological Positions (L/R Scores) of Age Groups
Year
Age Group

2000

2004

2008

2012

20-29 years
4.44
3.82
old
30-39 years
4.52
4.02
old
40-49 years
5.02
4.91
old
50-59 years
5.39
5.39
old
Over 60s or
5.93
5.76
older
Note: data source is the CSES survey.

4.52

4.35

4.95

4.65

5.89

5.34

6.27

6.11

6.53

6.81

3. Comparison of Party System Polarization and Voter Polarization
In this section, I compare the patterns of party system polarization and voter polarization in
Korea. Comparing the patterns of party system polarization and voter polarization is
important in the two aspects. First, comparing party system polarization and voter
polarization can have important implications on the pattern of representation between
political parties and voters. Second, the relationship between party elite polarization and voter
polarization can be inferred from the comparison.
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<Figure 5> compares the patterns of party system polarization and voter polarization in
Korea. As you can see, the patterns of polarization are almost identical except that the
fluctuation of party system polarization is greater than that of voter polarization. This implies
that party polarization in Korea is closely correlated with voter polarization except that the
fluctuation in party system polarization in greater than that of voter polarization.

<Figure 5> Party System Polarization and Voter Polarization in Korea, 2000-2012

<Figure 6> compares closely the ideological positions of parties and their supporters in
2004 and 2012. During the two periods, polarization increased significantly among parties
and among voters. In 2004, both mainstream parties represented the ideological positions of
their supporters. Ideological position of the Uri Party was almost identical to its supporters
while the GNP took a more extreme position than its supporters. In 2012, both mainstream
parties (NFP and DUP) moved further to their ideological extremes. The NFP dominated the
conservative arena while the DUP stood slightly to the right of UPP.
We need to notice two significant findings in <Figure 6>. First, two mainstream parties
in Korea did not position themselves towards the position of the mean voter. Instead, both
mainstream parties positioned themselves closer to their partisan supporters. This finding
contradicts the conventional wisdom that expects mainstream parties to represent the
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ideological positions of mean voters (Downs, 1957; Ezrow et al, 2011). Second and more
significantly, the ideological positions of most of parties have been extreme than those of
their supporters. In other words, most of political parties have represented extreme party
supporters rather than median voter or moderate party supporters. This result implies that
party polarization in Korea was initially driven by the party elites and voters have been
influenced by polarized parties and have aligned their positions with the parties. Another
political implication that can be drawn from this result is that Korean political parties have
aggravated social conflicts rather than control or reduce social conflict through political
process.

<Figure 6> Comparison of Ideological Positions of Parties and Voters(2004, 2012)

IV. Political Effects of Party Polarization in South Korea.
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While numerous studies on polarization on the United States have pointed out negative
effects or consequences of party polarization, party polarization also can produce beneficial
effects in other countries (Levendusky 2010). Therefore, whether the overall effects of party
polarization is positive or negative in given countries is an empirical question.
The political effects of party polarization can be analyzed in the three aspects. First,
party polarization is strongly related to the pattern of political representation. Under the less
polarized party system, ideological positions among parties are not clearly distinctive and
thus voters may have difficulty to choose a party which is congruent with their ideological
positions or policy preferences. In this case, center or moderate voters are well represented by
the parties and voters at the extreme positions are poorly represented or even ignored. Under
the highly polarized party system, by contrast, voters with extreme positions are represented
well, whereas moderate voters can be represented partially by the parties.
Secondly, partisan polarization also affects the functioning of democracy. Partisan
polarization can increase democratic responsiveness in the sense that political parties with
distinctive positions or policy platforms can respond more sensitively to the demands of their
constituency. In addition, party polarization tends to mobilize partisan voters and increases
the level of their political participation. However, more often than not party polarization
produces harmful effects on the functioning of democracy. Firstly, party polarization often
alienates moderate voters and discourages their participation. More seriously, party
polarization leads to incessant partisan gridlock and confrontational politics as shown in the
experience of the United States. Under the highly polarized party system, the relationship
between ruling party and opposition parties is likely to become extremely confrontational.
Thus, it has been increasingly difficult to reach consensus or compromise on the sensitive
policy issues. Therefore, extreme party polarization results in a hindrance for the functioning
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of the democracy and government performance.
Thirdly, party polarization also affects the level of satisfaction with democracy. Yet the
relationship between party polarization and democratic satisfaction is ambiguous. The effects
of party polarization on democratic satisfaction can differ by the types of voters. Moderate
voters are likely to be dissatisfied with party polarization since party polarization increases
the distance between their preferred policy platforms and parties’ ideological positions. By
contrast, voters at the extreme positions can be more satisfied with party polarization since
party polarization reduces the ideological distance between their positions and parties’.

７

What are the political effects of rising party polarization in South Korea? Rising party
polarization can bring both positive and negative effects in South Korea. I discuss the
political effects of rising party polarization of Korea in the three aspects. First, I examine the
changing pattern of representation caused by rising party polarization in South Korea. For
this purpose, I analyze the change of the representation gap which refers to the degree of
incongruence between parties and party supporters. The representation gap is measured as the
average of the absolute values of the differences between the ideological positions of the
parties and the ideological positions of the party voters (Dalton and Tanaka 2008). <Table 9>
shows the representation gap of each party from 2000 to 2012. As you can see in <Table 9>,
representation gap has decreased in 2004, increased in 2008, and then decreased again in
2012. What is interesting is that during the two periods (2004, 2012) in which both party
system and voter polarization significantly increased, the average representation gap has
decreased. This result indicates that rising party polarization has increased the degree of
ideological congruence between parties and party supporters in South Korea.
<Table 9> also shows that in South Korean case, the ideological positions of most of the
parties have been extreme than those of their supporters. This result implies that Korean
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political parties have failed to reduce social conflict through institutionalized political process.
Instead Korean political parties have aggravated social conflicts.

<Table 9 > Representation Gap in Korea, 2000-2012

2000

2004

2008

2012

GNP
MDP
ULD
GNP
URI
ULD
DLP
GNP
DP
LFP
DLP
NFP
DUP
LFP
UPP

(A)
Ideological
Positions of
Parties
5.66
5.44
6.55
7.33
3.72
7.16
3.23
7.59
3.53
4.90
3.96
7.29
3.31
5.12
3.11

(B)
Ideological
Positions of
Supporters
5.21
4.80
4.54
6.29
3.82
5.00
3.40
6.63
3.82
6.97
4.13
6.99
4.17
4.88
3.78

(C)

(D)

(A) – (B)

Representation
Gap

0.45
0.64
2.01
1.04
-0.10
2.16
-0.17
0.96
-0.29
-2.07
-0.17
0.30
-0.86
0.24
-0.67

0.45
0.64
2.01
1.04
0.10
2.16
0.17
0.96
0.29
2.07
0.17
0.30
0.86
0.24
0.67

(E)
Average
Representation
Gap
1.033

0.868

0.873

0.518

Secondly, rising party polarization has significantly affected party politics and legislative
politics in Korea. Rising party polarization has positively affected the pattern of party
competition and voting behaviors. In Korea, major political parties did not meaningful
differences in their ideological positions or policy platforms for a long time and thus party
completion was mainly based on the regional cleavage.８ Under this context, the regional
cleavage is weakened by the rapid rise of party polarization as voters’ choice of the party can
be based on ideological congruence or policy positions rather than the regional linkage. In
addition, increasing difference of ideological positions and policy preferences among political
parties provides voters an strong incentive for ideological voting or issue voting.
However, rising party polarization in South Korea produce many negative effects. More
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than anything, rising party polarization has been the underlying cause of increasing partisan
gridlock and confrontational politics in South Korea. The highly polarized party system
means that the relationship between ruling party and opposition parties has become extremely
confrontational. Thus, it has been difficult to reach consensus or compromise on the salient
policy issues. During last ten years, South Korean democracy has crippled from increasing
partisan gridlock and confrontational politics. Dialogue and compromise between ruling party
and opposition parties have disappeared and thus the functioning of democracy has been
hindered. In addition, party polarization also significantly affects the dynamics of legislative
politics. Due to rising party polarization, the autonomy of individual legislative members has
been reduced and the percentage of partisan voting relative to cross-party voting has
increased sharply. Major bills proposed by the government or the ruling party are frequently
blocked by the opposition party in legislative processes. As a result, government’s policy
performance has been severely undermined by partisan gridlock.
Repeated partisan gridlock and confrontational legislative politics have deepened public
distrust on political institutions. According to Park and Chu’s study (Park and Chu 2014), the
level of trust on political institutions such as political parties and legislature in South Korea
has decreased significantly from 1996 to 2011 and remained at a very low level. I think that
rising party polarization has been the crucial factor for increasing public distrust on political
parties and legislature, though direct causal relationship cannot be inferred.
Finally, I examine how party polarization affects voters’ satisfaction with democracy in
South Korea. Voters’ satisfaction with democracy demonstrates overall agreements of
constituency and democratic performance of the government. As I mentioned above, the
relationship between party polarization and democratic satisfaction is ambiguous. Satisfaction
with party polarization can differ by the types of voters. In addition, it is difficult to measure
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empirically the causal relationship between party polarization and satisfaction with
democracy. Recent Park and Chu’s study based on the Asia Barometer Survey reports that the
level of satisfaction with democracy in South Korea has shown significant fluctuation and has
steadily increased since 2006 (Park and Chu 2014). <Table 10> shows the changes of party
system polarization and the level of satisfaction with democracy in Korea. There is no clear
evidence of negative association between the degree of party polarization and satisfaction of
democracy. This result means that rising party polarization in Korea has not led to the
increase of dissatisfaction with democracy in Korea, even though it is impossible to infer
direct causal linkage from this table. It is an interesting puzzle that Korean public has
maintained a high level of satisfaction with democracy, in spite of substantial increase of
distrust on specific political institutions such as political parties and legislature.

<Table 10> Satisfaction with Democracy in Korea, 2000-2012
Year
Party System Polarization
Satisfaction with Democracy
2000
0.763
1.370
2004
3.581
1.130
2008
2.951
1.336
2012
3.966
1.385
Notes: data source is the CSES surveys on South Korea in four modules.
0=Not at all satisfied, 2=Not satisfied, 3=Satisfied, 4=Very satisfied.

V. Concluding Remarks
This paper aims to examine the causes and political effects of party polarization in South
Korea with comparative perspective, by analyzing data from the Comparative Study of
Electoral Systems (CSES). Major findings of this paper are summarized as follows. Party
system polarization has rapidly increased in the last decade. In fact, South Korea is the
country which experienced the most rapid party system polarization during the last decade. In
addition, the polarization of the voters has increased from 2000 to 2012. Party polarization in
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Korea is closely correlated with voter polarization except that the fluctuation in party system
polarization in greater than that of voter polarization.
By comparing party polarization and voter polarization, two significant findings are
noticed. First, two mainstream parties in Korea did not position themselves towards the
position of the mean voter but positioned themselves closer to their partisan supporters.
Secondly, the ideological positions of most of parties have been extreme than those of their
supporters. In short, most of political parties have represented extreme party supporters rather
than median voter or moderate party supporters. This result implies that party polarization in
Korea was initially driven by the party elites and voters have been influenced by polarized
parties and have aligned their positions with the parties.
With regard to political effects of rising party polarization in Korea, both positive and
negative effects are identified. While some positive political effects of rising party
polarization are discussed, I argue that overall negative effects have been more salient in
Korea. Rising party polarization has been the most crucial cause of incessant political strife
and partisan gridlock in Korea. Therefore, rising party polarization has negatively affected
government performance and the functioning of the democracy.
Finally, I would like to mention some limitations of this paper and suggest some
thoughts on future research. First, this paper has not addressed rising income inequality as a
crucial cause for polarization of parties and voters in South Korea. Many studies on the
United States point out widening income inequality as the crucial cause of party polarization.
McCarthy et al (2006) demonstrated that economic inequality increased incentives for
political parties to situate their policy positions to the extreme. Various indicators measuring
income inequality including the GINI Index clearly show that income inequality has been
aggravated in the last decade or so in Korea. However, it is daunting to examine empirically a
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causal relationship between income inequality and party polarization. The CSES survey does
not include questions regarding income inequality and is no use for this purpose. As
McCarthy et al (2006)’s study utilized roll-call voting data in Congress, perhaps a careful
analysis on Korean roll-call data is required. Yet the quality of the Korean roll-call voting
data may not be sufficient to tackle this issue.
Second, even though the rapid rise of party polarization in South Korea produces
significant political consequences and thus deserves scholarly attention, single case study has
limitations to draw broad theoretical implications from the country’s experiences. Since my
measurement of party polarization is based on the CSES cross-national survey data which
includes many Asian countries, region-wide comparative study would be a meaningful
endeavor for the further study. It is especially true that not many studies have been conducted
on region-wide comparison on party polarization. In addition, a comparison between Korea
and Taiwan would be interesting and illuminating. According to the CSES data, the degree of
party polarization in Taiwan has been very low, quite opposite to South Korea. Comparative
analysis on the contrasting trend of party polarization between Taiwan and Korea would be
an intriguing topic for a future study.
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According to Powell’s study(Powell 2008), rising polarization is reported in Australia and
Switzerland, whereas depolarization is observed in the United Kingdom and the Netherlands .
１

２

Jou’s study (2010) provides an excellent discussion on the heuristic value of left and right
framework in East Asia.
３

The conceptualization of party polarization differs across party systems. It is easy to
conceptualize party polarization in two-party systems because only the ideological distance
between two parties should be considered. Yet in multi-party systems the conceptualization of
party polarization is not as straightforward. While some argue that simplest way to
conceptualize political polarization might be to consider only the two major parties, others
assert that the position of each party in related to the other parties should be considered. This
paper uses weighted averages of distance to measure the scope of party polarization under
multi-party system.
４

The “386 generation” refers to the generation who were born during the 1960s. The young
liberal legislators of the “386 generation” have actively participated in the student-led
democratization movements against the authoritarian regime in the 1980s.
５

An interim party formed by Pro-Roh Moo Hyun activists.

６

Recent studies on generational politics in Korea focus on the question of why differing age
groups demonstrate contrasting party support and ideological divergence. Lee’s recent
study(2013) disaggregate the generation effects into three elements: aging effect, cohort
effect, and period effect.
７

In addition, voters are likely to evaluate party polarization differently based on whether
their supporting candidates win or lose (Anderson 2012). Since election losers are less
likely to be satisfied with democracy, the effects of party polarization can be different
election losers and winners. Partisan voters recognize that winning the election can prevent
policies that they dislike.
８

It was partly a legacy of authoritarian period and partly a result of ideological constraints
during the Cold War era.
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