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1. Why was the pres�dent's declarat�on of emergency mart�al law cons�dered reckless?

Around 10:30 p.m. on December 3, 2024, South Korean Pres�dent Yoon Suk Yeol declared
emergency mart�al law through a late-n�ght telev�sed address. Th�s shock�ng news surpr�sed
not only the Korean people but also the ent�re world. Dur�ng the s�x hours that the mart�al law
was �n effect, Korean soc�ety exper�enced feel�ngs of fear, confus�on, and anger. Korea's
modern h�story �s shaped by a harsh struggle for democrat�zat�on under m�l�tary d�ctatorsh�ps
beh�nd �ts dazzl�ng econom�c development. Throughout th�s h�story, mart�al law has been used
as a tool to control and suppress the Korean people's grow�ng demands for democracy. Due to
th�s background, emergency mart�al law �s recogn�zed as an ant�-democrat�c measure �n Korea,
lead�ng to strong publ�c outrage aga�nst Pres�dent Yoon for h�s dec�s�on to �mplement �t. 

Shortly after declar�ng emergency mart�al law, Pres�dent Yoon faced strong oppos�t�on from
both the publ�c and pol�t�c�ans. Ult�mately, he was suspended when the Nat�onal Assembly
passed a mot�on for h�s �mpeachment just 11 days after the declarat�on. He �s currently under
�nvest�gat�on for suspected �nsurrect�on by the pol�ce, prosecutors, and the Corrupt�on
Invest�gat�on Off�ce for H�gh-rank�ng Off�c�als. Pres�dent Yoon �s now awa�t�ng a tr�al by the
Const�tut�onal Court, wh�ch w�ll dec�de whether to d�sm�ss h�m from off�ce. H�s declarat�on of
mart�al law ult�mately led to a self-destruct�ve s�tuat�on that severely threatened h�s pol�t�cal
career.

Mart�al law and Korea’s Democracy

 In Korea, the emergency mart�al law declared by the pres�dent off�c�ally lasted for only

s�x hours. However, the aftermath of th�s declarat�on cont�nues to unfold w�th h�gh

�ntens�ty. The pres�dent, who abruptly declared mart�al law, was �mpeached by the

Nat�onal Assembly and suspended from h�s dut�es. In add�t�on, he �s now under

�nvest�gat�on on accusat�ons of lead�ng an �nsurrect�on. Both system�c and personal

factors contr�buted to the pres�dent's fateful dec�s�on, wh�ch ult�mately led to h�s

pol�t�cal downfall.
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Pres�dent Yoon's declarat�on of emergency mart�al law lacks leg�t�macy. Art�cle 77 of the
Const�tut�on of the Republ�c of Korea states that "when �t �s requ�red to cope w�th a m�l�tary
necess�ty or to ma�nta�n publ�c safety and order by mob�l�zat�on of the m�l�tary forces �n t�me of
war, armed confl�ct or s�m�lar nat�onal emergency, the Pres�dent may procla�m mart�al law under
the cond�t�ons as prescr�bed by Act." As of December 3, 2024, �t �s d�ff�cult to argue that there
was a war, armed confl�ct, or equ�valent emergency �n Korea. Wh�le the �llegal�ty and
unconst�tut�onal�ty of th�s declarat�on are currently be�ng exam�ned by �nvest�gat�ve agenc�es
and the Const�tut�onal Court, the Korean publ�c does not recogn�ze the declarat�on of mart�al
law as leg�t�mate.

Furthermore, s�nce Yoon's dec�s�on was not v�able, �t was challeng�ng to ant�c�pate that he would
ach�eve s�gn�f�cant pol�t�cal ga�ns.The h�gh levels of democracy and technology exper�enced by
the Korean people were the pr�mary factors that d�m�n�shed the feas�b�l�ty of �mpos�ng
emergency mart�al law. Notably, Korea's democracy, establ�shed after decades under m�l�tary-
author�tar�an rule �n the 20th century, �s deeply embedded �n the publ�c consc�ousness. Th�s
h�stor�cal context has fostered a democrat�c educat�on that promotes democrat�c c�t�zensh�p
among the Korean people. South Korea has a conscr�pt�on system due to ongo�ng m�l�tary
tens�ons w�th North Korea, w�th approx�mately 60% of the m�l�tary personnel be�ng conscr�pted.
These conscr�pted sold�ers, who serve for a des�gnated per�od, share the same democrat�c
values as ord�nary South Korean c�t�zens. H�stor�cally, the Republ�c of Korea (ROK) m�l�tary has
made ser�ous errors by us�ng �ts power to uphold and strengthen author�tar�an reg�mes rather
than protect aga�nst external threats. Th�s sense of gu�lt �s reflected throughout the ROK
m�l�tary as an �nst�tut�on. Over t�me, the ROK m�l�tary has worked d�l�gently to foster an �mage of
a fr�endly m�l�tary that �s trusted by �ts c�t�zens and comm�tted to the�r welfare.

2. What caused the pres�dent's declarat�on of emergency mart�al law? (System�c factors)

One of the ma�n just�f�cat�ons Pres�dent Yoon prov�ded for declar�ng emergency mart�al law was
the perce�ved tyranny of the oppos�t�on party. The relat�onsh�p between the adm�n�strat�on and
the leg�slature—part�cularly between the rul�ng party and the oppos�t�on—had deter�orated to
such an extent that Pres�dent Yoon descr�bed the s�tuat�on us�ng terms l�ke "leg�slat�ve
d�ctatorsh�p," "paralys�s of state affa�rs," and "ant�-state act�on."

The pol�t�cal deadlock between the rul�ng and oppos�t�on part�es �n Korea stems from the
dynam�cs w�th�n the Nat�onal Assembly. The 22nd Nat�onal Assembly, wh�ch was convened �n
June 2024, �ncludes 171 seats controlled by the largest oppos�t�on party, the Democrat�c Party,
out of a total of 300 seats. The total number of seats held by all oppos�t�on part�es �s 192. In
contrast, the rul�ng People Power Party holds only 108 seats. In th�s way, the oppos�t�on party
won a landsl�de v�ctory �n the 22nd general elect�on held �n the th�rd year of the pres�dent�al
term. G�ven th�s s�tuat�on, the Democrat�c Party has been pressur�ng the Yoon Suk Yeol
adm�n�strat�on �n all d�rect�ons by ut�l�z�ng �ts pos�t�on as the largest party �n the Nat�onal
Assembly.
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The Democrat�c Party, wh�ch holds a major�ty �n the leg�slature, asserts that �t �s exerc�s�ng �ts
legal author�ty to check the adm�n�strat�on. However, there has been cr�t�c�sm regard�ng the
Democrat�c Party's act�ons, w�th cla�ms that they are excess�ve, and th�s cr�t�c�sm predates the
declarat�on of emergency mart�al law. In part�cular, the large number of �mpeachment
attempts �n�t�ated by the Democrat�c Party to pressure the government have not garnered
s�gn�f�cant publ�c support. The party has been advocat�ng for the �mpeachment of var�ous
government off�c�als, �nclud�ng the M�n�ster of Publ�c Adm�n�strat�on and Secur�ty, the
cha�rman of the Commun�cat�ons Comm�ss�on, the cha�rman of the Board of Aud�t and
Inspect�on, and the M�n�ster of Defense, leverag�ng �ts major�ty status.

It �s clear that the �mpeachment system �s a dev�ce guaranteed by the Const�tut�on to keep
power �n check, but �t �s a method meant to be used as a last resort. On December 2, a day
before the emergency mart�al law was procla�med, the Democrat�c Party proposed four
�mpeachment art�cles, br�ng�ng the total to 22 w�th�n about two and a half years s�nce the
�naugurat�on of the Yoon Suk Yeol adm�n�strat�on. Th�s �s a s�gn�f�cant �ncrease compared to
those f�lled dur�ng prev�ous governments. In add�t�on, tens�ons between the rul�ng and
oppos�t�on part�es escalated regard�ng the adm�n�strat�on's budget proposal for sett�ng the
2025 budget. In the process, the Democrat�c Party made a hardl�ne dec�s�on to cut the budget.
These str�ngent measures of a ser�es of �mpeachment attempts and budget cuts by the
Democrat�c Party cont�nued to �ntens�fy the strong confrontat�on between the oppos�t�on party
and Pres�dent Yoon.

 In the context of emergency mart�al law, Pres�dent Yoon made a total of four publ�c addresses,
�nclud�ng the declarat�on and l�ft�ng of the mart�al law. In each of these statements, Pres�dent
Yoon cons�stently cr�t�c�zed the oppos�t�on's acts of pressure. Th�s �nd�cates that the
oppos�t�on's hardl�ne and un�lateral act�ons were c�ted as the pr�mary reason for Pres�dent
Yoon's controvers�al dec�s�ons. Nevertheless, �t �s clear that publ�c op�n�on �s unl�kely to support
attempts to pursue a m�l�tary solut�on �nstead of a pol�t�cal one to address pol�t�cal �ssues.

3. What caused the pres�dent's declarat�on of emergency mart�al law? 

The personal factors of the pres�dent are pr�mar�ly c�ted as the reasons beh�nd the oppos�t�on
party's s�gn�f�cant v�ctory �n the elect�on, wh�ch occurred less than halfway through the
pres�dent's term. H�s personal role �n th�s outcome appears to be the low approval rat�ng of the
Yoon Suk Yeol government. In May 2022, the government's approval rat�ng was approx�mately
50%; however, just three months later, by August of the same year, �t dropped to the 20%
range, �nd�cat�ng a sharp decl�ne. Th�s drop �n approval rat�ngs �s attr�buted to Pres�dent Yoon's
excess�ve �nterference �n party affa�rs. He appl�ed both d�rect and �nd�rect pressure to oust the
party's leadersh�p and �nstall key f�gures of h�s choos�ng.
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The pres�dent's att�tude toward the people and the pol�t�cal commun�ty appears �mmature,
part�cularly ev�dent �n the declarat�on of mart�al law. Th�s stems from Pres�dent Yoon's
background as a non-profess�onal pol�t�c�an. He spent h�s career as a prosecutor, and dur�ng h�s
t�me as prosecutor general �n the prev�ous adm�n�strat�on, he had confl�cts w�th the
government, eventually emerg�ng as a lead�ng cand�date for the oppos�t�on seek�ng
government change. Pres�dent Yoon's elect�on reflected the publ�c's des�re to hold the
government accountable. However, due to h�s lack of pol�t�cal exper�ence, h�s pol�t�cal
or�entat�on, bel�efs, and sk�lls have never been demonstrated. As a non-profess�onal pol�t�c�an,
he also faced d�ff�culty form�ng h�s cab�net and bu�ld�ng h�s pol�t�cal team. 

In the run-up to the 22nd general elect�on held �n Apr�l 2024, , wh�ch serves as a m�d-term
evaluat�on of the Yoon Suk Yeol adm�n�strat�on, Pres�dent Yoon fa�led to show a sk�llful att�tude
toward var�ous negat�ve �ssues. The pres�dent's conc�l�atory act�on was requ�red on the �ssue of
the F�rst Lady’s scandal, the controversy over the �ntervent�on of the �nvest�gat�on �nto the
mar�ne death �nc�dent, and the med�cal str�ke result�ng from the un�lateral expans�on of
med�cal school quotas. Desp�te expectat�ons of defeat �n the general elect�on, Pres�dent Yoon
ma�nta�ned a strong stance and d�d not effect�vely resolve the controvers�es and cr�t�c�sms
surround�ng h�m. Th�s fa�lure to address key �ssues has been c�ted as a major factor �n the
party's electoral losses, lead�ng to cr�t�c�sm even from w�th�n the rul�ng party.

Pres�dent Yoon strongly cr�t�c�zed the oppos�t�on part�es for the�r abuse of power and used th�s
as a just�f�cat�on for declar�ng mart�al law. However, th�s does not mean that he has ever made
a gesture of reconc�l�at�on to the oppos�t�on party. Wh�le the oppos�t�on part�es have brought a
record 22 cases of �mpeachment, Pres�dent Yoon has vetoed a total of 25 leg�slat�ve proposals
from the Nat�onal Assembly. Notably, he has repeatedly rejected the Spec�al Prosecutor’s Act
related to the F�rst Lady’s scandal and mar�ne death acc�dent, veto�ng �t three t�mes �n a row.
Th�s has ra�sed quest�ons about whether he has genu�nely attempted to resolve the pol�t�cal
deadlock. H�s cla�m that m�l�tary act�on was taken as a last resort desp�te all h�s pol�t�cal
efforts seems less conv�nc�ng.

4. What's to come? Issues and r�sks pred�cted after �mpeachment

The 11 days from the end of the emergency mart�al law to the pass�ng of the �mpeachment
mot�on were marked by confus�on and uncerta�nty. Both the rul�ng and oppos�t�on part�es
agreed that Pres�dent Yoon's emergency mart�al law was unjust�f�ed; however, they had
d�fferent pol�t�cal �nterests that �nfluenced the�r subsequent act�ons. Dur�ng th�s t�me, there
was a complex dynam�c among the pres�dent, the leader of the rul�ng party, and the leader of
the oppos�t�on, all of whom adopted host�le stances. Internal d�v�s�ons emerged w�th�n the
rul�ng party, reflect�ng vary�ng pol�t�cal �nterests regard�ng �mpeachment. As two �mpeachment
b�lls were proposed on December 7 and December 14, the Nat�onal Assembly qu�ckly ra�sed
urgent quest�ons regard�ng m�l�tary and pol�ce off�cers who had part�c�pated �n the emergency
mart�al law. 
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Numerous m�l�tary and pol�ce personnel confessed the�r consc�ence and publ�cly stated the�r
w�ll�ngness to appeal aga�nst such act�ons to prevent future occurrences. The pol�ce,
prosecutors, and the Corrupt�on Invest�gat�on Off�ce for H�gh-rank�ng Off�c�als qu�ckly arrested
the heads of pol�ce and m�l�tary as �f they were �n an �nvest�gat�ve compet�t�on. Am�d these
developments, concerns about a potent�al secur�ty vacuum �n Korea are r�s�ng, espec�ally as
relat�ons between North and South Korea cont�nue to worsen.

The adm�n�strat�on has trans�t�oned to an act�ng pres�dent system under the pr�me m�n�ster. If
the current pres�dent �s d�sm�ssed as a result of the �mpeachment tr�al, an early pres�dent�al
elect�on w�ll be held w�th�n 60 days. In terms of future prospects, oppos�t�on leader Lee Jae-
myung �s expected to be the b�ggest var�able. Lee Jae-myung faces accusat�ons �n e�ght cases
and has twelve charges aga�nst h�m, currently undergo�ng f�ve tr�als wh�le he has served as a
mayor, governor, and pres�dent�al cand�date. The outcome of these tr�als w�ll determ�ne
whether he �s el�g�ble to run for elect�on. The fates of Lee Jae-myung, the l�kely next pres�dent,
and the �ncumbent pres�dent, Yoon Suk Yeol, w�ll ult�mately rest �n the hands of the courts and
the Const�tut�onal Court. The tr�als are expected to take a certa�n amount of t�me,  and �t �s
expected that a f�erce publ�c op�n�on battle w�ll be formed �n the rul�ng and oppos�t�on part�es
as the publ�c op�n�on affects the matter due to the ser�ousness of the matter.

Desp�te the pres�dent's undemocrat�c act�ons, Korea's democracy has rece�ved pra�se
worldw�de for the c�t�zens' att�tudes toward mart�al law forces and the�r culture of orderly
protest. However, both the pres�dent and the large oppos�t�on party emerged from the Korean
democrat�c system and the people's votes. Wh�le the ord�nary c�t�zens' comm�tment to
democracy �s commendable, �t �s necessary to reflect on whether the pol�t�c�ans represent�ng
them are underm�n�ng Korea's democrat�c values. A more mature democracy requ�res careful
cons�derat�on of the powers outl�ned �n the Const�tut�on. Just because someth�ng �s legal does
not just�fy all act�ons; therefore, more respons�ble and just pol�t�cal behav�or �s requ�red.
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