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Introduction
In the summer of 1953, when the guns fell silent on the Korean peninsula, the land that is now South
Korea was one of the poorest places on earth. Its capital, Seoul, lay in ruins. Its population was
malnourished, its infrastructure shattered, its economy barely functioning. Three years of war had
killed perhaps a million people and turned millions more into refugees. The country that emerged from
the armistice was, by any rational measure, a candidate for permanent failure.

Seventy years later, that same country is a member of the G20, home to some of the world’s most
advanced technology companies, and one of the few nations whose cultural products shape global
consciousness in real time. K-pop fills stadiums from London to São Paulo. ‘Parasite’ changed the
history of cinema. Samsung smartphones are in pockets across the planet. The journey from rubble to
world-beater is one of the most extraordinary stories of national transformation in modern history, and
it did not happen by accident. Understanding how it happened, what it cost, and where it leaves the
Korean people now is the purpose of what follows.

Development
The Korean People and their Land
The Korean peninsula has been inhabited for thousands of years, and the Korean people share a
common language, a common culture, and a deep attachment to a defined territory that is unusual in
its antiquity and continuity. The kingdom of Gojoseon, Korea’s first recorded state, is said to have
been founded in 2333 BCE, and whether or not that precise date holds up to archaeological scrutiny,
the sense of a continuous Korean civilisation stretching back millennia is a powerful and enduring fact
of Korean identity.

The Joseon Dynasty, established in 1392 following the overthrow of the Goryeo kingdom, gave
Korea five centuries of relatively stable, centralised government and shaped much of what the world
now recognises as distinctively Korean: Confucian social ethics, a hierarchical but functional
bureaucracy, a distinctive artistic and literary culture, and the development of Hangul, the Korean
alphabet, which was devised by King Sejong and his scholars in 1443 and remains one of the most
scientifically designed writing systems in the world. Hangul was a deliberately inclusive act of cultural
policy; where previous scripts had been the preserve of the educated elite schooled in Chinese
characters, Hangul was designed to be learnable by ordinary people. It was an early assertion that
Korean culture belonged to Koreans.

For much of its history, Korea was a kingdom caught between great powers. The seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries brought increasing pressure from both China and Japan, and the nineteenth



century brought something far worse: the attention of expansionist imperial powers whose interest in
Korea was strategic and whose contempt for Korean sovereignty was absolute.

Colonialism and the Attempted Erasure of Korean Culture
Japan’s colonisation of Korea in 1910 was not merely a political annexation. It was a systematic
project of cultural obliteration. The Japanisation policies of the colonial administration — the
Government-General of Korea — were designed to strip Koreans of their language, their names, their
history, and their dignity. Korean-language newspapers were shut down. Korean children were forced
to learn Japanese and to worship at Shinto shrines. Korean history was rewritten or erased. The
Korean family registration system was abolished and replaced with a Japanese one; Korean
surnames, which carried deep genealogical meaning, were subjected to bureaucratic contempt.

This was not cultural insensitivity; it was deliberate policy. The Governor-General, Generals in
succession from Ito Hirobumi onwards, operated on the principle that a people who had no memory
of a separate identity could not resist incorporation into the Japanese imperial project. The
colonisation of Korea represents one of the most thoroughgoing attempts at cultural genocide in
modern history, and the evidence supports that characterisation.

The human costs were staggering. During the period 1910 to 1945, somewhere between 200,000 and
400,000 Korean men were conscripted as forced labourers for the Japanese war machine. Perhaps
200,000 Korean women were recruited or coerced into sexual slavery for the Japanese military — the
so-called ‘comfort women’ whose suffering was systematically denied by the Japanese government
for decades. The March 1st Movement of 1919, a nationwide protest for independence, was met
with a massacre; the Japanese killed an estimated 7,000 Koreans in the suppression campaign that
followed.

The colonisation of Korea was not, however, only a story of oppression. It was also a story of
modernisation — albeit modernisation imposed at gunpoint and serving Japanese interests. The
railway network was expanded, the port of Busan was developed, and some industrial infrastructure
was built. Korean nationalists absorbed modern political ideas — nationalism, socialism, anti-
colonialism — in Japanese universities, where they encountered other colonised peoples from across
the Asian empire. The very tools of colonial control became the tools of liberation consciousness.

Liberation, Division, and the Coming of War
Japan’s defeat in August 1945 should have been a moment of liberation for the Korean people. In
practice, it became the beginning of a new and terrible chapter. The United States and the Soviet
Union, who had cooperated in the defeat of Japan, immediately disagreed about what to do with the
Korean peninsula they had divided at the 38th parallel. Soviet forces occupied the north; American
forces occupied the south. The Cold War had come to Korea.

The two occupation zones produced two very different states. In the north, Kim Il-sung, a Soviet-
backed Korean communist who had fought the Japanese in Manchuria, established the Democratic
People’s Republic of Korea. In the south, Syngman Rhee, an American-backed nationalist and
devout Christian who had spent decades in exile lobbying for Korean independence, established the
Republic of Korea. Each claimed to be the legitimate government of all Korea. Neither was wrong,
and neither could be right. The division was a geopolitical artefact, not a democratic decision, and its
artificiality was one of the sources of the horror that followed.

On 25 June 1950, North Korean forces crossed the 38th parallel and invaded the south. The
Korean War had begun. The immediate cause was the Cold War logic that divided the world into two
armed blocs, each convinced of the other’s aggressive intentions. The deeper cause was the
unresolved nature of Korean division itself: two states, each claiming the whole peninsula, each



backed by a superpower, both refusing to accept the permanence of partition. War, when it came,
was catastrophic. American and United Nations forces, fighting under the UN banner, pushed deep
into North Korea; Chinese forces then entered the war in enormous numbers to prevent the defeat of
the north. By the time the armistice was signed at Panmunjom on 27 July 1953, the peninsula was
devastated. Civilian casualties were enormous — bombing campaigns had reduced much of North
Korea to rubble — and the two sides had fought to a standstill along roughly the same line they had
occupied before the war began. The DMZ, the Demilitarised Zone, became one of the most heavily
fortified places on earth and has remained so ever since.

The nuclear dimension of the Korean conflict deserves particular attention, because it has never gone
away. During the Korean War itself, the United States seriously contemplated using nuclear weapons.
MacArthur wanted to expand the war into China and had discussed using atomic bombs. This
possibility, and the memory of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, haunted the Korean imagination. North
Korea’s subsequent development of nuclear weapons — under Kim Il-sung, then Kim Jong-il, then
Kim Jong-un — is most plausibly understood as a rational response to the existential threat posed by
a nuclear-armed United States committed to the overthrow of the Pyongyang regime. Whether one
regards the DPRK’s nuclear programme as legitimate defence or dangerous provocation, its roots are
in the experience of the Korean War and the nuclear threats that accompanied it.

Recovery: Economic, Social, and Cultural
The story of South Korea’s economic recovery and transformation is one of the most studied cases in
development economics, and it remains genuinely instructive. The strategy was essentially export-
oriented industrialisation, driven by the state and organised around large family-controlled
conglomerates known as chaebol — Samsung, Hyundai, LG, and Daewoo among them. The
government directed credit, managed foreign exchange, protected domestic markets, and negotiated
access to foreign technology. The chaebol took the capital and the direction and produced exports:
first textiles and cheap electronics, then steel and shipbuilding, then automobiles, then the
sophisticated semiconductors and smartphones that dominate global markets today.

This model worked extraordinarily well for several decades. South Korea’s GDP per capita, which
stood at around $100 at the time of the Korean War, reached $10,000 by the 1990s and has
continued to climb. The country achieved universal literacy, invested heavily in education, and built a
world-class infrastructure. The transformation of the city of Busan from a small port to a global
logistics hub, or of Daegu from a provincial market town to a centre of textile manufacturing, tells the
story of a society that mobilised itself with a collective discipline remarkable to witness.

It did not come without cost. The developmental state operated under authoritarian conditions for
much of its most intense phase. The Park Chung-hee military regime, which ruled from 1961 until
Park’s assassination in 1979, was a dictatorship that suppressed labour rights, censored the press,
and imprisoned dissidents. The economic miracle was built on the labour of millions of Koreans who
worked long hours in factories with few rights and fewer protections. When Korea faced the Asian
Financial Crisis in 1997, it was labour that paid the price first: companies collapsed, unemployment
surged, and the IMF imposed a $57 billion bailout whose conditions included the casualisation of the
workforce and the weakening of the lifetime employment system that had been a feature of the
chaebol model.

Culturally, the recovery produced one of the most remarkable soft power transformations in modern
history. The Korean Wave — Hallyu — began in East Asia in the late 1990s, driven by television
dramas, film, pop music, and cuisine, and spread globally in the twenty-first century. BTS became the
biggest pop group in the world. Parasite became the first non-English-language film to win the
Academy Award for Best Picture. Korean beauty products transformed global cosmetics. Korean
restaurants opened in every major city on every continent. This was not merely commercial success;



it was the projection of a cultural identity that had survived colonisation, war, division, and rapid
industrialisation and emerged into the world with something distinctive and powerful to offer.

The Tech Miracle: Pros and Cons
South Korea’s position as a technology leader is genuinely extraordinary. It has the world’s fastest
internet speeds. It is a global leader in semiconductor manufacturing, with Samsung and SK Hynix
together accounting for a substantial share of the world’s DRAM and NAND flash memory production.
It is a leader in electric vehicle batteries, in robotics, in artificial intelligence research. The
government’s Digital New Deal and chip investment strategies are designed to maintain and extend
this lead into the next decade.

And yet the picture is not uncomplicated. The chaebol model that made Korea’s tech success
possible also produced a highly concentrated economy in which small and medium enterprises
struggle to compete, in which workers in the big conglomerates face crushing pressure, and in which
the wealth generated by global success is distributed very unevenly. The suicide rate in South Korea
is among the highest in the OECD, a statistic that reflects in part the extraordinary pressures of the
education system and the labour market, the rigid hierarchies of Korean social life, and the particular
vulnerabilities of elderly people and young men who find themselves unable to meet the expectations
the culture sets for them.

The demographic crisis is perhaps the most serious long-term challenge facing South Korea. The
total fertility rate — the average number of children born per woman — fell to 0.72 in 2024, the lowest
ever recorded anywhere in the world. Without significant immigration or a dramatic reversal in birth
rates, South Korea’s population will begin to shrink substantially within the next decade, with
profound implications for the pension system, the healthcare system, the armed forces, and the
economy. The reasons are multiple and are not unique to Korea: the high cost of education, the
difficulty of combining childcare with careers, the gender expectations that continue to place
disproportionate domestic burdens on women, and a housing market that has made independent
living prohibitively expensive for young people. Korea has tried cash incentives for parents and other
policies, but none have yet reversed the trend.

Will There Ever Be Unification?
The question of Korean unification is one of the most difficult in international politics, and the honest
answer is that no one knows. The division of the peninsula has now lasted for eighty years, longer
than the time between the American Civil War and the present day. Three generations have been born
into it, have lived their lives under it, and have died without seeing it end. The DMZ, that strip of land
that cuts the peninsula in half and which neither side has developed for fear of the military
implications, is now one of the most ecologically rich environments in the region, home to species
found nowhere else — a biological accident of division.

North Korea under Kim Jong-un shows no signs of any willingness to give up its nuclear weapons,
which it regards, not irrationally, as the only thing standing between it and the regime change that the
United States has repeatedly said it reserves the right to pursue. South Korea, bound by alliance to
the United States and exposed to the North’s artillery and missile capabilities, cannot simply choose
to unify; the terms on which unification might be achieved are not available to it to determine
unilaterally. China, which is North Korea’s principal ally and trading partner, has shown no willingness
to pressure Pyongyang to the point of destabilisation, in part because a unified Korea allied to the
United States on China’s border is not a prospect Beijing welcomes.

And yet the Korean people themselves, in both countries, have not abandoned the aspiration. Polls
conducted in South Korea consistently show majority support for eventual reunification, even as that
support has been declining in recent years as the costs and difficulties become more apparent.



Reunification, if it came, would require either the collapse of the North Korean regime or a negotiated
settlement of extraordinary complexity and ambition. Either way, it would be expensive beyond easy
calculation: the cost of integrating the North Korean economy, which is among the most closed and
dysfunctional in the world, into the South Korean one has been estimated at anywhere from one to
three trillion dollars. The German reunification experience, painful and expensive as it was, would pale
into insignificance beside what Korean reunification would demand.

Conclusion
The story of Korea in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries is a story about the capacity of human
societies to endure the almost unendurable, to rebuild from catastrophe, to create beauty and power
and meaning in conditions of unimaginable difficulty. The colonisation, the war, the division, the
industrialisation, the cultural renaissance — each phase has produced its own characteristic forms of
suffering and its own characteristic forms of achievement. South Korea today is a democracy, a
technology leader, a cultural superpower, and a society facing profound demographic and social
challenges.

It is not utopia, and no honest account of the Korean miracle should pretend that it is. The chaebol
have too much power, the social hierarchies are too rigid, the mental health crisis is too serious to
ignore, and the treatment of women in the labour market remains a scandal by any measure of justice.

And yet the trajectory from 1953 to 2026 remains one of the most remarkable in modern history. What
was built from the rubble of the Korean War is a tribute to the energy, the discipline, and the ambition
of the Korean people themselves, supported by policies that managed the relationship between state
and market with a sophistication that development economists are still arguing about. Whether
reunification will ever come, whether the demographic crisis can be overcome, whether Korean
society can build a more just and humane future while maintaining its economic dynamism — these
are questions for the next generation of Koreans. What is not in question is that they have earned the
right to be taken seriously as they face them.
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