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The Perpetrators’ denial strategy of the May 18
Democratic Uprising during the Transition to
Democracy and Transitional justice

Kwag, Song yeon

Senior Researcher in Sogang Institute of Political Science

This study seeks to understand how the perpetrators’strategy to deny the
legitimacy of the May 18 Democratic Uprising, which became the official discourse
of State at the time, shifted in response to changes in the related discourses during
Korea’s transition to democracy. The findings were as follows. First, the state
discourse of denial at that time of the May 18 Democratic Uprising defined the
nature of the incident as a riot, which was supported by two strategically
constructed arguments: that the people were manipulated by hidden actors, and
that the people were spurred by their long-held hostility based on regional
discrimination. Second, even during the period of transition to democracy,
defining the nature of the May 18 Democratic Uprising as a riot lay at the core of
the perpetrators’denial strategy. Third, in response to the various issues raised by
formal and informal discourses on the May 18 Democratic Uprising, the only
change that could discerned from the perpetrators’denial strategy during this
period was to partially acknowledge the use of excessive violence during the initial
suppression of the protests. Conclusively, this study pinpoints the political failure
to properly handle the authoritarian bureaucrats who explicitly committed crimes

against humanity (i.e., the praetorian problem) during the transitional period as
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the reason why the perpetrators were firmly maintain their denial based on the

discourse defining the May 18 Democratic Uprising as a riot.

M Keywords: May 18 Democratic Uprising, Perpetrators, Denial Discourse,

Crimes Against Humanity, Transitional Justice
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