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		Abstract

		South Korea is widely considered a consolidated democracy, but there is growing evidence that freedom of expression in South Korea has lagged that of comparable Asian countries and that it has deteriorated since 2008. Freedom House downgraded South Koreaâ€™s â€œfreedom of the pressâ€� status from â€œFreeâ€� to â€œPartly Freeâ€� in 2011 and other international reports also raised concerns on the status of freedom of expression in the country. We identify five problems that have contributed to the deterioration in South Koreaâ€™s rankings with respect to civil liberties: abuse of criminal defamation, election campaign restrictions, the National Security Law, restrictions on free expression on the internet, and partisan use of state power to control media and to manipulate public discourse. We consider a number of possible explanations, finding only weak support for arguments about Confucian values and more compelling evidence for the influence of the Japanese legal system and Cold War legacies. But we argue that these factors need to be placed within a political context: why political forces did not align for more fundamental legal reform and strong defense of freedom of expression. We suggest that domestic partisan alignments and the weakness of checks on executive discretion played a key role. Governments on both the right and left have placed limits on freedom of expression in order to contain political opposition, and constitutional, legal and political checks have proven insufficient to stop them. We close with some comments on possible policy actions that would improve freedom of speech in South Korea. 
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