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-
size voting as the primary way that citizens engage with the demo-
cratic process. Yet, the role of folklore as a mechanism to engage 
the public and call for action may be just as big or bigger. Although 
recent political events around the world have shown how they can be 
manipulated, rumors, images, popular songs, and live performances 
still create legitimate vernacular spaces where members of the public 

to consider the will of the people. In Seoul, South Korea, as in many 
other places around the world, street demonstrations, rife with these 

-

at a time, making these events a notable force in South Korean poli-

of President Pak Kŭn-Hye. Although this event has been thoroughly 
discussed in political terms, it is my task here to talk about it as a 
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folklorist—focusing on what unfolded through the lenses of tradition, 
performance, and expressive creativity. 

In this and other instances of demonstrations, the masses have 
been motivated to take action through emotionally impactful forms 
of communication, in which various folklore genres and vernacular 

to provide accurate and fact-checked news concerning the govern-
ment and the elites, folklore enjoys more creative freedom. Rumors, 
caricatures, and proverbs contribute to intensifying the dramatization 
of events, particularly in cases involving corruption and government 

using a blend of facts, narratives, and exaggerations, especially in 
situations where transparency is lacking, as seen in various aspects 
of South Korean policy processes.

President Pak, who represents the political right, was democrati-

exposed, leading to a police investigation and weekly demonstra-
tions of over a million participants in downtown Seoul. Subsequently, 

to step down, claiming the impeachment was illegal, the Constitu-

was accompanied by public outcry on the streets, in the media, and 
throughout the internet. 

-
cant since it was unusual. Other corrupt presidents in South Korea 

and without the amount of public demonstration that marked Pak’s 
impeachment. Yet remarkably, the protests that took place every Sat-

associations, groups, and individuals, rather than being guided by a 
central party or organization. 

While perhaps unusual in their focus and organization, these 
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demonstrations in Seoul have become cultural performances that 

in the politics of the nation. Folkloric forms of expressiveness have 
become common and normative during the demonstrations; folklore 
is at the heart of political life in South Korea. 

TRADITION

ages and social positions and were mostly moderate and nonviolent. 
Information was primarily shared through online social networks, 
and the media coverage of the political events increased the number 
of people taking to the streets from time to time. Additionally, the 
massive protests in Seoul were accompanied by large-scale protests 
in other parts of the country. In fact, with the exception of the role 
played by social media, the channels through which these protests 
were organized and promoted were similar to those that have been 

In the past hundred years, there have been mass protests in Korea 
that achieved encouraging results and contributed to the creation of 
a historical cycle of protests, where each protest cites its predeces-

when activists reference past successful historical demonstrations in 
their speeches, the audience gains a sense of assurance that investing 

advantageous in challenging the prevalent notion that the govern-
ment disregards public aspirations. Cycles of protest have been an 

continue to resonate in the public’s memory as successful, heroic, and 
meaningful to national identity. -
lion people demonstrated in Seoul against the Japanese occupation. 

imprisonment of tens of thousands, and the death of several thousand 
protesters at the hands of Japanese soldiers. 
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Although these protests did not achieve the independence Koreans 

to the more moderate Cultural Policy (bunka seiji) by the Japanese, 
at least until the start of World War II in Asia. For contemporary 
Koreans this was an inspiring achievement, especially considering the 
general understanding that the Japanese empire was strong, cruel, and 
unforgiving in most of its conquests and colonization projects. Activ-

independence from the Japanese, as the fathers and mothers of the 

and well-being of all Koreans. Similar emotions are attached to the 

-

in Korea to protest against prolonged military rule, corrupt leader-

thousands of students marching on the streets of Seoul, protesting 
police violence toward protesters. As the police shot at them, many 
citizens from all walks of life swelled the ranks of the increasingly 

intense demonstrations. Eventually, the police refused to continue 
shooting at the protesters, and, as a result, President Yi Sŭng-man 
resigned and went into exile, and democratic elections were declared. 

year later, unseating the democratically elected president, Yun Po-sŏn, 
-

-
ing Pak Chŏng-hŭi, the general responsible for initiating the coup and 
the father of South Korea’s previously mentioned impeached female 
president, Pak Kŭn-hye. However, Pak Chŏng-hŭi did not hold democ-

his death, following an assassination by the chief of his intelligence 
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her critics were quick to compare her rule to that of her father’s, in its 
disregard for democracy and the will of the people. Once more, this 

played a pivotal role in South Korea’s politics following the democrati-

might have inherited her father’s cruelty was spread through rumors 
and folklore narratives intended to preserve the memory of the dicta-
torship’s atrocities. As such, these have fostered resentment toward the 
dictator’s daughter even though she was not actually involved in these 
events, being too young to engage in political matters at that time.

killed by the authorities, and hundreds of thousands were arrested, 
detained, and disappeared. Dozens of protesters resorted to extreme 
acts, such as self-immolation and suicide on protest stages, but to no 
avail.
the world’s attention, which was focused on South Korea, and millions 

Committee was concerned that street violence would necessitate a 
change in the Olympic venue, despite the extensive and expensive 
preparations already made, and thus the government had to respond 
delicately. In order to calm the masses and hold the Olympics as 
planned, they announced democratic elections. Since then, South 
Korea has been a country where free elections are held, free expres-
sion is allowed, and street protests on various issues are enacted with 
the approval of the government and the police. 

as a political tradition, one which creates the expectation that when 

historical successes (even if partial) of the demonstrations held in the 

strong emotional impact that such demonstrations have achieved 
are closely related to the performative norms that this tradition has 
established and that have been harnessed to create shared feeling 
among the protesters and the public. 
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PERFORMANCE

protests in Seoul, but they generally involved tens of thousands of 
participants at most. For the most part, the public was pleased with 

-
onstration has emerged, characterized by widespread participation 

-
racy entails not only the act of voting and the freedom of expression 
but also a consideration of public sentiment regarding various issues. 

Extraordinary in their size were the million-person protests against 

these protests, new norms of nonviolent protest were established. 
Instead of throwing Molotov cocktails and pushing the police, as was 

century chose to carry burning candles as a symbol of their peace-

suspension of its signing but ultimately did not change the govern-
ment’s policy on foreign economic matters. Inspired by the mass par-
ticipation in the FTA demonstrations, the protest against President 

victims, grew to include more than a million participants as well. 

-

was perceived by the public as directly responsible because she did 

following the sinking. As a result, she did not coordinate an organized 

lacking during critical hours, costing the lives of many. Additionally, in 

investigation committee and change safety regulations in the country. 
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As this tragedy was unfolding in live broadcasts, thousands of 
-

town Seoul to light candles and pray for survivors. “I am a mother 

Chŏnggye Square. “I want to make this country a better place so that 
my son will grow up safely.” While she spoke, her baby played with the 
microphone, interrupting the speech several times. His playfulness 
made his mother and the audience laugh and cry at the same time.

In these early public demonstrations, emotions took the form of 
material representations, which engaged the people of Seoul in ever-

grieving families marched to the Blue House (the presidential resi-
dence in Seoul) clutching framed photographs of their deceased chil-

media extensively covered this event, prompting thousands of unre-
lated individuals to converge downtown in a show of solidarity. Two 
years later, during the impeachment demonstrations, the bereaved 
families came to the gatherings and held candles and photographs 
of their children, and several parents held virtual commemorations 

of the young lives lost due to the government’s mishandling of the 
event served as an unceasing reminder that measures needed to be 
implemented to enhance public safety.

In the months following the disaster, various volunteer groups 
began to create related projects online and in downtown squares in 
front of the Seoul city hall and the Kyŏngbok palace. In comparison 

-
strations attracted crowds from more diverse backgrounds, political 
agendas, and lifestyles. 

-
wamun Square, in central Seoul, with the mayor’s permission. Deep 
grief was channeled as anger toward the president and government. 
A wish to prevent similar disasters in the future attracted multitudes 
of people to join the protest which continued until Pak’s removal 
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to allow passenger ships to be thirty years old instead of the previ-

was then remodeled to accommodate more passengers without the 

ferry be inspected before leaving port, so the cargo in the hold of the 
Sewŏl was not fastened. Moreover, the law did not require that crew 
members receive proper emergency training. As for the rescue opera-
tions, these were mostly in the hands of an unsupervised private busi-
ness, and therefore the coast guard was unable to do its job properly.  

Even though these regulations predated Pak’s presidency, she was 
depicted as immoral and irresponsible for failing to change them. 
Moreover, while the Sewŏl’s captain and crew members had to serve 

were spared. When several corruption scandals and breaches of trust 

families became the physical and symbolic center of the demon-
strations. Numerous rumors circulated about why Pak was hesitant 
to carry out a comprehensive investigation into the sinking. Some 
claimed that illegal toxic substances intended for military use were 
aboard the vessel, and she had allegedly authorized this shipment, 
prompting her desire to conceal her involvement. Others speculated 
about potential explanations for her whereabouts during the hours 
following the incident, positing scenarios such as undergoing a cos-

-

added a touch of intrigue to the conversations about Pak’s character 

inspiring activism beyond mere commemoration. Symbols such as 
the yellow ribbon were at the center of any gathering of the activist 
groups, kept the disaster fresh in the public memory, and prompted 

yellow ribbon serves as an exemplar of how folklore imagery and 
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symbols undergo transformation through the engagement of diverse 

a student group that, in the days following the sinking, substituted 

initiative was inspired by the portrayal of tying a yellow ribbon while 

She Wore a Yellow Ribbon
song encapsulates the sentiment with the lyrics: “Round her neck 
she wore a yellow ribbon / She wore it in the winter and the merry 
month of May / When I asked her, ‘Why the yellow ribbon?’ / She 

into a symbol of solidarity with the grieving families and their cause.

-
sarily know the victims before the disaster, but these symbols created 

in the city, and their symbolic transformation of grief and mourning 
into hope, strengthen Harriet Senie’s assertion that “all spontaneous 
memorials are democracy in action.”
memorials stems also from their accessibility to anyone, as discussed 
by Robert Dobler.  

the impact stemming from the physical presence of the masses played 
a pivotal role in achieving their objective: convincing the parliament 

-
dents maintained an enduring presence at the downtown protest 

means of preserving the tragedy in the collective memory and stra-
tegically placing Pak’s responsibility for it at the forefront of the pre-
vailing negative sentiments against her. Moreover, protesters used the 
public spaces in and around the semi-permanent Sewŏl protest camp 

dozens of street-art installations, caricatures, statues, and large screens 
with related video productions to attract the attention of passersby. 
Moreover, the activists devised various small tokens that were given 
or sold, and became decorations on backpacks, wrists, and clothes. 
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center to a broader public. 

EXPRESSIVE CREATIVITY

As the activists prepared unique and creative signs and symbols that 
received extensive media coverage, an aesthetic emerged that came to 

multitudes of yellow ribbons that volunteers distributed in the city, 
along with permanent-ink markers so people could write personal 

every pole, railing, and tree in the downtown area, and remained 
there for months, creating a yellow landscape of mourning and com-

A unique art installation called huimang chotbul (candle of hope), 

the impeachment and Sewŏl issues. It was a thirty-foot-tall candle 
statue, whose base was covered in yellow ribbons, on which people 
wrote their dreams for a better society and messages to the Sewŏl 
victims’ spirits. Altars for the dead appeared in several places in the 
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city, including City Hall Square and Kwanghwamun Square. Some 
of the altars had photographs of the deceased, and others were walls 

wishes for the spirits of the dead were also collected by volunteers in 
boxes decorated with sotdae, wooden birds believed to be a point of 

with the disaster as a community, a situation that can be hard to achieve 

the feeling of unity among the protesters. President Pak Kŭn-hye did 
not participate in these commemorative acts. She remained remote, 
did not meet the bereaved parents as expected, and barely discussed 
the tragedy in the media. She also never wore the yellow ribbon on her 
clothes, in contrast to the opposition leader, Mun Chae-in, who made 
clear his support for the protest by decorating his dark suit with a large 
pin of a yellow ribbon in all his public appearances. 

Another example of the way in which both commemoration and 
protest were materialized involved the ten abandoned classrooms 

Volunteers and passersby at Kwanghwamun Square commemoration altar, bowing and 
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disaster, although the school continued to use other structures. For 

were a constant, tangible reminder of the disaster. Within weeks, 

relatives. Yellow ribbons were everywhere. Family and friends visited 

to say farewell to an important site of their short lives. A volunteer 
group led guided excursions to the classrooms.

of children by their parents is perceived as unnatural and unfair in 
modern Korean society.
have joined the parents in their demand to keep the classrooms intact. 

moved to the annex building of the Ansan Department of Education, 
where space was allotted for the desks of each classroom to be set 

community were acknowledged by the state, and the same objects 
that had been placed on them originally were placed on them again. 

and added to the disdain that many felt for President Pak and her 
government’s mistreatment of the bereaved families.

the computer of the president’s friend, Ch’oe Sun-sil, exposing the 

engaged in consultations regarding government secrets without the 
necessary clearance, and that she played a role in facilitating the 

became massive. More than a million people attended each Saturday 
protest at Kwanghwamun Square.
rumors about the president’s alleged connection with a Christian 
cult led by Ch’oe took on a mocking and politically incorrect tone 
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in protest caricatures. President Pak was portrayed as a marionette, 
manipulated by her friend who was depicted as a puppeteer dressed 

banners and online social networks, even though the extent of Ch’oe’s 

this approach, the creative use of folklore imagination played a role 

delegitimizing President Pak not only because of its emotional impact 
but also because protest organizers already had lists of many volunteer 

the social media headquarters and the organization groups but also 
the cleaning teams during the extensive mass impeachment protests. 

-
cussed their participation in these teams as an expressive act of good 
citizenship and morality. 

-
ments were revealed, the National Assembly voted to impeach Pak. 

Court upheld the impeachment. Many protesters asserted with pride 
that the impeachment would not have happened if they had not been 
able to capture the public’s attention through demonstrations and 
social media campaigns, and thus pressure legislators. Indeed, because 
of massive and broad-based participation in the candlelight vigils, 

-

people called this moment the chotbul hyŏngmyŏng, or Candlelight 
Revolution.

me that there is no way to have power over politicians because they 
are corrupt, and they always have been. But now I have proved them 
wrong. We stood in the square in the cold nights, and we won.”
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In the only previous case where the National Assembly voted to 

but opposite role. In that case, President No Mu-hyŏn was accused 
of calling on voters to support his party in elections, in violation of 
the constitutional requirement that the sitting president must remain 

resulted in mass demonstrations supporting the president, perhaps 
because the reason for his impeachment was broadly perceived as 

yet the demonstrations were said to play an important role in the 
Constitutional Court’s decision to overturn the impeachment and 

-
ment were not necessarily opposed to all of her government’s poli-

-
tion in politics had been unimaginable—Koreans had no choice but 
to accord with the binary of pro- and anti-government activism.”  

and the president’s impersonal stance, without fear of retribution. 

emergence of Pak’s corruption channeled the public’s grief, anger, 
and disappointment over her handling of the Sewŏl tragedy into a 

the utilization of caricatures, symbolic performances, and narratives 
rooted in imagination.

protesters also circulated messages online broadening the circles of 

evolves through a process wherein images evoke emotional reactions, 
subsequently prompting action due to their ability to capture the 
undivided attention of the public. Although the candlelight vigils 

honored leaders of those earlier demonstrations, as well as martyrs 
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in the Sewŏl demonstrations, and audiences applauded her. 

-

usually ranged from a few hundred to tens of thousands, but they 

victims’ family members were greedy people looking to gain from 

paid large sums by the opposition parties to fuel anti-Pak sentiment. 
Similar statements were expressed by Sewŏl protest activists 

-

that both movements were based on authentic feelings about Pak. I 

 A pro-Pak demonstrator in Seoul Station proudly displaying his plea to release Pak from 
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all kinds tend to distribute pins, drinks, snacks, and the like, but these 
-

tests and counterprotests were centered around emotions, and became 

and either legitimize or delegitimize the president.

THE AFTERMATH OF THE IMPEACHMENT PROTESTS 

-
ruption.  Police continued investigating and discovered that, among 
other things, Samsung had illegally transferred money to an organiza-

-

holiday (sam-il-jŏl), Pak’s supporters marched to the candle statue at 
Kwanghwamun Square, which symbolized the movement that had 

most people to sympathize with the Sewŏl victims’ families acted as 

-

betrayed, underscoring the direct connection between the disaster 
and anger at the impeached president. An article covering their 
response was titled “‘A Pardon for Park Is as Good as Killing Us’: 
Families of Sewol Ferry Victims Decry Park’s Pardon.” It described 
how protesters demonstrated in front of the Blue House wearing 
yellow coats and holding signs protesting the pardon. One of the 
victim relatives said, “How is it that someone who didn’t even feel 
responsible can be pardoned so unilaterally on Christmas Eve—a 
day we should have been able to spend with our children?”  Other 
activists stated that the pardon was premature, as there had been 
no independent investigation of Pak’s responsibility with respect 
to the immense death toll—even though the impeachment rested 
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demonstrate that many viewed the jail sentence as a just punish-
ment for Pak’s involvement in the Sewŏl tragedy, rather than for her 
corrupt administration, just as the earlier demonstrations calling 
for her impeachment were closely related to disappointment in her 
leadership during the tragedy.

heritage of direct political power achieved through the collective 
action of the masses. As these impeachment demonstrations in Seoul 
occurred a few years ago, lessons can be learned from the processes 
they initiated in South Korea’s democracy.

President Mun Chae-in, who had been an opposition contender 
-

ferent leadership style from what Pak had displayed. He advanced 
diplomatic relations with North Korea, worked on laws to improve 
women’s status, and tried to lead initiatives to combat corruption. 
Many of the protesters saw these actions as a proper response to their 
endurance in the freezing cold of Seoul nights when they protested 
against Pak. Nevertheless, the move toward liberal governance was 

country back to more conservative policies. 

making. In response, widespread demonstrations erupted employ-
ing established protest norms, as discussed in this article. Within 
a few hours, the parliament voted to cancel the martial law, but 
the demonstrations continued demanding Yun’s impeachment and 
imprisonment. Demonstrators held candles, and the stage was used 
not only for speeches and political statements but also for various 
pop and folk performances. Rumors, images, and popular songs 
circulated broadly, engaging the public in a few months of vibrant 
and dynamic street demonstrations, as well as online protest. By 

he was subsequently arrested and put to trial for unconstitutional 
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within contemporary urban civil discourse.
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similar situation and, yes, folklore provides us with a strong basis for 

In my essay “On Traditions of Goodwill,” I argue that if we look 
-

sive act must be predicated on a shared set of norms, structures, and 
stances that allow communication to take place at all. In other words, 

-
fully if a basic set of communicative ground rules exists between us. 
Moreover, successful expressiveness involves a high level of com-
municative skill and therefore must be cultivated through practice. 
And in fact, we spend a great deal of time and energy in our lives 
cultivating our abilities to express ourselves to others. Moving from 
a descriptive to an imaginative mode, I draw on insights from folk-
lorists, sociologists, and moral philosophers to argue that what has 
been called “structural friendship” or “presumption of goodwill,” the 
basic stance that underwrites any successful act of communication, 

dialogic practice of communication that would, in turn, allow for the 

of communicative practice and an empathetic stance are necessary 
elements in building a thriving democracy.

Building on the focus of my essay on strategies for the cultivation 
of empathy in everyday practices, Jay Mechling draws on his decades-
long research with Boy Scout groups to argue that by engaging in 

the children and adolescents who attend Boy Scout camps “acquire 
or enhance their capacity for empathy,” which is a crucial capacity 
for the cultivation of democratic discourse. Ultimately, Mechling 
argues “empathy cannot be taught, but it can be learned,” and that 

but through informal everyday social experiences, both positive and 
negative, between children and adolescents.
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