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THE EVOLUTION OF LABOR-MANAGEMENT POLICIES
IN KOREA
— With Special Reference to the Legal Control over Labor Unions
by the South Korean Government —

{Summary}
Doo-Boem Shin

The primary purpose of this paper is to analyze the major
characteristics 6f labor- management policies from 1948 to 1990 in
South Korea. Based on this analysis, some suggestions are outlined
for the government's role in resolving the current labor probiem
dilemmas.

During the Colonial Rule, 2 modern capitalist economic system
was formulated in Korea. However, although the labor class
appeared in this period, the labor problem was not given close
attention.

In the First Republic, a number of labor movements appeared, but
they were used primarily to maintain the authoritative political
system of the Rhee regime. After the 1960’s, the labor class was used
as a major tool to achieve Korea’s rapid economic development.

Especially after the military coup in 1961, the goverment enforced
a low level of labor wages and strictly regulated the activity of
labor unions by emphasizing capital accumulation and national
security as major goals, These strict labor policy trends of the
military government were even more conseolidated during the 4th and
5th Republics. Due to the tight governmental control over labor
activity during these periods, the majority of labor unions became
ineffective and immobile organizations.

In 1953, the first labor-related laws, including the Labor Union Act
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and the Labor Disputes Mediation Act, were enacted. These acts
were revised in 1963, 1973, 1980, and 1987. However, each of these
revisions was merely a legal attempt to control the labor activity
rather than to protect the interests of the labor class. This legal
control on labor activity, as Ruth B. Collier and David Collier
pointed out, was composed of both inducement and constraints.
Also, given the general policy pattern, the labor controls of all
successive governments have taken somewhat corporatistic
characteristics. Consequently, labor disputes came to be regarded as
a pathological phenomenon which might damage public safety and
social stability.

In June 1987, however, some hopeful changes began to take place.
With the emergence of the 6th Republic, which was established
following the democratic electoral process, the traditional oppresive
labor policy could no longer be retained. Also, there appeared some
hopeful signs that a more desirable relationship among the
government, emplovers and employees might be established. Despite
these hopeful changes, however, there are still many problems which
remain to be resolved, primarily as a result of the corporatistic
characteristics in the employer-empolyee relationship.

In conclusion, to overcome all these current dilemma, a role of
government as a fair mediator is urgently needed.



