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Introduction
Widespread discontent with electoral fraud and systemic corruption and the violent suppression of students under the first president of South Korea, Syngman Rhee, set the stage for the April Revolution of 1960. Following the first presidential election backed by the United States in 1950 during the Korean War, Rhee’s government intensified its repression of dissent, employing police violence to silence growing oppression. The discovery of the body of high school student Ju-yul Kim in the port city of Masan a few weeks subsequent to the March 1960 protest beared clear evidence of state brutality and ignited nationwide outrage. Within a matter of weeks, major cities in Korea were engulfed by mass protests of students and other citizens demanded democratic reform and an end to authoritarian rule. 
What initially seemed like an ordinary student demonstration rapidly developed at both speed and scale. As demonstrations and protests peaked on April 19th with students from numerous universities participating, the government utilized security and police forces to open fire on civilians. This resulted in the death and injury of hundreds. Rather than pursuing public reform to address public grievances and restore governmental control, the Korean government violently responded by declaring martial law. This action further delegitimized the regime and accelerated public mobilization, drawing international attention to the crisis. Despite the efforts of Rhee’s government to suppress demonstrations, the protests persisted, revealing the extent to which political authority and eroded under years of corruption and constitutional manipulation.
Within a few days, the April Revolution succeeded in dismantle the existing political order. This led to the resignation of President Rhee, bringing an end to the first Republic and marking the inauguration of the parliamentary and decentralized government system for the Second Republic. This successful instance of mass civilian resistance event not only reshaped the constitutional framework and established a balance of power within the government system but also redefined the relationship between state power and civil society. Although short-lived, the Second Republic would repeal the severe curbs on political expression that had been placed under the Rhee regime and restore freedom and expand economic development, representing a critical milestone towards democratic governance in South Korea.

Definition of Key Terms 
Authoritarianism
A type of governmental rule characterized by the enforcement or advocacy of strict obedience to a central authority at the expense of personal freedom in thought and action. This form of a governmental framework often bypasses democratic processes and utilizes oppressive measures and violence to ensure compliance and limit opposition.
Democracy
A system of government in which the citizens elect representatives to make decisions, policies, laws, and major undertakings of the nation. Free and fair elections are held periodically by secret ballot as the expression of the will of the people. 
Electoral Fraud
Any purposeful illegal and unethical action taken to tamper, misreport or manipulate electoral activities and election-related materials to affect the results of the election. This may interfere with democratic processes, thwart the will of voters, and pose threats to public trust in political institutions.
Political Demonstration/Protests
Public action taken by groups of individuals to express dissent against policies or practices and to advocate for change with political motivation. 
Political Repression
A systematic and violent regulatory action, commonly mistreatment, executed by the police or military directed against individuals or groups that challenge and threaten existing power for political reasons. It aims to restrict or eliminate participation in political activities manifested through forms such as police brutality, imprisonment, forced displacement, and stripping of rights.
Martial Law
The temporary use of military rule where a designated military commander assumes control over administrative and judicial functions to restrict freedom of speech, publication, assembly, and association. This may be declared by the president during times of emergency such as war, rebellion, or natural disaster.
National Assembly
As a legislative body of the Republic of Korea (ROK), the National Assembly is composed of members who are elected by the South Korean citizens every 4 years. The members have the legislative power to propose and pass constitutional amendments and to enact and revise laws, as well as other state affairs. 

History & Developments 
Initiation: Immediate Catalysts and Trigger Events (August 1945 - April 1960)
The Authoritarian Rule and Constitutional Manipulation
In 1945, shortly after Japan’s surrender from World War II, a staunch anticommunist Syngman Rhee was appointed to the head of the South Korean government, backed by the United States of America (US). 1947 was the beginning of the Cold War, which was a period of ongoing political tension marked by the rivalry between communist nations led by the Soviet Union and Western democracies led by the US. Soon after the initiation of the Cold War, Rhee became the country’s first president during the election in 1948. 
The strain in the relation of the Soviet Union and US intensified with the beginning of Korean War in 1950, where North Korea and South Korea became proxy states in the US-Soviet competition. These escalations became the foundation in the first Republic established by President Rhee. Rhee’s unwavering belief of success in authoritarian rule was justified by the portrayal of communists as an existential threat and the prioritization of anti-communism from the influence of the US. The circumstances of that period still had lasting footprints of Japan occupation and the fear of communism, which caused the toleration of strict measures including media control, heavy reliance on police and security forces, and repression of political oppositions. 
It was not until December 1951 that Rhee found the Liberal Party. Amendments of the constitution were made multiple times under the Rhee regime. One amendment happened on November 1954 that proposed to remove term limits for the “first President of the Republic”, Rhee himself, and allow President Rhee run for the presidential elections again. With this, President Rhee maintained his presidency for three terms, with each term being 4 years. 
As a candidate for the newly established Liberal Party, President Rhee was running for his fourth term in the 1960 presidential election. At this time, the Minister of International Affairs In-gyu Choi was a hard-liner for the Liberal Party. To ensure that President Rhee and Vice President Ki-poong Lee could continue his presidency and get re-elected, Choi ordered an electoral fraud, where 40% of the votes to be conducted pre-poll. As a result, President Rhee was elected with approximately 86% of the votes, perpetuating his party in power for long-term ruling. However, this irregularity was noticed, triggering the March 15th Masan uprising to criticize the political illegitimacy.
The March 15th Masan Uprising
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Figure #1: The March 15th Masan Uprising
[bookmark: _Int_Zlqwdjpl]The March 15th Masan uprising was led by local students demanding a new election. This later became the milestone to the driving force in the spirit of Korean democracy. Police suppressed the demonstrators by firing upon the citizens. This movement escalated rapidly when the picture of a 16-year-old high school student and young activist Ju-yul Kim was released. Evidence indicated that he had been shot in the eye and killed by a police-fired tear gas canister, which contradicted official government statements that directed the cause of this tragedy to Communists. He was found mutilated in the water of Masan on April 11th, 1960.
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Figure #2: Ju-yul Kim’s picture from the news
This incident exposed the government’s use of lethal force on civilians, and the spread of this news ignited the rage of the public, rapidly widening the scale of the movement beyond students to other civilians including the media and professional workers. 
Escalation of Mass Protests (April 1960)
Coordination to nationwide mobilization
[bookmark: _Int_MFp6NnTR][bookmark: _Int_AjKiwaVE]On April 18th, approximately 3000 students of Korea University read a declaration requiring those responsible for the Masan incident to be punished. Then, they marched to and conducted a sit-in demonstration in front of the National Assembly. Although some students who participated in this demonstration were detained, they were soon released. As the group began returning to campus, joined by numerous citizens, they were attacked by members of a political gang known as the Anti-Communist Youth League. More than 200 students were injured from this incident, and the news of this attack outraged the citizens. A chain reaction of the protest soon unfolded on a national scale as a collective stand against President Rhee’s authoritarianism and corrupt government, marking the beginning of the April 19th revolution.
The April 19th revolution
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Figure #2: The March 15th Masan Uprising
Immediately after the April 18th incident, college students from multiple universities came together to prepare a massive antigovernment demonstration to protest electoral fraud and authoritarian repression, setting the date for this protest for April 19th. In the morning of this “Bloody Tuesday”, approximately 30,000 students gathered to start the demonstration. By mid-day, over 100,000 people, including other citizens, poured into the streets to defend democracy. Amid the upheaval, by time the protestors reached the Blue House presidential mansion, the police ordered the protestors to disperse and fired tear gas shells. Failure in suppressing the demonstration through force led to the Rhee government proclaiming martial law. 
On April 19th, the U.S. government responded to this revolution through the Secretary of State and pushed for the holding of re-elections according to democratic means and guarantee of freedoms of expression. They also pressed for the resignation of President Rhee in the following days, urging democratization in South Korea. 
Aftermath: State Response and Breakdown of Authority (Late April - August 1960)
In an attempt to end the protests and appease the South Korean citizens, President Rhee ordered all Liberal Party officers to resign 2 days after the April 19th protest. Refusing to relinquish power, President Rhee offered a counterproposal of government reorganization on April 23rd. However, this was not enough to fulfill the demands of the students. On April 25th, more than 300 college professors adopted the Declaration of the State of Affairs, demanding the resignation of the President. As the protest pressed on and the number of killed or injured civilians were reaching 1500, the martial law command finally refused to fire on the demonstrators and turned their back on the Rhee regime. Soon after, on April 26th, President Rhee announced his resignation.

Major Parties Involved 
The Liberal Party
Organized in 1951 by President Syngman Rhee, the Liberal Party advocated for Ilminism, commonly translated to the One-People Principle. It was built from the foundation of Honik Ingan, a concept of traditional conservatism. They viewed Western-style liberalism and individualism negatively and put forward their “anti-communist and anti-Japanese” sentiments due to its recent exit from the Korean War. The initial intention of establishing this party was to overcome an unprecedented national crisis, noting the Korean War marked by its internal and external threats, and to pursue national unification and prosperity with this experience, securing the welfare of the nation and the shared collective interest. This was a direct representation of President Rhee’s perception of the spirit of an independent state with the basis of pro-American tendency while criticizing the veneration of China that the people previously had. President Rhee’s ardent determination for unification and his anti-communist stance provided the ideological justification for his authoritarian rule, equally driven by his desire to consolidate political power. 
Student Movement Group
	High school and university students were the primary catalysts of the revolution. They organized protests to reclaim justice and equity, along with the protection to fair vote. Through the March 15th protest, the students openly criticized and challenged the legitimacy of the election and demanded their right to fair elections and expression. Onwards, they exposed the violent repression employed by the state, protested to hold authorities accountable for state violence and fought for democratic reform in the Korean constitution. Their determined efforts brought unity and collaboration with professors, other citizens, and journalists during the April 1960 revolution. These resistances from the student movement group also brought the attention of many international media, intensifying public outrage and limiting the regime’s ability to suppress dissent without consequences. 
United States of America (US)
The US was one of the two major countries that led to the escalation of the Korean War. When the line was drawn to bisect the Korean peninsula to separate North Korea supported by the Soviet Union and South Korea supported by the US, which later became Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) and ROK respectively, what began as a civil war became a proxy war between the two major parties. In 1948, the US called on the United Nations (UN) to determine the Koreans’ future government. When the DPRK refused to comply, the US assisted the Republic of Korea in establishing its own government, putting forth Rhee as the leader, who had aligned perspectives of anti-communism.
The US was also South Korea’s primary ally during the Cold War and provided extensive military, economic and political support to President Rhee. The US tolerated Rhee’s authoritarian governance throughout 1950s, until they became increasingly concerned when the issue of electoral fraud and violent repression erupted in 1960. As protests intensified, the US withdrew their support to the Rhee regime and any further repression. Lack of support from the US severely weakened Rhee’s stance within the Korean government, which was an indirect but a crucial role in the collapse of his regime. 

Timeline of Events
	Date
	Event Name

	March 12th, 1947
	Beginning of Cold War

	August 15th, 1948
	Establishment of the First Republic of Korea

	June 25th, 1950
	Beginning of Korean War

	December 23rd, 1951
	Establishment of Liberal Party

	July 27th, 1953
	End of Korean War

	November 27th, 1954
	Second amendment to the South Korean constitution

	March 15th, 1960
	Presidential and Vice-Presidential elections

	March 15th, 1960
	Masan Incident

	April 11th, 1960
	Body of Ju-yul Kim found in the water of port city Masan

	April 18th, 1960
	Korea University students stage sit-in in front of National Assembly

	April 19th, 1960
	April 19th revolution

	April 21st, 1960
	President Rhee orders resigning of all Liberal Party officers

	April 23rd, 1960
	President Rhee offers counterproposal of government reorganization

	April 25th, 1960
	Professors demanded resignation of President Rhee with Declaration of the State of Affairs

	April 26th, 1960
	President Rhee resigns



Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue
During the March 15th election, the opposition parties made several attempts to challenge the Liberal Party and Rhee. However, due to the actions of Minister Choi in ordering the manipulation of votes, the efforts of the opposition party were unsuccessful. In the time of his regime, Rhee also used constitutional amendments to prolong his time in power. Initially, for the second amendment in 1954, the opposition lawmakers in the National Assembly challenged the amendment and argued it was constitutionally invalid as there was a fraction less of the votes required to pass the constitution. In other words, the amendment had failed by one vote, but Vice President Lee argued that the results should be rounded down. Despite the protests of the opposition lawmakers, the amendment was declared passed. Therefore, there were clear signs of opposition in certain individuals within the National Assembly and opposing parties; however, these efforts were undermined and Rhee systematically thwarted, ignoring the pre-existing democratic mechanisms and constitutional procedures. 
Furthermore, several peaceful protests took place prior to the April 1960 revolution. This includes the demonstration of March 15th by the students who protested electoral fraud. However, the Rhee regime decided to respond to violent methods using tear gas grenades and other military weapons. This caused the escalation into the April 1960 revolution as the body of Ju-yul Kim was found to be killed by the tear-gas grenade to his eye, Based on the military guidelines, this was clearly not allowed as the grenades should only have been shot at a minimum of 30-degree-angle, which could not have resulted in the grenade being stuck in the eye. Additionally, Rhee’s government did not hold any police or military officials accountable for this issue and claimed that it was an action of a communist. This was contrary to the official claims of drowning, which sparked further outrage and wider scale protests. 
Lastly, the journalists and other professionals involved in media attempted to appeal to constitutional principles, democratic ideals, and government accountability in their attempts to reform. Yet, with the influence of the Cold War demonstrated in strong oppositions to any reformist dialogue and unwavering anti-communist beliefs, these attempts were silenced and labelled as “communist agitation”.,

Possible Solutions
Electoral and constitutional reforms could be monitored in non-governmental organizations or international groups while abiding the lines of national sovereignty to prevent any attempts on fraudulent elections. The authoritarian rule of President Rhee not only stemmed from the US support but also the lack of restrictions in marginalizing the opposing parties or political authorities through arrests and repression. Addressing these systemic issues and maintaining transparency of such procedures are vital in targeting the root cause of this revolution and may improve the power dynamics balance within the nation’s government by preventing heavy influence of the government. Delegates are encouraged to devise solutions to alleviate the crisis in manipulation of elections.
Obtaining international mediation and oversight through engagement with various international partners, particularly the US and various organizations of the UN, to encourage peaceful reform rather than repressions is critical in discouraging state violence and preventing the escalation of the crisis. Acceptance of international observers could be considered an option to ensure fairness and justice within the governmental system during the important times of transitional phases. 
Additional measures to strengthen judicial independence could potentially limit the executive's influence on judiciary actions. This would establish legal safeguards to prevent illegal actions of the government including arbitrary arrests and politically motivated prosecutions, along with a more thorough review and use of emergency measures such as martial law. Having this independence within the system would also strengthen political legitimacy and accountability for actions utilizing authoritative power. 
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