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The Tortuous Path of South Korean 

Economic Development

This book explains how South Korea has uniquely transformed itself 

from a developing to a developed country by combining economic 

analysis with historical perspective, an approach badly needed but 

rarely taken by previous studies. The book shows that the country has 

done so through a tortuous process. It �rst explains how Korea failed 

earlier in history to emerge as a developing rather than a developed 

country after the Second World War but South Korea began to grow 

rapidly in the 1960s. It then explains that the country has sustained 

growth while undergoing recurring crises, examining three condi-

tions for sustaining growth: macroeconomic management, structural 

transformation, and social con�ict management. While doing so, the 

book interprets some important subjects differently from the previ-

ous studies; it also explains some other important subjects they have 

not covered sufficiently. The book �nally discusses questions for the 

future brie�y.

Jaymin Lee, PhD (Harvard), is Professor Emeritus of Economics at 

Yonsei University, Seoul, South Korea. He was Vice Chairman of 

the National Economic Advisory Council of the Republic of Korea 

(2019–21), president of the Korea Development Economics Associa-

tion (2006–7) and president of the Korean Economic History Society 

(2001–3). Jaymin also served as Editor of the International Economic 

Journal for 2002–15. As an economist, he combines theoretical analy-

sis with historical perspectives and policy insights to explain South 

Korea’s economic development.
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Preface and Acknowledgments

This book explains the economic development of South Korea as it 

has unfolded, from the beginning of Korean history to the present, 

mainly focusing on the period following the 1960s when the econ-

omy began to grow rapidly. The title Tortuous Path has been chosen 

to highlight the fact that, while the country’s economic development 

is a great success story, it has not been a smooth process, but one 

accompanied by twists and turns.

I have written this book thinking that, though much ink has 

been spilled over the subject, it can still make some scholarly con-

tribution. The book tries to interpret economic development in his-

torical perspective; it tries to explain the development process from 

the 1960s with a consistent framework about growth and crises. The 

book also tries to explain some important subjects differently from 

the existing studies and discuss some subjects they have not covered 

sufficiently.

I have tried to keep the economic analysis in the book as non-

technical as possible. There is only one simple equation presented in 

the book. I have mainly used narratives, citing the statistical num-

bers for economic variables when necessary. In cases where showing 

the trend of economic variables is important, I have used more �g-

ures than tables because �gures show summary trends better, espe-

cially when the data have long time series.

I have bene�ted from the discussions and comments of many of 

my colleagues made in the conferences and seminars where the ideas 

for the book were presented. I thank those who helped me obtain 

unpublished data, including the researchers at the Bank of Korea and 

the Korea Institute for Industrial Economics & Trade. I especially 

thank the anonymous readers of the manuscript during the review 
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comments. My assistants during my days of teaching and research 

at Yonsei University also helped to write the book. My family also 

aided me in writing the book through giving me peace of mind and by 

making some helpful comments. I also appreciate the �nancial sup-

port provided by the National Research Foundation of Korea to write 

the book.1 I �nally thank Cambridge University Press for publishing 

the book.

 1 This work was supported by the Ministry of Education of the Republic of Korea and 

the National Research Foundation of Korea (NRF-2017S1A6A4A01022143).
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Notes on the Romanization 
of the Korean Language

The romanization of the Korean language does not conform to a sin-

gle, uniform system. In the past, the McCune–Reischauer system was 

widely used, and many authors still follow it. However, the National 

Institute of Korean Language has formulated the official guideline for 

romanization. This book follows the guideline as the �rst reference. 

It thus places, for example, the family name before the given name in 

writing personal names in the text.

However, some exceptions are inevitable, mainly because the 

official guideline fails to consider the possibility that the same English 

vowel can be read in different ways. This book revises the official 

guideline taking this possibility into account, when it seems neces-

sary. The book thus retains, for example, the conventional spelling of 

the Korean family name Lee rather than changing it to Li following 

the official guideline.

A related problem is how to spell internationally known Korean 

words. This book retains the well-known words like chaebol, and 

the spelling of the brand names of Korean �rms like Hyundai and 

Samsung, which would have to be spelled in a different way accord-

ing to the official guideline. It also retains the spelling of Korean 

authors’ English names appearing in the referenced scholarly jour-

nals and books, regardless of whether they are in line with the offi-

cial guideline. The book also does not follow the official guideline in 

writing the personal names of internationally known Koreans. The 

alternative guideline here is the spelling from Wikipedia, if the per-

sonal names appear there. It is arbitrary, but may help the readers to 

identify the referenced persons. Furthermore, for the purpose of con-

sistency, the book follows Wikipedia and places a hyphen between 
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xiv Notes on the Romanization of the Korean Language

the syllables of the given names for the persons who do not appear 

on Wikipedia.

In the end, the exceptions outnumber the regular cases that fol-

low the official guideline, but this is more or less inevitable given the 

current changing state of the romanization of the Korean language in 

the globalized world.
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