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Radical Reunification in Korea 

 Korea has a hot potato in its hands. South Korea and North Korea have been divided for 

66 years, and Korea is still divided  into two countries. People who have been living in different 

ways for more than 50 years create different viewpoints in every portion of our lives. However, 

with North Korea’s frequent overseas political activities, such as the inter-Korean summit and 

the U.S.-North Korea summit, many countries in the world are beginning to pay attention to the 

possibility for reunification of South Korea and North Korea. Because of this, South Korea and 

North Korea have a hasty movement for Korea Reunification. Radical reunification will lead to 

country collapse in many parts. 66 years of being divided created different ideologies, cultures, 

languages, economic conditions, and other basic infrastructures, and these show more clearly in 

the gaps between South Korea and North Korea. As the difference between the two countries is 

huge , it is too far to dream of an ideal unification. If Korea has been reunified radically, South 

Korea's government and citizens would be forced to suffer the most of the risks.  

Before the Korean War happened, Korea was in a period of colonial rule under the 

Japanese from August 29, 1910 to August 15, 1948, after the Korean Empire was destroyed due 

to Japan's seizure of power. With Japan's crushing defeat in World War II, every Korean 
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expected that the Japanese colonial period would end, and peaceful life would begin in Korea. 

However, the era of the process of establishing an independent nation after liberation was the 

Cold War era. Thus, under the forced military rule of the then-powerful United States and the 

Soviet Union, South Korea was formed by the U.S., and North Korea by the Soviet government. 

For this reason, two different governments established in 1948 in the South and the North 

respectively along the 38th parallel. Military clashes frequently erupted between the two Koreas 

after the 38th parallel was drawn. Then, North Korea received state-of-the-art weapons support 

from the Soviet Union and started the Korean War on June 25, 1950. It ended on July 27, 1953; 

it lasted three years and one month. Since 1953, Korea has been completely divided into South 

and North Korea.  

Some critics say Korean unification would bring about enormous positive effects on 

Korea's economic circumstances. For instance, if two countries unified , Korea's territory will be 

expanded, which means its "domestic market will be revitalizing, and will bring a vast number of 

tourists to Korea" (Naver). Also, "South Korea has a world well-known technology skills, and 

North Korea has abundant resources" (Naver). Because of this reason, some people think Korean 

unification will bring immense economic benefits when each country's huge profits are 

integrated together. 

However, the idea of economic benefits is the delusion of people who do not know much 

about South Korea and North Korea’s gaps. The reality of Korea's radical unification will bring a 

temporary weakening of South Korea’s economic power because there is a gigantic economic 

gap that exists between North Korea and South Korea. “North Korea is an agricultural country, 
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while South Korea is the world's 11th-largest economy by GDP” (Campbell). For example, 

South Korea boasts top tech firms such as Samsung, LG, Hyundai, and other industry companies, 

which are well-known to other countries. On the other hand, North Korea itself says that it has a 

socialist economic system, but the primary economic system in North Korea is self-sufficiency 

(to supply one's own needs by supplying one's own). Even people who work for the North 

Korean government could not get paid justly. Imagine what will happen when the two 

completely different economic systems of these countries are unified. In most respects, South 

Korea, which has a relatively good economic environment and a higher GDP than North Korea, 

would take care of leading the North Korea economy, Korea’s rapid unification will need to 

provide aid to North Korea. That aid will be made up of taxpayers’ money, huge sums of money 

the people of South Korea would pay. It means a unified Korean government will increase taxes 

to South Korea, and it will lead to South Korea’s quality of life becoming lower, which may hurt 

the national economy. 

At some point, a few people said the weakening power of both economies will only be a 

temporary situation in a unified Korean society. Also, these people think it is an obvious process 

to become one of the most powerful economic nations.  However, no one can guarantee when 

Korea’s weak economic situation would end. According to an article in Spiegel online, 

“Economic output in the east is only at 71 percent of the western level, with a disproportionately 

high share of economic output attributable to the public sector.” (---) “The economic output 

generated by the private economy is only at 66 percent of the western level” (Neubacher and 

Sauga). It shows how unification is a difficult and complex problem. When Germany was 

divided into two countries, East Germany’s territory was only ¼ size of the entire territory of 
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West Germany. According to the U.K. asset manager Yuri Zone SLJ report, the estimates show 

that “the total cost of unification spent in Germany from 1990 to 2014 reached 1.7 trillion euros 

(about $2 trillion U.S. dollars) based on the current exchange rate” (Daishin Securities). 

However, North Korea’s territory is much larger than South Korea’s territory and it will bring a 

huge economic blow to Korea. It means, Korean unification will be much more difficult for the 

government and citizens than German unification. Also, according to Blum’s journal article, 

“We then consider unification as an (investment) and track down the (by-and-large immediate to 

medium-term) costs and the (by-and-large long-term) benefits of retooling a retarded communist 

economy, we conclude that, from a South-Korean perspective, Korean unification will become 

much more expensive than German unification” (Blum). According to a Wall Street Journal 

study, “up to 5,800 trillion won (around 5.3 trillion dollars) will be spent over 30 years after 

reunification” (qtd. in Shallow). If the Wall Street Journal study is correct, it would be a huge 

sum of $40,000 to $100,000 per South Korean to share the cost of reunification. As Blum said, 

“This may pose severe political and strategic problems” (Blum). Because of unification costs, 

South Koreans' quality of life will be in the bottom as North Koreans.  

There is another economic problem that exists, which is the wealth gap. Already, a 

wealth gap emerges as an important social problem in South Korea. However, if South and North 

Korea reunified, the gap between the rich and the poor is expected to widen. According to the 

2017 World Bank research, “South Korea’s country GDP is 1.531 trillion dollars” and in “2018 

South Korea’s per capita GDP is 31,363 dollars” (World Bank). However, North Korea did not 

reveal their economic activities . So, according to Bajpai estimates, “North Korea’s country GDP 

is 40 billion dollars in 2015, and North Korea had a per capita GDP of 1,700 dollars” (Bajpai). 
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Because this tremendous economic gap exists between the two countries now, more widening of 

the economic gap between South Korea and North Korea will happen after radical unification. 

Even worse is the wealth gap between North Koreans and South Koreans. Except for a few 

people in the upper echelons, who have enormous privilege in North Korean society, will suffer 

from extreme poverty and hardship after rapid Korean unification. A majority of North Koreans 

are worse off than South Koreans. The wealth gap will be widening and also Korea’s weakened 

economic condition will be stuck in the bottom. 

Not only economic disadvantages exist, but also political problems will occur, because 

North Korea and South Korea have different political systems. “The system of government in 

South Korea is a pluralistic, democratic and presidential system, the president is elected by 

popular vote every five years, for one term only” (Political System). South Korea has free will 

and respects each person’s rights. On the other hand, officially, the North Korean government 

itself said its political system is socialism, but outside the government of North Korea's 

perspective, it has a Kim family “dynastic” political system or dictatorship (Campbell). North 

Korea citizens do not have any rights to vote or speak up their own voices. If some people 

express or refute the Kim family’s declaration officially or unofficially, that person will often be 

executed  right away. Many North Koreans choose to escape North Korea illegally and hope to 

go to South Korea rather than resist the Kim family.Also, there are still people who follow the 

North Korean regime. It would be difficult to understand each other’s different systems. Even if 

the Korea nation territory is unified, their ideologies are not integrated yet, which could lead to 

disputes in every daily life between South Korea and North Korea. It has been divided into two 

countries for almost 70 years with people living in different social and political systems. 
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Unification does not change all Koreans’ ideology overnight, especially when it happens 

radically.  

Two different ideologies may lead to cultural and social problems. North and South 

Korea initially had the same culture, but after the Korean War, each country has developed a 

different culture. Radical unification, with the cultural difference, will bring quarrel between the 

two countries’ citizens. South Korea exports and imports frequently with other countries, so 

there is a lot of interaction between it and other countries. Nowadays, the whole world also 

knows K-pop, which actually became a new popular music portion in the world because of PSY, 

BTS, and other Korean singers. Not only music, but also clothes, cosmetics, architecture skills, 

IT technologies, and other things are admitted by other countries. These show South Korea’s 

social, and cultural power to the world. 

On the other hand, in North Korea, the government controls all the events, so there is no 

freewill for every North Korea citizen. North Korea has two TV channels, which are also 

controlled by the government, showing the  news and the Kim family’s stories. The contents of 

the news are also checked by the North Korea government. They not only control the right of the 

people to know, but also the government controls people’s private lives. For example, North 

Koreans cannot wear clothes that they want to wear and cannot dye their hair. According to 

Foreigner Korea, a woman who escaped from North Korea had an experience related to this 

case: “When police found a woman who dyed her hair, and wore short skirts, she must be taken 

directly to the police station by police officer Also, she should dye her hair to black color, and 

her clothes will be ripped right away” (Foreigner Korea). North Korea does not accept other 
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countries’ cultures at all. North Korea and South Korea’s cultural gaps will lead to dispute 

between South Korea and North Korea. From the South’s viewpoint, a South Korean may think 

the culture of the North Korean is outdated and stuffy. As South Korean could not understand 

North Korean’s culture, North Korean could not understand South Korean culture.  

Besides these problems, a core problem after hasty unification is language, causing the 

biggest regional conflict. “South Korea and North Korea still have the same grammar,” but the 

words, which are used in each country’s daily life, are different from each other (Commisceo 

Global). According to Commisceo Global, “scholars believe that almost a third of words are now 

different” (Commisceo Global). Because different words exist, “Unfortunately for North Korean 

defectors trying to pass through other countries-such as China-for asylum purposes, language 

makes them easily identifiable” (Commisceo Global). Or for people who succeed in escaping 

from North Korea, “it takes almost two years for them to learn the dialect spoken amongst South 

Koreans” (Commisceo Global). Regional sentiment still remains in South Korea. For instance, 

people who live in Seoul, which is the capital of South Korea, are disparaging and criticizing the 

other local people -who have accents- for being from a certain region in South Korea. Some 

Koreans think with South Korea’s regional sentiment not completely resolved, the radical 

reunification of North Korea and South Korea could further heighten regional sediment.  

There is a chance that the crime rate might rise if North and South Korea unify beyond 

regional conflicts. A relative sense of deprivation would be significant if the economic power of 

Korea is weakened and the wealth gap widens after the unification. Generally, crime rates rise 

naturally when it is hard to make ends meet. Furthermore, if regional, cultural, and ideological 
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quarrels remain in Korea, there is a high probability of security problems occurring. The high 

crime rate goes against a unified reason for peace and freedom. To maintain safe security after 

radical reunification, the aforementioned issues must be resolved first before Korea reunification 

is carried out, and the lowest income people feel a relative sense of deprivation.  

Both North and South Korean governments are not fully prepared to unify their countries. 

Radical unification leads to economic problems such as high taxes, temporary wakening of 

economic power, and the widening wealth gap; it would make Korea suffer economic blow. In 

addition, quarrel between the two cultures, such as regional sentiment and security problems, 

will lead Korean society to be unstable because of different ideologies. It takes a plethora of 

education, effort, and understanding to solve all these problems without debates and disputes. 

However, despite the existence of so many problems, some people still say that 

unification should take place as soon as possible because of discrete families.  “Discrete 

families” in Korea refers to families living in South and North Korea torn apart by the Korean 

War. Discrete families cannot confirm each family member’s life or death. However, “when two 

countries reunify, a discrete family can meet each other again and they also can live together 

without any fear” (Naver). Also, most North Koreans are suffering from poverty. North Koreans 

are living with lack of infrastructure- roads, electricity, water, and other things. Except for people 

who have a privilege in North Korea, a lot of people do not have food or money to get food.  

Because of these, Korea has to deeply consider what is the purpose of reunification. Both 

countries have to work on unification together to fit their ideal. For example, in the countries that 

were divided and reunified (Vietnam, Yemen, Germany) unification happened suddenly. 
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Vietnam unified by communist armed conflict, Yemen unified the country unstably by apparent 

agreement, and Germany unified by absorption of West Germany. Each country suffered or is 

still suffering from the aftereffects of radical reunification. According to Daniel Lindemann who 

is a German, “The east part of Germany is still having an economic gap compared to the west 

part of Germany, even though Germany was prepared more than Korea unification” (Kim). 

Therefore, North and South Korea should be well prepared for unification to make fewer 

problems after Korea reunification. 
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