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A Critical Approach toward the Korean System of
National Subsidies of Polotical Finance: Some Implications

for Its Reform

Hyo-chong Park

This study has attempted to review the existing system of national subsidies in
a critical way and propose a viable alternative to it. The system of national
subsidies, which is distinguished from the voluntary system of contributions,
can be characterized as a compulsory contribution system, failing to pay due
attention to the political preferences and evaluations of the Korean voters. In
this study, major methodological assumptions of a rational agent model and
the theories of social contract and market mechanism and normative
principles of representative democracy have been utilized on a ‘mutatis
mutandis’ basis in order to criticize the systems of public subsidies and public
campaign finance and defend some reform proposals. Important logics and
proposals offered in the arguments of this study can be summarized as the
following.

First, it has been suggested that the Korean public subsidy system, which is
in contradistinction to a voluntary contribution system, should be abolished
gradually or reformed drastically. In particular, the eighth article of the
national constitution, which says that the state can provide the political parties
with political finance deemed necessary to admister them according to
relevant laws, should be amended.

Second, the existing system of national subsidies, which provide public
subsidies to the major parties on an automatic basis without dynamic and
critical evaluations of voters with regard to the political behavior and
legislative achievements of the parties, should be transformed into a voluntary
system in which voters can decide to contribute according to their free will
and political preferences. As a paradigmatic example of the voluntary
contribution system, an American system of a tax check-off has been strongly
recommended. Meanwhile, it is also important to note that the existing system
of national subsidies reveals typical institutional failure syndromes. Interalia,
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appropriate principles of distribution of public fund have been deficient, and
wastes of national subsidies and arbitrary demands for more fund, symptoms
of moral hazard, similar to what G. Hardin has called the tragedy of the
commons salient. Moreover, it has been pointed out that the major parties in
the parliament had never hesitated to take advantage of the legislative
authority of revising laws with regard to political affairs which would affect
their political interests in a direct way, violating a principle of what may be
termed as conflicts of interest or what J. Rawls has called procedural justice.

Third, it has been emphasized that the provisions of public campaign fund,
which would provide political money to competing candidates in the
presidential and parliamentary elections, can not be justified on the theoretical
and empirical grounds. Certainly, financial support is only one of several types
of campaign resource that combine to determine a candidate’s chance of
victory. An ideological position is another. A third may be the organizational
strength of the candidate’s political party. No doubt there are others as well.
Because political money is only one of several kind of campaign resources,
each of which affects a candidate’s chances of winning, the principle of equal
treatment of candidates should be applied, if at all, to campaign resources as
a whole rather than only campaign funds. The complexity of the relationship
between campaign spending and electoral success complicates the case for
intercandidate equality.

In conclusion, it has been suggested that the radical reforms of the existing
system of national subsidies are inseparable with the drastic reshuffling of the
existing systems of private contributions, which result in severe institutional
shortcomings analoguous to market failure. It is the underlying tenet of our
arguments that the serious efforts to confront institutional failures stemming
from the public and private contribution systems must be viewed as necessary

preconditions for fair and viable democracy in Korea.
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