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ek-LEL]

Leftist Working-Class Politics Beyond ‘Worker's Political
Empowerment: New Concepts and Prospects for Class Politics
since the 2024 General Election in South Korea

Young-Sook Kweon

This article raises the issue of workers' political empowerment and/or labor
politics in the democratic polity after the year 1987 democratic transition in
South Korea, and suggests to reject the concept of workers’ political
empowerment, which is not only unscientific and ambiguous, but also fails to
contain the class perspective and direction, and to adopt the concept and
strategy of ‘working class politics’. That is, systematic connection between class
union movement and the left ideology should be pursued.

Looking into the historical trajectory of workers’ political empowerment
project, the concept of the ‘leftist” has become weak or disappearing in the midst
of a dubious nexus and overlapping of ‘the democratic’, ‘the progressive’, and
the ‘leftist’. The democratic union movement since mid 1990s has persisted to
realize the workers’ political empowerment strategy based on ambiguous
embracing of parliamentarianism and unionism, and as the consequence, the
task of ‘class formation’ has been lost somewhere.

Therefore, in the course of ‘election years® from 2024 to 2027, the working
class politics should not be just a re-enactment of the second Democratic Labor
Party by re—creating a kind of progressive coalition party outside the liberal
(Democratic Party), The task of independence from liberal politics and liberal
hegemony would also be a feasible goal only when the frame and strategy of
worker’s political empowerment is discarded and the direction towards ‘leftist
class politics’ is clearly embodied. This is not only because the political
empowerment of workers means only the political empowerment of organized
labor, and it has just re—enacted the characteristics and limitations of existing

organized labor. But also because it is not a suitable frame that can accurately
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guarantee the independence from liberal politics in that it is a concept, which is
de-ideological and class—insensitive. In conclusion, there has never been a
working class politics as a combination of the leftist and labor unions since the
democratic transition in 1987, and it can only be started through the immediate
rejection of the union—centered political strategy of workers’ political

empowerment and instead, realizaing leftist—centered working class politics in

Korea.
Key words: Leftist Working-Class Politics, Worker's  Political
Empowerment, 87 Regime, Coalition Politics, Democratic Union

Movement, Liberal Hegemony, Union party
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