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Abstract— This paper traces the evolution of South Korean protest music from 1980s Minjung anthems to digital 

K-pop activism and examines the role of protest music in resistance across eras. Protest music in South Korea has 

evolved as a critical tool of resistance, from 1980s Minjung folk anthems to 21st-century digital K-pop activism. 

Under former President Chun Doo-hwan's dictatorship post-Gwangju Uprising, students and laborers sang banned 

songs like Kim Min-ki's "Morning Dew" and "March for the Beloved" to demand democracy and labor rights, while 

evading censorship through underground networks. Modern movements take on corruption, gender inequality, 

and climate issues, such as the 2016-2017 candlelight protests ousting Park Geun-hye. Hip-hop and BTS's "Am I 

Wrong" now spread virally on social media and engage diverse youth while retaining emotional solidarity. Unlike 

France's fragmented May 1968 and hip-hop protests, Korea's music carries national trauma symbolically. Across 

eras, it transforms grief into collective momentum that proves music's enduring power in promoting unity and 

change.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 

When people think of protest, they often imagine raised fists, megaphones, matching or streets packed with 

protestors, but in South Korea, some of the loudest resistance has come through music. A single song, sung in 

unison by thousands, can echo louder than any speech. From the haunting melodies carried by student protesters 

in the 1980s to the bold lyrics shared through K-pop and social media today, music has always been more than 

just background noise, it has been a lifeline, a weapon, a way to remember days before. South Korea’s history is 

shaped by moments where music helped people come together, speak out, and imagine something better. In the 

1980s, under a brutal military dictatorship, music became a voice for the silenced. Songs were passed from campus 

to campus, sung during demonstrations, and banned by the government for being a threat to public order.  

These protest anthems carried the spirit of the Minjung movement, which demanded democracy, labor rights, and 

national autonomy. Fast forward to the 21st century, and although Korea is now a democratic country, new forms 

of injustice from political corruption to gender inequality have sparked a different kind of resistance, one shaped 

by the internet, social media, and a globalized youth culture. Protest music continues to adapt, crossing genres and 

platforms, but its heart remains the same, giving power back to the people. Despite changes in social context, 

protest music in Korea has remained a vital tool for expression, solidarity, and change, evolving in form, style, and 

influence from the democratization movements of the 1980s to the modernized, digitally connected activism of 

the 21st century.  
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The sound of protest doesn’t come out of nowhere, it rises from the tension of a country at a breaking point. In 

South Korea, protest music has always been closely tied to moments of national crisis and transformations. In the 

1980s, the country was under the grip of military rule, led by Chun Doo-hwan after the May 17 coup d’état. His 

regime responded to growing calls for democracy with brutal force, most notoriously during the Gwangju Uprising 

in May 1980, when hundreds of civilians, many of them being students, were killed while demanding justice. What 

followed was a wave of resistance from university students, labor unions, and grassroots activists. They came 

together under the Minjung movement, a powerful cultural and political force that sought democracy, workers’ 

rights, and the nation’s sovereignty. With strict censorship in place, music became more than just an expression. 

It was a coded language of resistance, passed through underground gatherings and rallies, helping unify a 

generation around a shared cause.  

By the 21st, South Korea had achieved the title of a democratic nation, but protests didn’t disappear, it simply 

changed form. The fight shifted toward issues like government corruption, growing economic inequality, gender 

discrimination, and civil rights. The 2016 candlelight protests that led to President Park Geun-hye’s impeachment 

were driven by a new generation: young people, women’s rights groups, environmental activists, and others who 

organized not just in streets but also online. With digital platforms replacing cassette tapes and oral speeches, 

protest music began to spread through tweets, live streams, and remixes, faster, louder, and more global than ever 

before. But even as the tool evolved, the purpose stayed the same: to resist, remember, and demand change.  

II. PROTESTORS AND THEIR CAUSES 

The power of a protest song lies in its ability to capture a movement’s spirit in just a few lines. In 1980s Korea, 

where censorship was fierce and political speech could be dangerous, music became a powerful, emotional outlet 

for resistance. One of the most iconic songs of this era is “March for the Beloved”, written to honor two activists 

who died during the Gwangju Uprising. Though simple in melody, its lyrics speak of sacrifice, love, and a collective 

dream for freedom. Sung at rallies, funerals, and eventually official state ceremonies, the song became an anthem 

for the democratization movement and remains deeply symbolic to this day. Another influential song from the 

same period is “Morning Dew” by Kim Min-ki. Though not originally written as a protest song, its imagery of quiet 

resistance and longing for change struck a nerve. It was banned by the government for years, but it kept resurfacing 

at protests, passed down through cassette tapes and word of mouth, becoming a quiet but steady force of rebellion. 

In the 21st century, protest music has taken new forms and found new voices. While traditional protest ballads 

still exist, they are often joined by genres like hip-hop and K-pop, which reach wider and younger audiences. Songs 

such as BTS’s “Am I Wrong” subtly call out social injustice and political hypocrisy, while artists like Lee Hyori have 

openly supported the feminist causes through their music and public image. Unlike the anthems of the 1980s, 

which were often sung communally at rallies, today’s protest songs are usually shared online through streaming 

platforms, YouTube, and social media hashtags. Though some critics argue that modern protest music is less direct 

or too commercialized, others see its emotional impact and cultural reach as a powerful new form of resistance. 

Whether whispered in a ballad or shouted out in a rap, protest music still speaks to injustice and people are still 

listening.  

http://www.mijrd.com/


 
Volume: 05 / Issue: 04 / 2026 - Open Access - Website: www.mijrd.com - ISSN: 2583-0406 

 

 

Multidisciplinary International 

Journal of Research and Development 

97 All rights are reserved by www.mijrd.com 

III.  IMPACT AND EFFECTIVENESS OF PROTEST MUSIC 

Protest music in Korea has never existed just for listening, it has moved people to act, to remember, and to believe 

that change is possible. In the 1980s, when protests often ended in violence and public gatherings were risky, 

music offered an effective form of emotional survival. Songs like “March for the Beloved” were not just sung but 

they were felt. They boosted morale during rallies, gave people strength in the face of police batons, and helped 

build a sense of shared purpose. Even when musicians were arrested or blacklisted, their songs continued to 

circulate underground and its value endured. In this way, music helped preserve the oral history of the movement 

and became a lasting part of Korea’s path toward democratization. Today, many of these songs are still performed 

at memorials and protests, showing how their impact has stretched far beyond their original moment.  

On the other hand, the role of protest music has shifted in form but not in purpose in the 21st century. Songs now 

spread in seconds through social media, reaching millions without the need for physical gatherings. A song played 

during a protest can go viral overnight, inspiring global attention and support. While some argue that modern 

protest is less “potent” because of its commercial ties or softer messaging, others argue that its emotional 

resonance is just as strong, especially among younger audiences who see music as part of their digital activism 

toolkit. Today’s artists face fewer risks than those in the 1980s, but criticism and backlash still exist, especially 

when touching on topics like feminism, LGBTQ rights, or anti-government sentiment. Still, protest music continues 

to unify people in moments of national tension, reminding them they are not alone–and that even in a digital age, 

resistance still has a soundtrack.   

IV. SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES BETWEEN ERAS 

Despite the decades between them, the protest movements of the 1980s and 21st century Korea share more than 

just a desire for justice, they share a soundtrack. In both eras, music has served as a powerful tool for unity and 

resistance. Whether it was folk songs echoing through university campuses in the 1980s or K-pop lyrics being 

quoted across social media feeds today, protest music has always created a sense of belonging. It speaks to shared 

values, justice, freedom, equality, and channels the raw emotion of protest, defiance, grief, hope. Both eras also 

show how music can give a voice to people who are often ignored or silenced. It offers a way to express what 

speeches or signs sometimes cannot, tapping into something deeper and more universal.  

Still, the differences between the two periods reflect the changes in Korea society itself. The 1980s were marked 

by a clear, centralized enemy, an authoritarian regime, and the protest music of the time was often direct, urgent, 

and grounded in folk traditions. Songs were sung together at rallies, deeply rooted in community and shared 

struggle. In contrast, modern protest exists in a far more complex and fragmented space. Today’s issues such as 

political corruption, gender inequality, environmental justice, are diverse and decentralized, as are the movements 

themselves. Technology has transformed how music is created, shared, and experienced. Now, protest songs are 

often consumed individually through headphones or shared via platforms like YouTube or TikTok rather than 

sung together in person. The genres have also shifted, moving from folk and acoustic ballads to pop, rap, and even 
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EDM music. Yet despite these changes, the heart of protest music remains the same. It is still about refusing silence, 

building connection, and demanding change.  

V. WHY PROTEST MUSIC MATTERS 

Protest music matters because it turns emotion into momentum. It reminds people that resistance isn’t only about 

policy or protest signs, it’s also about culture, identity, and voice. In Korea, protest music has never been separate 

from the broader fight for injustice. It reflects the mood of a generation, captures historical memory, and 

transforms grief or frustration into something that can be shared, sung, and carried forward. Whether it is a song 

born out of the Gwangju Uprising or a track criticizing modern-day corruption, these pieces become more than 

just art, they become evidence that people lived, resisted, and hoped for something better.  

At its core, protest music makes movements feel human. It allows people to cry, to celebrate, and to remember 

together. And because it is emotional, not just political, it has the power to cross boundaries between generations, 

regions and even languages. As technology continues to evolve, protest music evolves with it, becoming more 

accessible and more global. But even in digital spaces, the song still carries the same meaning: to shine a light on 

injustice and to remind people that they are not alone. In this way, protest music doesn’t just accompany 

movements, it helps make them possible.  

VI. PROTEST MUSIC IN FRANCE 

Protest music is not unique to Korea; it has long been a global language of resistance. In France, the spirit of protest 

music blossomed during the May 1968 uprising, when students and workers flooded the streets demanding social 

and political change. This movement was fueled by frustration over rigid educational systems, labor conditions, 

and the lingering conservatism of postwar society. Artists like George Moustaki used folk-inspired songs to 

criticize authority and capitalism, even as government censors tried to silence them. These songs were often 

banned from radio but lived through live performances and word of mouth, fueling the energy and emotional unity 

of the protests. The 1970s and 1980s saw new genres like punk and folk-rock rise as tools for the anti-nuclear 

movement and workers’ rights campaigns. Artists such as Renaud used sharp, iconic lyrics to confront political 

hypocrisy, economic inequality, and government neglect of the working class. As protest messages diversified, so 

did their platforms as concerts, independent radio stations, and later television appearances helped artists 

influence public opinion and gain visibility across class and regional lines. The evolution of protest music in this 

period shows how deeply embedded music became in everyday political consciousness and cultural identity.  

By the 1990s and 2000s, hip-hop had emerged as France’s most powerful protest genre, born in the urban suburbs 

where poverty, racism, and police violence were daily realities. Groups like IAM and NTM gave voices to 

marginalized immigrant communities, directly confronting France’s failures around integration, identity, and 

justice. Their music became both an outlet for rage and a mirror reflecting the structural problems within society. 

While the French government no longer relied on censorship as heavily as in earlier decades, it often responded 

with criticism, police scrutiny, and negative media framing, especially targeting rap artists as threats to public 

order. Despite these barriers, the rise of digital platforms like YouTube and streaming services allowed protest 
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music to bypass traditional gatekeepers and reach millions. Today, protest music in France remains decentralized 

and diverse, shaped by a wide range of causes including anti-globalization, environmental justice, feminism, and 

anti-racist activism. While Korea’s protest songs often carry nationally recognized symbolic weight tied to shared 

trauma and collective struggle, France’s protest music reflects a broader, more fragmented spectrum of voices and 

experiences. This difference speaks to how each country’s historical and social context influences not only what 

people protest, but how music is used to inspire, connect, and challenge power across generations.  

VII. CONCLUSION 

Despite differences in political systems, social contexts, and musical styles, protest music in Korea continues to 

serve as a vigorous voice for the people. From the courageous anthems sung during the brutal dictatorship of the 

1980s to the dynamic, digitally shared songs of modern activism, these musical expressions create a historical 

thread that links generations of resistance. They remind us that even in changing times, music remains a vital tool 

to inspire solidarity, carry forward memories of struggle, and call for justice. As long as injustice persists and 

people demand change, protest music will evolve and endure, its rhythms and words echoing the unyielding spirit 

of those who refuse to be silent.  
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