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Another unique aspect of the Mokdong protests was that the interests of house owners were largely aligned with those 
of tenants, in opposition to the development. This was initially because, after having made the announcement, the 
Government subsequently changed the plan for the type of apartments to be constructed, reducing the number of lower-
priced, small apartments and increasing the number of large, expensive apartments. House owners foresaw that they 
would not be able to afford to live in the new apartments. Although both house owners and tenants were eventually given 
priority tickets which would allow owners to buy a new apartment, and granted rental rights to tenants (allowing them 
to rent one room of an apartment), both groups sold their tickets for cash and most left the area.  Despite the tickets, 
the entry price for new housing in these developments was unaffordable for the majority of owners and renters. Research 
shows that authorities became adept at exploiting the divide between the interests of owners and tenants.

Sanggyedong
Sanggyedong was another of the neighbourhoods in Seoul that was slated for redevelopment in Seoul and became infa-
mous as the site of the evictions associated with the hosting of the Olympic Games. Sanggyedong was a large neighbor-
hood of about 1,500 households (1,000 households of owners, 520 households of renters) in northern Seoul. Sanggyedong 
Sub-area 173 went under the bulldozers in the mid-1980s, as part of the plans to create large numbers of high-rise apart-
ments for the middle class. The small houses making up the area before demolition had been built, with government 
assistance, in the 1960s and 1970s, as residents were relocated there from central Seoul, especially from Hannamdong and 
Ch’ônggyech’ôn. Demolition began in 1986. 

Little media attention was paid to this area until 26 June 1986, when there was a large protest by tenants opposed to the 
redevelopment and one person died. Newspapers in South Korea were still censored at this time, and there was no pro-
tection of freedom of the press. Journalists were routinely detained, imprisoned, tortured, and forced into exile. Despite 
this environment, a report vividly describes the events of 26 June 1986; noting that there were 1,000 renters confronting 
500 gangsters, 500 police, and 100 plainclothes police, plus a variety of local officials.386 By the day’s end, one person was 
dead, crushed by wreckage from a gangster’s demolition, one person was severely wounded, and 40 people were treated 
for slight injuries.387 The evictions and demolitions continued. During protests held from December 1986 through to March 
1987, a number of tenant leaders were imprisoned. That winter, 160 evicted families gathered and lived in tents on the site, 
in protest against the redevelopment. 

Research indicates that by the end of winter in 1986 there were 73 families left in the area. In the spring of 1987, a child was 
killed by falling building debris while playing on the construction site, and a young man burned himself to death in pro-
test. Gangsters and police kept destroying the tent village as well as the old houses. In March 1987, the remaining families 
moved to the plaza in front of the Myôngdong Cathedral in the centre of Seoul. In this location, supported by Cardinal Kim 
Su Hwan, the evictees gained the attention of the middle-class people who worked and shopped in the Myôngdong area. 
Community activists explained that the public saw what was occurring in regular media coverage all over the country and 
sent money and food to the evictees, who were still living there in June 1987 when the Chun dictatorship began to acqui-
esce to the public’s demands.388 That spring, 500 students protesting for democratic reforms entered into the cathedral 
where they were shielded by the Cardinal, as well as priests and nuns who came there in solidarity, forming a human line 
to keep riot police out.

The evicted tenants were demanding a place to live, and more generally, to be allowed to live with basic dignity even 
though they were poor. They asked for government land for resettlement, and government loans or grants to assist with 
rebuilding costs. The Government proposed the site of P’och’ôn, located outside Seoul, but this site was rejected by many 
families even though they were offered about $1,000 per family to relocate. The reasons for the rejection of the site were 
that it was 25 miles north of Seoul, near the demilitarised zone, had previously been used as a poultry farm and was 
generally considered uninhabitable.389 Of the 73 families remaining at the Cathedral, 39 moved to NamYangjugun in the 
greenbelt surrounding Seoul. It was later reported that they were again evicted from this location only four days after the 
Olympic Games ended for construction work in the greenbelt zone.390
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The remaining members of the tenants committee refused to be split up. Government negotiations with the tenants com-
mittee were conducted by staff from the Korean Central Intelligence Agency rather than city bureaucrats. Eventually, only 
about 30 to 40 households (approximately 120 people) remained living at the cathedral. In January 1988, they purchased land 
in Puchôn with assistance from the Roman Catholic Church and donations from all over the country. Puchôn was a suburban 
city attached to western Seoul and the evictees built their own structures there, again with donations and loans from reli-
gious groups and the public. Coincidentally, the land they had purchased abutted a major highway leading into Seoul from 
Inch’ôn (the site of the city’s main airport), where the Olympic torch would pass on its way to the opening ceremony of the 
Olympic Games, and local officials were desperate to remove any visible evidence of the self-built settlement.391 The families 
were denied permission to build and their temporary houses were repeatedly destroyed throughout the winter by Puchôn city 
officials on the grounds that they were not built in accordance with the building code specifications.392 The group resorted to 
living in cave-like sheds dug into the embankment: “living underground was their only option”.393

Sanggyedong is the neighbourhood most directly associated with the dark side of Olympic Games preparations. Not only 
were evictees displaced from their homes as a result of the city’s beautification campaign, accelerated by the Olympic 
deadline, but they then encountered further problems due to their relocation to Puchôn, because public officials wanted 
to ensure that the Olympic torch route was free of evidence of the resettlement. The result was a public relations disaster 
for the Government.394 

The practice of forced evictions was especially widespread and energetic in Seoul during the Olympic Games preparations, 
resulting in arrests and deaths.395 It is clear from the historical record that the clashes between groups sponsoring eviction 
and communities resisting eviction reached a high point in terms of visibility, intensity of conflicts, and length of conflicts 
in the pre-Games preparation period. By the time that the Mokdong and Sanggyedong redevelopment areas were com-
pleted, several years after the 1988 Olympic Games, a significant percentage of the total number of small houses in Seoul 
was gone. If one includes the Sadangdong redevelopment, which removed another large urban poor settlement, there were 
three large areas of hundreds of acres each that were redeveloped under the Olympic Games preparation plan. 

While the secondary impacts of these forced evictions were said to include a further increase in poverty, the destruction of 
families and a loss of humanity and dignity, a further concern was the effect on the children:

“[T]he children suffered the most. They witnessed their parents demonstrating, being taken away by police, and being 
beaten up. Children would screem in terror on seeing a hammer. ‘They are going to tear our houses down!’”396

(d)	 Escalation	in	housing	costs	and	other	flow-on	effects
Entire areas of previously low-cost housing were demolished under the redevelopment plans and replaced by housing for 
middle- and upper-income families. The evicted residents of these areas faced enormous housing stress as their ability to 
pay for alternative housing was limited due to the high cost of housing. As the eviction processes began, many residents 
looked for alternative housing in surrounding areas: “There were 3,000 families living in Sanggyedong and the cost of 
housing in nearby areas was shooting up five times because of all the people leaving”.397

When the renters first moved to the Mok Dong area, they paid a deposit to occupy their residences which may have totalled 
around SKW200,000, but 10 years later (when they were forcibly evicted in the late 1980s), they needed perhaps 10 or 20 
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