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The 1986 Movement for Constitutional Amendment
and the May 3 Incheon Democratic Uprising

Lee, Jae Seong

Institute of Labor History, Sungkonghoe University, Research Fellow

South Korea’s democratization movement is closely related to constitutional
amendments. There was also a constitutional amendment movement in the 1970s,
and the democratization movement in the 1980s also developed around the issue of
constitutional amendment. The constitutional amendment movement’s cycles of
protest in the 1970s and 1980s and the logic of real politics imposed restrictions on
the political choices of the dictatorship and opposition parties. However, the newly
arising Minjung Movement group developed a resistance strategy free from the
logic of real politics, revealing the political potential for the constitutional
amendment movement in the 1980s to go beyond regime change.

A signature campaign for constitutional amendment began in March 1986,
circulating major cities across the country, including Busan, Gwangju, Daegu, and
Daejeon. Through mass gatherings of tens of thousands of people, the dictatorship
felt a sense of political crisis, and the democratization movement gradually
expanded its power. However, the rapidly radicalizing Minjung Movement camp
judged the the opposition party’s political actions as opportunism and pursued an
uncompromising struggle against the dictatorship. The Incheon Convention
scheduled on May 3, 1986, to organize the Incheon and Gyeonggi branches of the
Shinhan Democratic Party was canceled due to violent protests demanding
constitutional amendments and the convening of the People's Assembly, revealing

the existence of conflicts and points of contention among the various groups
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within the camp for the democratization movement.

Immediately after the May 3 Incheon Democratic Uprising, the dictatorship
began a massive crackdown on the democratization movement. And just like in the
1970s, the government tried to maintain political power through anti-communist
ideology and the reign of terror. The May 3 Incheon Democratic Uprising demands
a fair evaluation of the radical ideology and the contributive role of the Minjung
Movement camp in South Korea’s democratization movement. This direct struggle
against the dictatorship engaging radical ideology and violence requires us to look
beyond the failed demands for direct elections at the time and further reflect on the

movement’s role in the country’s democratization and constitutional amendment.

M Keywords: May 3 Incheon Democratic Uprising, Constitutional
amendment, United Minjung Movement for Democracy and Unification
(UMDU), Right of Resistance
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