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The Republic of Korea became a democracy in 1988. The 15 years covering the three
administrations of Roh Tae-woo (1988-1993), Kim Young-sam (1993-1998) and Kim Dae-jung
(1998-2003) are generally referred to as the era of the “Three Kims” in reference to Kim Jong-pil, a
major figure in Korean politics throughout those years, Kim Young-sam, and Kim Dae-jung.

During the era of the Three Kims, the Korean National Assembly was controlled by four
major factions, one for each of the three presidents during this time, and one faction under Kim Jong-
pil. As no faction could claim a majority, each administration of this era was compelled to form a
coalition government. Kim Jong-pil’s faction only controlled around 10 percent of the Assembly, but
despite its minority status, it was able to join each of the coalitions with Kim Jong-pil holding
important positions throughout.

The objective of this study was to find out how the minority faction led by Kim Jong-pil
was nevertheless able to play a part in the government through the three administrations of this period.
An examination of the forces in play during this era reveals the complex personal inter-relationships
of the “Three Kims” era, and the way in which Kim Jong-pil functioned as a kind of “glue” to keep
these relationships intact. Without this “glue,” the Assembly would not have remained stable at a time
when democracy had only just been realized in the Republic Korea. In fact, neither Kim Young-sam
nor Kim Dae-jung, both strong proponents for democracy, would have been able to come to power
without Kim Jong-pil. Clearly, democracy was able to secure a firm foothold in the Republic of Korea
because of the critical role Kim Jong-pil played as the “glue” that brought the different factions
together into a cohesive whole.



