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 It is an honor to take part in the celebration of the 60
th
 anniversary of the founding 

of the Republic of Korea.  I am particularly pleased that this auspicious occasion is being 

commemorated by convening an international group of scholars to examine the 

circumstances that culminated in the establishment of a South Korean state in 1948.  For 

those circumstances were unusually complex, involving many different nations and 

individuals acting in the context of the rapidly changing situations of World War II and 

the emergence of the Cold War.  The eventual result of their actions profoundly affected 

not only Korea, but all states involved.  The history of the establishment of the Republic 

of Korea is therefore of central importance to an understanding of postwar international 

history, and I am delighted to take part in this most significant conference. 

 This essay will focus on only one strand in the complex web of causes that led to 

the creation of the ROK—the perceptions and circumstances that underlay the decisions 

taken by the Soviet Union and the United States.  For the two great powers that jointly 

liberated Korea from Japanese rule, the process of working out a political settlement for 

the country was improvisational and driven by aspirations and fears that reached far 

beyond the Korean peninsula.  Neither Moscow nor Washington intended or desired the 
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establishment of separate states in Korea.  The question of how this resolution came 

about thus demands investigation and requires analyses from many different perspectives. 

This essay will argue that the key turning points in the chain of events that led to 

the establishment of the ROK were Soviet acquiescence to the American plan to establish 

a trusteeship for Korea, Moscow’s agreement to the last-minute American proposal to 

divide the peninsula into two occupation zones, and the United States’ refusal to grant the 

Soviet Union an occupation zone in Japan.  None of these decisions was made in order to 

bring about a lasting political division of the peninsula, but their cumulative effect made 

it unlikely that any other resolution would be reached.  

 The first circumstance to note about the allied settlement for Korea is that the 

initiative on the issue came overwhelmingly from the United States.  Because the British 

had been driven out of the Pacific theater early in the war against Japan, they deferred to 

American leadership on the postwar political settlement for the Far East.  And since the 

Soviets were desperate to avoid provoking war with Japan until after Germany was 

defeated, they were reluctant to discuss terms for their eventual entry into the Pacific war.  

Moreover, the US had demonstrated much firmer political aims in that region than it had 

for Europe.  Thus, with the United States playing the dominant military role in the Pacific 

and determined to secure territorial and political gains, Soviet leader Joseph Stalin waited 

for American initiatives before cautiously advancing Soviet demands.   

 As a consequence, President Franklin Roosevelt’s preference for establishing a 

multilateral trusteeship for Korea became the basis of the eventual allied agreement.  

Korean political leaders of all ideological leanings naturally assumed that once Japan was 

defeated they would compete to establish a new government for their country, but the 
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American president had quite a different perspective.  Concerned primarily with creating 

a mechanism through which the great powers could resolve their differences peacefully 

so as to avoid a third world war, Roosevelt resolved to create some kind of international 

guardianship for territories to be liberated from Japanese control.   

The president cited as a model the mandate system the League of Nations had 

established to administer former enemy possessions after World War I.  Of course, Korea 

had been ruled by Japan for only four decades and was thus hardly in a position 

analogous to that of former Turkish provinces liberated in 1918 from four centuries of 

Ottoman rule.  Nonetheless, American officials were unanimous in asserting that Korea’s 

colonial experience had left it unable to govern itself.  The vigorous political leadership 

that emerged throughout the country as soon as Japanese rule collapsed proved this 

assumption wrong.  Certain American military and diplomatic officials working in Korea 

in the first weeks of the occupation came to understand this error, and argued that 

trusteeship was neither appropriate nor workable.  Nonetheless, during the period of 

wartime planning, the US government did not entertain any alternative arrangements. 

Perhaps the key factor creating the fatefully ill-founded American view of 

Korea’s political situation was the United States’ own position as a colonial power in 

Asia.  As it looked toward the postwar political settlement, the US intended not only to 

regain its territorial holdings and political dominance, but to expand them.  President 

Roosevelt was determined to maintain sole control over the occupation of Japan, to 

acquire jurisdiction over islands Japan occupied during the war, and to maintain China as 

a unified state under a government dependent on the US.  Immediate recognition of 

Korean sovereignty might undermine these goals by setting a countervailing precedent.  
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Thus, besides its desire to avoid conflict with China and the Soviet Union over the new 

government to be established in Seoul, the US was driven during the wartime planning 

process by a perceived need to maintain the ideological underpinnings of American 

political dominance in the region.  

For both these reasons, as early as February 1942 the State Department’s Division 

of Far Eastern Affairs advised that “for a generation at least Korea would have to be 

protected, guided, and aided to modern statehood by the great powers.”  Because of 

Korea’s history as a source of international rivalry, the US should avoid recognizing any 

Korean exile group or putting forward concrete proposals for the country until both China 

and the Soviet Union were consulted.1  As Undersecretary of State Sumner Welles 

explained at a press conference on 2 March 1942, the State Department had the Korean 

issue under consideration and had utmost sympathy for all free movements, but the 

Korean case involved certain complex problems that required caution and delay.
2
   Indeed, 

the US rebuffed Chinese proposals to recognize the Nanjing-based group calling itself the 

Korean Provisional Government, a move Jiang Jieshi’s Nationalist Party hoped would 

prevent the establishment of a Soviet-backed pro-communist government in Korea. 

Jiang’s fears were realized in the eventual outcome in the northern half of Korea, 

but Stalin’s wartime goals for Korea were actually close to those of the Americans.  In 

contrast to his aims in Europe, where the Soviet leader sought territorial gains far beyond 

anything ever attempted by his tsarist predecessors, in the Far East, where he faced 

overwhelming American dominance, the Soviet leader sought the minimal goal of 

regaining the position Russia had lost to Japan in the war of 1904/1905.  Thus, when 

                                                 
1
James Matray, The Reluctant Crusade: American Foreign Policy in Korea, 1941-1950 (Honolulu: 

University of Hawaii Press, 1985): 8-9.  Citing Memorandum by William R. Langdon, February 20, 1942. 
2
 Matray, p. 11. 
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Stalin finally set forth his political demands in the Far East at the allied conference at 

Yalta in February 1945, he requested return of control over Southern Sakhalin and the 

Kurile Islands, lease of the Russian-built Chinese-Eastern Railway and the Manchurian 

ports of Dairen and Port Arthur, and maintenance of the status quo in Outer Mongolia. 

With regard to Korea, Stalin made no demands at all.  He simply agreed to 

Roosevelt’s vaguely defined proposal for a joint trusteeship, without pressing for 

clarification, confirming only that the president did not intend to station troops on the 

peninsula.  As Russia’s strategy toward Korea prior to 1904 had been to maintain a 

balance of power in the peninsula that would prevent any one power from gaining 

complete control over the strategically important country, the American proposal to 

establish an international trusteeship apparently seemed consistent wtih this traditional 

goal.    

The Soviet government, like the American, was keenly aware of Korea’s history 

as the focus of great power competition in Northeast Asia.  Moreover, it had suffered the 

occupation of much of Siberia by Japan from 1918-1922.  Given the Leninist view that 

capitalist states inevitably resort to war to advance their interests, Stalin assumed that the 

Japanese would eventually rearm and again threaten the Soviet Far East.  The Soviet 

leader thus sought a settlement that would make it impossible for Japan to use Korea as a 

springboard to attack the Soviet Union, or for any nation allied with Japan to do so.  The 

surest way to accomplish this goal, in Moscow’s view, was to exclude Japan from the 

peninsula and to ensure that the government established in Korea would have “friendly 

and close relations” with the USSR.   
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Given the importance to Moscow of the political settlement for Korea, Stalin and 

Foreign Minister V.M. Molotov attempted to clarify the Yalta agreement when the allies 

met at Potsdam in July 1945.  American officials also wished to specify the terms of the 

Korean settlement, since the recent Soviet occupation of East/Central Europe had raised 

alarms about Moscow’s political intentions in all of the areas it occupied.  Secretary of 

War Henry Stimson urged the newly inaugurated president Harry S. Truman to press the 

issue at Potsdam and to station at least a token force of American troops in Korea during 

the trusteeship in order to counterbalance the Russian military presence.  Stimson warned 

Truman that the presence of Korean Communist units trained in the Soviet Union could 

lead to the establishment of a government dominated by the Soviets.  “This is the Polish 

question transplanted to the Far East.”3  A State Department briefing paper prepared for 

the conference also recommended that a detailed understanding be reached about Soviet 

and American actions in the Far East to guard against possible Soviet attempts to set up 

“friendly” governments in Manchuria and Korea, and perhaps China.
4
     

Despite these warnings and mutual concerns, however, the allies did not discuss 

the issue of the postwar administration of Korea at the Potsdam conference.  Stalin 

proposed that the question of trusteeships be placed on the agenda, but British Prime 

Minister Winston Churchill strongly objected to its inclusion, viewing the trusteeship 

concept, with some justification, as an American attempt to dismantle the British Empire.  

Given the importance of maintaining harmony with the British, Truman deferred to 

Churchill’s wishes and agreed to refer the matter to the forthcoming foreign ministers’ 

conference.  As a consequence, the only discussion of the Korean question at Potsdam 

                                                 
3
 Foreign Relations of the United States, Diplomatic Papers, The Conference of Berlin (The Potsdam 

Conference) (Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1960), Volume II, p. 631. 
4
 FRUS, Potsdam, Volume I, pp. 926-927. 
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occurred during the planning meetings of Soviet and American military officers, where 

military considerations shaped the next step toward division. 

As the US had fervently desired since Pearl Harbor, the Soviet Union agreed to 

deploy massive ground forces overland against Japanese Army divisions in Manchuria 

and Korea.  In meetings to coordinate the campaign with the US command, Soviet 

officers asked whether the Americans would land forces on the Korean coast.  Army 

Chief of Staff General George C. Marshall replied that amphibious landings on the 

Korean coast had not been contemplated, because until the southern portion of the 

Japanese home islands had been secured, such operations would expose American ships 

to Japanese suicide attacks.  Marshall explained that he realized the importance of Korea 

to the Russian operations but said that the possibility of an attack on Korea would have to 

be determined after the landings on Kyushu, at which time Korea could be controlled 

from airfields that would be established on Kyushu.
5
  The Soviet command then proposed 

that the peninsula, except for the northernmost tip, be in the American zone for air and 

naval operations.  The Americans approved this plan and agreed to destroy fuel supply 

and communications lines in Korea through air and naval operations, in addition to 

destroying Japanese aircraft and naval craft. 

Thus, on the eve of Soviet entry into the war against Japan, the question of the 

post-colonial settlement for Korea had been resolved in only a preliminary manner.  

Besides assigning spheres for military operations, the Soviets and Americans had agreed 

only that Korea would be placed under a four-power trusteeship administered by the US, 

the USSR, Great Britain and China; that this trusteeship would last until the Korean 

people achieved independence, which might require twenty to thirty years, but would 

                                                 
5
 FRUS, Potsdam, Volume II, pp. 345-353. 
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take at least five to ten years; and that no foreign troops would be stationed in Korea 

during the period of trusteeship.  The Soviets and Americans were wary of each other’s 

intentions, but since both were attempting to return to their pre-1905 strategy of 

maintaining a balance of power in Korea, an agreement to create a multilateral trusteeship 

seemed an acceptable first step.  The hard work of creating such a balance of power 

would be postponed until after Japan was defeated. 

The unexpectedly rapid collapse of Japanese forces in Manchuria and Korea as 

the Soviet army entered the war abruptly brought the political settlement for Korea to the 

forefront of American concerns.  On the evening of the second day of Soviet participation 

in the war, American diplomatic and military officials, suddenly alarmed by the imminent 

prospect of a Soviet occupation of the peninsula, met late into the night to devise a 

proposal to modify the Potsdam agreement.  Two colonels on the War Department 

General Staff, C.H. Bonesteel and future Secretary of State Dean Rusk, were asked to 

formulate a proposal that would harmonize American political concerns with the 

limitations on the ability of US forces to reach Korea.  They recommended the 38
th
 

parallel as a dividing line, even though it was further north than could realistically be 

reached by US forces in the event of Soviet disagreement, because they considered it 

important to include the capital of Korea within the American zone.  The division of 

Korea at the 38
th
 parallel into two occupations zones was then incorporated into the draft 

of General Order Number One governing the surrender of Japanese troops, which was 

sent to Stalin for his approval on August 14. 

Stalin replied the same day with two suggested amendments to the lengthy order, 

neither of which concerned Korea.  The Soviet leader thus approved without comment 
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the sudden American proposal to land troops in Korea, even though the Red Army could 

easily have occupied the entire peninsula before US troops arrived.  Stalin ordered his 

army to halt at the 38th parallel, and to withdraw to that line if they had already crossed it, 

leaving the capital city to be subsequently occupied by the Americans.   

Stalin’s acquiescence to the last-minute American proposal for an occupation 

zone in Korea did not reflect his earlier hesitation to advance demands in the Far East.  

On the contrary, one of the two amendments the Soviet leader proposed to General Order 

Number One was to place the northern half of Hokkaido within the area to be occupied 

by the Soviet Union.  The US firmly rejected Stalin’s attempt to gain an occupation zone 

in Japan, but the Soviet government continued to press this demand. Stalin’s consent to 

the American proposal to acquire an occupation zone in Korea was thus apparently 

designed to improve his bargaining position regarding his top priority—an equivalent 

concession in Japan.      

Throughout the fall of 1945, as the Red Army hastily solidified political and 

economic control over its zone in Korea, the Soviet and American governments engaged 

in extensive negotiations regarding the control machinery for Japan.  Acting on the 

assumption that if the US had exclusive power to determine the nature of the future 

Japanese society and government the result would be a renewed Japanese threat to Soviet 

security, Molotov doggedly attempted to secure veto power for the Soviet representative 

in whatever council the allies would establish for Japan.  The Americans held firm, 

however, insisting that the allied control organ would provide a mechanism through 

which the allies could advise the American commander, but that in the event of 
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disagreement, the US, as the sole occupying power, would remain free to make decisions 

on its own. 

While these negotiations were underway, Stalin was unwilling to take any public 

stand regarding the political settlement for Korea, not even to voice support for the 

trusteeship plan he had informally accepted at Yalta. In early December the negotiations 

over allied control machinery for Japan ground to a halt, with Moscow forced to accept 

Washington’s refusal to grant a Soviet veto over its occupation policy.  With that issue 

resolved, Molotov accepted the proposal of Secretary of State James F. Byrnes to hold a 

meeting of allied foreign ministers in Moscow later that month, as he was now ready to 

turn his attention to other areas, including Korea.  For domestic political reasons, the 

secretary of state was determined to demonstrate continued cooperation with Moscow, 

and thus placed the establishment of an independent government for Korea on the 

conference agenda. 

As Byrnes began the discussions in Moscow, he was willing to abandon the 

trusteeship idea if he could get adequate Soviet guarantees for Korea’s independence and 

unification.  If the Soviets did not agree to the establishment of an independent Korean 

government, he would favor trusteeship under the United Nations for a limited period of 

time similar to the arrangement the US suggested for the former Italian colonies. The 

Soviet government considered it politically inexpedient to oppose the establishment of a 

unified government for Korea, but found it difficult to find a way to unify the country 

without jeopardizing what it believed to be its essential security requirements.  The main 

problem, as Moscow saw it, was that the Americans could not be trusted to exclude Japan 

from Korea.  A non-communist, American-influenced government in Seoul would 
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inevitably pose the risk that the Korean peninsula would again be used as a bridgehead 

for a Japanese attack on the Soviet Union.  Thus, the character of the future government 

of Korea had now become of utmost concern to Moscow; the stage was set for the final 

resolution of the issue.   

The secretary of state began with a muddled attempt to resolve the practical 

problems created by the Soviet refusal to allow economic interchange between the two 

zones.  Molotov viewed Byrnes’ proposals on these issues as an underhanded scheme to 

dominate the peninsula.  Consequently, after this approach failed, the secretary of state 

returned to the original idea of creating a four-power trusteeship.  He proposed 

establishing a High Commissioner and Executive Council that would, aside from 

promoting the progressive political, economic, and social advancement of the Korean 

people, establish a popularly elected Korean legislature and an adequate Korean judicial 

system for the purpose of creating an independent government within five years.  

Of course, it should have been obvious to American officials that while such an 

agreement might have worked for trusteeship partners who shared common political and 

social values, such as the US and the UK, proposing such cooperation with the Soviet 

Union was delusional.  American diplomats familiar with the USSR, such as George F. 

Kennan, noted this fact, but the Secretary of State, driven by domestic concerns, 

doggedly pursued an agreement with the Soviets regardless of the feasibility of its terms.   

The experienced Soviet foreign minister made good use of Byrnes’ confusion, 

putting forth a proposal that deftly used the US formulation to ensure that Moscow would 

be able to block any settlement in Korea it considered politically unacceptable.  In the 

Soviet plan, the Koreans would be assisted by a Joint Commission composed of 
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representatives of the Soviet and American commands, which would consult with 

Korea’s “democratic parties and social organizations” in order to create a provisional 

government.  Through its definition of such groups, Moscow would be able to obstruct 

the establishment of any government not sufficiently “friendly” to the Soviet Union. 

Soviet strategy was made much easier when the announcement of the Moscow 

agreement elicited vehement objections from the population of the American zone.  

Soviet occupation authorities had headed off unrest in the North by revising the wording 

of the agreement before releasing it in their zone. They immediately seized the 

opportunity provided by the reaction in the South, instructing the leader of the 

Communist Party in Seoul, Pak Hon-yong, to order party members in the South to 

support the trusteeship agreement.  Once they did so, the Soviets then argued that only 

groups that supported the duly approved allied agreement on trusteeship were entitled to 

be consulted regarding the creation of a provisional government. 

The Soviets followed these political moves with steps to ensure their continued 

control over the economic resources of the northern zone.  When, as stipulated by the 

Moscow agreement, representatives of the two occupying commands met in Seoul on 

January 16 to discuss the economic problems caused by closing the sectoral border, the 

Soviet delegation defined the issue as one of exchange of goods between the two military 

commands.  It insisted that this Soviet-American trade be conducted mainly on the basis 

of barter, presumably to avoid expending precious hard currency to supply northern 

Korea.  Soviet General Terentii Shtykov brought the conference to an impasse by 

insisting that electrical power, coal, and manufactured goods from the north, all 

desperately needed in the American zone, could be delivered to the South only in 
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exchange for rice, which was in short supply there.  The meager result of the 21-day 

conference was an agreement on limited mail service and transportation between the 

zones, movement of Koreans across the border, allocation of radio frequencies and 

establishment of joint control posts and other measures for future coordination between 

the two commands.  Thus, it became clear in January 1946 that unless the government 

established in Seoul consisted only of Communists and their sympathizers, Korea would 

remain divided, with the Soviet Union exercising firm control over the political structure 

and economic resources of its northern half.      

Indeed, as the Joint Soviet-American Commission met in Seoul throughout the 

early months of 1946, the Communist Party continued to be the only political group in 

Korea to express support for the Moscow decision.  All other political parties remained 

unequivocally opposed to the establishment of a trusteeship, thereby providing the Soviet 

Union with a convenient solution to its political dilemma regarding Korea.  Moscow 

instructed the Soviet delegation to the Joint Commission to insist that in the preparations 

for elections for a provisional government, a process stipulated by the Moscow 

agreement, only those political groups which supported the Moscow decision could be 

consulted.  Reflecting Moscow’s concern to maintain control over the physical resources 

of the Soviet zone, the directive also instructed the delegation to reject any American 

attempt to discuss the question of the economic unification of Korea, explaining that the 

exchange of goods between north and south will be conducted according to agreement 

between the commanders of both zones in the form of mutual deliveries.
6
  Throughout 

the lengthy negotiations, the Soviet delegation held firmly to these positions, with the 

                                                 
6
 Draft directions from Lozovsky to Molotov, 13 March 1946, Archive of the Foreign Policy of the Russian 

Federation, Fond 18, Opis 8, Delo 79, Papka 6, Listy 4-11.   
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result that the Joint Commission adjourned on 8 May 1946 without accomplishing its 

mission.  As Soviet/American animosity intensified over the next two years, the Joint 

Commission resumed its meetings, but with the Soviet position firmly hardened, no 

solution emerged other than the establishment of separate states in Korea. 

This brief examination of only one strand in the complex web of circumstances 

and actions that led to the establishment of the Republic of Korea highlights some of the 

key perceptions and circumstances that shaped that outcome.  On the American side, 

Roosevelt’s wishful thinking about postwar cooperation with the USSR combined with 

determination to expand US dominance in the region to produce an unworkable plan for 

trusteeship.  At the same time, the American desire to have the Red Army engage 

Japanese forces in China and Korea created a perceived political threat of Soviet 

domination that prompted a sudden division of the peninsula.  Finally, American 

determination to exclude the Soviet Union from the occupation of Japan created a 

countervailing resolve in Moscow to retain control over northern Korea as a buffer 

against future attack from Japan.        

The cumulative effect of these actions was to create the circumstances leading to 

the establishment of separate states, but none of the individual decisions was taken in 

order to bring about this end.  Recognizing the contingent nature of these fateful events is, 

on the one hand, unsettling, as it reveals the limitations on the ability of any one actor to 

control events.  On the other hand, from today’s perspective, awareness of how 

perceptions and circumstances shape outcomes provides some ground for optimism.  For 

the vastly more favorable condition of Korea today automatically gives rise to more 

positive results.  The Republic of Korea’s success in creating a politically stable, 
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economically dynamic, and culturally vibrant society, combined with the opportunity to 

reconfigure regional architecture brought by the end of the Cold War, has created 

circumstances more favorable for peace and prosperity than at any time since World War 

II.  That South Korea is now able to provide leadership in taking advantage of these new 

opportunities is a favorable development for all states of the region, and a splendid cause 

for celebration on the 60
th
 anniversary of the Republic of Korea.                   

 

   

   

 

            


