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     The Republic of Korea (ROK) represents one of the great success stories in nation-

building since World War II.  Born in Soviet-American conflict, internal polarization 

between Left and Right, and deep economic distress, ROK prospects were less than 

bright even before June 25, 1950.  The three-year-long war that commenced on that date 

rendered terrible destruction to the territory controlled by the ROK, both in life and 

treasure, thus wiping out the limited economic gains made in the less than two years 

between Korean independence and the commencement of large-scale fighting between 

North and South.  Despite massive U.S. assistance following the armistice of July 27, 

1953, progress for the ROK proved limited for the remainder of the decade, less, in fact, 

than occurred in its competitor to the north, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea.  

It was not until the 1960s that the ROK entered into a period of sustained and rapid 

economic growth, and that took place only after a military coup overthrew the first really 

democratic government that South Korea had possessed.  Although economic growth 

continued for most of the 1970s and 1980s, it did so until 1987 in the midst of 

authoritarian regimes that justified their methods as in part an outgrowth of national 

division.  Over time, these regimes generated increasing popular discontent, in some 

cases to the point of threatening political and social order.  Only in the late 1980s and 

early 1990s did the ROK achieve long term internal stability as a budding democracy 

combined with broad international recognition as a serious economic player.  The success 

story gained all the more stature from its improbable beginnings and tortuous journey. 



     The United States deserves some of the credit for the success for its extensive 

economic and military assistance and for its general promotion of democracy, but its 

record also merits careful scrutiny for its contribution to the improbability of the 

beginnings and the tortuousness of the journey.  This paper focuses upon the first of the 

two and the U.S. contribution to the peninsula’s division, which undeniably created 

impediments to both economic development and stable democracy. 

 

     The American role in Korea’s division may be broken down into six basic decisions 

ranging in time from August 1945 to the winter of 1948.  The first, and probably the most 

important, was the decision to propose to the Soviet Union a division of Korea at the 38th 

parallel into occupation zones for the purpose of accepting the Japanese surrender.  The 

United States did not do this with the intention of dividing the peninsula on a permanent 

basis, but the decision came at a time when Soviet troops had already entered Korea in 

the northeast and the closest American units were 600 miles away in Okinawa and 

focused on the impending occupation of Japan.  President Harry S. Truman and his 

advisers did not want the Soviet Union to occupy all of Korea, as they assumed that this 

would result in the establishment of a Communist regime there, most likely made up of 

exiles returning from the Soviet Union, and a greatly enhanced Soviet strategic position 

in northeast Asia.  Thus there can be no doubt that the Americans proposed the 38
th
 

parallel dividing line as a means of containing Soviet influence on the peninsula.
1
 

     Just as important as the decision itself was the fact that it was made and agreed to by 

the Soviets without specific accords on what would happen once the occupation forces 
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were in place.  At Yalta the previous February, the United States, the Soviet Union, and 

Great Britain had agreed in principle to a four-power trusteeship over Korea, with China 

joining the three negotiating powers as trustees, but nothing was concluded on duration or 

structure.  The Yalta conference had occurred at a time when the allies projected that the 

war against Japan would continue for at least another year, so they felt no urgency in 

making detailed arrangements regarding Korea.  Clearly, the United States took the 

initiative in proposing a trusteeship, and it did so under the assumption that Koreans were 

incapable of governing themselves without a period of outside tutelage following the 

removal of the Japanese.  Even at the Potsdam conference in mid-July it was by no means 

certain how much longer the war would continue, as the Japanese leadership seemed 

determined to fight on and the impact of anticipated Soviet entry and U.S. atomic 

weapons remained matters of conjecture.  One thing that did appear certain was that, with 

the Koreans possessing little in the way of organized forces of their own, outside armies 

would have to enter the peninsula to ensure that the Japanese left in an orderly, 

expeditious fashion. 

     The absence of specific agreements beyond a joint occupation divided at the 38
th
 

parallel left the future unity of Korea to a considerable extent in the hands of the United 

States and the Soviet Union.  Once common enemies Germany and Japan were out of the 

picture, the two powers, now unrivalled internationally except by each other and adhering 

to conflicting conceptions of political and economic organization, were bound to have 

difficulty reaching agreement on a process leading to a unified, independent government.  

Thus by the time of Japan’s surrender, a key structural foundation for long-term division 

was in place. 



     The United States must take responsibility for failing to take the initiative in seeking 

detailed agreements with the allies regarding postwar Korea, as it was the primary 

opponent of Japan and the Soviet Union did not enter the Pacific war until August 8, 

1945.  To say this, however, is not to suggest that the United States behaved differently 

than any other great power would have in its position, that different behavior short of 

simply conceding the peninsula to the Soviets would have produced a different result,  or 

even that it should have behaved differently.  For one thing, Washington sought to win 

the war against Japan at the lowest possible cost in American life and treasure, and this 

meant seeking Soviet assistance.  Naturally, U.S. leaders tended to avoid potentially 

acrimonious issues that did not require immediate attention.  The concessions made to the 

Soviet Union in exchange for entering the Pacific war were ones that the Soviets could 

have achieved without American consent, and they did not include Korea.  Since the 

peninsula possessed a common border with the Soviet Union and the disposition of U.S. 

forces at the end of the war was clouded in uncertainty, Moscow was in an excellent 

position before August 1945 to resist postwar agreements regarding Korea so as to take 

advantage of circumstances once the fighting stopped.
2
   

     Another factor was that there existed no Korean government in exile representative of 

the Korean people.  It was unrealistic, therefore, to propose that a specific group of 

people and existing structure simply be relocated to Korea to replace the Japanese.  The 

Korean Provisional Government (KPG) was a small group of conservatives and 

moderates supported by and based in the areas of China controlled by the Nationalists 

under Chiang Kai-shek.  The KPG was faction-ridden, possessed no armed forces to 
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speak of, and had weak organizational contacts with Koreans at home.  In addition, the 

KPG had unstable relations with Korean independence forces in the United States, which 

were divided between followers of Syngman Rhee and Han Kil-su.  Nor were other 

Korean exiles united behind the KPG, as some attached themselves to the Chinese 

Communist Party and its People’s Liberation Army, which controlled extensive 

territories in north, central, and western China, while others spent the war in the Soviet 

Union, often entering units of the Soviet army.  An American intelligence report of early 

1945 indicated that these Koreans were far more numerous than ones committed to the 

KPG.
3
  Underground groups existed within Korea, but they were disunited as well and 

had limited contacts with their brethren abroad.  Under the circumstances it is difficult to 

imagine the Soviets accepting any specific structure for a postwar Korean government, 

unless it provided definite advantages for Communist elements they believed they could 

control. 

     Short of the United States conceding to the Soviet Union sole occupation of the 

peninsula, the weakness and division of Korean independence forces join with Moscow’s 

advantages in waiting for an end to the war to make it difficult to imagine wartime 

agreements that would have prevented the country’s division.  Since Koreans contributed 

little to the defeat of Japan, it is also difficult to imagine a major power engaged in the 

war going out of its way to ensure an outcome based largely on what Koreans themselves 

thought was best for them.  The United States, Nationalist China, and Great Britain 

agreed in 1943 that Korea should have independence “in due course” not because they 

were committed to the interests of Koreans but because they wanted their common 

enemy, Japan, to be denied its empire.  Chiang Kai-shek wanted the three allies to 
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recognize the KPG because he could maintain influence over it while, with U.S. support, 

undermining the strength and legitimacy of Chinese Communist and/or Soviet support for 

Korean groups likely to be antagonistic.  The United States resisted Chiang’s pressure to 

recognize the KPG because its roots were shallow in Korea and to do so would 

undoubtedly spark Soviet suspicions and counteraction, which might disrupt the war 

effort and increase prospects for conflict after Japan’s defeat in an area of limited U.S. 

interest and influence. 

     As the war against Japan came to an end, of course, Soviet expansion came more and 

more to engage the minds of American planners.  Diplomatic clashes already had 

occurred over Soviet behavior in eastern Europe.  Although secondary to U.S. concerns 

compared to Europe, worries about Soviet actions in northeast Asia also were very much 

in play in Washington.  At Yalta the United States had granted concessions to the Soviets 

in Manchuria, yet in follow-up negotiations with Nationalist China Moscow demanded 

still greater advantages.  American leaders were relieved in mid-August, when the 

Soviets finally concluded a treaty with the Nationalist Chinese based on the Yalta accords.  

If the Soviet Union abided by the treaty, it would recognize the Nationalist regime as the 

only legitimate government of China and provide no support to the Communists under 

Mao Zedong.  To the Americans, though, that was a big “if.”4   

     Concerns about Korea grew as well.  Since Soviet troops entered Korea within days of 

declaring war on Japan on August 8, fears arose that they would occupy the entire 

peninsula.  Such fears did not disappear following Soviet acceptance of the 38
th
 parallel 

as a dividing line for occupation purposes on August 16.  At the end of August and 
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beginning of September, as the U.S. XXIV Corps in Okinawa finalized preparations for a 

“scramble” to Korea in hopes of limiting the Soviet occupation, reports came in from 

Japanese officials on the peninsula on conditions there.  The Soviets were running 

roughshod over north Korea and revolutionary activities south of the 38
th
 parallel 

threatened order and perhaps the safety of the American forces about to land.  Since the 

Soviets had maintained a consulate in Seoul throughout the war, it took little imagination 

for the Americans to suspect that the revolutionary activities were in part Soviet 

inspired.
5
 

     Lieutenant General John R. Hodge, commander of the XXIV Corps, and his staff 

knew little about Korea and lacked experience in administration and political affairs.  

Hodge and his Seventh Division began landing at Inchon on September 8 and occupied 

Seoul the next day, but additional U.S. forces arrived only piecemeal over the next seven 

weeks and civil affairs officers trained for occupation duties—in Japan, as it turned out, 

not Korea—did not begin arriving until early October.  The earlier-than-expected 

Japanese surrender and the uncertainties about a U.S. occupation of Korea combined to 

produce an early American presence on the peninsula that was anything but efficient or 

far-sighted. 

     That said, it is not at all clear that anything done by the Americans from September 

1945 onward, short of a complete withdrawal from the scene or support for the 
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Communists in their zone, would have resulted in Korean unification.  From the start, the 

Soviets in the north showed no interest in establishing a unified administration of Korea.  

From all appearances their goal was to control developments in their zone in a manner 

that would ensure the rise of an indigenous government friendly to the Soviet Union, and 

that could not be done through cooperation with the United States in creating a national 

civil administration, as Washington had envisioned.
6
 

     Nonetheless, Hodge’s decision early on to favor conservative Koreans in his own zone 

over the Korean People’s Republic (KPR) in Seoul and the people’s committees in 

localities throughout the country assured not only an increasing polarization of politics in 

his own zone, but between the two zones as well.  The KPR had grown out of the 

Committee for the Preparation of Korean Independence (CPKI), established in Seoul at 

Japanese behest in mid-August under the leadership of Korean nationalist and moderate 

leftist Yo Un-hyong.  By the time the Americans arrived, over 100 people’s committees 

had been organized, some with a high level of central direction, some not, and the CPKI 

had declared the existence of the KPR in the capital city.  The Soviets, already present for 

several weeks in their zone, did not recognize the KPR but worked with the people’s 

committees.  For his part, Hodge had no authority to recognize any indigenous 

government, but he could have consulted KPR leaders more extensively and used the 

people’s committees as instruments for maintaining order at the local level as the 

Japanese were replaced.  Instead, he took umbrage at the claim of the KPR that it 

constituted a government and, listening to the Japanese and Korean conservatives, who 

had often collaborated with them, concluded that it was Communist-dominated.  He spent 
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a good portion of his first months on the peninsula seeking to undermine and eventually 

to repress the KPR and people’s committees and to expedite the return of members of the 

KPG from China and Syngman Rhee from the United States.  As Gregory Henderson, a 

U.S. foreign service officer turned Korea-specialist and historian, wrote in the late 1960s, 

“the first bid for cohesion [in Korea after the war] had been made by Japanese and 

Koreans; it had been broken by Americans.”
7
 

     Although Communists certainly played an important role in the KPR and in at least 

some of the people’s committees, the best evidence is that, below the 38
th
 parallel, they 

were not dominated by the most radical elements.  Rather, conditions in both Seoul in the 

KPR and in the localities with the people’s committees were highly fluid and most 

Koreans were not yet committed irreversibly to a particular party or political ideology.  

Richard D. Robinson, a member of a U.S. military government unit that arrived in early 

October, wrote with regret two years later that, 

     apparently, it never dawned on the U.S. command to make use of the popular  

     support generated by the Republic by working with the organization … and by 

     so doing turn it to constructive and democratic ends.
8
 

E. Grant Meade and Donald S. Macdonald, members of the U.S. civil affairs unit sent to 

South Cholla province in the fall of 1945, expressed similar regrets at different times 

after that.
9
  The point here is not that no arguments existed against trying to work with the 
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KPR and people’s committees, but that that choice was made because prevention of 

Soviet control of the peninsula, not unification, was the top priority of the United States.                                                                                     

     That unification was not the top Soviet priority as well has already been mentioned; 

yet it is only fair to point out that the same can be said for some Korean leaders, most 

prominently Syngman Rhee in the south and Kim Il-sung in the north.  Rhee’s 

longstanding anti-Soviet sentiments were well-known to both occupiers, as they had been 

publicly expressed before the end of the war.
10
  Had he given top priority to national 

unity once he returned to Korea in late October, he would have tempered his remarks on 

the Soviet Union and Communism, which he refused to do.  In early 1946 he even began 

pushing for the establishment of a separate Korean government in the American zone.11  

Before the war ended, Kim Il-sung lacked the platform for expressing his views that Rhee 

had enjoyed in the United States, but soon after he returned to Korea in September 1945 

he began agitating for establishment of a separate north Korean wing of the Communist 

party, which during early 1946 became a key instrument in the process leading eventually 

to creation of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea in 1948.
12
  In both cases it 

appears that personal ambition, joined perhaps by ideological predilection, led to 

behavior that helped to create division into two separate independent states in Korea. 

     In early 1946 the lines of division on the peninsula consolidated around 

implementation of the Moscow agreement reached at the end of the previous year.  The 

agreement called for establishment of a provisional government in Korea with the 

assistance of a newly formed joint commission of representatives of the Soviet and 
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American occupations and ultimately requiring the endorsement of Moscow and 

Washington.  After establishment of a provisional government, the joint commission was 

to submit proposals to the Soviet Union, the United States, China, and Great Britain for a 

four-power trusteeship of “up to five years.”
13
  Koreans always had resisted the idea of 

trusteeship, which was hardly surprising given the fact that the Japanese had used that 

term at one stage in the process of taking over the peninsula, and their initial response to 

the Moscow agreement, at least in the south where the Americans gave them considerable 

freedom of expression, was strongly negative, with political parties of both left and right 

--excepting the conservative Korean Democratic Party (KDP)--organizing mass protests.  

The Communists, however, soon reversed themselves and fell in behind the Soviet 

position.  Hodge, who the previous fall had urged Washington to abandon trusteeship, 

now encouraged Koreans to oppose it and suggested publicly that it had been proposed 

by the Soviets, which was patently false.  The Soviets quickly corrected him.  U.S. 

prestige dropped to a new low in Korea as Rhee built his following among Koreans in the 

south to new heights with his adamant opposition to trusteeship, even garnering support 

from the KDP.
14
 

     Clearly the U.S. decision to continue with the idea of a “trusteeship” in the Moscow 

agreement was an error, and an avoidable one given Hodge’s and State Department 

representative William R. Langdon’s warnings from Seoul on the eve of the conference.
15
  

Hodge then compounded the error by trying to put blame on the Soviet Union, which not 
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only led to the revelation that it was the Americans who had pushed the idea but an 

increase in Soviet suspicion toward U.S. intentions in Korea.  Rather than using the sharp 

opposition of the right-wingers Rhee and Kim Koo, former head of the KPG, as an 

opportunity to cultivate leaders of the non-Communist Left, such as Yo, Hodge, with 

Washington’s support, went ahead in February and created a Representative Democratic 

Council so dominated by Rhee that Yo and the few other Leftists appointed refused to 

participate.  By this time Hodge was no lover of Rhee, but his suspicion that anyone not 

committed to the Right was at best a cat’s-paw of the Communists put him in a position 

in which he was easily manipulated.  In any event, he calculated that the influx of over a 

million Koreans from Manchuria, the Soviet zone, and Japan would eventually strengthen 

the anti-Communists and he was determined to use that leverage to pressure the Soviets 

in the joint commission.
16
  As earlier the objective of unification took a back seat to 

keeping at least his zone out of Communist, i.e. Soviet, hands. 

     The joint commission did not convene until March 20 in Seoul.  The event came in the 

midst of a general deterioration of Soviet-American relations over Soviet behavior in 

Eastern Europe, Turkey, Iran, and Manchuria, not to mention Korea.  The joint 

commission quickly became divided over which Korean groups would be consulted in 

the process of creating a provisional government, with the Americans insisting on a wide 

array of groups from both north and south and the Soviets determined to exclude any 

group that did not support the Moscow agreement.  Hopelessly stalemated, the body 

halted meetings on May 8 at U.S. behest, without any schedule for reconvening. 
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     The U.S. decisions on trusteeship at Moscow in December 1945 and on consultation 

with Korean groups several months later were numbers three and four in the American 

contribution to a divided peninsula.  In May 1946 both Hodge and his superiors in 

Washington saw holding their ground as the way to induce Soviet concessions, but they 

were to be proved wrong.  The joint commission would not reconvene for over a year and, 

when it did so, the same old issue of consultation with Korean groups reappeared.  By the 

end of the summer of 1947 the United States had given up on the joint commission and 

resolved to take the Korean impasse to the U.N. General Assembly.
17
 

     As before, however, it is not clear that alternatives to the U.S. decisions from late 

1945 and into the spring of the next year, short of ones that simply turned all of Korea 

over to the Communists and Soviet influence, would have averted continued division.  In 

his opening speech to the joint commission, Terentii F. Shytkov, the head of the Soviet 

delegation, stated that “the Soviet Union has a keen interest in Korea being a true 

democratic and independent country, friendly to the Soviet Union, so that in the future it 

will not become a base for an attack on the Soviet Union.”
18
  The last clause represented 

the crux of the matter from Moscow’s perspective, and there is little reason to believe that 

Soviet security concerns could have been satisfied short of creation of an independent 

government largely dependent on and submissive to the Soviet Union on foreign policy 

and broad matters of internal development. 

     The same can be said for the yearlong period after September 1947, during which the 

United States made its fifth and sixth decisions leading to the division of the peninsula.  

The first came at the beginning of the period, when, after Washington presented the 
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Korean issue to the U.N. General Assembly, Moscow proposed that the two occupying 

powers withdraw from Korea, thus permitting Koreans alone to resolve their differences.  

The Americans saw this approach as a recipe for civil war and a Communist victory, and 

given the degree of polarization and balance of indigenous political forces there at the 

time they were surely correct.  Members of the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff, disheartened by 

the growing turmoil within south Korea and the increasing unwillingness of the U.S. 

Congress to provide funding adequate to sustain American commitments abroad, 

probably would have grudgingly contented themselves with that outcome.  Yet the U.S. 

State Department was not willing to give up on Korea so easily and insisted on one final 

effort either to ensure an orderly process of unification, even if it led to a Communist 

victory, or, failing that, to create through the United Nations an independent South Korea 

with some chance of survival.  So the United States rejected the Soviet proposal and 

pushed through the U.N. General Assembly a resolution calling for national elections 

supervised by a U.N. commission to prepare the way for a unified, independent Korea.  

That resolution passed overwhelmingly in November, despite opposition from the Soviet 

bloc.  When early the following year the Soviets denied entry of the U.N. commission 

entry into the north to supervise elections, the United States went back to the United 

Nations and received the go-ahead to conduct elections in the south alone.  Those 

elections occurred on May 10, 1948, and right-wing forces emerged victorious.  Over the 

next three months the United States assisted the victors in writing a constitution and, on 

August 15, in inaugurating Rhee as the first president of the newborn Republic of 

Korea.
19
  The United States had succeeded for the moment in preventing a Communist 

victory over half of the peninsula, but it had done so at the cost of division and the 
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emergence of a regime headed by an elderly despot with a shaky hold on the loyalties of 

the people it purported to govern. 

 

     Several years ago I wrote that “division was the price Koreans paid after World War II 

for their failure to liberate themselves from the Japanese.  As a shrimp among whales … 

Korea was not in a position to control its own future.”
20
  I would add to this statement the 

caveat that the disunity of the Korean independence movement, which persisted into the 

occupation period, virtually eliminated prospects for unification unless one of the great 

powers simply conceded the peninsula to the influence of the other.  Without doubt the 

United States bears a major portion of the responsibility for division, but it had plenty of 

help, including that of many Koreans.21  In addition, the American responsibility must be 

weighed against the prevention of Communist rule over the entire country. 

     Part of the burden of the United States rests in its failure to pursue coalition politics at 

the outset of the occupation rather than favoring conservatives.  It may be that such a 

course would have failed to lead to unification, but it surely would have left open a 

greater chance for that outcome.  What’s more, even if the result had not been unification, 

the coalition path left open the prospect for an independent government below the 38th 

parallel that escaped domination by the extreme Right and Rhee, a tyrant whose 

outstanding personality trait was, as historian Bruce Cumings has remarked, 

“monumental obstinacy.”
22
  Most American officials who knew Rhee, whether in 
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Washington or Seoul, found him at best difficult to deal with, but by August 1948 they 

were stuck with him so long as they held fast to resisting Communist control of the entire 

country.  With civil conflict spreading rapidly below the 38th parallel, that future did not 

look bright.  Preoccupied with retaining his own power and expanding it by whatever 

means possible over all of Korea, Rhee presided over a land mired in civil conflict and 

heavily dependent on American protection and largesse. 

     If the United States deserves a large portion of the credit for Korea’s liberation from 

the Japanese and for preventing half of the country from being taken over by the 

Communists, therefore, its actions from 1945 to 1948 contributed mightily to the 

unhappy state in which the peninsula found itself in 1948 and for a considerable period 

thereafter.  The potential of the ROK was seen by few people at the time, a fact that 

makes its ultimate success all the more worthy of celebration, but the cost of that success 

and the share various parties played in it should not escape our memories, lest we lose 

cite of some of the realities of human existence that provide a measure of perspective and 

guidance in the present and future. 


