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ABSTRACT

As a mainstay of the US Asia-Pacific alliance system, the US-
South Korea alliance played a dual role of containing both the Soviet
Union and the People’s Republic of China. The Syngman Rhee admin-
istration laid the foundation of this alliance which functioned to con-
tain communism and to regulate allies. Most existing literatures usu-
ally focus on the Great Power rivalry over the Korean Peninsula. But
too often, those literatures fail to illuminate the dynamics of the US-
South Korea alliance. By closely scrutinizing the inner workings of
this alliance, researchers will learn how the US viewed, evaluated and
responded t6 Rhee’s conduct. US decision makers’ perceptions of the
Rhee regime and its proclivities in the decision-making process deserve
our attention.,

Research for this book has utilized a variety of published mono-
graphs and journal articles. Among other resources, this book also
bases its arguments on evidence from declassified archives of the US
National Security Council, CIA files, Department of State files on
Korean internal affairs, and relevant volumes of the Foreign Relations
of United States. Some useful IR theories strengthen the historical
narrative, demonstrating the impact of Rhee’s domestic and foreign
actions on Washington, As a result of Rhee’s conducts, Washington
perceived the Rhee regime in a dual light, namely, as asset and liabil-
ity. This dual perception, together with Washington’s double aims —

national security interests and ideological rivalry with the Soviet —
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contributed to a Cold War American decision-making dilemma, 1. e. ,
between containing communism externally and regulating allies inter-
nally. To this extent, the dynamics of the Washington-Seoul alliance
are a case study illuminating the structure and nature of the
Cold War,

The book is divided into three parts. The introduction selectively
reviews the literatures on US-ROK relations during the Rhee period
and outlines the main arguments on this topic. The rest of this book
consists of five chapters. Each chapter asks and answers the research
questions about the logic of America’s selecting, bolstering and losing
Rhee regime. And a conclusion summarizes the main findings about
the Seoul-Washington alliance.

Chapter 1 examines the interaction between the US-USSR global
confrontation and bipolar politics in the South on two levels — De-
partment of State-US Military Government (USMG) and USMG-
South Korean politics. The Cold War in Korea abruptly terminated
Joint Commission negotiations between the US and USSR. Thereaft-
er, adversarial intentions, policies and actions replaced US-USSR co-
operation. Rhee came into power just because his strong pro-America
and anti-communist attitudes satisfied the needs of American strategy
in the South. ‘ - '

Chapter 2 interprets NSC8 and its carry-out to analyze American
policies toward the ROK before the Korean War. The Department of
State’s hope to disengage from the Peninsula rationalized its military
assistance policy so as to minimize the negative influence of withdraw-
al and regulation of Rhee’s conduct to avoid direct confrontation with
Soviet Union or the People’s Republic of China. In that period, oft-
repeated words like “periphery,” “symbol” and “status quo” had sym-
bolic power: they mattered greatly in the development of American
policy toward the Rhee administration,

Chapter 3 explains how the US and Rhee diverged on the demar-
cation line and the Armistice. That divergence embodied the contra-

diction between US global strategy and ROK national interests. Shift-
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ing from military engagement to limited war, the ROK’s subordinate
role in American policy shows the inequality of the two partners.
South Korea's constitutional crisis in 1952 and the armistice negotia-
tions in 1953 led Washington to form a dual .perception of Rhee as an
asset and a liability. Depending on the circumstances, this dual per-
ception catalyzed different policy priorities for handling him. The two
cases — the constitutional crisis and the armistice negotiations — re-
flected an American dilemma oscillating between containment and reg-
ulation.

Chapter 4 unravels US-Korea controversies and mediations at the
Geneva Conference, NNSC, military redeployment and economic as-
sistance policy. Those developments solidified and guaranteed Rhee’s
continuing role not only as an asset but also as a liability to Us global
strategy and ideological competition. The mid-1950s witnessed the
undermining of US efforts to regulate the Rhee regime and compromi-
ses with Rhee’s oppressive rule. The latter ultimately led to the col-
lapse of his regime.

Chapter 5 retraces the steps leading to Rhee’s downfall. In the
end, he lost its international and domestic legitimacy. In 1960, the .
Washington’s passivity during the April Revolution led to a replay of
the earlier dilemma. The events of that April triggered a reexamina-
tion of U. S, policy by top officials in the Department. In turn, this
would become a prelude to Kennedy’s changed policy toward South
Korea. American dealing with Syngman Rhee, Chang Myon and Park
Chung-hee reveal that the US was trying to accommodate his policy to
South Korea’s social environment. With the establishment of the Park

regime, the Washington-Seoul alliance stepped into a new era.
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