SYNGMAN RHEE: STATESMAN OF THE NEW EKOREA
Story of His Rise From Prison to President
By Robert T, Oliver

Korea, child of the United Nations, with its new sovereignty
recognized by over twenty countries, is not only among the newest but
also among the oldest of existing nations, with a history stretching
back for h,283 years, Doubling the paradox of 0ld and new is fact that
its first president, Dr, Syngman Rhee, is actually "first president" for
the second time, since he had previously been elected first president
of the Republic-in-exile, established when the Koreans revolted sgainst
Japan in 1919,

Still cut roughly in two, with a Comminist puppet government support-
ed by Soviet arms in its northern industrial half, Korea entered into its
new independence deeply indebted to the stubborn persistence of Dr, Rhee,
He, it was, who sparked the independence movement during the Japanese
occupation of Korea from 1905 to 1945, He led the fight sgainst a five-
year: trustee-ship proposal emanating from Moscow and insisted upon consider-
ation of the problem by the United Nations, Following the UN-spomsored
election of May 10, 1948, his has been the task of suppr-vising plans
for the present government and future re-unification of the still-divided
thirty million Koreans,

| Spokesmen for the great powers capture the headlines and occupy
publiﬁ attention, But big statesmen are not the exclusive property of
big nations, In the chess game of international politics, where power

counts, the leaders of small nations must be shrewd if they expect




their countries to be anything more than helpless pawns, On the record,
one of the clearedt-~visioned statesmen of our times is the indomitable
Byngman Hhee,

Few heads in international politics have been battered longer or
harder then his, During a political career that began in 189h, Dr. Rhee
hes spent seven years in prison, seven months under daily forture, and
forty-one years in exile with a price on his head, He has directed a
revolution, served as President of the world's longest-lived government -
in-exile, knocked vainly at the portals of international conferences,
and finally shepheréed his cause to success.

As President of the Republic of Korea, he entered a new phase of
his active political career., Instead of quietly enjoying the fruits of
success, however, he has had to lead a céntinuing fight ageinst the ambitions
of Russie, just as for fifty years he let the movement for independence
from Japan,

Before the submission of the Korean question to the United Nations,
Dr., Rhee's situation was adirahlr summed up in a one-sentence characteriza-
tion by a highpranking officer in the American occupation force in Korea:
"Dr, Fhee is so much the greatest of Korean statesmen that he-might be
said to be the only one; but he has made himself so objectionable to
Russia that he can never have a part in any American-sponsored govermment
of South Korea," That was said in the summer of 1946, when the American
Military Go¥ernment was trying to bend the stiff Korean necks into a
Communist-Coalition collar, When this thenkless effort was abandoned,
Dr, Bhee came once again into American favor, Now he is fishtine on our

side, with no effort to "straddle the fence" even thought his country is




in an advanced position, fronting Soviet Russie eand Communist Chéna,
with the cold war in that area becoming dangerously hot,

With such e progrem, Dr. Fhee has been beset from all sides.
Violent Korean nationalist factions long demounced his forebearance with
American policy in south Koree, Communists and their sympathizers
pronounced him unfit for public life because of his charge that Russia
used the Communist party es & means of trying to secure control of all
Korea. The American Militery Govermment squirmed under his adamant
refusal t0 enter into its dream solution of & "Left and Right Coalition,"
The Stste Department trained its guns on his refusal to accept the
five—vear trusteeship of Korea agreed to by Byrnes, Bevin abhd Molotov
in December, 1945, He has been at various times celled anti-Japanese,
enti-Bussien and even anti-American, though the more accurate term in each
instence is the simple one of pro-Kcreen, Throuvgh all the struggles,

Dr. Bhee has found tﬁat in a power-politics world, an advocete of small-
nation independence has to walk a steep and rocky roed.

Dr. Rhee's life divides natually into four periods. Froir 1894 to
1905 he fought for reform of the old Yi dynasty and the democratic
modernization of Korea, From 1905 to 1945 he struggled for the freedom
of his country from Jepen, From 1945 to 1948 he stood inflexibly for
Korean reunification and indevendence, And since August 15, 1948, he has
headed the Republic of Korea in its continued efforts to regain the
Communist-held north and to establish economic, political and militery

stabili ty.

Period 1

Syngmen Rhee was born on March 26, 1875. He was educated in the




Chinese clessical tradition, but sought also a Western education in the
Pai Jai Mission School,

From his twentieth yeer he became-a leader of democretic forces in
Korea, He founded and edited the first daily newspaper ever published
in Korea, He organized student and youth groups to protest the
corruption of the court and the surrender to Japanese and Rugsian
pressure-groups. W“hen the Japanese murdered the great Korean Queen Min,
1895, young Rhee declared personal warfare against them, Two years
later, he wes arrested for his political insurgence, and spent the next
seven years in the Kamoksu prison in Seoul.

For the first seven months of his imprisonment he was sub jected
to daily tortures, including beatings with three-cornered bamboo rods,
snd the burning of oiled paper wrapped around his arms, His fingers
were so horribly mashed that even todey, in time of stress, he blows
upon them, Constantly he wore around his neck a cO-pound wooden
cangue, and.sat with his feet locked in stocks and his hands handcuffed.

After his imprisonment was eased, Dr., Rhee wrote & book eslled
The Spirit of Independemce , which 1is still widély read by Koreans and
has served as the chief guide of the independence movement. It has been
reprinted several times since Japan's defeat in 1945,

While attending the Mission School, Rhee lesrned English, and was
converted to Christianity. After his release from prison, in Avgust
of 1904, Japanese influepice was so strong in Korea that he céuld not
remain unless he would abandon his struggle for Koresn independence.

Consequently he made the hard decision to leave his countiry and carry

on the fight abroad,




Period 11

Arriving in this céuntry on the eve of the Portsmouth Conference,
young Bhee made strenuous efforts to secure the representation of his
country &t that meeting. President Theodore Roosevelt received him
cordially at Oyster Bey, but informed him Korea could not attend the
Russian-Japanese meeting, The first article of the Portsmduth treaty
provided for turning Korea over to Japen.

Since nothing could be done at this point for Kores, Rhee laid
the basig for his later work by attending George Weshington, Harvard and
Princeton Universities, In 1910, he received the Ph.D, degree from
Woodrow Wilson's own hands, with & dissertation written on United States
neuteality policies.

For tkBe next fifteen months Dr, Hhee carried on YMCA work and supervised
a Methodist Mission School in Korea, Then he was warned that the Japanese
were about to arrest him for his dangerous "political thoughts' and
once again he returned to the United States. This was the last he was
to see of his country until efter the defeat of Javen in 19u5,

From 1912 until 1932, and agein from 1934 to 1938 he maintained
a2 school in Hawaii., Then he came to washington, D.C., to take charge,
personally, of the Korean Commisgion, through which he haed appeslked
continually to the State Department ever since 1919 for the recognition
of the Korean provisional government,

In 1919, on March 1, under the direction of Dr, Rhee and other national-
ist leaders, the Koreans staged a country-wide passive revolution sgainst
the Jepanese., Thousands of the pesceful marchers were slain, but representa-

tive leaders from every Province met secretly in Seoul and organized a

Fravisianal Republic. They elected Dr., Rhee President, and went into the

e




Jevenese prison, leaving the prﬂvisiﬁnal government to function in
Shanghail.,

The Jevanese government placed a large price wWpon Dr. Rhee's head .
Nevertheless he went to Shanghal to meet the members of the revolationary
government., After he had supervised the organization of the Korean
exiled Republic in Shanghai, Dr. Bhee returned to the United States
to carry on the fight for its recognition,

In 1918 he sought a passport to g0 to Paris to present a ples
for Kopea to the Peace Conference, but by personal orders of Woodro®
Wilson the passport was refused, to prevent the fembarrassment" of Japen.
In 1922 Dr. Rhee led a Korean delegation to the Washington Disarmament
Conference,

Through the 1920's, when United States relations with Japen were
close and friemdly, Dr. Rhee was ofien called a "radical" who sought
to engage this country in ver with Jepan for the sake of effecting
Koree's liberation, In 1933, when the League of Nations wes cau=
tiously refusing to consider Javends seizure of Menchurie, Dr. Rhee went
to Geneva and unsuccessfully sought to secure consideration of
Korea's claim £o freedom.

It was in Geneva thet he met Miss Francesca Donner, daughter of
an sncient Viennese family, who subsequently, in 1934, beceme his
wife.

In 1S40 Dr. Bhee published his book, Japen Inside Out, which
vadned thet Japan was planning to extend its empire by attacking the
United States.

After Pearl Harbor, Dr. Ehee hoped briefly that his long fight
was won,




He immediately offered to the State Department the full support
of Korean guerrillas, orgaenized by the exiled Korean Provisional
Republic, and asked that the government at last be recognized. He
urged that recognition would (1) make vossible the effective organi-
zation of guerrilla attecks upon Japan's supply line in Korea, and
(2) would prevent a possible seizure of Korea by Russia, But his request
vas refused,

During the @er years, Dr, Bhee held the provisional government

together, and sought by every means in his power to inform the American

public of the facts of Korea's plight. The Cairo pledge of independence
for Korea was the first ray of real light in his 30<yearx fight, but

even that was dimmed by the phrase "In due course,"

Dr. Rhee offered his services to the Office of War Information,

and through its facilities made several broadcasts to the Koreans,
vrging them to prepare for the day when they could profitably arise
to strike the Jap army from behind its lirnes,

After the surrender of Japan, Br. Rhee refurnﬁd to Korea, He

and other members of the exiled Provisionsl Government promised to return
"es private pversons" and to assist the American Military Government of
South Koree in working out plams for the repid realization of independence,

Upon Dr. Rhee's return to Korea he was greeted with wild enthusiasm
by his countrymen, to whom his name symbolized their determination to be
free, Crowds of two hundeed thousand and more gathered when he spoke,
Every $oYiticel party in Korea, including even the Communist-dominated
People's Republic Party, offered him their chairmanship. But Dr. Rhee
decided against affiliating himself with any specific parties, and

instead esteblished the Society for the Rapid Realization of independence,




of which he became chairmen, and to which all politicel parties except
the Commnists pledged their support. This was the time when Dr. Rhee
publicly declared that Korea will never accept the Moscow decision
imposing a trusteeship on Korea,

General John R, Hodge, Commander of American troops in Korea,
recognizing Dr. Rhee's leadership, named him as chairman of the Representative
Democratic Council, which he established as an advisory body. But soon
Dr. Bhee and General Hodge found themselves pursiing divergent policies.
Dr. Rhee launched a determined attack against Communism and sought to
cement all nationalist sentiment into one solid demand for immediate
independence, working in cooperation with the professed American progrem.
The military eunthorities, on the other hand, sought to curb Dr, Rhee®s
anti-@ommunist campeign, and tried to impose a program of "coalition" of
left ahd right forces, while postponing indevendence until an agreement
with Russia could be reached.

The issue came to a head in November, 1946, The military government
authorized an "Interim Legialagure“ for South Korea. It was to have no
authority to deal with internationsl affairs with financisl and military
problem, with food production or distribution, or with the disposition
of expropriated Japanese properties, Whatever it might do within the bounds
of these limitations was to be subjectx to an absolute veto, Still further
to insure that the legislature might never get out of hand, only half
the members could be elected, and half would be appointed by the
comnanding general of the U,S, occupation forces,

Of the the U5 elected members, 43 were followers of Dr, Ehee, Thereupon,
the military authorities appointed one follower of Dr, Rhee and U4 of his

opronents, <1he explanation offered was to provide for the representation




of the segments of the porulation that lost the election! After this
bitter disappointment, Dr. Rhee came to Washington and spent three months
in conferences seeking a basic change of American policies in Korea,

The charge was delsyed while the State Department again arranged
a conference with the Russians in Seoul - a conference that met for four
months without even agreeing on a common explanstion for its failure to
develop any program, then Secretary Marshall invited the Russians to a
four-power conference in Washington to settle the Korean issues, but
this the Soviet refused even to attend, Finally, on September 17, the
State Department denounced the Moscow trusteeship agreement of November,
1945, and presented the case of Korea to the General Assembly of the

United Nations,

Period 1V

lhe General Assembly of the United Nations readily sgreea that an
election should be held in all Korea to permit the Korean Peonle to set
up & free government of their own choice. Russia, however, refused to
permit the UN Commission to cross the 3%th parsllel line, The question
was referred back again to the Interm Committee of the UN, which advised
holding the election "in all parts of Korea accessible to" the Commission ,
On May 10, 1948, 90,6 percent of all registered voters of south Korea
cast their ballots to elect 198 members of a new National Assembly.
Two districgs of Cheju Island remained unrepresented for another year,
because Communist disorders made an election impossible; and 100 seats
were held open for representatives to be elected from northern Korea.,

The basis of representation was one for each 100,000 of the population.




| When the National Assembly convened on May 31, by a vote of 189 to
g Dr. Fhee was élected as permanent chairgan, A Constitution was adopted,
and under it Dr. Rhee was elected President for a four=year term by a
vote of 180 to 16. Lee Bum Suk was confirmed as prime minister by a vote
of 110 to 8ip thus giving evidence of a working majordty in the new
legislature,

The prohlems to which President Bhee has subswquently addressed
himself fall into three major categories: (1) to provide for the defense
of his nation; (2) to develop both the forms and the spirit of the real
democfacy; and (3) to restore a badly shattered economy and lay a basis
for sound economic progress. The three problems were all interwoven
and, tozether or singly, beset with heaviest difficulties. Besudes,
there was a lack of trained and experienced personnel., Many friendly
critics feared that the new government would collapse in disorder} but
depite the handicaps, substantial progress soon beceme gpparent in each
of the three major areas of endeavor,

Since this foutth period of President Rheeds life is continuing
to unfold, it cannot be summarized as conclusively as could the preceding
ones, A word or two, however, may be said about each of the major
problems with which he hes dealt.

1) An Army had to be built from the ground up, since no Korean army
hed been permitted before inaugurationcof the new Republic., At the same
time, & north Korean Commnist force estimated at around 200,000 men hed
been recruited, trained and armed. As rapidly as possible a Korean armed
force of about 100,000 was put into training and armed with American
weapons. One of the questions involved in its development has been the

extent to which it shéuld be allowed to beceme a real army, equipped




for full-scale war. Should it have tanks, planes, naval ships and heavy
artillery? Should it be allowed to stockpile ammunition and equipment?
President Rhee has argued insistently for equipment adequate to defénd
his nation against a full-scale attack from the north. American offi-
cials have opposed this view on two grounds$ (1) that such e development
might encourage the Republic to launch an attack ageinst north Korea,
thereby incurring the danger of a world-wide war: and (2) that stockpiled
weapons might be captured by the northern Communists and subsequently
used against the United States. Only the future can reveal with
certainty which program should have been followed.,

(2) Democracy had good soil in Korea in which to grow, because of
the natural sturdy individuelism of the Korean character, and because
of the tradition of local government on matters most intimately affecting
the people. However, there were tremendous dbstecles to be overcome:
fear ehgendered by a full generation of totalitarian and ruthless
Jepanese rule; ignorance caused by lack of schools and lack of radio,
newspaper, magezine and motion picture facilities for widespread adult
education; and lack of any lockian tradition of equality. However,
under the new Constitution f@ll legal equality was granted to women: an
explicit bill of rights was included; and free public education was
guaranteed. Crities from the left have freely condemned the REpuylic for
its failure to achieve overnight all the characteristics of school-book
democracy; but in any long view it seems remarkable that so much of the
libertarian spirit has develoved so quickly., The foreign press has been
allowed full freedom to find and report whatever news and views it

wishes; educational facilities have been vastly and rapiddy expanded:




foreizn criticss (including groups of American Congressmen) have been
welcomed and shown everything they had time to see, with thelr reactlonsg
normelly ranging from "well satisfied" to "amazed at the rapid progress."
Several by-elections have been held since May, 1948, with observers all
agreed that the voters acted in complete freedom and with a dignified and
mature understanding of the democratic process.

3.) Economic rehebilitation consisted of tTwo major problems:
(2) to rebuild an economy shattered by three years of neglect and
bleeding to death from 1its artificial adivision 2long the 38th parallel;
and (b) to rectify the injustices of a land temre system under which
some 65 percent or more of the farmers were tenants. The latter was the
easier to remedy, and the requisite steps were promptly taken. First,
the Japanesepowned farm lands were sold to their tenant occuvents at
a nominal price; and fifteen months later, the National Assembly (1n5?1tab1y
containing a majority of landlord members) ¥oted to enforce sale of Korean -
owned lend on the same basis, Thus by voludtery action, farm tenancy
in Korea was reduced to appporimately ten per cent, among the lowest in
the world, With inflation causing the price of farm products .te soar,
sgricultural debts have been wiped out end the south Korean farmers
are unduestionably better off than ever before in their history.

Restoration of Korean industry would have been difficult enough
at best, with the coal, minerals, heavy indusiries and hydro-electric power
of the north cut off from the agriculture and fabrication industries of
the south. It was rendered much harder by the Communist action of
cutting off the flow of electricity from north Korea immediately after
the May 10, 1948 election. During the subsequent period, south Korea

hes opened up its own coal mines, has increased 1ts own production of




electricity, has restored its fisheries, has developed its manufacturing -
all to the point of sheer indredibility. Whereas in 1948 meny friends

of the Republic frankly doubted its ability to survive, it has been
demonstrated that a continuance of minimum assistance by the United States
through 1952 will enable the people of south Korea to attain a decent

and stable living level, even if they are not able by that time to re-
claim the resources of the north,

The neme of Syngmen Rhee will bulk larger as the history of our
time emerges in perspective, He has consistently foreseen developing
forces and movements far in advance of the events themselves, He has
stood foursquare for international justice, for the risht of self-
determination of peoples, for national and individual democratic free-—
dom, Against messive odds and in the face of repeated rebuffs, he
fought on for fifty years for the reform and redemption of the Korean
people. Long before the eyes of the West saw the dangers, he warned
first of the threat of Japanese militarism and then of the canker of
Russisn Communism. Though his warnings were unheededy he kept his
courage and his optimistic determination., Seeing needdess problems
Piled up by the blindness of the men in power, he has pleaded the cause
of enlightenment, but when his pleas failed he has buckled down fo the
heavy task of remedying the accumulated evils,

History, in assessing ldis role, must conclude: Here was a man who

represented the twentieth gentury at its best,




