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Abstract 

 

Syngman Rhee, David Ben-Gurion, and the United States 
By Matthew Dale Kim 

 
Cold War history is often reduced to two monoliths commanding the allegiance 

of Third World countries. In such depictions, Third World leaders occupy only a minor 
role in international affairs. In contrast, Tony Smith’s “pericentric view” of the Cold War 
shifts the focus to these smaller actors. Smith suggests that some American allies 
frequently flouted U.S. authority and that, despite their failures to establish democratic 
rule and comply with American foreign policy, they drew substantial concessions from 
Washington. The purpose of this thesis is twofold. First, it attempts to determine whether 
pericentrism aptly describes the relationship that the United States had with South 
Korea’s Syngman Rhee and Israel’s David Ben-Gurion. Second, the thesis examines how 
Rhee and Ben-Gurion developed these pericentric relationships.  
 In order to disprove the notion that Washington dictated Rhee’s and Ben-
Gurion’s foreign policies and to suggest that pericentrism applies to South Korea and 
Israel, the thesis first examines their undemocratic, strong-armed tactics. The thesis then 
examines how Rhee and Ben-Gurion flouted American policy during the Korean War and 
Suez Crisis respectively. Their questionable tactics and refusal to follow American orders 
suggest that they were not simply being “used” by the United States. Moreover, in spite 
of their disagreements with Washington, the thesis notes that they drew significant 
concessions from the U.S. 

The second half of the thesis is devoted to understanding what allowed Rhee and 
Ben-Gurion to influence American policy despite their transgressions. The first and 
obvious reason is their anti-Communist stance, which motivated the United States to 
support them because of the greater Communist threat. Secondly, their regimes fit Fareed 
Zakaria’s idea of “liberal autocracy” in which founding fathers use strong-armed tactics 
to stabilize their regimes in preparation for future democratic rule. Therefore, Washington 
overlooked their liberal autocracies, in hopes of a future democracy.  

Ultimately, the thesis argues that not all Cold War history is a history of monoliths. 
There was a period immediately following 1948 in which junior members of the 
international system could play a significant role. 
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I. Introduction 

 

 Cold War history is commonly reduced to the story of two competing monoliths 

vying for the loyalties of Third World countries. During the 1950s and early 1960s, 

Western scholars considered Soviet expansionism as the primary factor driving the Cold 

War rivalry. This perspective, known as “orthodoxy” or “traditionalism,” was challenged 

by “revisionism” in the late 1960s and 1970s. Revisionists believed that rather than 

Soviet expansionism, American imperialism served as the catalyst behind the Cold War 

conflict. In the 1970s and 1980s, “postrevisionism” challenged revisionism by suggesting 

that rather than any specific country’s foreign policy, the international system after World 

War II and the nuclear arms race were responsible for the East-West struggle.1 However, 

all three of these larger perspectives overlook the influence of charismatic Third World 

leaders fighting for their fledgling countries. Neglecting these peripheral stories results in 

an incomplete depiction of the Cold War in which Third World leaders are merely 

“following the logic of some script other than their own” and being “used” by the two 

superpowers.2

Historian Tony Smith calls for a new “pericentric view” of the Cold War.

 

3

                                                      
1 Tony Smith, “New Bottles for New Wine: A Pericentric Framework for the Study of the Cold War,” 
Diplomatic History, vol. 24, issue 4 (2000): 567. 

 

According to Smith, pericentrism is the idea that Third World leaders on the periphery of 

world affairs were not necessarily “used” by the superpowers. Instead, they frequently 

collided with the wishes of their patrons and influenced the policies of the superpowers 

rather than being controlled by them. He writes, “An important reason the superpowers 

2 Smith, “New Bottles,” 590. 
3 Smith, “New Bottles,” 568. 
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extended their involvement around the globe was because of the deliberate policies of 

junior actors in the international system, which in effect pulled Moscow and Washington 

into situations they might otherwise have avoided.”4 His thesis is built on the well-

known assertion that “once an alliance is formed, weaker members may be better able to 

determine the conduct of stronger actors than common sense might immediately 

understand.”5

…fearful and defensive but just as often as determined nationalists, hardened 
realists, principled idealists, high-rolling risk takers, committed ideologues, 
brazen manipulators and opportunists able to use the world crisis for their own 
ends. Their names alone suggest we should expect no less: Bevin and DeGasperi, 
Kim and Mao, Fidel and Che, Somoza and the Ortegas.

 The weaker members of such alliances were 

6

 
  

 
Such leaders were “charismatic individuals of heroic proportion determined to put their 

stamp on history.”7 By shifting the historical focus from the Great Power conflict to the 

impact of such smaller actors offers new insights into the nature of the conflict. A view 

from Seoul and Tel Aviv rather than Washington or Moscow, a view from Third World 

countries rather than the central Cold War conflict in Europe, suggests that junior 

members of the international arena were not “pawns or hapless victims, unable to control 

the forces set in motion by the titanic struggle,” and instead, they played an important 

role in the development of the global conflict.8

This thesis applies Smith’s idea of pericentrism to two world leaders from the 

late 1940s to the early 1960s, Syngman Rhee and David Ben-Gurion. To what extent did 

they defy American expectations of proper democratic governance and pursue foreign 

 

                                                      
4 Smith, “New Bottles,” 572. 
5 Smith, “New Bottles,” 569. 
6 Smith, “New Bottles,” 570. 
7 Smith, “New Bottles,” 571. 
8 Smith, “New Bottles,” 569. 
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policies diverging from American objectives? To what extent did they influence 

American policies and draw concessions from Washington? While an examination of 

only one of the two leaders would merely suggests a unique occurrence of pericentrism in 

a specific setting with unique individuals, a comparative study of the two leaders and the 

resulting similarities between them suggest a general pattern of pericentrism in Cold War 

relations among the United States and its junior partners during the 1940s and 1950s. 

 There are many reasons for focusing particularly on Rhee and Ben-Gurion rather 

than other Third World leaders. First of all, they were both the founding fathers of their 

respective countries. Founding fathers are often powerful figures because state building is 

an ad hoc process with no set pattern. Charismatic leaders often dominate modern day 

state building by forming a cult of personality to garner the loyalty of their people. Rhee 

and Ben-Gurion were no different in this manner. By personifying their country’s 

independence, they both entered into office in 1948 to lead a nation of people who had 

existed for centuries without a sovereign state. To a large extent, one could argue that 

their personal influences shaped the fates of South Korea and Israel.  

Second, both leaders were profoundly influenced by the United States. They 

advocated liberal democracy championed by the United States and were heavily 

dependent upon American assistance. Rhee lived in the United States from 1913 to 1945 

and received a formal education from George Washington University, Harvard University, 

and Princeton University.9 He married Francesca Donner, an Austrian-American in 1935. 

Upon assuming the Korean presidency in 1948, he relied on American military and 

economic assistance before, during, and after the Korean War.10

                                                      
9 Richard C. Allen, Korea’s Syngman Rhee; An Unauthorized Portrait (Tokyo: Tuttle, 1960), 29. 

 After his exit from 

10 Robert Oliver, Syngman Rhee and American Involvement in Korea, 1942-1960: A Personal Narrative 
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office in 1960, he spent the rest of his life in Hawaii. Similarly, Ben-Gurion also lived in 

the United States where he married his Jewish-American wife Paula Munweis in 1917.11

The third reason for comparing these two leaders is that, although they both 

espoused principles of liberal democracy, they tested the limits of their executive powers 

by adopting strong-armed measures. In light of the apparent disparity between their 

espoused dedication to democracy and their questionable tactics, it could be argued that 

the two leaders were authoritarian and that their rhetorical commitment to democracy was 

disingenuous. 

 

He relied on American Jewry and the American government for economic and diplomatic 

support in the creation of Israel. Both Rhee’s and Ben-Gurion’s dependence on the United 

States stands in direct contrast to the more ambivalent stance of many other national 

leaders during their time, such as Egypt’s Gamal Abdul Nasser, who openly courted both 

the United States and the Soviet Union.  

In addition, unlike other Third World leaders in the mid-20th century, both leaders 

guided their counties through major wars on their soil shortly after assuming national 

leadership. The Korean War erupted two years after Rhee assumed his first term in 

office.12 Meanwhile, the day after Israel declared its independence, Ben-Gurion led his 

country through the first Arab-Israeli conflict.13

                                                                                                                                                              
(Seoul: Panmun Book Co., 1978), 292. 

 Again, in 1956, Ben-Gurion led Israel 

through the Suez Crisis. Wars typically allow for an expansion of executive powers, and 

these wars allowed them to take greater command over their respective countries, which 

differentiate them from many other founding fathers. The fact that Eisenhower’s 

11 Michael Bar-Zohar, Ben-Gurion: A Biography (New York: Adama Books, 1986), 35. 
12 Allen, Korea’s Syngman, 114. 
13 Bar-Zohar, Ben-Gurion, 142. 
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administration forced the resolution of both the Korean War and the Suez Crisis against 

their explicit desires to continue fighting makes the comparison between the two leaders 

even more compelling. 

Unlike many of America’s former Cold War allies, both South Korea and Israel 

continue to have relevance today as strategic geopolitical allies for the United States. 

With threats posed by North Korea and radical Muslim terrorists of the Middle East, the 

two states are seen as significant assets by the American military. The roots of the close 

strategic relationships can be traced back to the pro-American foreign policies adopted by 

Rhee and Ben-Gurion. 

Therefore, based on the numerous similarities, the following study compares 

Rhee’s and Ben-Gurion’s relationships with the United States during the Cold War in the 

1940s and 1950s. In order to determine whether pericentrism is applicable, it is essential 

to first explore the counterevidence that challenges the very notion of pericentrism. 

Therefore, the thesis begins by examining the evidence that suggests Rhee and Ben-

Gurion relied on the U.S. and that Washington heavily influenced their foreign policies. 

Next, in order to disprove the premise that Washington dictated their foreign policies and 

to suggest that pericentrism characterizes the relationships they shared with the U.S., this 

study examines several undemocratic measures and strong-armed tactics that they used to 

secure their power. Such tactics suggest that they did not always use democratic means, 

which Washington desired from its allies. In addition, the thesis examines how both 

leaders flouted American foreign policy when it conflicted with their national interests 

throughout their respective tenures during the Korean War and the Suez Crisis. The 

strong-armed tactics and refusal to follow American orders ultimately suggest that they 
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were not simply “used” by the United States. Also, the thesis suggests that, despite their 

disagreements with Washington, they drew significant concessions from the United States 

in accordance with Tony Smith’s notion of pericentrism. In other words, they pulled as 

much as they were pushed by the United States. 

 The latter half of the thesis is devoted to understanding what it was that allowed 

Rhee and Ben-Gurion to develop their pericentric relationship and gain American 

concessions, despite their transgressions. Two major reasons are given. The first and 

obvious reason is their anti-Communist stance, which motivated the United States to 

support Rhee and Ben-Gurion, regardless of their shortcomings, because of the greater 

Communist threat. The second reason for pericentrism is that their regimes were “liberal 

autocracies.”14

 Ultimately, the thesis answers three central questions regarding the theory of 

pericentrism as applied to Rhee and Ben-Gurion. Did they adopt strong-armed tactics and 

flout U.S. authority? Did they receive American assistance nonetheless? And finally, what 

allowed them to successfully influence American policy to support their regimes despite 

 This thesis suggests that their regimes fit Fareed Zakaria’s 21st century 

idea of liberal autocracy in which founding fathers must use strong-armed tactics to 

stabilize their regime in preparation for democratic rule. Because there was hope for 

future democratic rule, alluded to by both Rhee and Ben-Gurion in their justifications for 

questionable decisions, Washington overlooked their strong-armed tactics and excused 

their defiance of American foreign policy. Had their regimes been other than liberal 

autocracies and anti-Communist, it is unlikely that Washington would have made so 

many concessions to South Korea and Israel. 

                                                      
14 Fareed Zakaria, “The Rise of Illiberal Democracy,” Foreign Affairs, vol. 76, issue 6 (1997): 22-43. 
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their defiance? The historical implications of their pericentric relationship with the United 

States are profound. It confirms the notion that not all Cold War history is a history of 

monoliths. There was a period immediately following 1948 in which junior members of 

the international system could play a major role, a period in which tyranny by the weak 

was possible. Pericentrism also has relevance to the modern day. With floundering 

American state building efforts throughout the world, Rhee and Ben-Gurion are 

comparable cases of Washington supporting questionable regimes in recent history. 

 In regards to Rhee, this study relies on his personal letters stored in the Syngman 

Rhee Materials Room at the Yonsei University Archives in Seoul, South Korea. Robert T. 

Oliver, a close personal friend and recipient of many of his letters, claims that these 

letters are extremely reliable in delving into Rhee’s true thoughts and intentions. As a 

close advisor to President Rhee throughout his political career, Oliver writes that “no 

other world statesman has ever bared his soul more nakedly than Rhee did in these letters. 

No one could strive harder to reveal himself with complete candor and openness.”15 

Oliver also suggests that the letters “stand as the most convincing evidence upon which 

the historical judgment of his character and his program should be formed.”16 In addition 

to his personal letters, this study is based on domestic and international press reports 

concerning the nature of his presidency. The secondary works of the aforementioned 

Oliver as well as Young Ick Lew,17

                                                      
15 Oliver, Syngman Rhee and American Involvement in Korea, 140. 

 Henry Chung, and Bruce Cumings also feature 

prominently throughout the work. For materials concerning Ben-Gurion, this work relies 

16 Oliver, Syngman Rhee and American Involvement in Korea, 140. 
17 Dr. Young Ick Lew, of Handong University in Pohang, South Korea, is the leading revisionist historian 
on Syngman Rhee. He argues that Rhee was responsible for the Americanization of South Korea and 
suggests that Rhee was dedicated to the development of democracy. In The Reexamination of the Legacy of 
President Syngman Rhee, he argues that Rhee’s autocratic tactics were employed due to the circumstances 
of war.  
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on Ben-Gurion’s own recollections published in 1970, which reveal the reasoning behind 

his controversial decisions.18

 As with every historical explanation, this study has its limitations. First of all, 

this is a comparative study. When varying historical, political, and social circumstances 

confronting South Korea and Israel are taken into account, and when personal differences 

inevitably arise from examining two very unique individuals, the comparison becomes 

imperfect. In the words of historian John Elliot, “The movements involved in writing a 

comparative history are not unlike those involved in playing the accordion.”

 This study is also based upon the secondary works of 

historians specializing on Ben-Gurion, mainly Ronald W. Zweig and Isaac Alteras. 

Finally, this thesis heavily relies on the Foreign Relations of the United States, a 

collection of diplomatic records published by the U.S. State Department's Office of the 

Historian. 

19

                                                      
18 David Ben-Gurion, Recollections (London: Macdonald Unit Seventy-Five, 1970). 

 Rhee and 

Ben-Gurion are squeezed together for their similarities only to be pulled apart again by 

their differences. Their resemblances may not be as close as they seemed at first sight, 

and their differences may be unwittingly overlooked in the search of more compelling 

evidence for their similarities. Yet, none of this invalidates the project. For the 

comparative aspect of this study ultimately provokes new questions about the Cold War 

and offers significant historical implications about the turbulent time period from 1948 to 

the early 1960s. Therefore, every attempt has been made to present an accurate picture 

and to not exaggerate the similarities or dismiss the dissimilarities. The resulting 

depictions of the two men are remarkably similar especially in their tenacious willpower 

when faced with impossible decisions. 

19 John Elliott, Empires of the Atlantic World (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), xviii. 
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 The study is also limited by the fact that the primary subjects, Rhee and Ben-

Gurion, are recent figures. Consequently, few historians have found the necessary 

detachment to write objectively and dispassionately.20

In the following pages, the study suggests that pericentrism is a valuable 

framework for examining the relationship that the United States had with its junior 

partners. While this story is interesting and important simply in terms of relations 

between the three states involved, the careers of Syngman Rhee and David Ben-Gurion 

taken together have larger historical implications. Their resemblance suggests that 

historians should not reduce Cold War history simply to the story of the United States 

versus the Soviet Union, but need also to take into account Third World leaders 

leveraging their power to sway the will of giants. Despite their many differences, “what 

they nonetheless had in common was the will and the ability to use their position in the 

superpower contest to leave their own mark on global history.”

 The discussion surrounding Rhee 

has especially strong political overtones in South Korea. However, every attempt has 

been made to remain as objective as possible. This study does not intend to repudiate 

Rhee and Ben-Gurion as dictators or venerate them as extraordinary leaders. At the same 

time, it does not excuse them for their mistakes or understate their achievements. Instead, 

by delving into their lives, the thesis draws general conclusions about their pericentric 

relationship with the United States. 

21

  

  

                                                      
20 Ronald Zweig, “Preface,” in David Ben-Gurion: Politics and Leadership in Israel, ed. Ronald Zweig 
(London: Frank Cass, 1991), 7. 
21 Smith, “New Bottles,” 591. 
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II. Challenges to Pericentrism 

 

In order to determine whether pericentrism aptly characterizes the relationship 

Rhee and Ben-Gurion had with the U.S., it is important to first examine evidence that 

suggests the contrary. South Korea and Israel relied on the United States for military and 

economic support, and it is often assumed that because the two countries relied on the 

United States, their leaders complied with American demands for democratic governance 

and adopted policies in line with American foreign policy. Even before the formation of 

the two states, they lobbied the United States to support Korean independence and a 

Jewish homeland. Upon the establishment of their respective states, they began formal 

diplomatic relations with the United States during their tenures as heads of state. It would 

have been logical for Rhee and Ben-Gurion to have kept their policies generally in line 

with American foreign policy, and the following briefly examines the conventional line of 

thought that challenges the notion of pericentrism as applied to South Korea and Israel. 

To begin, historian Bruce Cumings, an authoritative figure in modern Korean 

history, argues that Rhee was an American puppet who was largely ineffectual in forming 

Korean policies. He believes that the American government had as much influence over 

Korean policies as Rhee and that the entire South Korean government was an “American 

creation.”22

                                                      
22 Bruce Cumings, The Origins of the Korean War: Liberation and the Emergence of Separate Regimes 
1945-1947 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981), xxvi. 

 Completely funded by the American government and protected by the 

American military, the South Korean government was a product of American foreign 

policy. Various aspects of the Korean Constitution were modeled after the American 

Constitution. Moreover, some features of the Korean government, such as the 
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centralization of power to the presidency, American style of military training, and 

universal primary education, are also similar to the American government.23 Cumings’ 

notion that Rhee served as a puppet for the American government also coincides with 

North Korean government propaganda.24

Meanwhile, Rhee’s political rivals in South Korea also criticized his westernized 

manners, religious beliefs, and political philosophy. He was a firm believer in Christianity, 

which was considered to be a foreign Western religion among most Koreans. His 

opponents politicized the fact that Rhee spent a significant portion of his life from 1913 

to 1945 in America, married an Austrian-American, Francesca Donner, in 1934, and 

spoke impeccable English. Oliver suggests that because of his time in the United States, 

Rhee “felt so much a part of America that he unconsciously behaved like an American 

citizen.”

  

25 Therefore, his personal background supports the claim that he was heavily 

influenced by the United States.26

His willingness to concede control over Korea’s armed forces also suggests his 

dependence and compliance with American demands. Before the Korean War, he 

voluntarily offered that if the “U.S. might desire a naval base on Cheju Island,” then he 

would “permit the establishment of such base.”

  

27

                                                      
23 Young Ick Lew, Reexamination of the Legacy of Syngman Rhee (Seoul: Yonsei University Press, 2006), 
122. 

 When the Korean War broke out in 

June 1950, Rhee was more than willing to commit the Korean military to the command of 

General Douglas MacArthur. He wrote in July 15, 1950 that he was “happy to assign to 

you [MacArthur] command and authority over all land, sea, and air forces of the Republic 

24 Robert Tarbell Oliver, A History of the Korean People in Modern times: 1800 to the Present (Newark: 
University of Delaware Press, 1993), 193. 
25 Oliver, Syngman Rhee and American Involvement in Korea, 189. 
26 Oliver, Syngman Rhee and American Involvement in Korea, 183. 
27 The Acting Political Advisor in Korea to the Secretary of State, March 30, 1948, Foreign Relations of 
the United States (hereafter FRUS), 1948, vol. 6, 1163. 
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of Korea during the period of the continuation of the present state of hostilities.”28

Above all, his administration yielded to American pressures for a ceasefire of the 

Korean War, which again suggests that the American government had significant 

influence over his decisions. Many Koreans faulted Rhee for not having been able to 

convince Washington to continue fighting for reunification. During the ceasefire 

negotiations, Rhee himself stressed that as a matter of policy, every South Korean 

diplomatic official should consistently “emphasize the closeness of the relations between 

Korea and the United States, and show that our interests in Asia are the same.”

 The 

fact that Rhee was willing to forfeit his executive powers as the commander and chief 

during wartime and allow American troops to create a naval base on Korean soil during a 

time of peace is strong evidence of Washington’s influence over his policies. 

29

Israel and Ben-Gurion were also dependent upon American support, and such 

dependence may suggest that Ben-Gurion complied with Washington’s demands. Ben-

Gurion’s relationship with the United States began during his involvement in the Zionist 

movement as a young adult. In 1915, Ben-Gurion believed that the establishment of a 

Jewish state would require the assistance of American Jewry, and he moved to New York 

City where he raised awareness among Jewish Americans, collected major donations, and 

created a substantial lobbying force. During his time in America, the prominent Zionist 

Chaim Weizmann accused him of naively relying on the United States and claimed that 

Ben-Gurion mistakenly believed that “the world begins and ends with the United 

 Such 

evidence implies that he was used by Washington, instead of developing a pericentric 

relationship. 

                                                      
28 Courtney Whitney, MacArthur: His Rendezvous with History (New York: Knopf, 1956), 338. 
29 “Memorandum,” n.d., file 993:10570137, Syngman Rhee Materials Room, Yonsei University Central 
Library, Seoul, South Korea (hereafter Syngman RMR). 
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States.”30 After securing independence, Ben-Gurion continued to believe that the U.S. 

was the most important factor in preserving Israel. Meanwhile, Israeli politicians accused 

Ben-Gurion of gaining very little, yet sacrificing much for the U.S.-Israeli relationship.31

Ben-Gurion’s deep admiration and appreciation for President Truman also 

suggests his subservience to Washington. After declaring statehood, Ben-Gurion 

personally thanked Truman saying that his recognition of the state of Israel and support 

for the new state had earned him “an immortal place in Jewish history.”

 

32 After 

becoming prime minister, Ben-Gurion also told President Truman that Israel had an 

“effective army of two hundred and fifty thousand capable and anxious to help the United 

States” fight Communist aggression.33

Ben-Gurion’s compliance with American policy is also highlighted by his 1956 

withdrawal from Sinai and Gaza during the Suez Crisis. Much like Rhee, whose failure to 

prevent the armistice of the Korean War suggests his compliance to the United States, 

Ben-Gurion’s withdrawal suggests that the U.S. had a strong influence over his foreign 

policy. The withdrawal of Israeli troops and the immediate reentry of Egyptian troops 

into Gaza left a sense of unnecessary defeat among the Israeli population. Many Israelis 

believed that they had won a great military victory but were not able to secure the 

territory because of Ben-Gurion’s diplomatic defeat. This sentiment was especially strong 

among the Israel Defence Force (IDF), who had sacrificed precious lives to achieve a 

 

                                                      
30 Yosef Gorny quoting Chaim Weizmann, “Ben-Gurion and Weizmann during World War II,” in David 
Ben-Gurion: Politics and Leadership in Israel, ed. Ronald Zweig (London: Frank Cass, 1991), 92. 
31 Issac Alteras, Eisenhower and Israel: U.S.-Israeli Relations 1953-1960 (Gainesville: University Press of 
Florida, 1993), 77. 
32 Alteras, Eisenhower, 1. 
33 Alteras, Eisenhower, 18. 
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definite victory only to retreat months later.34

 Thus, there are strong suggestions that Rhee and Ben-Gurion yielded to 

American pressure, which makes evident the extraordinary degree of influence many 

would expect America to have had over its junior partners during the Cold War. The 

Korean War and the Suez Crisis were resolved at Washington’s insistence despite their 

protests. However, important questions remain: Did Rhee and Ben-Gurion simply yield to 

American pressures or did Washington have to make significant concessions to convince 

Rhee and Ben-Gurion to end the wars? On whose terms were the wars resolved? Did 

Rhee and Ben-Gurion follow American guidelines of proper democratic governance 

according American wishes? Such questions must be addressed in order to understand the 

true nature of the relationship between the American chess master and its pawns, and the 

answers reveal that, to the “the bewilderment of the chess master…pawns often 

disturbingly assume a life of their own.”

 

35

  

 

                                                      
34 Alteras, Eisenhower, 284. 
35 Michael Hunt, Ideology and U.S. Foreign Policy (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), 176. 
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III. Pericentrism in South Korea and Israel 

 

A closer examination at their domestic and foreign policies reveals that Rhee and 

Ben-Gurion were not simply used by the American government. Rhee diverged time and 

time again from American demands, adopted autocratic measures, and often undermined 

American foreign policy objectives in East Asia. Similarly, Ben-Gurion was not always 

compliant to the demands of the American government and pursued his own policies for 

Israeli interests. He adopted strong-armed measures and openly conflicted with American 

wishes. Though it is undeniable that they relied upon the United States for assistance, 

reliance did not always indicate obedience. Furthermore, in keeping with the idea of 

pericentrism, their transgressions did not result in a reduction of American assistance, but 

instead, they were able to draw additional concessions from Washington. They were able 

to influence American foreign policy to a greater degree than one would expect. 

Rhee adopted various autocratic policies to secure his power, policies not in line 

with American values of democracy and representative government. That Rhee’s rule was 

authoritarian is a widely accepted historical assumption, especially among Western 

scholars. Richard Allen and Gregg Brazinsky are prominent historians who have 

generalized the notion that Rhee adopted autocratic tactics during his rule from 1948 to 

1960.36,37

                                                      
36 Gregg Brazinsky, Nation-building in South Korea (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2007), 4. 

 The notion of Rhee’s autocracy can be further traced to preliminary media 

reports by American correspondents criticizing Rhee as an autocrat. Western journalists 

created the image of an autocratic dictator, which shaped contemporary public opinion 

37 Allen, Korea’s Syngman Rhee, 203-215. 



16 

and the consequent historical depiction.38

 As an immigrant in Hawaii from 1913 to 1941, Rhee was ruthless in his quest for 

power.

 

39

Rhee’s autocratic tactics came to full view upon his rise to power under the 

American Military Government in South Korea. After Korea became independent from 

Japanese rule, the American government invited Rhee to return to Korea in 1945. His 

efforts to establish an extraordinarily powerful executive branch were apparent in the 

provisions of the South Korean Constitution, which he helped draft for the next few years 

until 1948. The Korean Constitution set out guidelines for a state-controlled economy in 

which the president had significant control.

 Throughout this time, he was fighting for Korean independence from Japan, 

and he frequently collided with the Provisional Government of Korea located in Shanghai. 

After being elected, in absentia, as the prime minister of the Provisional Government in 

1919, Rhee overstepped his executive authority to assume control over the national funds 

and attempted to dictate every course of action from Hawaii. Although the Provisional 

Government elected him the prime minister and thereby made him answerable to the 

parliament, he assumed the title of president and denounced the suggestion that he was 

subject to the Provisional Government. Eventually, the Provisional Government deemed 

his actions authoritarian and moved to impeach him in 1925. Such autocratic tactics 

foreshadowed how far he would be willing to diverge from American expectations of 

democratic governance as the president of South Korea. 

40

                                                      
38 Manuscript of Dr. Henry Chung’s “The Americans come to Korea,” file 991:01660001-01660234, 
Syngman RMR. 

 After being elected president in 1948, he 

insisted upon controlling all branches of the government and dictating its policies. He 

39 Korean History Channel, “Syngman Rhee Special,” June 16, 2009 (originally aired August 30, 2008). 
40 Harold Sunoo, American’s Dilemma in Asia: the Case of South Korea (Chicago: Nelson-Hall, 1979), 110. 
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frequently replaced his cabinet members starting with Home and Foreign Affairs 

Ministers as early as January 27, 1949, only months after assuming office.41

Most of all, media reports shortly before and during his presidency claimed that 

he frequently denied Communist factions basic rights such as the freedom of assembly 

and the freedom of speech.

 As president, 

he frequently used his power to replace high ranking government officials including the 

South Korean Prime Minister, fourteen Supreme Court justices, and executives of state-

run broadcasters.  

42 His autocratic tactics were highlighted during the 

Communist insurrection on Cheju Island off the coast of the Korean peninsula. On April 

3, 1948, Soviet agents entered Cheju without great difficulty to instigate a violent 

Communist uprising.43 Rhee ordered South Korean authorities to engage in a scorched 

earth campaign against the Communist guerilla forces.44 For the next two months, the 

fighting between Communist sympathizers organized by the Communist Worker’s Party 

and the South Korean army resulted in the deaths of over sixty thousand people, one fifth 

of the island’s population.45

                                                      
41 The Special Representative in Korea to the Secretary of State, January 27, 1949, FRUS, 1949, vol. 7, 
part 2, 947. 

 Many of these deaths were the result of mass executions 

bordering on the side of massacre. Although Communist sympathizers were responsible 

for the deaths of many innocent civilian lives, South Korea's Truth Commission officially 

reported in 2003 that South Korean security forces were responsible for eighty six 

percent of the deaths and that armed rebels were responsible for less than fourteen 

percent. Later, when the Korean War broke out in 1950, approximately two thousand and 

42 “Fists Fly in Seoul,” n.d., file 993:10540038, Syngman RMR. 
43 The Special Representative in Korea to the Secretary of State, April 9, 1949, FRUS 1949, vol. 7, part 2, 
983. 
44 George Wehrfritz, “Ghosts of Cheju,” Newsweek, June 19, 2000. 
45 Wehrfritz, “Ghosts of Cheju.” 
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five hundred leftist survivors of the Cheju Uprising were preemptively apprehended and 

executed under his orders.46

In 1952, in the midst of the Korean War, it became clear that Rhee’s party did not 

control the parliament and that he would most likely lose the upcoming election under the 

Constitutionally-mandated parliamentary vote to determine the president.

 

47 However, 

outside the Korean National Assembly, the Korean people considered him a national icon 

and a hero of the independence movement. Therefore, he decided to amend the 

Constitution and institute a popular vote for the president. He first declared martial law in 

the city of Pusan on May 24, 1952 and arrested forty politicians of the opposition party in 

the Korean National Assembly by May 27.48 American diplomats were indignant that 

they were not “informed or consulted in advance of the decision for martial law” and 

were concerned by his “use of the army for political purposes.”49

                                                      
46 Wehrfritz, “Ghosts of Cheju.” 

 Regardless of 

American concerns of autocracy, Rhee forced the assemblymen into the Assembly Hall 

and ordered the police to guard the exits until they passed the amendments. Such 

autocratic tactics forced the assemblymen to yield to his demands, reelect him for his 

second term, and eventually pass the amendments. During his second term, in 1954, he 

introduced and passed another Constitutional amendment calling for a two term limit for 

the presidency but only after including a grandfather clause that would allow him, as the 

incumbent, to be exempt from the two term limit. Such strong-armed measures 

demonstrate that Rhee was not the democratic leader that American policymakers desired 

from their allies. 

47 Sunoo, American’s Dilemma, 103. 
48 Telegram 1160, May 26, 1952, FRUS, 1952-1954, vol. 15, part 1, 242. 
49 The Chargé in Korea (Lightner) to Department of State, May 27, 1952, FRUS, 1952-1954, vol. 15, part 1, 
252. 
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When he finally stepped down from office in 1960, his decision was caused by 

widespread student protests against his autocratic regime. The American Ambassador, 

Walter McConaughy, reported to the State Department that the student protests caused by 

his autocratic measures made his future as president untenable.50 The Christian Science 

Monitor reported that a mob, angered by his autocratic measures, “toppled Dr. Rhee’s 

statue and desecrated the home of Vice-President-elect Lee Ki Poong [Rhee’s running 

mate].”51 Historians commonly depict the closing chapter of his life as a usurped 

autocrat fleeing to Hawaii in exile.52 The New York World Telegram and Sun portrayed 

him as a man who did not know when to relinquish power.53 Similarly The Washington 

Post criticized Rhee’s “own arbitrariness and power fixation, his insulation and his habit 

of surrounding himself with stooges and sycophants,” which “inevitably led to the 

debacle after an egregiously fraudulent election.”54

Ben-Gurion similarly adopted strong-armed measures to secure his power. 

Although he claimed in his memoirs that Israel’s “democracy never suffered from the 

pressure of events” and that “Israel has always remained true to its founding 

principles,”

 Thus, Rhee’s exit from office again 

highlights his autocracy. 

55 he too resorted to strong-armed measures against American wishes of 

democratic governance. Zionist Chaim Weizmann characterized Ben-Gurion as a “petty 

dictator” whose methods “were even more tyrannical than Jabotinsky’s.”56

                                                      
50 Telegram From the Embassy in Korea to the Department of State, April 26, 1960, FRUS, 1958-1960, vol. 
18, 640-644. 

 Historian 

Dina Porat also accused Ben-Gurion of “feeling no need to keep abreast of public 

51 “South Korea Faces Tests of New Era,” The Christian Science Monitor, April 27, 1960. 
52 Allen, Korea’s Syngman, 241. 
53 “The Tragedy of Rhee,” New York World Telegram and Sun, June 1, 1960. 
54 “After Dr. Rhee,” The Washington Post, April 28, 1960. 
55 Ben-Gurion, Recollections, 90. 
56 Gorny, “Ben-Gurion and Weizmann,” 95. 
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sentiment—or to submit to it.”57

 After declaring Israel’s statehood in 1948, Ben-Gurion controversially assumed 

the positions of Prime Minister and Defense Minister simultaneously on May 17. 

Immediately, he overstepped his executive authority on May 26, 1948 by issuing an 

executive order calling for the establishment of the IDF and the dissolution of all other 

preexisting armed forces in Israel. It was not until May 31 that the cabinet legally 

approved the order, and the IDF began to take form. As the IDF became more powerful, 

Ben-Gurion’s critics claimed that the Israeli army posed a danger to Israeli democracy 

because it was centralized to one man and because it instilled a militaristic spirit and 

expansionist aims unbefitting of a liberal democracy.

 

58

In developing the IDF, he required every Israeli citizen, male and female, to 

fulfill a compulsory military service, which was perceived as a particularly controversial 

demand. Women were required to serve in active duty for twenty one months and men for 

thirty six months. This period of active duty was followed by service in the reserves force, 

which required men to report until they were fifty one years old and single women to 

report until they were twenty four years old. Ben-Gurion’s decision to conscript women 

was and still is controversial, and even today, Israel is the only country in the world that 

requires compulsory military service from its female citizens.  

 Throughout his administration, 

Ben-Gurion continued to have a disproportionately large role in developing the IDF and 

employed strong-armed measures to strengthen his hold over it. 

Ben-Gurion also adopted strong-armed tactics when Zionist paramilitary groups 

disobeyed his orders to either join the IDF or lay down their arms, which resulted in the 
                                                      
57 Dina Porat, “Ben-Gurion and the Holocaust,” in David Ben-Gurion: Politics and Leadership in Israel, 
ed. Ronald Zweig (London: Frank Cass, 1991), 166. 
58 Alteras, Eisenhower, 84. 



21 

infamous Altalena Affair on June 21, 1948. When the 1948 Arab-Israeli War broke out 

immediately after Israel declared its statehood, a paramilitary group called Irgun refused 

to lay down arms and decided to engage incoming Arab forces as a separate paramilitary 

group, independent from the IDF. Menachem Begin, later the sixth prime minister of 

Israel, led the Irgun forces and awaited the arrival of Altalena, a military transport ship 

carrying nearly one thousand Israeli soldiers and substantial weapons imported from 

France. Ben-Gurion ordered the IDF to confiscate the cargo and engage the Irgun if 

necessary. When General Begin refused to cooperate, the IDF shelled the ship on Tel 

Aviv beach in accordance with Ben-Gurion’s orders. After the deaths of sixteen Irgun 

fighters and three IDF soldiers, the Irgun surrendered, and Ben-Gurion followed up the 

attack by arresting two hundred Irgun fighters and sinking Altalena. Rather than seeking 

a peaceful solution, Ben-Gurion controversially used strong-armed measures against a 

fellow Jewish force in the midst of a war against the Arabs. In retrospect, his decision 

nearly caused a civil war among the Jews themselves,59

Ben-Gurion’s strong-armed measure to bomb Altalena was also mirrored in his 

decision to dissolve the Palmach. The Palmach was an organization of elite soldiers of the 

Haganah, an underground paramilitary organization of the Jewish community in Palestine 

during the British Mandate of Palestine. They fought for the independence of Israel, and 

by 1948, the Palmach had over two thousand experienced soldiers. During the early 

stages of the 1948 War, the Palmach led several successful military campaigns such as 

 and it is plausible that he 

deliberately used autocratic measures against the Irgun in order to demonstrate his 

absolute authority over the nascent state. 

                                                      
59 Ben-Gurion, Recollections, 92. 
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Operation Nachshon, Operation Yiftah, and other retaliation raids against the Arabs. Most 

importantly, because the Palmach was already highly organized before the war, it played 

a major role in holding off Arab armies while the IDF mobilized and prepared for combat. 

These vital contributions made the Palmach very popular among the Israeli population, 

and Ben-Gurion’s forced dissolution of the Palmach was very controversial. To make 

matters even worse, several senior officers of the Palmach were opposition members to 

Ben-Gurion’s ruling political party. The dissolution of the Palmach essentially removed 

his political opposition from positions of power through an undemocratic fashion. Later, 

when the Palmach was integrated into the IDF, Ben-Gurion promoted his close followers 

to senior army posts of the newly integrated Palmach, and the once highly respected 

generals of the Palmach never regrouped to recover from their fall from power. These 

strong-armed measures to dismantle political opposition were unbefitting an American 

ally. 

Ben-Gurion’s treatment of the Palestinians was also controversial and bordered 

on autocracy. Although Ben-Gurion declared upon the founding of Israel that the nascent 

state would “uphold the full social and political equality of all of its citizens,” historians 

argue that this has not been the case towards the Palestinians.60 Four major waves of 

Palestinians left Israel for neighboring Arab states once the 1948 War began, and 

afterwards, Ben-Gurion legally sanctioned the evacuation and destruction of the 

remaining Palestinian communities. The estimated number of Palestinian towns 

destroyed by the IDF during the 1948 War varies from 369 to 531.61

                                                      
60 Benny Morris, Israel's Border Wars (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 257-276. 

 In addition, 

Palestinians who attempted to return to their homes after fleeing the country were 

61 Ruling Palestine, A History of the Legally Sanctioned Jewish-Israeli Seizure of Land and Housing in 
Palestine. (Geneva: COHRE & BADIL, 2005), 34. 
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considered to be illegal.62 By the end of the war, there were growing concerns that the 

displaced Palestinian refugees would not be accepted by Arab states as citizens or 

welcomed back into Israel.63

The refugees wishing to return to their homes and live at peace with their 
neighbours should be permitted to do so at the earliest practicable date, and that 
compensation should be paid for the property of those choosing not to return and 
for the loss of or damage to property which, under principles of international law 
or in equity, should be made good by the governments or authorities 
responsible.

 The UN intervened in 1948 and passed a resolution 

granting Palestinian refugees the right to repatriation. It resolved that: 

64

 
 

 
However, returning Palestinians found that Jewish immigrants had taken their land under 

Israel’s Absentees Property Law. The law, which was enacted during Ben-Gurion’s 

administration, was not in keeping with his promise of equal rights and suggests that he 

did not always meet American desires for democratic governance. 

Tensions between Palestinians and Israelis eventually culminated in the Qibya 

Massacre in October 1953 when the IDF fired on suspected Palestinian infiltrators 

gathered in Qibya. Ariel Sharon, later the eleventh prime minister of Israel, led the attack 

and personally ordered his troops to use the “maximal killing and damage to property” in 

order to set an example to other Palestinian infiltrators.65 Many of the casualties were 

unarmed Palestinian refugees trying to reunite with their families, and the UN issued the 

“strongest possible censure” on Ben-Gurion’s IDF.66

                                                      
62 The Consul at Haifa (Lippincott) to the Secretary of State, June 23, 1948, FRUS, 1948, vol. 5, part 2, 
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 However, Ben-Gurion chose not to 
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prosecute Sharon for the incident. Although Ben-Gurion’s direct involvement in the 

Qibya Massacre is not definite, the fact that his army engaged in such brutal tactics and 

that he pardoned Sharon suggests the extent of his autocratic measures despite American 

protests.  

In addition to their strong-armed tactics, Rhee and Ben-Gurion did not always 

comply with American demands in determining their foreign policy. Their disregard for 

American wishes suggests that they were not used by the United States, and instead had a 

pericentric relationship in which they were relatively free to make their own decisions 

independent of American desires. 

When the American Military Government welcomed Rhee back to Korea in 1945 

to establish the Republic of Korea, Washington expected him to be a ceremonial 

figurehead or a symbolic Elder Statesman considering his advanced age of seventy.67 

However, as the years went by, his unexpected tenacity frustrated American politicians. 

Historian Henry Chung writes that the central mistake of American foreign policy in 

Korea was the “failure to appraise accurately the caliber and character of Syngman Rhee 

the man. He was made of sterner stuff than the puppets found in Communist satellite 

countries. Neither threats nor cajolery could move him.”68 Years later, Truman wrote in 

his memoirs that Rhee “is a man of strong convictions and has little patience with those 

who differ with him.”69 Similarly, some members of the international press regularly 

denounced Rhee as “forceful” or stubborn.70

                                                      
67 Oliver, Syngman Rhee and American Involvement in Korea, 28. 

 A Time Magazine editorial during the 

Korean War simply described him as, “The Uncrackable. Syngman Rhee is the walnut of 

68 Manuscript of Dr. Henry Chung, Syngman RMR. 
69 Harry Truman, Memoirs (New York: Doubleday, 1956), 329. 
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Asian politics. Brown, wrinkled, iron-shelled, he calmly resists the tremendous pressure 

of managing his tragic country.”71 Other editorialists sympathized with the “brave little 

South Korean President, who has the courage to defy the United States, the United 

Nations and all comers.”72

His propensity to challenge the American government began during the 

formative stages of the interim South Korean government in 1945. A particular incident 

in December 1945 involving General Archibald Arnold of the American Military 

Government foreshadowed the conflicts the United States would have with Rhee. General 

Arnold challenged Rhee by claiming that Rhee was not a legitimate representative of 

Korea since he had not yet been elected by the Korean people. Rhee responded by calling 

the entire nation to go on a “national holiday,” and Koreans immediately refused to carry 

out any physical labor. The citizens of Seoul staged a massive two mile long parade 

making any type of activity in the capital city impossible. The furnace men carted off the 

coal so that radiators froze in hotels and offices. After three days, General Arnold 

conceded defeat and never again challenged Rhee’s legitimacy to lead the Korean 

people.

 In the end, most of them agreed that Rhee was not simply 

used by the United States.  

73

Similar to this particular incident with General Arnold, many conflicts ensued 

from his tendency to challenge American policy throughout the founding of South Korea. 

At the end of the World War II, America’s main Far East foreign policy objective of 

installing a friendly Japanese government was already secure, and there was a strong 

sentiment in Washington to forfeit the southern half of the Korean peninsula to the 
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Soviets in order to achieve other gains in Europe. Owen Lattimore outlined American 

foreign policy as to “let South Korea fall [to the Communists], but not to let it look as if 

we pushed it.”74 He recommended that, "The United States should disembarrass itself as 

quickly as possible from its entanglements in South Korea."75 While it is difficult to 

definitively prove the possible intentions of Washington policymakers to forfeit Korea, it 

is clear that South Korea was not a major priority. Thus, Oliver notes that one of tragic 

ironies of America’s post-World War II foreign policy was that Washington was so 

preoccupied with addressing the post-war needs of defeated enemies such as Japan and 

West Germany that it overlooked liberated allies such as Korea.76 While the Communist 

Party was under fire in the United States, the American Military Government ironically 

did not curb Communist activity in Korea.77 General John Hodge, the American military 

governor of Korea, welcomed cooperation with the Communists and believed that only 

cooperation could bring about a lasting, legitimate governing body. In the spring of 1946, 

the United States created a Soviet-American Joint Commission in Seoul to determine the 

fate of Korea. When Soviet representatives in the Commission stalled the negotiations, 

the U.S. State Department declared that, “We are prepared at any time that the Soviet 

Government will do so to resume discussions of the Commission.”78

                                                      
74 Owen Lattimore, New York Post, July 17, 1949. 

 Meanwhile, Rhee 

consistently objected to any governing coalition involving the Communists and 

threatened “open disobedience and mass strikes which would probably force [the] U.S. 
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government to remove Hodge.”79 While America wanted to take a conciliatory stance 

towards the Soviets in Korea, Rhee adamantly challenged American policy and refused to 

cooperate with the Communists.80

When the American government and the Soviet Union proposed the popular four-

power trusteeship of Korea, Rhee once again opposed any type of concession to the 

Communist or any international body that would challenge the full sovereignty of a 

democratic Korea.

  

81 He reasoned that a trusteeship would simply result in Koreans 

trading one colonial master, Japan, for another in the form of the Soviet Union.82

After assuming the presidency, Rhee battled with American officials concerning 

South Korea’s endorsement of the Pacific Pact of 1949.

 By the 

summer of 1947, Rhee’s relationship with the American Military Government reached a 

low point, and the U.S. military cancelled his radio addresses and held him 

incommunicado. General Hodge eventually placed him under house arrest leading up to 

the first presidential election in 1948.  

83 The Pacific Pact called for a 

military alliance among Asian states and the U.S. against the spread of Communism in 

Asia, similar to the NATO treaty that the United States had made with its European 

allies.84

                                                      
79 The Acting Political Advisor in Korea to the Secretary of State, February 10, 1948, FRUS, 1948, vol. 6, 
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 The Pacific Pact was endorsed by the Filipino President Elpido Quirino and the 

Chinese President Chiang Kai Shek. However, Washington wanted separate bilateral 
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agreements between the U.S. and each Asian state, rather than a coalition of states, 

because American policymakers feared that such an alliance would be a political liability. 

Americans did not want to entangle themselves into military commitments abroad, and 

Secretary of State Dean Acheson believed that, while NATO was a product of a historic 

alliance between the United States and Western Europe, the Pacific Pact would be an 

unprecedented one-way U.S. guarantee.85

The greatest issue of contention between Washington and Rhee before the 

Korean War was the withdrawal of American troops and the buildup of the South Korean 

army. Rhee repeatedly stressed that “the United States has a real moral obligation to 

retain some U.S. troops in Korea.”

 The proposed Pacific Pact eventually failed 

without American endorsement, but Rhee’s support and advocacy for such a pact 

demonstrates his willingness to diverge from American foreign policy and pursue 

initiatives according to his national interests. 

86 He believed that the U.S. army’s plans to withdraw 

from South Korea was a serious strategic mistake and requested that the troops remain 

until South Korea could organize a respectable defense force. Realizing the inevitability 

of American troop withdrawal in February 1949, Rhee asked for more arms and 

equipment for Korean troops.87 Meanwhile, he commissioned his Chairman of the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff, General Heung-Koon Lee, to visit the United States and plead with the 

“utmost candor and sincerity” for American military aid in order to secure a “stronger and 

better Korea.”88
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 In a letter to Oliver, Rhee wrote that Korean soldiers did not have arms 
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to defend themselves and were at the mercy of their North Korean counterparts.89 

According to Rhee, Americans did not entrust Koreans with light arms and refused to 

train Korean officers properly for heavy combat.90 Appealing to a higher authority, Rhee 

then sought UN assistance to help convince Washington to delay American troop 

withdrawal. In December 1948, he finally issued a press statement asking whether the 

United States would come to the defense of South Korea if North Korea were to launch a 

major military assault.91 The U.S. State Department responded that his attempts to force 

Washington to commit more military troops by exploiting the international media did not 

further his cause but rather discredited it. In the end, the State Department incorrectly 

believed that the South Korean army was strong enough to repel North Korean 

Communist aggression, which would be heavily dependent upon a reluctant Soviet Union. 

The American Ambassador in Korea, John Muccio, wrote that “South Korean forces [are] 

considered adequate [to] maintain internal stability, cope with infiltration from north and 

before long adequate [to] prevent even open invasion [by] known North Korea forces.”92

Less than one year after Americans withdrew, North Koreans invaded South 

Korea on June 25, 1950, and Rhee’s boldest divergence from American policy came 

 

American forces withdrew on June 28, 1949 leaving behind an ill-equipped South Korean 

military, but once again, Rhee’s continuous protests and appeals to the UN and the 

international media suggest that he was more than willing to openly challenge American 

policies. 
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during the Korean War. When North Korean troops surged southward, Rhee moved the 

government to the port city of Pusan on the southeastern tip of the peninsula. From Pusan, 

Rhee saw UN forces reclaim Seoul in September 1950. Upon establishing status quo 

antebellum, Rhee joined General MacArthur in strongly urging for a UN offensive to 

reunify Korea.93

He [Rhee] had taken the position that the Republic of Korea no longer 
recognized the existence of the 38th Parallel… that his government would not be 
satisfied with any solution which did not envisage the complete subduing of the 
Communist military forces and the removal of the North Korea Communist 
military forces and the removal of the North Korea regime.

 Rhee informed the State Department that: 

94

 
 

 
However, the U.S. was against a northern offensive. Assistant Secretary of State, and later 

the Secretary of State, Dean Rusk replied that “the United States could not now assume a 

definite position upon the problem of the 38th Parallel and, at this stage, would not 

support any predetermined line of action in relation to it.”95

We must consider Korea not in isolation but in the world-wide problem of 
confronting the Soviet Union as an antagonist…General MacArthur has a new 
situation. We should be sure he understands his directive. He seems to have 
thought he had to occupy the northeast part of Korea. Perhaps we should tell him 
that from the UN and US point of view he need not occupy that territory…We 
want to achieve a termination of this involvement…We should not say that we 
must push forward. We should hold the line and turn it over to the ROK 
[Republic of Korea] as soon as we can.

 In a National Security 

Council meeting, Secretary Acheson urged caution by citing the dangers of pushing 

forward: 

96
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When the northern offensive was delayed against his wishes, Rhee threatened a unilateral 

northern offensive by the South Korean army, which prompted American officials to 

make every effort to discourage Rhee.97

By early November 1950, MacArthur’s forces having meanwhile advanced into 

North Korea, the Chinese entered the Korean War and pushed the UN forces southward 

back to the 38th Parallel. On July 10, 1951, the Communists and the UN Command began 

ceasefire talks, which Washington welcomed but Rhee adamantly opposed. 

Unsurprisingly, Rhee did not buckle under American pressure and refused to sign the 

“death warrant.”

 Due to his bold unilateral threat despite 

American desires to hold the line at the 38th Parallel, it is clear that he did not shy away 

from openly confronting American policymakers and forcing the United States to make 

substantial commitments.  

98 Instead, he reiterated his desire to reunify the country and to continue 

fighting unilaterally if necessary.99 Despite his protests, it became increasingly clear by 

June 1953 that the international political climate favored a ceasefire and that only the 

issue of prisoners of war repatriation remained unsettled. Rhee took an extraordinary 

unilateral action on June 18, 1953 by freeing twenty seven thousand North Korean 

prisoners of war under South Korean custody in order to disrupt the armistice 

negotiations.100

The President’s first remark concerning the release by President Rhee of North 

 This unilateral decision completely startled Washington. The 

memorandum of a National Security Council meeting the following day recounts 

President Eisenhower’s shock at Rhee’s unilateral decision to free the prisoners: 
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Korean prisoners of war, was that we seemed to have acquired another enemy 
instead of a friend. President Rhee had welched on his promise not to take 
unilateral action with the UN Command. Moreover, the action in freeing some 
25,000 North Korean POW’s was deliberate, carefully planned in advance, and 
carried out in defiance of the UN Command.101

 
 

 
Rhee showed no remorse and followed up his decision of releasing prisoners with his 

usual threats to withdraw Korean forces from the UN Command upon any impending 

armistice agreement.102

Due to his refusal to cooperate with the United States during the Korean War, the 

American government considered forcefully removing Rhee from the presidency and 

installing a political figure ready to comply with the wishes of the United States.

 

103 The 

plan was titled Operation Everready, and it first called for the American military to place 

Rhee under protective custody and then establish an interim government.104 Assuming 

the South Korean army’s loyalty to its deposed leader, Operation Everready also called 

for cutting off communication with the Korean army, seizing control over all Korean civil 

and military communications, and declaring martial law in the name of the UN.105

In regards to the actual armistice, he refused to sign it but agreed not to take 

unilateral action. Therefore, contrary to the popular assumption, South Korean officials 

 

Although the plan was eventually not implemented, the fact that American policymakers 

even considered Operation Everready suggests the extreme degree to which Rhee 

challenged American policies. 
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did not participate in the signing of the armistice between North Korean, Chinese, and 

American officials. Even after the armistice, he openly condemned American policy in 

Korea as “an international blunder of the worst kind” and claimed that “there can be no 

security for us [Koreans] and no stability in Asia until this blunder is rectified.”106 Thus, 

Rhee was anything but subservient to the wishes of the American government. Instead, he 

made clear that cooperation with the global superpower did not necessarily imply 

obedience,107

Similarly, Ben-Gurion challenged American foreign policy in the Middle East. 

When Ben-Gurion unilaterally declared the sovereign state of Israel on May 14, 1948, it 

was met with strong objections by officials in the U.S. State Department. Dean Rusk 

claimed that the American Delegation in the UN reacted with “pandemonium.” He wrote, 

“When I use the word pandemonium, I think I am not exaggerating.”

 a lesson that American policymakers slowly realized and some Cold War 

historians have frequently neglected. 

108 Ben-Gurion’s 

unilateral action “cuts across what our [American] Delegation has been trying to 

accomplish in the General Assembly [of the United Nations].”109 Rusk’s concern was 

matched by Secretary of State George Marshall, who felt compelled to send Rusk to New 

York in fear for the U.S. delegation taking drastic action regarding Ben-Gurion’s 

unilateral declaration of statehood.110

Fortunately for Ben-Gurion and the nascent state of Israel, President Truman 

quickly recognized Israel. However, soon afterwards, Truman found that Ben-Gurion was 
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not afraid to openly challenge American wishes. As Palestinian Arabs fled the new state 

of Israel, Truman asked that Israel repatriate the two hundred thousand refugees. Truman 

also asked Ben-Gurion to comply with the UN resolution of December 11, 1948, to return 

all territorial gains in the Negev, which Israel had made during the 1948 War. Ben-Gurion 

refused to bow to these demands and forced the negotiations of the Palestinian refugee 

issue into a stalemate. American diplomats feared that due to “Israel’s intransigent 

attitude as exemplified by Prime Minister Ben-Gurion’s uncompromising refusal [to 

comply with American demands]... the stalemate seems likely to continue 

indefinitely.”111

Truman also asked Ben-Gurion to place Jerusalem under international trusteeship. 

Again, Ben-Gurion flouted American demands, and instead, promised to be vigilant in 

“safeguarding and guaranteeing free access to places sacred to all mankind.”

  

112 The 

Israeli Ambassador to the U.S., Walter Eytan, said, “Jerusalem is an inseparable part of 

Israel and her eternal capital. No UN vote can alter this historic fact. Ben-Gurion feels 

nothing more now need be said.”113

Bitterly disappointed by Ben-Gurion’s refusal to yield to American wishes, 

Truman sent Ben-Gurion a note of disapproval detailing that, “The Government of the 

U.S. is seriously disturbed by the attitude of Israel with respect to the territorial 

settlement in Palestine and to the question of Palestinian refugees.”

 

114

The U.S. Government and people have given generous support to the creation of 
Israel because they have been convinced of the justice of this aspiration. The U.S. 

 He wrote,  
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Government does not, however, regard the present attitude of the Israeli 
Government as being consistent with the principles upon which U.S. support has 
been based. The U.S. Government is gravely concerned lest Israel now endanger 
the possibility of arriving at a solution of the Palestine problem in such a way as 
to contribute to the establishment of a sound and friendly relations between Israel 
and its neighbors.115

 
 

 
Truman’s stern letter had little impact on Ben-Gurion, who responded by telling the 

American Ambassador in Israel, James McDonald, that, “The U.S. is powerful and we are 

weak; we could be destroyed; but we do not intend to commit suicide.”116

 Following Truman’s presidency, Eisenhower adopted a pro-Arab stance with a 

“friendly impartiality” towards Israel because the U.S. relied on Arab states for its oil 

supply.

 His bold 

refusal to comply with American demands during Truman’s administration suggests that 

Ben-Gurion had a pericentric relationship with the United States. 

117 However, similar to Truman, Eisenhower found a stubborn Ben-Gurion 

refusing to yield to the same U.S. demands of withdrawing from the Negev and placing 

Jerusalem under international rule.118 Ben-Gurion argued that the borders were the result 

of the 1948 War, which was a war initiated by Arabs with the purpose of annihilation. 

According to Ben-Gurion, it was unthinkable that the Arabs had the right to reclaim their 

lands after their aggression.119
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American objectives in the Middle East.120

 When Eisenhower asked Israel to restrict the flow of Israeli immigrants and 

repatriate Palestinian refugees in 1953, Ben-Gurion refused again, even though the U.S. 

government had provided one hundred million dollars in economic aid specifically for the 

rehabilitation and resettlement of new immigrants.

 

121 Ben-Gurion claimed that the 

vacuum left by the Palestinian exile was now filled with 1.4 million Jewish immigrants 

and that Palestinian repatriation would destroy the country’s security and economy.122 

Because Jewish immigrants filled the ranks of the Israeli military, created new 

settlements in the Negev, and provided the backbone for a modern economy, Ben-Gurion 

refused to comply with American demands. He also reasoned that slowing down the 

influx of exiles would question the very need for a Jewish state, which was to gather the 

Jewish Diaspora. In May 1953, American diplomats’ hopes were further dashed when he 

capriciously withdrew an overdue offer to repatriate a tenth of the one million Palestinian 

refugees.123

 Ben-Gurion’s decision to invade Egypt in 1956 further highlights his tendency to 

challenge American policy. He began to plan for a war against the Egyptians 

unbeknownst to the United States. After a period of unease and small border clashes, 

tensions between the Arab states and Israel escalated in the early 1950s. Gamal Abdul 

Nasser overthrew Egyptian King Farouk in a military coup, nationalized the Suez Canal, 

blocked Israeli ships from passing through, imposed an Arab embargo on Israeli goods, 

and built up arms for the purpose of war against Israel. Meanwhile, a wary Eisenhower 
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expressed his concerns that, despite American warnings, Ben-Gurion was “an extremist 

who might go the whole way, even war to achieve his goals.”124

While preparing for war, Ben-Gurion gave false assurances in order to distract 

Nasser and Eisenhower from his true motives. On July 27, 1956, he told the American 

Ambassador to Israel, Edward Lawson, that the U.S. “has no ground for worry that we 

[Israelis] will do anything to disturb the peace.”

  

125 Again, on August 9, while Egypt was 

in a state of political instability, Ben-Gurion assured Secretary of State John Foster Dulles 

that he had promised Nasser that “Israel would not take advantage of the present situation 

to attack Egypt.”126

Only nine weeks later, Ben-Gurion launched a decoy attack against the 

Jordanians on October 10 and 11, 1956. The attack on Jordan was part of his larger plan 

to distract Eisenhower and Nasser from the impending attack on Egypt, and his use of 

force against Jordan was also the first major divergence from U.S. demands. Eisenhower 

warned Ben-Gurion not be under the illusion that Israel’s attack on Jordan would not 

draw U.S. objections.

  

127

As war planning continued in secret, Ben-Gurion formed an alliance with the 

British and the French, and together, they stopped all communication with Washington 

concerning their imminent attack on Egypt. Secretary Dulles noted with serious concern 

the “complete blackout of information from the French and British with us regarding 

 Despite his warnings, however, Ben-Gurion’s willingness to 

challenge American demands became increasingly apparent in the following weeks. 
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Middle East matters.”128 Washington only had suspicions of an impending war through 

“conclusive but highly secretive evidence that [the] French have supplied Israelis with 

more than double [the] number of Mystere-4 planes which was reported.”129

October 28, 1956, on the eve of Israel’s preemptive attack on Egypt, President 

Eisenhower was notified of the mobilization of Israeli armed forces and sent an urgent 

personal message, warning Ben-Gurion against taking aggressive action in the Middle 

East. He wrote, “Mr. Prime Minister, I feel compelled to emphasize the dangers inherent 

in the present situation and to urge your Government to do nothing which would 

endanger the peace.”

 The fact 

that Ben-Gurion planned the war in collaboration with France and Great Britain, both 

close allies of the United States, without American consent or awareness was in and of 

itself a significant divergence from American wishes. 

130 Despite the fact that the IDF would launch an invasion in a 

matter of hours, American officials were assured by Ben-Gurion, who “reiterated the 

claim that Israel would not provoke a war and that the Israeli mobilization was purely 

defensive and precautionary.”131 In retrospect, American records state that “collusion and 

deception did exist and that it was directed not only against Egypt but also the U.S. 

Government.”132

 On October 29, 1956, the IDF launched an attack on Egypt and started the Suez 

Crisis. Ben-Gurion ordered General Moshe Dayan to attack the Mitla Pass and 
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preemptively engage the Egyptian army. Eisenhower reacted with the utmost vehemence. 

An American editorial reported that, upon hearing the full scale of Israel’s military 

mission, Eisenhower filled the White House with “barracks room language the like of 

which had not been heard since the days of General Grant.”133

Ben-Gurion followed up the resounding victory of the Suez Crisis with a four 

month long diplomatic struggle from November 1956 to March 1957 concerning Israel’s 

eventual withdrawal, which required extraordinary tenacity and willpower to challenge 

the United States.

 

134 Although Great Britain and France quickly buckled under American 

pressure and withdrew, Ben-Gurion boldly chose to use the territorial gains as bargaining 

chips to gain concessions from the United States. Contrary to the notion that Ben-Gurion 

withdrew because of U.S. pressures, he made the ultimate decision for withdrawal and set 

the terms of the withdrawal.135 An examination of the diplomatic struggle makes clear 

that he had the upper hand in the negotiations as American diplomats struggled to answer 

Ben-Gurion’s legitimate concerns of national security and America’s refusal to sell Israel 

arms.136 He wrote to Eisenhower that “The denial of defensive arms to Israel jeopardizes 

its very survival. In the absence of a positive response from the U.S. we find it well-nigh 

impossible to get arms from any other free country in the free world… No Arab country 

is ever likely to make peace with a defenceless Israel.”137
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responded in an ambiguous letter nearly two weeks later, which said that he had given 
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Israel or suggest an alternative way to resolve the crisis.138

Through the course of the ceasefire negotiations, Ben-Gurion continued to make 

significant demands for agreeing to withdraw from the occupied territories in Sinai and 

Gaza.

 

139 Ben-Gurion had made it clear from the beginning of the war that Israel had no 

territorial ambitions and that maintaining the territory gained was not a priority.140 

Rather than keeping the territory, conceding the territory was to serve the greater purpose 

of securing the true objectives of the war, which was to abolish the economic boycott 

against Israeli goods, disperse the fedayeen terrorist incursions, neutralize the Egyptian 

threat, and end the blockade in the Suez Canal.141 By using Sinai and Gaza as bargaining 

chips, Ben-Gurion also avoided the significant economic costs of a long-term occupation 

and the threat of domestic insurrections from occupied territories. To a reluctant General 

Dayan, Ben-Gurion said, “If our enemies were smart they would let us have Gaza. The 

danger in staying there is both economic and political. Economically, we will have to 

feed two hundred and fifty thousand refugees.” He continued, “But still the real danger is 

political. There can be no doubt that the refugees and others will carry out terrorist 

attacks against us.”142

 Thus, both Rhee and Ben-Gurion were not controlled by the United States. They 

 It is clear, therefore, that Ben-Gurion did not forfeit occupied 

territories because of American demands but instead used the territorial gains in Sinai and 

Gaza as bargaining chips for diplomacy. 
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developed a pericentric relationship with the U.S. in which they fought for their national 

interests and openly challenged American foreign policy in the process. Unlike the 

simplified Cold War depiction of the United States assuming the all-powerful voice of the 

free world, the policies of Rhee and Ben-Gurion demonstrate that through their bold 

defiance and courageous pursuit of national interests, smaller states were able to pursue 

their own interests even within the context of the Cold War. 

Furthermore, despite their disregard for American expectations of democratic 

governance and compliance to Washington’s foreign policy, Rhee and Ben-Gurion 

influenced American policy by drawing significant concessions. It is important to 

elaborate on the concessions made by Washington to Rhee and Ben-Gurion because such 

concessions suggest that the two allies pulled as much as they were pushed by the United 

States. Therefore, the following examines major concessions drawn by Rhee and Ben-

Gurion despite their defiance of American wishes. 

First of all, America many made concessions to Rhee during the founding of 

South Korea. The aforementioned acrimonious relationship between Rhee and General 

Hodge eventually resulted in Washington shifting its policies in favor of Rhee’s demands. 

Although the American Military Government was originally willing to seek a 

compromise with the Communists, Rhee’s refusal caused Washington to abandon all 

attempts at compromise. Instead, the U.S. endorsed a separate democratic state on the 

southern half of the peninsula.143
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that General Hodge be replaced, for that relationship [between Rhee and Hodge] could be 

allowed to jeopardize the success of negotiations.”144 In the following years, Rhee’s 

constant badgering caused the United States to drastically reverse its position on South 

Korea, which originally stated in April 1948 that the American government would “not 

become so irrevocably involved in the Korean situation that any action taken by any 

faction in Korea or by any other power in Korea could be considered a casus belli for the 

U.S.”145

Before the Korean War, Rhee’s insistence for the American government to 

increase military funding and delay the withdrawal of troops did not postpone the 

withdrawal, but his protests did have an effect on American policy. Instead of a complete 

withdrawal, Washington reaffirmed its commitment to Korea and “intensified and 

improved training of Korean security forces, and provided adequate equipment and 

supplies.”

 

146 When John Foster Dulles visited South Korea in 1950 shortly before the 

Korean War, Rhee effectively demonstrated the need for American troops, and shortly 

after, President Truman made the decision to keep American troops stationed in South 

Korea on a longer basis.147 Rhee’s administration also secured one hundred million 

dollars annually in economic assistance from Washington.148
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of an independent and democratic state.”149

Rhee’s divergences from American military strategy during the Korean War also 

resulted in several important strategic decisions being made according to his wishes. 

Despite President Truman’s hesitancy, Rhee’s threat to make a unilateral offensive across 

the 38th Parallel in September 1950 encouraged Truman to engage in a northern offensive 

and to help convince American allies of the need to reunify Korea.

 

150 In the later years of 

the war, when the United States grew weary of the casualties and the lack of progress, 

Rhee was not able to persuade Eisenhower’s administration to continue fighting, but 

through his resolute stance against the ceasefire and threats of unilateral military action, 

he was able to guarantee significant American assistance afterwards. The Eisenhower 

administration had to go to extraordinary lengths to buy Rhee’s support for the armistice, 

and the need to convince Rhee effectively allowed him to set the terms of the negotiations 

with the U.S. He dallied and delayed his decision concerning the armistice and added 

additional terms unexpectedly.151 Secretary Dulles later reported that “one of the most 

difficult tasks we have had has been to get Rhee to go along with an armistice.” Dulles 

also said that to win Rhee’s endorsement, Washington “had done some things in the 

common interest which we did not want to do but…we had to pay the price.”152 In 

addition to the ten thousand tons of relief food, the U.S. government eventually promised 

two hundred million dollars for relief “due to the signing of the armistice.”153
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agreeing to honor the terms of the armistice, Rhee persuaded the American government to 

rebuild the Korean infrastructure and propel the South Korean economy to unprecedented 

heights in the following decades.  

Furthermore, the United States also agreed to a mutual defense treaty with South 

Korea in 1953, which was the first of its kind in Asia and which effectively reduced the 

possibility of another war.154 The fact that Rhee was able to sign a mutual defense treaty 

with a major power such as the United States on equal terms was an extraordinary 

diplomatic achievement. In addition, the United States agreed to help build a substantial 

Korean defense force using seven hundred million dollars, which included funds for the 

expansion of the Korean army to seven hundred and twenty thousand personnel, vessels 

for the Korean navy, and modernization of an independent Korean air force.155

Thus, Rhee secured significant concessions from the United States despite his 

autocratic tactics and his defiance of American policy in the Far East. Rather than being 

swayed by the American government’s power and global influence, Rhee influenced 

American policy regarding Korea and convinced Washington to rebuild South Korea after 

the Korean War. 

 It is very 

possible that, without his strong stand against the ceasefire, the American government 

could have quickly forced the armistice, and South Korea could have been continually 

threatened by the possibility of Communist invasion. 

 Similarly, Ben-Gurion effectively influenced American foreign policy to adopt 

policies favorable to Israeli interests, despite his strong-armed measures, unilateral 
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declaration of statehood, collusion leading up to the Suez Crisis, and unyielding tenacity 

during the ceasefire negotiations. First and perhaps most significantly, Ben-Gurion 

convinced the U.S. to provide significant sums of economic aid for Israel. When Israel 

faced a serious financial crisis in the early 1950s, Eisenhower expressed his concern that 

his administration was failing to be as “tough with the Israelis as with any other nation,” 

but nonetheless, he granted an additional one hundred million dollars in economic aid.156 

While Eisenhower’s administration continued to provide support for Israel, Ben-Gurion 

“would come back again and again for handouts from the United States, with no prospect 

of permanent stabilization or improvement.”157

On the issue of Palestinian refugees, Ben-Gurion’s refusal to repatriate them 

eventually changed Washington’s stance. Originally, Secretary Dulles tried to convince 

Israel to end its “ambitious immigration program” of the Jewish Diaspora and repatriate 

Palestinian refugees because “this would do more than anything else to ease tension 

between Israel and the Arab States.”

 The relative ease with which Ben-Gurion 

was able to win American economic assistance demonstrates the extent of the pericentric 

relationship he had with the United States. 

158 Ben-Gurion did not budge. When Secretary of 

Treasury George Humphrey suggested the United States threaten Israel that persistent 

immigration would end American economic assistance, Dulles replied that he had already 

tried, and “the question was, can we maintain this stand?”159
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different kind of life from the Israeli people; they were content to live in the desert, while 

Israel was building a modern economy. The refugees should be integrated into the Arab 

countries.” Thus, Ben-Gurion’s refusal eventually resulted in a change in American 

attitude on the Palestinian refugee issue. 

America’s refusal to sell arms to Israel also shifted, which allowed Israel to 

gradually increase its military expenditures and maintain its military superiority over 

Arab states.160

While recognizing the legitimacy of Israel’s concern, the United States position 
has been that the best possibility of peace in the Near East at present is through 
Egypt’s Premier General Naguib…For this reason Egypt has been found eligible 
for grant military assistance for training…We are prepared in principle to offer 
Israel grant aid, but we cannot do it now without jeopardizing present tendency 
of Arabs.

 Originally, in 1953, when Israel asked for military aid against the Arab 

threat spearheaded by Egypt, Eisenhower told his advisors that, 

161

 
 

 
Despite such reservations about supplying Israel with arms, Ben-Gurion convinced 

Secretary Dulles that without arms, Israel would be driven to hopelessness. In the months 

leading up to the Suez Crisis, Eisenhower approved the sale of French fighter planes and 

interceded with Canada to sell Israel F-86 Sabre jet fighters.162 Later in 1959, the United 

States again agreed to provide Israel with one thousand recoilless guns and provided 

financing for Israel to purchase of tanks from Great Britain.163 In 1960, the U.S. 

Department of Defense approved the direct sale of defensive military equipment to 

Israel.164
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despite Ben-Gurion’s refusal to comply with American demands, suggests that the U.S.-

Israeli relationship was pericentric and that Ben-Gurion was influencing Washington’s 

policy rather than Washington controlling Ben-Gurion’s. 

In addition, Ben-Gurion successfully drew American concessions through the 

negotiation process of the Suez Crisis. At first, U.S. Ambassador to the UN, Henry Cabot 

Lodge, believed that Israel should withdraw, much like Great Britain and France, who 

quickly withdrew after an unconditional surrender.165 However, Ben-Gurion left a strong 

impression on Eisenhower and convinced him that his motives for war differed from the 

Europeans.166 Eisenhower realized that the British and French were attempting to 

maintain control over their colonial possessions in Egypt, mainly the Suez Canal. He 

concluded that, “The French and the British do not have an adequate cause for war.”167 

On the other hand, Israel was fighting for its survival against a legitimate Arab threat 

embodied by Egypt. Therefore, Eisenhower eventually supported Israel’s demands for a 

security guarantee in the form of a UN Emergency Force (UNEF).168 When Washington 

finally convinced Ben-Gurion to withdraw from the Sinai, he had secured the promise of 

a permanent UNEF presence to secure the area and prevent further hostilities between 

Israel and Egypt.169
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 The UNEF was a resounding diplomatic victory for Israel because 

the threat of a sudden Egyptian attack on Israel was effectively eliminated. Other 

additional concessions that Ben-Gurion drew during the ceasefire agreements was the 

freedom of navigation, which resulted in eleven years of relative tranquility. This 
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tranquility became the setting for Israel’s economic growth much like South Korea’s 

economy improved after Rhee secured a security guarantee from the United States. 

Finally, Ben-Gurion reduced the political backlash for Israel’s preemptive attack 

by refusing to yield to American pressure and holding out for the UNEF security 

guarantee. Instead of international censure and an arms embargo from the United States, 

Ben-Gurion’s demand for security guarantees, withdrawal from occupied territories, and 

support for the UNEF presence suggested to American policymakers that he was 

committed to building peace rather than waging war, despite being the preemptive 

aggressor. If Ben-Gurion had simply buckled under U.S. pressure to withdraw, it is likely 

that the international community would have viewed Israel as the aggressor state wholly 

deserving of condemnation, much like its view of the French and the British.170

In summary, America did not control Rhee and Ben-Gurion. Each acted 

according to his interests, which resulted in policies that America did not fully approve. 

Through various strong-armed tactics and defiance of American foreign policy, they 

demonstrated that they were not being “used” by the United States. Washington found 

itself shifting its policies, moderating its stance, and overlooking the autocratic measures 

of its two allies. Although Rhee and Ben-Gurion could never openly challenge America, 

and in fact desperately relied on American assistance, they developed a pericentric 

relationship with the United States and forced Washington to make significant overseas 

commitments. Presidents Truman and Eisenhower found themselves unable to bend the 

 Instead, 

Ben-Gurion defied the premise that aggressors could not set the conditions for their 

withdrawal through his pericentric relationship.  
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will of two Third World leaders, who simply refused to give in. The next question is how 

these two Third World leaders were able to establish their pericentric relationship and 

consequently shape the will of a superpower. 
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IV. Reasoning Behind Pericentrism 

 

 Numerous factors caused America to make significant concessions to South 

Korea and Israel. General MacArthur’s insistence on defending South Korea as he would 

California and the strength of the Jewish Lobby are few of many reasons that contributed 

to the pericentric relationships. In particular, the American Israel Public Affairs 

Committee (AIPAC) is considered one of the most powerful lobbying groups in the 

United States and undoubtedly played a major role in American policymaking by 

supporting Ben-Gurion and giving him the political leverage to influence American 

policies. While not dismissing such factors, this study concentrates on two of Rhee’s and 

Ben-Gurion’s personal contributions that made these pericentric relationships possible: 

their anti-Communist stance and their liberal autocracies. Their anti-Communist stance 

caused Washington to recognize them as necessary allies against Soviet expansionism 

despite their shortcomings. In addition, their rhetoric about the need to adopt strong-

armed measures in order to establish stability gave American policymakers hope that 

South Korea and Israel were not dictatorships but liberal autocracies in transition to 

democracy. These two personal characteristics are by no means the only factors that 

influenced American policymaking and do not necessarily stand in isolation. However, 

taken together, the two personal characteristics contributed to developing the pericentric 

relationships and convincing Washington to yield at crucial moments to the demands of 

smaller states. 

 During the 1950s, there was a strong anti-Communist sentiment in the United 

States, and the American public felt the need to oppose Communism at all costs. 
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Historian Michael Hunt describes the strong anti-Communist dimension of American 

foreign policy towards Third World leaders as follows: 

Better to support a rightist strongman in a time of unrest than to allow a leftist 
takeover that would permanently foreclose the prospects for freedom…Once the 
doors were closed to the heirs of the Bolshevik Revolution, these new nations 
could move with greater assurance and security toward the creation of that 
condition of ‘ordered liberty’ that John Adams and all his heirs had extolled.171

 
 

 
Despite his stubborn attitude and refusal to yield to American demands, Rhee fit the 

profile of a staunch anti-Communist and earned the trust of Washington policymakers, 

who viewed him as a vital ally against Communist expansion. He was so anti-Communist 

that, at one point, a few American policymakers feared that he was “fanatically anti-

Communist” to the point of becoming a political liability. Rhee simply retorted, “Yes, I 

was and still am that [fanatically anti-Communist].”172

Before the founding of South Korea, Rhee understood that the volatility of the 

Korean political climate made it susceptible to Communist infiltration. The economy was 

in ruins after decades of Japanese misrule. Across the border, the Chinese Civil War raged 

on, and the Communist leader, Mao Zedong, was making significant gains against his 

democratic opponent Chiang Kei Shek. Rhee’s Communist counterpart, Kim Il Sung, was 

solidifying his control in the northern half of Korea with the help of the Soviet Union. In 

such a precarious background, Rhee recognized the threat that Communism posed to the 

proper development of liberal democracy and refused to support any type of coalition 

with the Communists.

 The retort was undoubtedly 

appealing to conservative American politicians. 

173
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Government specifically chose him in the summer of 1946 to campaign throughout the 

southern half of the peninsula despite serious threats against his life.174 Oliver argues that 

Rhee’s anti-Communist campaign became the roots of the Korean democratic 

movement.175 His popular saying during his campaigns for democracy, “Communism is 

cholera” and “You can’t compromise with cholera,” became well-known throughout the 

South.176 Moreover, because of his anti-Communist stance, he also advocated for 

holding separate elections in order to preserve democracy in at least the southern half of 

the peninsula even though it could permanently split the Korean nation in half.177

The aforementioned suppression of Communist rebels of Cheju Island also 

demonstrates his strong anti-Communist stance. He understood that losing Cheju Island 

to rebels, who openly waved North Korean flags, posed a great threat to liberal 

democracy in South Korea. The Cheju Uprising took place in April 3, 1948, only a month 

before the first general election to elect the parliament of South Korea and at a critical 

time that would officially split the Korean peninsula in two.

 Such 

anti-Communist beliefs persuaded American policymakers to support his autocratic 

regime even though he did not always meet their expectations. 

178

                                                                                                                                                              
1163. 

 At that time, Soviet-

sponsored North Korea refused to allow UN supervisors to conduct elections in North 

Korea. Meanwhile, South Korean leader Kimm Kiusic opposed the election and 
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advocated a policy of appeasement towards North Korea.179

On the other hand, Ben-Gurion also had a strong anti-Communist stance that 

made him an indispensible ally, deserving of American concessions, despite his autocratic 

tactics and defiance of American wishes. Although he had Communist sympathies during 

his early years,

 South Korea did not have an 

established constitution, a recognized government, or an elected body of representatives. 

South Korea was little more than an idea sponsored by the American government, and 

Rhee’s strong anti-Communist stance at Cheju brought him the favor of the American 

government and allowed him to establish a pericentric relationship with Washington. 

180 Ben-Gurion had a gradual change of perspective. His close advisor 

and the eighth Prime Minister of Israel, Simon Peres, argues that although Ben-Gurion 

admired Lenin, he slowly became disenchanted with Leninist Communism after visiting 

an agricultural exhibition in the Soviet Union during the early 1920s. Ben-Gurion’s 

perspective on socialism was that of a class of workers working together, rather than 

engaging in a class struggle. In simpler terms, Ben-Gurion’s socialism was constructive, 

not revolutionary.181 His own views of constructive socialism were published after his 

death in a work titled From Class to Nation, which outlines his dislike for Lenin and an 

even stronger aversion to Stalinism in a long series of strongly worded essays.182 Peres 

cites From Class to Nation to claim that Ben-Gurion considered “Communism as the 

antithesis of Judaism.”183
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Peres’ evaluation of Ben-Gurion’s anti-Communist sentiment also resonates in 

Ben-Gurion’s involvement in the Rightist Poale Zion. Although Ben-Gurion began his 

political career in Poale Zion, a Marxist Zionist Movement, when the Poale Zion split 

into two factions in 1919, he joined the right wing, which abandoned the Marxist roots of 

the original movement. Under the leadership of Ben-Gurion, the Rightist Poale Zion 

became the Mapai political party, which is the predecessor to the modern day centrist 

Labor Party. Ben-Gurion also worked with his colleague Berl Katznelson to free the 

Israeli labor movement from the pull of the Communist revolution. Peres believes that 

Zionism would have been swept by the Communist revolution without the influence of 

Ben-Gurion and Katznelson during the 1920s.184 Ben-Gurion’s opposition to 

Communism also caused the Left Poale Zion to threaten secession during his term as the 

secretary-general of the Histadrut, an influential organization of Jewish labor unions 

during the British Mandate of Palestine.185

After becoming prime minister, Ben-Gurion assured American Ambassador 

McDonald that the U.S. had no need to worry about Communists establishing a 

regimented society in Israel. He said empathetically, “For three thousand years we Jews 

have refused [to] accept regimentation and have repeatedly fought it at risk [of] national 

extermination. Today we are still Jews and still fight regimentation.”

 

186 When the 

Vatican feared the expansion of Communism into Israel, again Ben-Gurion responded 

that “Rome will be Communist before Jerusalem.”187
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Secretary Dulles that his anti-Communist stance made Israel an important ally in the 

Middle East against Communist expansion. Ben-Gurion told him that, “Israel historically, 

culturally, and spiritually part of the free world, was the only country in the area besides 

Turkey willing and able to fight for freedom and determined to defend its democratic way 

of life regardless of the prospects of victory.”188

 In addition to their strong anti-Communist beliefs, Rhee and Ben-Gurion did 

their part in justifying their autocratic tactics. According to Fareed Zakaria, after World 

War II, many nascent nation-states were able to establish durable democratic institutions 

because they did not become democratic immediately. Instead, they underwent a gradual 

evolution from “liberal autocracy” to eventually liberal democracy.

 Therefore, Ben-Gurion’s anti-

Communist stance helped establish a pericentric relationship in which Israel assumed a 

voice Washington could not ignore. 

189

Liberalizing autocracies, according to Zakaria, were regimes that developed the 
economy, preserved order, and liberalized the rights of worship and travel before 
surrendering power. By doing so, they inadvertently created an environment in 
which democracy could thrive.

 Gregg Brazinsky, 

who applies the idea of liberal autocracy to the study of South Korea’s later president 

Park Chung Hee, summarizes Zakaria’s thesis as follows: 

190

 
 

 
By sacrificing certain aspects of democratic governance, Rhee’s and Ben-Gurion’s liberal 

autocracies guaranteed stability, which was necessary for democratic development in 

nascent states. Moreover, although the term “liberal autocracy” did not exist at the time, 

Rhee and Ben-Gurion justified their autocratic tactics along the lines of securing stability 
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for future democratic rule. Rhee’s justifications, and to a lesser extent Ben-Gurion’s 

justifications, helped placate American policymakers to support to their regimes despite 

their strong-armed measures.  

It should be noted that some Cold War historians have questioned whether 

American policymakers truly cared whether their allies were autocrats or dictators, as 

long as they were anti-Communists. Even if such suggestions are true and if Washington 

were willing to support anti-Communist dictators, it does not change the fact that 

evidence of liberal autocracy would have helped justify Washington’s support of 

questionable regimes to the American people. Therefore, the following pages suggest that 

both Rhee’s and Ben-Gurion’s regimes were not the result of a mad drive for dictatorial 

control but the result of a conscious decision to establish a liberal autocracy and secure 

stability. 

 Rhee’s rhetoric reveals that he justified his autocratic tactics to American 

policymakers by citing that the Korean people were wholly unfamiliar with the concept 

of liberal democracy. When he first assumed office, American diplomats also recognized 

that, 

The efforts of the U.S. to foster the establishment of a democratic and sovereign 
Korea are handicapped by the political immaturity of the Korean people. The 
tendency of Korean political elements to polarize into extremes of right and left 
and to pursue their ends through the use of violence acts as a serious detriment to 
the achievement of political stability on a democratic basis in Korea [emphasis 
added].191

 
  

 
The framers of the Korean Constitution also agreed that the Korean people, much like 

Americans of the late 18th century, were not sufficiently educated to make informed 
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political decisions, especially since many Koreans were illiterate.192 In order to establish 

political stability, “it was his [Rhee’s] duty as protector of democracy to take necessary 

measures.”193

After he assumed the presidency, he forced through the aforementioned 

Constitutional amendment in 1952 to change the method of presidential elections. As 

previously discussed, his methods were autocratic, but he justified them as necessary 

measures to ensure the gradual transition to democracy against rampant corruption in the 

government. According to Rhee, the Korean Assembly was corrupted by bribes and 

Communist infiltrators. The Deputy Chief of Mission in South Korea, E. Allan Lightner, 

reported to the U.S. State Department that, “Facts were that [a] group of gangsters had 

obtained majority in [the] National Assembly, many bribed with funds through traitorous 

connections with Korea’s enemies...They had determined to seize government. They 

already had plans for electing their own gangster president.”

 

194 By using strong-armed 

tactics to pass the amendments, which transferred the vote for the president from the 

parliament to the people, Rhee claimed to be “the champion of democracy in Korea.”195 

The United States realized that condemning Rhee’s tactics would “not prevent further 

high handed actions” and would most likely be followed by “mob violence.”196
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Several American editorials also recognized that Rhee’s autocratic methods were 

justified attempts to restore stability rather than to establish a dictatorship. In June 1952, 

an American editorial in the San Francisco Chronicle said that, in the extraordinary 

circumstances of founding a democratic state, “the sounder—yes, and more democratic 

cause—is to stand clear and let Rhee, with the solid backing of the people and the Army, 

revise the Constitution in his own way, even though his means appear to outsiders the 

very antithesis of the democratic process.”197 The San Francisco Chronicle editorial 

further argued that the Constitutional amendment was not completely without legal 

sanction and that with the 1952 amendment, the sovereignty of Korea would finally 

reside in its people. Similarly, a New York Times editorial reported on May 28, 1952 that 

the arrested members of Korea’s National Assembly had “far reaching Communist 

connections” and that the appropriate authorities were simply “taking steps to make a 

thorough investigation of the case.”198 The same editorial also noted that allegations of 

Rhee’s misuse of power could be based on “unfair stories and unfounded rumors.”199 On 

June 1, 1952, The New York Times issued a special editorial on South Korea titled “South 

Korea Political Row.”200 It concluded that, “For all the sharp criticism of President Rhee, 

nobody seems to be able to think of a single person who can replace him.”201 

Furthermore, the Chicago Daily Tribune reported that, “President Syngman Rhee has the 

reputation of being cranky but the chaos has been so great that frequently his [voice] has 

seemed the only voice of reason.”202
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reason that South Korea did not have a democratic figure like Thomas Jefferson was 

because, “the political climate of Korea is against the free development of such a 

typically democratic figure,”203

Rhee’s own words concerning the 1952 Constitutional crisis were that, “The real 

struggle for power is between the entire nation and a group of assemblymen. There is no 

one more anxious than I am to see this country firmly established as a truly independent 

and democratic state. This has been the sole objective of my lifelong career.”

 and not because of Rhee’s strong-armed tactics.  

204 

According to Rhee, it was not him but corrupt members of the National Assembly who 

were “betraying the will of the people.”205

In addition, since Rhee had the backing of the Korean army, he could have easily 

dissolved the National Assembly as many other contemporary dictators have done in 

order to secure their absolute control. However, Rhee never dissolved the Assembly. He 

later confessed that he “called off the dissolution of the National Assembly” because he 

did “not wish to set an example of the Republic of Korea’s first President dissolving the 

National Assembly.”

  

206

Furthermore, the outline for Rhee’s liberal autocracy is reflected in the five 

resolutions set forth in 1942 by the Provisional Government of Korea in China before the 

 Therefore, although Rhee’s method of arresting assemblymen 

and forcing their votes may have been autocratic, his liberal autocracy is demonstrated by 

his refusal to dissolve the Assembly. His self-control characterizes his regime as a liberal 

autocracy, which American policymakers and the American media understood and 

accepted as a prerequisite for democracy.  
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official establishment of South Korea. The first resolution, above all, stressed the 

establishment of a democratic state modeled after the United States. In order to establish 

a liberal democracy, the resolution emphasized the necessity of centralized power around 

a strong leader for a period of ten years, during which the Korean people would be 

educated in the ways of democracy. Similar to the subsequent framers of the South 

Korean Constitution, the Provisional Government was concerned about the lack of 

democratic political culture and the illiteracy of the Korean people. The Congress 

determined that a central figure should dictate policy until Koreans were prepared for 

self-rule. Rhee believed that he was one of the few truly dedicated leaders, capable of 

assuming central leadership in the turbulent years following independence to work 

foremost for the welfare of the Korean people.207 Other Korean politicians, he believed 

were “hopelessly incompetent for the job” since many were associated with gangs and 

susceptible to bribes.208

In addition, American officials recognized that Communist aggression made his 

strong-armed measures necessary for stability.

 Thus, the resolutions of the Provisional Congress also suggest 

that his autocratic tactics were a premeditated decision to establish a liberal autocracy for 

stability rather than a dictatorship.  

209 Before the Korean War, the Communist 

threat of North Korea created great political uncertainty. There were widespread 

Communist guerilla activities in mountainous regions of South Korea, and the leftist 

South Korea Labor Party effectively organized teachers and students in urban centers.210
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The North Korean government had a wealth of natural resources and hydroelectric power 

to supply its industries, which fared better than South Korean industries.211 The North 

Korean dictator Kim Il Sung formed a cult of personality and had full control over the 

North Korean government. With Soviet support, Kim also enjoyed superior military 

capabilities to strike South Korea.212

Finally, an examination of Rhee’s early writings and educational background 

supports the argument that Rhee established a liberal autocracy in order to secure stability 

for democracy. In 1904, when he was imprisoned while fighting for Korean independence 

against Japanese occupation, he wrote The Spirit of Independence, which ultimately 

became the Bible for the Korean independence movement.

 Considering the threat from North Korea, Rhee 

found it necessary to employ autocratic tactics to secure South Korea’s future liberal 

democracy against the Communist threat. 

213 The book had a similar 

influence on Koreans as the writings of Thomas Paine and Thomas Jefferson had on the 

American colonists in instilling ideas of liberal democracy and independence.214 In the 

work, Rhee emphasized the virtues of American-style liberal democracy. He believed that 

it was the best political system conceived by mankind because it maximized individual 

liberty.215
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reach their utmost potential.216 His democratic political philosophy became even clearer 

through formal education from top American universities after his release from prison. 

He obtained a master’s degree in political science from Harvard University in 1908 and a 

doctoral degree in political science from Princeton University in 1910. In a 1950 letter to 

Oliver, he outlined his own version of liberal democracy for the Korean people embodied 

by the principle of Yilmin Chuyi, which means “one standard or equality between the 

people (equality between the nobility and commoner, the rich and poor, man and woman, 

and the people of the north and south).”217

Hence, it is clear that Rhee believed in America’s version of liberal democracy. 

At the same time, he was fully aware of the difficulties of establishing a stable democracy 

without a strong, central figure to guide the country through the early phases. Therefore, 

he opted to assume the role of an autocratic leader and establish a liberalizing autocracy. 

Because of this reasoning, he was able to placate Washington policymakers to support his 

autocratic regime. 

 Rhee believed that Korean democracy had to 

be built upon such a principle of responsibility and equality previously nonexistent in 

Korean history.  

 Ben-Gurion also alluded to a future democracy in his justifications for strong-

armed measures. Similar to Rhee’s regime, Ben-Gurion’s tenure can be characterized as 

devoted to the creation of an eventual democracy through the use of temporary strong-

armed measures. He employed questionable tactics for the survival of Israel and the 

evolution towards a liberal democracy. Although his tactics may not have been extreme 

enough to cause Washington to question his democratic commitments as they did with 

                                                      
216 Rhee, The Spirit of Independence, 97. 
217 “Correspondences with Dr. Robert T. Oliver,” n.d., file 83:01260048, Syngman RMR. 
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Rhee’s regime, it is certain that if his regime was not a liberal autocracy and if his 

methods were simply autocratic in order to secure his own dictatorial power, America 

would have had greater difficulty supporting his regime. The remaining pages 

demonstrate that Ben-Gurion’s regime was in fact a liberal autocracy and his strong-

armed tactics the means to secure stability for a democratic future. 

 First of all, Ben-Gurion’s heavy involvement in developing a strong military and 

the absolute control he exercised over it suggest an autocracy tilt, but he claimed to be 

securing the nation’s future for democracy against Arab threats. He reasoned that “the 

Israel Defence Forces pose no threat to our [Israelis’] internal freedom”218

 Ben-Gurion’s autocratic control over the IDF also allowed Israel to become the 

only nation in the Middle East in which the military plays no role in politics.

 and that 

Israelis were obliged to commit to developing a strong army because they faced the 

constant threat of war. With a very small territory, stretching only nine miles wide in 

some regions, a strong IDF was essential to fend off the attacks of Israel’s hostile 

neighbors. During Ben-Gurion’s tenure alone, the IDF was responsible for defending 

Israel in the 1948 Arab-Israeli War and the 1956 Sinai War. The IDF has since been 

involved in numerous major conflicts including the 1967 Six-Day War, the War of 

Attrition, the 1973 Yom Kippur War, Operation Litani, the 1982 Lebanon War, Operation 

Defensive Wall, the 2006 Lebanon War, Operation Cast Lead, and the First and Second 

Intifadas. Considering the nearly constant state or threat of war, Ben-Gurion’s heavy 

involvement in developing the IDF into a capable military force could be argued to have 

been essential for the nation’s stability, despite suggestions of autocracy. 

219

                                                      
218 Ben-Gurion, Recollections, 96. 

 The IDF 

219 Ben-Gurion, Recollections, 105. 
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is solely an instrument of the state, which is exceptionally rare for a nascent state like 

Israel that is heavily dependent upon its army for survival. Similar to Eisenhower, some 

military leaders in Israel have moved into positions of power in the Israeli government, 

but they have forfeited their rank in the military in the process and maintained a strict 

civilian control over the military. Although many factors may have played a role in why 

the IDF has remained submissive to civilian leaders, Ben-Gurion’s complete authority 

over the army, while retaining his status as a civilian leader in the early years of the IDF’s 

development, began the IDF’s tradition of committing to civilian rule. 

In addition, Ben-Gurion’s insistence on compulsory military service, while 

limiting certain civil liberties, served a larger secondary purpose of integrating Jewish 

immigrants from various parts of the world into a unified Israeli nation. Even if 

permanent peace were to come and Israelis could discard their uniforms and scrap their 

weapons, Ben-Gurion argued that Israel would still need an institution to integrate the 

immigrants and educate the younger generation.220

The Altalena Affair of 1948 should not simply be interpreted as Ben-Gurion’s 

autocratic use of power to secure his own leadership but a strong-armed measure that 

demonstrates his liberal autocracy. By June 1948, Israel had only recently declared its 

 The IDF’s compulsory service 

integrated citizens from all walks of life, taught them Hebrew, and introduced them to 

basic techniques to inhabit the desert. The IDF’s conscription policy taught both male and 

female citizens democratic principles of civic responsibility and promoted a sense of 

nationalism among a diverse group of immigrants. Therefore, Ben-Gurion’s strong-armed 

insistence on compulsory military service stabilized the nascent state. 
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statehood, and its Arab neighbors considered the state of Israel an illegitimate authority. 

Meanwhile, world leaders questioned whether Jewish immigrants in Palestine had the 

“maturity to be a nation, to belong to a family of civilized nations.”221

Ben-Gurion’s autocratic decision to bomb the Altalena and dissolve the Palmach 

also established order in the Israeli armed forces. In the midst of war, there must be 

central command, and without a central source of command, it was impossible to conduct 

organized battles against invading Arab armies. The Irgun was also responsible for 

inhumane attacks on Palestinian civilians, such as the Deir Yassin massacre in April 1948. 

Ben-Gurion’s strong-armed measures demonstrated that the IDF would have complete 

control over the nation’s military in order to pursue coordinated operations and prevent 

unnecessary brutality against innocent civilians. Once again, his strong-armed actions 

secured stability for a democratic future. 

 In this climate of 

uncertainty, Ben-Gurion needed to demonstrate that the nascent state had the necessary 

unity and maturity. He needed to show that his government was the legitimate ruling 

party with centralized command over its armed forces. If he were to allow the Irgun and 

Begin to flout his authority and unload arms from the Altalena, world leaders may not 

have recognized Ben-Gurion’s authority or his legitimacy to rule. Thus, his strong-armed 

decision to sink the Altalena helped secure the new government’s status as a legitimate 

ruling power. 

The shelling of the Altalena and the dissolution of the Palmach also sent an 

internal message to Israeli citizens and factional groups. By allowing the IDF to use force 

to bring the Irgun and the Palmach into submission, Ben-Gurion prevented paramilitary 
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forces from undermining the legitimacy of the nascent state in the eyes of Israeli citizens. 

Rather than asserting his authority, Ben-Gurion was establishing the government’s 

authority while dismantling potential factionalism. In his own memoirs, he argues that his 

seemingly harsh decisions to bomb a Jewish ship and dissolve rivaling Jewish armies 

created stability and order necessary for democracy down the road.222

Also, Ben-Gurion’s strong-armed treatment of Palestinian refugees during 

wartime were to assure stability rather than establish authoritarian control. During and 

after the 1948 War, Ben-Gurion took harsh measures against Arab infiltrators who 

engaged in theft, vandalism, marauding, and kidnapping. Ben-Gurion reasoned that “war 

calls up the worst in men” and claimed that hostile infiltrators were among the Palestinian 

refugees.

 

223 It appears that these infiltrators did create instability immediately following 

the war.224 From July 1949 to April 1952, there were over six thousand cases of Arab 

raids into Israeli territory, and in over three hundred cases, infiltrators opened fire on 

Israeli citizens killing nearly seventy and wounding nearly eighty.225

                                                      
222 Ben-Gurion, Recollections, 92. 

 In light of the 

violence caused by Arab infiltrators, Ben-Gurion reasoned he had no choice but to adopt 

strong-armed tactics. He claimed that “Israel, as always, has endeavored to have full 

recourse to United Nations machinery… [However] this recourse has been denied to 

Israel…and indeed the use of United Nations machinery has not shown any results or 

brought about any form of improvement.” American diplomats too recognized the threat 

223 Ben-Gurion, Recollections, 168. 
224 The Israeli Embassy to the Department of State, April 22, 1953, FRUS, 1952-1954, vol. 9, part 1, 1175-
1177. 
225 The Israeli Embassy to the Department of State, April 22, 1953, FRUS, 1952-1954, vol. 9, part 1, 1175-
1177. 
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and hoped that the parties involved would “exercise patience of Job.”226

In addition, even while adopting such strong-armed measures, Ben-Gurion 

allowed innocent Palestinian civilians to retain significant rights. He argued that his 

government’s treatment of Palestinians was far better than the treatment of the Jewish 

Diaspora under other Arab states. Ben-Gurion claimed that during his term, Palestinians 

in Israel enjoyed an economic standing far superior to their former condition under 

British rule and the economic condition of other Arab groups in the region. Ben-Gurion 

also allowed Palestinians the full scope of free speech and free press, which were in line 

with his commitment to liberal democracy.

 Therefore, 

considering the very serious threat posed by infiltrators and the lack of other options to 

quell the attacks, Ben-Gurion adopted strong-armed measures in order to eliminate the 

threat of Palestinian terrorists and ensure political stability, which resembles a liberal 

autocracy rather than a dictatorship. 

227

 Both Syngman Rhee and David Ben-Gurion employed strong-armed methods in 

securing their objectives. However, an examination of the context reveals that they 

justified their tactics as necessary to establish political stability. Their regimes, therefore, 

can be described as liberalizing autocracies in which their autocratic rule secured the 

foundations for a democratic future. For Rhee, this reasoning clearly placated American 

policymakers and allowed him to secure American concessions. On the other hand, it is 

 During Ben-Gurion’s term, not a single 

Arab terrorist was sentenced to death, even if the terrorist acts had cost Israeli lives. Such 

generous treatment suggests that his other autocratic measures during the war were to 

secure stability for future democratic rule. 
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less clear if Ben-Gurion’s strong-armed methods caused the same degree of concern for 

American diplomats. However, if his strong-armed methods were to secure his own 

dictatorial power rather than a liberal autocracy, it is almost certain that Americans would 

have had greater difficulty supporting his regime. Thus, Rhee and Ben-Gurion were able 

to convince the United States to support their regimes because their regimes were liberal 

autocracies rather than dictatorships.  
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V.  Conclusion 

 

In closing, Rhee and Ben-Gurion were staunch anti-Communists and established 

liberal autocracies to secure stability in a time of great uncertainty. This made them 

valuable allies for American policymakers, who consequently overlooked their autocratic 

tendencies and questionable policies that diverged from American wishes. As allies, Rhee 

and Ben-Gurion were able to effectively influence American policy and draw concessions 

despite their shortcomings. Ultimately, the similarities between Syngman Rhee and David 

Ben-Gurion provide profound insights into the period from the late 1940s to the early 

1960s. 

The 1940s to the 1960s was a unique time in history when new nation-states 

were being formed. It was essentially a historical watershed that offered opportunities for 

bold leadership throughout the world. Historian Israel Kolatt notes that traditionally 

“history contains various aspects for its makers” to help make decisions,228 but in 1948, 

both Rhee and Ben-Gurion knew that the choices for forming a nation-state in the 20th 

century were not clear cut. “History stood mute, offering no guidance, providing no 

solution.”229

                                                      
228 Kolatt, “Ben-Gurion,” 20. 

 Each important dilemma—how to foster a liberal democracy, how to fend 

off external military threat, how to satisfy American wishes, how to secure American aid 

in the midst of an unprecedented superpower conflict—were all new questions for Rhee 

and Ben-Gurion. Without the lessons of history, world events shifted according to their 

decisions. Thus, 1948 to 1960 was a brief window of time when charismatic leaders of 

nascent states had an extraordinary degree of influence on the future of their countries. 

229 Kolatt, “Ben-Gurion,” 20. 
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The period from the 1940s to the 1960s was also critical for the development of 

democracy in South Korea and Israel as well as many other Third World countries. 

Without a history of sovereign democratic rule, many nations were unprepared for 

democracy, and both Rhee and Ben-Gurion had to take drastic steps to secure the survival 

of their states and their democratic principles. While some of their measures were 

autocratic, these strong-armed tactics secured the survival of their countries and their 

subsequent transition to liberal democracy. History may simply remember them and 

many other Third World leaders as “strong men” with questionable means, but these 

questionable means paradoxically ensured the development of democracy. In the words 

of Fareed Zakaria, the period saw the rise of liberalizing autocracies, which eventually 

resulted in democracies throughout the world. 

The late 1940s to the early 1960s were also a period in which tyranny by the 

weak was possible. Third World leaders such as Rhee and Ben-Gurion could take 

advantage of shaky developments in international relations with their tenacious refusal to 

yield to American demands. They convinced superpowers into making significant 

military and economic commitments. The Korean War embroiled America to commit 

over thirty six thousand lives and extraordinary security and economic assistance 

afterwards. The diplomatic outcome of the Suez Crisis effectively proved that the United 

States could not always simply demand its allies to stand down. By standing tall instead 

of buckling under pressure, both Rhee and Ben-Gurion gained significant concessions 

from the United States that are generally not recognized in a simplified historical 

depiction of the Cold War.  

For the most part, the pericentric framework has made this analysis possible, and 
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the obvious conclusion is that junior members helped shape Cold War history. Therefore, 

additional junior actors should be examined within this framework. Within America’s 

sphere, the pericentric perspective may also be applied to the study of Japan’s Shigeru 

Yoshida, who was the inaugural prime minister of the modern Japanese government until 

1954, and to the study of Germany’s Konrad Adenauer, who was the German Chancellor 

of the Federal Republic until 1963. An examination of other founding fathers during this 

period, including Egypt’s Gamal Abdul Nasser, Vietnam’s Ho Chi Minh, North Korea’s 

Kim Il Sung, and Cuba’s Fidel Castro, may draw additional insights into our thinking 

about the Soviet sphere. A pericentric framework for understanding the founding fathers 

of non-aligned countries, such as India’s Jawaharlal Nehru, is also promising. In the 

midst of the Cold War, each founding father had a significant influence over his country’s 

future, regardless of his political beliefs or method of rule. Most relied on a superpower 

yet were often faced with demands that compromised national interests much like those 

Rhee and Ben-Gurion faced. What each of these figures did as leaders of Third World 

nations may have changed the course of the Cold War. 

A reexamination of numerous flashpoints during the Cold War through a 

pericentric framework is also promising. Rhee’s and Ben-Gurion’s decisions to defy 

American foreign policy during the Korean War and the Suez Crisis may be mirrored by 

the decisions of other Third World leaders in various conflicts in Vietnam, Cuba, and 

Afghanistan. Rather than a push from the United States or the Soviet Union, perhaps a 

pull from the Third World better describes the character of international politics during 

the Cold War. Ultimately, it is clear that Cold War history cannot be fully understood 

without a pericentric framework in which the tail can, at times, successfully wag the dog.  
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 Even today, many Third World leaders are struggling to achieve stability and 

democratic governance. Although “history stood mute” for Rhee and Ben-Gurion, their 

legacies now stand as invaluable precedents. In March 1957, Rhee addressed leaders like 

Ben-Gurion and “all those many small nations who will gladly rally behind a constructive 

program to enforce justice.”230 His message resonates today to Third World leaders, who 

still seemingly lack the power to determine their own destinies and appear to be 

overshadowed by the giants of our time. “Let us be wise before the event and not merely 

desperate after it. Our destiny is in our own hands if we but have the courage and wisdom 

to guide it.”231
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