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At 4:00 a.m. on June 25, 1950, the first North Korean troops advanced past the 38th parallel, initiating
a conflict that would go on to claim the lives of an estimated 3 to 4 million people, displace over 5
million, and permanently alter the future of the Korean Peninsula. However, the first steps toward the
Korean War may have been taken not in 1950, but nearly seven years earlier, in a Cairo meeting room.

The Cairo Conference, held from November 22 to 26, 1943, brought together U.S. President Franklin
D. Roosevelt, British Prime Minister Winston Churchill, and Chinese Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek
to achieve two main goals: coordinating Allied war efforts against Japan and determining the postwar
future of East Asia. Although Korea was initially a mere afterthought, included only at Chiang’s
insistence, it would soon emerge as a point of contention among the Allied leaders, each projecting
their own interests onto the region.

The competing visions ultimately came to a head on November 25th, 1943, where a last-minute
revision etched three words into history: “in due course.” These three words, although seemingly
innocuous, shattered the illusion of Korean independence, creating in its place a political void to be
vied over by eager foreign powers. December 1, 1943, was earmarked as the date for the formally
signed pact to guarantee Korea’s right to self-rule and bring an end to decades of imperial subjugation.
Instead, the digression of responsibility from a stable and independent postwar Korea became a tool
for the Allies' own geopolitical interests. The phrase offered the British a shield to preserve imperial
control while the United States solidified its vision for a postwar order led by the “Four Policemen.”
China was able to maintain its seat at the table, and the Soviet Union secured a protective buffer. The
Cairo Declaration was not the product of benevolent intent or concern for Korean stability, but a
means of transforming a moment of promised freedom into a protracted limbo for foreign actors to
exploit, entrenching the status quo of the past thirty-three years.



The United States:

There are two prevailing interpretations for the United States’ support of the Cairo
Declaration’s ambiguous phrasing. The first depicts Roosevelt as a Wilsonian idealist, operating out of
concern for the long-term stability of Korea. Roosevelt had long believed that decolonisation was a
gradual process, involving a long period of “benevolent guidance” in the form of trusteeship before
self-governance was possible.' This philosophy found relevance in Korea’s case, with a prominent
narrative, advanced by the State Department and supported by Roosevelt himself, claiming that the
Japanese occupation had “emasculated” Korea, and that a forty-year trusteeship was necessary to
prepare the country for self-governance.” Japan’s systematic exclusion of Koreans from education as
well as important posts in trade and industry raised concerns of whether the Korean people were
“sufficiently trained,” to take over, reinforcing Roosevelt’s advocacy for a trusteeship.® There is
substantial evidence to support this rationale, as Koreans did indeed face discrimination under
Japanese cultural assimilation policies. Notably, The Second Chosen Educational Ordinance in 1922
institutionalised differentiated schooling tracks based on Japanese fluency, effectively segregating
Korean and Japanese students. Schools for non-fluent students, attended primarily by Koreans, were
critically underfunded and lacking in numbers, resulting in less than 20 percent of school-aged Korean
children being enrolled by 1929.* Economically, only 2.6 percent of Koreans worked in commerce and
trade in comparison to the 16.6 percent of Japanese immigrants, and an estimated 92 percent of
large-scale enterprises were Japanese owned. ° ® Representation was also limited in the government,
where Koreans made up only 2.9 percent of the workforce, and most senior positions were filled by
Japanese appointees.” Roosevelt’s doubts over Korea are evident in his handwritten revisions to the
original draft of the Cairo agreement, which show that he hastily crossed out the phrase “at the earliest
moment”, referring to the timing of Korean independence, replacing it with the more cautious wording
“at the proper moment.”® It is for this reason Krishnan argues that the U.S. aimed to simply “delink”
Korea from Japan, with no intention to commit to immediate independence.’ Similarly, Cumings
attributes the decision simply as the ambiguity of “in due course” phrase enabled a trusteeship as
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necessary, reflecting Wilson’s belief that “no colonial people fit to run their own affairs without a

period of tutelage.”"”

A competing interpretation frames Roosevelt as a realist diplomat willing to deprioritise
Korean independence for wartime unity and postwar collaboration. It can be argued that the United
States’ stance at the Cairo Conference was largely shaped by Roosevelt’s vision for a postwar world
patrolled by the “Four Policemen” — Britain, the U.S., China, and the USSR — which necessitated that
the U.S. act as a mediator between the other participants. '' From this perspective, the United States’
support for the inclusion of the “in due course” phrase was not in pursuit of a specific agenda, but
rather a means of appeasing future collaborators and their competing interests, a strategy Cumings
likens to “skillfully juggling with balls of dynamite”.'* The use of ambiguous phrasing enabled the
United States to address two major concerns. First, it enabled the U.S. to avoid conflict with Britain,
who wished to avoid any concrete promises for Korean independence in light of growing discontent
within its own colonies. Roosevelt was conscious of the precarious situation in India, acknowledging
that Britain was “struggling mightily” to contain independence movements in the colony." He would
therefore assuage Britain’s colonial concerns by avoiding the possibility of further emboldening
independence movements. This was especially significant in establishing a strong partnership given
tensions between Roosevelt and Churchill over the broader question of trusteeship and decolonisation.
Second, it allowed the U.S. to avoid potential conflict between China and the USSR. The United
States, aware that Korea’s unique position as a buffer state had historically placed it at the centre of a
geopolitical “tug-or-war” between its neighbours, was keen to avoid “stir[ring] up old rivalries”
surrounding the region." As such, an ambiguous deadline for Korean independence not only avoided
an immediate discussion on sovereignty, but also introduced an opportunity for reconciliation.
Roosevelt viewed a joint trusteeship of Korea as a means of ending China and the USSR’s “old
politics of spheres of influence” over the Korean peninsula."

Building on this perspective, revisionists go as far as to argue that Roosevelt used
international trusteeship as a facade to quietly concede influence over Korea to the USSR, who had
historical claims on the region.'® Per this interpretation, Roosevelt anticipated the eventual occupation
and division of Korea by the U.S. and the USSR, viewing it as an acceptable outcome that would
preserve great-power cooperation and secure Soviet participation in the war against Japan. Evidence
confirms that Roosevelt highly valued the prospect of Soviet involvement. Notably, the Declaration on
Liberated Europe, signed at the Yalta Conference in February 1945, includes a number of territorial
concessions which acknowledge the USSR’s claims to southern Sakhalin, the Kuril Islands, Port
Arthur, and the Manchurian railroads in exchange for entry into the war within 2 to 3 months of
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German surrender.'” Furthermore, the ambiguity of Roosevelt’s trusteeship plan would eventually
grant the USSR an advantage in establishing a sphere of influence in postwar Korea. The lack of a
clear timeline for Korean trusteeship enabled the USSR to train communist leaders in the country as
early as July 1945, giving rise to fears of a “Soviet dominated local government”.'® These fears would
later be confirmed when the USSR entered Korea immediately after its declaration of war against
Japan in August 1945, prompting the U.S. to propose the 38th parallel which ultimately granted a
Soviet sphere of influence in the region. Whether Roosevelt intended to concede Korea to Soviet
influence remains a point of contention; however, the revisionist perspective certainly provides insight
into the USSR’s support for the ambiguity of the Cairo Declaration.
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The Soviet Union:

The USSR, which had signed the Soviet-Japanese Neutrality Pact in 1941, did not participate
in the Cairo Conference over concerns that Chiang Kai-shek’s presence would anger the Japanese. "’
However, Stalin would be briefed on the contents of the Declaration just two days later at the Tehran
Conference, where he remarked that he “thoroughly approved the communiqué and all its contents.”*
It is clear that Soviet policy was shaped by its territorial aims. After all, the USSR exacted promises of
territory lost to Japan in 1905 as a prerequisite for its participation in the Pacific War. However,
historians claim that Stalin’s ambitions in Korea were not of complete domination, but instead an
extension of pre-1905 Tsarist policy which aimed to prevent any single power from controlling the
peninsula. *' This is not to say the USSR had no strategic interests in Korea. Crucially, the region had
historically acted as a buffer state, a role Stalin was eager to preserve. By 1943, the USSR had faced
both the German and Japanese threat, suffering devastating losses due to Operation Barbarossa in
1941, and clashing with the Japanese at Khalkhin Gol in 1939. This led to a deep sense of insecurity
and a desire to ensure neither Germany nor Japan could pose a threat to national security.” Stalin
would be “greatly flexible and opportunistic” in his methods to achieve this goal, as evident in the
postwar Soviet occupation of Germany, where, despite lacking a clear settlement plan, the USSR
would take the country for the purpose of preventing future aggression.” ** It is likely that this
opportunistic approach was reflected in Stalin’s approval of the Cairo Declaration despite uncertainty
he would benefit from it. Although the USSR was not yet at war with Japan, and would not be for
another two years, the possibility of joint trusteeship, as enabled by the “in due course” phrase,
presented itself as an appealing opportunity for establishing a Soviet sphere of influence in the region,
ensuring Korea would not become a springboard for an attack on the USSR.*
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China:

If any advocacy for Korean independence was to be found at the Cairo Conference, it was
with Chinese Premier Chiang Kai-shek. Throughout the Conference, Chiang made his support for
Korean independence clear, and it was due to his insistence that Korea was mentioned in the final draft
of the Cairo Declaration. Early into the negotiations, Alexander Cadogan, the British Permanent
Under-Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, would propose the complete removal of the ‘Korea
clause’ following an unsuccessful attempt to weaken the wording used to discuss Korean
independence.” The request would be subsequently denied by both the United States and China, with
Chinese sources indicating that Chiang had convinced Roosevelt to side against Britain.”” However,
there was more to China’s interest in promoting Korean independence than a mere continuation of the
“beautiful tradition of solidarity (3% & 3=)” between the two countries.” In preparation for his
attendance at the Cairo Conference, Chiang had commissioned position reports that, despite focusing
primarily on former Chinese territories taken by Japan, would discuss other areas that China had
competed against Japan for control over, one of which was Korea.”” The need to support Korean
independence would emerge as a focal point in both of the two reports Chiang received, compiled by
the Junshi weiyuanhui canshishi [Office of the Secretary of the Military Affairs Committee] and the
Guofang zuigao weiyuanhui mishuting [National Defense High Committee Private Secretary
Agency], with the latter report placing particular emphasis on the issue.” For China, expressing
support for Korean independence would significantly contribute to the establishment of a
“pro-Chinese (Bl " BUf)” Korean government, helping them achieve their aim of preventing the
USSR from extending its influence into East Asia.*" Accordingly, the Chinese government, as part of
its “Wartime Political Cooperation Plan (#RF BTG 5 1F /7 %2)’, set a goal for the attendees at Cairo to
“at once recognise Korean independence by joint or parallel actions, or issue a declaration
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guaranteeing Korean independence after the war.” ** ** Chiang Kai-shek would also include the issue
of Korean independence as one of seven agenda points he planned to raise at the Conference.*

The vast majority of discussion surrounding Korean independence at Cairo took place during a single
dinner meeting between Chiang and Roosevelt, held on the 23rd of November, 8 p.m. While no
official U.S. record of the dinner exists, a Chinese Summary Record indicates that Chiang expressed
his support for Korean independence to the agreement of Roosevelt.*> Although China would take a
reduced role in drafting the Declaration following this meeting, Chiang Kai-shek and Wang Jingwei
would accept the inclusion of the “in due course” phrase in their final review of the Declaration,
showing that they were not in opposition to a trusteeship over Korea.*® The main factor that
contributed to China’s decision to accept the document’s ambiguous phrasing was an acknowledgment
of its limited bargaining power, and a desire to maintain strong diplomatic relations. China was not
only reliant on economic and military support from the United States to sustain its war effort, having
received over $200 million in lend-lease supplies by 1943, but also anticipated the need for further
U.S. support in its postwar reconstruction.” ** In addition, Chiang recognised that U.S. support was
crucial in achieving China’s own aims for the return of territories such as Manchuria and Taiwan from
Japan. Having already achieved a level of American support when envoy Averell Harriman affirmed
that Japan’s stolen territories would “of course be returned to the Republic of China” despite British
protests, Chiang was eager to maintain strong relations with the U.S.* It is also worth mentioning that
the Cairo Conference was the first time during the Second World War that a Chinese leader was
invited to a high-level Allied summit, marking the “apex of Sino-American good will”.* The
significance of the moment was undoubtedly a factor that contributed to China’s reserved stance at the
Conference. Chiang’s aversion to conflict is reflected in his preparations, which, anticipating a lack of
support for Korean independence from the U.K. and USSR, outlined trusteeship as a less desirable,
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yet still acceptable contingency.*! It is clear that China entered the Cairo Conference well aware of
Roosevelt’s position favouring international trusteeship, and thus, their acceptance of the “in due
course” phrase can be attributed to an unwillingness to oppose an outcome they believed to be
satisfactory.
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Great Britain:

Churchill, who “exploded in protest” at the mere mention of international trusteeship over colonial
territories, would emerge as the most vocal opponent to explicit Korean independence.* Churchill was
adamant that he would not jeopardise the vast territorial possessions of the British Empire, as
exemplified by a 1942 address at the Lord Mayor's luncheon, in which he proclaimed that he did not
“become the King's First Minister in order to preside over the liquidation of the British Empire.”*
British concerns over Korea revolved around the territory’s potential role as a “model” for
independence to the remaining Asian colonies, with India in particular being a cause of concern.*
India was a major contributor to the British war effort, with 2.5 million Indians serving in the British
Indian Army over the course of the Second World War.* Additionally, India devoted almost 100
percent of its production of shoes and textiles, and 75 percent of its steel without which, Herman
argues, the defeat of the Japanese in Burma, Malaya, and China would have been impossible.*® The
issue of Indian independence had previously been a point of contention between the attendees of the
Conference, with the United States perceiving the “closed economic systems” and “political
repression” of colonialism as paths to future conflict.”” By 1941, the U.S., having promised
independence to the Philippines, pressured Britain to promise India independence and create a
“timetable” for decolonisation.*® Despite Churchill’s violent rejection of the suggestion, Roosevelt
persisted, believing that decolonisation was an inevitable process that he could expedite. In a further
effort to persuade Churchill, Roosevelt “unleashed” Chiang Kai-shek on an Indian visit, during which
he suggested that the promise of independence would encourage the Indians to fight “effectively
against Japan”.* However, Roosevelt’s efforts were to little avail as, though Churchill would send an
envoy to negotiate an offer for postwar independence, talks would fail as a result of unrealistic
solutions that divided the Hindu and Muslim populations. Britain similarly faced internal pressure
from Indian independence groups such as the Quit India movement led by Mahatma Gandhi, which
Viceroy Linlithgow labelled “by far the most serious rebellion since 1857". It is for these reasons,
historians argue, Britain was especially wary of promising a deadline for Korean independence. As
Chu explains, the British would have appeared “hypocritical” if they promised Korean independence
while “keeping India in fetters”.” Britain’s caution was evident in the edits they proposed to the
American draft of the Communiqué. Notably, Britain proposed that the phrase “free and independent
country” be replaced with “freed from Japanese domination”, in what Jung describes as an effort to
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“effectively nullify” their commitment to Korean independence.” When their attempt to modify the
wording was rejected, Britain would go further, proposing the complete removal of the Korea clause.’
A later publication by Chang Ch'i-yun claimed that British Foreign Undersecretary Alexander
Cadogan had opposed the inclusion of the Korean independence issue as a whole, raising numerous
objections throughout the conference.” In spite of their failure to exclude the Korea clause, Britain
continued to weaken the contents of the clause through a string of edits. At the hand of Churchill, the
“treacherous enslavement” of the Korean people would become the “enslavement” of the Korean
people; Korea would not be a “free and independent country” but merely “free and independent”; and
in a crushing final blow, Korea would no longer be granted independence “‘after the downfall of
Japan” but instead “in due course”.
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Korea:

Following its annexation in 1910, Korea would remain under Japanese colonial rule for 35 years until
Japan’s surrender to the Allied Powers in August 1945. During this period, independence activists
established the Korean Provincial Government (KPG), a government-in-exile, in Chongqing, China.
Of course, there was no Korean representation at the Cairo Conference itself. Nonetheless, the KPG
would serve as the primary advocate of Korean voices on the matter. In fact, the Provincial
Government became aware of discussions surrounding Korean trusteeship through media reports as
early as 1942, with an estimated 199 public and private organisations in the U.S. discussing the issue
by March of that year.* The KPG would organise resistance efforts promptly, with the first official
action taking the form of a press statement by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs Cho So-ang to various
Chongging-based newspapers. In his statement, Cho renounced the idea of a trusteeship, highlighting
Korea’s readiness for independence, and warning that the Korean people would continue to resist
foreign domination as they had against Japan.” Reports of a March 1943 meeting between Roosevelt
and British Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden, during which the parties agreed to an international
trusteeship of Korea, catalysed the Provincial Government into initiating a broader, more active
campaign.” This was done in line with a four-point action plan that stated that:

1. An inquiry would be made to China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs to confirm the accuracy of
the reports and officially express opposition

2. Opposition would be communicated to the heads of the U.S., Britain, and the Soviet Union,
and China would be asked to publicly express opposition

3. Rebuttals and opposition statements would be published through domestic and foreign
platforms

4. Leaders of all political, governmental, and military organisations would assemble to report
and strategise on the issue.”’

The KPG saw notable domestic success, with prominent Chinese figures such as members of the
National Political Council expressing their support for the campaign.”™ It also found success with the
Korean diaspora, holding the Conference of Free Koreans in China, attended by over 300
representatives from various independence groups.”

When the Provincial Government learned of the upcoming Cairo Conference, it requested and held a
meeting with Chiang Kai Shek on July 26, 1943, attended by five leading members of the KPG
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including President Kim Gu and Foreign Minister Cho So-ang. During the meeting, Kim and Cho
would request that China oppose U.S. and British calls for a trusteeship, instead supporting Korean
independence. Chiang’s response was generally positive, with the premier reaffirming his commitment
to Korean independence. However, he would refrain from making commitments regarding the
trusteeship issue, going only as far as to acknowledge that it would be a topic of contention between
the participants of the Conference.® ® Chiang’s noncommittal attitude is perhaps best represented by
his diary entry for the day, in which he recounted: “I encouraged them to remain united and expressed

our government’s commitment to supporting Korean independence.”®

The Cairo Declaration, published on December 1, 1943 was initially met with “overwhelming joy” by
the Korean Provincial Government, with Kim Gu issuing a formal statement thanking the three Allied
leaders for their support.®* * However, the celebrations were short-lived as growing concerns emerged
over the Declaration’s ambiguous phrasing, particularly “in due course.” Ironically enough, it was
Kim Gu himself who, less than a week later, issued another statement, this time openly criticising the
political implications of the phrase to an audience of international journalists. Reusing much of the
case he had championed prior to the Cairo Conference, Kim reiterated his staunch opposition to any
form of trusteeship, calling for Korea to be granted immediate independence.”” Alarmed
Chongging-based independence activists who had participated in earlier anti-trusteeship campaigns
joined Kim, including members of the Korean Independence Party and the Korean National
Revolutionary Party, who, in a notable incident visited the U.S. Ambassador to China Clarence E.
Gauss to directly question him about the meaning of the phrase.® These concerns would reach Korean
communities abroad, and the Declaration became a new “driving force” in the Korean independence
movement, rallying previously fragmented factions around the Korean Provincial Government and the
Hawaii-based United Korean Committee.®” Despite this renewed unity, efforts to secure Korean
independence proved futile as the United States simply refused to recognise the Korean Provincial
Government — underscoring the limited agency Korean nationalists held in determining their country’s
postwar fate.
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ro



The Cairo Declaration was a veiled calculated decision that altered the course of the Korean
peninsula. The clear promise of independence was reduced to an ambiguous policy that allowed
global powers to manipulate Korea's sovereignty to establish strategic interests. Roosevelt’s vision of
trusteeship and geopolitical aspirations clashed with the British desperation to maintain its colonial
capacity. Churchill and company weakened the language of independence by utilising the Soviet
Union's hesitancy to join as a measure to implement future potential influence. Even the sole
semi-advocate conceded to the diluted correspondence in order to gain a seat at the table. The
reverberations of the consequences within these diplomatic discussions delayed the establishment of
Korean sovereignty and pushed the foreign powers into a vacuum to influence competing ideologies.
This led to occupation, division, and ultimately, a civil war started by the Allies. The Korean people
transferred from a victim of Japanese rule to an entrapment in an entirely new cycle of external
control. With the battleground of Cold War rivalries set, it created a new discourse in Northeast Asia.
The minor “in due course” edit in the Cairo Communiqué, proved to be one of the most consequential
diplomatic decisions in the 20th century that shaped the geopolitical landscape far beyond the end of
the Second World War.
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