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The Rise and Fall of the Liberal Party:
The First “Authoritarian Regime”
in the Republic of Korea

KIMURA Kan*

Abstract

This study is intended to examine the process of the rise and fall of the first

“authoritarian regime” in the Republic of Korea, which was formed under
Syngman Rhee (#7Xlft) and the Liberal Party (HH3E) from 1951 to 1960, and
also to derive suggestions in order to understand “authoritarianization” of
newly-independent countries after the World War II.

The first question of this study is to address and define the concept of the
regime. The most characteristic quarity of this regime is the fact that this
regime was “authoritarianized” through the process of elections. At the elections
of 1952 and 1954, the Liberal Party won by large margins. They had two
advantages against their oppositions at these elections. The first advantage was
their control of administration offices in local societies. Under the regime of
Syngman Rhee since 1948, the organizations of the Liberal Party were integrated
with those of the local administration offices. At each election, the Liberal Party
mobilized the organization to support their candidate. The mobilization of the
organization was very effective in rural areas. After revelation from Japan in
1945, Korean local elites - most of them were landlords possessing connections
with Japanese bureaucrats in the Japanese period - lost their own authorities in
local societies. For these local elites, their official posts in local societies were the
last sources from which they could get additional authority to keep their
leaderships in local societies. So the Liberal Party was able to manipulate the
local elites by taking advantage of their position as the government party. The

Liberal Party was a typical “Administrative Party” .

* Associate Professor, Graduate School of International Cooperation Studies, Kobe University.
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The second. question of this study is to analyze why the regime of this kind of
typical “Administrative Party” collapsed, when the organization was at the
height of its development. Before the election of 1960, the organization of the
Liberal Party was most developed and seemed very strong. Nevertheless, soon
after the election, the regime of the Liberal Party and Syngman Rhee was
brought down by university students who protested against the “corrupted
election” by the Liberal Party. Of course, the straight answer explaining this
event would be simple: The party could not collect enough ballots in order to win
the election, and instead tried to preserve the regime through illegal methods.
However, the more important point to understand in this process is to look at
why the regime was not able to collect enough ballots.

An in-depth answer of this question is as follows. Originally, the Liberal Party
was a party which was formed around their charismatic leader, Syngman Rhee,
who possessed the great title of being the “founding father of the nation” . They
won the elections by taking advantage of slogans such as “Party of the founding
father” or “a candidate of the founding father” . However, in the second half of
the 1950's, Syngman Rhee's charisma gradually declined. The loss of Yi Ki-pung
(ZFHEME), Syngman Rhee's running mate as a candidate for vice-president of the
Liberal Party at the election of 1956, against Chang Myeon (8E##) clearly showed
the downfall. The well-developed organization of the Liberal Party was the
consequence of the 1956 election. However, the important fact is that despite their
organization as an administrative party, the group was unable to recover the loss
of the charisma of Syngman Rhee and unable to collect enough ballots to win at
the next election.

A suggestion from this study which we can derive is simple but important.
Moreover, a well-developed organization of an administrative party is not enough
for a party to win an election. If the party tries to create an “authoritarian”
position through elections, it must have something which is different from an
organization. In the case of Korea between 1951 to 1960, it was the charisma of

a founding father, Syngman Rhee.



