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Carlos Peña Romulo
1899–1985 

RESIDENT C OMMIS SIONER 1944–1946

NO PARTY AFFILIATION, FROM TH E PHILIPPI NES 

A s the last Resident Commissioner from the 
Philippines, Carlos Peña Romulo helped lead the 
island territory through the brutality of World 

War II and into an independent future. A former journalist 
whose “Voice of Freedom” radio broadcast went live 
during some of the heaviest combat in the Pacific theater, 
Romulo was a tireless advocate for the commonwealth.1 
A chief aide to General Douglas MacArthur in the Pacific 
and a brigadier general in the Philippine army, Romulo 
was appointed to the House in the summer of 1944, 
where he helped secure Congress’s support in rebuilding 
the Philippines. Known as the “General” among his 
colleagues on the Hill, Romulo was a champion of global 
democratic reforms and later served as president of the 
United Nations General Assembly.2 In the House, Romulo 
pushed Congress to invest in the islands. “Mr. Chairman, 
when we are for a free Philippines as a part of this world 
government,” he told the Ways and Means Committee 
in 1945, “we are for a Philippines that is a product of the 
United States, that has the ideals of the United States, 
and that will be spreading the American gospel in the Far 
East[,] the spearhead so to speak of American democracy.”3

Carlos Peña Romulo was born on January 14, 1899, 
to Gregorio and Maria Peña Romulo.4 The third of six 
children, Romulo grew up in a prosperous family in 
Camiling on the island of Luzon, about 100 miles north 
of Manila. He described his childhood home as a blend of 
“Malay and Spanish” influences. His grandparents lived 
across the street, “and there would be times as I grew,” he 
said, “that our town seemed like one large family group, for 
everyone seemed related to me in some fashion.” Outside 
his neighborhood, rice fields stretched far and wide. “I 
learned early that all we had had come to us from the 
land,” he wrote as an adult.5 

As a boy early in the new century, Romulo grew up 

amid a regime change in the Philippines. His father was a 
guerrilla fighter against American occupation forces after 
the War of 1898, and when U.S. troops reportedly hanged 
one of his neighbors at a nearby park, Romulo resolved to 
“hate [the Americans] as long as I lived.”6 

His father eventually surrendered and years later 
even became mayor, but the younger Romulo’s lingering 
resentment toward the United States did not dissipate until 
he was in high school. 7 After he completed his studies at 
the University of the Philippines at Manila in 1918, he 
moved to New York City to attend Columbia University, 
graduating in 1921. He later received a degree from the 
University of Notre Dame in South Bend, Indiana, in 
1935.8 He married Virginia Llamas in 1924, and together 
they had four boys, Carlos, Bobby, Ricardo, and Gregorio. 
Virginia died in 1968, and Romulo married his close 
friend, Beth Day, 11 years later.9

At the age of 16, Romulo started as a junior reporter 
for the Manila Times. The newspaper paid him only in 
streetcar tickets, but it gave him the start to what would 
become an award-winning career in journalism.10 When 
Romulo returned to the islands after college, he went back 
to work as a writer and an editor in Manila. From the early 
1920s to about 1941, he thrived in what the New York 
Times called “the hurly-burly Filipino newspaper world.” 
During that period, he grew close to Philippine President 
Manuel L. Quezon and became increasingly active in the 
territory’s political future, meeting with U.S. officials six 
different times (1921, 1924, 1928, 1929, 1933, and 1937) 
to discuss the possibility of an independent Philippines.11 

During the early stages of World War II, Romulo kept a 
close eye on the military movements in the Pacific. In 1941 
he wrote a series of articles that ran in Manila and the 
United States, envisioning the arc of the war in his section 
of the world. His articles won the Pulitzer Prize and caught 
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the attention of high-ranking officials in the U.S. military 
who agreed with his take on the approaching conflict.12 
“War is coming, Carlos,” General Douglas MacArthur 
told Romulo, “and when it breaks out I shall ask President 
Quezon to commission you in the Philippine army and 
induct you into the United States Army in charge of Press 
Relations on the Philippine side.” “If war breaks,” Romulo 
replied, “there’s no place I’d rather be.”13

Romulo worked closely with MacArthur, dealing directly 
with the press and bolstering public morale. “Croaking 
away into the mouthpiece of my phone and into the mike 
[sic] of the radio, I was the voice of both the Philippine and 
American Armies.”14 Despite his distance from combat, 
his work was exceptionally dangerous. Japanese bombers 
routinely flew overheard. “At times I felt like a condemned 
prisoner in a death cell, sitting in my little room while the 
Japanese executioners roamed overhead.”15

As the fighting intensified in the Philippines, Romulo, 
along with thousands of American and Philippine troops 
and civilians, hunkered down on a small peninsula west of 
Manila called Bataan. After months of suffering, President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt ordered General MacArthur to 
withdraw to Australia. A short while later, the Allied forces 
surrendered. Thousands died in Japanese custody either 
during the forced march to the prison camps or in the 
camps themselves. Romulo, however, had narrowly escaped, 
defiantly writing “I was the last man out of Bataan.”16

Romulo remained in exile in the States for two years, 
completely separated from his family with no way of 
knowing where they were or if they survived.17 He used his 
time away to educate people on the conditions in the Pacific 
and embarked on a remarkable speaking tour throughout 
America. By late October 1943, he had traveled an estimated 
60,000 miles and given 364 speeches in 289 cities all across 
the country. He was soon appointed secretary of public 
instruction for the exiled Philippine war cabinet.18 

Along with his public speaking duties, Romulo assumed 
additional responsibility after Philippine President Quezon 
died on August 1, 1944, followed by the quick resignation 
of the sitting Resident Commissioner, Joaquin M. Elizalde. 
The new exiled president, Sergio Osmeña, looking to give 

the Philippines a stronger presence in Congress, appointed 
Romulo to the seat.19 A day later the Washington Post’s 
editorial team touted the appointment, given Romulo’s 
recent history “as an emissary between the Filipino and 
American people,” but did not expect him to stay in 
Washington very long. “His abilities will undoubtedly 
be needed in spreading the gospel of democracy in the 
Philippines once more as soon as the liberation in that part 
of the world gets under way.”20

Two months after being appointed Resident 
Commissioner, Romulo returned home for the first time 
in two years. On October 20, 1944, American forces 
landed at Leyte Bay, captured the island, and established an 
Allied beachhead in the Philippines.21 Romulo was there 
to act as a “liaison officer” between his old friend General 
MacArthur and President Osmeña.22 As brigadier general, 
Romulo wanted to fight and avenge what he experienced 
on Bataan, but, as Resident Commissioner, he hung back 
and landed with MacArthur, calling the day he returned 
home “the greatest in my life.”23  

After reuniting with his family, Romulo returned to 
Washington. For much of his first year in the House, 
while still serving as the Philippines’ secretary of public 
instruction, Romulo led a public education campaign 
to inform Congress about the living conditions on the 
war-ravaged islands.24 His reports were shocking. By 
the time the fighting ended, much of the Philippines 
had been reduced to ruins, and what remained needed 
to be rebuilt. As bad as the Philippines’ physical state 
was, the war’s human toll was even more devastating. A 
staggering number of people, both civilians and soldiers, 
had died during the conflict, and those who survived 
were left destitute. At Leyte, Romulo remembered seeing 
residents “clothed with the pounded bark of trees.”25 In 
the territory’s capital he had seen the bodies of his friends 
and neighbors “pushed into heaps on the Manila streets, 
their heads shaved, their hands tied behind their backs, and 
bayonet stabs running them through and through.”26 

Beginning in September 1945, Romulo began pushing 
what would become his signature issue : rebuilding the 
Philippines using the islands’ trade partnership with the 
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United States. He had studied the situation as a member 
of the Philippine Rehabilitation Commission, which 
Congress created in 1944 to investigate “all matters 
affecting post-war economy, trade, finance, economic 
stability, and rehabilitation of the Philippine Islands.”27 
In many respects, the Philippines had to rebuild both its 
economy and society from scratch.28 

To start, Romulo wanted Congress to extend an existing 
preferential trade deal with the Philippines for at least 
another 20 years. The current agreement was three decades 
old but was set to expire in a matter of months, as soon as 
the commonwealth gained its independence. In October 
1945, during hearings on the trade extension (H.R. 5185), 
Romulo told the House Ways and Means Committee that 
the archipelago’s existing trade arrangement was something 
of a double-edged sword. Although the Philippine 
economy had become virtually dependent on trade with 
the United States, the results, Romulo said, could not be 
ignored : trade with mainland America generated a huge 
economic boom, complete with better schools, health 
care, and public services. Relying on one trading partner, 
however, was dangerous, and operating in the shadow of 
America’s mammoth economy had its drawbacks. Like 
other Filipinos before him, Romulo worried that, without 
time to expand its trade portfolio, the Philippines would 
struggle once the previous agreement ended and America 
began levying higher rates.29 “The plan,” he said, “is to 
diversify so that our economy will not be geared entirely to 
the American economy.”30 

Romulo’s goal explained why he supported quota levels 
on certain products, like sugar, below what the Philippines 
might actually be able to export. Although supporting 
quota levels would have been an unusual position for his 
predecessors, Romulo kept the long-term interests of the 
archipelago squarely at heart. “The quota,” he said, “must 
be limited to discourage the production of sugar, so that 
at the end of 20 years our sugar industry will not have to 
depend on the American market.” Romulo’s plan would 
have the islands spread its financial risk over multiple 
industries. That way, if one failed, the whole economy 
would not collapse.31 

Romulo saw federal stimulus as merely a short-term 
solution, and he wanted to make sure the archipelago’s 
economy could support the far-reaching goals of 
an independent nation.32 He promised that, if his 
commonwealth could rebuild its infrastructure, Philippine 
businesses “will be able to stand on their own feet” once 
the 20-year grace period ends.33 

The trade issue, however, also highlighted the 
limitations of Romulo’s influence in Washington. When 
one Member seemed cool to the proposal, Romulo 
reminded him that Congress would be “deciding the fate 
of 18,000,000 people who have practically no voice in the 
determination of their destiny except my very weak voice 
before this committee.”34 

The bill that followed, H.R. 5856, the Philippine 
Trade Act of 1946, made it out of the Ways and Means 
Committee in a unanimous vote and was reported to the 
House in late March 1946.35 The legislation also had the 
support of the Harry S. Truman administration, which 
called it “vital to the welfare of the Philippines,” reminding 
the committee that they all agreed “at least in principle, 
with the legislation.”36 

Moreover, it seemed, especially on the surface, as though 
Romulo’s testimony had the desired effect. Writing in its 
report, the committee admitted, “In the course of hearings 
… it was made abundantly clear that the Philippines, in 
order to reestablish a normal economy and to develop 
resources for sustaining its independence, will require 
the assurance and stability in its trade with the United 
States.”37 As described by the committee, the bill seemed 
to fulfill Romulo’s wishes—incentivizing the Philippines 
to diversify its economy—but there was much he disliked 
about it.38

 The measure was a unique piece of legislation : a trade 
bill without the constitutional requirements of a full treaty. 
Although the Philippines would gain its independence in a 
matter of months, at the time it was still technically part of 
America’s geopolitical orbit, and, therefore, the trade talks 
did not fall under the same requirements as those between 
the United States and other sovereign nations. Normally, 
the president would have negotiated the details, and the 
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Senate would have approval authority. For the Philippine 
Trade Act, however, both the House and Senate needed 
majority votes, giving the White House more of a behind-
the-scenes role.39 

The day the bill made it to the floor, Robert Doughton 
of North Carolina, the chairman of the Ways and 
Means Committee, said it was the product of “earnest, 
painstaking, and careful consideration, both as to its 
objectives and the manner in which it was drafted.” The 
chairman then thanked a number of his colleagues and a 
host of federal officials for their work on the bill ; nowhere, 
however, did he mention Romulo.40 In fact, it wasn’t 
until later in the day that the bill’s author, Representative 
Jasper Bell of Missouri, even acknowledged Romulo’s 
“distinguished and far-seeing statesmanship.”41

When the debate manager finally recognized Romulo 
on the floor, the Resident Commissioner, suffering from a 
prolonged bout of malaria, spoke honestly about what he saw 
as the bill’s shortcomings. “If I had written this bill as I would 
have wished,” he told the chamber, “it would provide for 
perpetual free trade” rather than the “graduated tariffs” that 
would go up each year after an initial grace period. “If I had 
written it,” he went on, “the rights assured to the United States 
would not appear in the bill at all. They would be assured by 
a treaty entered into on a basis of a complete equality between 
our two sovereign nations.” Nevertheless, Romulo knew his 
political limitations and gave the bill his support, calling it 
“legislation written for reality.… It represents the spirit of 
realistic compromise which is democracy at its best.”42

The next day, as debate wound down, Romulo delivered 
an elegant appeal to the House in favor of the legislation. 
He hoped the bill would be passed unanimously in order 
to “bolster the wavering morale of the Filipino people who 
live today amid the shambles of postwar devastation.”43 He 
argued that the trade bill would be seen around the world 
as proof of America’s leadership. “At a time when there is 
too much suspicion rife among the nations of the earth, you 
will be demonstrating that the greatest force for true world 
peace and security is the force of friendship, of harmony, of 
understanding.”44 A few moments later, the Philippine Trade 
Act cleared the House.45

When the bill went to the Senate, Romulo employed 
many of the same arguments in his testimony before the 
Committee on Finance that he had used during the House 
committee markup.46 After the Senate approved the bill 
and the two chambers worked out their differences in 
conference, the Philippine Trade Act became law on April 
30, 1946, two months before the archipelago gained its 
independence.47

As with trade, Romulo acted as the moral compass 
for the Philippine Rehabilitation Act of 1946 (S. 1610), 
which, unlike the trade bill, pumped capital directly into 
the war-torn commonwealth. During the initial Senate 
hearings in late October 1945, Romulo reminded the 
Committee on Territories and Insular Affairs that the 
sooner Congress acted, the sooner the archipelago could 
start the healing process. As with the trade bill, Romulo 
worked to ensure that the Philippine government was an 
active partner in developing the legislation. He offered 
a series of amendments, including one that raised the 
cost of one section of the bill tenfold, but the Resident 
Commissioner did not want Congress to simply “gift” 
funding to the islands. Instead, Romulo sought to cast 
the bill as “compensation” for the islands’ suffering during 
the war and cited the Treaty of Paris as precedent.48 After 
visiting the islands, the Senate committee estimated the 
total cost of the damage there at roughly $800 million. 
“Factories, homes, government and commercial buildings, 
roads, bridges, docks, harbors, and the like are in need 
of complete reconstruction or widespread repairs,” 
the committee reported.49 After being cleared by the 
committee in late November, the full Senate passed the bill 
unanimously on December 5, 1945.50  

The House sat on the rehabilitation bill until late 
February, when the Committee on Insular Affairs finally 
took it up. Romulo had twice petitioned the House 
for action and finally testified before Insular Affairs on 
March 2, 1946, when he revealed that the bill had the 
full support of the Philippines.51 The legislation approved 
compensation for both public and private property 
destroyed in the war, cleared the way for transfer of raw 
materials, and provided technical and job training during 
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the reconstruction. “Taken together with the pending 
Philippine trade bill—and it would be unrealistic to think 
of Philippine rehabilitation in terms of one bill without the 
other—this bill represents an integrated approach to the 
problem of putting the Filipino nation back on its feet,” 
Romulo said. Filipinos’ sacrifices and their wartime loyalty 
deserved nothing less, he reiterated.52 

Ultimately, the House committee agreed. The rescue 
bill, it wrote in its report, “recognizes the obligation 
of the United States to help rehabilitate the economy 
and physical properties of a people who will become an 
independent nation July 4, 1946, and whose land was 
ravaged by participation in the war of the United States 
against Japan.”53 As reported, the half-billion-dollar bill was 
meant to kick-start the rebuilding process rather than cover 
the full cost of the islands’ redevelopment.54 

When the rehabilitation bill went to the floor, Romulo 
was the first to speak. In a long and moving address, he 
described the destruction on the islands and the war’s 
human toll, telling the chamber, “The whole future of the 
Philippines depends upon the help we get from you.”55 
The bill, he said, would represent “a rock of strength for 
American prestige in the Far East, and therefore it is a force 
for enduring peace throughout the world.”56 

For Romulo’s work on the trade and rehabilitation 
bills, Majority Leader John McCormack of Massachusetts 
credited him for his “distinguished service.” “The position 
of General Romulo in the hearts and minds of all of the 
Members is one of extreme closeness ; we all have a very 
high regard for him, and the people of the Philippines 
are indeed fortunate in having such an outstanding 
gentleman representing them in this body.”57 A short while 
later, the House passed the rehabilitation bill and quickly 
conferenced with the Senate. A week later, the House 
agreed to the conference report, and the President signed 
the measure into law on April 30, 1946.58

With the success of the trade and rehabilitation bills, 
Romulo wanted to address one last issue before the 
Philippines celebrated its independence. In mid-June 1946, 
he helped manage a bill providing military assistance to 
the archipelago over the next five years (H.R. 6572). The 

war had devastated the Philippine armed forces and left 
the islands’ national security infrastructure in disarray, 
threatening the entire rebuilding enterprise. Moreover, as 
Romulo reminded the chamber on the day of the vote, the 
U.S. government had armed a huge number of Philippine 
guerrilla fighters in the war against Japan. The Resident 
Commissioner estimated that there were “more than 
300,000 firearms in the hands of people who have no right 
to hold them,” to say nothing of potential outside threats. 
“I regret to say, however, that the ravages of the recent 
conflict have so depleted our resources that we will not be 
able, until our economic rehabilitation is under way, to 
discharge our responsibility in preserving, in cooperation 
with the armed forces of the United States, the peace of 
the Far Pacific, without the material assistance” provided 
in the bill. The military assistance measure sailed through 
Congress. Introduced on May 27, 1946, the House passed 
it by unanimous consent on June 14, and the Senate 
cleared it four days later. The President signed it into law 
on June 26, 1946.59 

Romulo addressed the House for the final time on June 
21, 1946. In a lengthy and emotional address, the last 
Resident Commissioner from the Philippines delivered 
a broad accounting of the relationship between the 
archipelago and the mainland, everything from America’s 
imperial ambitions to the Philippine backlash, to the push 
toward the Philippines’ independence. From an institutional 
stance, he offered an honest assessment of his limited role in 
the House. “As an insider who is nevertheless an outsider,” 
he said, “I have seen something which it is possible that 
you yourselves have overlooked. It is this—in the heat of 
controversy, in the fervor of partisanship, in the bitterness of 
debate, you have inevitably demonstrated your faith in the 
ways of democracy.”60

House Members responded warmly to that farewell speech 
with a long standing ovation. “It is with the greatest regret 
that the Members of the House of Representatives take leave 
of General Romulo’s wise counsel, his brilliant logic, his 
impassioned eloquence [on] behalf of the people whom he 
so ably served,” Republican Representative Karl Stefan of 
Nebraska said, capturing the mood of many in the chamber.61 
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Although independence dissolved the Philippines’ 
insular relationship with the United States, Romulo was 
not gone long, and he remained remarkably active on the 
international stage. In 1945 Romulo had told a House 
committee that everything changed with the advent of 
the atomic bomb. “The only permanent things are the 
intangible things—friendship, good will, faith, justice, 
right,” he said, stressing the need for a central global 
authority. “I have always believed that humanity is evolving 
into that goal—hemispheric solidarity ; oceanic solidarity ; 
federation and world government.”62 Fittingly, he twice 
served as ambassador to the United States (1952–1953 and 
1955–1962), but he made his biggest mark in his work 
with the United Nations, which he helped charter. On July 
9, 1946, the Philippine president appointed Romulo as the 
new republic’s permanent delegate to the United Nations. 
The former Resident Commissioner went on to serve as 
president of the UN General Assembly in 1949 and 1950.  

Late in his life, Romulo was criticized for supporting 
the dictatorial policies of Philippine President Ferdinand 
Marcos, but he never lost his fighting spirit. When the Soviet 
Union’s leading voice in the UN General Assembly called 
Romulo “just a little man from a little country,” Romulo 
admitted the delegate was correct about his physical stature 
and the size of his homeland. But, he said, “It is the duty 
of the little Davids here to fling pebbles of truth between 
the eyes of blustering Goliaths—and make them behave.”63 
Romulo died in Manila on December 15, 1985. 

FOR FURTHER READING
Romulo, Carlos P., The Romulo Reader, edited by Liana Romulo 
(Makati City, PI : Bookmark, Inc., 1998).
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