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The Korean (Forgotten) War
Korea had been ruled by Japan until 1945.  At the end of the Second World War the northern half was liberated by Soviet troops and the southern half by Americans.  When the war ended, the North remained Communist-controlled, with a Communist leader who had been trained in the USSR, and with a Soviet-style one-party system.  The South was anti-Communist.  It was not very democratic, but the fact that it was anti-Communist was enough to win it the support of the USA.  There was bitter hostility between the North’s Communist leader, Kim IL Sung, and Syngman Rhee, President of South Korea.  Reunification did not seem likely.

In 1950 this hostility spilled over into open warfare.  North Korean troops overwhelmed the South’s forces.  By September 1950 all except a small corner of South-east Korea was under Communist control.

President Truman immediately sent advisors, supplies and warships to the water around Korea.  At the same time, he put enormous pressure on the UN Security Council to condemn the actions of the North Koreans and to call on them to withdraw their troops.


In the Cold War atmosphere of 1950, each superpower always denounced and opposed action by the other.  So normally, in a dispute such as this, the Soviet Union would have used its right of veto to block the call for action by UN. However, the USSR was boycotting the UN at this time.  When China became Communist in 1949, the USA has blocked its entry to the United Nations, since it regarded the Nationalists (Chiang Kai-shek and his followers) as the rightful government of China.  The USSR had walked out of the UN in protest.  So when the resolution was passed, the USSR was not even at the meeting to use its veto.  The USA was the single biggest contributor to the UN budget and was therefore in a powerful position to influence the UN decision. 

The UN was now committed to using member forces to drive North Korean troops out of South Korea. Mac Arthur underestimated the power of the Chinese.  Late in October 1950, 200,000 Chinese troops (calling themselves’ People’s Volunteer’s) joined the North Koreans.  They launched a blistering attack.  They have soldiers who were strongly committed to Communism and had been taught by their leader to hate the Americans.  They had modern tanks and planes supplied by the Soviet Union.  The United States forces were pushed back into South Korea.  The UN troops then recovered and the fighting finally reached stalemate around the 38th parallel.


At the point, Truman and MacArthur fell out.  MacArthur wanted to carry on the war, invading China and even using nuclear weapons if necessary.  Truman felt that saving South Korea was good enough. His allies in the UN force convinced him that the risks of attacking China and of starting a war that might bring in the USSR were too great, and so an attack on China was ruled out.  However, in March 1951 MacArthur blatantly ignored the UN instruction and openly threatened an attack on China.  In April Truman removed MacArthur from his position as commander and brought him back home.  He rejected MacArthur’s aggressive policy toward communism. Containment was underlined as the American policy.  One of the American army leaders, General Omar Bradley, said that MacArthur’s approach would have involved America in the wrong war, in the wrong place, at the wrong time, and with the wrong enemy.

Peace talks between North and South Korea began in June 1951, but bitter fighting continued until 1952 when Truman was replaced by President Eisenhower who wanted to end the war.  Stalin’s death in March 1953 made the Chinese and North Koreans less confident.  An armistice was finally signed in July 1953. 
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1. How do the ideologies differ in N. and S. Korea?

2. Why is President Truman sending supplies and warships to Korea?

3. Who were allies to the North Koreans and why? 
4. Why was MacArthur removed from his military position?
5. What was the UN position on the Korean War?
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 6. What was the final resolution to the Korean War?

