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The Korean War

(855)

(856)

The Legacy of “The Sour Little War”
(857)
Truman’s Downfall
In June of 1950, Korea becomes site for first military conflict of cold war, more than 140,000 Americans die fighting communism

Korean conflict brings down Truman and twenty-year Democratic lock on presidency, ends greatest era of reform in US history

South Korea is invaded by communist North Korea, Truman has to live up to promise to be “tough on communists”

Korea divided in half after WWII, the South (Republic of Korea) is backed by US, while North (Democratic People’s Republic of North Korea) is backed by Soviet Union 

Moscow funds North Korea because they believe invasion is done to unite Korea, Truman feels compelled to act after “losing China”

UN Security Council agrees to send troops, 2/3 of Americans approve

At first, military events confirm wisdom of president’s decision, by October UN troops have retaken South Korea

With victory, Truman wants to go past 38th parallel and reunite Korea as a showcase for democracy, China warns this move will be a threat

General MacArthur miscalculates, Chinese attack and drive US back to 38th parallel, by summer 1951, stalemate is reached near the border

MacArthur calls for bombing supply lines, naval blockade – Truman dismisses for insubordination, picked “wrong war at wrong time”

Korean War has implications on executive power, Truman institutes peacetime draft and orders troop into Korea bypassing Congress
Actions called “complete usurpation” of checks and balances
Derives authority from NSC-68, paper that reinterprets decision making at highest levels of gov’t, pledged to drive back communist influence wherever it appeared, new “fundamental” paper of US foreign policy, demonstrates centralization of power
Korean War permits activation of NSC-68, provides for reason to increase defense spending from $13 billion to $50 billion
By 1952, US Army is 6 times bigger than beginning of conflict, by the time war ends it has cost US $100 billion

Outcome of war: 142,000 American casualties, 2 million North Korean/Chinese casualties, N/S Korea occupy same territory as before
War opens cold war frontier to East Asia, lines up China and US as unwavering enemies for the next twenty years
Leaves tradition of “unwinnable” conflicts, early victories promise end of North Korea and disintegration of Soviet and Chinese regimes
Opinion polls during 1952 election indicate frustration with Truman’s conduct of the war, many angry, popularity at all-time low in 1950s after dismissing MacArthur

(858)
(859)
Upon MacArthur’s return home to New York, he is greeted by 7 million fans, furious but short-lived MacArthur campaign begins

Popularity falls as Senate Armed Services and Foreign Relations Committees conduct joint hearing about MacArthur’s dismissal
Hearings also reveal dissatisfaction with Truman, late-1951 poll reveals approval rating of 23%, decides not to run again in 1952
Democrats turn to Adlai E. Stevenson Jr., governor of Illinois, uncharismatic, honest, intelligent, admits “the ordeal of twentieth century is far from over,” displeasing to voters against war
Republicans point out shortcoming of Democratic opponents, “K1C2” – Korea, communism, and corruption attack
Conservatives want to nominate Robert Taft, but opinion polls show that Dwight Eisenhower has 64% approval rating, candidacy certain

Eisenhower styles himself as a moderate, knows voters want peace and gov’t-assisted prosperity, promises “early/honorable” peace
Richard Nixon, vice-presidential candidate, attacks Stevenson, calling him “Adlai the Appeaser”, McCarthy chimes in and attacks as well
Republican campaign not free of scandal, Nixon receives money from benefactors, pleads case on national television and defuses scandal
Eisenhower receives 55% of the vote, carries 39 states, wins popular vote in South and northern cities, Republicans regain control of Congress, but margin in Senate is only one seat
What does the textbook mean when it says that the Korean War showed that “Truman had trapped himself in his own rhetoric”?
The textbook’s message that “Truman trapped himself in his own rhetoric” is saying that his promise to “end of the threat of communism” and act as a world police force to preserve democracy forced him to take part in a war that would end up serving no purpose at all other than losing the lives of many Americans and the popularity of Truman. MacArthur largely underestimated the possibility of a Chinese counter-attack and this miscalculation caused the US Army to get pushed back to 38th parallel after launching their offensive into Northern Korea. It was with the involvement in Korea that Truman began to lose his popularity.
