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In the summer of 1950, the quiet valleys and mountains of Korea once again became the battleground of empires. The Korean War, fought from 25 June 1950 to 27 July 1953, erupted upon the divided peninsula, pitting North Korea, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, against South Korea, the Republic of Korea, and their respective allies. The North was supported by China and the Soviet Union, while the South fought under the United Nations Command led chiefly by the United States. It was one of the first great confrontations of the Cold War, a struggle where ideology, power, and national survival clashed amid the ruins of a divided land. Although the fighting ended in 1953 with an armistice, no peace treaty followed, leaving the Korean Peninsula suspended in uneasy hostility.

When Japan’s empire collapsed in 1945, Korea emerged from thirty-five years of colonial rule only to fall beneath a new shadow. The victorious Allies divided the nation at the 38th parallel, with the north administered by the Soviets and the south by the Americans. What began as a temporary arrangement soon hardened into two opposing states. In 1948, two rival governments arose: in Pyongyang, Kim Il Sung proclaimed the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, while in Seoul, Syngman Rhee declared the Republic of Korea. Both claimed sovereignty over the entire peninsula. Skirmishes and political unrest followed, driven by competing ideologies and by the ambitions of their powerful patrons.

At dawn on 25 June 1950, the Korean People’s Army, trained and armed by the Soviet Union, crossed the 38th parallel in a massive offensive. The United Nations, with the Soviet delegate absent from the Security Council, condemned the invasion and called upon member nations to assist South Korea. Within weeks, twenty-one countries pledged their forces, although nearly all the men and material came from the United States. The initial tide favored the North. Seoul fell within three days, and by August, the defenders were driven to a narrow enclave around Pusan, fighting desperately for survival.

In September 1950, the tide turned. Under General Douglas MacArthur, United Nations forces landed at Inchon, cutting Northern supply lines and forcing a rapid retreat. Seoul was recaptured, and the allied armies surged northward, capturing Pyongyang and advancing toward the Yalu River, the border with China. Alarmed by the advance, the People’s Republic of China intervened. In October, waves of the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army crossed the frozen Yalu, driving the UN forces south in a bitter winter campaign. Seoul fell once more in January 1951 before being retaken two months later.

By mid-1951, the war had hardened into stalemate. The battle lines settled near the original frontier, and the conflict devolved into a war of attrition with endless bombardments, raids, and costly offensives that yielded little progress. Armistice talks began in July 1951, but negotiations dragged on for two years while the skies above Korea burned. The United Nations unleashed devastating air raids, and North Korea became one of the most heavily bombed nations in history. Cities and villages were reduced to ash, and millions perished, both soldiers and civilians, in one of the century’s most brutal confrontations.

At last, on 27 July 1953, the guns fell silent. The Korean Armistice Agreement established the Demilitarized Zone, a scar of earth four kilometers wide stretching across the peninsula, dividing families, towns, and a people who once shared one land. The war left behind more than a million soldiers dead and an estimated two to three million civilians killed. Atrocities were committed on both sides, including mass executions of suspected sympathizers in the South and purges of perceived traitors in the North. Yet despite its scale and devastation, the conflict would later be called “The Forgotten War,” overshadowed by the global struggles that came before and after.

In North Korea, the conflict became enshrined as the Fatherland Liberation War. In China, it was remembered as the Great Movement to Resist America and Aid Korea. In the United States, President Harry Truman described it as a “police action,” fought not for conquest but to contain the spread of communism. In truth, it was a crucible of the Cold War, a struggle that shaped the balance of power in Asia and left the Korean nation divided, a wound that even decades later has never fully healed.
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Japan’s rise as a dominant power in East Asia began with its growing influence over the Korean Peninsula in the late nineteenth century. The First Sino-Japanese War of 1894 to 1895 ended China’s traditional suzerainty over Korea, and Japan’s victory in the Russo-Japanese War a decade later secured its dominance in the region. In 1905, through the Eulsa Treaty, Japan reduced Korea to a protectorate, stripping it of diplomatic sovereignty. Five years later, the Japan-Korea Treaty of 1910 formally annexed the Korean Empire, placing the peninsula under direct Japanese rule. Emperor Gojong was forced to abdicate, and a Japanese governor-general in Seoul oversaw all administration.

Japan’s control over Korea was enforced through political, economic, and cultural domination. The colonial government reorganized Korea into thirteen provinces, integrated its economy into the imperial system, and redirected vast resources to Japan. Railways, ports, and factories were constructed, but these projects primarily served Japan’s strategic and economic interests. Korean industries were owned by Japanese companies, while Korean workers endured low wages, heavy taxation, and exploitative working conditions. Agriculture was restructured to supply Japan’s growing population, forcing countless Korean farmers into tenancy and poverty as land ownership shifted to Japanese landlords.

Culturally, Japan pursued a systematic policy of assimilation designed to erase Korean identity. The Korean language was suppressed in schools and government offices, newspapers were censored or shut down, and Japanese was made the language of instruction. Traditional names were replaced with Japanese ones, and Koreans were compelled to participate in Shinto worship and imperial rituals. Historical monuments, including royal palaces such as Gyeongbokgung and Deoksugung, were damaged or destroyed, while countless artifacts were taken to Japan. Although Japan claimed these policies modernized Korea, they were instruments of control aimed at transforming Koreans into loyal imperial subjects.

Despite these oppressive conditions, the spirit of resistance endured. The March First Movement of 1919 sparked nationwide protests demanding independence, brutally suppressed by the colonial authorities. Many nationalists fled abroad to continue the struggle. The Provisional Government of the Republic of Korea was formed in China that same year, though it faced internal divisions and lacked international recognition. Korean fighters later joined both the Chinese Nationalist and Communist forces during Japan’s occupation of China, with figures such as Kim Il Sung and Yi Pom-sok leading guerrilla and Allied efforts against the Japanese.

Japanese rule reached its harshest phase during the Second World War, when millions of Koreans were conscripted for forced labor, and thousands of women were enslaved as comfort women for the Japanese military. Repression intensified as Japan mobilized every resource for its war effort, leaving Korea impoverished and traumatized. When Japan surrendered in 1945, Korea regained its freedom, but liberation came with division: the Soviet Union occupied the north while the United States took control of the south. This temporary arrangement soon hardened into two rival states, setting the stage for the Korean War five years later.

The legacy of Japan’s colonization remains deeply contentious. The memory of forced labor, cultural suppression, and the exploitation of comfort women continues to shape relations between Korea and Japan. Although diplomatic ties were restored in 1965 through the Treaty on Basic Relations, historical wounds persist. For Koreans, the years from 1910 to 1945 are remembered as a period of profound suffering and resistance, an era when a nation’s identity was tested under foreign domination yet endured through its unbroken will to be free.
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At the Tehran and Yalta Conferences of 1943 and 1945, the Soviet Union pledged to enter the Pacific War within three months of victory in Europe. True to this commitment, the USSR declared war on Japan on 8 August 1945 and invaded Manchuria. Two days later, Soviet troops crossed into northern Korea, encountering minimal Japanese resistance and capturing most major cities by 24 August. Their arrival was initially welcomed by many Koreans who viewed them as liberators from Japanese rule.

Meanwhile, in Washington, U.S. Colonels Dean Rusk and Charles H. Bonesteel III were instructed to delineate separate zones of occupation for the Allies in Korea. Using a hastily drawn map, they proposed the 38th parallel as the dividing line—an arbitrary choice intended to ensure that Seoul remained within the American zone. This proposal was incorporated into General Order No. 1, issued after Japan’s surrender on 15 August. To the Americans’ surprise, Stalin accepted the division, and Soviet forces halted at the 38th parallel to await the arrival of U.S. troops.

On 7 September 1945, General Douglas MacArthur proclaimed U.S. military authority south of the 38th parallel, and the following day Lieutenant General John R. Hodge landed in Incheon to assume command. Thus began the United States Army Military Government in Korea (USAMGIK), which would govern the South until 1948. In the north, the Soviets installed a parallel administration based in Pyongyang.

In December 1945, at the Moscow Conference, both superpowers agreed that Korea would gain independence following a five-year trusteeship. This arrangement proved deeply unpopular among Koreans, sparking mass demonstrations. While communists generally supported the trusteeship, nationalists under Syngman Rhee and Kim Ku opposed it. Mounting unrest led the U.S. military government to ban strikes and dissolve local people’s committees, eventually imposing martial law.

Efforts to form a joint Soviet–American commission to prepare for reunification faltered amid growing Cold War hostility. In 1947, the United States referred the matter to the United Nations, which proposed nationwide elections under UN supervision. The Soviet Union and North Korean communists refused participation, leading to separate elections in the South.

The South Korean general election of May 1948 established the Republic of Korea, with Syngman Rhee as president. A month later, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea was proclaimed in the North under Kim Il Sung. Both governments claimed sovereignty over the entire peninsula. Soviet troops withdrew in 1948, followed by U.S. forces in 1949, leaving behind two rival states divided by ideology and foreign allegiance.

Tensions soon erupted into violence. On 25 June 1950, North Korean forces crossed the 38th parallel in an attempt to unify the peninsula under communist rule, triggering the Korean War. United Nations forces, led by the United States, intervened to support the South, while China entered the war on behalf of the North. After three years of intense fighting, an armistice was signed in 1953, establishing the Korean Demilitarized Zone (DMZ). Though the conflict ended in a ceasefire, no peace treaty was ever signed, and the two Koreas remain technically at war.

Subsequent decades were marked
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