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Thus, we see that war is not only a political act, but a true instrument of politics, a continuation of politics by other means.

Carl von Clausewitz, On War

He, therefore, who desires peace, should prepare for war. He who aspires to victory, should spare no pains to train his soldiers. And he who hopes for success, should fight on principle, not chance. No one dares to offend or insult a power of known superiority in action.

Vegetius, Military Institutions of the Romans




DEDICATION

In memory of the men, women and children of Korea who died in this most devastating of wars, without knowing why; and for those who also fought, both for the Republic of Korea and their allies across the United Nations, not always knowing the answer to ‘Why Korea?’, except that they were resisting untrammelled aggression, and doing their duty.
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Notes to the Reader

To make unit designations between the various UN, ROK, North Korean Peoples’ Army (NKPA) and Chinese formations fighting in Korea distinguishable from each other, those of the NKPA (known as the In Mun Gun) and of China are in italics.

For British readers, Korean (both North and South) and American divisions comprised three regiments ideally (two when the division was under-manned), the equivalent in the British Army of a brigade. Each regiment (or ‘brigade’ in British parlance) ideally comprised three battalions, each of between 600 and 800 men, although all too often in Korea two battalions was the norm.

Given the International Date Line, times and dates are those that pertain to the countries in which events occurred.

The spelling of Korean names and places are those commonly adopted by Western commentators at the time. Likewise, the names of North Korean and Chinese leaders and military commanders are those most commonly used during the war, using the Romanised form of spelling.

The authors have tried to streamline the narrative and for this reason have kept citations to an absolute minimum. All uncited references are from books listed in the bibliography.
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The In Mun Gun attacked South Korea on 25 June 1950 in a blitzkrieg-type offensive led by Soviet-provided T-34s like these. (Photo by AFP via Getty Images)

General Douglas MacArthur and South Korean President Syngman Rhee. (Photo by Library of Congress/Corbis/VCG via Getty Images)

The war leaders. President Truman in a posed photograph with Prime Minister Clement Attlee in Washington, December 1950. Secretary of State Dean Acheson (left) and General George Marshall stand behind them. (Bettmann/Getty Images)

In a haunting photograph of the shock of combat for unprepared troops, a grief-stricken American infantryman whose buddy has been killed in action is comforted by another soldier in the Pusan Perimeter on 28 August 1950. In the background, a medical corpsman fills out casualty tags. (NARA)

A tragic feature of the war, like most others, were the mass flows of refugees. Here, refugees crowd the railway at Inchon in 1950 soon after the beginning of the North’s invasion of the Republic of Korea at the start of the war. (NARA)

Refugees are seen coming from the battle area during actions in Sunch’on and Yongwon-ni. (© IWM BF 177)

Two wounded Korean girls limp past a dead South Korean (ROK) soldier during actions around Sunch’on and Yongwon-ni. (© IWM BF 188)

A soldier of the 1st Middlesex with a Chinese prisoner between Sunch’on and Yongwon-ni following the ambush of the US 2nd Infantry Division at Kunu-ri in the dying days of November 1950. (© IWM BF 174)

At Wake Island on 18 October 1950, US President Harry S. Truman met his Far Eastern Commander-in-Chief General Douglas MacArthur for the first time. (Photo by Fotosearch/Getty Images).

Soldiers of the ROK Army withdrawing during one of the see-saw offensives of 1950. (© IWM BF 10227)

Boeing B-29 Superfortresses drop bombs during a raid on a chemical plant in Koman-dong on 14 August 1950. (Photo by Underwood Archives/Getty Images)

North Korean rolling stock under low-level fighter-bomber attack by napalm. (US Army)

A railway bridge in North Korea, partially destroyed by Fairey Firefly aircraft of the Fleet Air Arm operating from the carrier HMS Theseus. (© IWM KOR 640)

The cost of war is always counted in the lives of the innocent. During the Korean War the area bombing campaign that had been perfected by the USAAF against Japan during the Second World War was applied by the USAF to North Korean cities, streams of B-29s raining death on centres of war industry, civil authority, and strategic value. This elderly woman and her grandchild wander among the debris of their wrecked home in the aftermath of an air raid by US planes over Pyongyang, the communist capital of North Korea, in 1950. (Photo by Keystone/Getty Images)

Marines fighting in the streets of Seoul following the landings at Inchon, 20 September 1950. (NARA)

Three US Marines behind a barricade during street fighting in Seoul, September 1950, following the landings at Inchon. On the wall in the background, photographs of Joseph Stalin and North Korean Chief of State Kim Il-sung look down on proceedings. The Marine on the right has collected rations for his next meal. (Bettmann/Getty Images)

The Korean War caused untold suffering to civilians in both North and South. An abandoned girl is shown crying in the streets of Inchon on 26 September 1950. (NARA)

The war was dominated by artillery, North Korea and Chinese as much as American and British, by the time the lines had been allowed to solidify after July 1951. During June and July 1952, the expenditure of artillery had become astonishing: in less than 60 days the communists fired over 700,000 rounds at the UN positions (nearly 12,000 per day), while the UN troops fired back over 4.7 million (nearly 80,000 per day). Not much seemed to have changed in positional warfare since 1916. (Photo © Hulton-Deutsch Collection/Corbis via Getty Images)

American troops of the 35th Infantry Regiment observe smoke shells striking enemy positions on 1 February 1951. At the Imjin River in April 1951, the guns supporting a single British battalion fired 24,000 rounds during the three-day battle, an average of 1,000 rounds per gun. (US Army)

A detachment of the 16th New Zealand Field Artillery Regiment firing in support of the 1st Battalion, Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, all part of 27th Commonwealth Brigade. (© IWM BF 364)

Napalm being dropped on an enemy position forward of US Marines as they withdraw from the Changjin (Chosin) reservoir in November 1950. Napalm, a petroleum-based explosive, was used extensively by UN forces. (US Army)

US troops digging in on a hilltop position in 1952. This type of positional combat characterised the two-year period from July 1951 to the end of the war in July 1953. (Photo by MPI/Hulton Archive/Getty Images)

US Marines duck for cover as an enemy 82mm shell explodes above their position on 11 April 1952. Artillery played a significant role in the fighting, especially that of the static warfare conducted in the two years following July 1951. (Photo by Keystone/Getty Images)

The UN enjoyed supremacy at sea for most of the war, a situation that allowed MacArthur to achieve success at Inchon. Here, the 16in. guns of the USS Missouri fire on land targets off North Korea. (US Navy)

Men of C and D Companies of the 1st Battalion, The Gloucestershire Regiment, 29th Brigade, having captured Hill 327 south of Seoul in February 1951, wait for the next phase of the attack. It was the Glosters’ first battle in Korea. The one for which they would receive well-deserved renown would follow two months later at the Imjin River. (© IWM BF 377)

Men of 1st Battalion, Royal Ulster Rifles and Centurion tanks of the 8th Hussars. (© IWM BF 510)

A wounded Chinese soldier being tended by a soldier of 1st Glosters. (© IWM BF 379)

A Vickers medium machine-gun team of the 3rd Battalion, Royal Australian Regiment. (© IWM BF 423) 

Men of 3rd Battalion, Royal Australian Regiment prepare barbed wire in front of their positions. Note the nature of the terrain. (© IWM MH 31535)

Five weeks after the battle of the Imjin River, the British were back. Here, a soldier of the 1st Battalion, The Gloucestershire Regiment stands on the old A Company position, pointing to the main supply route through the Imjin River valley as seen from there. The ridge on the left is the route the Chinese used to attack D Company in the famous battle in April 1951. (© IWM BF 10277)

In a piece of theatre, not required by the terms of the armistice, Kim Il-sung signs the Korean Armistice Agreement at Pyongyang, assisted by General Nam Il. (Photo by Hulton Archive/Getty Images)
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Chronology


1950 


The first war for Korea




	25 Jun

	North Korean People’s Army (NKPA) crosses the 38th Parallel into the Republic of Korea (ROK), beginning the first Korean War.




	25 Jun

	The United Nations drafts UN Security Council Resolution 82, calling for the cessation of hostilities and withdrawal of North Korean forces from the ROK.




	27 Jun

	UN Security Council passes Resolution 83, which allows the United Nations to act militarily to support the ROK.




	28 Jun

	Fall of Seoul.




	30 Jun

	President Harry S. Truman orders US ground forces into Korea from Japan.




	2 Jul

	Task Force Smith disembarks at Pusan.




	5 Jul

	Task Force Smith goes into action at Osan.




	7 Jul

	UN creates United Nations Command, under commander appointed by USA.




	5 Jul–4 Aug

	UN forces fight delaying action across South Korea.




	4 Aug

	Establishment of the Pusan Perimeter by Eighth Army.




	5–19 Aug

	First battle of the ‘Naktong Bulge’.




	27 Aug – 15 Sept

	Perimeter battles, heaviest fighting of war.




	1–5 Sep

	NKPA Naktong offensive.




	15 Sep

	UN forces land at Inchon.




	17 Sep

	UN forces begin breakout from the Pusan Perimeter and drive towards Seoul.




	19 Sep–1 Oct

	UN pursuit and exploitation.




	26 Sep

	First recapture of Seoul.




	1 Oct

	ROK forces pursue NKPA forces across the 38th Parallel and into North Korea.








The second war for Korea




	7 Oct

	UN agrees to an attack into North Korea and the reunification of the country.




	9 Oct

	The first UN Forces cross 38th Parallel, the effective start of the second Korean War.




	12 Oct

	The first Chinese troops enter Korea undetected by UN forces.




	15 Oct

	Truman and General Douglas MacArthur meet at Wake Island.




	19 Oct

	Pyongyang captured by 1st ROK and 8th Cavalry Divisions.




	25 Oct

	ROK II Corps defeated in a four-day battle at Onjong.




	26 Oct

	X Corps lands at Wonsan and Iwon.




	1 Nov

	Chinese ambush 1st Cavalry Division at Unsan.




	10–26 Nov

	X Corps continues its advance towards Yalu in east, Eighth Army in west.




	21 Nov

	First elements of 7th Infantry Division reach the Yalu.




	24 Nov

	Start of MacArthur’s ‘final offensive’.




	25 Nov

	Chinese strike Eighth Army along Ch’ongch’on River in west.




	27 Nov

	Chinese strike 1st Marine and 7th Infantry Divisions at Changjin (Chosin) reservoir in east.




	26 Nov–1 Dec

	US 2nd and 25th Divisions defeated along Ch’ongch’on in west. Retreat.




	26 Nov–13 Dec

	US 1st Marine Division and British 41 Royal Marine Commando fight at the Changjin reservoir, then withdraw to Hungnam and Wonsan. Marines retreat from Koto-ri.




	28 No

	vMacArthur is refused permission to extend the war into China by means of B-29 bombing and a naval blockade.




	22 Dec

	General Walton Walker killed in road accident; Matthew Ridgway appointed to command Eighth Army.




	24 Dec

	X Corps completes the evacuation from Hungnam.









1951 




	1–4 Jan

	27th Commonwealth Brigade fights at Uijongbu, allowing Eighth Army to withdraw beyond Seoul.




	4 Jan

	Chinese capture Seoul.




	11 Jan

	UN terms for a ceasefire rejected by China and North Korea.




	14 Jan

	UN lines rest along 37th parallel in South Korea.




	15 Jan

	Eighth Army’s Operation Wolfhound.




	20–22 Jan

	New Zealand 16th Field Regiment joins 27th Commonwealth Brigade.




	25 Jan

	UN reassumes offensive with Operation Thunderbolt.




	1 Feb

	UN votes to end Korean conflict by ‘peaceful means’.




	10 Feb

	Eighth Army’s Operation Roundup.




	14 Feb

	Chinese counteroffensive; Chinese turned back at Chipyong-ni.




	17 Feb–17 Mar

	UN continues offensive; Operation Killer moves north.




	7 Mar

	Eighth Army’s Operation Ripper.




	18 Mar

	Second recapture of Seoul.




	22 Mar

	Eighth Army’s Operation Courageous.




	5 Apr

	Eighth Army’s Operation Rugged.




	11 Apr

	Eighth Army’s Operation Dauntless.




	11 Apr

	MacArthur recalled; General Matthew Ridgway assumes command at FECOM (Far East Command).




	14 Apr

	Lieutenant General James A. Van Fleet takes over Eighth Army.




	22–24 Apr

	Chinese offensive begins; the ‘Glorious Glosters’ hold on at the Imjin River and 3 RAR at Kapyong. Chinese attack is halted. The 27th Brigade leaves Korea soon after as fresh British and Canadian units begin to arrive.




	30 Apr

	Chinese break contact.




	16–22 May

	US forces halt the Soyang offensive. May Massacre.




	23 May–1 Jun

	UN drives north.




	13 Jun

	UN on 38th Parallel.




	23 Jun

	Soviet Union proposes truce talks at UN.




	10 Jul

	Truce talks begin at Kaesong.




	28 Jul

	1st Commonwealth Division formed.




	1 Aug–31 Oct

	UN launches limited attacks to straighten lines: battles of Bloody Ridge and Heartbreak Ridge.




	12 Nov

	UN offensive is called off by General Ridgway. Static phase begins.




	27 Nov

	Truce talks resume at Panmunjom; ceasefire line agreed upon, at line of contact.








1952 




	2 Apr

	Screening of UN POWs begins; Koje-do riots commence.




	7 May

	General Francis Dodd captured by communist POWs at Koje-do.




	12 May

	General Mark Clark takes over command of UN forces from General Ridgway.




	12 May–12 Jun

	General Haydon Boatner quells disturbances on Koje-do.




	 Jun–Oct

	Stalemate along battlefront while truce talks deadlocked on POW repatriation question. Hill battles rage on Baldy, Whitehorse, elsewhere.




	8 Oct

	Truce talks recessed at Panmunjom; complete deadlock.




	Oct–Nov

	Heavy pressure on ROK in centre of line.




	Nov

	Indian proposal on POWs in UN.




	Dec

	President-elect Dwight D. Eisenhower comes to Korea; intensification of UN psychological warfare.








1953 




	11 Feb

	General Maxwell Taylor replaces Lieutenant General James A. Van Fleet at Eighth Army.




	22 Feb

	UN proposes exchange of sick and wounded POWs.




	5 Mar

	Death of Stalin.




	28 Mar

	Chinese agree to POW exchange proposed by UN.




	30 Mar

	Chou En-Lai indicates communists will accept Indian UN proposal of November 1952. Resumption of truce talks at Panmunjom.




	16–18 Apr

	Battle for Pork Chop Hill.




	20–26 Apr

	Exchange of sick and wounded POWs at Panmunjom.




	27 Apr

	Resumption of plenary sessions at Panmunjom.




	May

	Savage fighting along stalemated line while details of truce ironed out at Panmunjom.




	4 Jun

	Chinese agree to all UN truce proposals.




	25 Jun

	Walter Robertson begins ‘Little Truce Talks’ with Syngman Rhee to secure ROK acceptance of armistice; Chinese launch massive attacks against ROK divisions.




	7 Jul

	ROK agrees to truce terms.




	27 Jul

	Ceasefire signed at Panmunjom. Fighting ends.




	4 Sep

	Screening and repatriation of POWs begins at Freedom Village, Panmunjom.










Introduction

The war that smashed into the Korean peninsula in 1950 is commonly described by many in the West as a forgotten war. This is certainly true. It remains largely forgotten today, even for those members of the United Nations who sent their soldiers, sailors and airmen to fight. Few in the USA, the UK, Turkey, Thailand, the Philippines, Colombia, Australia, or any of the other countries which answered the call of this new international body in 1950, remember the war or the reasons for their countries sending troops to fight, other than perhaps to ‘fight back against international communism’.* One might suggest that it is a forgotten war precisely because it was a war that few have wanted to remember. It certainly was never forgotten by those who fought there, though in the UK it was such an insignificant war in social memory that it didn’t even make its way onto the village memorials that dot the country, visible signs of the savage impact made on every community in the land after the two world wars. In the writing of this book one of the authors undertook an admittedly not very scientific survey of pedestrians in a shopping precinct in Bracknell, Berkshire. Not a single person asked, of all ages, had ever heard of the Korean War. A memorial statue was only unveiled in London in 2014, itself the gift of the government of the Republic of Korea, ROK. It may well be, of course, that the combatants were all too happy to forget a war that was unexpected in its arrival, inglorious in its execution and unresolved in its ending.

But the war is certainly not forgotten in Korea, or in China. In China, the Korean War continues to be referred to as the War to Resist America and Aid Korea, and is presented entirely as a defensive response to a threatened American invasion. It’s a reminder today that China and the United States have been at war before; and the Chinese remember it, even if Americans don’t. In both North Korea and the ROK, memories remain visceral of the moment when the simmering tensions between both parts of the artificially divided peninsula erupted in devasting violence on 25 June 1950, leading directly to the deaths of as many as 3 million people, most of whom were guilty of nothing more than being caught up in a country at war.†

The fighting was to last just over three years, but the hostility between the two sides, and between North Korea and the West in general, has remained a festering sore not merely in the region, which lives day-by-day under the continuing bellicosity of the regime in Pyongyang, but in the world. For although an armistice was signed in mid-1953 to bring the fighting to an end, a peace treaty has never subsequently been agreed, and the state of war that erupted when Kim Il-sung sent his ‘Peoples’ Army’ across the 38th Parallel into the Republic of Korea persists. This remains a purposive determination of North Korean policy. The so-called Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) does not want to accept that its war with democracy is over; and that it lost the first and hopefully last round. And so North Korea remains at war with the world. It is also at war with itself, running a repressive, totalitarian state that has one purpose: to maintain in power the familial dictators of the Kim family, existing under a banner of communism that has never been much more than a cloak for a brand of violent autarchy. It is now 75 years since the start of this war, and as long as North Korea wishes the war to continue in its present form, no resolution remains. On 11 June 2024, to pick a random day during the writing of this book, the BBC reported the following:


South Korean soldiers fired warning shots after North Korean troops crossed the border by mistake, Seoul’s military said on Tuesday.

The incident at the Demilitarised Zone (DMZ) on Sunday comes as tensions continue to rise between the two Koreas. A small group of North Korean soldiers carrying field tools including pickaxes entered South Korea at 12:30 local time (05:30 GMT), Seoul’s military said. They were among 20 who were in the border area at that time. They retreated immediately after the South Koreans fired the warning shots.

In recent weeks, the North has flown hundreds of rubbish-filled balloons to border towns in the South.

Seoul has responded by broadcasting propaganda and K-pop music to the North using loudspeakers. Activists have also flown propaganda balloons into the North. There was no notable movement from the North in the DMZ after its troops retreated on Sunday, Seoul’s military said.

‘Inside [the border area] the vegetation is overgrown, and the border markers are hidden. There are no paths, and they were wading through the overgrowth,’ it said.

On Monday, North Korean leader Kim Jong Un’s sister, Kim Yo Jong, threatened the South with ‘new counteractions’ if it continues loudspeaker broadcasts and does not stop activists from sending balloons. Last December, Mr Kim ended all efforts at a peaceful unification with the South, accusing Seoul of ‘hostility’ towards the North.

Since then, the North demolished a highly symbolic unification monument in Pyongyang and ended all communication with the South.

Earlier this month, South Korea suspended what remained of its 2018 military agreement with the North, which will allow it to resume drills and propaganda activities such as loudspeaker broadcasts.

South Korea had partially suspended the agreement last November, following the North’s launch of a spy satellite.

In recent months, Seoul detected North Korean soldiers planting landmines along the border and disconnecting railways to the South. North Korean soldiers were also seen installing guard posts within the DMZ.



These events were followed by the State Visit of President Vladimir Putin in mid-June 2024, the Russian president eager to cement ties with any country willing to provide him with ammunition and manpower to sustain a war of diminishing returns in Ukraine. North Korea continues its bizarre marriage of convenience with Russia, the successor state to the USSR, itself the successor to the Tsarist Russia which had long held Manchurian and Yellow Sea ambitions. In 1950 North Korea was a pseudo-state, recognised only by the Soviet Union and its friends, serving as one of the national buffers that a neurotic Stalin was erecting around the periphery of the home country, presumably to prevent another Hitlerian-like Barbarossa. Korea is truly a war that had deep origins, and which has never ended.

But if it has been forgotten, at least outside its borders, the war appears to the authors to have been more misunderstood than forgotten, then as now. This is because it was in actuality two wars, not one: one that was legally sanctioned (by the UN) and with a logical premise (to reverse an injustice), and the second, a follow-on war, an attempt by the USA to squeeze an additional political outcome from the military victory that it had achieved at the conclusion of the first. In this it failed, because in expanding beyond its original remit (the ejection of North Korea from the South, and the defeat of the North’s invasion), it decided to invade North Korea and to unite the peninsula by force. This was not the initial political purpose of military intervention in Korea, and it failed. By invading the North, the USA and the UN widened the war, because this action invited such massive Chinese retaliation and intervention that the entire UN effort in turning back the North Korean invasion was very nearly negated. If the first war for Korea was a response by the United Nations to the attack by the North on 25 June 1950 based on the principles of newly established law and to restore the status quo ante bellum (or at least a defensive position along the rough line of the 38th Parallel), then the second war for Korea, which began with the United Nations’ own invasion of North Korea in mid-October 1950, precipitating the Chinese counter-reaction, was based on exactly the same premise as Kim Il-sung’s initial land grab. Thus, the United Nations’ invasion of North Korea suffered from precisely the same form of aggrandisement with which it had charged North Korea in its initial invasion. Even though, unlike North Korea, the UN could claim legality (the invasion of the North was authorised by the UN in response to the North’s illegal act of aggression and therefore technically legal), the question was whether it was proportionate, practically possible and politically rational.‡ The United Nations could not have it both ways and secure from a position of raw power that which it had denied to North Korea earlier in the year. It is also important to acknowledge, especially in relation to the second war for Korea, that although fought under the auspices of a compliant UN, Korea was always an American war, with its friends and allies following along, sometimes shakily but in the main faithfully, in the American vortex.

The attack by UN forces into North Korea also opened itself up to the law of unintended consequence, the bane of any strategist, for whom prediction and analysis are often finely balanced, based on assumptions and intelligence about what might happen (or, more accurately, what they would like to happen), not real events. Unintended consequences, of course, can only be assessed after the event. But they can be predicted, if done so carefully and honestly. In dismissing the possibility of Chinese intervention in June 1950, the UN – led by the USA – was guilty of the same grotesque miscalculation made earlier in the year by Kim Il-sung when he assumed that the United States would have no interest in getting involved in his war. One would have thought that the UN and the USA would have learned that lesson; but in the excitement of victory in October 1950, the purpose and consequences of an invasion of North Korea were not as rationally considered as they ought to have been. Hubris can afflict every politician in war, as well as every careless soldier, no matter what uniform they wear. Real events, in this case, proved to be very different from those imagined by President Harry Truman and General Douglas MacArthur when they determined to follow through their defeat of the North Koreans in mid-October 1950 with the wholesale subjugation of the entire country. For the UN, therefore, the first war for Korea was a war fought for a righteous cause and was a war first of defensive and then offensive manoeuvre, designed to correct a manifest injustice. The second war for Korea was a war first of conquest, followed by one of defensive attrition and the resultant political jockeying necessary to bring an unwinnable imbroglio to an acceptable end. That the ultimate end to this war was roughly the status quo ante bellum – i.e., the position of both parties as they stood before the invasion of 25 June 1950 – constitutes the essential tragedy of this conflict. It is not hard to see, in the decision during the Vietnam War not to transgress the border of North Vietnam (while nevertheless bombing its territory intensively), and the 1990 decision not to invade Iraq following the successful ejection of Iraqi forces from the country, the shadow of a different decision being made in October 1950.

The war was thus both intra-national and international, a war within a country and a war between countries. It has been variously portrayed as a civil war, a war between global communism and the West, and a limited war in which East and West worked out a modus vivendi to ensure that the scraps and squabbles of both sides never escalated to the point of nuclear exchange. None of these, on their own, seem to the authors to be entirely satisfactory descriptions of the war. It certainly was, at least in part, a civil war between two competing elements of Korea, crudely (and cruelly, many thought) divided at the end of the Second World War in order to facilitate the disarming of Japan. But thinking of it only as a civil war was an early deceit by communist propaganda, which asserted that as the war was an internal matter, all foreign troops (meaning, UN troops supporting the ROK) needed to leave Korea. It was certainly also a war between differing ideological conceptions of domestic and global polity, most notably post-colonial capitalism on the US model in the South and that of Soviet-inspired communism in the North. Certainly, this was how it was seen in the West. But, in addition to these twin causes, it must be remembered that it was also a war for domestic (i.e. intra-Korean) power, and it is this endless human quest for familial, social, political and economic dominance that most assessments of the war ignore.

The war has for many years been seen by military theorists as the archetypical limited war, one in which both sides deliberately determined to ensure that the fighting took place within the geographical confines of the Korean peninsula and was limited to conventional weapons. This idea traditionally – well, in the post-war period at least – formed the triumvirate of British military doctrine’s view of the spectrum of war, from nuclear war at one end, to insurgency (e.g., Malaya), limited conventional war (e.g., Korea), general conventional war (e.g., the Second World War) and nuclear war (not yet…). This definition works, but it does have its difficulties. The idea that wars could be limited – politically, geographically and so on – was a concept developed as a response to the creeping totalisation of war in the First and the Second World Wars. The word ‘limited’ was applied to any war that didn’t lead to atomic catastrophe or was fought within the political constraints provided by the threat of what theorists came to describe as Mutually Assured Destruction (MAD). Apart from this broad concept, we need to understand how the war might have been limited. It wasn’t limited in terms of combatants. At its peak UN and ROK forces numbered just under 1 million men; China and the DPRK just over 1.7 million – a total of nearly 3 million men fighting for battlefield mastery in Korea at the high point of the fighting. During the three years of war, over 6 million fought as combatants on both sides. The idea that future war can be fought without large numbers of combatants is a chimera. Likewise, it certainly wasn’t limited for the large number of civilians, for example, who were not asked whether they wished to die as the result of conventional bombs or atomic ones. The war was certainly limited by political purpose (President Harry Truman, for example, refused to call it a war, but rather a ‘police action’ or a ‘conflict’, which hints of Putin calling his invasion of Ukraine in 2022 a ‘Special Military Operation’), limited to specific battlefield geographies, and did not entail the use of nuclear weapons. In all other respects, however, the battlefield remained unlimited in terms of the determination of both sides to win, or the vast scale of the munitions both armies deployed against each other, or the savage intensity of the fighting, especially that of the fixed lines which developed between 1951 and 1953. But one understands the point the theorists are attempting to make. It was a war deliberately limited by the ambition of both sides and their sponsors. The UN sought to defeat a war of aggression in Korea by fighting the war on its own terms, not by expanding it to become a Third World War, or a war beyond the confines of where it had begun (i.e., the Korean peninsula), and where it belonged. In other words, the Korean War was the military equivalent of the children’s game of ‘whack-a-mole’. When and wherever the communist enemy reared its head, it was attacked there, and there alone. The USSR and the USA would thus fight each other by proxy, but not directly, as that of course might have precipitated the slide to a nuclear Armageddon: it was this possibility that both sides in the Cold War for the most part attempted to avoid.§

Not everyone in Seoul, Tokyo or Washington was enthusiastic about the idea of the deliberate self-limitation of war. Some, certainly, had brought with them into the modern age the total war legacy of the Second World War: the idea that wars had to be won, and victory achieved, and that the means to do that must be unlimited. In Tokyo, the US military governor of Japan – General Douglas MacArthur – could not conceive of why the USA, fighting the insidious scourge of communism that was seeking to dominate the world, didn’t simply use the 369 atomic bombs it had in its arsenal to remove the threat entirely, regardless of the consequences to the millions of innocents who would die as a result.¶ In total war, he reasoned, these considerations of human loss did not apply because there could never be a substitute for victory. War was a zero-sum game: you either won or you lost; there were no in-betweens. He said as much to Congress in a speech on 19 April 1951 (after Truman had removed him from his post as Commander-in-Chief, Far East Command), arguing that ‘once war is forced upon us, there is no alternative than to apply every available means to bring it to a swift end… War’s very object is victory, not prolonged indecision. In war there is no substitute for victory.’ MacArthur’s inability to think beyond the zero-sum conditions of unconditional victory for one combatant and unconditional defeat and surrender for the other – the inheritance of 1945 – in a new world in which such a stratagem would force protagonists into mutually assured destruction – or atomic Armageddon – was a remarkable deficiency in a man initially given strategic oversight for the design and conduct of the war. Likewise in Seoul, the idea of negotiating a
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Notes


	* Troops from the USA, Australia, Belgium, Canada, Colombia, Ethiopia, France, Greece, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, New Zealand, the Philippines, Thailand, Turkey and the UK fought alongside the ROK Army. Eight of those countries sent naval forces and five sent air forces. Eight countries provided logistical support, including Norway, and seven countries provided medical units, including Denmark, India, Italy and Sweden.

	† Best estimates suggest that the ROK lost 1 million civilians and 415,000 soldiers from a population of 20 million. This is 7.5 per cent of its population. The North lost 1.5 million from a population of 9 million, or over 16 per cent of its population.

	‡ The issue of whether North Korea’s invasion was illegal depends on a determination as to whether North and South Korea were a single state or two separate legal entities. Most opinion agrees with that of the distinguished US jurist of war, Michael Walzer. The US took the issue to the UN, which judged that the North’s invasion did constitute illegality. The very fact of the 38th Parallel’s existence constituted a legal line between what was fast becoming two states, a position that the UN accepted, and logic upholds.

	§ The Cuban missile crisis in 1962 was arguably the precipice into which both sides looked at the fires of a nuclear holocaust and walked back from the brink of global catastrophe.

	¶ General Douglas MacArthur was appointed Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers (SCAP), Commander-in-Chief of US Army Forces Far East (FECOM). Both made him de facto military governor for the social, political and economic rebuilding of Japan. It was a unique role in history for an American serviceman.

	# This was a nom de guerre. His real name was Kim Sung-ju. Kim had joined the Chinese Communist Party in China in 1930 and had fought as a guerrilla against the Japanese in the 1930s. Sent to Moscow for military training in 1941, he returned to Korea in Soviet uniform in 1945. Carefully groomed by the Soviets, he was appointed to chair the ‘Interim People’s Committee’ – what was effectively the interim Soviet-dominated government – in February 1946.
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