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IntroducƟon 
The division of the Korean Peninsula and the outbreak of full-scale war in 1950 represents 
one of the most consequential crises of the early Cold War. What began as a political rivalry 
between two newly established Korean governments quickly escalated into a global conflict 
involving the United Nations, the United States, China, and indirectly the Soviet Union. 

The United Nations, for the first time in history, authorized collective military action to repel 
aggression, thereby setting a precedent for future peace and/or security operations. In 1950, 
the international community faced a complex situation of competing visions of Korean 
nationhood, unresolved political tensions left behind by Japanese colonial rule, deepening 
ideological divides between communist and capitalist blocs, and rapid militarization of both 
Koreas. 

With the crossing of the 38th Parallel by North Korean forces on 25 June 1950, the conflict 
quickly eclipsed regional boundaries, becoming a test of the UN's capability to maintain 
international peace.   
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DefiniƟons of Key Terms   
Ceasefire Line: A temporary line agreed upon by warring parties to halt military operations. 
In 1950, no such line existed, although initial UN proposals called for one early in the 
conflict. 

Collective Security: A principle whereby UN member states act together to counter threats to 
peace. The Korean War represented the first major UN action under this doctrine. 

Demilitarized Zone (DMZ): A buffer zone where military forces are prohibited. The DMZ 
was established only in 1953, but the concept is relevant for discussions of possible solutions. 

Proxy War: A conflict in which major powers indirectly confront each other by supporting 

opposing sides. Many historians consider the Korean War an early Cold War proxy conflict 

involving the U.S., China, and the Soviet Union. 

38th Parallel: The line of latitude chosen in 1945 to divide Korea into Soviet (North) and 
American (South) occupation zones. Originally temporary, it became the political and military 
border that North Korea crossed on 25 June 1950. 

Korean People’s Army (KPA): The military forces of North Korea, trained and equipped 
primarily by the Soviet Union. The KPA launched the invasion of South Korea in June 1950. 

Republic of Korea Army (ROKA): The military forces of South Korea, formed with U.S. 
support. It initially struggled due to limited training and equipment but later fought alongside 
UN forces. 

United Nations Command (UNC): A multinational force established by the UN Security 
Council in July 1950 to defend South Korea. Led by the United States and supported by 16 
contributing nations. 

Armistice: A formal agreement to stop fighting.  

Containment: The U.S. Cold War strategy aimed at preventing the spread of communism. 
Korea became a major testing ground for this policy, shaping U.S. involvement in the war. 

Proxy War: A conflict where major powers support opposing sides indirectly. The Korean 
War quickly became a proxy war involving the U.S., USSR, and later China — without direct 
combat between superpowers. 

Pusan Perimeter: A defensive line held by UN and South Korean forces in the southeastern 
corner of Korea in August–September 1950. It marked the closest point to total defeat for 
South Korea before UN counteroffensives. 

Incheon Landing (Operation Chromite): A bold amphibious landing led by General 

Douglas MacArthur in September 1950 behind North Korean lines. It shifted momentum in 

favour of the UN and is considered one of the war’s most decisive operations. 
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General overview  
Chapter 1: Korea Before 1950 

Early Korean Statehood and Unity 

For centuries, Korea existed as a unified and distinct cultural, political, and ethnic nation. 
Under dynasties such as Goryeo (918–1392) and Joseon (1392–1910), the peninsula 
maintained a largely stable, centralized state. Despite invasions (most notably by the Mongols 
and Japanese later in the 16th century) the Korean identity remained strong and unified. 

This long history of unity makes the division after 1945 particularly extraordinary. Unlike 
Germany, Korea had no tradition of regional separatism; the split was externally imposed. 

In 1910, Japan formally annexed Korea, beginning a 35-year colonial period marked by the 
exploitation of Korean labour and resources, suppression of Korean culture and language, 
forced industrialization primarily benefiting Japan, human rights abuses including the 
“comfort women” system and agricultural reorganization causing widespread poverty. 

During World War II, Japan mobilized Koreans into forced labour, military service, and 
industrial production. 

Importantly however, Korean resistance movements emerged in exile; some nationalist, others 
communist. These groups would later shape political factions in the North and South. 

 

Chapter 2: The 1945 Division 

Japan’s surrender on 15 August 1945 created an urgent power vacuum in Korea. Neither the 
United States nor the Soviet Union had prepared a detailed plan for Korean independence. 

Pressured to create an orderly disarmament of Japanese troops, two American officers- Dean 
Rusk and Charles Bonesteel- drew a dividing line at the 38th Parallel. They hoped the USSR 
would accept a northern occupation zone and leave the south to the U.S. 

The Soviet forces, already nearby and advancing rapidly, accepted the proposal within 24 
hours. 

At the time, the division was widely described as a temporary administrative measure. 

After this seemingly temporary divide, the Soviet Union established “People’s Committees” 
in the North, promoting land reform, collectivization, and communist ideology. On the other 
side of the parallel, the United States oversaw the formation of a military government in the 
South, restoring precolonial elites and suppressing left-wing movements. Both occupying 
powers increasingly saw Korea not as a united nation, but as a frontier for ideological 
competition. 
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In theory, both powers agreed to support an independent, unified Korea. In practice, each 
wanted a government friendly to its own interests. The Soviets rejected participation from 
right-wing groups while the U.S. refused to recognize leftist or communist-affiliated 
committees. 

The commission collapsed in 1947. 

Following this collapse, the issue was referred to the UN, which proposed peninsula-wide 
elections. The Soviets however refused to allow UN oversight north of the 38th Parallel and, 
as a result, elections occurred only in the South. This of course led to the emergence of two 
governments, namely: The Republic of Korea (ROK), led by Syngman Rhee in the south and 
in the north the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK), led by Kim Il-sung 

Each government claimed legal authority over the entire Korean Peninsula. This mutual claim 

obviously made peaceful coexistence extremely difficult. 

 

Chapter 3: The Situation in Each Korea (1948–1950) 

During the period following the war, South Korea faced severe internal unrest. Widespread 
poverty and unemployment, political repression under the Rhee government, uprisings such 
as the Jeju Rebellion (1948) and Yeosu-Suncheon Rebellion, limited industrial infrastructure, 
as most heavy industry was in the North are just a few of the issues faced by the South 
Koreans. 

Above all, U.S. military withdrew most of its forces by mid-1949, leaving a weak and under-
equipped South Korean Army. 

 

North Korea, heavily industrialized under Japan, inherited most of Korea’s electrical 
infrastructure, major industrial facilities, and natural resources. Supported by Soviet advisors 
and equipment, the DPRK achieved rapid industrial recovery. Politically, Kim Il-sung 
consolidated power by eliminating rival factions and establishing a highly centralized, 
authoritarian government. 

 

Border Conflicts and Growing Tensions (1948–1950) 

Both Koreas viewed the border as temporary; both prepared for reunification- whether 
peacefully or violently. 
From 1948 onward, the 38th Parallel saw daily skirmishes, artillery exchanges, raids by 
partisan groups, and several thousand casualties even before the war officially began. 

Kim Il-sung repeatedly sought Stalin’s approval for a northern-led reunification by force. 
Stalin initially refused, fearing U.S. retaliation, yet by early 1950, the international landscape 
had shifted: 

- the Soviet Union tested its first atomic bomb (1949), reducing fear of U.S. nuclear monopoly; 
- China became communist (1949), adding regional support; 
- U.S. policymakers signaled uncertainty about defending Korea. 
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Believing conditions favorable, Stalin finally gave “cautious approval.” 

In the South, Syngman Rhee also contemplated a march to the north.  He however lacked the 
military capacity to do so, but the desire raised tensions and made North Korea feel 
threatened. 

 

Chapter 4: International Cold War Context 

China: The Chinese Communist Party’s victory in 1949 transformed regional politics- China 
now shared an ideological bond with North Korea and felt threatened by U.S. support for 
Taiwan and Japan. 

USA: Before the invasion, Korea was not seen as a vital strategic interest; The U.S. had 
withdrawn most forces and Secretary of State Dean Acheson’s 1950 “defensive perimeter” 
speech omitted Korea, leading the Soviets and North Koreans to believe the U.S. might not 
intervene militarily. 

Soviet Union: Stalin believed the U.S. would not risk a global war, especially after 
witnessing the Chinese Communist victory and U.S. reluctance to intervene in Eastern 
Europe. 

 

The Outbreak of War (June 1950) 

On 25 June 1950, North Korean forces launched a coordinated, large-scale assault across the 
38th Parallel. Well prepared and heavily mechanized, they quickly overwhelmed South 
Korean forces- Seoul fell within three days. By August, South Korea controlled only the 
Pusan Perimeter, a small southeastern enclave. 

The United States, believing the attack was part of a broader communist expansion, sought 
immediate UN action. Because the Soviet Union was boycotting the Security Council (due to 
China’s UN seat issue), the UN managed to pass resolutions condemning the invasion and 
authorizing military support for South Korea.  

 

Chapter 5: Further Internationalization of the Conflict 

UN Intervention 

The Korean War became the first major test of the UN’s collective security system. Sixteen 
nations sent combat troops; many more offered medical or logistical support. 

China’s Entry (Late 1950) 

When UN forces approached the Yalu River, China intervened with hundreds of thousands of 
troops. China feared encirclement by U.S. forces, potential invasion of Manchuria, and most 
importantly American support for Taiwan’s Nationalist government. China’s intervention 
transformed the conflict from a civil war with international involvement into a massive 
multinational confrontation. 
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Impact on the Cold War 

The Korean Peninsula became symbolic of a larger ideological struggle: 

- Communism vs. Capitalism 
- U.S. containment vs. Soviet expansion 
- Chinese revolutionary momentum vs. Western influence in Asia 

The war hardened Cold War divisions globally and militarized U.S. foreign policy. 

Strategic Significance of Korea in 1950 

Korea held major strategic value for all sides: 

For the U.S.: A loss would undermine containment and threaten Japan, Taiwan, and 
Southeast Asia. 

For the USSR: A friendly Korean state would secure its Far East and expand influence in 
Asia. 

For China: Foreign troops near the border posed a direct threat. 

For the UN: The conflict tested its credibility as an international peacekeeper. 

Because of this strategic depth, even early in 1950, the conflict was unlikely to remain a 
localized civil war. 
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Major parƟes involved  
North Korea (DPRK): Kim Il-sung aimed to unify Korea under communist rule. North 
Korea viewed the division as a colonial imposition and believed southern unrest created 
favourable conditions for a unification. 

South Korea (ROK): Led by Syngman Rhee, the ROK struggled economically and 
politically but maintained strong anti-communist policies.  

Soviet Union: Joseph Stalin initially hesitated to support a North Korean invasion but 
approved the attack in early 1950, believing the U.S. would not intervene militarily. The 
USSR provided weapons, tactical planning, and advisors but avoided direct troop deployment 
to reduce risk of U.S.-Soviet war. 

United States: The U.S. saw defending South Korea as essential to protecting Japan and 
maintaining global credibility. The invasion marked a turning point in U.S. foreign policy: 
containment transitioned from political and economic measures to large-scale military 
engagement. 

People’s Republic of China (PRC): China feared that UN forces approaching its border 
could threaten Chinese security. Though initially uninvolved, China would enter the conflict 
in late 1950 with hundreds of thousands of troops. 

United Nations: The UN Security Council ( Us :) ) played a major role during the conflict. 
The UN General Assembly also supported restoration of peace and unity under UN 
supervision. 
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Timeline of Key Events  
1945: Japan surrenders; Korea is divided along the 38th Parallel. U.S. and Soviet occupation 

begins. 

 

1947: UN assumes responsibility for establishing an independent Korea. Plans for peninsula-

wide elections fail due to Soviet refusal to cooperate. 

 

1948: Separate governments form in Pyongyang and Seoul. Border clashes intensify. 

 

1949: Both U.S. and Soviet forces withdraw most occupation troops. North Korea begins 

major rearmament with Soviet support. 

 

Early 1950: Kim Il-sung secures conditional approval from Stalin and Mao to launch an 

invasion. South Korea experiences internal unrest. 

 

25 June 1950: North Korea invades South Korea; Seoul falls within days. 

 

27 June 1950: UN Security Council passes Resolution 83, calling on members to aid South 

Korea. 

 

July-September 1950: UN/ROK forces retreat to the Pusan Perimeter. 

 

15 September 1950: Incheon Landing: UN forces execute a surprise amphibious assault, 

reversing the war’s momentum. 

 

October 1950: UN forces advance deep into North Korea. China warns it will intervene if 

foreign troops reach the Yalu River. 

 

Late October–December 1950: Chinese “People’s Volunteer Army” enters the war, 

recapturing Pyongyang and Seoul. 

 

Early 1951: Stalemate forms near the 38th Parallel; armistice talks begin months later. 

(The armistice itself is in 1953) 
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