The Korean War Episode 48
PATRONS!
The FINAL episode of the Korean War is out now in its ad-free format for all $2 patrons of this podcast and above! Yay!
Episode 48: Something Of An Ending gathers together everything we’ve learned over the last 47 episodes and returns to those key questions, theories and goals which opened our series all those months ago. It is a typically intensive episode, since we have a good deal of stuff to talk about, several things to reiterate and not a small amount of final goodbyes to wave at our key figures. By now you have seen our narrative underline and hopefully vindicate my conclusions, which I presented to you guys all the way back in the introduction episodes. It’s been quite a journey, to put it mildly, and I have sincerely enjoyed taking it with you, as we learned, laughed and were shocked together. 
[image: ]
In our featured picture here, Canadian soldiers pass the time on the frozen Imjin in late 1952 by building an improvised ice hockey court, in just one of the countless examples of soldiers doing their best to endure the never-ending war.
I hope you’ll continue to seek out new information on the Korean War, and that you now have seen for yourself that this conflict is so much more than just a few sentences in a textbook. Instead, it was the vital ingredient in the Cold War, the terrible tragedy which cost millions of lives, and the start point for countless diplomatic and military initiatives, with varying degrees of success. The Korean War was many things to many people, but now it’s time for us to say goodbye, and to prepare for our next series – the Versailles Anniversary Project. Of course, this wouldn’t be WDF if we didn’t have an Epilogue and Conclusion to round our narrative off, so make sure you place the cherry on top of our experience here, by tracking those episodes down in the next few days. Other than that my lovely history friends and patrons – it is time to say thanksss, and I’ll be seeing you all soon!
**********
Music used: 
“Streets of New York” by Billy Murray released in 1907. Available: http://freemusicarchive.org/music/Billy_Murray/Antique_Phonograph_Music_Program_03032015/The_Streets_of_New_York_-_Billy_Murray

Hello and welcome history friends patrons all to the final episode of the KW. You and I have been on quite a journey over the last few months. In nearly a year’s runtime, we have recorded a whole wealth of details and brought you guys some of the most incredible, fascinating stories. I bet that now, looking back to where this story began, you never imagined that so much could come out of a conflict which is normally relegated to a few sentences in the textbook. It’s safe to say that I really enjoyed researching this era, but what I have especially enjoyed was bringing it to you and seeing your feedback, and of course watching this podcast grow even further as we stepped out into territory somewhat more familiar than our normal subject matter. We’re not at all finished for the year, and even though we’ve given you a lot to get through already, I do hope you’ll join me in a few weeks for our Versailles Anniversary Project, as we investigate yet another understudied era of history – the Treaty of Versailles. 
Before we go there though, we do of course have to give this series its proper send-off. Make sure you guys check out the conclusion and epilogue episodes, which will place a nice cherry on top of this Korean cake. This episode here will tie together all the different topics and themes we’ve come across throughout this series, and it will reiterate the main points, and remind us how we reached them over the course of the last 47 episodes. If you’re ready then, for our last episode in the KW, then let’s begin…
***************
There is no complicated answer to the question of who started the KW. The answer is simple: it was Stalin. Without Stalin, the war in Korea would never have come to pass. The Truman administration certainly made its passage easier, and did little to deter the Soviets from helping to launch it, but Washington also never planned to attack the North. Unlike Kim Il-sung, Washington and certainly Syngman Rhee recognised the importance of being seen as the defender, not the aggressor. It wouldn’t be hyperbole to state that the major reason so many states contributed towards the KW was because on the surface, the conflict appeared to be a straightforward example of a weak state being attacked by a stronger neighbour. Under the terms of the UN, protecting those victims of international aggression was especially high on the list of its aims, set out in its Charter. If the UN would not respond to this act of aggression, then it was no better than the doomed League of Nations, and all its pathetic supporters had failed to achieve. 
It’s worth making the point as well that several American statesmen, including John Foster Dulles, had been active in the inter war years in their attempts to sign the US up to the League. Several statesmen who endured the SWW and emerged from it into this new world in Western Europe, as well, were politicians of an old order that inevitably had played some role in the League of Nations. They were mindful of its failures and shortcomings, of the naivety of its founding members and of the impossibility in policing the entire world. The Anglo-French bloc had posed as the guarantors of peace in the inter-war years, so long as it suited their national, imperial interests to do so. Now, in the early 1950s, it was the US who was given the task, alongside the British for a short time, of ensuring that the post-war order didn’t go the same way as that which had followed the FWW. 
There is not enough space here to examine the thought processes of those who may have believed, cynically or realistically depending on your point of view, that another world war was destined to follow the second. This wasn’t down to some inescapable international rivalry, but because the pattern of human behaviour had told them so. How could anyone believe, after all the symbolic pageantry which had followed the Great War, and which had demanded that nothing so horrible should ever happen again, that human beings were really capable of peaceful coexistence? Indeed, if one was to look for inspiration of a peaceful time, Europeans in particular would have to think back to the 19th century, to Britain’s Victorian Era – an exercise which may have been hard for many to imagine, never mind to remember.
The UN had meant to stand as a bulwark against total war ever occurring in the world again. In the context of the early 1950s, the UN seemed to work. Thanks to the Soviet absence, and the lack of powers from former colonies or regions not necessarily sympathetic to the Western worldview, the UN SC provided the first and only example in history of a unified collective security action. Those that moved to save SK from aggression, to stop the spread of communism or to prove that the UN’s guiding principles could in fact work may have acted, for the most part, nobly. Yet, as we now know, this exercise in collective security was possible for one reason and one reason above all. The UN gathered a coalition sponsored and supported by the US because the Soviet Union allowed them to, and because Josef Stalin believed it was in Moscow’s strategic interest, and in the interest of his own pursuit of power, to draw the West into conflict with the communist Asians, be they North Korean or Chinese.
By this point, you are surely used to me emphasising Stalin as one of the guiding forces during the conflict. I have also demonstrated several times that even when the Northern invasion was underway, Stalin did all he could to manipulate the conflict, with the sole aim of drawing in the Chinese foremost in his mind. If the Chinese intervened in Korea, they could not finish their civil war by invading Taiwan, they could not then repair their relations with the West, and they could not rely on friends in the world other than the Soviet Union. While I make no secret of my immense dislike for Stalin as a figure in history, considering all the misery and death he caused to so many people, I found his use of diplomacy, ever the favourite plaything of dictators, as fascinating as it was astonishing. That Stalin was so adept at manipulating his foes, that he was able to draw the Chinese and the Americans into the same conflict, and that he managed to use the cloak of history after the event to effectively disguise his involvement under a haze of uncertainty are all remarkable facts. 
I have to emphasise that most works on the KW tend to underrate the significant role Stalin played in its outbreak. The consensus put forward by several studies I have seen appears to reside somewhere between ‘Stalin is a very suspicious figure, and he probably had something to do with it’, to ‘Stalin is very suspicious for sure, but you just can’t count the person of Kim Il-sung out.’ Many historians, understandably affected by the present day image of the Kim dynasty, take it as axiomatic that because the Kims are so dictatorial, paranoid and fantastical in their rule, they have always been this way. Furthermore, because of NK’s loud role in the camp of nuclear powers, the KW is viewed through the lens of NK always seeking to gain some kind of leverage, always fighting for its interests, always pushing for its own policy line. By creating this impression, it becomes easier to then argue that the ruthlessly ambitious Kim Il-sung persuaded Stalin to make the KW happen. The tail, they claim, wagged the dog.
It should be apparent by now that this presentation of history is absolutely full of holes, for several reasons. We must not read history backwards, and see the current state of NK as proof of Pyongyang’s ability to position itself at the centre of belligerent, aggressive foreign policy actions. Kim Il-sung was ambitious, ruthless, cunning, opportunistic and necessarily brave, but his commending feature to Moscow was that he was an avowed Stalinist, someone who took orders and who understood what side his bread was buttered. Without Stalin, not only would there never have been a KW, there wouldn’t have been a Kim dynasty or even a communist party in Korea. 
The native communist party in Korea, north or south, was never more powerful or influential than its dominance over a few industrial communes or peasant farms. We should also remember that what Stalin did in NK to build up the communist party in his image he had already done extensively in Eastern Europe – it was like lather rinse repeat for him, as he selected a loyal leader, purged the competition, and began the gradual takeover of NK’s political processes. History, for instance, does not remember all that well the name of Cho Man-Sikh, even though Cho was by far the most popular figure in NK in 1945. Since he was not a communist or a Stalinist, he gradually faded from view.
But what about the alternative viewpoint, which presents the KW as a civil war? Isn’t there a risk that by focusing so much on the foreign actors, we would miss the role that the Koreans themselves actually played? Certainly, you could argue that my coverage of the KW hasn’t emphasised or examined the Koreans as much as it should have. I did this for a number of reasons, but one of the major reasons was that my interpretation was focused on the KW in the context of the early Cold War, and I didn’t want our focus to become distracted by the argument, which I find unconvincing at its core, that the KW was actually a Korean Civil War. I have always hated the black and white historical debates. The KW was not a civil war or a war involving several actors, it was quite simply a mess of issues, of debates and of tragedies. Reductionism always compromises the actual history tale in the name of making the pieces fit a certain box. 
History is neither tidy, nor does it fit into perfect methodological boxes. Only those removed from the conflict’s course and cause would argue for the KW to be explained solely in terms of it being a civil war.[footnoteRef:1] What a surprise then, that we can find a British Cabinet minister in 1950, totally removed either from the American decision-making processes, or even from any war discussions, giving his two cents on the situation. At the outbreak of the KW, the British Minister for Public Works Richard Stokes made an interesting comparison with the Korean peninsula to the American continent, and in the process contributed to one of the key debates on the KW – that idea that the conflict represented a civil war between Koreans. Stokes noted that: [1:  For a good debate on the issue see Kim Youngho, ‘The Origins of the Korean War: Civil War or Stalin’s Rollback?’, Diplomacy and Statecraft, vol. 10, no. 1 (March, 1999), pp. 186-214.] 

In the American Civil War the Americans would never have tolerated for a single moment the setting up of an imaginary line between the forces of North and South, and there can be no doubt as to what would have been their reaction if the British had intervened in force on behalf of the South. This parallel is a close one because in America the conflict was not merely between two groups of Americans, but was between two conflicting economic systems as is the case in Korea.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Cited in Bruce Cummings, ‘Why Sparta is Sparta but Athens Isn’t Athens – Democracy and the Korean War’, in David R. McCann & Barry S. Strauss (eds.), War and Democracy: A Comparative Study of the Korean War and the Peloponnesian War (London, 2015), chapter 4, (no page number given on Google books).] 

Stokes’ comparison is of course full of holes: you simply can’t compare the Korean peninsula to the US before its civil war. Comparisons of countries don’t work that way. Indeed, the ‘imaginary line’ Stokes alludes to was also not imaginary; in Korea, the 38th parallel had of course not been made to last, as it was anticipated in 1945 that the UN would sort out some kind of solution for Korea in the future. However, it was thanks to the KW that the 38th parallel acquired the significance that it did; during the war as well, both Douglas MacArthur and Mao Zedong framed their policies on the moment when the Rubicon, or the 38th parallel, was crossed. Had it been imaginary, getting UN support for crossing into NK on 7th October 1950 would never have been so difficult, or subsequently controversial. 
This is not to say that I spurn any suggestion that there were substantial civil elements to the conflict. I think you’d have to be ignorant of the facts to claim that. The danger is when we try to claim it is one or the other, because we then skim over the actions of other powers like the Soviets or Americans, and we then miss the bigger picture. Take for example the following watered down account given by Bruce Cummings, probably the most prolific proponent of the idea that the KW was a civil war:
The KW was (and is) a civil war; only this conception can account for the 100k lives lost in the South before June 1950…and the continuance of the conflict down to the present, in spite of claims that this was really ‘Stalin’s war’, or that Moscow’s puppets in Pyongyang would surely collapse after the USSR itself met oblivion in 1991.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Ibid.] 

Bruce Cummings’ work on bringing the Korean elements of the conflict further out into the open has been invaluable for the historiographical record on the KW, but in my view, he seems to go too far in the direction of reductionism here. Why, one might ask, can the KW not be a conflict of international proportions with underlying civil elements? This, indeed, is how I would view the KW, since any focus on one aspect comes at the expense of the other. We cannot, of course, ignore the fact that the division of the peninsula created a great deal of bitterness, and that it also ruined a great deal of lives. We also cannot deny, and I was very careful not to do so, that Syngman Rhee’s regime was inherently flawed, and in many senses just as dictatorial as his communist neighbour’s. 
This American penchant for supporting the lesser of two evils because he happened to not be a communist would be repeated with equally infamous results in Vietnam, but the danger in demonizing the figure of Rhee too much, is that we can come to invent and attribute schemes to him which he was never in any position to carry out, such as the invasion of the North. For the record, claiming that Rhee would have invaded the North if he had had the capabilities to do so is not a valid argument for proving that he somehow did instigate the KW. Hopefully by now we have put that ‘theory’ to bed. To reiterate a point made by my podcast peer Paul Kendrick, whose podcast on the Korean War you should definitely check out, especially as he’s now begun to examine Vietnam – link in the description of course! – to claim that Rhee began the KW is akin to claiming that the Poles began WW2. It is ridiculous, insulting and should not be humoured in a public debate. So let’s move on.
I should add that I am not the only historian who upholds that the KW was a mishmash of civil and international concerns. Historians like Peter Lowe,[footnoteRef:4] John Merrill,[footnoteRef:5] and Burton Kaufman,[footnoteRef:6] all subscribe to this approach to the KW, styled as the ‘centrist’ position, as it refrains from swaying towards one side or the other. A further example of the centrist view is provided by the Japanese historian Mineo Nakajima, in his article on the Sino-Soviet disagreements and confrontation during the KW. Nakajima summarises in perhaps the most articulate, succinct manner what the conflict actually was when he notes: [4:  Peter Lowe, The Origins of the Korea War (London, 1986).]  [5:  John Merrill, Korea: The Peninsular Origins of the War (Newark, 1989).]  [6:  Burton Kaufman, The Korean War: Challenges in Crisis, Credibility and Command (Philadelphia, 1986).] 

The situation in Korea was such that conflict could break out in the form of a war for national liberation, but although the internal situation was an indispensable catalyst, it is difficult to imagine that North Korea had nothing to do with the Stalinist strategy. After Stalin's death, a ceasefire was obtained through Chinese diplomatic efforts. Right after the death…the Moscow group in North Korea were purged. In China as well, those with close connections to the Soviet strategy in Korea…were purged.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Mineo Nakajima, ‘The Sino-Soviet Confrontation: Its Roots in the International Background of the Korean War’, The Australian Journal of Chinese Affairs, No. 1 (Jan., 1979), pp. 19-47; p. 39.] 

This last point underlines an important issue which Cummings missed. True, the Kim regime outlasted the confines of the CW, but the fact that the KW itself did not long survive following Stalin’s death also tells a story. Indeed, the removal of Stalin and its subsequent impact on the pursuit of peace speaks far more convincingly to Stalin’s personal involvement in the war than does the endurance of the Kim dynasty after the death of the CW. For this reason I believe Cummings’ conclusions miss the boat somewhat, but I also appreciate that point made by Mineo Nakajima, that the internal situation in Korea was ‘an indispensable catalyst’ for the outbreak of war. From the moment Stalin landed on the Korean peninsula as the ploy to drive a wedge between the PRC and the West, that peninsula’s very demographic makeup recommended it to him. 
In addition to its geographically sensitive location to Mao Zedong, the fractured nature of the Korean people and the uneasy division of their land made them the ideal candidates for Stalin to sew discord and scheme to his heart’s content. To understand what I mean, remember how Stalin presented the conflict to Kim Il-sung. The NK leader was at times optimistic, then cautious, depending on his mood and on the latest news from the world regarding Korea. Thanks to the pre-existing turmoil in the peninsula though, Stalin was able to convince Kim that the South would erupt in revolution once Seoul fell, and Kim went along with this idea because to him it made the most sense – of course he also went along with it because it was what he wanted to hear, but Stalin had always been adept at telling people what they wanted to hear for his own reasons. 
There was no other place in the world that presented such an ideal opportunity for Stalin’s schemes; no other place was divided between communism and Rhee’s form of democracy, and no other place in the world possessed the perfectly hazy position in American strategic considerations, or gave the Chinese nightmares, as the Korean peninsula did. At the same time, the peninsula was ideally removed from any direct Soviet strategic concern, and Stalin proved content to dispense with Kim’s regime and pass it over to the Chinese during the course of the war, which of course remains one of the most enduring legacies of the conflict. It is precisely because the NK regime was passed to Beijing that the Kim dynasty remained in place following the end of the Cold War; the real question then isn’t how NK survived the Cold War, but whether it would survive the democratisation of the PRC, if such an event, however apparently unlikely, ever took place. 
As it stood in the early 1950s, the KW was a net benefit to Stalin even if you don’t believe my research, and you think the conflict started mostly because of Kim Il-sung. To deny this is to deny the cynical, realist world view which Stalin certainly subscribed to. As the historian Max Beloff wrote:
By any calculation of realpolitik, the Korean War doubly benefited the Russians: it locked up a large part of the available strength of the Western world in the remotest and least important of the threatened fronts, and it confirmed the breach between Communist China and the Western world, thus underlining…its need of Soviet support.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Max Beloff, Soviet Foreign Policy in the Far East, 1944-1951 (London, 1953), pp. 255-256.] 

In such a way do many historians come very close to our conclusions on Stalin’s involvement, without quite going all the way. Another such historian to make the connection between Stalin’s strategic interest and gains from the KW without explicitly blaming the Kremlin leader for the conflict was Katheryn Weathersby, who wrote in light of the release of a trove of Soviet documents in the 1990s. As Weathersby noted on the course of the historiographical debate on the KW:
Most early accounts of the assumed that NK could not have mounted the attack on SK without Moscow’s support, but revisionist literature of the 1970s and 80s challenged that assumption, drawing on American and British documents released in the 1970s. Since the trend of later scholarship was to depreciate the significance of the Soviet role in the war, the release of a large body of Russian records showing the centrality and breadth of that role has caused a sharp change of course in historical literature.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Katheryn Weathersby, ‘The Soviet Role in the Korean War: The State of Historical Knowledge’, in William Stueck (ed.), The Korean War in World History (Kentucky, 2004), p. 61.] 

Indeed, as far as Soviet involvement goes, the release of the Russian records, intended as a gift from Boris Yeltsin to the SK President in 1994, provided historians with a brand new set of revelations to wrap their heads around. As late as 1999 the Russia’s Diplomatic Academy was still adding to this collection, and it is entirely possible that in the future, still more light, and perhaps even more conclusive evidence tying Stalin to the outbreak of the war, will be found. As it stands now, we’re left with some considerable, weighty and historically damning evidence that links the Soviet Chairman to the outbreak of the KW. As the historian William Stuek put it, NK may have been ‘an assertive pawn in an international chess game [but] it was a pawn nonetheless.’[footnoteRef:10] [10:  William Stuek, ‘The Korean War as International History’, Diplomatic History vol. 10 (fall, 1986), p. 294.] 

The division of Korea into its two halves often obscures the fact that the peninsula as a whole had been devastated and impoverished by so many years of struggle and deliberate exploitation under Japanese rule. In autumn 1945, Korea as a peninsula was free from a foreign ruler for the first time in several hundred years. The act of rebuilding the shattered land would require considerable investment and resources – Kim Il-sung, in other words, would have enough on his plate as it was without contemplating a war with the South. The fact that he found it necessary to appeal to Stalin about launching a war in March 1949, and that Stalin then refused, speaks to the fact that Stalin wished to control the peninsula’s destiny, and that he was already in control of Kim’s regime. Since Kim was so reliant upon Moscow for aid and investment, it stands to reason that Pyongyang would be utterly dependent upon Stalin for any notions of aggressive warfare. This, as we have seen, was proved correct by the massive armed reinforcement of the NKPA with Soviet arms, armour and advisors, as well as the request for Mao Zedong to release much of NK volunteers.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  See Katheryn Weathersby, ‘The Soviet Role’, pp. 64-65.] 

Katheryn Weathersby, in light of the release of the documentation, puts to bed the furore over who started the KW by putting the case in simple terms when she notes:
The documents are clear that it was Stalin who made the decision about whether or not to invade SK. In August 1949, Kim Il-sung requested permission a second time and was again refused. In January 1950, he pleaded for an audience with Stalin to discuss the possibility once more, particularly in light of the recent victory of the CCP. At the end of the month Stalin informed Kim that he would, at last, ‘help him in this matter’. This decision was taken without consultation with Mao Zedong. Allegedly for security reasons, Stalin instructed Kim to limit knowledge of his plan to the highest officials within NK.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Katheryn Weathersby, ‘The Soviet Role’, pp. 65-66.] 

Of course we know why the affair was kept secret from Mao – Stalin wished to use a war in Korea to pre-empt the successful conclusion of the Chinese civil war with the invasion of Taiwan, by instigating an additional conflict on the Chinese doorstep. Faced with the KW, Mao would not be allowed to watch the allies destroy Pyongyang unchallenged – and the establishment of a western satellite on the peninsula would be ruinous to Chinese security and Mao’s prestige. Stalin was the facilitator for Kim Il-sung’s aggressive act. Here, Katheryn Weathersby puts forward the same facts we’ve encountered before, but she also makes the important point following this that ‘The Russian documents have shed considerable light on Stalin’s rationale, but the question remains open to interpretation.’[footnoteRef:13]  [13:  Ibid, p. 67.] 

This is the critical point for our series guys. Stalin would never have written down precisely what it was that he planned to use the KW for; he never would have explicitly stated that the KW was his device for alienating China from the West, in a policy directly concerned with the tethering of Mao to Moscow, and the resulting empowering of the Soviet Union and his personal leadership which would follow. Stalin was notoriously inactive in the writing department, and while we would love to have something equivalent to Truman, Eisenhower or even MacArthur’s memoirs, because Stalin never countenanced his role in the USSR as anything other than that of a supreme leadership figure, deconstructing the myth of his personality cult with a readable memoir was never going to fly. For this reason, among of course many others, myself and countless historians since have been faced with the task of interpretation – this task has become easier and more accurate as more information on Stalin, the Soviet Union and the KW generally has been released, but for the sake of transparency I have to emphasise that my theories throughout this series are the result of interpretation – I looked at the evidence, gathered it all together and let it simmer over in my head, and then I went with the approach to the conflict which made the most sense to me, and a few others. 
Katheryn Weathersby, for example, was armed with the same documents that Richard C Thornton had, but she concluded that the reason for Stalin’s intervention was his view that the international situation had changed, seen in the victory of the Chinese communists, the availability of Korean expats for the conflict and the perceived weakness of the US, seen in Washington’s refusal to ‘save’ Chiang Kai-shek. Since the US had lost China, Weathersby notes, Stalin believed they would also refrain from fighting for SK.[footnoteRef:14] Our analysis of Stalin’s behaviour during the first few weeks of the war demonstrate that the success of NK was not a preferred outcome – and this in my mind is the smoking gun which sinks any ship claiming to see Stalin’s actions in Korea as genuinely aggressive and expansionist. They were so only in so far as Stalin wished to accumulate more power following China’s tethering to him on the successful conclusion of his plan, but not because, as Weathersby claims, Stalin wanted to see Kim Il-sung victorious. If he had wanted to see the NK flag fly across the peninsula, Stalin wouldn’t have actively sabotaged and misled Kim at every turn, or given him the erroneous impression that SK was ripe for the taking, and would fall to him once Seoul fell to his soldiers. [14:  See Ibid, p. 68.] 

But again, historian Alexandre Mansourov held similar documents, and he believed that Stalin’s war in Korea was a defensive policy, pursued out of his perception that West was constraining communist expansion, and poising Syngman Rhee’s regime to invade the North. Furthermore, Mansourov claims, Stalin and Mao felt inherently insecure at American post-war expansion seen in NSC68’s early implications, and Kim Il-sung was able to feed into this sense of insecurity by playing the two figures off one another, and highlighting, ‘the reputational cost they would have to pay if they did not vigorously support the cause of communist-led Korean unification.’[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  Alexandre Mansourov, ‘Communist War Coalition Formation and the Origins of the Korean War’ (PhD Dissertation, Columbia University, 1997).] 

As we know, nuggets of truth to Mansourov’s interpretation exist; Mao did feel the need to intervene in the name of his reputation, in addition to his concern for strategy, and Stalin acted in Korea surely aware that NSC68 would compel Washington to act with force in Korea, rather than let the theatre slip away. If you believe my theories, then it follows that Stalin relied upon the West tenaciously holding onto Korea, and he anticipated that, flush with victory, the American-led coalition would surge up the peninsula and spook Mao, completing his plan. Stalin didn’t account for the rapid impact of NSC68, the massive rearmament and defence budget increases that followed, or the integral fact that the Truman administration needed the precise ingredient Stalin seemed to be handing to them to make all of this possible – a limited war in a far-flung corner of the world.
The American angle, twinned with the Soviet one, forms the core of my revisionist approach to the KW. When I first introduced you guys to the idea that the US wanted to fight a conflict in Korea, I know for a fact that I turned some people off, as I was told so in a few not-so-pleasant emails. I suppose for some this idea was a bridge too far, but I should emphasise again that I am far from the only person to hold such views, and now, hopefully, you guys can at least where I reached these conclusions from. In my mind, there are two big scenarios for the Truman administration. 1) Either they were so inefficient and so ill-informed of world affairs that they saw neither the Northern invasion of SK coming in June and the Chinese intervention in October/November, or 2), permitting these escalations in the international system was all part of a wider plan to achieve a far more important, lofty goal, which American leaders believed would secure American interests for decades to come. Again, we see the pattern that several historians note the significance of the conflict for these reasons. Spencer Tucker, writing for the Organisation of American Historians magazine, noted in 2000 that:
One of America's least understood wars, it [Korea] nonetheless marked an important transition to the Cold War national security state. Previously America had radically disarmed after every war. World War II was no exception, and the United States was thus woefully unprepared to fight even a limited war on the Korean peninsula against a second-rate military power. The war was a powerful factor in the rearmament of the United States. Soon the defence budget had quadrupled, and the United States emerged with the most powerful military in the world, a state of affairs that continues to the present.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Spencer C. Tucker, ‘From the Editor: Why Study the Korean War?’, OAH Magazine of History, Vol. 14, No. 3, The Korean War (Spring, 2000), pp. 3-5; p. 3.] 

Were the budget increases a by-product of the KW, or the major goal of the Truman administration? Since I uphold the latter, I should reiterate why I believe it to be so. By the time peace was signed in late July 1953, the US had expended many resources and exhausted much diplomatic goodwill attempting to have its way in Korea. The new administration had not proved as capable in ending the conflict as Eisenhower had intimated during the election campaign, and weariness over Korea had reached a fever pitch just as Stalin died, and a strange transformation seemed to wash over the communist negotiating tactic. Taking advantage of this, we saw how the Indian delegation upped their activity to get their compromise resolution on the prisoner issue seen and eventually approved, paving the way for the conclusion of war. 
Eisenhower’s administration was therefore immensely fortunate that Stalin died and the communists reacted as they did; far from blustering being the prime reason for Mao’s compromise, it was the emergence in Moscow of a cabal of nervous successors that really did the trick. China was not about to get any support from the Soviets now, and this realisation moved Mao to end the conflict, rather than waiting on the potentially explosive support that Stalin, at one point, had seemed interested in giving. Of course we know that Stalin’s support, if it had been given, would have prolonged the war and extended the period of alienation between China and the West. One could argue that it was the communists, with help from India, that helped to move the peace along. 
Understandably, Eisenhower’s administration found it difficult to get to grips with a conflict that had been out of their hands for 2.5 years, and this fact alone speaks to the idea that Stalin’s imprint was unmistakably on the KW. In addition, it also underlines the costliness and lack of any perceived benefit which the US gained in participating in the war. To those soldiers who returned home, the war’s last months left a sour taste in their mouth. It was the first conflict America hadn't been able to convincingly win, even if it hadn't necessarily been lost. Eisenhower’s administration, in addition, inherited the now swollen defence budget which the previous caretakers had built. The true victory, I would argue, was found in what America could now do in the world with this swollen defence budget – her massive military potential which would make itself felt during the rest of the Cold War – rather than what she had supposedly gained by propping up Rhee in SK. 
The question, which lingered without an answer for only a few years, was where to spend and how to justify these massive increases in the context of the Cold War. While he was new to the role, Eisenhower proved remarkably adept at advancing the new policy after Truman had passed him the baton. Containment was the order of the day, and thanks to his predecessor, Eisenhower would be able to pay for the latest exercise in containment, even while this exercise in Vietnam would leave a far less pleasant flavour in everyone’s mouths.
Play Dien Bien Phu clip
So were Dean Acheson, President Truman, several other high ranking figures and several more important intelligence operatives responsible for the greatest set of military and strategic blunders, not to mention gross intelligence failures, arguably ever experienced in the CW? Or, were they responsible for preparing the US for what was to come, on the understanding that only the medicine of a limited war, and only the location of Korea, could possible accomplish this long-term goal. It was particularly convenient for the Truman administration’s interests, and likely no accident either, that certain figures were in place like General MacArthur to take the fall, and that other figures were in place like General Ridgeway to pick up the pieces of the military situation. 
Likely surprised by their own success, American managed in the space of 18 months to achieve their desired increases, as the defence budget sat at nearly $80 billion by the end of 1951. With this success, it is little wonder that ending the war became the new goal. That this new task became a war in and of itself could not have been foreseen by the Truman administration, but so long as a war against communism waged somewhere, the rearming, rebuilding, reorganising America would have a place to focus its now considerable energies. 
It is worth repeating then the questions asked hypothetically of course by C Clyde Mitchell in his article for the International Journal, written in late 1950, Mitchell wrote:
Are we to have a series of world crises until we succeed in reducing most of civilization to radioactive debris? In the fifties, Americans are being induced to think that the world's ills are all caused by communism and that communism must therefore be crushed. In the forties, it was fascism. What will it be in the sixties, and the seventies? Can't we get at the bottom of this? Both the communist and the fascist attempts at world conquest must be feeding on some deep-rooted human problems, and the destruction of the one or the other of the major world powers will not solve the problems.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  C. Clyde Mitchell, ‘Political and Economic Significance of the Korean War’, International Journal, Vol. 5, No. 4 (Autumn, 1950), pp. 299-303; p. 301.] 

Indeed, Mitchell was tragically correct – the American public, as much as the American government, needed an enemy to justify its massive offensive and industrial capacity, and the CW, represented by its series of hot conflict across the world, provided this justification. Concerned though he was for the sustainability of making someone the enemy in the American mind, Mitchell provides us with an unsettling contemporary view, as he and many of his peers would have viewed the situation in late 1950. Mitchell wrote:
It may prove that the destruction of little Korea (and she will be virtually destroyed in this war) was fortunate for the United States, shocking her into complete mobilization for World War III. Harry Truman's immediate and angry response to this challenge to the integrity of the United States and the union of free nations of the world may prove to be the most beautifully timed, most historically accurate piece of pure intuition the world has lately seen. The response of the United States and of the leaders of the United Nations is heartening, sensible, [and] right![footnoteRef:18] [18:  Ibid, p. 303.] 

‘Heartening, sensible and right’ it would prove, since in a strategic sense, the KW made the American activism during the Cold War militarily, economically and strategically possible. On the altar of the wider Western strategy would the Korean people be sacrificed; Truman, as much as his clued-in peers, believed that this sacrifice would prove worth it in the end. Following Korea, the US would never be the same again, and Washington would take its place not as a power among equals, but as a military superpower with no betters in the world. It was a status which the SWW had created, but which the KW helped bring to its complete potential. Considering this, the US today owes a great to the KW, more perhaps than we will ever fully know. Yet, while one could reasonably claim that the current state of American global involvement and military readiness was a legacy of those American leaders, the current Korean state of affairs can be traced with a grim certainty to Stalin’s scheming mind. 
Every casualty that was suffered in that conflict and every war scare which has followed since, represent a set of singularly tragic testaments to that moustachioed Kremlin leader’s ruthlessness, cunning and cynicism. The current smiling, overweight dear leader of NK indeed owes his status to Josef Stalin, and to the deals which his grandfather made with that devil almost 70 years ago.
***
[bookmark: _GoBack]So that’s it history friends. Throughout this 48-episode series, with 5 CWCC episodes as well don’t forget, we’ve brought you the most up to date, detailed and diplomatically obsessed account of the KW available in audio form. That it also contains not a small shred of revisionist, controversial viewpoints means that we may have ruffled some feathers along the way, but hopefully, you guys will see now that there are many, many ways to look at the KW. I also hope now that you can appreciate the conflict for what it was – a pivotally important event in the history of the CW, in the development of the US and in the list of schemes perpetrated by one Josef Stalin. We have a few more words to say before we shut up this KW shop for good, so make sure you guys stop by the conclusion episode on this series, which will be released in a few days. Until then history friends and patrons, my name is Zack, and you have been listening to the final episode in WDF’s series on the KW. Thanks for listening and I’ll be seeing you all soon.
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