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The General
     The President
Versus

Introduction

 One of the most controversial decisions that Truman made during his presidency, was the dismissal of General Douglas MacArthur. Much of the uproar stemmed from the fact that MacArthur was seen as a great war hero by many Americans. His famous line, “I shall return,” uttered during the Pacific campaign of WWII, was known by Americans young and old. Because of his reputation and experience, MacArthur was named commander of the United Nations forces when the U.S. became involved in the Korean conflict. The General was determined to win the war and crush the communists, even at the risk of bringing China and perhaps other communist nations into the situation.  Truman, however, was determined to fight what he called a limited war – his goal was simply to protect South Korea from communist invasion. He did not want to risk another world war by attacking China or others. Thus, the president and the general did not agree on how to deal with the Korean situation. Further, General MacArthur publicly criticized Truman’s peace initiatives and blatantly disobeyed orders. This defiance cost MacArthur his command.

The following primary source documents are diary entries, telegrams, and letters relating to the MacArthur situation. Read them carefully in order to decide for yourself what course of action should have been taken. Afterwards, pick one letter or telegram and respond to it, as you think President Truman would have responded.

Documents

This diary entry, written six years before the firing of MacArthur, clearly shows the president’s dislike for the General. Truman thought he was pompous and loud, a man who wanted the credit without having to do the work.  

Harry S. Truman, Diary Entry – June 17, 1945

“Mr. Prima Donna, Brass Hat, Five Star MacArthur.  He’s worse than the Cabots and the

Lodges – they at least talked with one another before they told God what to do. Mac tells God right off. It is a very great pity we have to have stuffed Shirts like that in key 

positions. I don’t see why in Hell Roosevelt didn’t order Wainwright home and let MacArthur be a martyr … We’d have had a real General and a fighting man if we had Wainwright and not a play actor and bunco man such as we have now. Don’t see how a country can produce men as Robert E. Lee, John J. Pershing, Eisenhower, and Bradley and at the same time produce Custers, Pattons, and MacArthurs.”     

MacArthur was equally contemptuous of Truman and his leadership abilities. In a statement to the Navy’s official historian, MacArthur said, “a theatre commander should be allowed to act independently, with no orders from the President, the United Nations, or anyone!”

This letter was one of the many thousands that flooded the White House after Truman’s decision was announced. It was written by a young private in the U.S. military. He obtained official stationery and voiced his concerns directly to his commander in chief.

Mr. President





April 11, 1951


In the past few years I have read of and witnessed many disgusting “sell outs” of our country by the Washington parlor pinks; the most recent has been the most atrocious.  I am revolted and horrified by the firing of General MacArthur. I’m not surprised though since I have gradually become accustomed to corruption and disloyalty in Washington.


However, I hereby raise my insignificant but indignant voice to demand the impeachment of Acheson, the disloyal dilettante. There is no room for divided allegiance in the present crisis. I add also, Mr. President that you would greatly improve world conditions by removing yourself entirely and permanently from my responsible position.








Most Earnestly,








Pvt. George Allen








Camp Chaffee, Ark.

This telegram was dispatched from Phoenix, Arizona on April 10, 1951, the day the news of MacArthur’s dismissal was announced.  

THE PRESIDENT

THE WHITE HOUSE

HOW STUPID CAN YOU GET?

BARRY GOLDWATER

Students and children had strong ideas about the MacArthur situation, just as their parents and teachers did. This letter from a Tulsa boy shows clearly his opinion of Truman’s decision.

Dear Harry S. Truman, 



April 22, 1951


As a personal matter I think you were a pretty big dope to fire MacArthur.  I think you [are] a three letter word for donkey. Quite a few kids that I no do not like you and I don’t blame them. Also me myself and I don’t like you eather.


MacArthur may have not been following instructions but he was doing his duty to his country.

 
 We have already lost the war!

  
You are just a big @!!%X=X# and every dumb thing I can think of.  He was a five star general, boob.








Not yours truly,








Dutch Fitzgerald

P.S. I am only 12 ½ years old but I mean it!

While letters against the president’s decision ran about 20 to 1 to those supporting him, those that were in agreement with President Truman did manage to have their voices heard. 

 Dear Sir:





April 11, 1951


May God bless you for the decision you made to relieve Gen. MacArthur of his command. It has given us new hope that World War III might yet be prevented. At least we know that steps are being taken to prevent it. May you always be guided by the wisdom you have shown today. I am proud of you, as the President of the U.S., in taking this decisive step.








Very truly yours,








Mrs. Rose Adler,








wife of World War II veteran








Brooklyn, N.Y.

Even those who did not agree with all of the actions the President had taken found themselves expressing their support for Truman on this issue.

Dear Sir:





April 16, 1951


Your recent action in relieving General MacArthur of his command is one which was long overdue. It was the only thing to be done to insure harmony with our allies, and to prevent the propagandists of unfriendly powers from eternally picking up talking points from the warlike statements issued in Tokyo.


I hope this letter will show, in a small way, that not everyone in the United States is interested in making political hay over this event, and that there are individuals who feel that the President did the proper and expedient thing.


Incidentally, I do not make it a practice of writing letters of this kind, neither do I endorse all the actions which are taken by your office.  In this case, however, I feel it important that some recognition is shown of the adverse publicity which has been attendant upon the matter, and that individuals should do what they are able to do to mitigate the effects of such publicity.  








Yours sincerely,








James A. Hayashi








Biochemistry Department








University of Wisconsin








Madison, Wi. 

Discussion Questions

1. Do you think Truman made this decision based on personal or political matters?  

2. Should personal opinions play a role in presidential decisions?  Why or why not?

3. What would you have done in the same situation?  

4. Would you have launched a full-scale war against the communists?

5. Looking back at the letters individually, do they seem to be informed responses to the situation or simply the rantings of irate citizens?  Why?
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