
Background Essay on the Korean War 
_____________________________________________ 

 

In 1945, the scars of World War II across the world were still fresh. The fear of 

having to engage in another world war was very real. A mere two years after 

the end of WWII, the Cold War began. The United Nations, which was formed 

to provide a forum to prevent future wars, included the membership of the 

Soviet Union, the United States, the United Kingdom and 57 other countries. The US adopted a firm stance to 

contain the spread of communism, which was being aggressively promoted by the USSR. 

 

The Korean War began when the North Korean People’s Army (NKPA) crossed the 28th parallel into South 

Korea. Adhering to its policy of containment, the United States could not ignore the threat of communism in 

Asia, but neither the president nor the public wanted a long, drawn out war. President Truman hand selected 

General Douglas MacArthur to lead the U.S. troops in South Korea. MacArthur arrived at his post a World War 

II hero, having successfully led multiple troops through the war. Following his victories in WWII he had 

become the Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers in Japan. MacArthur was revered and highly praised in 

the United States. 

 

The general assured the president that the Korean War would be short-lived and that the American troops 

would be home by Christmas. MacArthur was initially successful in driving back the North Korean forces over 

the 38th parallel. He made a controversial move, however, when he continued to push the North Koreans 

further north and suggested bombing cities in China that were thought to be aiding the North Korean troops. 

In pushing for a larger conflict, MacArthur downplayed the risk of inciting a massive war in Asia. 

 

President Truman’s main concern was saving as many lives as possible, even if that meant signing a ceasefire 

along the 38th parallel. General MacArthur did not think a ceasefire was an appropriate solution. The two 

men clashed. For Truman, the war represented an opportunity to stop the spread of communism into South 

Korea. For MacArthur, the war was an opportunity to liberate the North from communist control, and 

aggressive action was required. 

 

MacArthur thwarted Truman’s attempt to negotiate a ceasefire when the general ordered his troops to invade 

North Korea and push the NKPA up past the 38th parallel. This was not the first time the general had ignored 

direct orders from his Commander in Chief. On April 11, 1951, President Truman officially relieved Douglas 

MacArthur of his command. Word of his firing spread quickly, and the American public found the news 

upsetting. Truman felt that his decision was just because MacArthur had overstepped his authority, defied 

direct orders from his superior and interfered with Truman’s hope of ending the Korean War quickly. 

 

 

Was President Truman right in firing MacArthur?  If you were President Truman, would you have fired General 

Douglas MacArthur? Use the documents provided to generate your own perspective on this event, paying 

close attention to the context of the Korean War. 

 



 

 

 

Vocabulary 

 

● Cold War - a state of political hostility between countries characterized by threats, propaganda, and 

other measures short of open warfare.  It was the state of political hostility that existed between the 

Soviet countries and the US-led Western powers from 1945 to 1990. 

● United Nations - an international organization formed in 1945 to increase political and economic 

cooperation among member countries. The organization works on economic and social development 

programs, improving human rights and reducing global conflicts. 

● Communism - a political and economic system in which the major productive resources in a society—

such as mines, factories, and farms—are owned by the public or the state, and wealth is divided among 

citizens equally or according to individual need. 

● Non-communism - being against the idea of a society where there is a common control of all 

production, and everything is shared and belongs to all. 

● 38th parallel - this line of latitude was used as the pre-Korean War boundary between North Korea and 

South Korea. 

● Joint Chiefs of Staff - consist of the chiefs of staff of the US Army and Air Force, the commandant of 

the US Marine Corps, and the chief of US Naval Operations. This group's chairman, selected from one 

of the branches, is the highest-ranking military adviser to the president of the US. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Source 1 

Truman Library, Box, (45) MacArthur Dismissal, Box 1 of 1, Orange.  1-10, pg 1: “ Home 

by Christmas” by General Douglas MacArthur, November 28, 1950. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

“Home by Christmas” by General Douglas MacArthur, November 28, 1950 

 

 
 

“Home by Christmas” statement by General MacArthur, November 28, 1950 

 

 The Associated Press had reported last Friday that General MacArthur discussed 

the campaign with Major General John B. Coulter and remarked, with a smile: 

 “You tell the boys that when they get to the Yalu (River) they are going home.  I 

want to make good on my statement that they are going to eat Christmas dinner at 

home.” 

  



 

 

Using Source 1 

 

Sourcing Questions 
1. Who wrote this? 
 
 
 

 
 

Contextualization Questions 
1. When was this document written? 
 
2. What event was taking place when the 
document was created? 
 
 

 

 

 

Corroboration Tasks 
1. Describe the author’s tone in this document. 
 
 

 

Close Reading Questions 
1. What claim does the author make? 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Source 2 

Statement by the President on His Meeting with General MacArthur at Wake Island  

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

October 15, 1950  

 

Primarily we talked about the problems in Korea which are General 

MacArthur's most pressing responsibilities. I asked him for 

information on the military aspects. I got from him a clear picture of 

the heroism and high capacity of the United Nations forces under his 

command. We also discussed the steps necessary to bring peace and 

security to the area as rapidly as possible in accordance with the 

intent of the resolution of the United Nations General Assembly and in 

order to get our armed forces out of Korea as soon as their United 

Nations mission is completed. 

 

Meanwhile, I can say I was greatly impressed with what General 

MacArthur and Ambassador Muccio told me about what has already been 

done and is now being done to bring order out of chaos and to restore 

to the Korean people the chance for a good life in peace. For example, 

the main rail line from Inchon to Suwon was open to rail traffic in 

less than 10 days after the Inchon landing. The rail line from Pusan 

to the west bank of the Han River opposite Seoul was open to one-way 

rail traffic about October 8th. Bridge and highway reconstruction is 

progressing rapidly. Power and the water supply in Seoul were 

reestablished within a week after the reentry into the capital. 

General MacArthur paid a particularly fine tribute to the service 

being rendered in Korea by Ambassador Muccio. 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

Using Source 2 

 

Sourcing Questions 
1. Who is the author? 
 
 
 

 
 

Contextualization Questions 
1. When was this document written? 
 
 
 

 

Corroboration Tasks 
1. What is the author's tone in this document? 
 
 
 
 

 

Close Reading Questions 
1. What is Harry S. Truman’s attitude toward 
Macarthur? 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Source 3 

Praise to MacArthur from the Joint Chiefs of Staff, September 29, 1950. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

Using Source 3 

 

Sourcing Questions 
1. Who wrote this document and why? 
 
 
 

 

Contextualization Questions 
1. When was the document written?  Where was 
the document written? 
 
 
 

 

Corroboration Tasks 
1. What is the tone of this document? 
 
 
 

 

Close Reading Questions 
1. What is the author's feelings toward 
Macarthur? 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Source 4 

Excerpts - Record of Phone Calls Regarding the Dismissal of General Douglas 

MacArthur, ca. April 1951. Official File, Truman Papers. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

Using Source 4 

 

Sourcing Questions 
1. When did these phone calls occur? 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Contextualization Questions 
1. What influenced these people to call the 
president? 
 
 
 

 

Corroboration Tasks 
1. What are some the differences in the 
messages? 
 
 
 

 

Close Reading Questions 
1. How does the language used indicate which 
side the person is on? 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Source 5 

Diary entry of Truman on April 6, 1951. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

Friday, April 6, 1951 

MacArthur shoots another political bomb through Joe Martin, leader of the Republican 

minority in the House. 

 

This looks like the last straw. Rank insubordination. Last summer he sent a long 

statement to the Vets of Foreign Wars - not through the high command back home, 

but directly! He sent copies to newspapers and magazines particularly hostile to me.  I 

was furnished a copy from the press room of the White House which had been 

accidently [sic] sent there. 

 

I ordered the release suppressed and then sent him a very carefully prepared 

directive dated Dec 5 1950 setting out Far Eastern policy after I'd flown 14404 to 

Wake Island to see him and reach an understanding face to face.  He told me the war 

in Korea was over that we could transfer a regular division to Germany Jan 1st. He 

was positive Red China would not come in. He expected to support our Far Eastern 



policy. 

 

I call in Gen. Marshall, Dean Atcheson [sic] Mr. Harriman and Gen Bradley before 

Cabinet to discuss situation. I've come to the conclusion that our Big General in the 

Far East must be recalled. I don't express any opinion or make known my decision.  

Direct the four to meet again Friday afternoon and go over all phases of the situation. 

 

Saturday, April 7, 1951 

We met again this morning - Gen Marshall, Dean Atcheson [sic], Mr. Harriman and 

Gen. Bradley. It is the unanimous opinion of all that MacArthur be relieved. All four so 

advise. I direct that order be issued, press statement prepared and suggest meeting 

Monday before the Cabinet meets. 

 

 

Using Source 5 

 

Sourcing Questions 
1. Who is the author? 
 
 
 
 

 

Contextualization Questions 
1. Who was the audience this was intended? 
 
 
 

 

Corroboration Tasks 
1. How is this different from the other 
documents? 
 
 
 

 

Close Reading Questions 
1. What words or phrases gives you the opinion 
of the author? 
 
 
 

 

 

  



 

Source 6 

Truman Library, Box, (45) MacArthur Dismissal, Box 1 of 1, Orange. Folder 2-10, pg 7: 

Excerpt - Transcript of General MacArthur’s address to congress, April 19, 1951. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

Using Source 6 

 

Sourcing Questions 
1. Who is the author? 
 
 
 

 

Contextualization Questions 
1. When was this written and for what audience? 
 
 
 

 

Corroboration Tasks 
1. How is this document different and similar to 
the others? 
 
 
 

 

Close Reading Questions 
1. What words or phrases give you a clue as to 
the attitude of the author? 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Source 7 

BUHITE, Russell. The dynamics of world power, A documentary of United States foreign 

policy (1945-1973). SCHLESINGER, Arthur M. Jr. (sous la dir.). Volume IV: The Far East. 

New York: Chelsea House Publishers, 1973. 859 p. ISBN 0-07-079729-3. p. 401.  

http://www.cvce.eu/content/publication/1999/1/1/2dee57c6-52f6-4ef7-87dc-

489085a99b78/publishable_en.pdf 

______________________________________________________________________ 

Excerpt - On March 20, 1951, General MacArthur explains in a letter to Joseph W. Martin, 

Member of the US Congress, that peace in Europe depends on the outcome of the 

Korean War 

 

 

 

http://www.cvce.eu/content/publication/1999/1/1/2dee57c6-52f6-4ef7-87dc-489085a99b78/publishable_en.pdf
http://www.cvce.eu/content/publication/1999/1/1/2dee57c6-52f6-4ef7-87dc-489085a99b78/publishable_en.pdf


 
 

 

Using Source 7 

 

Sourcing Questions 
1. Who is the author of this document? 
 
 
 

 

Contextualization Questions 
1. Who was the audience it was written for? 
 
 
 

 

Corroboration Tasks 
1. What is the difference in this document to the 
others? 
 
 
 
 

 

Close Reading Questions 
1. What claim is the author making?  What is the 
author’s purpose for writing this? 
 
 
 

 

 

  



 

 

Source 8 

Truman Library, Box (45) MacArthur Dismissal, Box 1 of 1, Orange. Folder 3-9, pg 1: letter 
from Harry Vaughn to Bruce, May 15, 1951. 
______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 



Using Source 8 

 

Sourcing Questions 
1. Who wrote this letter? 
 
 
 
 

 

Contextualization Questions 
1. When was the letter written? 
 
 
 

 

Corroboration Tasks 
1. What sets this document apart from the 
others? 
 
 
 

 

Close Reading Questions 
1. What is the author saying?  What words or 
phrases gives you the attitude of the author? 
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