The US policy of ‘containment’ as a response to the spread of Communism, inevitably resulted in conflict on the Korean peninsula. Discuss.

Within this essay, the US policy of containment will be critiqued and analysed as a proponent of the spark of the Korean Civil War. As well as this, the Chinese hostility to the American presence on the Korean Peninsula will be developed as a reason for the conflict (Clubb, 1964, p. 324), this stemming from the support of American advisors against the Communist Chinese forces in the Chinese civil war. Another topic of discussion will be the defensive perimeter against communism in the far east that the US established just after WW2 (with a slight detraction in 1949 with their withdrawal of forces from South Korea). These physical barriers combating the spread of communism being Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, The Philippines, and British Malaya. These were the building blocks of the ‘Containment’ policy. The origins of the policy of containment can be seen to have been implemented on June 24th, 1948, when the Berlin Airlift began. This was a result of Soviet forces blocking rail, road, and canal access to the Western Allies’ supply lines, therefore forcing the allies to use supply planes to drop essential items to the German populace in West Berlin. The Soviet’s goal for the airlift would be for the Western Allies to eventually acquiesce on the new East German Mark for full use across the city, as well as eventually have the allies abandon West Berlin, something that for President Truman was ‘beyond discussion’ (Miller, 1998, p. 31).
[bookmark: _Int_8FSBHGGR][bookmark: _Int_TVN1cXlR]To begin, just after World War 2 (WW2) President Harry Truman made a series of commitments towards East and South-East Asia that were aimed at ‘spurring political stalemate in the area and containing the Chinese Threat’ (McMahon, 2021, p. 48-49). These were the underlying principles of the Truman Doctrine that he outlined in 1947 with his declaration for financial support for Greece and Turkey to prop their economies up to prevent them from falling to communist forces. Through this, the ‘Domino theory’ also arose which hypothesised that should the Mediterranean nations fall to communist subjugation, more vulnerable countries like Iran, India and eventually all South-East Asian nations would fall like dominoes due to surrounding support for communist political parties/ coup d’etats. In order to counteract this threat then, political stalemate was spurred through a combined ideological land and sea blockade encompassing Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, The Philippines, and British Malaya (modern day Malaysia and Singapore). However, Truman’s barrier was seen as too broad as the soon to be secretary of state under Eisenhower, John Foster Dulles vocalises to the Republican Party at a function that the policy was ‘negative, futile and immoral policy that abandoned countless human beings to a despotic and godless communism’ (McMahon, 2021, p. 60). Some notable exceptions to the defence perimeter outlined by the Truman Doctrine include French Indochina (modern day Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia) as well as Thailand, Bhutan, and Nepal. This does not necessarily mean that these countries were not taken into consideration in the Domino theory, they certainly were as India was a massive concern to U.S interest in the region should it fall to communist influence. However, even the U.S could only exert their influence so far into Asia before their intervention would be seen as an existential threat to China or the Soviets and potentially force a major conflict directly between the superpowers, or a geo-political embarrassment for the U.S and Liberal Democracy. Perhaps the allure of communism at this time in history was so desirable to the impoverished and colonised nations of South-East Asia that U.S Policymakers knew they were powerless to stop the collective will of the masses. An example of this was the Chinese civil war and subsequent acquisition of power of the communists that, despite large financial backing from the U.S, still happened due to a desire for change within the wider scope of Chinese society. 
[bookmark: _Int_l9OSZgww]A dagger that lay within the heart of this geographical barrier was the Korean peninsula. The flames of a potential conflict there already existed during the final days of WW2, as early historical accounts agreed with the statements of the U.S Government that both the U.S and Soviet Union made hasty arrangements to divide Korea as a matter of military convenience to more efficiently co-ordinate the Japanese surrender (Matray, 2017. p. 259). Obviously, a nation of people with family and ancestral history dispersed amongst all corners of their country would not respond with open arms when faced with the reality of them being separated (even if the belief presided that it would only be a temporary arrangement). The division being imposed along the 38th parallel took into no consideration that fact that no topographical barrier existed along this nor did two different demography's of people inhabit the opposite sides of the peninsula. This coupled with both military occupation zones being controlled by ideologically opposite nations whose goals are to spread their ideology to neighbouring nations and eventually the world (in the Soviet’s case) and contain the spread of the enemy ideology as well as politically topple the opposing regimes (in the U.S case). Conflict became inevitable due to both sides knowing that a unified Korea would be a politically, militarily and ideologically stronger asset for both of their over-arching destinations for the future of Asia.
Interestingly, the U.S policy of containment in Europe could also be argued to have unintentionally focused the Soviet’s attention on the Korean peninsula. As Stalin’s priorities steadily shifted from Eastern Europe after the political failure of the Berlin Blockade, the next viable location for expanding the Soviet’s influence was East Asia. The Mediterranean was already a lost cause, with Truman address to Congress in March 1947 requesting $400 million to revitalise the Greek and Turkish economies/militaries to lessen the likelihood of a communist regimes assuming power there (Records of the United States House of Representatives, 1947, document 171), therefore Soviet power projection had to focus on the far East and their already large political presence there. A highly likely outcome of ideological expansion into Western Europe was a third world war which would have meant the destruction of communism and dismantling of the Soviet Union of a grander scale than we saw in our own history. Plans for a war against the Soviet Union were already being considered immediately after WW2, with Winston Churchill’s ‘Operation Unthinkable’ planning to push further than Germany and continue fighting through the Soviet armies in Poland and Eastern Europe. The operation was deemed infeasible as the number of Soviet troops on the Eastern front numbered at around 6.4 million (Glantz, 1998, p. 107) whereas Allied troops only had around 4.5 million (MacDonald, 2005. p. 322), although this was still a whopping 91 divisions. This plan was another example of a containment policy before the conscious and unilateral attempt at containing Soviet communism by any means was implemented. Due to Stalin’s hopes of a communist Western Europe crumbling before his eyes, a stalemate of mutual containment arose, where the fronts of communism and liberal democracy could not advance without the fog of war descending upon them. The Korean Peninsula was the only region where the Russians had a large enough and strong enough buffer between them and a potential advance of the frontier of communism.
Russian interest in Global or ‘Permanent’ Revolution had existed since the era of Trotsky during the Russian civil war. In his book ‘The Permanent Revolution’ Trotsky details his desire for a United States of Europe and exclaims that ‘The socialist revolution begins on the national arena, it unfolds on the international arena, and is completed on the world arena’, thereby outlining a justification for Russian expansionist policies in the future and being the precursor to Stalin’s ideological need to grow Soviet influence across the world (Trotsky, 1931). Further to this, the West were already wary that Stalin was easing up on his ‘Socialism in one country’ policy as Soviet military planners wished to push as far west as possible during the final months of WW2, clearly wanting Socialism to spread further than the confines of Eastern Europe. The equipping of Yugoslav and Greek communist insurgencies also gave the West fair cause to assume Permanent Revolution was at least present in Stalin’s plans for the future of the Soviet style communism he advocated for so heavily.  The U.S, therefore, were only acting on what they assumed were the subconscious desires for the communist collective, to corrupt as many independent liberal democracies as possible with their ideology, and eventually instil global hegemony with the Soviet Union as its core puppet master. These were the core beliefs on which the Americans based their fears of a communist takeover of Asia, with these fears being partially confirmed with the Soviet satellite state of North Korea. This pushed the boundaries of communism ever closer to U.S strategic interests in the area, I.e. Japan and Taiwan, making the U.S feel like their interests were being threatened and lighting the catalyst for military intervention in the upcoming conflict.
Another aspect of the Korean Civil War that brings the policy of containment into question is the subsequent attempt to destroy the communist ‘threat’ on the Korean peninsula and in a rather jingoistic manner, push further into China to eliminate their threat as well. General Douglas MacArthur wished to, when the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) crossed the Yalu River to prevent U.S forces taking up positions on the Chinese border, drop several nuclear bombs on the Chinese troops on the border to prevent any further reinforcements from bolstering North Korean lines. This eventually led MacArthur’s removal from his senior position and his reputation being damaged due to his environmentally catastrophic intentions for such a large area.  MacArthur’s intentions for the deployment of nuclear weapons on the Korean Peninsula could be argued to be an extension of the physical defence barrier against communism as the “retardation targets”, located where critical concentrations of Chinese troops and Airforce bases lay, fell just below the Yalu River and in Manchuria (Cumings, 1990. p. 750). Cumings also released some statements by MacArthur posthumously where he stated he would have “dropped 30 or so atomic bombs” ... “from the Sea of Japan to the Yellow Sea – a belt of radioactive cobalt...  it has an active life of between 60 and 120 years. For at least 60 years there could have been no land invasion of Korea from the North." (Cumings, 1990) This could infer that MacArthur’s brand of anti-communist thought was so ingrained within him that an uninhabitable no man’s land around the Yalu River was justifiable if it meant communism was halted at the Chinese border. Collective sentiment amongst high-ranking military officials in the West already dictated that communism needed to be contained, MacArthur’s way of enacting this was a particularly egregious example of it. However, thankfully Truman remained pragmatic in his resolve and chose to remove MacArthur from his position, although this may not have been for humanitarian reasons but simply because MacArthur was beginning to exert undue political influence on the American Government. For example, in late 1950 when MacArthur ordered bridges that allowed Chinese troops to cross the Yalu to be bombed and President Truman cancelled the order, as soon as MacArthur protested, Truman and the Joint Chiefs of staff acquiesced and authorised the bombings (Schnabel, 1972, p. 242). Truman began to believe that MacArthur had the confidence to usurp Presidential authority after this action and was potentially hoping for just cause to remove MacArthur before his power was publicly and irreversibly undermined. 
[bookmark: _Int_96q5Gsbl]However, U.S commitment to containment was shaken ever so slightly after the intervention of Chinese forces, as both Truman and MacArthur faced the prospect of having to abandon the Korean Peninsula entirely. ‘New national policies must now be established with regard to such questions as whether to retaliate against China and whether to attempt to negotiate a cease-fire – of the effects of voluntary withdrawal from Korea’ (Schnabel, 1972, p. 286-287), what effect the humiliation of complete withdrawal or humbling of a pre-emptive ceasefire would have had on public and governmental opinion on the policy of containment would have lowered American ideological influence across East Asia/Oceania at the least, and potentially encouraged further bold steps towards communist revolutions in central Europe and the Middle East. 

[bookmark: _Int_FxIpZst4]From the information gathered within research for this essay, several conclusions can be reached as both ideological sides of the conflict had a part in instigating/ escalating the already existing tensions in the region. Firstly, the argument that the U.S and its allies in the region (South Korea and Japan) caused the conflict through their policy of the containment of global communism is backed by McMahon’s statements that they deliberately spurred political stalemate in the region in order to stifle Russian and Chinese plans for expansion of their spheres of influence. This, in turn, frustrating North Korean leadership and ‘forcing’ definitive action on the Korean peninsula to achieve unification, something that the U.S was clearly in opposition to. If the U.S hadn’t taken such a hard stance on communism post-WW2, perhaps reunification of Korea could have been conducted in a peaceful manner, and Kim Il Sung would have felt safer in the knowledge of his nation not bordering an ideologically hostile nation. 
Nevertheless, we could infer that even with a more lenient U.S policy on communism and the containment of it, that Stalin would have still innately desired to spread his influence across the globe due to the residual desire for ‘Permanent revolution’ amongst the Soviets, despite his recent purge of Trotskyites and lack of personal want for this. An example being the Iron Curtain of Eastern Europe’s formation after WW2. Something that by definition was spreading communist influence onto neighbouring nations for the furthering of the communist ideals globally. The Spanish Civil war also begot Soviet influence in Spain, if only for the short time the Republicans remained in control of the collapsing nation. However, these two examples portray a desire for communism to spread to more nations and eventually be able to rival the Liberal Democracies of the world. Therefore, conflict on the Korean peninsula could be argued to have been inevitable even without the perceived threat of the Americans politically undermining the communist nations of the East. Containment policies existing were irrelevant to whether conflict would flare up or not, all that containment assisted with was who would survive the almost certain upcoming conflict. In our case, the outcome was a politically and militarily weaker North Korea and politically and militarily stronger South Korea, a stark contrast to both societies before the conflict. To end, the Korean war occurred due to a combination of expansionist tendencies stemming from the early Soviet Union, desire for reunification amongst North Korean leadership and an equal desire to keep communism at bay, preferably behind the 38th parallel.
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