
The Korean war 

Throughout the course of the cold war, it was common to see disputes between Soviet-backed 

states and US-backed states. However, the USA and USSR never directly fought against each 

other. The Korean war (1950-1953) is a prime example of this – this conflict was between US 

and Soviet backed forces, both trying to promote their ideologies on a post Japanese colonial 

era Korea. After the second world war, Korea was left in limbo as Japan no longer had any 

control over them due to their surrender; for the first time in a while, it looked like Korea was 

going to gain control over their own affairs but the creation of the 38th parallel split the country 

geographically and ideologically, putting power back into the hands of foreign forces. 

The Korean war started on the 25th of June 1950 when 75,000 North Korean soldiers armed with 

Soviet tanks crossed the 38th parallel into the South. Just under a month later, the USA was 

providing South Korea with military support in the hopes of preventing a further Soviet 

expansion. At the time, the US was under the leadership of Harry Truman, the president 

responsible for the Truman Doctrine which stated that the US would enforce containment and 

provide assistance to states threatened by communist expansion – the Americans felt that it 

was their duty to push back the Soviet forces by any means possible. The UN also decided to 

back the South Koreans after voting in the security council to prevent further North Korean 

aggression as they were now backed by China, with UN troops being put under the command of 

US General MacArthur. In September, the US led forces began the Incheon landing which was a 

surprise attack upon the port of Incheon, near Seoul. This risky offensive allowed the Americans 

to break Communist supply lines and recapture the city which was taken by the North Koreans; 

after this point, the war began to change into more of a stalemate. 

The war started to become more about peace talks rather than fighting at the start of 1951 – 

General MacArthur had been fired and the North Koreans were losing more and more territory. 

Peace talks began with both sides willing to accept some form of a ceasefire along the 38th 

parallel but the main issue which divided them was POWs. There was no unilateral decision on 

what to do with captured Prisoners of War as the US did not want to forcibly repatriate them 

but the North Koreans disagreed. As a result of this, the negotiations for peace continued for 

the next 2 years, with an agreement officially reached in July 1953. New borders had been 

drawn up with the creation of a de militarised zone (DMZ) which still stands to this day.  

The United States officially withdrew in 1953 but technically the war never ended. An armistice 

was signed by all forces except the South Koreans – their goal was to reunify the Koreas at some 

point, ratifying an armistice would therefore ratify the existence of North Korea. As a result of 

this, the war was never officially declared as being over. In the 21st century it is easy to catch a 

glimpse of the divide that this war has caused – North Korean TV promotes propaganda to its 

citizens telling them how evil their southern counterparts are, North Koreans finding refuge in 

the South are subject to discrimination and the language has changed so much in 70 years of 

division that it has become hard for Koreans to communicate across the border. Whilst we are 

much closer to reunification today than we were 70 years ago, it still seems like a distant fantasy 

to reunite people who have grown to hate one another through no fault of their own. 

For the purposes of debate you will be debating ideas of how to find peace once the war started 

to die down so we will be turning back time to June 1953. It may be easier to focus on what 

occurred during peace talks and agreements which were written at the time and consider what 



could have been changed, then create a resolution based off those ideals. However if you 

happen to find inspiration from events taking place after the war, please ensure that you adapt 

your clauses to the relevant time period.  

In order to try and prevent added complications, please try and refrain from referencing events 

after 1953. Please do not worry if you forget what year something occurred etc. there is no 

consequence for doing so – you’re here to debate, not to be a walking timeline! 

Debate points and ideas: 

- Would the war have been prevented if control was handed to the Koreans after Japan’s 

WW2 surrender? 

- Was it justified for the USA and USSR to use Korea to promote their ideologies? 

- Should the UN have backed the US despite the fact it should remain neutral?  

- Should Japan have a say over its former colony? 

- Should reunification remain a possibility? 

- What is the best solution to the POW problem? Should they be repatriated or should 

they have a free choice on where they want to go? 

- What consequences, if any, should there be for the North Koreans invading? 

Definitions: 

38th parallel – a line created which roughly splits Korea into North and South. It was created at 

the Potsdam conference (1945) in order for it to make it easier for allied forces to accept Japan’s 

surrender. The USSR would take control over the surrender in the North and the US would do 

the same in the south. However, due to the onset of the cold war, 2 opposing regimes were 

created in each half and the line was never removed even though it was meant to be temporary. 

Useful links: 

https://www.history.com/topics/korea/korean-war 

https://www.apa.org/international/pi/2018/09/north-koreans-resettlement 

https://www.history.com/news/korean-war-peace-treaty-

pows#:~:text=Officially%2C%20the%20Korean%20War%20never,way%20to%20a%20peace%2

0treaty.&text=Yet%20the%20end%20of%20the,of%20POWs%20on%20both%20sides. 

https://courses.lumenlearning.com/boundless-ushistory/chapter/the-korean-

war/#:~:text=The%20Korean%20war%20was%20the%20first%20time%20the%20Truman%20

Doctrine,undertook%20a%20military%20operation. 
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