Korean War Lesson Plan Series NMMV

Korea’s Fight for Freedom: How the Korean War Shaped a Nation

At the start of the 1900s, Korea was an independent nation, ruled by its own emperor and
people. Butin 1910, everything changed. Japan forced Korea to sign away its
independence, claiming total control over the country. For the next 35 years, Korea lived
under Japanese occupation. During this time, Japan tried to erase Korean identity, settling
thousands of Japanese on Korean land, destroying Korean historical records, and replacing
Korean language and traditions with Japanese ones.

The End of WWII and New Struggles

When World War Il ended in 1945, Japan surrendered. Korea was finally free from Japanese
rule. But that freedom came with a new challenge: who would lead Korea now?

To keep things stable, the United States and the Soviet Union, former allies during WWII,
sent troops to Korea. They agreed to temporarily divide the country along the 38th Parallel,
with the Soviets in the North and Americans in the South.

But soon after, the Cold War began. The U.S. and Soviet Union became global rivals, not
justin Korea, but around the world:

e The Soviets wanted to spread communism
e The U.S. wanted to support democracy

In 1948, the U.S. helped form the Republic of Korea (South Korea), while the Soviets helped
form the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (North Korea). Two governments, two
ideologies, but only one Korea. Neither side accepted the other.

The Korean War Begins

In 1950, North Korea launched a surprise invasion of South Korea, trying to force the
country to unite under communist rule. Within just three days, North Korean forces
captured Seoul, South Korea’s capital. The invasion triggered the Truman Doctrine, a U.S.
policy promising to defend democracies threatened by communism.

President Harry Truman sent U.S. troops to Korea without formally declaring war. Instead,
he called it a “police action.”
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The first American battle, fought by a small unit called Task Force Smith, went terribly. They
were overrun and suffered heavy casualties. In response, the United Nations approved a
resolution turning the U.S. operation into an official UN mission, though the U.S. continued
to lead most of the fighting.

By August 1950, the situation looked grim. UN forces were backed into a corner near the
Pusan Perimeter in southeastern South Korea. General Walton “Bulldog” Walker told his
troops, “Stand or die.”

The Turning Point: Inchon

With South Korea on the brink, hope arrived in the form of the U.S. Marine First Division.
Instead of reinforcing troops at Pusan, they launched a surprise amphibious assault on the
port city of Inchon, far behind North Korean lines.

It worked. UN forces retook Seoul, pushed North Korean troops back, and by October 1, the
South Korean government was back in control.

But then the U.S. made a bold, and risky, decision. It invaded North Korea, trying to remove
its communist government altogether. This had nothing to do with the original goal of
protecting South Korea.

China warned that if Americans crossed the 38th Parallel into the North, it would enter the
war. The U.S. ignored the warning. By Thanksgiving 1950, UN forces reached the Yalu River,
near China’s border.

China Strikes Back

Then came a shock. 300,000 Chinese troops secretly entered North Korea, launching a
massive counterattack. UN troops were forced to retreat, and Seoul was lost again.

General Douglas MacArthur, leading UN forces, urged President Truman to use nuclear
weapons against China. Truman refused and later removed MacArthur from command for
challenging presidential authority. He was replaced by General Matthew Ridgeway, who led
a successful counterattack.
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UN forces reclaimed Seoul and pushed back to the 38th Parallel, where they held their
ground. Instead of invading again, Truman introduced the idea of limited war, fighting for
defense, not conquest.

The next two years were a stalemate.

Ceasefire and Aftermath

In 1953, the world saw changes in leadership. Dwight D. Eisenhower became U.S.
President, promising to end the war. Joseph Stalin died, and Nikita Khrushchev took over
the Soviet Union.

These transitions led to a ceasefire in July 1953. Major fighting ended, but no peace treaty
was signed, and tensions between North and South Korea still exist today.

Almost 34,000 Americans died in the Korean War.

Was It Worth It?
The contrast between North and South Korea today helps answer that question.

¢ North Korea: 27 million people live under dictatorship, facing poverty, famine,
limited education, and almost no personal freedoms.

e South Korea: 52 million people enjoy democracy, a booming economy, strong
education, and global influence.

Thanks to the decision to defend South Korea in 1950, millions today live in freedom. The
Korean War showed how global conflict, Cold War politics, and bold choices could shape
the future of entire nations.

Key Terms to Define

Historical Foundations
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Term

Sovereignty

Japanese
occupation

38th Parallel

Cold War

NMMV

Why It Matters

Helps students understand Korea’s independence before Japanese
occupation.

Refers to the control and suppression of Korean identity from 1910-
1945.

A geographic boundary that symbolized Cold War division in Korea.

The global struggle between the U.S. and Soviet Union that shaped
post-WWiII conflicts.

War & Military Strategy

Term

Truman Doctrine

Police Action

Task Force Smith
Pusan Perimeter
Inchon Landing

UN Resolution
(1950)

Limited Warfare

Why It Matters

Explains why the U.S. chose to intervene to protect democracy.

A political label used to justify U.S. involvement without declaring
war.

Illustrates how underprepared U.S. forces were at the war’s start.
A key defensive position where UN troops nearly lost everything.
A pivotal surprise assault that reversed the course of the war.

Highlights international support led by the U.S. for South Korea’s
defense.

Introduced a new U.S. strategy focused on containment rather than
conquest.

Global Politics & Legacy
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Term Why It Matters

A central figure whose views on expanding the war shaped

Douglas MacArthur )
public debate.

. Demonstrated effective leadership post-MacArthur while
Matthew Ridgeway . -
respecting civilian command.

. Ended major fighting but did not resolve the underlying political
Ceasefire (1953)

conflict.

North Korea / South Students should understand how these nations evolved
Korea differently post-war.
Democracy vs. Core ideological conflict that explains the war’s origins and
Communism global meaning.
Freedom / Quality of
Lif Compare outcomes between North and South Korea today.

ife

Detailed Definitions for Student Understanding
Historical Foundations

e Sovereignty
The power of a country to govern itself without outside control. Korea had full
sovereignty before Japan took overin 1910.

 Japanese Occupation
From 1910 to 1945, Japan ruled Korea by force, taking land, controlling schools and
language, and trying to erase Korean culture.

e 38th Parallel
A line of latitude that became the temporary dividing line between North and South
Korea after WWIL. It later became the border during the Korean War.
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Cold War
A long period of tension between the U.S. and the Soviet Union after WWII, where
both sides competed for global influence without fighting directly.

War & Military Strategy

AU

Truman Doctrine
A U.S. policy launched in 1947 promising military support for countries fighting
against communism. It shaped why the U.S. got involved in Korea.

Police Action
Aterm used by President Truman to describe the Korean War to avoid officially
declaring war. It made the conflict seem smaller than it was.

Task Force Smith
The first U.S. combat unit to fight in the Korean War. It was underprepared and
overwhelmed by North Korean forces, an example of how quickly the war escalated.

Pusan Perimeter
A last line of defense in southeastern South Korea where UN forces made a final
stand against North Korean troops early in the war.

Inchon Landing
A bold surprise attack by U.S. Marines in September 1950 that helped reverse the
war and recapture Seoul. It was a turning point in favor of South Korea.

UN Resolution (1950)
An official decision by the United Nations to support South Korea against North
Korea’s invasion, turning the U.S.-led fight into an international mission.

Limited Warfare
A military strategy where a country fights only to achieve specific goals, like
defending territory, not to completely destroy the enemy or take over their land.
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Global Politics & Legacy

AU

Douglas MacArthur
A famous American general who led early UN forces in Korea. He was fired by
President Truman for disobeying orders and pushing for nuclear war.

Matthew Ridgeway
The general who took command after MacArthur. He led successful counterattacks
while respecting civilian control of the military.

Ceasefire (1953)
An agreement to stop fighting in the Korean War. It ended major battles but didn’t
solve the political conflict between North and South Korea.

North Korea / South Korea

North Korea became a communist dictatorship; South Korea developed into a
democracy with freedom and economic success. Their division started after WWII
and deepened during the war.

Democracy vs. Communism
The key conflict of the Cold War. Democracy supports free elections and personal
freedoms; communism emphasizes state control and one-party rule.

Freedom / Quality of Life
These ideas explain why the Korean War mattered—today, South Koreans enjoy
rights and opportunities that North Koreans do not.
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