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‘History Has Begun a New Chapter’: US Political-Opinion
Journals and the Outbreak of the Korean War

Dane J. Cash*

In the pages of the United States’ leading political-opinion journals, different
ideological camps had very different answers to the issues raised by the outbreak
of war in Korea in the summer of 1950. Left liberals placed a great deal of blame
for the outbreak of war on South Korean President Syngman Rhee, while
conservatives and hawkish liberals used the occasion to lambast President
Truman and Secretary of State Acheson. Hawkish liberals welcomed the
possibility of a global showdown with Communism, while conservatives
disapproved of US intervention in Korea for reasons both political and
constitutional. In sum, the debate that dominated the pages of US opinion
journals in the first weeks and months of the Korean War was both heated and
robust, and exposes the ideological fault lines of the early cold war. To wit,
hawkish liberals held positions that anticipated the birth of neoconservatism
some two decades later. And conservative voices utilised their newfound
platforms in The Freeman and The American Mercury to attack the Truman
administration on a whole host of foreign-policy issues, revealing in greater detail
than has previously been shown the role that international affairs played in the
birth of the New American Right.

Keywords:Korean War; conservatism; neoconservatism; liberalism

On 25 June 1950, Communist North Korea launched a massive invasion of its south-

ern neighbour, the nominally democratic Republic of Korea. The United Nations

(UN) immediately called on its members to provide aid to South Korea, the apparent

victim of an entirely unprovoked aggression. The President of the United States,

Harry Truman, quickly authorised the deployment of US sea and air forces to sup-

port South Korea against the North Korean onslaught. Within days, the President

had taken the bolder step of ordering several divisions of US ground troops into

Korea. While Truman did not have explicit Congressional authorisation for such a
military intervention, he had informed a bipartisan group of Senators and Congress-

men of his decision and had received no objections. In Korea, the early fighting did

not go well for the United States and its South Korean allies, whose territorial hold-

ings had been reduced to a tiny corner of the Korean peninsula around Pusan. Only

after General MacArthur’s daring landing at Inchon in mid-September did the tide
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of battle turn in the favour of US/UN forces. By the end of September, Seoul, the

South Korean capital, had been retaken, and it looked as though North Korea stood

on the brink of a decisive defeat.

Back in the United States, these events sent shockwaves through the intellectual

community. While the contributors to the United States’ leading opinion journals

had been engaged in an on-going discussion of US–Soviet relations since the end of

the Second World War, that debate now took on an exciting new urgency. Indeed,

during the first few weeks of the war, readers of such publications could find com-
ment on little else but Korea. While the debate during the first several weeks and

months of the war was topically wide-ranging, several issues commanded special

attention: who bore responsibility for the outbreak of the war; what was the signifi-

cance of the fighting in Korea for the wider cold war; and was the US intervention

under President Truman wise and/or constitutional. As we shall see, there were strik-

ingly different answers to these questions from different ideological camps.

In her recent and widely read essay on the last two decades of scholarship on US

conservatism, Kim Phillips-Fein writes that there is still much left to be studied
regarding the origins and evolution of the conservative movement.1 Indeed, she and

Alan Brinkley agree that one important area that warrants further examination is

the way in which conservative views on war and international affairs have helped

shape modern US conservatism.2 In his seminal work on the conservative intellectual

movement, George Nash first discussed the importance of anti-Communism and the

experience of the early cold war in shaping the New Right. Nash broadly highlighted

the book-length writing of thinkers like James Burnham and William Henry Cham-

berlin, who wished to see the United States abandon the strategy of containment and
instead adopt a policy of liberation/rollback, but the scope of his project prevented

him from focusing on the ‘day-to-day details of conservative critiques of specific

policies’.3 This article will begin to fill these gaps by focusing on US political opinion

regarding the outbreak of the Korean War, as revealed in some of the leading politi-

cal-opinion journals of the early 1950s. In brief, the article will lay out some of the

earliest specific foreign-policy issues around which conservative critics of the Tru-

man-Acheson foreign policy coalesced, providing a more detailed understanding of

this aspect of the origins of the New American Right. Moreover, the article will argue
that some liberals, whom I shall refer to as ‘hawkish’ liberals, advocated a much

more aggressive foreign policy than other, more Left-leaning liberals in the wake of

the North Korean invasion, anticipating the birth of neoconservativism that

occurred some two decades later. As such, it will both reinforce and add to recent

scholarship regarding the origins of the neoconservative movement.

As the first ‘hot war’ of the cold war and coming on the heels of the Soviet acquisi-

tion of atomic weapons and the ‘loss’ of China to Communism, the conflict in Korea

helped contribute to the sometimes paranoid anti-Communist mood in the United
States, best evidenced by the strength of McCarthyism, in the early 1950s. While Sen-

ator Joseph McCarthy demagogued these issues, his fellow conservatives took the

opportunity afforded by such foreign-policy crises to resurrect the GOP image by

offering the public a fresh alternative to the nearly twenty years of Democratic rule

in Washington. Both conservative commentators and Republicans in Congress ratch-

eted up their criticisms of President Truman, born of the bitterness of two decades in

the political wilderness combined with their personal disdain for the ‘little man from

Missouri’ who seemed so small - and so easy a political target - compared to Franklin
Roosevelt. Conservatives lambasted Truman for advocating ‘socialism’ at home (via
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Fair Deal proposals such as universal health care) and being ‘soft’ on Communism

abroad. By the end of the war, they had articulated a foreign policy that would priori-

tise Asia over Europe, encourage rollback/liberation instead of containment, and

abandon the constraints of internationalism in favour of the United States ‘going it

alone’ on the world stage. In short, the Korean War rapidly accelerated the conserva-

tive shift toward a unilateral interventionism in foreign affairs, especially regarding

China. Meanwhile, Korea exposed the divisions among liberals, pushing hawkish lib-

erals toward the conservative position, while reinforcing Left liberals’ view that
Europe must continue to take precedence over Asia and that containment via multi-

lateral institutions was the only sane way to confront Soviet Communism.

Nevertheless, the scholars that have already addressed the role of the Korean

War in changing both liberalism and conservatism have done so only partially. To

date, there has been no sustained analysis of the topic. Robert Tomes separates post-

war liberals into ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ cold warriors: roughly equivalent to what I call

‘Left’ and ‘hawkish’ liberals. For Tomes, 1950s liberalism ‘contained inherent ten-

sions, although these may not have been obvious at the time’.4 A detailed reading of
sources dating to the Korean War, however, reveals that those tensions were much

more obvious than Tomes supposes. John Diggins argues that Truman’s decision

not to turn the Korean War into a war of liberation-rollback, as best symbolised by

his firing of General MacArthur, meant that Korea, to the conservative Right, ‘was

the turning point in the cold war at which America failed to turn’.5 Diggins rightly

hints at the importance of Korea to US conservatives, but does not pursue the matter

further. John Ehrman argues that the neoconservatism that emerged in the 1970s and

1980s differed little from the cold-war liberalism - what I call ‘hawkish’ liberalism - of
the 1950s and early 1960s.6 Richard Pells writes that the intellectuals of the immedi-

ate post-war era ‘introduced in the 1950s the attitudes that informed the rhetoric of

neoconservatism in the 1970s and 1980s’. Thus, for Pells, the true significance of

intellectuals in the 1950s ‘lies as much in their legacy to their successors as in the

issues they raised in their own era’.7 The argument in this article owes much to

Ehrman’s and Pells’s theses, but the two focus little on the Korean War, save an

occasional reference here or there. William O’Neill, who spends more time on Korea

than most intellectual historians of the post-war era, points out that the hawkish lib-
erals at The New Leader distinguished themselves from their Left liberal counterparts

by remaining so enthusiastic about US intervention in Korea that they continued to

call for the forceful reunification of Korea under democratic rule even after Chinese

intervention.8 Finally, Michael Kimmage and John Moser have both recently argued

that the origins of the neoconservative movement must be dated to several decades

prior to its self-conscious emergence in the 1970s.9

The journalistic environment of the early 1950s was of course much different

from that of our own time. There were no twenty-four-hour cable-news channels,
blogs, e-zines, or Twitter feeds. So whereas we might be able to tap into the ideologi-

cal divisions in the United States’ political culture by flipping on our televisions,

computers, or mobile devices, politically engaged Americans of the early 1950s were

limited to more traditional sources of information and opinion, namely, political-

opinion journals, weekly news magazines, and local daily newspapers. I have chosen

to focus on political-opinion journals to the exclusion of daily and weekly hard-news

sources because I am primarily concerned with investigating and analysing the simi-

larities and differences between the various camps of political and ideological opin-
ion at the elite and national levels. Weekly magazines like Time, Newsweek, and Life,
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and daily newspapers like the New York Times and Chicago Tribune were geared

more toward hard journalism than opinion, and more toward a mass audience than

toward intellectuals, policy-makers, and other moulders of public opinion. While

Henry Luce and company certainly expressed a distinct political point of view in Life

editorials, for example, the conservative ideas there espoused were often expressed

earlier and geared toward a more sophisticated and engaged audience in a conserva-

tive political-opinion journal like The Freeman. I have also excluded prominent influ-

ential syndicated columnists like Walter Lippmann and the Alsop brothers because,
while they may have been writing from a generally liberal perspective, they were ‘free

agents’, so to speak, whereas journals like The Nation and The New Republic filled

discrete ideological niches of the kind which form the main subject of my inquiry.

From Left to Right along the political spectrum, the six publications from which I

draw the bulk of my source material are The Nation, The New Republic, Common-

weal, The New Leader, The Freeman, and The American Mercury.10

The Nation was the furthest to the Left of these six publications. Editor Freda

Kirchwey had been a staunch opponent of Fascism and a supporter of the Soviet
Union in the 1930s. While she certainly viewed the Soviets less favourably after the

Second World War, her leftist leanings continued to inform her view of US foreign

relations. She generally opposed containment by military means and tended to see

Communism, especially in China, as the expression of people’s legitimate aspirations

for land, bread, and peace. As such, she sometimes viewed US cold-war policy as

aligning the United States with those who were on the wrong side of history: quasi-

Fascists, in her view, like Syngman Rhee and Chiang Kai-shek. Another notable

name on staff at The Nation was Julio Alvarez del Vayo. Del Vayo, an avowed social-
ist, had previously served as Foreign Minister for Republican Spain before being

forced to flee when Franco’s forces won the Spanish Civil War. He was sharply criti-

cal of what he viewed to be an excessively militaristic and unilateralist US foreign

policy. Kirchwey and del Vayo were the recipients of harsh criticism from more

hawkish liberals, like those at The New Leader, who viewed The Nation as the last lib-

eral refuge for the wretched fellow traveller.

Like The Nation, The New Republic had a recent leftist past. But unlike The

Nation, The New Republic had made a cleaner break with that past by the time the
Korean War broke out. Editor Michael Straight, who had been on the KGB payroll

in the 1930s while in England, had turned entirely against his old Communist alle-

giances by the late 1940s. Straight, however, didn’t travel all the way along the ex-

Communist path to conservatism, as others, like Whittaker Chambers, did. Rather,

he and his magazine remained squarely in the liberal camp. The New Republic under

Straight’s editorship was decisively anti-Communist but never advocated aggressive

rollback like conservatives and hawkish liberals. The editorial line supported the

containment of Communism by a variety of means, including military means when
necessary. The other name of note on staff at The New Republic was Harold L. Ickes,

prominent New Dealer and ex-Secretary of the Interior under Franklin Roosevelt.

Ickes often employed his considerable wit in attacking General MacArthur in his

weekly column. Overall, The New Republic shared much in common with its fellow

liberal publication, The Nation, but ultimately positioned itself closer to the centre of

the political spectrum than Kirchwey, del Vayo, and company.

Commonweal, a lay Catholic journal edited by Edward Skillin, is harder to pin

down ideologically. Its writings represent a curious hybrid between what we might
call the Christian Left and the Christian Right. On the one hand, the editors placed a
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great deal of emphasis on social justice issues like poverty, hunger, and economic

inequality, as well as prevention of war. But on the other hand, as Catholics, they

took a hard line against the threat posed by atheistic Communism. As such, they

often hinted that the United States ought to take a more active approach to combat-

ing Communism than what they considered to be the inherently flawed, passive con-

tainment strategy. But they rarely made explicit what such a proactive tack would

look like. They never came out and advocated a strategy of military liberation, but

they never explicitly ruled it out either. Generally speaking, the Commonweal of the
early 1950s can be considered a liberal journal of opinion, typically aligning itself

with a publication like The New Republic, but it did have its more hawkish moments

as well, when its line more closely resembled that of The New Leader.

The New Leader, published by the American Labor Conference on International

Affairs, typified the liberal point of view on most domestic issues but was quite hawk-

ish in its anti-Communist foreign-policy preferences. The Editor, William E. Bohn,

wrote mainly on domestic matters, leaving the journal’s foreign-policy line largely in

the hands of David J. Dallin and William Henry Chamberlin. Dallin served as The
New Leader’s Soviet expert, and was a strong advocate for an offensive strategy in

waging cold war, as opposed to the defensive posture implied by containment. He

was especially enthusiastic about the outbreak of the Korean War, seeing in it the

possibility of a liberated China and, with it, the beginning of the end of the Soviet

menace. Chamberlin was an ex-Communist sympathiser turned enemy of all things

collectivist whose writings during Korea were primarily concerned with what he

perceived to be US appeasement of Communism, particularly Chinese Communism.

Together, then, Dallin and Chamberlin forged a foreign policy for The New Leader

that became increasingly critical of US timidity in waging the Korean War. In advo-

cating some manner of offensive war against Communist China, The New Leader’s

line was often virtually indistinguishable from that of conservative journals like The

Freeman and The American Mercury.

The Freeman began publication in October 1950, several months after the first

shots had been fired in Korea. Edited by Henry Hazlitt, John Chamberlain, and

Suzanne LaFollette, this new conservative journal espoused a libertarian political

and economic philosophy when it came to domestic matters, and a muscular anti-
Communism abroad, especially in regards to the United States’ China policy.11 The

editors were deeply influenced by Austrian School economists Friedrich Hayek and

Ludwig von Mises, and counted among their friends Ayn Rand, Max Eastman,

James Burnham, and William F. Buckley, Jr. In fact, John Chamberlain penned the

introduction to Buckley’s God and Man at Yale. Both the editors and many of the

contributors to The Freeman later wound up on staff at National Review. In this way,

The Freeman was an important stepping-stone for the conservative movement and,

as such, serves as a window into the state of that movement years before it is typically
considered to have arrived at maturity.12

The American Mercury, a monthly journal founded by H.L. Mencken in the

1920s, came under the editorship of William Bradford Huie in 1950. Huie, a south-

erner and unabashed conservative, was well ahead of most of his contemporaries in

calling for his fellow southerners to leave the Democrats and embrace the Republi-

can Party. He attempted to create a home in the Mercury for the nascent conserva-

tive movement and hired a young William F. Buckley, Jr., as a staff contributor after

his 1951 opus, God and Man at Yale,made him the darling of the conservative world.
Both The Freeman and Huie’s version of the Mercury, then, were new arrivals on the
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scene in 1950 and heralded a new era for conservative opinion in the United States.

And the Korean War was therefore the first major foreign-policy issue upon which

the two publications had the opportunity to espouse their views in real time.

I. Syngman Rhee: ‘A stench in the nostrils of Asia’

On the question of who was primarily responsible for the outbreak of hostilities in

Korea, voices from across the political spectrum generally agreed that the war began
as the result of naked and premeditated Communist aggression. Most writers agreed

- incorrectly, as we now know - that the Soviet Union, under the leadership of Joseph

Stalin, must ultimately have been behind the attack.13 Beyond this, however, there

was fairly sharp disagreement between ideological camps regarding the extent to

which other personalities, including the President of South Korea, Syngman Rhee,

and various US officials, bore responsibility for the outbreak of war in Korea. Voices

on the Left, especially those published in The Nation, tended to be harshly critical of

Rhee, whom they considered a quasi-Fascist authoritarian, while conservatives and
hawkish liberals were more likely to defend Rhee and place blame on those in the

White House and State Department who crafted an allegedly weak-kneed foreign

policy during the Roosevelt and Truman administrations: a foreign policy which,

they argued, ultimately invited the Communist aggression in Korea.

William Costello, writing in The New Republic, exemplified the liberal critique of

Syngman Rhee. Costello wrote that Rhee’s ‘psychopathic nationalism’ prevented the

United States from adequately arming South Korea, as US policy-makers were

afraid that large shipments of arms to that country might encourage Rhee to launch
his own invasion of the North. Thus, with South Korea left virtually defenceless, the

prospect of an easy conquest proved too tempting a morsel for Stalin to resist.14 In

addition to blaming Rhee, albeit only partially, for the outbreak of the war, many

liberals used the occasion to let fly their long-held arrows about why Rhee was not

worth supporting in the first place. The New Republic editorialised that the Rhee

regime was ‘rotten’ and had lost the confidence of the Korean people.15 Harold

Ickes, in his weekly column in that magazine, wrote that Rhee ran a ‘corrupt police

state’,16 while Percy Winner, the Foreign Editor, did not shy away from discussing
Rhee’s ‘barbarous treatment of the Korean people’.17 Despite such commentary,

The New Republic was actually not the harshest of Rhee’s detractors. Prominent

thinkers on staff at The Nation, including Julio Alvarez del Vayo and Freda Kirch-

wey, were perhaps Rhee’s harshest critics of all.

Del Vayo wasted no time upon the outbreak of hostilities in condemning Rhee, as

well as the United States for supporting him:

Events in Korea have confirmed the position I have always taken on the cold war. The
Achilles heel of Western political strategy in that struggle has always been the failure to
realize that you cannot fight for democracy in alliance with undemocratic forces and
regimes. This was the mistake made in China - a mistake which ended in Communist vic-
tory. In Korea the attempt to check the Communist drive from the north is weakened
and compromised from the start by America’s alliance with the government serving
reactionary landowners, money lenders, and war-time collaborationists.18

Elsewhere, del Vayo compared Rhee’s South Korea to Poland and France on the eve

of the Second World War, countries that, according to him, were ‘politically rotten,
infiltrated with fascists, and unwilling to offer the masses anything for which they
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would fight’. Rhee’s government, he concluded, ‘is similarly incapable of arousing

the fighting spirit of the people’.19

Not only did The Nation include a weekly column by the obviously anti-Rhee del

Vayo, but it also consistently published other pieces sharply critical of the Rhee

regime, ‘one of the most repressive police states to ever enjoy our favor’.20 Shortly

after the war began, a Nation editorial went so far as to suggest that Korean Commu-

nism offered more to the Korean masses than Rhee’s nominally democratic regime.

‘North Korean troops fight better than South Korean,’ ran the editorial, ‘not merely
because they are better armed and trained but because the Communist program offers

them land, hope, and other things not evident in the performance of the kind of gov-

ernment headed by Syngman Rhee.’21 Then, as US/UN troops regained the advantage

after the Inchon landing and the North Koreans seemed on the verge of final defeat,

several pieces in The Nation argued that a unified Korea headed by Rhee could never

bring lasting peace to East Asia.22 Alexander Werth, for example, warned of the con-

sequences of a Rhee-dominated Korea by asking, ‘But now what? Is Syngman Rhee

to be reinstated at Seoul and allowed to shed more blood to swell the torrents that
flowed after 24,000 tons of bombs were dropped in the name of the UN? Or will a seri-

ous attempt be made to take into account the real wishes of the Korean people?’23

Finally, Freda Kirchwey described Rhee as a ‘reactionary’ who, ‘against the bet-

ter judgment of a few sensible American officials, was allowed to use the Japanese-

trained police to suppress opposition’ to his rule. This police force, together with

Rhee’s youth organisation, ‘a semi-military, wholly fascist body’, took the lead in

such war crimes in Korea as ‘the hasty, brutal liquidation of supporters of the north-

ern regime’. Thus, the United States effectively gave ‘a shrewd, landlord-minded pol-
itician like Syngman Rhee a free field in which to carry out a program of planned

repression under the camouflage of democratic forms - and in doing so to make the

name of America a stench in the nostrils of Asia’.24 For the editors of and contribu-

tors to The Nation and The New Republic, then, Syngman Rhee was not only unwor-

thy of US support over the long term, but was portrayed as a threat to the Korean

future almost as grave as that posed by the invading Communists themselves.

The issues raised by US support for Rhee were some of the earliest during the

Korean War about which there was an obvious ideological divide within the intellec-
tual community, namely, between Left liberals on the one hand, and conservatives

and hawkish liberals on the other. Whereas liberals featured in The Nation and The

New Republic, as noted above, were no fans of President Rhee, the liberals who wrote

for The New Leader were not so quick to condemn him as a murderous or repressive

Fascist or reactionary. Rather, while that publication was not blind to Rhee’s

faults25, it generally took a supportive tone. The New Leader published pieces by

Robert T. Oliver, for instance, who, as a former advisor to and vocal supporter of

Rhee, argued that the primary reason Stalin, in his view, ordered the invasion of
South Korea was because that country’s flourishing democracy was an obvious

threat to his dominion over the Asian continent. ‘Naturally,’ wrote Oliver, ‘the

Kremlin found this impressive example of political and economic democracy an

intolerable threat to its design for subverting Asia’s confused and uneasy millions.

Hence, the unprovoked attack from the north on June 25.’26

Readers of The New Leader would have found another spirited defence of Rhee

and his democratic credentials in October 1950, when the Prime Minister of India,

Jawaharlal Nehru, was working for a cease-fire in Korea which would have prevented
Rhee from extending his authority to any area north of the thirty-eighth parallel. That
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Nehru was a favourite punching bag for conservatives and hawkish liberals notwith-

standing, in this instance Jonathan Stout wrote that the United States must not allow

the UN to ‘appease Nehru and the Indians, who have been coldly hostile toward the

Rhee government’. ‘Hamstringing the Rhee regime to please Nehru,’ he continued,

‘means handing the Kremlin a large part of what it hoped to achieve in its Korean

aggression.’ And if this wasn’t enough to rally Rhee’s supporters, Stout concluded by

reminding his readers that ‘the Republic of Korea is a child of the UN: Syngman

Rhee was chosen in a democratic election ordered and supervised by the UN. Under-
cutting the Rhee government means invalidating the UN’s handiwork.’27

Whereas The New Leader supported Rhee because he a) stood against Commu-

nism, and b) stood against Nehru, the conservative Freeman had an additional rea-

son: it supported Rhee because he was opposed by US liberals. In their

characteristically sarcastic tone, the editors of The Freeman asked whence, given that

Rhee was constitutionally chosen in an election approved by the UN, ‘the scurry and

the flutter of dubiety about Rhee’s claims to the job?’ Their answer was a direct

attack on what they viewed to be the scourge of the twentieth century: the liberal
intellectual. ‘People who never heard of the town of Pusan before last August and

September will solemnly swear to you,’ they editorialised, ‘that Rhee is nothing but a

“little Chiang Kai-shek.” They will tell you that he is a “reactionary”, that he is a

“front” for the “big landlords,” that he is corrupt.’ As far as The Freeman was con-

cerned, this was ‘the same rigamarole’ perpetuated by the liberal dupes of the global

Communist conspiracy as that about Chiang Kai-shek prior to the fall of China to

Mao’s Communists. And now the foolish liberals were falling for it again. Could

they not see that behind the campaign to discredit Rhee were the same Communist
masters of ‘poisoning the intellectual approaches to the formation of US public opin-

ion’? In short, for the conservatives at The Freeman: ‘The attempt to grease the slides

under Rhee is, of course, part of the never-ceasing Kremlin campaign to subvert the

world.’28

On a separate occasion, the editors of The Freeman took advantage of the Rhee

issue to take a shot at one of their favourite targets: the Truman Administration.

‘The Syngman Rhee government has been declared by the UN to be the constitu-

tional government of Korea,’ they wrote. ‘But Mr. Acheson has suggested that it
nevertheless set up an interim government to replace President Rhee, whose term

does not expire until 1952.’ Inspired by Acheson’s proposal that the UN replace a

constitutionally elected leadership several years before the expiration of its term,

they concluded wryly: ‘Perhaps the UN could be persuaded to do as much for us.’29

II. Truman and Acheson: ‘more dangerous than treason’

In addition to defending Rhee, the conservative and conservative-leaning writers in
The New Leader, The American Mercury, and The Freeman, often indicted US liber-

als in general and the Truman administration in particular, especially the Secretary

of State, Dean Acheson, for failing to foresee the Korean attack or, worse yet, for

unwittingly encouraging the Communist invasion of South Korea. The editors of

The New Leader, most notably David J. Dallin and William Henry Chamberlin, thus

distinguished themselves from their fellow liberals at The Nation and The New

Republic, while conservatives at The American Mercury and The Freeman similarly

delighted in attacking the Truman administration for what they perceived to be its de
facto pro-Communist policies.
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Dallin wrote of the ‘confused writers and political leaders’ who, prior to Korea,

consistently argued that peace with the Communist world was possible. While not

pointing a finger at any specific individuals, he argued that the failure to properly

arm the Republic of Korea prior to the US military withdrawal from that country

was both a symptom of a fallacious na€ıvet�e and a necessary condition for the Com-

munist invasion. The US must ‘never again’, he wrote, ‘repeat the great blunder of

Korea - that of withdrawing our occupation troops before a sufficiently strong

defense force had been created’.30 Others subsequently repeated this same argument
in the pages of The New Leader in the weeks and months that followed.31

But perhaps the greatest liberal critic of the Truman/Acheson foreign policy was

Dallin’s compatriot at The New Leader, William Henry Chamberlin. Not only did

Chamberlin consistently parrot Dallin’s argument about the failure to properly arm

South Korea32, he went much further in his criticism of Truman/Acheson policy in

the Far East. ‘It is no accident,’ he wrote, ‘that the Kremlin’s first postwar resort to

organized military force occurred in Asia, not Europe.’ After all, ran his argument,

the United States had demonstrated both its strength and its resolve to resist Com-
munist expansion in Europe. But he wrote that in Asia, on the other hand, ‘our pol-

icy has been weak, fumbling, and contradictory.’ The Truman administration

‘withdrew our troops from Korea’, he continued, ‘without giving the government we

recognized adequate means to defend itself, and conspicuously refrained from

assuming any commitment to act in the event of aggression’. What’s more, in regards

to China, ‘the attitude of the State Department seemed to be one of waiting expec-

tantly until the Communists overran Formosa, last stronghold of the Nationalist

regime and a key point in our Pacific defense strategy.’ In short, Chamberlin argued
that weakness invited the war in Korea, and only strength could prevent such disas-

ters in the future. ‘What has happened in Korea’, he concluded, ‘affords convincing

proof that there is no strength in unpreparedness, no safety in surrender, no security

in retreat.’33 If the United States were going to win in Korea as well as in the wider

cold war, implied Chamberlin, it would have to abandon the unfortunate weakness

and timidity displayed in East Asia by Truman and Acheson.

While Chamberlin was a contributing editor and weekly columnist on the staff of

the liberal New Leader, he was also a regular contributor to the conservative journal,
The Freeman. These two publications disagreed on most domestic-policy matters,

but when it came to foreign policy, they often marched in lock step. Indeed, writers

like the nominally liberal Chamberlin and Dallin, who focused most of their atten-

tion on foreign policy, seemed much more at home in the pages of conservative publi-

cations than they would have in the leading liberal weeklies The Nation and New

Republic. In one of Chamberlin’s pieces for The Freeman, he continued the same line

of argument he expounded almost weekly in The New Leader, writing that: ‘Our fun-

damental blunder in Korea was the almost inexplicable failure to give South Korea
an army with sufficient training and equipment to meet . . . the ever-present threat of
invasion from the North.’ Truman’s State and Defense Departments, then, ‘must

share a heavy burden of responsibility for almost inviting the Soviet satellite

invasion’.34

Writing much later in the war, toward the end of 1952, Chamberlin further elabo-

rated his frustrations with Truman and Acheson’s pre-Korea policies. Over the ori-

gins of the war, he asserted, ‘there broods an atmosphere of bungling, frustration

and futility’. Articulating an early form of the domino theory, he argued that once
China fell to Communism, maintaining a free government in South Korea was the
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key to preventing a red tide from washing over all of Asia. ‘If Korea had gone,’ he

wrote, ‘Japan, key to our whole position in the Far East, would have been next, and

wavering elements in Asia, believing Communism invincible, would have jumped on

the bandwagon.’ But what was our policy, he asked? It was ‘to throw every road-

block in the way of the creation of a South Korean force’, despite our knowledge

that the Soviets had created a powerful army in North Korea. The high point of this

failing policy, he added, was Secretary Acheson’s ‘stupid speech’ in January 1950,

which announced that Korea was outside the United States’ defence perimeter.
Thus, he concluded: ‘The attempt to assure peace through weakness - through “not

provoking” the Communists - was proved bankrupt on June 25, 1950.’35

While Chamberlin was a prominent liberal hawk who placed a good deal of

responsibility on the Truman administration for the outbreak of war in Korea, there

were certainly other, more conservative voices unleashing even more scathing attacks

on Truman, Acheson, and liberals in general. Isaac Don Levine, for example, com-

plained bitterly in the inaugural issue of The Freeman that former fellow-travellers

were being too easily forgiven as a result of their conversion to anti-Stalinism in the
wake of the Korean War:

The pastures of opinion in general and the commanding heights in Washington in par-
ticular are full of so-called liberals who are now hailed as great patriots because they
have joined the beating of drums for action in Korea. These post-Korean patriots are
the very ones who helped deliver China into Soviet vassalage, who cried ‘witch-hunt’
when Alger Hiss was put on trial by jury, and who through their consistent appeasement
of Muscovite despotism paved the way for the bloody events in Korea. Such is the lot of
yesterday’s fellow-traveler. Today his path is strewn with roses.36

This was an especially jagged pill for Levine to swallow, since he felt himself and his
colleague Ralph de Toledano scorned in liberal opinion for demanding a reckoning

for those responsible for the loss of China and, by extension, for the outbreak of war

in Korea. It was the Levines and Toledanos, after all, who were, as Levine put it, the

‘pioneer opponents of Communist totalitarianism’, who ‘for years warned against

Communist imperialism, exposing its sinister ramifications, fighting its fifth columns,

endeavoring to unearth the truth and unmask the enemy within’.37 With the advent

of this new publication, The Freeman, conservatives at last felt they had a platform

from which to project their considerable voices. And project they did.

Whereas Levine had vented his frustration with liberals in general, Samuel J.

Kornhauser used The Freeman to launch a much more specific attack on the Truman

administration regarding its responsibility for the Korean War. He called the admin-

istration’s foreign-policy establishment ‘opinionated amateurs’ whose ‘lack of train-

ing and skill to grapple with growing problems has been exceeded only by their
incurable sense of self-sufficiency, complacency, and capacity to blunder’. For Korn-

hauser, the root of the problem was that the United States had permitted the

‘pernicious doctrine’ to be established that the Executive had sole dominion in

authoring the nation’s foreign policy. As such, Truman, ‘unschooled in the rudi-

ments of statecraft’ and ‘with only the elegant but feeble courtier Acheson hanging

on his sleeve . . . has surely had unhindered scope to deal as he pleased with the fate

of our nation. He did so; and what a price we shall pay!’38 Clearly, for the contribu-

tors to The Freeman, responsibility for the outbreak of war in Korea was not Mos-
cow’s alone. That burden was also borne by Harry Truman and Dean Acheson.
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Perhaps no writer made this argument more explicitly than frequent contributor

to The Freeman, Alice Widener. Writing near the second anniversary of the onset of

the war, Widener introduced her topic as follows: ‘It is now two long years since

Americans began to pay in blood for the fatal Roosevelt-Truman-Acheson-Marshall

Asiatic policy, which led to the Soviet-inspired aggression against the Republic of

Korea in June 1950.’ The roots of this ‘Truman-Acheson War of Appeasement’, she

argued, could be found in the administration’s supposed suppression of General

Albert Wedemeyer’s 1947 Report on China and the Far East. In particular, she said,
Wedemeyer had recommended that US forces stay in South Korea until that nation

had an army sufficient for its own defence. This recommendation, as we know, was

never implemented - an act of negligence which, according to Widener, prepared

South Korea for the taking. Then, of more immediate relevance, the war launched

by the Soviet-inspired North Koreans was ‘the inevitable result of the Truman-Ache-

son delineation, in January 1950, of the American defense line in the Pacific’.39 In

short, for Widener, had Truman and Acheson listened to Wedemeyer and imple-

mented a more forceful anti-Communist policy in China and Korea in the years since
the Second World War, the Korean War likely would have never occurred. As such,

the leaders of the Democratic Party had blood on their hands.

Though The Freeman was a new journal of opinion in late 1950 around which

angry conservatives could rally, it was not the only such publication. The American

Mercury, founded by H. L. Mencken in 1924, began taking an avowedly conservative

tack under the editorship of William Bradford Huie, who took the reins in December

1950 when the Korean War was only five months old. Pieces in the Mercury placed

blame for the Korean War on the Truman administration’s policy of weakness in
Asia in much the same way as pieces in The Freeman.40 But some went even further.

Max Eastman, disaffected leftist turned conservative, sarcastically applauded

Acheson’s ‘brilliance’, once the Chinese had already intervened in Korea, for his

insistence that the United States do nothing further to provoke the Chinese Commu-

nists. For Eastman, it was precisely this kind of weakness that invited the Korean

War in the first place. ‘The Chinese Communists will be “provoked” by one thing

and one only,’ wrote Eastman, ‘another exposed point in our defenses, another

chance to win a battle for the totalitarian world-communist crusade.’ Weakness
invited aggression, ran Eastman’s argument, while strength deterred it. Yet Truman

and Acheson had apparently not learned that lesson. As such, Eastman concluded

his attack on the administration with some extreme rhetoric indeed: ‘Ignorance in

the executive, ignorance in the makers of foreign policy, at such a juncture, is more

dangerous than treason.’41 For Eastman, not only was Truman and Acheson’s bun-

gling timidity responsible for the loss of life in Korea, but their appeasement-minded

approach to China was tantamount to disloyalty.

Alice Widener added her own critique of Truman and Acheson’s Korea policies to
the pages of the Mercury. ‘Either Korea is of strategic importance to us or it isn’t,’ she

wrote. ‘If it is, then Truman and Acheson misled us by withdrawing our troops and

opening the way for our enemies to take it. If Korea is not important, then Truman

and Acheson misled us by ordering our troops to fight for it.’42 While this may seem a

fairly logical argument on its face, one must keep in mind that Korea may not have

been of significant strategic importance to the United States at any point, but it came

to have tremendous symbolic importance to the United States once the Communists

crossed the thirty-eighth parallel. In other words, if the United States failed to meet
the aggression in Korea, then Communists would only have been encouraged to
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launch future such aggressions - much like Hitler had been encouraged via the policy

of appeasement in the 1930s - not to mention that failing to meet the challenge might

send the message to the United States’ European allies that the United States would

leave them in the lurch if and when push came to shove with the Communists.

While Truman and Acheson were the favourite whipping boys of those on the

Right, liberals tended to praise the President’s courage and resolve in meeting the

challenge in Korea. The Nation took up its defence of Truman almost immediately

after the war began, editorialising that the President’s decisive stand against Commu-
nist aggression in Korea would leave the administration’s critics wondering what

would become of their most commonly enunciated arguments, ‘that the Administra-

tion was “soft” on Communists and that, because of this indulgence, it was handing

all Asia to the Russians without a struggle’. The editors called such arguments ‘feeble

and contradictory’, and mocked the conservative position that ‘when we

“abandoned” Chiang Kai-shek - that is, we and a few hundred million Chinese - we

served notice on the Russians that we did not care about Korea either’. What should

Truman and Acheson have done in China, according to The Nation’s interpretation
of conservative thought on the subject? ‘Presumably what we should have done was

to pour arms into a doomed cause.’43

Similarly, The New Republic editorialised that Korea ‘has changed everything’

about how the country and the world should view President Truman. When news of

the invasion first broke, they wrote, ‘anybody who was anybody in Washington knew

what Truman was going to do; he was going to appease.’ Yes, conventional wisdom

said that ‘Weak, vacillating Truman’ would wither under the heat and pressure of

open war initiated by Moscow. But when the ‘diplomatic masterpiece’ that was
Truman’s executive order hit the wires, ‘Washington took a new look at the President.

It found that he had fooled them even more than he did on Election Day, 1948.’ Find-

ing it ‘queer’ how the President was so consistently underestimated, the editors noted

how his determined leadership wiped out a national mood of ‘pathetic fatalism’ and

replaced it with an ‘almost unprecedented moral unity’.44 Queer, indeed, how the Pres-

ident responsible for the Truman Doctrine, Marshall Plan, and NATO should have

been so widely considered ‘soft’ when it came to standing up to Communism.

III. Korea as turning point: ‘the last convulsive spasm of an expiring revolution’

Some writers may have been terrified that Korea had led the world to the brink of an

unthinkably destructive Third World War, but there were some prominent voices

that almost welcomed the prospect of a global showdown between the United States

and the Communist bloc. David J. Dallin, who straddled the liberal and conservative

worlds, was not merely convinced that Korea marked an epochal moment in history.

He was excited about it.

Dallin’s initial reaction to the outbreak of war in Korea was to describe excitedly

the transformative effects that a military clash with Communism must have for the
United States:

The whole emotional climate of the U.S. has been transformed. A new, magnificent
fighting spirit has emerged. The outside world had begun to treat Americans with scorn,
to revile us. The Orient had grown to expect only timidity and confusion from Washing-
ton policymakers. Now friend and foe alike are electrified and astonished at our re-dedi-
cation to the militant defense of liberty - that secular goddess who must bear a sword as
well as a torch if she is to survive.45
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Indeed, the United States’ ‘re-dedication to the militant defense of liberty’ meant, for

Dallin, that ‘History has begun a new chapter.’ For the five years since the end of the

Second World War, he wrote, ‘all manner of confused writers and political leaders’

argued that peace with Stalin’s Soviet Union was both possible and desirable. But

the Communist aggression in Korea, he decided, ‘shattered both of these seductive

pipe-dreams’.46 As Dallin’s compatriot, William Henry Chamberlin, put it: ‘All of

these fantasies are gone - and good riddance.’47 From this point forward, in other

words, the United States would lead the free world in a decisive crusade to defeat the
monstrous evil of Soviet Communism once and for all. Korea had changed every-

thing. A new chapter in history had begun.

How would this global crusade begin? According to Dallin, the defeat of the

North Koreans was only the first step, to be followed by much larger and more glori-

ous victories for freedom, namely in China. As such, Stalin’s error in dispatching his

Asiatic minions southward across the thirty-eighth parallel would ultimately prove

as fatal an error as when Napoleon and Hitler sent their invading armies into the

grinding depths of the Russian winter:

Intended to obliterate the last patch of non-Communist soil on the East Asian continent,
Stalin’s Korean adventure will lead, instead, to a contraction of the Soviet empire and
the extension of the Western bridgehead in Asia to the very border of Manchuria. Direct
contact with China, where an unscrupulous dictatorship is holding down the lid on a
seething cauldron of unrest and misery, will have the greatest consequences. A turning
point in Chinese history may be at hand, if the campaign in Korea is pressed with suffi-
cient vigor and far-sightedness.48

If President Truman seized the historic opportunity given him by Stalin’s mistake,

then China herself could be pulled back out of the Soviet orbit. From the very begin-

ning of the Korean War, then, this prominent liberal hawk began calling for the con-

flict to lead to a war of liberation against Communist China.

But how did Dallin expect the Korean War to affect the Soviet Union itself? He

wrote that, ‘little war’ though it was, it was subjecting the USSR ‘to great economic,

political, and military strain’. As the North Koreans required greater and greater

support from their superpower sponsors in Moscow as US/UN troops regained the
military momentum, ‘a large part of Soviet military strength is being shifted to the

East’ and ‘the vast supplies needed to keep the military machine running efficiently

are rolling constantly over the badly overburdened Siberian railroads.’ This situa-

tion, according to Dallin, would exacerbate the already ‘great and painful’ strains on

Soviet military-industrial infrastructure. After all: ‘Russia is still a very poor nation

whose foreign commitments far exceed its capacity to meet them.’ For these reasons,

Dallin argued that Korea was a necessary step, in the chain of events sure to follow,

toward the ultimate defeat of Stalinism: ‘The Korean invasion is but one link - and
by no means the last – in the chain of “Stalinist Wars,” which will enter history, like

the Napoleonic Wars, as the last convulsive spasm of an expiring revolution.’49 Dal-

lin echoed this same theme in a piece for the conservative monthly, The American

Mercury, in which he argued that it was the Soviet Union’s hubris, reinforced by the

capture of China, which would lead to its ultimate downfall. Once again comparing

Stalinist Russia to Napoleonic France and Nazi Germany, Dallin concluded: ‘It is

this new feeling of superiority that has moved the Kremlin to initiate the Korean

campaign. But this erroneous notion of superiority may become as fatal as similar
notions held by many of the great warriors in world history.’50
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The economic strain placed on the Soviet Union by the need to supply the North

Korean Army aside, Dallin also saw the inevitable Communist defeat in Korea as

dealing a heavy blow to Stalin’s psychological grip on his satellite empire. As the

Soviet-sponsored North Korean Army crumbled before the northward advance of

US/UN troops in the fall of 1950, Dallin crowed: ‘The legend of Soviet invincibility

is gone; so is the widely held notion that America will supinely acquiesce in every fait

accompli Stalin creates.’ Dallin thus saw Korea as having stiffened the US spine, as

well as having planted a seed of doubt in the minds of those millions under Stalin’s
sway behind the Iron Curtain. If the myth of Communist world victory was being

shattered in Korea, then the reverberations could not but shake the Communist

world to its very core: Russia herself. Defeat in Korea would lead not only North

Koreans and Eastern Europeans to lose confidence in Moscow, but ‘the Russian peo-

ple, too, will be set to thinking.’ For Dallin, the apparent defeat of Communist

armed might in Korea meant that Stalin’s cherished satellite buffer system, so pains-

takingly pieced together after the Second World War, was beginning to crumble:

‘Now American troops are moving toward the Soviet border, American naval patrols
are cruising within sight of Soviet villages, and an American army is to be stationed

at the gateway to Soviet-controlled Manchuria.’ These, Dallin mocked, were the

‘splendid contributions made to Russian security’ by Stalin’s ‘irresponsible military

adventure’ in the Far East. As a result, doubts about Stalin’s wisdom ‘cannot but

preoccupy the minds of the Communist faithful abroad and the average Russian at

home’. As this doubt spread, so would the satellite peoples’ desire for liberation from

the Communist yoke. Here, then, as the last of the North Korean Communist resis-

tance was about to be snuffed out, was how the Korean War would be recorded as
one of the great turning points in human history. ‘North Korea was once a satellite,’

wrote Dallin, ‘but now it is free. Obviously, then, there is a road to freedom. “What

Korea has done,” the Poles, Rumanians, the Hungarians and the Bulgarians will

start telling themselves, “we, too, can do.”’51

IV. Containment policy in Korea: ‘a case history of the illness of our time’

Contributors to liberal-opinion journals largely agreed that the US/UN stand in
Korea was deeply symbolic of the West’s determination to stand up to Communist

aggression in a way that it had failed to do in the face of Nazi aggressions in the

1930s. As such, Truman’s intervention, motivated in large part by the dictates of con-

tainment policy, was generally praised. But this doesn’t mean that liberals were alto-

gether pleased with containment policy itself. In fact, Left liberals like those at The

Nation were sharply critical of containment policy for failing to place enough empha-

sis on food aid and development assistance to the Third World, as well as on land

reform and political independence for the peoples of Asia.
Freda Kirchwey, editor of The Nation, was the most vocal critic of containment

policy on the Left. She saw containment’s primary shortcoming as its inability to

deal constructively with what she commonly called the ‘revolution’ sweeping Asia in

the years after the Second World War. This revolution, she explained, was the result

of the peoples of Asia waking from a long sleep to demand adequate living standards

and political self-determination. By focusing on preventing Communist expansion

by military means, the United States, she argued, was taking precisely the wrong

tack in Asia. The United States should have instead been focusing its considerable
resources on things like food aid and development assistance. Such a course, she
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argued, would win more Asian hearts and minds in the long run than any amount of

military protection from Soviet-style Communism. Kirchwey thus viewed the desires

of the peoples of Asia and the desires of US policy-makers as increasingly incompati-

ble. And the best example of this conflict, she thought, was to be found in Korea,

which she called ‘a case history of the illness of our time’.52

Kirchwey traced Korea’s problems back to the end of the Second World War,

when the Soviet Union and United States proved incapable of uniting Korea under a

mutually acceptable form of government. Thereafter, the United States coddled the
antidemocratic and reactionary Rhee regime, in effect discouraging the kinds of

social and economic reforms that the people of South Korea desperately wanted,

because those reforms might have smacked of Socialism. ‘The meaning of it all’, she

wrote, ‘boils down to this: In the present stage of American political development we

seem incapable of doing what needs to be done in countries ripe for revolution.’

What’s more, whereas US policy fell short of satisfying Korean hunger for, say, dras-

tic land reform, Soviet policy fulfilled that hunger. Then once the United States

became militarily involved in Korea, this contrast was made all the clearer as General
MacArthur moved north of the thirty-eighth parallel and allowed Rhee to set ‘the

machinery of revolution’ in reverse by restoring farmland to former landlords. The

bottom line for Kirchwey was that ‘Korea is a case history in which one can trace the

course of democracy’s defeat.’ Or: ‘In plain non-medical language, Korea proves

that when the US uses its power to prevent revolution where revolution is inevitable,

it sets its feet on a road that leads directly to war.’53

Thus, implicit in Kirchwey’s argument was the suggestion that the Communist

aggressors in Korea were actually in some sense the agents of social justice, while the
US defenders of South Korea were actually the counterrevolutionary defenders of

reaction. Although conservative critics of Kirchwey’s Nation went on to raise quite a

ruckus over her apparently pro-Communist attitude, Kirchwey seemed more inter-

ested in constructively criticising US containment policy as implemented in Korea.

She in fact urged the United States to transform its foreign policy in order to more

effectively counteract the appeal of Communism among the Asian peasantry, writing

that the only way to meet the Russian challenge was ‘a drastic overhauling of our for-

eign policy in the direction of more courageous, aggressive democracy’. In other
words, she urged the United States ‘to put our own strength behind the forces of

change. We must become, and quickly, the new sponsor of revolution, helping the

peoples of the world to win all that communism promises or provides - plus liberty.’54

Indeed, even if US military intervention in Korea ‘should succeed beyond all present

reasonable expectations’, wrote Kirchwey, it will have accomplished little unless

‘fortified with a political program that revives the faith of Asia in our liberating

purpose’.55

Lest we conclude that Kirchwey stood alone on this point, it is worth noting that
the editors of Commonweal also criticised the United States, though in a less strident

tone than Kirchwey, for ignoring human needs in its twilight struggle against Soviet

Communism. Containment policy, editorialised Commonweal, fell short of its pur-

poses because it lacked the drive necessary ‘to relieve the poverty of the Far Eastern

peoples, something that has been so skillfully exploited by the Communists. The hun-

ger of the Asiatics is for food and land and it does little good for us to sit back and

watch the Communists satisfy that hunger.’56

Such liberal critiques of containment policy’s shortcomings were not necessarily
just criticism for criticism’s sake. Kirchwey and other writers for The Nation, as well
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as some of the more hawkish liberals at The New Leader, provided an alternative

vision for how US policy could be transformed to meet the actual human needs of

the peoples of Asia, even as it continued to meet the military necessities of containing

Communism’s various armies. ‘If this country hopes to play the role of liberator in

Asia,’ editorialised The Nation, ‘it will have to tie its intervention in Korea to a far

more drastic and revolutionary policy than it has pursued in the past.’ This new

‘revolutionary’ policy, if it were to succeed, needed ‘to offer now the concrete pledge

of national freedom and basic economic reform’ to all of the struggling countries of
Asia, which were at once potential friends and potential enemies, including Indo-

china, Malaya, Korea, Formosa, and the Philippines.57 The Nation’s Foreign Editor,

Julio Alvarez del Vayo, explained, ‘“Realists” tend to think only in terms of bombs,

guns, and bases, but it is the crucial issue of giving bread and land and social justice

to the peoples of the earth which will in the end decide the cold war.’58 If such prom-

ises of ‘national freedom’ and ‘economic reform’ sounded a bit vague, the editors of

The Nation later offered more specific proposals, namely, that the US assist the rele-

vant countries in building roads, health-care infrastructure, and a more just and effi-
cient system of agricultural production.59

Hitching a ride on the back of an Asian revolution for social and economic justice

may seem like a perfectly fitting suggestion for Left liberals to have made, but the

more hawkish liberals at The New Leader did not disagree. They viewed Korea as ‘a

highly unorthodox war’ in that it was one ‘which will not be decided by force alone,

but a war in which men’s minds and spirits will assume pre-eminence’. Previewing

the debate over Vietnam that would come more than a decade later, they concluded

the issue as follows: ‘For the nub of the whole issue in Asia is this: The Asians want,
more than anything else, freedom from oppression in all its forms, native and for-

eign; and it therefore follows that the US must frame a policy in line with - and not

opposed to - the aspirations of the Asian people.’60

Daniel James was even more explicit. ‘Our function in Asia’, he wrote, ‘is to

become an ardent sponsor - not a lukewarm spectator - of the Asian revolution.’

While strongly supporting US military action in Korea, he added that ‘our fight

against communism can have meaning only if it is joined with a crusade to fight pov-

erty, ignorance and disease.’ His specific recommendations included: (1) urging
European imperial powers to withdraw from and grant independence to hitherto

colonised Asian nations; (2) ending the United States’ cozy relationship with ‘Asian

reactionaries’ (he presumably had in mind Chiang Kai-shek, Syngman Rhee, and

Bao Dai); and (3) giving vast economic and technical aid ‘with no strings attached’.

Only in this way, he argued, via a marriage of military containment and proactive

and altruistic aid, could the United States’ strategy in Asia, up until then

‘foredoomed to defeat’, stand a fighting chance.61

Still, even if the United States did change course to focus more on the human
needs and national independence of Asian countries, liberals cautioned the fight for

hearts and minds would not be easy. The Nation pointed out that: ‘The Asian peo-

ples, by and large, are less hostile to communism than they are to imperialism - and

to them imperialism means Western intervention and control.’62 And while The New

Republic editorialised, ‘Sooner or later we must recognize the fact that wars are not

won merely by guns but by ideas,’ its editors also noted, albeit paternalistically, that

among the ‘uncomfortable realities’ in the Korean situation was ‘the difficulty a capi-

talist democracy faces in trying to proselytize a primitive people’.63 In any event, it is
clear that most contributors to the leading liberal journals were quite critical of
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Korea-style containment methods to the extent that those methods were not ade-

quately coupled with other, non-military means.

V. Opposition to the Korean Intervention: ‘one of the most foolish and disastrous

decisions ever made’

Whereas both Left and hawkish liberal voices generally supported the US involve-

ment in Korea, many to the right of centre took issue with President Truman’s deci-
sion to send American boys to fight on Asian soil. It is worth noting that most of this

criticism came only after the Chinese intervened64, threatening to turn the tide of bat-

tle against the United States for good, but conservative disapproval of the US entan-

glement in Korea nonetheless revealed a lingering conservative isolationism,

discomfort with working through the UN, and bitterness at having had to endure

nearly twenty years of Democratic rule in Washington, especially under the recent

leadership of one they viewed to be as unworthy as Harry Truman.

Writing in December 1950, Freeman co-editor Henry Hazlitt called the Korean
intervention a ‘disaster’, and one which demonstrated the ‘incompetence and

unfitness’ of the Truman administration. Indeed, Truman and Acheson’s respon-

sibility for this disaster was ‘as clear and direct as it could possibly be’. In sending

troops to Korea, Hazlitt contended, Truman ‘went against the long-considered

judgment of nearly every military authority: that Korea was strategically untena-

ble by our land forces’. But Truman disregarded the military wisdom of these

unnamed experts, and acted ‘on the impulse of the moment’. Now, several months

later, the results of such a foolish decision were apparent, especially in light of the
restrictions placed upon US freedom of action by the UN. ‘We have maneuvered

ourselves into a preposterous situation’, Hazlitt complained, ‘in which American

boys do 90% of the fighting and dying, while our token-fighting or non-fighting

“allies” in the UN tell us what we can or can’t do with a victory if we ever win it

and what we can or can’t do even on the battlefield itself.’65 Hazlitt was here reg-

istering his disapproval of those US allies at the UN who objected to a MacAr-

thur-led expansion of the war to China.66 In any event, so onerous were the

mistakes and miscalculations of the Truman administration, thought Hazlitt, that
he went so far as to call for the removal or resignation not only of President Tru-

man, but of his entire cabinet as well. Hazlitt’s proposed mechanism to accom-

plish such a clean sweep? A constitutional amendment giving the people the

power to change leaders ‘at any time’ - the almost certain and constant political

chaos this would engender apparently notwithstanding.

Nor was Hazlitt alone in his call for Truman to resign. The Freeman’s other edi-

tors joined in the chorus, writing that the President, via his Korea policy, was

‘leading the country down the road to calamity’. They were quick to pronounce the
Korean War, a full two and half years before it ended, ‘the worst military defeat in

our history’. Chiding Truman for calling Korea a ‘symbol’, they retorted, ‘It surely

is. To the rest of us it is symbol of a major and wholly avoidable defeat, a symbol of

the folly of acting on the basis of wish-fulfillment rhetoric rather than of hard real-

ities.’ What’s more, they continued, ‘even if Mr. Truman were less stubborn in the

face of Korea’s exposure of the bankruptcy of his foreign policy, even if he were will-

ing to change his course and humbly to seek new advice and guidance, we must face

the simple truth that he is incompetent to distinguish good advice from bad, and
would not know how to put good advice into effect.’ Where this editorial differed
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from Hazlitt’s recommendations was in the proposed mechanism to remove Truman

from office. A constitutional amendment was not needed, they asserted, because the

Constitution already allowed for impeachment on grounds of ‘inability to discharge

the powers and duties’ of the Presidency. ‘Inability’, they said, surely included gross

incompetence, as to be determined by the Congress. However half-baked this theory

of impeachment, they nonetheless looked forward to the removal of Truman and his

cabinet, ‘whom many suspect, rightly or wrongly, of having permitted a continued

useless involvement in Korea . . . in preference to permitting an earlier withdrawal
and thereby admitting their original mistake in ordering our troops into the Korean

trap in the first place’.67

The American Mercury, The Freeman’s conservative monthly cousin, published

similar views. Walter Trohan wrote in 1951 that the Korean intervention ‘is now con-

ceded to have been one of the most foolish and disastrous decisions ever made by an

American government’. He made no mention of who, exactly, was making this con-

cession. Instead, he maintained that, after 50,000 casualties, ‘we are now struggling

to get out of Korea so that we can exploit the advantageous position which we were
in before Truman, Marshall, and Acheson committed our ground troops.’68 How

would sitting back and watching North Korean tanks steamroll an outgunned South

Korea have placed the United States in an ‘advantageous position’? The Mercury’s

editors argued that if Truman had relied on air and sea power instead of ground

troops, all would have been much better for the United States in Korea. The United

States, in this scenario, should have set up a Second World War-style Korean

government-in-exile in Japan, and unleashed a furious air bombardment of North

Korea while simultaneously imposing a crippling blockade on that country. South
Korea, then, would not have been devastated, and US troops would not have had to

suffer through the cold Korean winter. But, as it was in reality, they reminded their

readers, the administration acted rashly and without input from Congress in order-

ing ground troops into Korea and, as such: ‘All of the blood and devastation in

Korea are, as a matter of fact, on the heads of Truman, Marshall, and Acheson.’69

VI. The constitutionality of the Korean Intervention: ‘Whose hand shall control the

instrument of war?’

It is clear that many conservatives, writing in both The Freeman and The American

Mercury, felt that US intervention in Korea was doomed to failure from the begin-

ning. And the wisdom of taking a nation to war under a given set of circumstances is

indeed a deadly serious topic. But conservatives laid a second charge, perhaps just as

serious, at Truman’s feet: that he had acted not only foolishly in ordering US troops

to defend South Korea, but also unconstitutionally. After all, unlike McKinley, Wil-
son, and Roosevelt before him, Truman neither asked for nor received a Congressio-

nal declaration of war.

The first to launch an arrow at the President’s claims of authority as Com-

mander-in-Chief was Samuel J. Kornhauser in the second issue of The Freeman.

Kornhauser began:

[W]e are at war in Korea. Our young men are being killed and maimed there. Our army,
our navy, our air force are engaged. Huge quantities of munitions and materials are sent
to the scene of action. Hurried preparations are in progress to levy heavy additional
taxes on our citizens, and to impose drastic restraints on their normal liberties. We are
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at war. Yet our Congress, the one agency vested with constitutional authority to declare
war, did not do so. We are at war by Presidential edict.70

Kornhauser, unlike many of his fellow conservatives, did not take issue with the need

for the United States to intervene in Korea. Rather, his focus was on Harry

Truman’s usurpation of Congressional authority in doing so. ‘Now where, I ask’, he
continued, ‘is there any constitutional provision which by word or implication

empowers the President to be the “author and director” of our foreign policy?’ For

Kornhauser, questions of foreign policy needed to be ‘cleared in the crucible of pub-

lic debate’, i.e., Congressional debate. That was, after all, why the Constitution gave

Congress the sole power to declare war. ‘If we assume that issues of foreign policy

must be excluded from the ordinary process of self-government,’ he proceeded, ‘we

concede that democracy is a failure.’ Here, Kornhauser argued that an increasingly

imperial presidency, at least in the realm of foreign policy, was a threat to the very
existence of the Republic. ‘Unless we eliminate or drastically curtail the prevailing

extra-constitutional functions of the Presidency,’ he wrote, then the United States,

‘the last competent force in the defense of human liberty’, was ‘desperately imperiled’

and democracy ‘doomed’.71

The Freeman later editorialised on these same points, slamming Truman for

‘the usurpation of power in the foreign field’72 and dismissing as a ‘fiction’ the

President’s claims that he had the right to deploy troops as part of a UN police

action.73 Such an abuse of presidential authority, the editors charged, amounted

to ‘a menace of the utmost gravity to our security’ and could be remedied most

effectively if the President were to step down immediately.74 ‘True,’ they admit-
ted, ‘there is still no historic precedent for the resignation of an American chief

executive who has lost the confidence of the country. But someone should call

Mr. Truman’s attention to the fact that the Constitution explicitly permits him

to resign.’75

The low likelihood that Truman would resign over Korea aside, the upshot of

all of this is that Truman’s conservative critics viewed his unconstitutional

‘usurpation’ of Congress’s war-making powers as the first step down a slippery

slope, the end of which was the death of the Republic itself. This warning note,
first sounded by Samuel Kornhauser, was a heady charge indeed, but one The

Freeman’s editors returned to repeatedly. Harry Truman, they seemed to suggest,

was a Caesar in the making, and Korea was his Rubicon. ‘A habit of contempt

for the uses of Constitutional procedure’, the editors insisted, ‘is the beginning of

the end of government by law. What follows is government by men.’76 Garet

Garrett further dramatised these dark possibilities by asking his readers to imag-

ine a future historian, say, 1,000 years into the future, ‘who may be trying then

to trace the departing footprints of the vanished American Republic’. State
Department documents pertaining to the Korean War, he suggested, would be a

‘precious find’. The unconstitutional Korean precedent, Garrett concluded, would

long stand ‘as a forecast of executive intentions, a manifestation of the executive

mind, mortal challenge to the parliamentary principle. The simple question is:

Whose hand shall control the instrument of war? It is late to ask. It may be too

late, for when the hand of the Republic begins to relax, another hand is already

putting itself forth.’77

The Freeman’s conservative cousin, The American Mercury, was bit more pro-
saic in its assessment, opting for straightforward language instead of grand
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comparisons between the modern United States and ancient Rome. ‘For the first

time in the history of our nation,’ explained the Mercury’s editors, ‘the Constitu-

tional authority of the Congress to declare war has clearly been bypassed.’78 In

any event, it is clear that conservative thinkers thought Truman’s Korean inter-

vention to be, at best, unconstitutional and, at worst, a threat to the very exis-

tence of US republicanism.

But how did liberals deal with the question of the war’s constitutionality?

Writing in the liberal weekly The New Leader, Cornell Professor of Government
Clinton Rossiter agreed with conservatives that the answer to the question at

hand - what was the constitutional scope of the President’s authority to use force -

‘may well be decisive for the democratic future’. But that is about where the

agreement ended. Far from taking the simplistic Manichean approach of The

Freeman, Rossiter called the issue ‘one of the most perplexing questions in consti-

tutional law’, and admitted that ‘a final and precise solution to the constitutional

problem is impossible to achieve’. Despite this disclaimer, Rossiter ultimately

concluded that ‘the President’s power as Commander-in-chief must be
unqualified’, and that ‘Congress will attempt to hog-tie the President’s power of

decision in the area of strategy and tactics at its own peril.’ As for Republican

Senator Robert A. Taft’s charge that President Truman had acted unconstitution-

ally in sending troops to Korea without congressional approval, Rossiter opined

that Taft’s argument was more political than constitutional. If Truman and Taft

had been members of the same party, he implied, then Taft would never even

have raised the issue. Besides, he added, ‘the Constitution has always been the

last refuge of the out-argued politician.’79

The Nation also took aim at ‘Mr. Republican’, Senator Taft. He was, after all, the

leading voice in the Senate on the issue of Truman’s supposed usurpation of congres-

sional authority. ‘To quote Taft,’ began the editors, Truman ‘simply usurped author-

ity - in violation of the laws and the Constitution - when he sent troops to Korea to

carry out the resolution of the UN, in an undeclared war.’ Like Rossiter, Kirchwey

and company condemned Taft’s attack as disingenuous, since the Republican leader-

ship in Congress was apparently not seriously considering a move to impeach the

President - the only punishment seemingly fitting for such an outrageous abuse of
Presidential authority. ‘To bring a grave indictment of this sort in a period of

national emergency’, they editorialised, ‘is extremely drastic in any case; to do so

without intending to take appropriate action is the depth of recklessness and should

stamp Taft as a man without scruple.’80

The following week, in an editorial entitled, ‘Who Makes War’, The Nation once

more dismissed as pure political grandstanding Taft’s argument that Truman had

unconstitutionally usurped authority. To make their case, they first noted that Sena-

tor Taft ‘wholly approved’ the President’s decision to dispatch sea and air forces to
Korea in the immediate wake of the North Korean invasion. They then pointed out

that when Truman took the more significant step of ordering in ground troops, he

made sure to disclose his decision to a bipartisan group of Senators and Congress-

men, and ‘none dissented; nor was single voice raised on the floor of either house

against the move, which, incidentally, was made at the request of Louis Johnson,

then Secretary of Defense, and General Douglas MacArthur.’ They made sure to

mention MacArthur in this regard because, by January 1951, battle lines over Mac-

Arthur’s vision for the war were already drawn, with conservatives tending to place
the good General high on a pedestal of virtual infallibility. Thus, if Taft objected to
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Truman’s unconstitutional usurpation of authority, ran the argument, then he must

surely also acknowledge MacArthur’s complicity in that usurpation. In any event,

the editors argued that there was naught but hearty approval of Truman’s Korean

policy from the Republicans until the Chinese flooded across the Yalu, eventually

turning the tide of battle against US forces. In short, ‘the President’s “offense”

became “heinous” at exactly the moment when the military reversal set in.’81

Whatever Taft’s motivations in condemning the President, the editors of The

Nation did move on to tackle the issue on a more substantive level, writing:
‘Anyone who has ever opened an American history book knows that the record

is replete with such “police actions”.’ They argued that US history held ‘literally

more than a hundred’ examples, from Jefferson dispatching the navy to deal with

the Barbary pirates, to Polk ordering troops to the Texas–Mexico border, to

McKinley sending troops to China to put down the Boxer Rebellion, to Wilson’s

interventions in Mexico and Russia, to the countless police actions in Latin

America under the umbrella of the Roosevelt Corollary. ‘In almost all these

cases,’ they wrote, ‘ground forces were used without prior Congressional
sanction.’ Moreover, they argued, such executive actions on the part of these

Commanders-in-Chief were perfectly consistent with the original intent of the

Constitution. An early draft of the Constitution, they noted, assigned Congress

the power to ‘make’ war, but ‘after some debate the verb was deliberately

changed to “declare” so that the President might have the power to use force, in

Madison’s words, “to repel sudden attacks”.’ And lest there has been any confu-

sion on the matter, they added that, given the newfound responsibilities of the

United States in containing global Communism, ‘resistance to an invasion of
Korea may well come under the head of “repelling sudden attack”.’82 In short,

many US liberals defended the constitutionality of the Korean intervention

almost as forcefully as conservatives attacked it.

VII. Conclusion

In the pages of the United States’ leading political-opinion journals, different ideo-
logical camps had very different answers to the issues raised by the outbreak of war

in Korea in the summer of 1950. Left liberals placed a great deal of blame for the out-

break of war on South Korean President Syngman Rhee, while conservatives and

hawkish liberals used the occasion to lambast Truman and Acheson. Hawkish liberal

voices rejoiced in the epochal potential of the Korean War to initiate the rollback of

Communist power, while Left liberals disapproved of the Korean intervention to the

extent that it reflected a policy that was excessively militaristic and insufficiently

humanistic. Conservatives meanwhile disapproved of US intervention in Korea for
reasons both political and constitutional. The debate that dominated the pages of

US opinion journals in the first weeks and months of the Korean War exposes the

ideological fault lines of the early cold war: hawkish liberals held positions that in

many ways anticipated those of the neoconservatives of the 1970s, a finding which

builds upon existing scholarship about the origins of that movement. And conserva-

tive voices utilised their newfound platforms in The Freeman and The American Mer-

cury to attack the Truman administration on a whole host of foreign-policy issues,

revealing in greater detail than has previously been shown the role that international
affairs played in the birth of the New American Right.
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