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Abstract 

 

This research project sets out to understand how public opinion can impact foreign policy 

objectives. It focuses on the changes undertaken by the Truman administration during the Korean War 

and whether these changes were directly affected by public opinion. The first section of the paper 

concentrates on the outbreak of the conflict and the differences in foreign policy before and after the 

North Korean Invasion of the South. The second section focuses on the role of Douglas MacArthur and 

his military successes that generated public support for the UN (US-led) intervention, and how they 

changed the mission of the US military. The third section details the Chinese role in drastically changing 

the conflict, while the fourth section examines the election and the armistice agreement that happened 

over the course of the two-year stalemate. The main conclusions of this paper are that public opinion 

shifted American containment policy towards Asia in the outbreak of the Korean War and that public 

opinion was serious factor in the UN forces moving into North Korea. 
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Shifting Public Opinion in the Korean War 

The United States’ intervention in Korea was the first real war for the nation as a global 

superpower. Following decades of isolationist policies, the American people would deal with the effects 

of the country’s leadership role on the international stage. In 1950, as communism began to spread due 

to the global influence of the Soviet Union (USSR), the US led a United Nations coalition force to halt 

ideological expansion and protect democratic interests in Korea. The start of the war (July 1950) 

revealed a highly supportive American population. By the time North and South Korea reached an 

armistice agreement in 1953, general support decreased heavily. This project examines Gallup polls, 

Associated Press polls, testimonies of American political figures, and editorials for evidence of 

American consensus before, during, and after the fight. Other editorials, essays, and books on the 

Korean War provide background and insight into reasons for shifting opinion throughout the struggle. 

The central goal of this paper is to determine why public opinion shifted during the conflict and whether 

the changes in attitude affected the policies of the United States in Korea. Based upon the available 

research material, public opinion was vital in changing the United State’s policies in Korea during the 

first year of the war. By mid-1951, the war shifted into a stalemate and public opinion remained 

relatively the same, inflicting no major policy changes through the remainder of the conflict.   

 

Emergence of a “New” Containment 

The end of the Second World War created two superpowers with the democratic United States 

and the communist USSR. Prior to the Korean War’s start, tensions between the two nations grew 

enormously. Sentiment within the United States changed from viewing the Axis powers as the enemy to 

seeing the Soviets as the largest threat to democracy. Many Americans believed that Stalinist 
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dictatorship replaced fascism and was at the head of a worldwide, expansionist totalitarian movement
1
. 

Fears of communism rose as the ideology spread to new territories. A second red (communist) scare 

engulfed the United States before, during, and after Korea - facilitated by events like the trial of Ethel 

and Julius Rosenberg
2
. The Rosenbergs were a homegrown married couple accused of spying on the 

United States and giving plans of the atomic bomb over to the Soviets. Both were convicted and 

executed in 1953, though cases appeared all over the US as other Americans were accused of spying or 

sympathizing with the USSR
3
. The communist ideology became a constant threat, internationally and 

domestically. The scare began fueling policies that were anti-communist, such as US President Harry 

Truman’s containment of communism. Truman’s agenda on foreign policy centered around containing 

the Soviet Union to a sphere of influence in Eastern Europe. This included placing military forces within 

Western Europe that would be ready to fight a Soviet invasion or to prevent communism from spreading 

in other ways (such as a revolution).  

After defeating Germany and Japan, both nations occupied territories that were formerly under 

Axis control. Perhaps the most volatile of those was the Korean peninsula; the northern half was 

occupied by the Soviet Union, while the southern half was left to the United States. As the 

differentiating powers extended their influence upon the region in the late 1940’s, North and South 

Korea began growing diametrically opposed politically, economically, and socially. Soviet forces 

withdrew from the north in 1948, while the Americans pulled their military forces out in 1949. With a 

weak military left defending the south, Soviet ambassador Terentil Shtykov proposed North Korean 

leader Kim Il-sung’s idea of a unified Korea under socialism to the Kremlin – in doing so he 

                                                
1
 Hamby, Alonzo L. "Public Opinion: Korea and Vietnam." The Wilson Quarterly (1976-) 2, no. 3 

(1978): 137.  
2
 Ibid, 138. 

3
 Cumings, Bruce. The Korean War: A History. New York: Modern Library, 2010. 45. 
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successfully convinced Soviet Leader Joseph Stalin to support an invasion of the south
4
. The Soviets had 

been giving the North Koreans military equipment since 1945. With the rise of communism in China in 

1949, the USSR increasingly entertained the idea of Marxist Korea.
5
 Once Stalin was completely 

swayed by the idea of an offensive, the Soviets began supplying the North Koreans with new equipment, 

tanks, artillery, and weapons. On June 25, 1950, the North Koreans made their move across the southern 

border.  

The outbreak of the war caught the United States by surprise. Harry Truman’s foreign policy 

centered on protecting Europe from the Soviet Union rather than involving the US in East Asian affairs. 

Korea was deemed relatively unimportant to US strategic interests before the conflict and was next to 

China and the Soviet Union. The last thing the Americans wanted was to start a world war over the 

small peninsula. That attitude changed by 1950, as the communist revolution in China had ended. 

Communism now posed an enormous threat to the rest of East Asia. Truman believed that Japan was 

vital in countering the Marxist expansion on the continent - Korea was the next stepping-stone.
6
 With 

strong democratic outposts in the region, the US wanted to promote capitalism and democracy while 

keeping a watchful eye on the USSR and China. President Truman and US secretary of state, Dean 

Acheson, planned out an intervention strategy as soon as they learned of the North Korean advance.
7
 On 

July 27, the United Nations Security Council voted to provide military assistance to the South Koreans, 

as the Soviet’s representative was absent in protest of the lack Chinese representation on the Security 

                                                
4
 Jervis, Robert. "The Impact of the Korean War on the Cold War." The Journal of Conflict Resolution 

24, no. 4 (1980): 563-92.  
5
 Ibid, 566. 

6
 Ibid, 564. 

7
 Harrison, Selig S. Korean Endgame: A Strategy for Reunification and U.S. Disengagement. Princeton 

University Press, 2002. 122. 
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Council
8
. Soon after, Truman authorized air and naval support to counter the communist offensive, 

though he did not receive congressional approval. 

Throughout the 1940’s, the peninsula was struggling with divisions that caused conflict on a 

smaller scale. Since the United States was occupying the territory and overseeing the recovery effort 

after World War II, the region emerged as a topic twice within the United States National Security 

Council, concerning matters of foreign policy. In 1948, the council deemed that Korea posed little 

strategic value to the United States. In 1949, the council reaffirmed that 1948 decision, adding that 

because of its lack of strategic value, “commitment to the United States’ use of force in Korea would be 

ill-advised.”9
 When 1950 arrived, the same national security team advised Truman not to concern the 

United States with Korea. Truman ignored them in July due to the communist scare and the Marxist 

victory in China. Truman’s decision reflects the attitude of the public at the start of US intervention in 

Korea, as US opinion was nearly universal in favor of intervention by July 1950. Gallup released a poll 

that showed 81 percent of the public supporting the United State’s decision to enter the war alongside 

the UN.
10

 On Capitol Hill, congressmen burst into unanimous applause on receiving word that the 

United States was committing air and naval forces.
11

 Newspapers that opposed Truman even toned 

down their criticisms at the conflict's start; Historian Steven Casey details an example of the 

phenomenon: “Even privately, some of the administration’s leading media critics were now willing to 

do their utmost to stand with their president in the midst of a real crisis.”12
 Both were causes of concern 

                                                
8
 Selig, 123. 

9
 Casey, Steven. Selling the Korean War: Propaganda, Politics, and Public Opinion in the United States, 

1950-1953. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008. 36. 
10

Casey, Steven. "White House Publicity Operations during the Korean War, June 1950-June 1951." 

Presidential Studies Quarterly 35, no. 4 (2005): 697. 
11

 Casey, 38. 
12
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for US foreign policy by themselves, and greatly increased public opinion that favored containing 

communism.  

A Changing Mission 

 Truman’s initial strategy in Korea focused on the containment of communism, to no surprise of 

the public in 1950. Achieving this meant driving the North Korean forces back to the border at the 38th 

parallel. Sentiment was high within the United States after defeating Hitler, and the country expected a 

quick and easy victory against North Korea. Only 14 percent of those surveyed in the July 1950 Gallup 

poll expected the war to last more than a year.
13

 American and South Korean troops received the exact 

opposite of an easy fight during the initial offensive. Truman’s defense budget cutbacks had caused the 

forces to be outmatched in terms of anti-tank weapons, artillery, and armor.
14

 The North Koreans - 

armed with superior military equipment by the Soviet Union - pushed the South Koreans all the way 

down to the Pusan region in the span of a month. US Support for the war was still strong, and the 

communist forces could not finish off the invasion. As August progressed, the allied troops began to 

push back. Every day new supplies and fresh troops were delivered to Pusan from Japan.
15

 With the 

soldiers in the south holding out, another force led by General Douglas MacArthur (who was leading the 

Japanese rebuilding effort after the WWII) landed at Inchon behind North Korean lines, changing the 

war completely. North Korean forces were caught up in a giant pincer between the two attacking armies 

and, under heavy bombing, began a retreat to the North.
16

 By September 29, MacArthur had driven the 

communist troops out of South Korea. 

                                                
13

 Crabtree, Steve. "The Gallup Brain: Americans and the Korean War." Gallup.com. February 04, 2003. 
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Following MacArthur’s successful maneuver, support for the war remained about the same.
17

 

The more interesting detail was that the percentage against the war dropped from 21 percent in July to 

13 percent in September.
18

 With the United States public viewing the conflict the same way other 

countries saw humanitarian efforts, the struggle really looked as if it might in US favor. The Americans 

and their allies had completed Truman’s original objective of containing the leaking ideology. With the 

containment issue solved by stopping a successful northern invasion, the coalition had to decide if it 

wanted to unify Korea. Discussions had been underway in Washington and at the UN on whether the 

armies fighting under the UN banner should stop at the line dividing the two parts of Korea or if the 

coalition forces should continue north.
19

 The biggest threat of moving into communist territory was a 

possible war with China, though hardly anyone in the Truman administration thought this would 

actually happen.
20

 The United States possessed the atomic bomb, while the Chinese did not. China also 

recently finished fighting a bloody revolution after incurring massive devastation from Japan in the 

Second World War. Truman and his administration were sure that the Chinese couldn’t afford another 

war.
21

 The Chinese - on the other hand - perceived the Americans as yet another threat to their 

sovereignty. Even as China warned the United States not to advance across the border, leading officials 

dismissed the proclamations as a bluff. Casey provides remarks from the secretary of state as evidence; 

“‘a greater risk would be incurred by showing hesitation and timidity.’ Acheson remarked privately on 

October 4: ‘the only proper course to take was a firm and courageous one and . . . we should not be 

unduly frightened at what was probably a Chinese communist bluff’.”22
 By October’s start, the majority 

                                                
17

 Casey, 693. 
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 Mueller, John E. "Trends in Popular Support for the Wars in Korea and Vietnam." The American 

Political Science Review 65, no. 2 (1971): 359.  
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of the United States believed the fighting in Korea should continue. According to Gallup, only 27 

percent wanted the fighting to end at the border, while 64 percent advocated pushing into North Korea.
23

 

Sentiment in the United States was pushing towards eliminating communism in Korea due to the red 

scare at home. Following the South Koreans, the American and UN forces advanced into North Korea 

on October 7.   

Within a short period, Truman again changed his objective in Korea by authorizing MacArthur 

to invade North Korea. Steven Casey poses that domestic matters fueled invasion in 1950: “Republicans 

were accusing Truman and the Democrats of excessive softness toward Asian communism.”24
 Casey 

continues to add that MacArthur was increasing the pressure Truman faced from critics: “Only recently, 

he had issued a public critique of the administration’s policy, complete with jibes at those who 

advocated appeasement and defeatism in Asia. Although Truman had immediately ordered MacArthur 

to withdraw these statements, they offered a clear warning: MacArthur, if restrained now, would 

undoubtedly take his case to the public.”25
 For Truman, the general leading UN forces in Korea posed a 

greater threat of insubordination than any of the Republicans in congress did, especially with the 

election on the horizon in 1952. MacArthur - considered a war hero in his fight against Japan - 

commanded enormous respect in the US population and was thought to be a leading candidate for the 

upcoming election.
26

 Though the Truman administration showed no sign of holding back an offensive to 

unify Korea, public opinion certainly added to the list of benefits in the outcome a successful campaign. 
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The Effect of China 

As the United States became involved in Korea, the Chinese grew increasingly alarmed by their 

presence. Fresh out of a civil war and supplying the North Koreans against the US, the government in 

Beijing expected a united Korea (under democracy) to be a staging point for an American invasion. The 

fact that the US ignored the Chinese warning in August further increased fears that the Americans would 

not stop after North Korea
27

. China also knew that many in the United States believed the US should go 

to war with China after finishing North Korea
28

. As the American offensive took form, the Chinese 

determined that the American threat had become too great. Twelve days after coalition troops moved 

into North Korea - to the shock of Truman and a large portion of America - China crossed their North 

Korean border in an effort to drive out the approaching forces. At the start of November, the Chinese 

launched a massive offensive, sending human waves towards the UN lines and overwhelming them. 

While the coalition was in retreat, Truman ensured that the military would not withdraw from Korea: 

“The forces of the UN have no intention of abandoning their mission in Korea . . . Events in Korea were 

only part of a worldwide pattern of danger to all the free nations of the world.”29
 By late December 

China drove MacArthur and the rest of the Americans, South Koreans, and UN forces out of North 

Korea. American public opinion decreased during of the Chinese offensive. December Associated Press 

polls showed that only 55 percent of Americans thought that the United States made the right to decision 

to go into Korea, while 36 percent of Americans thought that Truman made a mistake.
30

 Truman’s 

approval ratings also lowered: Truman’s job approval rating in July 1950 had been at 46 percent; by 

February that number shrunk to 26 percent.
31

  

                                                
27

 Cumings, 43. 
28

 Ibid, 46. 
29

 Truman, Harry .“November 30, 1950" Truman Library. 1950. Accessed November 6, 2016.  
30

 Mueller, 573. 
31

 Gallup, Inc. "Presidential Job Approval Center." Gallup.com. Accessed November 10, 2016.  
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China, though heavily outmatched in terms of technology and weapons, had an advantage with 

an enormous population and Korea being on its doorstep. Chinese forces were essentially able to push 

UN soldiers back due sheer manpower and overwhelming strength. Coalition troops would devastate the 

Chinese lines, but more soldiers would replace those killed and eventually overran UN defenses. With 

no viable way to match the Chinese manpower, MacArthur concluded that there was no path to any 

conventional means of victory in December 1950.
32

 Pressure mounted on the Truman administration 

after MacArthur’s conclusion, with many in the US wondering what the country could do. While taking 

questions from the Washington Post, the president made a mistake by saying he wouldn’t exclude using 

the atomic bomb against the Chinese.
33

 He would receive backlash immediately, though the idea made 

sense to a few high ranking officials (ironically MacArthur was one of these officials).
34

  

As UN forces retreated south of the 38
th

 parallel, Truman’s comments about using the atomic 

bomb began to pick up traction. The anti-Truman Republicans in congress started to examine any means 

of ending the war with the US on top. These war hawks - who were originally in favor of the war - now 

mentioned the atomic bomb as a possibility for dealing with China.
35

 They even picked up support 

among the public. AP polls showed that 45 percent of Americans would be willing to use the bomb if 

the conflict with the Chinese escalated further.
36

 Multiple congressmen, including Ohio Senator Robert 

Taft, began criticizing Truman as the United States was wasting troops when it could have been winning 

through air superiority or more advanced means
37

. When January 1951 came around, Truman was in 

damage control mode. The country had shifted from supporting intervention at the start to heavily 

opposing it. To put things in perspective, in polls asking if defending South Korea was a mistake, only 

                                                
32
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33
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35
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36
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37
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20 percent thought it was, while 65 percent said it was not a mistake. But by the following January, 

consensus among the war had changed, as 49 percent thought the decision was a mistake, while 38 

percent said it was not.
38

 

As the war went on through the winter, actions taken by MacArthur put Truman past the brink. 

The Truman Administration relieved MacArthur in May 1951, after the general made public statements 

that contradicted the current administration’s foreign policy. According to Steven Casey’s review of the 

hearing, “on at least one occasion, MacArthur seemed to have no clear grasp of the basic organization of 

the communist enemy. 77 other times, he confessed to having “very little” intelligence about U.S. or 

Soviet atomic weapons capabilities. Such issues, he hastened to add, were outside his area of 

responsibility.”39
 MacArthur’s errors were seemingly too many to ignore by the administration and were 

found to have been undermining to the president’s own authority. The general was fired, public opinion 

had dropped in support of the war, and the UN coalition was no longer winning because the Chinese 

intervened in North Korea.   

 

Major Events during the Stalemate  

Truman’s dismissal of MacArthur caused his approval ratings to drop even lower. The American 

public – especially conservatives – favored MacArthur due to actions in WWII
40

. For Truman, there was 

little reason to care. The conflict had already gone completely wrong and escalated into a major conflict, 

away from the goal of uniting Korea. The war shifted into a stale mate as coalition forces pushed back 

against China and regained control of the 38
th

 parallel. Late in 1951, UN forces initiated peace talks in 

1951 for a cease-fire effort, though negotiations broke down. Depending on whether the UN initiated 

                                                
38
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offensives during the stalemate or the Chinese pushed south, support for the war swayed back and forth. 

Fighting continued mainly around the 38
th

 parallel. Though the United States did not have the manpower 

to push deep into North Korea, they were extremely successful in keeping South Korea free of 

communist rule. 

 

Public Support for the Korean War (A – Do you think the war in Korea should continue? B - Do you think the United States was 

right in sending troops to stop the invasion of South Korea? C -As things stand now, has the Korean War been worth it?)41 

From examining the polls, historian John Mueller wrote, “the Chinese intervention seemed to shake 

from the support ranks the tenuous and those who felt they could support only a short war. The war was 

then left with a relatively hard core of support that remained generally constant for the duration, despite 

changes of fortune and climbing casualty figures.”42
 Both the Chinese and the UN continued carrying 

out limited offensives during the stalemate, though no major territorial gains affected either side up until 

the ceasefire in 1953.  

Further complicating matters in Korea was the US election of 1952. Truman was planning a run 

for re-election, though his outlook looked grim. Overall approval ratings for the president had sunk, as 

                                                
41
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he fluctuated between 20-30 percent in polls.
43

 The Korean War was in a stalemate, and the current 

administration provided no solution to end the fighting. Thousands of Americans had died in the conflict 

for what seemed like a pointless mission. Some of the candidates in Truman’s own party attacked him 

on the ongoing intervention. He ultimately decided not to re-run. The American public proceeded to 

choose a candidate who had the goal of ending the Korean War. 

 

44
 

Former General Dwight Eisenhower, a republican, was elected president and took office in 1953. For the 

new president, ending the war meant either achieving an armistice or winning through the total 

destruction of China. Eisenhower took a hardline approach to national security in combating 

communism. He opposed containment because he viewed it as giving concessions to US adversaries. To 

Eisenhower, communism was a bug that needed to be eliminated.
45

 In 1953 on-again and off-again 

negotiations eventually concluded with an armistice. The resulting demarcation line was the same 

boundary that separated North and South Korea before the war. 
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Unlike Truman, Eisenhower received enormous approval from the American public in working 

to end the stalemate.
46

 Truman’s ultimate gaff in Korea was underestimating the Chinese threat when the 

UN went into North Korea. His war was going well in the eyes of the public and then opinion changed 

after China’s entrance. Steven Casey explains Truman as a victim of hysteria, “Whenever the 

international situation was quiet, most Americans tended to be too complacent about the danger and too 

inclined to focus inward. But the minute an international crisis erupted, they suddenly seemed to be 

gripped by hysteria.”47
 Public opinion during the stalemate really had no effect on Truman’s 

administration to shift war objectives, though it helped to shape Eisenhower’s goals of getting out of the 

war. 

 

Conclusion 

From 1950-1953, the United States had gone through multiple major foreign policy changes in 

handling affairs in the Far East. The first came as the war started in 1950. As the red scare took root in 

the United States, public opinion favored policy that protected nations who were under threat by 

communism. With the emergence of communist China after decades of fighting, President Truman 

figured he would start funneling resources to East Asia in order to protect American interests. Prior to 

the 1950 intervention, the US was mainly concerned with the Soviet Union in Europe. Truman’s 

containment strategy became a more globally oriented one in 1950. The next major change in foreign 

policy came when the UN coalition had successfully driven North Korea out of the South. With the 

enemy successfully contained back in its own country, the United States faced two options; stay in the 

south, and keep a watchful eye on North Korea, or unite Korea underneath democracy. Truman and the 
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United Nations opted to go with the latter, as did the majority of the American people. The Inchon 

Landing was executed perfectly by the Americans. Anticipating the election of 1952, Truman 

recognized that he had an opportunity to carry out an extremely successful military operation, while re-

enforcing democracy, and appeasing the United States public. Had China not interfered in North Korea, 

the end of Truman’s presidency might have looked much different. Instead, the Americans were pushed 

all the way back into South Korea and fought for two more years. Public opinion shifted to believing 

intervention in Korea was a poor decision. President Truman’s approval ratings sank and the president 

stopped paying attention to public support or condemnation. For the remainder of his presidency, 

Truman kept forces in South Korea containing the threat of communism, though he failed to provide an 

end. Eisenhower would ultimately satisfy the public as a truce was established during his first term, and 

his approval ratings reflected it.  
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