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To understand how to use the following resources as part of a guided inquiry, see the Guided Inquiry
document.

Topic: Cost of the Korean War 
Compelling Question: Was the Korean War worth the cost? 

Background Information: 
Several factors contributed to the Korean Conflict being called America’s “Forgotten War.” It never uni-
fied the country in its support the way World War II did. Americans were not asked to sacrifice through 
rationing and other programs. In World War II, defeat of Nazi Germany and Japan was the obvious goal. 
Korea was part of the Cold War global struggle against communism, but the United States was not directly 
fighting either the Soviet Union or China, its major proponents. American war aims in the Korean Conflict 
were not as clear. And the war never really ended. Neither side surrendered. A negotiated armistice 
established the 38th parallel as the dividing line between the two Koreas, just as it had been before the 
fighting commenced. The Korean peninsula was devastated. Was the cost of the war worth it? Clash with 
Communists The Korean peninsula off the east coast of Asia has had a long history of foreign invaders. In 
1910, Japanese armies conquered Korea and occupied it until their defeat in 1945 at the end of World 
War II. During the war, several different nationalist factions fought against the Japanese for Korean
independence. Some were supported by Communist China; others favored western democracy. In the last 
few months of World War II, the Soviet Union declared war against Japan and sent Russian soldiers into 
Korea. The U.S. made them stop their southern movement at the 38th parallel, and that line became the 
effective division between a communist North Korea and a western South Korea.

In 1950, after several border clashes near the dividing line, the North Korean army invaded the south and 
nearly occupied the entire peninsula. President Harry S. Truman and the West saw this act of aggression 
sponsored by the Soviet Union as part of a strategy for worldwide communist domination. Backed by a 
United Nations resolution condemning the invasion and building a military coalition led by the United 
States, Truman committed American forces to the defense of South Korea. The United Nations troops, 
under General Douglas MacArthur, began rolling back the North Korean forces. Fearing the advance, 
Communist China sent thousands of troops to support North Korea and American forces were driven back. 
Truman wanted to avoid an all-out war with China. MacArthur publicly disagreed and advocated bombing 
the Chinese. Truman fired the popular general who returned to the U.S and began a speaking tour attack-
ing the president’s policies as weak. In 1952, General Dwight Eisenhower was elected president, and he 
made a secret trip to Korea to help bring about an armistice in 1953 that ended the fighting. A strip of 
land at the 38th parallel was declared a “demilitarized zone” but both sides established heavy defenses 
along its border.

Counting civilian casualties, an estimated 2,800,000 people lost their lives in the Korean Conflict. 
American losses totaled 33,741. Of those, approximately 580 were from Iowa. In 1995, the United States 
dedicated a memorial on the Capitol grounds to those who served in the Korean War. Iowa had dedicated 
its own Korean War memorial five years earlier.

https://iowaculture.gov/sites/default/files/history-education-iih-guidedinquiry-68update.pdf.pdf
https://iowaculture.gov/history/education/educator-resources/primary-source-sets/korean-war-iowa
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According to the Iowa government website: “The drive for a Korean War monument began in November 
1984, when students from a Harding Junior High School class in Des Moines wrote the governor, asking 
why Korean War veterans did not have a memorial.

The Iowa monument, erected on a grassy area south of the Capitol, includes a 14-foot-tall central obelisk 
and eight 6-foot-tall tablets which tell the story of the Korean War utilizing words, pictures, and maps of 
Korea engraved in granite. The monument was dedicated by Governor Terry Branstad on May 28, 1989.”

Sources with transcripts:
Source 1: World Leaders Sign United Nations Charter
Source 2: South Korean Soldiers Prepare and Lay an Anti-Tank Mine, July 22, 1950
Source 3: Korean Woman Searches Through Rubble in Seoul, Korea, November 1, 1950
Source 4: Korean War Atrocities Report by U.S. Senate, January 1954
Source 5: “Korean Pearl Harbor? Red China’s Attack Threatens U.N. Victory as Mao Moves on Three 
Fronts” Article, November 15, 1950
Source 6: Korean War Fact Sheet
Source 7: Korean War Veterans Memorial in Washington, D.C., between 1995 and 2006

https://iowaculture.gov/history/education/educator-resources/primary-source-sets/korean-war-iowa/world-leaders
Source 2: South Korean Soldiers Prepare and Lay an Anti-Tank Mine, July 22, 1950
https://iowaculture.gov/history/education/educator-resources/primary-source-sets/korean-war-iowa/korean-woman
https://iowaculture.gov/history/education/educator-resources/primary-source-sets/korean-war-iowa/atrocities
https://iowaculture.gov/history/education/educator-resources/primary-source-sets/korean-war-iowa/pearl-harbor
https://iowaculture.gov/history/education/educator-resources/primary-source-sets/korean-war-iowa/pearl-harbor
https://iowaculture.gov/history/education/educator-resources/primary-source-sets/korean-war-iowa/geneva-convention
https://iowaculture.gov/history/education/educator-resources/primary-source-sets/korean-war-iowa/DC-memorial


World Leaders Sign the United Nations Charter, June 25, 1945

Courtesy of Harry S. Truman Presidential Library & Museum, “Signing the United Nations Charter,” 25 June 1945



South Korean Soldiers Prepare and Lay an Anti-Tank Mine,  
July 22, 1950

Courtesy of Library of Congress, “South Korean soldiers of the 1st Division, I Corps, prepare and lay an antitank mine somewhere in Korea 
during the Korean conflict,” 22 July 1950



Korean Woman Searches Through Rubble in Seoul, Korea, 
November 1, 1950

Courtesy of Morning Calm Weekly Newspaper, Huff, C.W., “An aged Korean woman pauses in her search for salvageable materials among the 
ruins of Seoul, Korea,” Morning Calm Weekly Newspaper, 1 November 1950



Korean War Atrocities Report by U.S. 
Senate,  January 1954 (Pg.1)

“Korean War Atrocities Report of the Committee on Government Operations made through its Permanent 
Subcommittee on Investigations by its Subcommittee on Korean War Atrocities,” U.S. Congress, January 
1954. Courtesy of Library of Congress 



Korean War Atrocities Report by U.S. 
Senate,  January 1954 (Pg.2)

“Korean War Atrocities Report of the Committee on Government Operations made through its Permanent 
Subcommittee on Investigations by its Subcommittee on Korean War Atrocities,” U.S. Congress, January 
1954. Courtesy of Library of Congress 



Korean War Atrocities Report by U.S. 
Senate,  January 1954 
(Contains Transcribed Excerpts)

“Korean War Atrocities Report of the Committee on Government Operations made through its Permanent 
Subcommittee on Investigations by its Subcommittee on Korean War Atrocities,” U.S. Congress, January 
1954. Courtesy of Library of Congress 



Korean War Atrocities Report by U.S. 
Senate,  January 1954 
(Contains Transcribed Excerpts)

“Korean War Atrocities Report of the Committee on Government Operations made through its Permanent 
Subcommittee on Investigations by its Subcommittee on Korean War Atrocities,” U.S. Congress, January 
1954. Courtesy of Library of Congress 



Korean War Atrocities Report by U.S. 
Senate,  January 1954 
(Contains Transcribed Excerpts)

“Korean War Atrocities Report of the Committee on Government Operations made through its Permanent 
Subcommittee on Investigations by its Subcommittee on Korean War Atrocities,” U.S. Congress, January 
1954. Courtesy of Library of Congress 



Korean War Atrocities Report by U.S. 
Senate,  January 1954 
(Contains Transcribed Excerpts)

“Korean War Atrocities Report of the Committee on Government Operations made through its Permanent 
Subcommittee on Investigations by its Subcommittee on Korean War Atrocities,” U.S. Congress, January 
1954. Courtesy of Library of Congress 



“Korean Pearl Harbor? Red China’s Attack 
Threatens U.N. Victory as Mao Moves on Three 

Fronts” Article, November 15, 1950 (pg.1)

Courtesy of OldMagazineArticles.com, “Korean Pearl Harbor? Red China’s Attack Threatens U.N. Victory 
as Mao Moves on Three Fronts,” Pathfinder Magazine, 15 November 1950



“Korean Pearl Harbor? Red China’s Attack 
Threatens U.N. Victory as Mao Moves on Three 

Fronts” Article, November 15, 1950 (pg.2)

Courtesy of OldMagazineArticles.com, “Korean Pearl Harbor? Red China’s Attack Threatens U.N. Victory 
as Mao Moves on Three Fronts,” Pathfinder Magazine, 15 November 1950



“Korean Pearl Harbor? Red China’s Attack 
Threatens U.N. Victory as Mao Moves on Three 

Fronts” Article, November 15, 1950 (pg.3)

Courtesy of OldMagazineArticles.com, “Korean Pearl Harbor? Red China’s Attack Threatens U.N. Victory 
as Mao Moves on Three Fronts,” Pathfinder Magazine, 15 November 1950



“Korean Pearl Harbor? Red China’s Attack 
Threatens U.N. Victory as Mao Moves on Three 

Fronts” Article, November 15, 1950 (pg.4)

Courtesy of OldMagazineArticles.com, “Korean Pearl Harbor? Red China’s Attack Threatens U.N. Victory 
as Mao Moves on Three Fronts,” Pathfinder Magazine, 15 November 1950



Korean War Memorial Fact Sheet, 2016 (pg.1)

Courtesy of Eileen Rothberg, Rothberg, Eileen, “Korean War Memorial Fact Sheet,” 2016



Korean War Memorial Fact Sheet, 2016 (pg.2)

Courtesy of Eileen Rothberg, Rothberg, Eileen, “Korean War Memorial Fact Sheet,” 2016



Korean War Veterans Memorial in Washington, D.C., between 
1995 and 2006

Courtesy of Library of Congress, Highsmith, Carol M., “Korean War Veterans Memorial, Washington, D.C.,” between 1995 and 2006


