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Abstract

Korea’s Centrality to the Cold War

Bruce Cumings University of Chicago

After World War II the United States faced three daunting tasks of
revitalizing the global economy, preserving the “free world” against global
communism, and managing a changed world of newly independent nation-
states that just emerged from colonialism. The U.S. pursued the strategy of
containing the Soviet Union and politically and economically dominating
a vast crescent-shaped area stretching from Japan to western Europe.
But unlike what has been taken for granted by mainstream historical
perspectives, the containment strategy did not go so smoothly and required
a constant dialectic with the rollback strategy, amid the struggles and
compromises in domestic politics that helped shape the outcome and the
strategy. Furthermore, the “free world” was not so clearly demarcated from
the start, but rather gradually defined through a continuum of mistakes,
shortcomings, and coincidences. At the very center of this haphazard
process of groping in the dark stood Korea.

The confusion and chaos evident in the American strategy concerning
Korea as the United States occupied the peninsula and attempted to
establish order in the wake of Japan’s defeat and during the subsequent
Korean War were but a localized epitomization of the difficulties America
experienced in finding appropriate solutions to the global challenges the

new hegemon faced. However, the resultant bipartisan consensus and
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convergence towards a moderate internationalist foreign policy could
not successfully manage the third problem of erupting anti-colonialism
and revolutionary nationalism, of which Korea proved to be a primary

reflection of the process and consequences of American Cold War strategy.

Keywords | Supremacy, Cold War, Korean War, containment, collback,

liberalism, anticommunism, nationalism



