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The Korean War, often referred to as "The Forgotten War," was a brutal and transformative conflict
that raged from 1950 to 1953, claiming millions of lives and reshaping the geopolitical landscape of
East Asia. At its core, the question of how did the Korean War start is not a simple tale of a
single day's aggression. Instead, it is a complex story woven from the threads of ancient history,
colonial oppression, great power politics, and the escalating tensions of the early Cold War. To
understand the outbreak of hostilities on June 25, 1950, one must look back decades to the
conditions that made the Korean Peninsula a tinderbox, ready to ignite at the slightest spark.

While the invasion by North Korean forces is the immediate trigger, the origins of the war are deeply
embedded in the painful legacy of Japanese colonialism and the arbitrary division of Korea following
World War Il. This article will explore the key factors that answer the question, how did the Korean
War start, from its imperial roots to the fateful decisions made in Washington, Moscow, and Seoul.

THE LEGACY OF JAPANESE COLONIAL RULE

For 35 years, from 1910 until 1945, Korea existed as a colony of the Japanese Empire. This period
was marked by severe exploitation, cultural suppression, and the systematic dismantling of Korean
identity. The Japanese colonial administration forced Koreans to adopt Japanese names, suppressed
the Korean language in schools and public life, and extracted vast amounts of rice and other
resources to feed Japan's war machine. Perhaps most enduringly, the Japanese developed Korea's
industrial infrastructure almost exclusively in the northern half of the peninsula.

The north, rich in hydroelectric power and mineral resources such as coal and iron ore, became the
industrial heartland. The south, by contrast, remained largely agricultural. This economic disparity
would prove critical after liberation, as it created two very different societies with distinct economic
and social structures. The question of how did the Korean War start is inseparable from this
colonial legacy, which sowed the seeds of regional division and ideological polarization even before
the country was physically split.

THE ARTIFICIAL DIVISION AT THE 38TH PARALLEL

As World War Il drew to a close, the Allied powers needed a plan to accept the surrender of Japanese
forces in Korea. With little time and less foresight, two young American colonels, Dean Rusk and
Charles Bonesteel, were tasked with drawing a dividing line. They chose the 38th parallel of latitude,
a line that cut the country roughly in half. The idea was purely administrative: Soviet forces would

accept the Japanese surrender north of the line, and American forces would do so south of it. No one
expected this temporary military expedient to become a permanent border.

However, the emerging Cold War quickly froze this line in place. The United States and the Soviet
Union failed to agree on a unified Korean government, and by 1948, two separate states had been
formally established. In the south, the Republic of Korea (ROK) was founded under the staunchly
anti-communist Syngman Rhee. In the north, the Democratic People's Republic of Korea (DPRK) was
established under the Soviet-backed Kim Il-sung. Both leaders claimed legitimacy over the entire
peninsula, and both were determined to reunify Korea by any means necessary. This irreconcilable
goal is a central part of how did the Korean War start.

Syngman Rhee and the South Korean
Government

Syngman Rhee was a fiercely nationalist and anti-communist leader who had spent decades in exile.
He was authoritarian, intolerant of political opposition, and openly called for a "march north" to unify
the country. The United States, while backing Rhee to prevent a communist takeover, was wary of
his aggressive rhetoric. Rhee's government was unstable, plagued by corruption and popular unrest.
By 1950, the South Korean military was poorly equipped and undertrained, with the U.S. having
withdrawn most of its combat forces and advisors, believing that South Korea was not a vital
strategic interest.

Kim ll-sung and the North Korean Regime

Kim Il-sung was a communist guerrilla leader who had fought against the Japanese. He was
ambitious, ruthless, and deeply committed to spreading his revolutionary ideology. The North, by
contrast, was politically stable and militarily stronger. The Soviet Union provided Kim with
substantial military aid, including tanks, heavy artillery, and aircraft. By early 1950, Kim Il-sung was
convinced that the time was right to invade the South. He believed that a swift military strike would
trigger a popular uprising against Rhee, allowing him to unify the peninsula under communist control
before the United States could intervene. The question of how did the Korean War start cannot
be answered without understanding Kim's personal ambition and his conviction that he could win a
quick victory.
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THE COLD WAR CONTEXT

The wider Cold War context is essential for understanding how did the Korean War start. By
1950, the Cold War was already a global struggle. The Soviet Union had successfully tested its first
atomic bomb in 1949, ending the American nuclear monopoly. In China, Mao Zedong's communists
had just won the Chinese Civil War, establishing the People's Republic of China and sending
shockwaves through Washington. This "loss of China" created a climate of fear and paranoia in the
United States, fueling McCarthyism and a determination to prevent further communist expansion.

Against this backdrop, Korea became a symbolic battleground. For the Truman administration,
allowing a communist takeover of South Korea would be a catastrophic political and strategic defeat.
It would signal to allies and adversaries alike that the United States was unwilling to defend its
commitments. This is why, despite earlier statements that South Korea was outside the U.S. defense
perimeter, President Truman reversed course and committed American forces to the conflict.

The Role of Joseph Stalin and Mao Zedong

Kim 1l-sung could not move without the approval of his two powerful communist allies, Joseph Stalin
and Mao Zedong. Initially, Stalin was reluctant. He feared provoking a direct war with the United
States and was not convinced that Kim could win. However, by early 1950, Stalin's position shifted.
He was encouraged by the communist victory in China and believed that the U.S. would not
intervene in Korea. Stalin also saw an opportunity to bog the United States down in an expensive
and draining conflict, diverting American resources and attention away from Europe. He gave Kim II-
sung his grudging approval, provided that Mao agreed.

Mao Zedong, busy consolidating his rule over a vast and devastated China, was also cautious.
However, he ultimately approved the invasion, influenced by a combination of ideological solidarity,
a desire to project Chinese power, and a belief that the operation would be quick and successful.
The approval of Stalin and Mao was the final green light for the invasion. The intricate negotiations
between these three leaders are a crucial part of the answer to how did the Korean War start.

THE SPARK: THE INVASION OF JUNE 25, 1950

In the pre-dawn hours of June 25, 1950 (Korean time), the North Korean People's Army launched a
full-scale, surprise invasion across the 38th parallel. It was a meticulously planned and
overwhelming assault. North Korean forces, spearheaded by Soviet-made T-34 tanks, advanced
rapidly along three main axes: toward Seoul in the west, toward the central region, and along the
east coast.

The South Korean army, caught completely off guard and lacking sufficient anti-tank weapons and
heavy artillery, was shattered. Thousands of ROK soldiers were killed, captured, or simply melted
away in the chaos. Within hours, North Korean tanks were on the outskirts of Seoul. The South
Korean government fled the capital, and the city fell just three days later. The speed and ferocity of
the North Korean attack left no doubt about the answer to how did the Korean War start on that

specific morning: it was an act of blatant, unprovoked military aggression.

The Immediate International Response

The United Nations Security Council, in a diplomatic stroke of luck for the United States, was able to
pass a resolution condemning the invasion and calling for a ceasefire. This was possible only
because the Soviet Union was boycotting the Security Council at the time to protest the UN's refusal
to seat the People's Republic of China. The Soviet veto was absent. The resolution authorized
member states to provide military assistance to South Korea. Within days, President Truman ordered
American ground forces, naval assets, and air power into the conflict. The United Nations Command,
under the leadership of General Douglas MacArthur, was formed. The question of how did the
Korean War start had now evolved into a question of how to stop it, as the world mobilized for a
major war.

THE COLLAPSE OF THE PUSAN PERIMETER

The initial months of the war were a disaster for the UN and South Korean forces. The North Korean
army continued its relentless drive south, pushing fragmented allied units back to the southeastern
corner of the peninsula. By August, the allied forces had been compressed into a small, 140-mile
perimeter around the port city of Pusan. This was the Pusan Perimeter, the last stand against total
defeat.

Inside the perimeter, conditions were desperate. The outnumbered and outgunned UN forces,
mostly American and South Korean, fought a desperate defensive battle. They were supported by
crucial air superiority, which pounded North Korean supply lines and troop concentrations. The
perimeter held, but barely. The situation was so dire that General MacArthur was already planning a
dramatic counterstroke, one that would change the course of the war and deepen the mystery of
how did the Korean War start into a saga of dramatic reversals.

THE INCHON LANDING AND THE TIDE TURNS

General MacArthur's plan was audacious: an amphibious landing far behind enemy lines at the port
of Inchon, near Seoul. The plan was risky. Inchon's harbor had some of the highest tides in the
world, narrow channels, and formidable sea walls. Nevertheless, on September 15, 1950, the landing
succeeded brilliantly. The assault caught the North Korean army completely by surprise, severing
their supply lines and throwing them into panicked retreat.

The Inchon landing is one of the most stunning military gambles in history. Within weeks, the North
Korean army was shattered and in full retreat back across the 38th parallel. The allied forces, drunk
with victory, now faced a fateful decision: should they stop at the 38th parallel and restore the pre-
war status quo, or should they cross into North Korea and attempt to unify the peninsula by force?
The decision to cross the parallel, driven by the belief that total victory was within reach, would
dramatically escalate the war and ultimately return the conflict to a bloody stalemate. This decision
is a critical part of how did the Korean War start the second, and far more destructive, phase of
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the fighting.
THE CHINESE INTERVENTION AND THE WAR'S TRANSFORMATION

As UN forces advanced deep into North Korea, approaching the Yalu River, the border with China,
they received clear warnings from Beijing: do not approach the river. The Chinese leadership, led by
Mao Zedong, feared a hostile, American-allied Korea on its border. The destruction of North Korea
would be a strategic catastrophe for China, potentially threatening its industrial heartland of
Manchuria.

When the warnings were ignored, China unleashed a massive "volunteer" army across the Yalu River
in October and November of 1950. The Chinese People's Volunteer Army, hundreds of thousands
strong, launched a series of devastating counterattacks. They were masters of infiltration and night
fighting, and they caught the overconfident and dispersed UN forces completely by surprise. The
war transformed overnight. The "Home by Christmas" offensive was shattered, and the UN forces

were thrown into a chaotic, desperate retreat back down the peninsula. This intervention changed
the answer to how did the Korean War start from a story about a local civil war into a global
confrontation between the United States and Communist China, with the Soviet Union providing
crucial support from behind the scenes.

THE STALEMATE AND THE ARMISTICE

The war eventually stabilized around the 38th parallel, the very line where it had started. Both sides
dug in, and a brutal, grinding war of attrition ensued. For the next two years, the fighting settled into
a pattern of trench warfare reminiscent of World War |, with heavy artillery exchanges, small-unit
patrol actions, and fierce battles for key hills and outposts. The human cost was staggering.

Peace talks began in July 1951, but they dragged on for two years as the negotiators argued over a
single, intractable issue: the repatriation of prisoners of war. The United States insisted on voluntary
repatriation, meaning many North



