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The Power of Premises 
 

“We are never deceived; we deceive ourselves.” 

 — Johann Wolfgang von Goethe  

 

The specter of catastrophe haunts the history of public policy.  Capable, dedicated, and 

patriotic men and women frequently make disastrous decisions that squander the lives, fortunes, 

and goodwill of their fellow citizens.  Why do such debacles occur when the incentives are so 

strong to make good decisions and there is every reason to believe that leaders strive to do so?  

Why is it so difficult to for decision makers to deal with facts that challenge their understanding 

of events and issues?  Moreover, why are they often slow to adjust their policies in the face of 

failure?   

Premises 
 Leaders and their aides bring to office sets of beliefs about politics, policy, human nature, 

and social causality—in other words, beliefs about how the world works as it does and why it 

does so.1  Decision makers have in their heads dozens of policy-related premises, such as the 

intentions and capabilities of other nations, the predilections of other leaders and their 

responsiveness to a variety of incentives, the capacity of their own governments to produce 

results, and the consequences of their current policies.  

 These beliefs provide a frame of reference for identifying problems, evaluating policy 

options, filtering information and giving it meaning, and for establishing boundaries of action.2  

Most important, premises predispose leaders to make certain decisions.3 

 One explanation for ruinous policies is that decision makers are often prisoners of their 

premises.  This captivity discourages them from questioning the fundamental assumptions 

underlying a policy and leads them to ignore or dismiss facts and arguments pointing toward a 

different decision.  Historian Barbara Tuchman termed assessing a situation in terms of 

preconceived, fixed notions while ignoring or rejecting contrary evidence as “wooden-

headedness.”  Acting according to one’s predispositions and refusing to be influenced by facts is 

a form of self-deception, epitomized by her summary of Philip II of Spain: “No experience of the 

failure of his policy could shake his belief in its essential excellence.”4    

 Unfortunately, the incidence of such dysfunctional behavior is not limited to inbred 

hereditary monarchs and plays a significant role in more contemporary government decision 

making.5  Two core traits of human beings assure that premises will play a prominent role in 

decision making. 

Limits on Rationality  
 There is widespread understanding that there are important limits on the possibility of 

rational decision-making in politics as in other areas of life.  Sometimes we refer to these limits 

as “bounded rationality.”6  There are cognitive limits to the ability of the human mind to process 

and analyze information.  There are also limits on the time a person can devote to any decision.  

Finally, decision makers, particularly public officials, face intractable difficulties in choosing 

policies, including    

 identifying problems  

 selecting goals for policies 

 prioritizing among goals 
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 choosing among a restricted range of options and incomplete information on them 

 predicting and measuring the consequences of policy alternatives 

 applying alternative criteria, such as efficiency and equity, to evaluating predicted 

consequences. 

 Decision makers cope with these decision-making challenges by simplifying and organizing 

their world.  They are “cognitive misers,” who take shortcuts whenever they can.7  One broad 

strategy is satisficing, which entails seeking a satisfactory solution rather than an optimal one by 

searching through the available alternatives until an acceptable threshold is met.8  Thus, humans 

prefer to think efficiently rather than analytically.  They do so by applying a number of heuristics 

or mental short cuts in their decision making.9  Although more efficient than systematic analysis, 

reliance on heuristics increases the probability of biased information processing because 

cognitive misers ignore much of the relevant information to reduce the demands on their minds 

or they overuse some kinds of information to avoid searching for more information.  

Beliefs or premises fulfill a need for cognitive simplicity by making our complex and 

contradictory world comprehensible.  They also help busy people cope with complex decisions 

to which they can devote limited time.  Despite the utility of beliefs in facilitating efficiency in 

decision making, they provide their holders a simplified and thus inaccurate representation of 

reality.  Sometimes these inevitable distortions are severe and lead to disastrous policies.  

Nevertheless, because they are useful for coming to grips with the complexity of the world, basic 

beliefs about politics and policy are resistant to change.   

Motivated Reasoning  
Cognitive limits explain why we hold premises and why they are there is a strong 

potential for them to be faulty.  In addition, people simplify reality not only to deal with the 

world’s complexities but also to meet their psychological and social needs related to decision 

making.  Meeting these requisites sustains the power of premises. 

The physiology of human cognitive processes, the way we think, produces a 

psychological bias toward continuity.  Human beings share a need for having consistent 

thoughts, beliefs, and attitudes.10  Thinking about something in a certain way reinforces this 

pattern, making it difficult to reorganize or adjust or our views thoughts.  As a result, there is an 

unconscious tendency to view persons and events in the world in a way that is compatible with 

how we previously viewed them.  In other words, we process information in a way that 

buttresses our existing beliefs. 

This human propensity distorts our analytical handling of evidence and produces a 

number of related biases.   

 The confirmation bias refers to searching for, interpreting, favoring, and recalling 

information that confirms prior beliefs.   

 The prior attitude effect involves viewing evidence consistent with prior opinions as 

more compelling than evidence that is inconsistent with them.   

 The disconfirmation bias entails challenging and dismissing evidence inconsistent with 

prior opinions, regardless of their objective accuracy.   

 These biases may distort a person’s exposure to and perception of new information and the 

conclusions she reaches about it.  Most people seek out information confirming their preexisting 

opinions and ignore or reject arguments contrary to their predispositions.  When exposed to 

competing arguments, they typically accept the confirming ones and dismiss or argue against the 

opposing ones.  People also tend to interpret ambiguous evidence as supporting their existing 
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position.  Moreover, they are unlikely to search for information that challenges their views or 

options contrary to those they advocate.  Instead, they tend to incorporate new information in 

ways that render it comprehensible within their existing frames of reference.  In other words, 

they rationalize information to support their previously held beliefs.11   

 Another cognitive strategy that can sustain premises and distort analysis is defensive 

avoidance, in which decision makers attempt to avoid or postpone the stress of making a 

decision.  Irving Janis and Leon Mann argue that defensive avoidance can take three forms: 

procrastination, shifting responsibility of decision to others, and bolstering.  Bolstering occurs 

when decision makers cannot identify an altogether satisfactory option, so they choose the least 

objectionable alternative and exaggerate its positive consequences and minimize its costs.  A 

more systematic appraisal would force them to acknowledge the high costs and risks of their 

policy.  Moreover, they try to keep from being exposed to communications that might reveal the 

shortcomings of the action they have chosen.  When they do encounter contrary information, 

such as warnings of impending problems such as an enemy attack, they downplay it through 

wishful thinking.12 

 Both dissonance reduction and stress avoidance can be institutionalized if leaders 

encourage their subordinates to report or emphasize information that support their premises, as 

we will see below.  In extreme cases, decision makers may simply cut off dissident information.  

The U.S. Forest Service was committed to preventing forest fires, and it disbanded its research 

arm when the unit showed that healthy forests required periodic burning.13  In such cases, 

premises are constantly reinforced and become even more resistant to change. 

 In addition to being motivated by cognitive consistency and stress reduction, people also 

unconsciously strive to maintain their positive or negative feelings, generally referred to as 

“affect,” toward political actors and issues.  When called on to make an evaluation, people 

instantly and unconsciously draw on their prior attitudes.  A heuristic mechanism for evaluating 

new information triggers a reflection on “How do I feel?” about the topic.  This drive for 

affective consistency results in a bias towards maintaining existing affect, even in the face of 

disconfirming information.  Moreover, the effects are strongest for those with strong attitudes 

and knowledge because they have repeatedly connected their beliefs to feelings, and they have 

the information to rationalize away disconfirming evidence and better defend their prior 

attitudes.14  People do not reason to find the right answer; they reason to arrive at the answer they 

want to be right. 

 To be clear, people are generally not closed-minded, consciously deceiving themselves to 

preserve their prior beliefs.  Indeed, cognitive biases are powerful because they are not 

volitional, occurring unconsciously and automatically.15    

 Scholars have long known that beliefs are resistant to change.  Francis Bacon, often 

credited with developing the scientific method, summarized them exactly four centuries ago. 

The human understanding when it has once adopted an opinion . . . draws all 

things else to support and agree with it.  And though there be a greater number 

and weight of instances to be found on the other side, yet these it either neglects 

and despises, or else by some distinction sets aside and rejects, in order that by 

this great and pernicious predetermination the authority of its former conclusions 

may remain inviolate.16   

In essence, we tend to see what we expect to see on the basis of our prior beliefs.  

Moreover, we seek and are more receptive to information that supports our views and resist 

information that is contrary to them.17  There is a related tendency toward premature cognitive 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Heuristic
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closure, terminating a search for information when we get enough information to support our 

existing views.  Sometimes this tendency is aggravated by time pressures or the desire to finish 

an unpleasant decision task.18   

 Thus, we are reluctant to revise or update our beliefs.19  As a result of biased reasoning, 

most people remain unreceptive to major revisions of their beliefs in response to new 

information unless extraordinary circumstances force them to do so.  Instead, we focus on what 

we know and neglect what we do not know, which makes us overly confident in our beliefs and 

our intuitions.  As Nobel Prize winner Daniel Kahneman put it, we have an “almost unlimited 

ability to ignore our ignorance.”20   

 We know, then, that individuals have cognitive biases that strongly influence their 

decisions.  But what about high-level officials?  The fact that leaders occupy positions of power 

is evidence that they are in at least some ways exceptional.  Moreover, the stakes for making the 

right decision about, say war and peace, are infinitely greater than the decisions to buy an 

automobile or choosing for whom to vote.  Thus, political leaders have incentives to invest more 

fully in challenging their assumptions.  Are public officials able to overcome the biases of 

ordinary citizens and carefully and dispassionately consider at least the most important options 

for a policy? 

 Some systematic research has concluded that officials, like the rest of us, engage in 

motivated reasoning and biased decision-making, even during critical times of international 

crisis.21  As Philip Tetlock put it, “experts neutralize dissonant data and preserve confidence in 

their prior assessments by resorting to a complex battery of belief-system defenses that, 

epistemologically defensible or not, make learning from history a slow process and defections 

from theoretical camps a rarity.”22  Moreover, subordinates learn and adopt the policy biases of 

their superiors and may focus on identifying and reporting information supporting such beliefs 

while diluting data that challenges them.23  Leaders are especially likely to resist change if they 

have had success in the past with their views, if their beliefs are deeply entrenched, if the 

stakes—and thus, the related emotions—of decisions are highly consequential and the relevant 

information on alternatives is ambiguous.24                                                                                                                              

The Role of Premises 
 Limits on human rationality and motivated reasoning inevitably distort leaders’ 

processing of information and bias them against changing their minds.  These characteristics of 

individuals can affect any stage of decision making, and they explain why premises are often 

faulty and resistant to change.  However, cognitive limitations and motivated reasoning do not 

explain the impact of premises on policy choices.  To answer this question, we must turn to 

leaders in action. 

Studying the Power of Premises 

 To investigate the impact of premises in the most rigorous fashion would require 

isolating the impact of premises.  However, there are many other factors in addition to the limits 

of human rationality and motivated reasoning that can influence decisions, including personality 

characteristics such as personal insecurity, distortions in the information and options presented to 

decision makers resulting from bureaucratic politics and bureaucratic structure, the organization 

and management of advisory processes, interactions among advisers and between them and the 

principal decision maker, an official’s personal style of decision making,25 and decision makers’ 
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ethical and normative beliefs.  There is no doubt that each may influence decision making at one 

time or another.       

 Studies of decision making tend to focus on the consequences of one of these variables 

such as psychopathologies, “groupthink,” the organization of advisory processes, or bureaucratic 

politics.  Lacking measures of the various influences on decisions, we are not well-positioned to 

rigorously control for their impact while focusing on the significance of a particular component 

of decision making.  It is not surprising, then, that although decision making is the most 

important role of political leaders, it is the one we understand the least.26   

 It may always be thus.  As John F. Kennedy wrote, “The essence of ultimate decision 

remains impenetrable to the observer—often, indeed, to the decider himself....  There will always 

be the dark and tangled stretches in the decision-making process—mysterious even to those who 

may be most intimately involved.”27  Nevertheless, there is a path forward, and following it 

allows us to advance our understanding. 

Nathan Leites developed the concept of the “operational code” of leaders in his masterful 

work, Study of Bolshevism.28  Nearly a generation later, Alexander George structured the concept 

and argued it was important for understanding political decision making, particularly in conflict 

situations.29  An operational code in Leites’ and George’s terms is a set of general philosophical 

beliefs about fundamental issues of history and central questions about the nature of politics and 

conflict as well as instrumental beliefs about the efficacy of various strategies for advancing their 

interests.  Perceptions of the enemy are particularly important components of an operational 

code.  These beliefs influence decision makers’ understanding and diagnoses of political events 

and influence their choice of strategy and tactics.  

 Although some work was done applying the concept of operational code,30 the 

complexity of the concept has limited its utility in explaining decisions.31  To Leites and George, 

an operational code begins with a set of master beliefs at a high level of abstraction.  My focus is 

on premises more directly related to specific policies.  Tying premises to policy choices is more 

useful for explaining decisions than applying an operational code for each participant.  In 

addition, these premises are more easily observed.  We know, for example, what French planners 

thought about a possible German invasion in 1914.  We know what U.S. decision makers thought 

about Iraq’s possessing weapons of mass destruction in 2002. 

 Inspired by David Mayhew’s classic work, Congress: The Electoral Connection,32 I 

engage in a thought experiment.  Focusing specifically on premises, I ask, What if we knew little 

else about the influences on decision makers aside from their core premises regarding a policy?  

If their premises predict their decisions, then we have a basis for concluding that leaders were 

indeed their prisoners.  If, on the other hand, decision makers routinely challenged their core 

assumptions and adjusted their decisions accordingly, we may infer that the analytical biases 

represented by premises were one of many influences on decisions and effects that sophisticated 

leaders can reliably overcome.   

 Where should we look to determine if decision makers are often prisoners of their 

premises?  To examine the power of premises, I focus on major decisions in both the U.S. and 

other nations.  These are the policies that are most consequential.  The choice to go to war, for 

example, is different in kind than decisions regarding military strategy, economic mobilization, 

logistics, or peace negotiations.  All of these matters are important, but I am particularly 

interested in the decisions that set the general course of a nation or leaders’ mindsets that 

prevented a recognition of significant developments in other nations such as surprise attacks.   
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 On what aspect of decision making are premises likely to have their greatest impact?  My 

point of departure is the foundation, explicit or merely implicit, of all decisions: identifying 

problems.  Before policymakers can focus on developing and evaluating policy options, they 

must have an idea of the goal or goals the options are supposed to achieve.  Policy goals usually 

focus on solving a problem such as a threat to national security, a stagnant economy, polluted air, 

or inadequate access to health care.  Thus, most decision processes begin with identifying a 

problem to be solved, and decision makers need a clear and accurate understanding of the nature 

of a problem to best evaluate options for ameliorating it.   

 Problems, then, are the base of decision making.  They do not come defined, however.  

Officials must delineate them.  If decision makers share premises that lead them to assume the 

presence of a problem that actually does not exist, the rest of the decision-making process will be 

fatally flawed.  You cannot solve a problem that does not exist.  Moreover, you are likely to 

waste time, resources, and even lives and pay substantial opportunity costs in attempting to do 

so.   

 Premises may also blind policymakers to problems that require their attention or cause 

them to underestimate the likelihood of problems arising.  Presuming away problems may give 

policymakers undue confidence in their favorite options, whether they are designed to maintain 

the peace or prepare for war, and thus cause them to evaluate certain options more positively 

than is appropriate.  Similarly, policymakers need to carefully and dispassionately evaluate 

feedback on the consequences of policies they or their predecessors have put into place.  

However, premises about the efficacy of a policy may distort their evaluations of its success and 

discourage their consideration of changes to it. 

The Chinese Intervention in Korea in 1950 

 

The Chinese intervention in Korea was “one of the most terrific disasters that has 

occurred to American foreign policy”33 — 

Secretary of State Dean Acheson  

 

 In this paper I analyze an example of ignoring and underestimating a problem.   

Nine years after the attack on Pearl Harbor, the United States again suffered from surprise 

attacks, this time in Korea.  Actually, the country was surprised twice in Korea – first, by the 

initial invasion of the South by the North Koreans and then six months later by the entry of 

China into the war.  American strategic premises inhibited policy makers from anticipating both 

the North Korean and the Chinese attacks, with catastrophic consequences.    

 I examine these two strategic surprises through the lens of policymakers’ premises.  And 

these decision makers were giants.  President Harry Truman and his senior officials built a new 

international order in the wake of World War II.  Most broadly, the United States adopted the 

doctrine of containment, the basic framework of U.S. foreign policy for the four decades of the 

Cold War, culminating in the collapse of the Soviet Union.  As part of this effort, the president 

and his advisers channeled economic and military assistance to countries vulnerable to 

communism under the Truman Doctrine and executed the Berlin Airlift.  They also constructed 

the modern foreign and defense policy apparatus, including the National Security Council, the 

CIA, and the Department of Defense.  These same men adopted policies that transformed 

Germany and Japan into democracies and built a network of alliances in Europe and Asia that 

contributed to maintaining the peace.  They also provided Europe the aid necessary to recover 
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from the war under the Marshall Plan, and they established a multitude of international 

organizations, including the United Nations, the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, 

and the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (the forerunner to the World Trade 

Organization) to help keep the peace and the world to prosper.  The world also avoided a great 

power war and witnessed the spread of democracy around the globe. 

 Thus, this set of officials presents a best test case.  If even they were prisoners of their 

premises, it is easier to understand how lesser mortals might fall prey to the same malady.   

North Korea Attacks 

 In his memoirs, President Harry Truman remembered that throughout the spring of 1950 

the CIA reported that North Korea might launch a full-scale invasion of South Korea.34  These 

reports lacked specificity as to such an attack, and officials viewed the information of North 

Korean activities as just a continuation of their border raids.35  They expected that the North 

would continue to rely on “guerilla and psychological warfare, political pressure and 

intimidation” rather than an all-out assault.36  When the South Koreans sent a warning of a 

broader offensive, U.S. officials interpreted it in the light of their efforts to obtain heavier 

military equipment.  Washington officials dismissed the American ambassador to Korea’s 

warning as a case of special pleading for his host country.37  Thus, top officials were surprised 

when on June 25, 1950, the North Korean army swept across the 38th parallel and came close to 

uniting the Korean peninsula under the Communist regime of Kim Il-sung. 

North Korea as a Soviet Agent 

 A principal reason the United States was surprised was its view of communism.  No less 

than in the 1960s, policymakers in 1950 saw communism as an international conspiracy.38   U.S. 

officials could not grasp that North Korea might act on its own volition.39  They operated on the 

premise that that North Korea was under Russian control40 and that war in Korea would be only 

an adjunct to general war with the Soviet Union.  Because decision makers thought the Russians 

were not ready to take such a step, they concluded that no invasion would occur.41  According to 

General Matthew Ridgway, the Army deputy chief of staff for operations and later commander 

of United Nations forces in Korea, “the concept of ‘limited warfare’ never entered our 

councils.”42  Moreover, the premise that excluded the possibility of a geographically restricted 

war seems to have inhibited decision makers from asking just why Stalin would see supporting a 

limited war in Korea as a high risk or a pathway to global war.43 

 It was true that the Soviets equipped, trained, and advised the North Korean army44 

(which the United States underestimated—providing an additional reason to discount warnings 

of an invasion).45  Nevertheless, it was the North Koreans who took the initiative for the war.  

Kim was an “intense Korea nationalist,” not merely a Soviet pawn.  From at least 1949, he 

sought Josef Stalin’s support for an invasion of South Korea.  The Soviet leader put him off 

throughout 1949.  By 1950, Stalin gave in and assented to an invasion, but he distanced himself 

from direct involvement.  Korea was not his primary concern, and he was not willing to risk 

direct military confrontation with United States to save the North Korean regime.46  Although 

North Korea was largely under the Kremlin’s thumb, in war “Stalin was more the accommodator 

than the instigator.”47 

 It is also the case that the North Koreans were not subservient to the Chinese.  They did 

not want China to dominate their country, and China had little influence on the beginning of the 

war, although it did approve of the concept.  Kim did not even tell the Chinese the details or the 
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timing of the June attack.48  It was not until the U.S. counteroffensive at Inchon that the North 

Koreas requested substantial assistance from China.49 

 Contrary to American premises, then, the North Koreans were not an agent of a broader 

communist conspiracy, nor did their invasion of the South portend global war.50  Yet “the idea 

that Stalin had acquiesced to and not driven the invasion was alien” to U.S. policymakers.51  

Nearly a year after the North Korean invasion, the president told the American public, “The 

Communists in the Kremlin are engaged in a monstrous conspiracy to stamp out freedom all over 

the world.”  Moreover, “the attack on Korea was part of a greater plan for conquering all of 

Asia.”52 

Thus, despite years of provocations from the North, American officials ignored 

substantial evidence of a North Korean military buildup and mobilization near the border with 

South Korea.  In fact, they were more concerned that South Korea would start a wider war by 

attempting to conquer North Korea, so the United States limited the size of their forces and the 

equipment available to them to discourage such an action and warned the South Korean president 

that he could not count on American support if he took aggressive action against North Korea.53   

Resisting Aggression 
 Once surprised, how would the U.S. respond?  Harry Truman believed that for almost all 

problems there were precedents that provided clear guides to principles for action.  “When we 

are faced with a situation,” the president explained, “we must know how to apply the lessons of 

history in a practical way.”54  As Glenn Paige put it, “With history as an unambiguous moral 

teacher, decision making became an exercise in applying the lessons.  An occasion for decision 

became a stimulus to search for past analogy.”55   

 But which analogy was appropriate?  For President Truman and his advisers, the 1930s 

was the most vivid period in history.  “Truman saw the 1930’s as teaching a plain and 

unmistakable lesson.”56  After learning of the North Korean attack, the president raced back to 

Washington from his home in Independence, Missouri.  In his memoirs, he remembered thinking 

about previous instances “when the strong had attacked the weak.”  

I recalled some earlier instances: Manchuria, Ethiopia, Austria.  I remembered 

how each time that the democracies failed to act it had encouraged the aggressors 

to keep going ahead.  Communism was acting in Korea just as Hitler, Mussolini, 

and the Japanese had acted ten, fifteen, and twenty years earlier.  I felt certain that 

if South Korea was allowed to fall Communist leaders would be emboldened to 

override nations closer to our own shores.  If the Communists were permitted to 

force their way into the Republic of Korea without opposition from the free 

world, no small nation would have the courage to resist threats and aggression by 

stronger Communist neighbors.  If this was allowed to go unchallenged it would 

mean a third world war, just as similar incidents had brought on the second world 

war.57  

 By the time his plane touched down in Washington, Truman had made his basic decision.  

When the president surveyed his advisers, he found “complete, almost unspoken acceptance on 

the part of everyone that whatever had to be done to meet this aggression had to be done.”58  In 

their discussions, they drew historical parallels to Hitler’s many aggressions, Mussolini’s rape of 

Ethiopia, and Japan’s seizure of Manchuria.  At other times they also employed analogies from 

Greece in 1947 and the Berlin crisis in 1948.59  As Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern 

Affairs Dean Rusk put it, “the Korean decision was in the process of being made for an entire 
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generation since Manchuria.”60  Thus, the president and has advisers shared the premise that you 

could not appease aggressors.  As he told the American people, “If history has taught us 

anything, it is that aggression anywhere in the world is a threat to the peace everywhere in the 

world. 61  Speaking of communists, the president declared, “There is no telling what they will do 

if we don’t put up a fight now.”62 

 How would the U.S. resist aggression?  The premise of challenging aggressors was so 

powerful that it dominated decision makers’ thinking, even before discussions began.  Prior to 

Truman boarding his plane in Independence, one of his aides told a reporter, the president “is 

going to hit those fellows hard,” and when the president landed, the first thing he said was that 

the was going to “hit them hard.”  The officials with whom the president would soon meet also 

were convinced that the United States would have to take action.63  

 The president told his advisers that it would take force to stop the North Koreans.  The 

most fateful decision would be committing ground troops to the fight.  Anticipating an eventual 

decision, in the first meeting with his advisers Truman asked the military to prepare the 

necessary orders in case the UN asked for American forces.64  Four days later, he committed 

troops to provide order, transportation, communications, and protection for military facilities in 

Korea.  The next day General MacArthur recommended using ground troops for offensive 

actions, and Truman immediately, and without consultation, agreed to the use of one regimental 

combat team.  Later that day—five days after their first meeting—he found unanimous support 

among his advisers for giving MacArthur full authority to use the troops under his command at 

his discretion.65 

Containing Communism 
 Two momentous events occurred in 1949.  The Soviet Union exploded its first atomic 

bomb on August 29.  On October 1, Chinese communist leader Mao Zedong declared the 

creation of the People’s Republic of China.  Washington elites, having already proclaimed the 

Truman doctrine and implemented the Berlin airlift, had to develop a policy to deal with these 

shocking developments.  On April 7, 1950, President Truman received a 66-page top secret 

National Security Council (NSC) policy paper drafted by the Department of State and 

Department of Defense.  It is commonly known as NSC-68 and was one of the most important 

American policy statements of the Cold War.  According to the report, the United States should 

vigorously pursue a policy of “containing” Soviet expansion anywhere around the globe.  The 

president signed the document into policy in September 1950. 

 Before the North Korean invasion, U.S. officials did not view South Korea as of strategic 

importance in the case of a broader war.66  The premise of containing communism, along with a 

need to check aggressors and the belief in the central role of the Soviet Union in the invasion put 

Korea in a new light.  Rather than perceiving the fighting as a localized conflict over control of 

the Korean peninsula, top officials saw the assault on South Korea as another battle against 

communism in the Cold War.67  According to Secretary of State Dean Acheson, “It seemed close 

to certain that the attack had been mounted, supplied, and instigated by the Soviet Union and that 

it would not be stopped by anything short of force.”68  Moreover, top officials thought the North 

Korean attack might be an effort to divert U.S. troops from Europe, where the Russians might 

attack, or it might be a step toward a full-scale war.69  

 U.S. decision makers concluded that a communist Korea posed a threat to Japanese 

security, not responding would send a signal to the Soviet Union that it could act elsewhere with 

impunity, and inaction would jeopardize the prestige and reputation of the United States as a 

reliable ally in fighting communism and negate five years of effort to build collective security.70  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_National_Security_Council
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_security_directive#Truman_and_Eisenhower_administrations
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Department_of_State
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Department_of_Defense
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cold_War
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Korea became politically significant in light of the Cold War, something that officials did not 

foresee.71  Thus, the American decision to intervene was momentous, resulting in the 

globalization of containment, the core national security strategy for the next four decades.   

 Ernest May argues that the president did not have to choose to go to war.  The U.S. had 

no special obligation to South Korea, and the country would have followed him had he chosen 

not to go to war.  Moreover, the desire to contain communism and deter aggression could have 

led him to conclude that Korea was a Soviet trap to involve United States in an Asian ground war 

where it would be at a disadvantage.  Not fighting could also reassure European allies that 

America would not waste scarce resources in an area of secondary concern.  That is not how 

Truman saw matters, however.  Low in the polls and suffering from criticism of the loss of China 

to communism, he and his advisors devoted little analysis to the differences between the 1930s 

and 1950 Korea or to a more sophisticated view of containment.72  Instead, they went to war. 

The Chinese Intervene 

 The invasion of South Korea was only the first strategic surprise endured by the United 

States and its allies.  Worse was yet to come.  Exactly four months after the North Korean 

invasion, the Chinese People’s Liberation Army intervened in massive numbers after American-

led UN forces had pushed the North Koreans far back across the 38th parallel.  U.S. military and 

civilian leaders were again caught by surprise, and American paid another costly price in 

casualties as the Chinese drove UN troops out of North Korea and almost out of South Korea as 

well.  “The war was transformed from a police action against an obscure and weak government 

to a conflict with the most populous nation in the world and the second ranking communist 

power.”73 

 How could such a surprise happen?  Given the success of the fight against the North 

Koreans, the UN’s war aim changed from simply freeing South Korea of the invaders to 

occupying and unifying Korea as a democratic nation.  In essence, decision makers concluded 

that the destruction of a communist regime in North Korea would not provoke a large-scale war 

with China.  Once again, the premises of decision makers distorted their evaluations of a major 

threat to their success, with tragic consequences.   

Premises 
 The premise of the Soviet Union’s control of its communist neighbors extended to China 

and was to influence U.S. decision makers again in the fall of 1950, distorting their analyses of 

whether the Chinese would enter the war.  U.S. leaders reasoned that the Soviet Union did not 

want a general war and therefore would restrain its Chinese clients, whom they thought were 

under Russian control.74  When the Chinese intervened in the war, top officials believed the 

Russians were behind it.75  (Interestingly, the British disagreed.)76  Once officials concluded that 

the Soviet Union would not intervene in the war, it became easier to ignore warnings about a 

Chinese intervention.77 

 Prominent journalist John Hersey summed up the premise of Soviet control in a story 

written about the White House after the Chinese attacked U.S. forces in massive numbers. 

The entire policy since June, which had seemed to be turning out for the best, was 

now to be more heavily tested than ever; hopes of imminent peace were gone; the 

willingness of the Chinese Communists, and therefore, obviously, of the Russian 

Communists, to risk a general war for the stake in Korea was suddenly palpable.78  
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Even after it was clear that they had made serious errors in judging what China would do, policy 

makers continued to assume that China was participating in a Russian-inspired conspiracy.79  

 Yet the premise was incorrect.  The Chinese decided to intervene, even in the absence of 

Soviet support, and began redeploying troops, stockpiling material, developing strategy, and 

mobilizing the country soon after original North Korean invasion.  Only then did Stalin agree to 

support a Chinese intervention in the war.80  “Thus, the Chinese not only made a unilateral 

decision to intervene for nationalistic purposes, but also intimidated the Soviets into supporting 

them.”81  When Stalin reneged on his promise to provide air cover, China went ahead anyway.82    

 A second premise relevant to the catastrophe that was to occur in Korea focused on 

Chinese motivations.  George and Smoke found that “Estimates of Chinese intentions . . . were 

based on a faulty premise—namely, the belief that the Chinese leaders were calculating their 

interests in much the same way as we did.”83  U.S. officials did not understand that Chinese 

leader Mao Zedong’s motivation in acting had more to do with China’s traditional concerns 

about its borders, and fears based upon previous American support of Chinese Nationalist forces, 

than it did with any Communist worldwide strategy.  They did not consider how China might 

respond to American troops in Korea, and they were insensitive to the fact that Mao saw the U.S. 

presence in North Korea as a security threat to the existence and stability of his new communist 

regime.  Moreover, when the war broke out, the United States added protection for Formosa 

(Taiwan), undermining the tacit acceptance of allowing it to fall to mainland.84   

 Mao also saw the unification of Korea under a non-Communist regime as a threat to 

revolutionary prospects in the world and also to the Chinese domestic situation, which was 

unsettled following the long civil war.  A victory of the United States in Korea would increase 

the prestige of the Communist party in both China and North Korea.85 

 For the first time, Western nations were employing force to eliminate a communist 

regime.  How could we not expect China to respond strongly to the destruction of an ally on its 

borders?  In addition, previous experience forewarned that China would not willingly tolerate the 

presence of hostile armies in its backyard.  The United States had not hesitated to resist 

aggression eight thousand miles from its shores; why should China not be expected to react to 

MacArthur’s hostile campaign in similar fashion?86 

 U.S. officials were confident that Peking would regard its interests in Korea as quite 

limited and sent numerous reassurances to China that they had no military or political designs on 

the country.  In addition, the United States declined offers of Chinese Nationalist troops from 

Formosa and in the first months of the war did not bomb support bases in Manchuria or cross the 

38th parallel or the borders of China or the Soviet Union.  Thus, decision makers thought their 

intent not to threaten China was clear and were convinced they were not threatening legitimate 

Chinese interests by occupying and unifying North Korea.  It followed, to them, that the Chinese 

would see their actions in the same light or could be persuaded to do so.  Even in the face of 

warnings from China and evidence of the buildup and deployment of Chinese troops (see below) 

policymakers continued to believe their reassurances would work.87   

 Moreover, top Americans leaders did not consider how the Chinese might view the more 

hostile declarations issued by MacArthur and those who agreed with him that contradicted their 

limited aims or the administration’s efforts to curb such statements.88  The Chinese found it hard 

to believe that U.S. officials such as MacArthur could be advocating a policy that did not 

represent the views of those at the highest level.89  Similarly, officials believed that neither the 

Soviet Union nor China would intervene if only South Korean soldiers were in control of the 
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extreme north of the country.90  However, the United States could not successfully constrain 

MacArthur’s use of American troops in those areas.91 

 There was no challenge to leaders’ understanding of China’s frame of reference, no 

examination of the assumptions on which it rested.  Although George Kennan and a few others 

below the top level of officials did disagree, there was no systematic reevaluation.92  Moreover, 

Kennan was concerned about Russian, not Chinese, intervention.93  Instead of reexamining 

assumptions, “Washington’s reluctance to accept information that challenged the premises and 

wisdom of its policy strongly encouraged its tendencies to misread the frame of reference with 

which Peking perceived events in Korea, to misinterpret available intelligence, and to 

underestimate Peking’s motivation and willingness to take risks.”94 

 A third faulty premise was that China was too weak to conduct a large-scale military 

effort.  Thus, decision makers did not believe the Chinese would intervene because it would 

require a large number of trained troops, it might weaken the Chinese government both internally 

and internationally, and there was no real advantage to China for such an action.95  American 

officials routinely underestimated China’s military capabilities, concluding that it could not 

organize, train, equip, or transport a large ground army.96  They also thought the best time for a 

Chinese intervention has passed and that China’s entry into the war would make it more 

dependent on the Soviet Union, a situation that it wished to avoid.97 

 In sum, “American policymakers simply could not image that Beijing would gain 

anything by involving itself in a major confrontation with the United States.”98  They were 

wrong. 

Warnings 
 Despite their premises, it is not as if U.S. decision makers had no inkling of a Chinese 

attack.  Harvey DeWeerd noted that the warnings of a Chinese intervention “showered down 

upon us in connection with Korea in 1950 seem strident and compelling.”99  These alerts of 

possible Chinese intervention included100   

 July 6: Army chief of staff tells President Truman there were about 200,000 Chinese 

troops in Manchuria. 

 By late August and for the next three months numerous studies from the Joint 

Intelligence Reports of the Far East Command, the primary source of intelligence for 

Washington decision makers, warned of the possibility of Chinese intervention. 

 September 5: secretary of state told that Chinese Premier and Foreign Minister Zhou 

Enlai (Chou En-lai) warns that if UN forces approached the Chinese border, China would 

intervene in Korea. 

 September 25: China communicated through India that it would intervene if the UN 

forces crossed the 38th parallel.  The British ambassador to the United States passed the 

same message to the State Department. 

 September 30: Zhou Enlai brands the United States as China’s worst enemy and declares 

that China will not allow a neighbor to be invaded. 

 End of September: U.S. ambassador in Moscow reports that Soviet and Chinese contacts 

told both the British and Dutch ambassadors that if foreign troops crossed the 38th 

parallel, China would intervene.   

 October 2: Zhou Enlai again warns that China will respond to an invasion of North 

Korea. 
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 October 3: the UN Command reports evidence that twenty Chinese divisions had been in 

Korea since September 10. 

 October 3: Zhou Enlai repeats China’s threat to the Indian Ambassador in Peking.  There 

are similar reports from Stockholm, Moscow, and New Delhi. 

 October 8-14: UN Command reports the massing of Chinese troops in Manchuria 

“appears conclusive.” 

 October 10: Radio Peking repeats the warning of October 3. 

 October 25: first large-scale Chinese attack on South Korean troops. 

 October 26-27: the United States reports its first engagements with Chinese troops. 

 October 28: newly captured Chinese prisoners of war say they are from large units. 

 October 31: Russian-made MIGs flying from Manchuria appear in combat. 

 November 1-2: Major Chinese attacks on U.S. forces 

 November 4: the United States identifies the presence of seven Chinese army divisions in 

the Korean theater. 

 November 4: MacArthur terms Chinese intervention “a distinct possibility of the gravest 

international importance.” 

 November 5: MacArthur reports hostile contact with Chinese troops.  

 November 6: MacArthur alerts Washington that “Men and material in large force are 

pouring across all bridges over the Yalu, from Manchuria.  This movement not only 

jeopardizes but threatens the ultimate destruction of the forces under my command.” 

 November 6: the CIA reports 200,000 Chinese troops massing across the North Korean in 

Manchuria. 

 November 7: MacArthur reports hostile air operations from Manchuria against his forces.  

He warns that if the Chinese build-up continues, he may have to retreat. 

 November 7: U.S. identifies presence of 12 Chinese army divisions in Korean theater. 

 November 24: the CIA predicts Chinese action that would nullify the U.S. efforts and 

preserve the North Korean state in some form.  

In addition, throughout the summer and autumn of 1951, the Chinese openly engaged in the 

build-up and movement of troops on a massive scale.  They expected the United States to see 

these actions – and it did. 

Dismissing Warnings 
 Even after China repeatedly warned that it would enter the war with a full-scale effort 

and after seeing Chinese mass troop movements, American officials viewed Chinese warnings as 

bluffs or diplomatic pressure and dismissed the possibility of a major intervention.101  On 

October 12, four days after Mao had issued his order for China to enter the war, the CIA 

concluded that Chinese intervention “was not probable.”102  The  strategic surprise of Chinese 

intervention was not the result of intelligence failure but the “unwillingness to draw unpleasant 

conclusions . . . we refused to believe what our intelligence told us was in fact happening 

because it was at variance with the prevailing climate of opinion in Washington and Tokyo” 

(MacArthur’s headquarters).103  Decision makers were blinded by their premises. 

 For example, on October 3 when Zhou Enlai sent through the Indian ambassador a 

warning to the U.S. not to cross the 38th parallel, Secretary of State Dean Acheson inexplicably 

concluded it was “not to be disregarded but, on the other hand, not an authoritative statement of 

policy.”  Perhaps it was just a public relations attempt to save the North Korean regime.104  
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Similarly, President Truman thought Zhou’s message could be “more than a relay of Communist 

propaganda.”105   

 At their meeting on Wake Island on October 15, 1950—just as the Chinese were entering 

North Korea, General MacArthur told President Truman there was little chance of a large-scale 

Chinese intervention.  Moreover, MacArthur claimed, should China enter the war, it would do so 

with only limited numbers of troops, and his air power would destroy the Chinese forces.  The 

“greatest slaughter” would occur.  Indeed, the general proclaimed, victory was won, all 

resistance would end by Thanksgiving, and he could withdraw one of his armies by Christmas.106   

We have seen that the UN Commander at times issued his own warnings, but he also 

discounted them.  On both November 5 and November 7, the mercurial MacArthur altered his 

pessimistic assessments of the days before and concluded that the Chinese military actions did 

not constitute a full-scale intervention.  It appears that the general raised the issue of Chinese 

intervention to convince Washington to let him bomb the bridges across the Yalu and continue 

his offensive.   

An additional complicating factor was that MacArthur’s intelligence officials played 

down the threat of Chinese intervention so as not to upset him and alarm the South Koreans.  

They also distorted the evidence of Chinese activity.  Similarly, American field commanders did 

not exercise appropriate caution in probing Chinese strength because they were unwilling to defy 

MacArthur.  The general himself suppressed and then minimized the significance of the evidence 

of Chinese intervention.107 

On November 7, MacArthur announced he was planning on moving forward.  Two days 

later, he wrote Secretary of Defense George Marshall that the Chinese were first-class soldiers 

representing an aggressively imperialistic country who allied with the Soviet Union for its own 

purposes.108  He was correct in his analyses, but he did not draw the appropriate conclusion.  

Instead, the general expressed confidence he could deny the enemy reinforcements and destroy 

him.  This statement was especially ironic because, in the words of Secretary of State Acheson, 

“In fact, his troops were being secretly surrounded by overpowering numbers of Chinese.”109   

 Over the period of August and September, American official gradually began discussing 

the possibility of Chinese intervention.  During mid-September, American officials across the 

national security bureaucracy openly acknowledged that MacArthur’s successful invasion at 

Inchon and his movement up the Korean peninsula had significantly increased the likelihood of 

China entering the war on a large scale.  These concerns increased in October in light of the 

growing evidence of Peoples Liberation Army activity in Korea.  A November 8 National 

Intelligence Estimate recognized that Chinese ground troops were engaging UN forces in North 

Korea and that China had accepted an increased risk of war, which was probably going to 

occur.110  Unsurprisingly, there were disagreements between MacArthur, who wanted to reunite 

Korea, and those felt that to move further north would lead to a larger and more aggressive 

Chinese intervention.111   

 Nevertheless, the United States and the UN pursued a policy that ensured China would 

enter the fray.  The great American landing at Inchon occurred on September 15.  That same day, 

Truman directed MacArthur to force the North Korean army back across the 38th parallel or 

destroy it altogether.  If the Soviet Union or China had not entered the war or if there was no 

indication or threat of their entry, he could extend his operations beyond the 38th parallel and 

occupy North Korea.112   

 MacArthur’s forces had to move across the border, because the border itself offered a 

poor defensive line.  To break off the UN offensive when its forces reached the border was to 



Edwards, Prisoners of Their Premises, Chapter 4, p. 16 

 

invite a new attack from the North Koreans.  Yet it was not necessary to occupy North Korea to 

find a suitable defensive position.  Eager to reach the Yalu River before it froze, making it easier 

for the Chinese to cross, and to occupy all of North Korea, MacArthur proclaimed that to draw a 

line at the narrow neck of the peninsula would be appeasement that found its “historic 

precedence in the action take at Munich.”  Domestic critics of the Truman administration would 

also have seen not crossing the border as appeasement.113   

 On September 27, Washington again told MacArthur his objective was to destroy the 

North Korean armed forces and gave him permission to cross the 38th parallel as long as major 

Soviet or Chinese forces did not enter the war, they made no announcement of their intent to 

enter, and they made no threat to counter UN forces militarily.  In the event of major Chinese 

forces fighting south of 38th parallel, he could continue as long as he had a reasonable chance of 

successful resistance.114   

 There were warnings, of course, but the United States only hardened its policy of 

unifying Korea.  On October 7, 1950, the 1st Cavalry Division crossed the 38th parallel and the 

UN passed a resolution calling for a “unified, independent and democratic Korea.”  For the first 

time, the West had decided to move beyond containment to the elimination of a communist 

regime.  Unbothered by the threat of Chinese intervention, the administration drifted into this 

expanded war aim without an explicit, well-formulated decision to do so.  Given MacArthur’s 

success at Inchon, unification seemed the only way to end the war, and was an attractive and low 

risk bonus of the UN counterattack.115  Richard Neustadt described the decision to occupy North 

Korea as a “passing fancy, taken and abandoned as the war news changed.”116   

 This change in the aim of the war provided China a strong motivation to prevent the UN 

from achieving it.  On October 8, Mao issued the official order to enter the war.  Nevertheless, 

on October 9 the president gave MacArthur extraordinary discretion, directing him that in the 

event of a major Chinese entry into the war, he should continue his efforts to unify Korea and 

resist Chinese troops anywhere in Korea as long as he had a reasonable chance of success.117  

Truman does not indicate that he consulted with anyone in this decision. 

 MacArthur’s messages about Chinese troops pouring across the Yalu “aroused immense 

anxiety in Washington.118  By November 8, in light of the evidence of Chinese military activity, 

the president’s advisers recognized the UN probably could not unify Korea by military means 

and that it would be necessary to negotiate with the Chinese to salvage as much as possible.  

However, they rationalized that they would prefer to negotiate from a position of strength.  They 

also recognized the risk to MacArthur’s forces, and the president gave the general permission to 

bomb bridges across the Yalu River to stem the flow of Chinese troops into Korea.119   

 Nevertheless, after months of dismissing warnings of Chinese intervention,120 Truman’s 

top advisers did not suggest he send new instructions to the general, ordering him to halt his 

advance to the Yalu River and pull back to less vulnerable positions.121  Instead, they 

recommended, and obtained presidential approval, to keep the mission assigned to MacArthur 

under review.122  Dean Acheson later recalled,  

Here, I believe, the Government missed its last chance to halt the march to 

disaster in Korea.  All the President’s advisers in this matter, civilian and military, 

knew that something was badly wrong, though what it was, how to find out, and 

what to do about it they muffed.123 

 Once the participation of Chinese troops was finally accepted, the question became how 

to interpret their presence.  Consistent with the prevailing premises, the new narrative was that 

China’s goal was to stall the UN advance and provide a buffer zone on its border rather than 
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mount an offensive to defeat it.124  Unsurprisingly, on November 17 MacArthur reported that he 

would begin his push to the Chinese border “to end the war” on November 24th.  According to 

Truman, he even told one of his commanders to inform his troops they would be home by 

Christmas.125  The Chinese intervened with a massive force on the 25th, but MacArthur was so 

convinced the Chinese would not intervene that it took him days to accept the fact that they had 

indeed done so.126  In the end, the Chinese forced the general to conduct the “longest military 

retreat in American military history.”127   

Obstacles to Reexamining Premises 

 Several factors complicated reexamining the war aim and the premises on which it was 

based.  First, there was a broadly shared reluctance to override a theater commander in the field.  

According to President Truman, “You pick your man, you’ve got to back him up.”128  Moreover, 

Acheson felt that under this obvious truth lay an uneasy respect for the MacArthur mystique.  

Army Chief of Staff and World War II hero General Omar Bradley later admitted that 

MacArthur’s stature was so great that the Joint Chiefs of Staff felt literally incapacitated to deal 

with him.129  Moreover, the threat of Chinese intervention only encouraged rapid movement 

north so could MacArthur could establish good defense lines.130  U.S. troops crossed the 38th 

parallel on October 8, and the clearest evidence of Chinese action came after that, when the 

commander was in battle mode.131   

 Perhaps the sorcerer of Inchon could pull off a 5,000 to 1 shot.  Between October 26 and 

November 17, Acheson lamented, 

all the dangers from dispersal of our own forces and intervention by the Chinese 

were manifest.  We were all deeply apprehensive.  We were frank with one 

another, but not quite frank enough.  I was unwilling to urge on the President a 

military course that his military advisers would not propose.  They would not 

propose it because it ran counter to American military tradition of the proper 

powers of the theater commander since 1864.   

If military officials had recommended withdrawal to a more southern line, disaster would 

probably have been averted.  But such an action would have meant a fight with the commanding 

general and possibly the relief of him.  So, the president’s advisers hesitated, and the chance was 

lost.132 

 Defaulting to MacArthur’s Yalu River plan and minimizing the warnings of Chinese 

intervention allowed policymakers to pursue an aggressive stance against the Chinese 

communists, a strategy that was more politically advantageous domestically than a more modest 

goal of driving the North Koreans from the South.  Responding to the evidence of Chinese 

intervention would have required admitting that the administration’s war aims of unifying Korea 

under a noncommunist government were wrong, which would incur sever political costs as long 

as Chinese intervention did not seem inevitable.133    

Officials also knew that the public had become disenchanted with Truman’s foreign 

policy.  The communist takeover in China, the unexpected Soviet detonation of an atomic bomb, 

and the outbreak of the Korean War aggravated a feeling of insecurity, and the Republicans were 

exploiting this angst for partisan advantage in the November elections.  Thus, a victory over 

communism was appealing.134 

 Adding to the momentum of U.S. policy was the fact that the Chinese forces disengaged 

from fighting and disappeared in the period of November 9-24.  This disappearance reduced 
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anxiety in Washington and encouraged the view that the Chinese had only defensive purposes, 

nourishing MacArthur’s illusions and encouraging him to gamble with occupying the North.135  

The secretary of State thought, “The most elementary caution would seem to warn that they [the 

Chinese troops] might, indeed probably would, reappear as suddenly and harmfully as they had 

before.”  MacArthur, however, was taking no precautions.136 

 In addition, the Soviet Union responded with moderation to the war.  It gave modest aid 

to the North Koreans and was circumscribed and conciliatory toward the United States.  This 

behavior inspired risk-taking, as it strengthened the view of American officials that Russia would 

not intervene.137  China also seemed to exhibit restraint.  It did not attempt to take Formosa or 

intervene in North Korea in the summer, when, in the view of U.S. officials it would have been 

most propitious to do so, especially because the North Koreans were still an effective fighting 

force.138       

 With victory in their grasp, the intervention of major powers unlikely, and American 

military prowess clear, taking risks seemed acceptable.  Reinforcing the predilections of 

policymakers were the broader advantages of unifying Korea.  Japan would be heartened, Sino-

Soviet divisions might emerge in an avalanche of recriminations at the loss of a communist 

nation, and Soviet satellites in Eastern Europe might feel an incentive to distance from 

Moscow.139  Truman believed the reunification of Korea would inflict a momentous defeat on 

the strategy of Soviet expansion.140 

 Governing routines, domestic politics, international strategy, misperceptions, and enemy 

deception were obstacles to challenging the premises on which the UN fought the Korean War.  

Once established, the premises on which leaders base their war aims are not easily changed.  It 

takes time and commitment, openness to change, and the cooperation of commanders.  

Moreover, officials are less likely to revise strategic assumptions if disconfirming evidence 

accrues in piecemeal fashion rather than in a sudden jolt.141   The Chinese were not so obliging.  

Thus, a number of factors abetted the miscalculation of Chinese actions.   

The point remains that the policymakers’ premises held and determined their choices.  In 

the words of George and Smoke, “Behind the administration’s wishful thinking lay its reluctance 

to accept and weigh properly information that challenged the premises and wisdom of occupying 

North Korea as a prelude to unification of the country.”142   

Groupthink 

 President Truman and his top advisers demonstrated mutual support for risk-taking 

(occupying North Korea) and tenaciously held to erroneous assumptions, even in the face of 

mounting evidence to challenge them.  I have argued that the core explanation for these decision-

making failures was the faulty premises held by these officials.   

 Irving Janis offers a different explanation.  In his influential Groupthink,143 he finds a 

major defect in cohesive decision-making groups.  Although not sycophants and freely speak 

their minds, members of such groups nevertheless suffer from subtle constraints that prevent 

them from fully exercising their critical powers and openly expressing doubts when most others 

have reached consensus.  Cohesive groups tend to evolve informal norms to preserve friendly 

intragroup relations.  The greater the cohesion in the group, the more power it has to produce 

“mindless conformity” that leads group members to exhibit a lack of vigilance regarding 

problems with their decisions and excessive risk-taking in them.  Indeed, the concurrence-

seeking tendency can be maintained only at the expense of ignoring realistic challenges.144 
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 Groupthink, then, refers to “a mode of thinking that people engage in when they are 

deeply involved in a cohesive in-group, when the members’ strivings for unanimity override 

their motivation to realistically appraise alternative sources of action.”  Thus, “the more 

amiability and esprit de corps among the members of a policy-making in-group, the greater is the 

danger that independent critical thinking will be replaced by groupthink, which is likely to result 

in irrational and dehumanizing actions directed against out-groups.” 145 

 Janis knows that common failures in decision making, such as not properly evaluating 

options and the information supporting them and considering too narrow a range of options “can 

arise from other common causes of human stupidity as well.”  Nevertheless, he “assumes” such 

failures result from groupthink, because when there is a cohesive group and defective decision 

making, there is a “better-than-chance- likelihood that one of the causes” of the defective 

decision was a strong concurrence-seeking tendency, which is the motivation that gives rise to all 

the symptoms of groupthink.”146 

 He offers five case studies to illustrate “fiascoes” resulting from groupthink.  One case is 

Vietnam, on which his discussion is tentative.  The second of these cases focuses on the Korean 

War, in which virtually all analysts agree that decision makers took great risks and indulged in 

wishful thinking.  Janis leaves no doubt as to the explanation.   

The main reason for the members’ concurrences on the ill-considered escalation 

decision was that Truman’s advisory group was adhering to a set of norms that 

were promoted by the leader and that all willingly accepted.  These shared norms 

enabled the members to maintain a sense of group solidarity at the expense of 

suffering from the major symptoms of groupthink.  The most prominent were 

excessive risk-taking base on a shared illusion of invulnerability, stereotypes of 

the enemy, collective reliance on ideological rationalizations that supported the 

belligerent escalation to which the group became committed, and mindguiding to 

exclude the dissident views of experts who questioned the group’s unwarranted 

assumptions.147   

 Were there “illusions of invulnerability”?  I can find nothing in the record to support such 

an assertion.  We know that many of Truman’s advisors were fully aware that the United States 

would be sorely strained if the Chinese intervened.  Even MacArthur—despite his bravado at 

Wake Island in mid-October—understood that a Chinese intervention would change the war and 

prevent him from reunifying Korea.  Military officials played a key role in the deliberations on 

Korea, and they routinely pointed out the challenges of confronting a large-scale Chinese 

intervention. 

 What about stereotypes of the enemy and ideological rationalizations about it?  We have 

seen that Truman and his advisers operated under three faulty premises: 

1. The Soviet Union controlled China and would restrain its junior partner 

2. Chinese leaders would not see the United States occupying North Korea as threat 

3. China was too weak to conduct a large-scale military effort and thus would not intervene.  

These premises are what Janis refers to as stereotypes.148   

 He admits that Truman’s advisers’ views of China’s independence, military strength, and 

intentions were based on ideological presumptions that they shared with all leading members of 

the administration and many other Americans as well.149  Yet because these premises were so 

widely shared, they did not require groupthink to protect them from challenges.  The heated 
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debate that Janis advocates to correct these stereotypes150 may have been an excellent idea, but 

who was going to participate?   

 Equally important, by November top officials were cognizant of Chinese military activity 

and its implications for their plans for the unification of Korea and as a threat to MacArthur’s 

forces.  They just could not figure out how great the problem was.  There were disagreements 

between MacArthur, who wanted to reunite Korea, and those who felt that to move further north 

would lead to a larger and more aggressive Chinese intervention.  Thus, Truman and his advisers 

took the precaution of keeping the mission assigned to the commander under review.  Their 

premises inhibited effectively reading information, but groupthink did not prevent them from 

considering changing conditions and thinking about how to respond to them.   

 It is no doubt true, as Janis claims, that the failure to correct their misconceptions can be 

linked with the advisers’ propensity to support each other in taking excessive risks.  Of course 

they can.  The real question is whether we need to resort to groupthink to explain such behavior.  

As we have seen, there is plenty of evidence that once having held widely shared premises, 

policymakers generally resist changing them in light of new and challenging information.  We 

would have predicted the same behavior if we had never heard of groupthink.   

 Were there “mindguards” who protected the group from adverse information by 

excluding the dissident views of experts who questioned the group’s unwarranted assumptions?  

The only example Janis offers is the concerns of George Kennan and Paul Nitze about the UN 

troops crossing the 38th parallel and occupying North Korea.  Janis claims that Secretary of State 

Dean Acheson kept them from access to top officials.151   We simply do not know whether the 

views of Kennan and Nitze were known beyond their department, but it seems unlikely that the 

concerns of such visible officials went no further than Acheson.  We do know, however, that 

Kennan was concerned about Russian, not Chinese, intervention,152 and that he did not make an 

argument about such a danger.  Moreover, Kennan had left the government by August, before the 

warnings of Chinese intervention, indeed before MacArthur had landed at Inchon.  In July, 

Nitze’s “Policy Planning Staff urged caution but did not forswear opportunities should they 

arise.”153 

 Janis also discusses in detail the conditions under which groupthink is likely to arise.  

Were such conditions present in the Korean War case?  The sine qua non for groupthink to occur 

is a cohesive decision-making group.  There is broad agreement that Truman and his advisors 

formed such a harmonious group.154   

 The first antecedent condition for the emergence of groupthink is structural faults in the 

decision-making process such as insulation of the group, a lack of a tradition of impartial 

leadership and a priority on open, unbiased inquiry into the available alternatives, the lack of 

norms requiring methodical procedures, and homogeneity of members’ background and 

ideology.155                                  

 There is no evidence that Truman tried openly or more subtlety to influence the advice he 

was given.  Moreover, he and his advisers routinely received information, evaluations, and 

recommendations from the Departments of State and Defense, the CIA, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 

MacArthur’s headquarters in Tokyo, and other relevant organizations.  Truman and his advisors 

were not isolated. 

 In addition, there is no evidence of pressures to conform to a view on the likelihood of 

Chinese intervention.  Truman encouraged open and candid discussion, even if he evaluated 

information in terms of his premises.  Even Janis reports that the president “was highly 

responsive to his advisers’ recommendations” and that the judgments expressed by his advisers 
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were sincere.156  One example related to Korea is changing his mind on accepting help from the 

Nationalist Chinese on Formosa, which his advisors opposed.157  Army Chief of Staff, General J. 

Lawton Collins, who, along with the other service heads, met regularly with the president during 

the war, termed Truman a “remarkable man” who listened carefully, heard all sides on an issue, 

got to root of problem, and then acted in a decisive manner.158  It was premises, not process, that 

was at the heart of the decision making problem. 

 In general, however, there is little evidence of sloppy (as opposed to incorrect) staff 

work.  Nevertheless, there are some worrisome indications of process failures.  For example, the 

record does not indicate discussion of Truman’s October 9 decision to give MacArthur discretion 

in the event of a major Chinese entry into the war.  Such a momentous decision surely deserved 

the most careful attention.  There may simply be a gap in the record, or Truman may have 

thought previous discussion was sufficient.  Nevertheless, as we have seen, the administration 

seems to have drifted into the decision to occupy North Korea.      

 It is true that discussion occurred among men of similar background and ideology.  In 

particular, Janis notes that these men shared the same basic values and the beliefs, particularly 

the need to contain spread of communism.159  It is important to note that this core view was 

widely held in Western society.  It was hardly likely that there would be people in positions of 

influence who would have thought that the spread of communism was a positive development.        

 The second antecedent condition encouraging groupthink is the incentive to maintain 

group cohesiveness to provide a source of security for members, reducing anxiety and 

heightening self-esteem.160  Indeed, Janis assigns “preeminence” to the impact of high stress and 

low self-esteem (constituting an internal source of stress) in explaining why group think 

occurs.161  He further suggests that conformist tendencies may be strongest in persons who are 

most fearful of disapproval and rejection.  Nevertheless, anyone can get caught up in group 

madness at times that produces symptoms of groupthink.162 

 According to Janis, A “provocative situational context” (high stress) occurs when there is 

serious external threats and low hope of a better solution than the leader’s.  Low self-esteem may 

be induced temporarily by recent failures that make members’ inadequacies salient, excessive 

difficulties with current decision making tasks that lower each member’s sense of self-efficacy, 

and moral dilemmas such as an apparent lack of feasible alternatives except ones that violate 

ethical standards.163  The symptoms of groupthink, then, “might be best understood as a mutual 

effort among the members of a group to maintain emotional equanimity in the face of external 

and internal sources of stress arising when they share responsibility for making vital decisions 

that pose threats of failure, social disapproval, and self-disapproval.”164 

 Were Truman and his advisors likely to have felt unusual stress?  Was their self-esteem at 

risk?  There is little evidence to suggest it.  It would be difficult to find a set of leaders more 

secure than Harry Truman, Dean Acheson, George Marshall, Omar Bradley, and their 

colleagues.  Moreover, they were not operating in a peculiarly stressful environment.  According 

to Paige, the response to the initial decision to commit U.S. troops to defend against the North 

Korean invasion was “overwhelmingly favorable” with the U.S.165  Thus, this was not an 

agonizing or painful decision.166  Similarly, there was widespread international support for the 

UN resolution to counter the attack.  When these officials erred in not heeding warnings of 

Chinese intervention, they were operating in an environment of near euphoria at MacArthur’s 

success after his landing at Inchon.  Thus, there was “little agonizing” over the decision to cross 

the 38th parallel, which was favored by most Americans, including Joseph McCarthy.167 
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 Janis also argues that “The chances of groupthink developing during crisis period of high 

stress will be markedly reduced if the leader conducts the policy deliberations in a relatively 

impartial way, so as to set the norm for the discussion of a wide range of alternatives.”168  As we 

have seen, Truman met this norm.   

 In sum, groupthink provides a plausible explanation for the failure to challenge premises.  

In the case of the Chinese intervention in the Korean War, however, it adds little to an 

explanation focused on the power of premises themselves.   President Truman and his advisers 

displayed a high degree of consensus on key decisions.  They generally considered only a single 

course of action and had minimal conflict over it.  They may have decided on a course even 

more rapidly, but they lacked information in the early days of the conflict.  Nevertheless, there 

was never any question about challenging aggression and containing communist advances.  

Military officials pointed out the difficulties of military action but never opposed it.169  Premises, 

right or wrong, prevailed. 

Conclusion 

 The officials in charge of American national security policy in the Truman administration 

are renowned for their perspicacity.  Yet even such Olympian figures were prisoners of their 

premises.  They greatly underestimated the probability of Chinese intervention in Korea, 

dismissing warnings of impending conflict while holding fast to faulty beliefs and allowing 

Douglas MacArthur to attempt to unify the peninsula.  The result was a catastrophe for America.  

Secretary of State Dean Acheson later summarized the consequences of the Chinese intervention, 

calling it  

one of the most terrific disasters that has occurred to American foreign policy, and 

certainly . . . .  the greatest disaster which occurred to the Truman administration.  

It did more to destroy and undermine American foreign policy than anything that 

I know about.170  
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