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The 1950-53 Korean War transformed American society in numerous and lasting ways. Historians have come to see this “Forgotten War” as clearly marking a pivotal moment in the presidency of Harry S. Truman, altering U.S. relations with the nations of East Asia, solidifying Cold War boundaries, advancing the nation’s military industrial companies, and bringing about profound changes in the domestic society of the U.S., as well as other Western nations who fought beside the South Koreans in the United Nations Command.
 Among these societal changes in the U.S. was a new fear that the Soviet Union had somehow developed a form of psychological warfare that threatened to undermine and eventually destroy the U.S. and all of Western civilization. This previously unknown threat to free democratic societies so affected Americans that the population began to view the returning Korean War POWs with suspicion, and the government initiated secret experimental programs to counter this frightening form of warfare, leading to the addition of a new term to the lexicon of popular psychology: brainwashing.

Brainwashing like other popular mythologies about the Korean conflict entered American public memory even as the war dragged on over three years of brutal conflict. During the fighting and in the years immediately following the 1953 Armistice, Americans shaped their initial public memories of Korea based on what they viewed as the worst aspects of the war. These included a mistaken belief that the U.S. had always fought for complete victory and never before participated in a “limited war.” As the war continued, amid seemingly endless peace negotiations, the mounting casualties and uncertainty about U.S. interests in the “police action” led to discontent and disillusionment.
 Additionally, the supposedly weak and unpatriotic behavior by some of the nearly 7,200 U.S. soldiers, sailors, and airmen held captive by North Korea and China became an issue of urgent national concern. Air Force Colonel Frank Schwable, with others, created a global sensation when confessing, falsely, to using germ warfare against the North Koreans. More false confessions and anti-American statements followed; it appeared many, perhaps a third, of American POWs had collaborated with their captors, a much higher rate than POWs of other allied nations. Furthermore, 2,730 American POWs (nearly 40 percent, an astonishingly high rate) died in captivity. It would later be proven most who survived had behaved honorably and loyally while enduring extremely harsh conditions. Nevertheless, the lingering POW issue would mean that, unlike veterans of all other American wars in the 20th century, Korean War POWs were stigmatized for decades. The American public was led to believe that never before in U.S. history had so many American POWs behaved in such an atrocious and cowardly manner. And the war’s end revealed an even more shocking revelation: 21 U.S. servicemen refused to return home. In the words of Korean War veteran and historian Dr. Paul Edwards, this news “hit Americans like a sledgehammer.” 


An entire literature quickly emerged questioning the toughness, patriotism, and courage of the American male. In 1956, Major William E. Myers, an Army psychiatrist, wrote in U.S. News and World Report that “too many of our soldiers fell short of the American historical standings of honor, character, loyalty, courage and personal integrity.” He warned the POW issue presented “a problem of fantastic proportions and should cause searching self-examination for all Americans, both in and out of uniform.”
 Noted authors such as baby doctor Dr. Benjamin Spock and feminist Betty Friedan even advanced theories for the apparent male weaknesses and put forth recommendations to strengthen the wimpy, overly protected “mama’s boys” who had been reared by domineering mothers.
 Even President Dwight Eisenhower acknowledged “the sad record of Americans in Korea.”

Americans needed an explanation for the perceived collaboration of American POWs, and the notion that communists had developed a form of mind control called “brainwashing” was readily accepted by military leaders, government officials, and the public. Edward Hunter, a Miami-based journalist, coined the colorful and inappropriate term. In September 1950, Hunter, who had during World War II served in the Office of Strategic Services (OSS, the forerunner of the CIA), wrote a piece in the Miami Daily News titled “Brain-washing Tactics Force Chinese Into the Ranks of Communist Party.” Claiming the Chinese people were reprogrammed into “mindless, Communist automatons,” Hunter believed that under brainwashing the individual became “a living puppet – a human robot – without the atrocity being visible from the outside.”
 That Hunter had no professional training in psychology seemed unimportant. According to the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC), his credentials as an expert on mind-altering techniques consisted of only of his background as a “foreign correspondent, author, editor, world traveler and specialist in propaganda warfare.” In testimony before the HUAC following the Korean War, Hunter nevertheless appeared as an expert on psychological warfare. He ignored the well-documented inhumane conditions in North Korean and Chinese POW camps and attributed the false confessions and POW collaborations with their captors to new Soviet-devised techniques. Hunter claimed specially trained interrogators sought “vulnerabilities” in their American and UNC captives and then “drilled away at weaknesses.” He mistakenly maintained that no American prisoners had escaped North Korean captivity, and that lack of will and character caused the extraordinarily high death rate of American POWs. He further claimed, “discipline among Americans was almost non-existent ... It was dog eat dog.”

During the Korean conflict, the concept of “brainwashing” received official endorsement from CIA Director Allen Dulles. In a 1953 article published in U.S. News and World Report, Dulles explained:
“the brain conditioning program of the Soviet is directed against the individual, case by case. Here they take selected human beings whom they wish to destroy and turn them into humble confessors of crimes they never committed or make them the mouthpiece of Soviet propaganda ... new techniques wash the brain clean of thoughts and mental processes of the past, and possibly through the use of some ‘lie serum,’ create a new brain process and new thoughts which the victim, parrotlike, repeats.” 

The concept of brainwashing as a method of turning American POWs into mindless zombies was further advanced by the widely read author Eugene Kinkead, whose articles on brainwashing appeared in the New Yorker magazine. Kinkead, a former U.S. Navy war correspondent and contributor to New Yorker’s “Talk of the Town,” won a journalism award for his book In Every War But One. Assisted by the U.S. military in his five-year study of American POWs, Kinkead concluded that brainwashing was a dangerous new psychological weapon of the Soviet Union and a challenge to every American.
 FBI director J. Edgar Hoover added to the national paranoia, frequently referencing “mind control” in his Masters of Deceit: The Story of Communism in America and How to Fight It. Following the Korean War, brainwashing became an enduring popular memory and the techniques used to control one’s mind after having washed it clean were suspected of having invaded U.S. culture, mass marketing and political campaigns.

Even when peace came to Korea, it left Americans feeling less secure and in no mood to remember or memorialize an unpopular and unresolved conflict. Nevertheless, popular culture in the United States quickly reflected the Americans’ painful feelings and interpreted the Korean War in literature and movies. Collaboration provided the theme in The Rack starring Paul Newman, whose character, a returned POW, faces trial for treason. In 1954, Prisoner of War starring Ronald Reagan portrayed the harsh conditions experienced by American POWs in communist camps and brought added public attention to the issue of collaboration. In this film, Reagan plays an American intelligence officer named Sloane who parachutes into a POW camp and manages to pose as a collaborator in order to collect information on how the communists’ treatment of POWs affects their behavior. These films and other equally forgettable Hollywood productions helped shape an initial American memory of the Korean conflict as something extraordinary and disgraceful in the pantheon of American wars. None of the films were box-office sensations or particularly memorable.
 The one exception remains The Manchurian Candidate, based on a novel by Richard Condon. This movie stands out as something of a cult classic, although it also failed as a box office hit at the time of its 1962 release. Directed by John Frankenheimer, The Manchurian Candidate is noted for its superb cast and its outrageously paranoid plot. Both Condon’s book and movie sensationalized the brainwashing of prisoners and imagined a horrific scheme in which an American POW returns home to his domineering mother only after being brainwashed and programmed by Communists to murder on command a U.S. presidential candidate.

Early on brainwashing had been defined largely in the writings of journalists, autobiographies of former Korean War POWs and U.S. government officials. Among the first to explore brainwashing from a social science perspective was Dr. Albert D. Biderman, who interviewed 235 U.S. Air Force POWs from the Korean War. Biderman discovered the brainwashing techniques were not new at all and succeeded only in extorting false confessions. There were no brainwashed prisoners turned into robots. Communist captors had never washed any POW’s brain clean and placed in his mind a whole new set of values.
 Indeed, what had been labeled brainwashing was in actuality brought about in POW camps by the use of various tortures, including forced standing in place, sleep deprivation, starvation, solitary confinement and repeated exposure to long ranting lectures of communist propaganda.
 Various inquisitors had employed these techniques for centuries. Even at the time of the Korean War, many of the world’s police forces used these techniques. They were certainly known to U.S. law enforcement agencies. Nevertheless, the U.S. government initiated studies to determine how to counteract brainwashing, while the U.S. military was anxious to add this supposedly new method of psychological warfare to its own arsenal.

By the end of the 1960s, the notion of brainwashing as a form of psychological warfare and mind control had been clearly debunked. However, the concept had since taken on a life of its own. Even as the Korean War was locked in a stalemate along what would become the DMZ following the 1953 Armistice, the CIA began funding extensive studies on brainwashing that continued for a decade. The mind control studies of the CIA, named Project MKUltra, involved the use of LSD, hypnotism, electric shock and sensory deprivation. The goal was to erase an individual’s mind and create a new pattern of thinking and behavior. CIA personnel, prisoners, recovering drug addicts and even prostitutes were used in the experiments, often without their consent. The CIA believed at the time its abuse of human rights was in defense of national security and therefore justified. Interviewed by journalist David Frost more than two decades after MKUltra had run its course, former CIA director Richard Helms stated, “We felt it was our responsibility not to lag behind the Russians or the Chinese in this field, and the only way to find out what the risks were was to test things such as LSD and other drugs that could be used to control human behavior. These experiments went on for many years.”
 While considering MKUltra appropriate and justified, Helms nevertheless destroyed Project MKUltra records during the Watergate era in 1973. By then, lives had been ruined. The Rockefeller Commission eventually exposed the CIA’s secret program in 1975.

The scientific debunking did not keep brainwashing out of the spotlight during the Vietnam War era. The notion somehow seemed to resurrect itself when captured American soldiers and pilots made false confessions and anti-war statements. However, the Vietnam-era POWs were relatively few in number, compared to Korea, and upon their return they were almost unanimously seen as heroes when the war ended in disaster. Vietnam War POWs were even celebrated in popular films for their bravery. They were romanticized in the Rambo series of Hollywood movies starring Sylvester Stallone, and a few former POWs were elected to Congress. One, Senator John McCain (R. Arizona), became the Republican Party’s 2012 nominee for the presidency.

Just weeks before the Tet Offensive in Vietnam, brainwashing again surfaced in the unended Korean War. The crew of the USS Pueblo, a spy ship patrolling in the East Sea just a few miles off the coast of North Korea, was captured on January 23, 1968. In addition to its crew, the North Koreans took almost all of the ship’s highly classified documents and secret intelligence-gathering equipment. For a time, this crisis in Korea even overshadowed the conflict in Vietnam. Subjected to the same harsh treatment earlier Korean War POWs had received, Captain Lloyd Bucher and crew provided their North Korean captors with information on their mission. After eleven months as captives, the crew was released in time for Christmas 1969. One anxious father, awaiting a reunion with his son, told a local newspaper, “We were aware of the effectiveness of the North Koreans at brainwashing and we were naturally apprehensive about that aspect.”
 Following a tense period of examination, investigation and consideration of possible court martial, Captain Bucher and his crew were returned to duty or honorably discharged by the Navy and eventually welcomed home by the American public.

Perhaps the most famous self-confessed victim of mind control during the Vietnam era was former Michigan governor and presidential candidate George Romney. In a wide-ranging interview on September 4, 1967, with Lou Gordon on Detroit’s WKBD-TV 50, Romney discussed his visit to Vietnam where he was briefed on the remarkable progress of the war by optimistic high-ranking military officers and U.S. government officials. He was given information that proved to be false, resulting in a change in the governor’s support of the war effort. “I just had the greatest brainwashing that anybody can get,” he declared. “They do a very thorough job.”
 Of course, Romney had misused the term, as no one had tried to wash his mind of previous thoughts and values while installing a new ideology in his brain. Romney was merely fed erroneous information by people he thought he could trust to give him straight answers. However, by associating himself with brainwashing, his political career was ended.

In the 1970s, brainwashing surfaced again in the trial of Patty Hearst. This young wealthy heiress had been kidnapped by a radical and violent gang of black nationalists. She then seemed to adopt her captors’ ideology, even seemingly joining them in a bank robbery. After her capture, Hearst’s legal team tried unsuccessfully to use brainwashing as her defense. Also, about the same time, people attracted to odd religious cults, such as the Unification Church of Moon Sun-Myung, were frequently considered victims of brainwashing. In 1997, for example, a group of cult members in Heaven’s Gate committed mass suicide upon the arrival of the Hale-Bopp comet. The cultists were said to have been brainwashed into believing they could board a spaceship tailing the comet. Americans expressed fear that they or their children might be susceptible to vicious and clever cult brainwashers. However, while manipulation and coercion can occur, most in the social sciences and psychological fields consider brainwashing to be an oversimplification of a more complex issue. The American Psychological Association, nevertheless, still lists brainwashing as a possible root cause for a “dissociative disorder.”

The definition of brainwashing appears to have considerably morphed over more than six decades since the Korean War. Many now seem to feel, as Governor Romney did, that to be brainwashed is to be misled or fooled. But there are additional popular meanings. Aggressive salesmanship and repeated political propaganda have been equated with brainwashing. An article in a leading business journal even suggests that “more business people than not are brainwashed and don’t even know it.” The author claims that, using the latest jargon, never questioning management, always siding with management, and sucking up to the boss are all symptoms of corporate brainwashing. Such employees are “drinking gallons of toxic lemonade” like zombies whose minds have been overtaken by corporate culture.
 And then there is the War on Terror.

In the seemingly never-ending wars in the Middle East, brainwashing is considered a common technique used by Muslim extremists, such as ISIS, to enlist male and female followers from abroad or to indoctrinate children into the ISIS ideology.
 Of course, children in their formative years need little re-working of their young, yet-to-be-formed values and characters, and recruits from abroad are already predisposed to the ISIS cause upon their arrival in Syria or Iraq. At the same time, while fixated on the use of brainwashing by Muslim extremists and terrorists, the U.S. in the post 9-11 years attempted its own brainwashing program. In what one critic termed “a remarkable case of historical amnesia,” Americans sought to use old, discredited brainwashing techniques on suspected terrorists held at Guantanamo Bay. Interrogators employed the same post-Korean War chart Albert Biderman had developed and entitled Communist Attempts to Elicit False Confessions from Air Force Prisoners of War. Apparently they had overlooked the words “false confessions” in Biderman’s chart.

So, what of the maligned American veterans of the Forgotten War? Today few Americans are likely to remember much at all about the Korean conflict, the POW issue or the origins of brainwashing. Furthermore, American attitudes towards the Republic of Korean have evolved since the 1950s and become far more positive following the success of the 1988 Seoul Olympics, the arrival of democracy and free elections in the 1990s, and the rise of South Korea as an Asian “Economic Tiger.” In recent decades, Korean War veterans and the American public have come to view the Korean War as a courageous, selfless, and worthwhile sacrifice to save a fledging country from domination by a cruel communist dictatorship. The Korean War is now seen as a victory, and the successful efforts of Vietnam War veterans to secure a memorial to their service on the National Mall in Washington, D.C., inspired Korean War vets to pursue a memorial of their own. In addition to the striking memorial in the nation’s capital, most states and many municipalities in the United States now have monuments to Korean War veterans. One veteran, noting the attitude reversal of the American public and his fellow vets, stated with irony, “You go to reunions and you find yourself trying to remember what you spent the last 50 years trying to forget.”
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