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ENQUIRY OUTLINE

SUMMARY

This resource will enable students to explore a key controversy from the Korean War – whether or not the 

US used biological weapons against civilians in North Korea and China in contravention of the modern-day 

‘rules of war’. 

The resource will also enable students to think about how certain we can be of the answers to historical 

questions and about the contested nature of historical evidence and the way in which it is interpreted.

KEY AREAS OF FOCUS 

•	� The reasons for the emergence of allegations of biological weapons usage by the USA during the 

Korean War.

•	� The nature of the debate surrounding the allegations of biological weapons usage, both at the time 

and subsequently by historians.

•	� Analysis and evaluation of a range of evidence on either side of the debate, leading to the development 

of a considered argument.

TARGET AGE RANGE 

The lessons are designed for use with Key Stage 4, particularly as context for those studying the 

development of the Korean War for AQA’s GCSE unit on Conflict and Peace in Asia 1950–1973. 

Students at Key Stage 5 studying Mao’s China may also find this resource useful to gain an insight into  

the way in which the communist regime operated during the early period of his rule. 

SCHOLARLY RATIONALE 

The debate over whether the US used biological weapons during the Korean War is one that continues 

to this day, with arguably no clear resolution. The Chinese, Russian and North Korean governments still 

maintain that the US attempted to spread diseases such as cholera and the plague, through the dropping 

of infected insects on civilian populations in North Korea and China during the war – the US continues to 

strongly refute these allegations (Ryall, 2010). As recently as March 2019, the North Korean government 

reiterated its belief that the US was involved in biological warfare during the Korean War through state 

media publications (Pyongyang Times, 2019). Historians associated with the Woodrow Wilson International 

Center for Scholars, an American thinktank with significant links to both major political parties and  

part-funded by the US government, have played a key role in continuing to rebut the allegations.

ENQUIRY 6  
CONTESTED EVIDENCE. WHY IS THE USE OF 
BIOLOGICAL WEAPONS IN THE KOREAN WAR  
A CONTROVERSIAL SUBJECT? 

A two-lesson enquiry by Kristian Shanks
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The issue reveals a number of interesting aspects about the Korean War and the broader Cold War.  

Most obvious is the question of how benign the US actions were at this time – were they, in the words 

of Arthur Schlesinger (1946), providing the ‘brave and essential response of free men to Communist 

aggression’ (p. 23), or were they the more cynical actor highlighted by Cold War revisionists like William 

Appleman Williams (1959)? The germ warfare debate presaged future stains on US foreign policy and 

military conduct, such as the use of chemical weapons in Vietnam during the 1960s, the covert intervention 

in Cambodia in the 1970s and the Abu Ghraib torture and prisoner abuse scandal in Iraq in 2003.

Furthermore, Ruth Rogaski (2002) has highlighted that the issue of germ warfare ‘should be seen as a  

key symbol of China’s modern condition in the twentieth century world’ and that the story combines two 

key ‘motifs’ that were ‘central to the condition of New China: China as a victim of imperialism, and China 

as a victim of nature‘ (p. 382). Grace Huxford’s (2018) analysis of the work of the Red Dean, Hewlett 

Johnson (who is cited early in the resource), highlights the fact that his work raised ‘important questions 

about the limits of democratic citizenship and acceptable behaviour during wartime’ (p. 150). Additionally, 

the issue of biological warfare was a way in which ‘the Cold War broadened the scope of military weapons 

and what constituted a military target in the British imagination’.

CURRICULAR RATIONALE

One of the most challenging aspects of the Korean War for students relates to the long stalemate between 

1951 and 1953. The allegations of biological warfare come within this part of the topic and could be used 

by teachers to develop knowledge of this phase of the war. In particular, it would provide useful context for 

those delivering the AQA GCSE unit on Conflict and Peace in Asia 1950–1973, especially the bullet point 

covering the ‘Development of the Korean War’. This paper has a source-based component, and work done 

through the tasks should enable students to develop their skills in this aspect of historical thinking. 

Additionally, students at Key Stage 5 covering units on Mao’s China may find this resource useful to gain 

an insight into the way in which the communist regime operated during the early period of his rule.  

The Korean War is usually covered as part of most A-level specifications on this topic.

More broadly, this enquiry should help students to develop their ability to handle evidence and think 

about how historians use it to make claims about the past. Students often see historical evidence in very 

black and white terms – either it is ‘useful’ or it isn’t. The evidence that students will grapple with in this 

enquiry has been deliberately chosen to make students pause and consider the status of the evidence 

before rushing to judgement. Students will have the opportunity to assess the strength of different pieces 

of evidence while considering their content and provenance. In this topic, the evidence is highly contested 

by historians on different sides of the debate, thus helping students to consider how problematic much 

historical evidence can be, and that it can be interpreted in different ways. Students will then have the 

chance to use their determinations on the evidence to inform a written piece that reflects the uncertainty 

inherent in making many historical claims. 
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SCHEME OF WORK

OVERVIEW

The aim of this sequence is for students to wrestle with the inherent problems and uncertainty involved in 

trying to get to some sort of ‘historical truth’, while getting their teeth into a controversial and intriguing 

aspect of the Korean War itself – whether or not the US used biological warfare against North Korean and 

Chinese civilians during the conflict.

In the first lesson of this two-lesson enquiry, students grapple with some academic reading and summarise 

how the allegations – and US rebuttals – developed during the war itself.

In the second lesson, students will engage with a range of evidence, leading to a piece of extended writing 

and finally discussion of the continuing relevance of this debate.	

Lesson Key content

Lesson 1: 

Why and how 

did allegations of 

biological warfare 

by the USA develop 

during the Korean 

War?

The enquiry starts by students considering the story of the ‘Red Dean’ of 

Canterbury, Hewlett Johnson, and his role in raising awareness of biological 

warfare allegations in Britain. 

They will then get into the situation in the Korean War in 1952, when the 

allegations first surfaced, and explore why biological weapons were and 

remain so controversial. They will also consider the issue of weapons of mass 

destruction more generally.

The main part of this lesson will require students to read a 500-word 

academic article that summarises when the allegations arose and how the 

USA responded.

Lesson 2:

How convincing is the 

evidence about US 

biological warfare?

Students engage with a range of evidence on both sides of the debate.  

They evaluate the source material and consider its value or otherwise as 

evidence in the debate. 

This leads to a piece of extended writing, where students will respond to the 

lesson question with supports in place to assist them. 

Finally, students will return to the overall enquiry question (Why is the use of 

biological weapons in the Korean War a controversial subject?), with particular 

reference to ongoing tensions between the US and the DPRK.
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LESSON 6.1 BREAKDOWN: WHY AND HOW DID ALLEGATIONS  
OF BIOLOGICAL WARFARE BY THE USA DEVELOP DURING THE  
KOREAN WAR? 

STARTER: HEWLETT JOHNSON’S PETITION (SLIDES 1–5)

After a brief preamble introducing the lesson sequence, the starter itself is on Slide 4. 

You should show students the image and ask them to think about what the image shows.  

The question prompts on the slide point to why the piece of paper is so long, and why it might  

have been photographed in this way. 

After brief discussion, use Slide 5 to reveal the provenance of this photo source and ask students  

why a British clergyman (that term might need explaining) would have a petition from thousands of 

Chinese people at this time during the Korean War, considering the background about Hewlett Johnson, 

the so-called ‘Red Dean’, that is provided. Teachers could use a ‘think, pair, share’ model here and then  

ask students to think about any details that are surprising or shocking. 

This starter not only raises the content issue – the biological weapons controversy –  but it also takes 

you straight into the ‘contested evidence’ aspect. So it is worth extending the discussion to consider the 

petition as evidence to answer: 

•	� what they think about the fact that a Christian priest is also a communist sympathiser 

•	� how trustworthy the petition might be as a source of Chinese public opinion 

•	� why communist governments like those in the USSR and China might find someone like Johnson useful, 

especially during that specific time period

LINK: CONTEXT – THE KOREAN WAR IN 1952 (SLIDE 6)

This is not an activity, just teacher talk. 

Simply outline the position that the Korean War had reached in early 1952 – particularly for those new  

to the topic. 

However, if you have been studying the conflict, you might use this opportunity to test student knowledge 

of the conflict and the broader Cold War conflict at this stage. You could white out a key word from each 

bullet point (e.g. movement, nuclear, armistice, 38th, etc) and ask them to supply the missing information 

from memory. 

ACTIVITY 1: WHAT ARE BIOLOGICAL WEAPONS AND WHY ARE THEY CONTROVERSIAL? 
(SLIDES 7–8)

Students now have the opportunity to understand what biological weapons are and why their use is 

considered controversial. Slide 7 provides some basic information about the position of biological 

weapons within international law and in popular imagination. 

Slide 7 includes a link to the film poster for On Her Majesty’s Secret Service, also available here,  

where you will also get a plot summary if you want: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/On_Her_Majesty%27s_

Secret_Service_(film)#/media/File:On_Her_Majesty’s_Secret_Service_-_UK_cinema_poster.jpg

This could lead into a discussion about how the poster/film is not really useful evidence about biological 

weapons but it is useful evidence that the issue was in the public consciousness. 

Slide 8 places biological weapons within the context of the modern-day concept of ‘weapons of mass 

destruction’ and also asks students to consider their own responses to weapons of this type. 
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Students could discuss the questions given on Slide 8 before writing short answers to them –  

or perhaps discuss the first two more general questions and then write their answers to questions 3  

and 4. The aim is that students should reflect on the differences between biological and other types  

of deadly weapons and think about what has made the prospect of germ warfare a frightening one  

to civilian populations over time. 

Biological warfare is, in some respects, fairly ‘low-tech’ compared to something like nuclear warfare.  

If students have studied ‘Medicine through Time’ courses, they will have considered epidemic diseases  

and societal reactions to them in the past. Biological warfare does bring the prospect of a modern 

equivalent. Students may have encountered biological warfare issues in popular culture, and we all know 

the sense of panic that can be created by germs spreading, from our shared experience of the 2020 

coronavirus. Germs scare us! 

ACTIVITY 2: WHAT IS THE BIG STORY OF THE ALLEGATIONS OF US BIOLOGICAL 
WARFARE DURING THE KOREAN WAR? (SLIDES 9–12)

Slide 9 presents a basic introductory overview of the story of the allegations, which is then developed by 

the academic reading.

The academic article referred to on Slide 10 is an abridged extract from M. Leitenberg’s, ‘China’s False 

Allegations of the Use of Biological Weapons by the United States during the Korean War’. He is a 

prominent American academic on this issue. It is shown on Resource sheet 6.1A. If you want to consult 

the full article, you can find it here: www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/chinas-false-allegations-the-use-

biological-weapons-the-united-states-during-the-korean

Slide 10 prompts students first of all to read through the extract. Students may need some support 

reading the material and you should use your preferred whole-class reading strategies to support  

them in this. 

It is recommended that students should have the opportunity to discuss and pull apart the key vocabulary 

in the text while reading through. 

You might also use a text-marking strategy, which we have modelled in Resource sheet 6.1B.  

This simply helps students to start reading attentively by looking for specific features.

Slide 11 then provides a tool to summarise the key information graphically. (If you are familiar with 

Thinking Maps, then this is an example of a Sequencing Map.) Students should aim to answer the 

questions using no more than 50 words per box. The blank Sequencing Map is provided as Resource sheet 

6.1C. This can be particularly effective if you print it out at A3 to give the students more space to write. 

Page 2 of Resource sheet 6.1C provides further support in the form of possible responses for the 

sequencing grid. You could use these as sorting cards – jumbled up so students match to the right section. 

Finally, page 3 has the answers, the completed grid, which also appears in the PowerPoint as Slide 12. 

We have offered a range of strategies because it really is vital to the lesson that students understand the 

way in which the accusations developed. This will help to ensure that they have a firm outline of the topic 

before analysing the evidence for themselves in the second lesson of the enquiry.

https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/chinas-false-allegations-the-use-biological-weapons-the-united-states-during-the-korean
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/chinas-false-allegations-the-use-biological-weapons-the-united-states-during-the-korean
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ACTIVITY 3: EXTRA CHALLENGE – SPOTTING LEITENBERG’S VIEWPOINT (SLIDES 13–14)

There is an opportunity for additional challenge here on Slide 12 by asking students to identify the 

personal perspective of the historian. Leitenberg is one of the leading historians who has refuted the 

communist allegations of US impropriety on this issue, and that point of view can clearly be detected in 

the loaded language used at times in the text: examples are extracted on Slide 14, such as in the last 

paragraph, when he states that ‘in subsequent years, other criticisms [of the allegations] and admissions 

were even more telling’. This should help students to see historians as conveyers of arguments rather 

than people who just dispassionately retell the facts. 

PLENARY (SLIDE 15)

Students have the opportunity to reflect on the key knowledge gained in the lesson by thinking about:

•	 a question they have that remains unanswered

•	 one thing they already knew

•	 two new things they learned

You could provide a printout of Slide 15 and ask students to write on the template, or use sticky notes  

and ask them to stick their questions or points on the slide as it is projected on the board.

LESSON 6.2 BREAKDOWN: HOW CONVINCING IS THE EVIDENCE ABOUT US 
BIOLOGICAL WARFARE?

STARTER – RECAP TASK (SLIDES 1–3)

This sorting exercise on Slide 3 recaps and retrieves content from the previous lesson. Students put the 

basic outline of the story of the allegations into chronological order. The correct order is F-C-A-D-B-E.

ACTIVITY 1: HOW CONVINCING IS THE EVIDENCE ABOUT US BIOLOGICAL WARFARE 
DURING THE KOREAN WAR? (SLIDES 4–15)

(NB The evidence pack is provided both as Resource sheet 6.2A and also as slides in the lesson 

presentation, so you can use them flexibly in modelling and setting up the task and in feedback stages.) 

Students study the different sources provided and, for each one, complete the relevant section of the table 

(on Slide 5 and Resource sheet 6.2B). For each piece of evidence, they should briefly say whether or not 

it supports or opposes the allegations, provide a score out of five for how convincing the evidence is in 

supporting or opposing those allegations, and then make some justification for their choice. 

The recording table (Resource sheet 6.2B) should be enlarged to A3 if possible. It might be useful to model 

the thinking and table-filling process with students with one of the sources first before letting students 

loose on the rest of the evidence pack.

The purpose is to help students to see that while some evidence may on the surface offer clear support  

for a particular argument, that evidence may not be very convincing when issues such as its provenance are 

factored in. This could be seen in Source C, which clearly supports the allegations but given, the origins of 

the evidence (being created by the communist government of China for propaganda purposes), is not likely 

to be seen as convincing. Shade could also be cast on apparently more convincing evidence –  

for example, students might see the historian Leitenberg as being more convincing, but the information 

about the status of his evidence, as shown in Source F, may raise further questions for students.
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It may be useful for students to work in pairs or threes for this task, or you might allocate certain sources 

to particular groups of students. Alternatively, you could choose pairs of sources that contrast and look at 

the utility of those sources as evidence for historians studying this issue. Sources A and J might provide  

a good contrast, for example. 

This activity needs most of a lesson to work properly – at least half an hour, and you could easily spend 

longer depending on how much discussion and feedback you want. 

ACTIVITY 2: HOW CERTAIN CAN WE BE THAT THE USA USED BIOLOGICAL WEAPONS 
DURING THE KOREAN WAR? (SLIDES 16–17)

This lesson culminates in a written response. Students are doing two things here:

•	 Saying whether they believe the allegations.

•	 Saying how certain they are (based on the evidence they have studied).

Whichever view they take (believe or not believe), Slide 16 invites students to put themselves on the 

spectrum of certainty between 0% and 100%. In the box on Resource sheet 6.2C (page 1), they explain 

their degree of certainty with reference to the sources. 

Slide 17 (also page 2 of Resource sheet 6.2C) provides some writing stimulus (vocabulary and sentence 

starters) for their written answer, which you could print out. 

Feedback could be provided by sharing exemplar work using a visualiser or by asking students with 

contrasting views on their ‘level of certainty’ to share aspects of their work with the whole class.

PLENARY (SLIDE 18)

This final task brings us back to the overall enquiry question (Why is the use of biological weapons in 

the Korean War a controversial subject?) through a recent (2019) article created by the North Korean 

government. Students should think about why the issue of US biological weapons remains a ‘live’  

debate and controversy in the modern day. 

Draw their attention to the comment on the spending of the Department of Defense, which includes 

money allocated for a biochemical warfare plan. How should they take this information when we also 

know that North Korea wish to undermine the morality of US claims to global leadership?
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ENQUIRY 6.1 (continued)
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ENQUIRY 6.2 (continued)
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ENQUIRY 6.2 (continued)
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