
why did japan attack pearl harbor dbq
answers
why did japan attack pearl harbor dbq answers provide essential insights into the
motivations and circumstances that led to one of the most pivotal events in modern history.
The attack on Pearl Harbor by Japan on December 7, 1941, marked a significant turning
point in World War II, drawing the United States into the conflict. Understanding the
multiple factors behind Japan’s decision involves an exploration of political, economic, and
military dynamics of the era. These DBQ (Document-Based Question) answers analyze
Japan’s strategic goals, resource needs, and the escalating tensions with the United States.
This article will comprehensively examine the historical context, the impact of economic
sanctions, Japan’s imperial ambitions, and military strategies that culminated in the
surprise attack. By reviewing these elements, readers will gain a thorough understanding of
why Japan chose to launch such a bold offensive at Pearl Harbor. Below is a structured
overview of the main sections covered in this analysis.

Historical Context Leading to the Attack

Economic Pressures and Sanctions on Japan

Japan’s Imperial Ambitions in Asia

Military Strategy and the Decision to Attack Pearl Harbor

Immediate Consequences and Impact of the Attack

Historical Context Leading to the Attack
The historical context surrounding why Japan attacked Pearl Harbor is crucial to
understanding the motivations behind the event. In the early 20th century, Japan was
rapidly modernizing and expanding its influence in East Asia. The rise of nationalism and
militarism within Japan pushed the country toward aggressive foreign policies. Japan’s
invasion of Manchuria in 1931 and its subsequent war with China in 1937 further strained
relations with Western powers, particularly the United States. These actions alarmed the
U.S., Britain, and other nations, leading to diplomatic tensions and increased scrutiny of
Japan’s ambitions.

Rising Tensions Between Japan and the United States
Throughout the 1930s, the United States grew increasingly wary of Japan’s territorial
expansions. The U.S. government supported China through economic aid and criticized
Japan’s aggressive moves. Diplomatic negotiations between the two countries failed to
resolve key issues, particularly Japan’s refusal to withdraw from China. This deteriorating



relationship set the stage for conflict, as Japan viewed American opposition as a direct
threat to its national interests and security.

Japan’s Desire for Regional Dominance
Japan sought to establish itself as the dominant power in East Asia and the Pacific. This
vision, sometimes referred to as the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, aimed to
create a bloc of Asian nations led by Japan, free from Western influence. Achieving this
required control over critical territories and resources, which inevitably clashed with the
interests of the United States and its allies in the region.

Economic Pressures and Sanctions on Japan
Economic factors played a decisive role in Japan’s calculation to attack Pearl Harbor. The
United States, along with Britain and the Netherlands, imposed a series of embargoes and
trade restrictions on Japan in response to its military aggression in China and Southeast
Asia. These sanctions severely limited Japan’s access to vital materials such as oil, steel,
and scrap metal.

Impact of Oil Embargo and Resource Shortages
One of the most critical economic pressures was the U.S. oil embargo of 1941, which
threatened to cripple Japan’s military and industrial capabilities. Japan depended heavily on
imported oil, and the embargo created a strategic dilemma: either capitulate to U.S.
demands or secure alternative sources by force. The lack of natural resources, particularly
oil, was a driving force behind Japan’s decision to expand its territorial control to resource-
rich areas in Southeast Asia.

Economic Motivations Behind Military Expansion
Japan’s economy was closely tied to its military ambitions. Securing resources through
conquest was seen as essential for sustaining Japan’s war effort and economic growth. The
embargoes and sanctions were viewed by Japanese leaders as economic warfare designed
to undermine national sovereignty. This perception contributed to the urgency of Japan’s
plans to neutralize the U.S. Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor, thereby preventing interference
with its resource acquisition.

Japan’s Imperial Ambitions in Asia
Japan’s imperial ambitions were central to understanding why it attacked Pearl Harbor. The
country aimed to dominate East Asia politically, economically, and militarily. Japan’s
leadership believed that controlling key territories would ensure long-term security and
prosperity for the nation.



The Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere
This concept was Japan’s vision for a self-sufficient bloc of Asian nations led by Japan, free
from Western colonial influence. Japan intended to replace Western powers as the
dominant force in Asia, creating a new order aligned with its interests. This required
expanding its territorial control across China, Southeast Asia, and the Pacific islands.

Strategic Importance of Southeast Asia and the Pacific
The resource-rich regions of Southeast Asia, including the Dutch East Indies (modern-day
Indonesia), were vital to Japan’s plans. Controlling these areas meant access to oil, rubber,
and other raw materials necessary for war and industrial production. However, these
territories were under the protection of Western powers, making conflict with the United
States and its allies almost inevitable.

Military Strategy and the Decision to Attack Pearl
Harbor
The attack on Pearl Harbor was a calculated military strategy by Japan to neutralize the U.S.
Pacific Fleet and secure freedom to expand across the Asia-Pacific region. The plan aimed
to deliver a swift, decisive blow that would delay American military response and allow
Japan to consolidate its gains.

Surprise Attack as a Tactical Advantage
Japan’s military planners believed that a surprise aerial attack on the naval base at Pearl
Harbor would cripple American naval power in the Pacific. The attack targeted battleships,
aircraft carriers, and airfields to maximize damage. The hope was that the U.S. would be
forced into a prolonged negotiation or be incapacitated long enough for Japan to achieve its
expansionist objectives.

Key Military Objectives of the Attack

Destroy the U.S. Pacific Fleet’s battleships and aircraft carriers1.

Disable American air defenses and airfields in Hawaii2.

Prevent immediate U.S. interference with Japanese military operations in Southeast3.
Asia

Demoralize the American public and military forces4.

While the attack caused significant damage and loss



Frequently Asked Questions

Why did Japan attack Pearl Harbor in 1941?
Japan attacked Pearl Harbor to neutralize the US Pacific Fleet, allowing Japan to expand its
empire in Southeast Asia without American interference.

What were the main reasons behind Japan's decision to
attack Pearl Harbor?
The main reasons included securing natural resources, responding to US embargoes, and
aiming to cripple the US Navy to prevent interference in Japan's expansion.

How did US economic sanctions influence Japan's attack
on Pearl Harbor?
US sanctions, including oil embargoes, threatened Japan's resource supply, pushing Japan
to attack Pearl Harbor to break the embargo and gain access to resources.

What role did Japan's imperial ambitions play in the
Pearl Harbor attack?
Japan sought to create a Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, and attacking Pearl Harbor
was part of its strategy to eliminate US opposition to its territorial expansion.

Did Japan intend to start a war with the United States
by attacking Pearl Harbor?
Yes, Japan aimed to incapacitate the US Pacific Fleet to prevent interference in its military
actions and believed a decisive strike would deter the US from prolonged conflict.

How did Japan justify the attack on Pearl Harbor?
Japan justified the attack as a necessary act of self-defense against US economic
aggression and interference in its regional interests.

What was the strategic importance of Pearl Harbor to
Japan?
Pearl Harbor was the main base of the US Pacific Fleet; destroying it would give Japan naval
superiority in the Pacific.

How did Japan's need for natural resources contribute



to the Pearl Harbor attack?
Japan lacked essential resources like oil and rubber, and attacking Pearl Harbor was part of
a broader strategy to secure resource-rich territories in Southeast Asia.

What was the impact of the attack on Pearl Harbor on
US-Japan relations?
The attack destroyed diplomatic relations, leading the US to declare war on Japan and enter
World War II.

How do DBQ answers typically explain Japan's
motivations for attacking Pearl Harbor?
DBQ answers usually highlight Japan's desire for resource security, response to US
embargoes, imperial ambitions, and strategic goal to weaken the US Navy as key
motivations.

Additional Resources
1. At Dawn We Slept: The Untold Story of Pearl Harbor
This book by Gordon W. Prange provides a comprehensive account of the events leading up
to the attack on Pearl Harbor. It delves into the political, military, and diplomatic factors
that contributed to Japan's decision to launch the surprise attack. The narrative is based on
extensive interviews and archival research, giving readers a detailed understanding of why
Japan attacked.

2. Day of Infamy
Written by Walter Lord, this book offers a gripping, day-by-day account of the Pearl Harbor
attack. Lord explores the motivations behind Japan's aggression, including economic
pressures and strategic ambitions. The book sheds light on the broader context of U.S.-
Japan relations prior to the attack.

3. Japan's Decision for War: Records of the 1941 Policy Conferences
Edited by Nobutaka Ike, this volume compiles primary source documents from Japanese
government meetings before the Pearl Harbor attack. It provides direct insight into Japan’s
strategic thinking and the internal debates that led to war. Readers gain an understanding
of the political and military rationale driving Japan’s actions.

4. Pearl Harbor: Warning and Decision
Roberta Wohlstetter examines the intelligence failures and warning signs that preceded the
Pearl Harbor attack. The book analyzes how misinterpretations and communication
breakdowns contributed to the U.S. being caught off guard. It also explores Japan’s
strategic planning and decision-making process.

5. The Road to Pearl Harbor: The Coming of the War Between the United States and Japan
By Herbert Feis, this book investigates the diplomatic tensions and economic sanctions that
strained U.S.-Japan relations before 1941. Feis argues that these pressures played a



significant role in Japan’s choice to attack Pearl Harbor. The work provides a balanced view
of both American and Japanese perspectives.

6. Infamy: Pearl Harbor and Its Aftermath
John Toland’s narrative covers not only the attack itself but also the geopolitical
circumstances that led to it. He explores Japan’s imperial ambitions and the impact of
American embargoes. The book offers a detailed examination of why Japan saw war as a
necessary option.

7. Why Japan Attacked Pearl Harbor
This book by Edward J. Drea focuses specifically on the strategic motives behind Japan’s
decision. It discusses Japan’s need to neutralize the U.S. Pacific Fleet to secure resources in
Southeast Asia. The analysis includes military strategy and the broader context of World
War II in Asia.

8. Pearl Harbor: The Verdict of History
By Gordon W. Prange, this work revisits the attack with a focus on historical interpretation
and controversy. It evaluates various theories about Japan’s motivations and the U.S.
response. The book encourages readers to consider multiple factors that influenced the
attack.

9. The Rising Sun: The Decline and Fall of the Japanese Empire, 1936-1945
John Toland’s Pulitzer Prize-winning book covers Japan’s military expansion and eventual
defeat. It provides insight into Japan’s aggressive policies and the strategic calculations
leading to Pearl Harbor. The narrative integrates political, military, and cultural factors to
explain Japan’s wartime decisions.
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