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Japan’s Pacific Campaign
MAIN IDEA
EMPIRE BUILDING Japan
attacked Pearl Harbor in Hawaii
and brought the United States
into World War II.

WHY IT MATTERS NOW
World War II established the
United States as a leading player
in international affairs.

TERMS & NAMES
• Isoroku
Yamamoto
• Pearl Harbor
• Battle of
Midway

• Douglas
MacArthur
• Battle of
Guadalcanal

SETTING THE STAGE Like Hitler, Japan’s military leaders also had dreams of

empire. Japan’s expansion had begun in 1931. That year, Japanese troops took
over Manchuria in northeastern China. Six years later, Japanese armies swept
into the heartland of China. They expected quick victory. Chinese resistance,
however, caused the war to drag on. This placed a strain on Japan’s economy. To
increase their resources, Japanese leaders looked toward the rich European
colonies of Southeast Asia.

Surprise Attack on Pearl Harbor
By October 1940, Americans had cracked one of the codes that the Japanese
used in sending secret messages. Therefore, they were well aware of Japanese
plans for Southeast Asia. If Japan conquered European colonies there, it could
also threaten the American-controlled Philippine Islands and Guam. To stop the
Japanese advance, the U.S. government sent aid to strengthen Chinese resistance.
And when the Japanese overran French Indochina—Vietnam, Cambodia, and
Laos—in July 1941, Roosevelt cut off oil shipments to Japan.
Despite an oil shortage, the Japanese continued their conquests. They hoped
to catch the European colonial powers and the United States by surprise. So
they planned massive attacks on British and Dutch colonies in Southeast Asia
and on American outposts in the Pacific—at the same time. Admiral Isoroku
Yamamoto (ih•soh•ROO•koo YAH•muh•MOH•toh), Japan’s greatest naval
strategist, also called for an attack on the U.S. fleet in Hawaii. It was, he said,
“a dagger pointed at [Japan’s] throat” and must be destroyed.

TAKING NOTES
Recognizing Effects
Use a chart to identify
the effects of four major
events of the war in the
Pacific between 1941
and 1943.
Event

Effect

Day of Infamy Early in the morning of December 7, 1941, American sailors at
Pearl Harbor in Hawaii awoke to the roar of explosives. A Japanese attack was

underway! U.S. military leaders had known from a coded Japanese message that
an attack might come. But they did not know when or where it would occur.
Within two hours, the Japanese had sunk or damaged 19 ships, including 8 battleships, moored in Pearl Harbor. More than 2,300 Americans were killed—with
over 1,100 wounded. News of the attack stunned the American people. The next
day, President Roosevelt addressed Congress. December 7, 1941, he declared,
was “a date which will live in infamy.” Congress quickly accepted his request for
a declaration of war on Japan and its allies.
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Almost at the same time of the Pearl
Harbor attack, the Japanese launched
bombing raids on the British colony of
Hong Kong and American-controlled
Guam and Wake Island. (See the map on
the opposite page.) They also landed an
invasion force in Thailand. The Japanese
drive for a Pacific empire was under way.

Japanese Victories

▲ The U.S.S. West
Virginia is engulfed
by flames after
taking a direct hit
during the Japanese
attack on Pearl
Harbor.

Lightly defended, Guam and Wake
Island quickly fell to Japanese forces.
The Japanese then turned their attention
to the Philippines. In January 1942, they
marched into the Philippine capital of
Manila. American and Filipino forces
took up a defensive position on the
Bataan (buh•TAN) Peninsula on the
northwestern edge of Manila Bay. At the same time, the Philippine government
moved to the island of Corregidor just to the south of Bataan. After about three
months of tough fighting, the Japanese took the Bataan Peninsula in April.
Corregidor fell the following month.
The Japanese also continued their strikes against British possessions in Asia.
After seizing Hong Kong, they invaded Malaya from the sea and overland from
Thailand. By February 1942, the Japanese had reached Singapore, strategically
located at the southern tip of the Malay Peninsula. After a fierce pounding, the
colony surrendered. Within a month, the Japanese had conquered the resource-rich
Dutch East Indies (now Indonesia), including the islands of Java, Sumatra, Borneo,
and Celebes (SEHL•uh•BEEZ). The Japanese also moved westward, taking Burma.
From there, they planned to launch a strike against India, the largest of Great
Britain’s colonies.
By the time Burma fell, Japan had taken control of more than 1 million square
miles of Asian land. About 150 million people lived in this vast area. Before these
conquests, the Japanese had tried to win the support of Asians with the anticolonialist idea of “East Asia for the Asiatics.” After victory, however, the Japanese
quickly made it clear that they had come as conquerors. They often treated the people of their new colonies with extreme cruelty.
However, the Japanese reserved the most brutal treatment for Allied prisoners of
war. The Japanese considered it dishonorable to surrender, and they had contempt
for the prisoners of war in their charge. On the Bataan Death March—a forced
march of more than 50 miles up the peninsula—the Japanese subjected their captives to terrible cruelties. One Allied prisoner of war reported:
PRIMARY SOURCE
I was questioned by a Japanese officer, who found out that I had been in a Philippine
Scout Battalion. The [Japanese] hated the Scouts. . . . Anyway, they took me outside and
I was forced to watch as they buried six of my Scouts alive. They made the men dig
their own graves, and then had them kneel down in a pit. The guards hit them over the
head with shovels to stun them and piled earth on top.
LIEUTENANT JOHN SPAINHOWER, quoted in War Diary 1939–1945

Of the approximately 70,000 prisoners who started the Bataan Death March, only
54,000 survived.
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GEOGRAPHY SKILLBUILDER: Interpreting Maps
Some Japanese search aircraft were late getting into the air. As a result,
the Japanese were completely unaware that U.S. ships were nearby.

1. Location Which battle was fought in the most northern
region?
2. Movement From what two general directions did Allied
forces move in on Japan?
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The Allies Strike Back
After a string of victories, the Japanese seemed unbeatable. Nonetheless, the
Allies—mainly Americans and Australians—were anxious to strike back in the
Pacific. The United States in particular wanted revenge for Pearl Harbor. In April
1942, 16 B-25 bombers under the command of Lieutenant Colonel James H.
Doolittle bombed Tokyo and several other Japanese cities. The bombs did little
damage. The raid, however, made an important psychological point to both
Americans and Japanese: Japan was vulnerable to attack.
The Allies Turn the Tide Doolittle’s raid on Japan raised American morale and

shook the confidence of some in Japan. As one Japanese citizen noted, “We started
to doubt that we were invincible.” In addition, some Japanese worried that defending and controlling a vast empire had caused them to spread their resources too thin.
Slowly, the Allies began to turn the tide of war. Early in May 1942, an American
fleet with Australian support intercepted a Japanese strike force headed for Port
Moresby in New Guinea. This city housed a critical Allied air base. Control of the air
base would put the Japanese in easy striking distance of Australia.
In the battle that followed—the Battle of the Coral Sea—both sides used a new
kind of naval warfare. The opposing ships did not fire a single shot. In fact, they
often could not see one another. Instead, airplanes taking off from huge aircraft carriers attacked the ships. The Allies suffered more losses in
ships and troops than did the Japanese. However, the Battle
of the Coral Sea was something of a victory, for the Allies
had stopped Japan’s southward advance.

General Douglas MacArthur
1880–1964
Douglas MacArthur’s qualities as a
leader and a fighting soldier emerged
in France during World War I. Showing incredible dash and courage on
the battlefield, he received several
decorations for bravery. And he won
promotion from the rank of major to
brigadier general.
After serving in several positions in
the United States, MacArthur received
a posting to the Philippines in 1935.
He remained there until shortly
before the islands fell in 1941. But he
left very reluctantly. In a message to
the troops who remained behind, he
vowed, “I shall return.” As you will
read later in the chapter, MacArthur
kept his promise.
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The Battle of Midway Japan next targeted Midway Island,
some 1,500 miles west of Hawaii, the location of a key
American airfield. Thanks to Allied code breakers, Admiral
Chester Nimitz, commander in chief of the U.S. Pacific
Fleet, knew that a huge Japanese force was heading toward
Midway. Admiral Yamamoto himself was in command of the
Japanese fleet. He hoped that the attack on Midway would
draw the whole of the U.S. Pacific Fleet from Pearl Harbor
to defend the island.
On June 4, with American forces hidden beyond the horizon, Nimitz allowed the Japanese to begin their assault on
the island. As the first Japanese planes got into the air,
American planes swooped in to attack the Japanese fleet.
Many Japanese planes were still on the decks of the aircraft
carriers. The strategy was a success. American pilots
destroyed 332 Japanese planes, all four aircraft carriers, and
one support ship. Yamamoto ordered his crippled fleet to
withdraw. By June 7, 1942, the battle was over. The Battle
of Midway turned the tide of war in the Pacific. (See the
inset map on page 933.)

An Allied Offensive
With morale high after their victory at Midway, the Allies
took the offensive. The war in the Pacific involved vast distances. Japanese troops had dug in on hundreds of islands
across the ocean. General Douglas MacArthur, the commander of the Allied land forces in the Pacific, developed a
plan to handle this problem.

Vocabulary

invincible:
unconquerable

Analyzing Motives
Why might the
Americans send
their entire Pacific
Fleet to defend
Midway Island?

MacArthur believed that storming each island would be a long,
costly effort. Instead, he wanted to “island-hop” past Japanese
strongholds. He would then seize islands that were not well
defended but were closer to Japan.
MacArthur’s first target soon presented itself. U.S. military leaders had learned that the Japanese were building a huge air base on
the island of Guadalcanal in the Solomon Islands. The Allies had to
strike fast before the base was completed and became another
Japanese stronghold. At dawn on August 7, 1942, several thousand
U.S. Marines, with Australian support, landed on Guadalcanal and
the neighboring island of Tulagi.
The marines had little trouble seizing Guadalcanal’s airfield.
But the battle for control of the island turned into a savage struggle as both sides poured in fresh troops. In February 1943, after six
months of fighting on land and at sea, the Battle of Guadalcanal
finally ended. After losing more than 24,000 of a force of 36,000
soldiers, the Japanese abandoned what they came to call “the
Island of Death.”
To American war correspondent Ralph Martin and the U.S. soldiers who fought there, Guadalcanal was simply “hell”:

Identifying
Problems
If the vast distances of the Pacific
caused problems
for the Allies, how
might they have
also caused problems for the
Japanese?

PRIMARY SOURCE
Hell was red furry spiders as big as your fist, . . . enormous rats and bats everywhere,
and rivers with waiting crocodiles. Hell was the sour, foul smell of the squishy jungle,
humidity that rotted a body within hours. . . . Hell was an enemy . . . so fanatic that it
used its own dead as booby traps.

▲ U.S. Marines
storm ashore at
Guadalcanal.

RALPH G. MARTIN, The GI War

As Japan worked to establish a new order in Southeast Asia and the Pacific, the
Nazis moved ahead with Hitler’s design for a new order in Europe. This design
included plans for dealing with those Hitler considered unfit for the Third Reich.
You will learn about these plans in Section 3.
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ASSESSMENT

TERMS & NAMES 1. For each term or name, write a sentence explaining its significance.
• Isoroku Yamamoto

• Pearl Harbor

• Battle of Midway

• Douglas MacArthur

• Battle of Guadalcanal

USING YOUR NOTES

MAIN IDEAS

CRITICAL THINKING & WRITING

2. Which event was most

3. How did the Japanese plan to

6. EVALUATING DECISIONS Did Admiral Yamamoto make a

important in turning the tide
of the war in the Pacific
against the Japanese? Why?

catch the European colonial
powers and the United States
by surprise?
4. In what way was the Battle of

Event

Effect

the Coral Sea a new kind of
naval warfare?
5. What was General Douglas

MacArthur’s island-hopping
strategy?

wise decision in bombing Pearl Harbor? Why or why not?
7. ANALYZING MOTIVES Why do you think the Japanese

changed their approach from trying to win the support of
the colonized peoples to acting as conquerors?
8. IDENTIFYING PROBLEMS What problems did Japan face

in building an empire in the Pacific?
9. WRITING ACTIVITY EMPIRE BUILDING Imagine you are a

foreign diplomat living in Asia during World War II. Write
journal entries describing the Japanese advance across

Asia and the Pacific during 1941 and 1942.
INTERNET ACTIVITY

Use the Internet to research the Pearl Harbor Memorial in Hawaii.
Create a Web page that describes the memorial and provides
background information on the attack.

INTERNET KEYWORD

Pearl Harbor
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