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WHY WAS THE USA SO UNPREPARED FOR THE ATTACK ON PEARL. HARBOR
IN 19412

Extracts from an American report on the attack on Pearl Harbor
in 1941

The underlying eauge of this error of judgnent was General Shert'!s confldence
that Japan would net then attack Pearl Earbor. In falrnegs to him it oust be borne
in: | that this belief was shared in by almcst everyone concerned including his
superior officers in the War Department in Washington. He was undoubtedly influ-
enced in such a belief by the then prevailing psychology which cerpletely under-
estimated the Japanese military capabilities and particularly the advance which
they had made in the use of alreraft., General Short alsoc knew that the Naval com-
mand at Hawail, which he regarded ag being better informed than he because of
their facilities and the widespread nature of their operaticns, wee confident
that an air attack on Pearl Harbor woe moet unlikely.

To sum up the situation tersely, General Short wes warned by Washington that
there wae immediate danger beth of an attack from without by Japan and of an
attnck from within by sabotage. This warning required hin to be alert against
voth forms of danger. He chose to concentrate himself so entirely upon a defense
against sabctage as to leave himeself more completely exposed to an attack from
without than if there had been no alert at all, He sc concentrated his planes
as not anly te make them an easy target for an attack frem without tut to require
severnl hours ts get any substantial mamber of them inte the alr for defense,

Te such an errar of judgment it is no excuse that he relled upon assurances
from another service, even theugh he thought that that service was better informed
than he was as te the dispesition of the Japanese fleet. He was the responsible
defender of the outpost of Hawaii. He had no right entirely to subordinate his
duty te be prepared mgelnst what he knew to be the most dangerous fornm of attack
on that outpost to the opinion of another service. i

What is this source?

These extracts come from an American report produced in 1945 on what happened
at Pearl Harbor and who was responsible.

An American officer had produced an earlier report in 1944 but saw no evidence
in 1945 to change his mind.
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What’s the background to this source?

WW2 broke out in Europe in 1939. The USA was neutral in the early stages of
the war although it was clear that US President Roosevelt was no friend of
Nazi Germany or its ally Japan. In Japan, hard line military commanders had
become increasingly powerful during the 1930s. Japan had built up an empire in
Asia and these leaders wanted Japan to become Asia’s leading power. They knew
that the USA would stand in their way and that war with America would happen
some time. They decided to try and knock out the US fleet in the Pacific. The
plan was to buy time to build up their resources in the Pacific so that Japan
would be ready to take on the USA once it recovered from the attack at Pearl
Harbor.

There were large numbers of Japanese settlers in Hawaii in 1941. Some were
Japanese immigrants but far more were descendants of immigrants and were
therefore American citizens. Even so, around 120000 Japanese Americans were
placed in camps during the war.

It’s worth knowing that...

General Short was the overall commander in charge of the base at Pearl Harbor.
The other senior commander was Admiral Kimmel. In the enquiry after Pearl
Harbor these two men got most of the blame for the US being unprepared for the
attack.

After Japan surrendered in September 1945 intelligence officers went through
Japanese records and interviewed Japanese officers about key events in the
war. This led to demands for re-opening the enquiry into Pearl Harbor. This
did happen but it was found that no new evidence came to light that changed
the verdict. General Short and Admiral Kimmel were held responsible.

How will you use this source?

. What was the biggest misjudgement that General Short made?

. Was he the only person who thought this way?

. Why did General Short think this way?

. What factors could be used to defend General Short?

. What points are used against him?

. Do you think it was fair that Short got most of the blame?

. Could any parts of this source be used as evidence in your report on the
key question?
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Use this table to help plan your report.
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