
Pearl Harbor is a natural harbor located on the southern coast of the island of Oahu, 
which is part of the U.S. state of Hawaii. A harbor is a sheltered body of water where 
ships can anchor safely, protected from strong ocean waves and storms. Pearl Harbor 
became one of the most strategically important naval bases of the United States because 
its location in the central Pacific Ocean allowed the U.S. Navy to project military power 
across the Pacific region. 

The harbor itself was formed through geological processes involving volcanic activity 
and rising sea levels. Oahu is part of the Hawaiian island chain, which was created by 
underwater volcanic eruptions. Over time, erosion and the gradual flooding of coastal 
valleys by the ocean created deep inlets that formed natural harbors. Pearl Harbor’s 
protected waters made it an ideal location for naval operations. 

The United States became interested in Hawaii during the nineteenth century because of 
its strategic location between North America and Asia. In 1898, the United States formally 
annexed Hawaii, meaning it incorporated the islands into U.S. territory. After annexation, 
the U.S. military began expanding Pearl Harbor into a major naval base. Dry docks, ship 
repair facilities, fuel storage depots, airfields, and defensive installations were built there 
to support the growing Pacific Fleet. 

By the late 1930s, global political tensions were rising. Several nations were expanding 
their military power and territorial influence. One of those nations was Japan, which had 
developed a powerful navy and was pursuing territorial expansion in East Asia and the 
Pacific. Japan had already invaded parts of China and later expanded into French 
Indochina, which includes modern-day Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia. 

These expansions created increasing tensions between Japan and the United States. The 
United States opposed Japanese expansion and responded with economic restrictions. 
One of the most significant measures was an oil embargo, which is a government policy 
that stops or severely limits the sale of oil to another country. Because Japan relied 
heavily on imported oil to fuel its navy, aircraft, and industry, the embargo created 
serious economic pressure. 

Japanese military planners believed that if war with the United States became 
unavoidable, they would need to disable the U.S. Pacific Fleet quickly. The Pacific Fleet 
was the portion of the U.S. Navy stationed in the Pacific Ocean, and many of its 
battleships were based at Pearl Harbor. 

Japanese strategists developed a plan to launch a surprise military attack on Pearl 
Harbor. The goal was to destroy as much of the U.S. naval fleet as possible in a single 
operation. By crippling American naval power in the Pacific, Japan hoped to gain time to 
expand its control across Southeast Asia and the Pacific without immediate U.S. 
interference. 



The attack took place on the morning of December 7, 1941. Japanese forces launched the 
attack from six aircraft carriers positioned hundreds of miles north of Hawaii. Aircraft 
carriers are large warships designed to carry and launch military airplanes from their 
decks. 

A total of 353 aircraft participated in the attack, organized into two main waves. These 
aircraft included torpedo bombers, dive bombers, and fighter planes. Torpedo bombers 
carried torpedoes designed to strike ships below the waterline, while dive bombers 
released bombs from steep angles to increase accuracy. Fighter planes provided air 
cover and attacked ground targets. 

The first wave of Japanese aircraft arrived over Pearl Harbor shortly before 8:00 a.m. on a 
Sunday morning. Many U.S. personnel were off duty, and the base was not fully prepared 
for an attack. The planes struck ships anchored in an area known as Battleship Row, 
where several U.S. battleships were moored side by side. 

One of the most devastating events during the attack occurred when bombs struck the 
battleship USS Arizona. The bombs ignited the ship’s forward ammunition magazines, 
causing a massive explosion that destroyed the vessel. The explosion killed more than 
one thousand sailors aboard the ship. 

In addition to the Arizona, several other battleships were damaged or sunk, including the 
USS Oklahoma, USS West Virginia, USS California, and USS Nevada. Many of these ships 
were either heavily damaged or temporarily sunk in the shallow harbor waters. 

The attack also targeted nearby airfields, including Hickam Field, Wheeler Field, and Ford 
Island. Aircraft parked on the ground were destroyed to prevent them from taking off to 
defend the harbor. Hangars, runways, and military facilities were heavily damaged. 

In total, the attack lasted about 90 minutes. During that time, Japanese aircraft dropped 
bombs, launched torpedoes, and fired machine guns at ships, aircraft, and personnel. 

The damage was extensive. Eight U.S. battleships were damaged or destroyed, along 
with numerous smaller vessels. More than 180 U.S. aircraft were destroyed, and several 
military facilities were heavily damaged. 

The human cost of the attack was also severe. 2,403 Americans were killed, including 
sailors, soldiers, Marines, and civilians. Another 1,178 people were wounded. Japanese 
losses were much smaller, consisting of 29 aircraft, several small submarines, and about 
64 personnel. 

Despite the damage inflicted on the Pacific Fleet, several critical American military assets 
were not present at Pearl Harbor during the attack. Most importantly, the U.S. Navy’s 
aircraft carriers were not in the harbor at the time. Aircraft carriers would later become 
the dominant naval weapon of the war. 



The attack had an immediate political impact. On December 8, 1941, the day after the 
attack, U.S. President Franklin D. Roosevelt addressed the United States Congress. In his 
speech he described the attack as “a date which will live in infamy.” Congress then voted 
to declare war on Japan, formally entering the United States into World War II. 

Within days of the U.S. declaration of war, Japan’s allies Germany and Italy declared war 
on the United States as well, expanding the conflict into a global war involving multiple 
continents. 

Although the attack initially damaged the Pacific Fleet, the United States quickly began 
rebuilding its naval strength. Many ships damaged at Pearl Harbor were repaired and 
returned to service. American industry also began producing large numbers of ships, 
aircraft, and weapons. 

The attack on Pearl Harbor therefore became the event that brought the United States 
fully into World War II. It transformed American public opinion and mobilized the nation’s 
economic and military resources for a global conflict that would last until 1945. 

Today, Pearl Harbor remains an active U.S. naval base as well as a historic site. The USS 
Arizona Memorial, built above the remains of the sunken battleship, serves as a place of 
remembrance for those who died during the attack. The harbor continues to represent 
both a major turning point in twentieth-century history and a reminder of the strategic 
importance of the Pacific region. 

 

 


