
THE UNITED STATES IN 
WORLD WAR II

The War in the Pacific



Japanese Advances

• In the first 6 months after Pearl 
Harbor, Japan conquers empire. 

• General Douglas MacArthur 
leads Allied forces in Philippines 

• March 1942 U.S., Filipino troops 
trapped on Bataan Peninsula 

• FDR orders MacArthur to leave; 
thousands of  troops remain



Philippines (Bataan)

• Lose to Japan 

• Held out for 4 months 

• MacArthur: “I will return.” 

• Bataan Death March: 

✦ 65 miles in 3 days 

✦ 15,000 American prisoners died



The Battle of  Midway

• June 1942 

• Admiral Chester Nimitz 
commands U.S. naval forces in Pacific 

• Allies break Japanese code, win 
Battle of  Midway, stop Japan again 

• Japanese lost 4 irreplaceable aircraft 
carriers and 322 airplanes 

• Turning Point: U.S. takes control of  
the sea (begin island hopping)



The Battle of  Midway



U.S. Strategy
• Island Hopping: overtake weaker islands and 

establish airfields (process takes years); gets U.S. closer 
and closer to Japan 

• Goal= Japan





Guadalcanal

• August 1942 

• Japan’s first defeat on 
land 

• 23,000 Japanese killed 

• Americans set up an 
airbase



Iwo Jima
• March 1945 

• Iwo Jima critical as base from which planes can reach Japan 

• Over 20,000 Japanese living underground (U.S. estimated 13,000) 

• Japanese built: 

✦ 2 levels of  tunnels (32 ft deep, 16 mi) 

✦ 1500 rooms with electricity 

✦ hospital with 400 man capacity 

✦ 5 months of  rations 

• 6,000 Marines died; 200 Japanese survived



The Battle for Okinawa

• June 1945 (War in Europe over) 

• 1,900 kamikaze attack 

• 5,000 Americans at sea killed 

• 7,600 Americans died taking the island 

• 110,000 Japanese killed 

• Chilling foretaste to the cost of  taking/
invading the Japanese mainland 

• The war in Europe was now over and 
the Allies were ready for the war in the 
Pacific to end.



“But for Japan, surrender was unthinkable. If  a 
massively destructive air bombardment couldn’t 

end the war, invasion seemed the only 
possibility. POWs saw women holding 

sharpened sticks, practicing lunges, and small 
children being drilled with wooden mock guns. 
Japan was preparing to fight to the last man, 

woman, and child.”

–Laura Hillenbrand, Unbroken



Japanese Beliefs

• Kamikaze: a name given to 
Japanese pilots who used their 
plane as a bomb and ultimately 
killed himself; high honor to die 
for your country in this way 

• No surrender: fight to the death 
of  men, women, and children; 
militaristic society; die with honor 
for your emperor 

• This makes Japan an impossible 
enemy to fight; huge casualties; 
no end in sight


