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Pearl Harbor 
 

Almost as soon as the attacks occurred, conspiracy theorists began claiming that 
President Roosevelt had prior knowledge of the assault on Pearl Harbor. Others 
have claimed he tricked the Japanese into starting a war with the United States as 
a “back door” way to go to war with Japan’s ally, Nazi Germany. However, after 
nearly 65 years, no document or credible witness has been discovered that prove 
either claim. Most scholars view Pearl Harbor as the consequence of missed clues, 
intelligence errors, and overconfidence.  
 
The causes behind the Japanese attack are complex and date back to the 1930s, 
when Japan undertook a military/colonial expansion in China—culminating in a full-
scale invasion in 1937. America opposed this expansion and used a variety of 
methods to try to deter Japan. 
 
During the late 1930s, FDR began providing limited support to the Chinese 
government. In 1940, Roosevelt moved the Pacific fleet to the naval base at Pearl 
Harbor as a show of American power. He also attempted to address growing 
tensions with Japan through diplomacy. 
 
When Japan seized southern French Indo-China in July 1941, Roosevelt responded 
by freezing Japanese assets in the United States and ending sales of oil to Japan. 
Japan’s military depended upon American oil. Japan then had to decide between 
settling the crisis through diplomacy or by striking deep into Southeast Asia to 
acquire alternative sources of oil, an action that was certain to meet American 
opposition. 
 
Japan chose to continue its diplomatic talks with the United States while at the 
same time secretly preparing for a coordinated assault throughout the Pacific. 
Japan’s leaders hoped that a surprise attack on Pearl Harbor would destroy 
American resolve and cripple the American navy for at least six months, giving 
Japan time to consolidate its new empire. 
 
 
 Draft of December 8, 1941 War Message to Congress: 
 
President Roosevelt’s handwritten revisions – visible in this December 7 draft of the speech---
made the “Day of Infamy” speech one of the most memorable in American History.     
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