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Pearl Harbor DBQ: An In-Depth Analysis of the Historical Document-Based Question

The Pearl Harbor DBQ (Document-Based Question) is a pivotal component of advanced history assessments,
especially within AP U.S. History exams. It challenges students to analyze a series of historical documents
related to the attack on Pearl Harbor and craft a comprehensive essay that synthesizes evidence,
contextualizes events, and presents a well-argued narrative. This article aims to provide a detailed
overview of the Pearl Harbor DBQ, its significance, how to approach it effectively, and key strategies for
success.

Understanding the Pearl Harbor DBQ

What is a DBQ?
A Document-Based Question (DBQ) is a type of essay prompt that requires students to analyze and integrate
multiple historical sources. Unlike traditional essays that rely solely on students’ knowledge, DBQs demand
interpretation of primary and secondary documents, fostering skills in critical thinking, source analysis, and
contextual understanding.

Significance of the Pearl Harbor DBQ
The Pearl Harbor DBQ is often used to assess students’ grasp of U.S. history, particularly the events leading
up to and following the attack on December 7, 1941. It tests their ability to evaluate sources that depict
various perspectives—government officials, military personnel, civilians, and contemporaneous media—and
to construct a coherent narrative based on this evidence.

Historical Context of Pearl Harbor

The Attack on Pearl Harbor
On December 7, 1941, the Imperial Japanese Navy launched a surprise military strike against the U.S. naval
base at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii. This attack resulted in significant American casualties and the destruction of a
large portion of the Pacific Fleet, prompting the United States to formally enter World War II.



Pre-attack Tensions
Prior to the attack, rising tensions between Japan and the United States were characterized by:

Economic sanctions and embargoes imposed by the U.S. on Japan

Diplomatic negotiations that failed to resolve tensions

Japanese expansionism in Asia and the Pacific

These factors contributed to Japan's decision to initiate a surprise attack to neutralize the U.S. Pacific Fleet
and secure its imperial ambitions.

Consequences of the Attack
The attack had profound effects, including:

United States declaration of war on Japan

Entry of the U.S. into World War II

Mobilization of American military and economic resources

Shifts in U.S. foreign policy and military strategy

Components of the Pearl Harbor DBQ

Types of Documents Included
A typical Pearl Harbor DBQ features a variety of sources such as:

Official government documents and speeches

Newspaper articles from the time

Personal letters and eyewitness accounts

Photographs and maps



Secondary analyses and interpretations

Task for Students
Students are asked to:
- Analyze the provided documents critically
- Develop a thesis statement that addresses the prompt
- Support their thesis with evidence from the documents
- Incorporate their own knowledge of the historical context
- Write a coherent essay that addresses all parts of the question

How to Approach the Pearl Harbor DBQ Effectively

Step 1: Understand the Prompt
Carefully read the question to determine:
- What specific aspect of Pearl Harbor is being asked? (e.g., causes, consequences, government response)
- What kind of argument or perspective is required?
- Are there multiple viewpoints to consider?

Step 2: Analyze the Documents
- Read each document thoroughly
- Identify the main idea and purpose
- Note the author's perspective and potential bias
- Highlight or annotate key information
- Consider how each document connects to the overall question

Step 3: Develop a Thesis Statement
Formulate a clear, concise thesis that answers the prompt and outlines your main argument. Ensure it:
- Addresses all parts of the question
- Is supported by the evidence you plan to present



Step 4: Organize Your Essay
Create an outline that includes:
- Introduction with thesis
- Body paragraphs, each focusing on a specific point or piece of evidence
- Use of documents to support each point
- Integration of outside knowledge to deepen analysis
- Counterarguments or differing perspectives if relevant
- Conclusion summarizing your main points

Step 5: Write the Essay
- Begin with a strong introduction
- Use topic sentences for each paragraph
- Incorporate evidence from documents, citing them appropriately
- Explain how the evidence supports your thesis
- Synthesize information, not just summarize
- End with a compelling conclusion

Key Strategies for Success in the Pearl Harbor DBQ

Practice source analysis: Regularly analyze sample documents to improve interpretative skills.

Use outside knowledge: Incorporate relevant facts and context to strengthen your argument.

Manage your time: Allocate time for planning, writing, and revising.

Stay focused: Address all parts of the question without veering off-topic.

Cite your sources: Reference documents appropriately within your essay to demonstrate analysis.

Sample Thesis Statement for a Pearl Harbor DBQ
"While intelligence failures and diplomatic miscalculations contributed to the surprise attack on Pearl
Harbor, the event ultimately served as a catalyst for U.S. entry into World War II, transforming America’s
foreign policy and military strategy in profound ways."



Conclusion
The Pearl Harbor DBQ is a comprehensive assessment that tests students’ ability to analyze multiple
sources, construct a persuasive argument, and demonstrate a nuanced understanding of one of the most
pivotal moments in U.S. history. Success in this task requires careful document analysis, strategic
organization, and integration of outside knowledge. By mastering these skills, students can effectively
navigate the DBQ and convey a compelling narrative of Pearl Harbor’s significance.

Whether preparing for exams or seeking to deepen understanding of this historical event, approaching the
Pearl Harbor DBQ with thorough preparation and analytical rigor will lead to better performance and
richer historical insight.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the significance of the Pearl Harbor attack in American
history?
The attack on Pearl Harbor was a pivotal event that led the United States to formally enter World War II,
marking a shift from neutrality to active involvement in the global conflict.

What were the main causes that led to the attack on Pearl Harbor?
Key causes included tensions over Japan's expansion in Asia, economic sanctions imposed by the US, and
Japan's desire to neutralize the US Pacific Fleet to secure its imperial ambitions.

How does the Pearl Harbor DBQ help students understand the event's
historical significance?
The DBQ (Document-Based Question) encourages students to analyze primary sources, evaluate different
perspectives, and develop a nuanced understanding of the causes and consequences of the attack.

What types of documents are typically included in a Pearl Harbor DBQ?
Documents often include government reports, speeches, newspaper articles, military communications, and
personal accounts that provide various viewpoints on the event.

How can analyzing primary sources in a Pearl Harbor DBQ improve
historical thinking skills?
Analyzing primary sources helps students develop skills such as sourcing, contextualization, corroboration,



and argument development, leading to a deeper understanding of historical events.

What are common themes explored in Pearl Harbor DBQ essays?
Themes include the causes of the attack, American response, military strategies, political implications, and
the impact on U.S. foreign policy.

How did the attack on Pearl Harbor influence U.S. foreign policy
afterwards?
It led to a shift towards a more interventionist foreign policy, including increased military spending,
alliances like the Lend-Lease Act, and ultimately, full involvement in World War II.

What role do students play when answering a Pearl Harbor DBQ?
Students are expected to analyze documents, develop a thesis, support their arguments with evidence, and
demonstrate an understanding of the broader historical context.

Why is the Pearl Harbor attack considered a turning point in American
history?
Because it ended America's policy of isolationism, propelled the nation into global conflict, and reshaped its
military, political, and economic landscape.

What skills are essential for successfully completing a Pearl Harbor DBQ?
Skills include critical reading, source analysis, chronological reasoning, argument development, and
effective writing within the DBQ format.

Additional Resources
Pearl Harbor DBQ: An In-Depth Analysis of the Historical Document-Based Question

The attack on Pearl Harbor remains one of the most pivotal events in American history, catalyzing the
United States’ entry into World War II and fundamentally altering its foreign policy and military posture.
In academic settings, particularly in AP U.S. History courses, students often encounter the Pearl Harbor
DBQ—a Document-Based Question designed to assess their ability to analyze historical sources, craft
coherent arguments, and interpret complex events through multiple perspectives. This comprehensive
review aims to explore the significance of the Pearl Harbor DBQ, dissect its components, and examine how
it facilitates a nuanced understanding of this critical moment.



---

Understanding the Purpose of the Pearl Harbor DBQ

The DBQ format was introduced in AP History exams to develop students’ skills in historical analysis,
argumentation, and synthesis. The Pearl Harbor DBQ specifically challenges students to evaluate the causes
and consequences of the attack, using provided documents alongside their own knowledge.

Key objectives of the Pearl Harbor DBQ include:

- Analyzing primary and secondary source documents related to Pearl Harbor.
- Developing a thesis that addresses the question prompt.
- Using evidence from the documents and outside knowledge to support claims.
- Recognizing differing perspectives, including military, political, and diplomatic viewpoints.
- Constructing a well-organized, coherent essay.

---

The Components of the Pearl Harbor DBQ

A typical Pearl Harbor DBQ consists of several parts:

1. The Question Prompt

The prompt usually revolves around the causes of the attack, the decision-making leading up to it, or its
impact on U.S. foreign policy. For example:

"To what extent did U.S. diplomatic and military policies before December 7, 1941, contribute to the
surprise attack on Pearl Harbor?"

This question invites students to explore multiple causes and assign relative importance.

2. The Documents

Most DBQs include 5-7 documents, which may comprise:



- Official government communications (e.g., diplomatic cables)
- Military intelligence reports
- Newspaper articles from the era
- Personal letters or memoirs
- Political speeches

Documents are labeled (e.g., Document A, Document B) and often include annotations or excerpts.

3. The Outside Knowledge Requirement

Students are expected to augment document analysis with their understanding of the broader historical
context—such as U.S. isolationism, diplomatic negotiations, or Japanese expansionism.

4. The Rubric and Scoring Criteria

Essays are evaluated based on thesis quality, document analysis, contextualization, and synthesis. A strong
essay demonstrates mastery of these skills and offers a nuanced argument.

---

Historical Context and Causes Explored in the DBQ

To effectively respond to the DBQ, students must understand the complex web of factors leading to Pearl
Harbor. These include:

Diplomatic Tensions and Failed Negotiations

- The U.S. imposed economic sanctions and trade restrictions on Japan (e.g., oil embargoes) in response to
Japanese aggression in China and Southeast Asia.
- Diplomatic negotiations between the U.S. and Japan deteriorated, with Japan seeking to secure resources
and expand territorially.
- Documents often include diplomatic cables indicating mutual suspicion and missed opportunities for
peaceful resolution.



Military Preparedness and Intelligence Failures

- Despite some intelligence indicating a potential attack, U.S. military preparedness was inadequate.
- The infamous “war warning” of December 7, 1941, was misinterpreted or ignored, leading to unprepared
defenses.
- Documents may include intercepted Japanese messages, intelligence reports, and military assessments.

Japanese Expansionism and Strategic Calculations

- Japan’s imperial ambitions in Asia necessitated securing resources, prompting conflict with Western
powers.
- The attack was aimed to incapacitate U.S. Pacific Fleet and prevent interference.
- Japanese diplomatic overtures, as reflected in documents, often sought to buy time or avoid conflict, but
ultimately failed.

Analyzing Key Documents in the Pearl Harbor DBQ

Critical document analysis forms the foundation of a compelling DBQ essay. Students must interpret each
source’s perspective, bias, and relevance.

Sample document types and their analytical focal points:

- Diplomatic cables: What do they reveal about U.S.-Japan negotiations? Do they suggest miscommunication
or deliberate deception?
- Intelligence reports: Do they indicate awareness or ignorance of imminent attack? How credible are these
sources?
- Newspaper articles: How was the event portrayed to the American public? What sentiments were
expressed?
- Personal letters or memoirs: What firsthand insights do they give about decision-making or perceptions of
threat?

Example analysis:

Document A, a diplomatic cable from Japan, indicates a desire to negotiate while secretly planning military
action. A student might note the discrepancy between diplomatic overtures and covert preparations,
highlighting Japanese strategic deception.

---



Debate Over Causes: Was the Attack Inevitable?

One of the central debates in the Pearl Harbor DBQ revolves around whether the attack was an
unavoidable consequence of U.S.-Japan tensions or a failure of diplomacy.

Arguments suggesting inevitability:

- Deep-seated economic sanctions and military rivalry made conflict seem looming.
- Japanese expansionism created a scenario where war was likely regardless of negotiations.
- Intelligence failures prevented timely defense.

Counterarguments:

- Diplomatic negotiations could have been extended or altered.
- Better intelligence analysis might have allowed for preparedness.
- Some documents show that Japan sought to avoid war with the U.S., indicating that the attack was not
predetermined.

A nuanced essay recognizes that while certain systemic tensions made conflict probable, diplomatic and
strategic choices influenced the timing and scale of the attack.

---

Implications of the Pearl Harbor Attack and Its Historical
Interpretations

The aftermath of Pearl Harbor profoundly shaped U.S. policy and perceptions:

- Entry into WWII: The attack galvanized American public support for war.
- Shift in foreign policy: From isolationism to active global engagement.
- Internment of Japanese Americans: A controversial domestic consequence.

Historical interpretations of the attack vary:

- Traditional view: The attack was a surprise attack due to intelligence failures.
- Revisionist perspective: Some argue that U.S. policymakers intentionally allowed the attack to happen to
justify entry into war.
- Modern analysis: Emphasizes the complex interplay of diplomatic missteps, intelligence limitations, and
strategic calculations.



The DBQ provides a platform to explore these diverse perspectives, encouraging students to evaluate
evidence critically.

---

Conclusion: The Educational Value of the Pearl Harbor DBQ

The Pearl Harbor DBQ serves as an invaluable educational tool, fostering critical thinking about one of the
most consequential events in American history. It challenges students to synthesize multiple sources,
understand complex motives, and appreciate the multifaceted nature of historical causation.

By engaging deeply with documents and contextual knowledge, students develop a richer understanding
of:

- The interplay between diplomacy, intelligence, and military preparedness.
- The importance of interpretation and bias in historical sources.
- The broader implications of Pearl Harbor on U.S. foreign policy and world history.

In sum, the Pearl Harbor DBQ not only tests students’ analytical skills but also cultivates an appreciation for
the nuanced and interconnected factors that lead to major historical events. Whether for academic review
or journal publication, examining this DBQ illuminates the importance of critical source analysis in
understanding history’s most defining moments.
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in American history.
  pearl harbor dbq: AP U.S. History 2017-2018 Krista Dornbush, 2017-02-07 Kaplan's AP U.S.
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students who got a perfect 5 on the exam Kaplan's AP U.S. History 2017-2018 authors Krista
Dornbush, Steve Mercado, and Diane Vecchio have a combined total of over 40 years of experience
teaching U.S. history as well as world and European history. We invented test prep—Kaplan
(www.kaptest.com) has been helping students for almost 80 years, and more than 95% of our
students get into their top-choice schools. Our proven strategies have helped legions of students
achieve their dreams.
  pearl harbor dbq: The Shadow of Pearl Harbor Martin V. Melosi, 1977 The Japanese surprise
attack on U.S. forces in Hawaii on December 7, 1941, came as a tremendous shock to Americans.
Accustomed to success and victory in every aspect of life, they found the Pearl Harbor disaster
nearly impossible to understand. Thus, almost immediately the search began for a simple
explanation why the United States was unprepared and why it should succumb in battle to a foe long
considered inferior.
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Includes a narrative overview, biographies, primary source documents, and other helpful features.
  pearl harbor dbq: At Dawn We Slept Gordon William Prange, Donald M. Goldstein, Katherine
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were rocked as the first wave of Japanese warplanes took aim at the U.S. Naval fleet stationed at
Pearl Harbor. As intense and absorbing as a suspense novel, At Dawn We Slept is the unparalleled
and exhaustive account of the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor. It is widely regarded as the
definitive assessment of the events surrounding one of the most daring and brilliant naval operations
of all time. Through extensive research and interviews with American and Japanese leaders, Gordon
W. Prange has written a remarkable historical account of the assault that-sixty years later-America
cannot forget.
  pearl harbor dbq: Document-Based Assessment Activities Marc Pioch, Jodene Smith,
2020-03-02 Today’s students need to know how to evaluate sources and use evidence to support



their conclusions. This K-12 resource for teachers provides instructional support as well as a variety
of learning opportunities for students. Through the activities in this book, students will ask and
answer compelling questions, analyze primary sources, approach learning through an inquiry lens,
and hone their historical thinking skills. The lessons teach skills and strategies for analyzing
historical documents, partnered with document-based assessments. Graphic organizer templates
help students structure their analyses. This resource written by Marc Pioch and Jodene Smith
prepares students for standardized tests and engages students with inquiry. The scaffolded
approach to teaching analysis skills can be applied across grades K–12.
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Weather Bureau, 1965
  pearl harbor dbq: Surviving Pearl Harbor Kira Freed, 2015-07-15 This compelling resource
chronicles the memorable events of December 7, 1941, the day that Japan attacked Pearl Harbor,
provoking the United States into entering World War II. Readers will see the attack through the eyes
of survivors, such as Donald Kirby Ross, the first WWII–era recipient of the Medal of Honor, and Lee
Embree, who took the first air-to-air photos of Japanese planes and pilots in the attack. Beyond Pearl
Harbor, the Ni‘ihau Incident and the assault on Oahu’s airfields are also explained.
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