
For four and a half months after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, the American people wondered how the United States would respond.  How would America redeem itself and punish the Japanese for the surprise attack that killed so many Americans in Hawaii? This question was answered on April 18, 1942, when 16 B-25s led by Jimmy Doolittle carried out an attack on Tokyo.  While this was an inspirational and symbolic attack, it did not accomplish nearly as much destruction as the December 7th raid by the Japanese.  In addition, all of the planes in the Doolittle Raid were lost, and more Americans lost their lives.  Despite the losses suffered by the Americans on the Doolittle Raid, the psychological impact on the Japanese delivered by the bombings far outweighed these American costs and gave the American people a necessary morale boost, justifying the actions carried out by the bombardiers.   

Whether the Doolittle Raid was justified has support on both sides.  First is the argument that not enough damage was done to the Japanese mainland to justify this raid.  This side argues that too many planes were lost and the loss of American pilots did not warrant such an attack.  The other argument is that is was the psychological effect of the raid, not the actual material damage done to Tokyo that justified the operation.  The side supporting the Doolittle Raid says that the boost to American morale and the attack on Japanese morale justified the loss of life incurred in the Doolittle Raid.  Both sides put forth convincing arguments.  This essay will examine both arguments and analyze the evidence put forth by each of the arguments.  After this, a conclusion will be reached as to whether or not the Doolittle Raids were cost effective.

One of the first arguments that the Doolittle Raid was not cost effective is that the material damage to the United States was not made up for by destruction of the Japanese capital.  This argument points out that the United States lost $3,200,000 in material goods, and that this did “not add up to an overwhelming achievement” (Nelson, 158).  Among the buildings damaged in the raid were a diesel factory, a steel factory, the Mitsubishi Heave Industrial Corporation, and a few military installations (Nelson, 158).  Although this may seem like an impressive number, it pales in comparison to later bombing missions by the United States that decimated entire cities and completely shut down the Japanese industry.

Another point supporting the argument that the Doolittle Raid was not cost effective focuses on the non-material costs to America.  This side examines the terrible threat Americans faced when they crashed in Japanese controlled China and in the ocean off the Chinese coast.  The men in the airplanes did not have nearly enough gas for the trip that was extended due to a premature launch (almost 150 miles further out than had originally been planned (Glines 1, 106)), and Doolittle remembered seeing “sharks basking in the water below and didn’t think ditching among them would be very appealing” (Nelson, 161).  In fact, the only reason the planes even made it to the Japanese mainland was because they encountered an unexpected tailwind that gave them an extra couple hundred miles (Nelson, 161).  The argument that the Doolittle raids were not worth the costs points out of the 80 men, 8 were captured by the Japanese, a terrible fate for an American during World War Two(Glines 1, 346).  The Japanese were brutal in their treatment of POWs, and made no exception for these men who had just bombed the heart of their sacred home land.  All of these facts make many question whether the raid was worth the price paid.

Another argument against the raid focuses on the brutal fate of the men captured by the Japanese.  These men came from the crews of the planes piloted by Hallmark and Farrow.  By October 19, two of them had already been put to death by the Japanese (Glines 1, 343).  This side of the argument reports the way the Americans were treated by the Japanese after they had been captured.  As one of the captured raiders, Chase Neilson, reported, “shin kicking… was the favorite counter blow administered to all prisoners” (Glines 1, 348).  Other tortures reportedly administered to the captured raiders early in April included “water cure [a way of making the men feel like they were drowning], stretching rack, and knee beating” all of which the raiders underwent for following Doolittle on his raid of Tokyo (Glines 1, 348).  

The argument against the raid points out that eventually, four of the eight captured men died, three by firing squad and one because of his imprisonment.  In addition to the eight captured by the Japanese, five men were interned by the Russians (Nelson, 218).  It is these examples that add to the argument that the Raid was not worth the cost.  It argues that the fates these men suffered were unbearable, causing many to question whether the psychological benefits gained by the Americans outweighed the tremendous costs of the miserable fates suffered by the airmen who partook in the raid 

The argument against the Doolittle Raid contends that while the cost was high, the benefits were scant.  It cites Japanese newspapers completely dismissing the attacks as failures.  The Nichi Nichi newspaper called the attacks an enterprise that “failed to achieve any results worth mentioning” (Nelson, 158).  Another, the Japanese Advertise said that the “planes were forced to fly around aimlessly over the suburbs of Tokyo, dropping incendiary bombs on schools and hospitals, machine-gunning innocent civilians” (Nelson, 158).  Not only does this argument propose that the attacks were terrible act against innocent Japanese, but that it failed in its other mission of crippling their morale.

Further fuel for the argument that the raids were not worth the costs comes from the terrible fate suffered by many innocent Japanese civilians.  The raid came at noon as many Japanese were finishing their air raid drills (Nelson, 157).  Although at first it appeared that the raids by Doolittle and his men were catastrophic, with reports by the Chinese that 120,000 had suffocated from the smoke and fumes, it was later discovered that the losses were not nearly as terrible (Nelson, 157).  Still, 50 people died, and 252 were wounded (Nelson, 158).  Although this loss did not seem high, especially compared to the 2,403 that died in Hawaii a few months earlier, what is important to this side of the argument  is it is the type of people, innocent civilians, who were affected that makes the number distressing (Sims, 1).  

This sad story gives the argument saying that the bombing raids were not worth the costs even more fuel, as it can argue that the raids did not help the war effort at all, and that they were more acts of terrorism than anything else.  The loss of lives of innocent Japanese civilians, the torture and slow deaths of American pilots, and the lack of damage done to the Japanese city provide plenty for this side to argue that the Doolittle Raid was not effective.  Every one of the 16 planes that took off from the USS Hornet crashed.  When Hap Arnold wrote about the Doolittle Raid, he commented that from an Air Force perspective, no mission was successful if its losses exceeded 10 percent, and from the information that he had at the time (which turned out to be correct), 100% of the airplanes were lost in the raids (Glines 1, 284).  Obviously, this was not a clear cut success, and there is plenty to argue about the failures of the Doolittle Raid.

Despite all of this, many look at the Doolittle Raid as at least a qualified success.  This side does not seek as much to refute the other arguments points, but to focus more on other aspects of the raid.  For four months and 11 days, American had been mourning their loss at Pearl Harbor, and the public needed something to encourage them, and lift their spirits enough to provide the momentum to carry them through what was obviously going to be a long war.  

In addition to lifting American morale, the side arguing that the Doolittle Raid was effective points out that it also had several supplemental benefits to the American war effort.   The most common praise of the Doolittle Raid put forth by this side is the heightened sense of morale among the allied powers who were upset about the bombing raid in Pearl Harbor and that the Japanese were bulldozing their way through the Pacific, capturing Guam, Wake, Hong Kong, Singapore, and the Philippines (Glines 2 1, vii).  In particular, this side of the argument points out how overjoyed the Chinese were when they heard that at last the oppressive Japanese had been bombed.  Some congratulated the crew for bombing the “land of the dwarfs,” and other men were greeted in many of the Chinese towns they went through as “‘the glorious American airmen’” (Glines 1, 246).  

This side of the argument says that in America, the public was no less elated, that the main focus in America was that the heart of Japan had been struck by brave American airmen (Glines 2, ix).  This side of the argument notes that the American public needed some way of paying the Japanese back for their strike on Japan, and the everyday citizen now had something they had not had in almost 5 months… hope (Glines 2, ix).  It argues that “everyone in the United States wanted to bomb the hell out of Japan” and the first step on the road to Tokyo had finally been taken (Nelson, 160).  Although newspapers like the New York Times mentioned above were somewhat less enthusiastic about the results, some news papers ran headlines like the Columbus Evening Dispatch that read “ US WARPLANES RAIN BOMBS ON LEADING VITIES OF JAP EMPIRE; YANK PLANES CARRY WAR TO THE ENEMY; TOKYO YOKOHAMA, KOBE AND NAGOYA HIT IN THREE HOUR OFFENSIVE” (Nelson, 160)  

The side of the argument in favor of the raid notes that even President Roosevelt was elated when he heard the news that Radio Japan was reporting the American raids (Nelson, 217)   This side argues that Americans viewed this mystery event as “romantic, exciting, and mysterious” (Nelson, 217).  As many recall where they were when news of Pearl Harbor was delivered, when JFK was shot, or where they were when they heard about the attacks on 9/11, and those that believe that the Doolittle Raid was worth the cost argue it was as momentous an occasion as these other events, but unlike them, gave the country a tremendous boost in morale (Nelson, 217).  

The side seeing the Doolittle Raid as cost effective points out that, Hap Arnold also wrote in response to the Doolittle Raid that “‘ the tremendous effect [the raid] had upon our Allies as well as the demoralizing effect upon our enemies, the raid was undoubtedly highly successful” (Glines 2, 217).  The Doolittle Raids was a way of uniting the country, not only as it happened, but as this side of the argument reports, also unintentionally a year later when America learned of the execution by the Japanese of three of the downed pilots (Glines 2, 217).  Those arguing that the Doolittle Raid was successful enough to justify the costs cite this as another force that helped pull America together just as Pearl Harbor had, and strengthened her resolve to win the war in the Pacific.

The argument supporting the Doolittle Raid also tries to prove that in addition to strengthening American resolve to win the war, it was detrimental to the Japanese morale, and seriously called into question the safety of its citizens.  Although it was another 26 months before the mainland of Japan was bombed again, the Japanese had to constantly keep watch over their heartland to ensure that raids like these did not happen again (Glines 2, ix).  The argument supporting the Doolittle Raid shows that one person on whom the attacks had a profound impact on was Admiral Yamamoto.  Japanese citizens felt an obligation to protect the Emperor from harm, and the raid on Tokyo showed that they had failed protecting him.  Because the American planes had been launched by a naval force, Yamamoto felt a personal responsibility for the attacks, and for the danger to the emperor.  It was because of this that Yamamoto decided to attack the islands at Midway (from where he thought the attack had emerged) (Glines 1, 228-9).  It was here that the Americans won an impressive victory against a massive Japanese force and turned the tide of the war.  According to a Japanese Captain after the war, the Japanese had planned on continuing to Hawaii after Midway.  However, these plans were halted by the Americans, in an event that can be attributed (by this side at least) to being caused by the Doolittle Raid (Glines 2, 218)

Although many arguments against the benefits derived from the Doolittle Raid point to the minimal damage done to the Japanese cities at such a high collateral cost, the argument supporting the raid notes that the planes were actually fairly accurate in hitting their intended targets.  It shows that of the 16 planes, all but one of them succeeded in hitting some sort of industrial center (10 of them hit their primary targets).  Although it was not as great as many could have hoped for, the damage caused to the Japanese cities was no doubt higher than the 3.2 million dollars lost in the destruction of the 16 bombers (Glines 2, 215).  A crew member of one of the bombers, Jack A. Sims, recalls looking back as they left the target area, and seeing “dense, black smoke as a result of [his] incendiaries” (Sims, 32).  Although the destruction seems to be a moot point because of the loss of American life and equipment, this argument points out that the bombing raids were not a complete failure even from a strategic standpoint. 

Looking at the evidence, both sides seem to offer legitimate arguments.  The side arguing that the Doolittle Raid was a success seems to be based much more on speculation than on the hard facts that the opposing side presents.  Those arguing that the Doolittle raids were not cost effective, argue their point with specific numbers: the number of planes lost, the cost of the planes, the number of people dead, etc.  The proponents of the raid, on the other hand, argue more in generalizations: the people of America were elated, the Japanese were distraught, etc.  In most cases, arguments like these would be less believable, but in the case of the Doolittle raids, they seem to ring true.  They point to specific newspaper clippings and specific figures from history like F.D.R and Hap Arnold.  It is pretty obvious that the people were excited about American success in the Pacific, and that these raids were a very important morale booster.  

All of the sources examined in this essay appear to be credible.  Glines and Nelson both have extensive bibliographies, and they make it clear that they have extensive knowledge on the Doolittle Raid.  Sims, although more subjective than the other two authors, is also a credible source.  He was actually a Doolittle Raider.  Although this presents an obvious bias, biases are to be expected when talking about people’s moods and feelings.  No sources were used in examining these two sides that appear to be biased in an unreasonable way or to not be credible in some other respect.


After examining the Doolittle Raid from both sides, it seems that the benefits  exceeded the costs.  The opponents of this belief have many legitimate arguments, but this argument seems to fade when looking at the war on a larger scale rather than focusing on just the Doolittle Raid.  The argument that it was a travesty for 16 planes to be shot down seems to be lost when looking at the vast number of planes that were shot down later in the war.  For example, at the battle of Midway, almost 10 times this number was shot down (Glines 2, 218).  Although it is sad to think of what happened to the captured pilots, it has to be remembered that in the war in the Pacific, thousands were taken prisoner, and suffered the same fates at these men.  Even with these losses in mind, the Pacific War is hailed as a victory by the United States.  The argument based in collateral damage is also shrugged off when looking at the rest of the war.  World War II claimed millions of lives, both military and civilian, and the 50 or so that were killed in the Doolittle raids are a minute percentage.

The argument supporting the Doolittle Raid on the other hand cannot be as easily dismissed.  The morale in America needed the boosting provided by the Doolittle Raid, and needed the binding force to unite the country that came from news of the executed soldiers.  The Japanese had to divert forces to protect their mainland, freeing up room in the Solomon Islands (Glines 2, vii).  As mentioned above, the Doolittle Raid may have led inadvertently to the battle of Midway, the turning point of the war in the Pacific.  All in all, looking at the effects that it had to the morale of the Japanese, the Americans, and the allies in the war, it seems that the Doolittle raids were effective enough to justify the costs.

When looking at wars, almost nothing can be said with certainty to have been worth the costs. It is hard to say that the material destruction in Tokyo was worth the sacrifice, and similarly, it is hard to say that these raids did not give the much needed boost to the American war effort.  Everyone feels the effects of war differently from one another.  The families of the airmen who were captured and killed were obviously more seriously affected than the United States Army Air Force was.  The Army Air Force replaced them, but the families obviously could not.  Like other instances in war, the Doolittle Raid is viewed differently by everyone, but looking at the evidence presented by both sides, it seems that overall the Doolittle Raid was worth the costs.  The boost to moral of the American citizens was an immeasurable benefit, and if it was indeed these attacks that led to the battle of Midway, then in effect, the victory in the Pacific can be attributed indirectly to the Americans who risked their lives in the Doolittle Raid.
