
Strategic/Operational:
1) Japan’s Failed “Suicide” Strategy – At this late stage of the war, with the noose tightening around Japan, creating effective strategy 
was difficult. But instead of developing a realistic approach to conflict termination, Japan’s militaristic faction, combined with an extreme 
culture of pride to the point of racial superiority, produced a fatally flawed strategy based on one very bad assumption. The Japanese 
Imperial General Staff believed that by defending Okinawa to the death and launching massive waves of suicide attacks by ships and 
planes from the mainland, they would inflict so much damage and pain on American forces that U.S. leaders would hesitate to attack 
the homeland. According to historian Victor Davis Hanson, “Okinawa … was to offer a suicidal lesson to Americans to stop before they 
found themselves dying in the millions on the beaches of the Japanese motherland.”4 But this assumption was every bit as flawed as their 
assumption prior to Pearl Harbor ‒ that a battered U.S. fleet would withdraw from the Pacific and that a “soft” American public would sue 
for peace. Once again, they were terribly wrong. 

The carnage of Okinawa didn’t stop plans for an invasion. If anything, Okinawa became a catalyst for an even bigger response ‒ the decision 
to drop atomic bombs. Once again, the Japanese misjudged the determination of America. 

2) Mass – The outcome at Okinawa was never seriously in doubt. At the operational level, the U.S. advantage in mass was simply too great. 
The sheer numbers of U.S. soldiers, Marines, artillery, aircraft, surface ships, tanks, and other equipment would eventually smother the 
island’s defenses. It is important to note, however, that Ushijima was able to create mass advantages at the tactical level through his clever 
use of terrain and economy of force. Although mass is always a central element in warfare, it’s especially critical in a fight like Okinawa 
where both commanders willingly apply the grinding tactics of attrition. 

Tactical:
1) Ushijima’s Effective Defense – Ushijima ‒ outnumbered, outgunned, and with no reinforcements ‒ utilized his troops, his time, the 
weather, and the terrain to maximum advantage. Ignoring the guidance of superiors, he decided against contesting the beaches where 
superior American firepower would have decimated him. Instead, he designed an effective defense-in-depth consisting of three primary 
lines of resistance. By fortifying natural ridgelines and caves, he dug in and protected his forces from U.S. fire, while also canalizing his 
attackers and maximizing his own firepower along likely enemy avenues of approach. Additionally, he pre-registered his artillery and 
mortars to ensure accuracy. Despite his two ill-advised counteroffensives, Ushijima consistently forced his opponent to attack his concealed 
positions in difficult, well-defended, high-ground positions. Despite numerous U.S. advantages, Ushijima’s defense did exact a high price in 
American blood. 

2) Buckner’s Costly Direct Approach – Considering Ushijima’s effective defense, Buckner has been rightly criticized for failing to 
adjust his tactical plan as the conditions on the ground changed. By the beginning of the second week, it was clear that Ushijima’s force 
was larger than predicted, that the main defensive effort was not in the north ‒ but rather in the south ‒ and that Japanese forces had not 
been significantly degraded by the pre-invasion bombardment. It was also clear that U.S. forces were walking directly into Ushijima’s well-
prepared defensive positions. Yet, instead of adjusting his plan to maneuver and envelop Ushijima, or simply surrounding and isolating 
him, Buckner kept pushing forward. By committing more men and more firepower, Buckner turned the battle into a head-on grind of 
attrition. He even overruled a plan by Maj. Gen. Andrew D. Bruce (77th Inf. Div.) to land in the south and force Ushijima to fight in two 

directions.5 Buckner’s plan did work, thanks to the thousands of brave soldiers and Marines who pushed forward in 
hellish conditions each day. However, a more creative indirect approach ‒ even if it added time ‒ almost certainly 
would have saved many lives. 

3) Successful Joint and Combined Arms Warfare – With a navy admiral commanding an army general, who 
commanded both Marine and army corps commanders – all supported by a navy fleet – Okinawa certainly represented 
a successful joint (multiple services) and combined (multiple branches within services) operation. Buckner also 
included over 30 Marine officers in senior leadership roles. 

More significantly, American commanders at Okinawa skillfully employed the lessons of 
joint and combined warfare they had learned in nearly three years of hard fighting across 

the Pacific. Navy landing craft supported army and Marine 
landings, while naval artillery, along with army and naval air, 
effectively supported both amphibious landings and ground 

troops in contact. Infantry and armor units were mutually 
supporting on assaults, while Marine and army units had 

become proficient in coordinating and supporting each other on the 
ground. When American arms worked together, as they did 
on Okinawa, they were formidable.

World War II:

 Okinawa

United States: 183,000 troops of 10th Army, commanded by Lt. 
Gen. Simon Bolivar Buckner Jr. His two corps commanders were 
Marine Maj. Gen. Roy S. Geiger (III Marine Amphibious Corps) and 
Maj. Gen. John R. Hodge (Army XXIV Corps). They were supported 
by the Fifth Fleet, commanded by Adm. Raymond A. Spruance. 
Fleet Admiral Chester W. Nimitz, Commander-in-Chief Pacific 
Ocean Areas, was in overall command of the operation.

Imperial Japan: 100,000 army and navy troops of the 32nd Army 
Group, commanded by Lt. Gen. Mitsuru Ushijima. His subordinate 
units were two infantry divisions (24th and 62nd), along with the 
44th Independent Mixed Brigade (understrength due to the loss 
of 5,600 men when their transport was torpedoed by an American 
submarine on its way to Okinawa). An estimated 4,500 kamikaze 
suicide pilots also participated in the battle.

By early 1945, American forces had been fighting their way 
across the Pacific for over two and a half years. General Douglas 
MacArthur’s drive in the Southwest Pacific had reached the 
Philippines, while Admiral Chester Nimitz’s drive across the Central 
Pacific had advanced to the island of Iwo Jima. The next objective 
was Okinawa. With the capture of this key island, only 340 miles 
from the Japanese mainland, the Allies would secure their final 
staging base for the invasion of Japan. In the largest amphibious 
assault of the Pacific War, soldiers and Marines would grind through 
82 days of grueling combat. At the same time, U.S. and Allied ships 
would suffer their worst losses of the war from waves of Japanese 
kamikazes. But with this important victory, the Allies’ path to Japan 
was finally open.  

Actions by the United States: After the stunning American victory 
at Midway, U.S. forces went on the offensive. Beginning in August 
1942 with the attack on Guadalcanal, U.S. forces began reversing 
Japanese gains while cutting their lines of communication and 
supply in the Southwest Pacific. As the hard drive up the island 
chains continued, the Joint Chiefs designated two mutually 
supporting lines of advance. The first, led by MacArthur, would 
continue from the south, moving up through New Guinea, into the 
Philippines, and ultimately into Luzon. The second drive, led by 
Nimitz, would move across the Central Pacific from the east, through 
the Gilberts, Marshalls, Carolines, and Marianas to Iwo Jima. 
Eventually, both efforts would converge south of Japan to prepare for 
the final invasion. (Map 1)

For two and a half years, both MacArthur and Nimitz pushed on 
against a determined enemy. Eventually, with MacArthur’s forces 
firmly in the Philippines and Nimitz’s victory on Iwo Jima, the stage 
was set for Operation Iceberg, the seizure of Okinawa. 

The 1 April, 1945, assault would be the largest 
invasion of the Pacific War, with 1,300 warships 
and transports carrying nearly 183,000 troops. 
Lt. Gen. Simon Bolivar Buckner Jr.’s 10th 
Army would lead the operation, while Adm. 
Raymond A. Spruance’s Fifth Fleet would 
provide direct support offshore. Buckner’s plan 
was straightforward. Prior to the invasion, the 
Army’s 77th Division would seize the nearby 
Kerama Islands for naval seaplane and fleet bases, 
followed by securing Keisa Shima Island for 

XXIV Corp 155 mm artillery to provide support for the landings. On 
invasion day, he would fix the Japanese with a demonstration at the 
Minatoga beaches in the southeast, while executing his main effort 
with two corps landing abreast on the western Hagushi beaches. 
Once ashore, they would drive east, capture two vital airfields 
(Yontan and Kadena), then split the island in two. Maj. Gen. John 
Hodge’s XXIV Corps would then clear southern Okinawa while Maj. 
Gen. Roy Geiger’s III Amphibious Corps held the center of the island. 
Once reunited, both corps would drive into what was expected to be 
the more heavily defended north. 

On 22 March, U.S. minesweepers cleared the approaches to the 
Kerama Islands and Okinawa. The following day, the 77th Division 
landed in the Keramas and found over 300 suicide boats packed with 
explosives. On the 31st, XXIV Corps artillery landed and emplaced 
their guns. All the while, carrier-based aircraft and naval guns 
provided fire support. 

Actions by Japan: In the months preceding Okinawa, Japan’s strategy 
was primarily defensive. As her forces worked desperately to blunt 
U.S. advances toward the home islands, the Japanese hoped to exact 

a heavy toll on the Americans and negotiate a 
favorable peace. By the time the Allies captured 
Iwo Jima in March 1945, Japanese intelligence 
had a clear picture of follow-on Allied objectives. 
Still, the Japanese remained confident that 
attrition might deter a final American invasion 
of their homeland.

The defense of Okinawa fell to Lt. Gen. Mitsuru 
Ushijima, commander of the 32nd Army. 
Arriving on the island in August 1944, he was 
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Discussion Questions:

1) Discuss the military goals and strategies of both sides. Were these reasonable under the 
existing conditions? Would you have done anything differently? If so, what?

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

2) What is your assessment of Ushijima’s defense-in-depth tactics? What were some of its advantages and 
disadvantages?

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

3) Describe how each commander used, or failed to use, certain principles of war to his advantage (mass, offense, 
unity of command, surprise, economy of force, maneuver, objective, security, and simplicity).

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

4) Discuss examples of U.S. joint and combined operations at Okinawa. Explain some of the advantages this 
brought to the operation. 

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

5) How do you think the costly operation at Okinawa influenced America’s decision to end the war with nuclear 
weapons just weeks later?

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________
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