
Franklin D. Roosevelt: The Four Freedoms 
(1941)  

By early 1941 President Roosevelt was openly committed to helping the Allies win the war against Hitler's Germany. In his 
annual message to the Congress in 1941 he suggested why it was so important that the United States ensure an allied victory, 
and he outlined a creative way to enable cash-poor England to buy American supplies. Two months later Congress passed the 
Lend-Lease Act which authorized the "lease or loan" of military supplies to "any country whose defense the President deems 
vital to the defense of the United States." 
  

From Congressional Record, 77th Cong., 1st sess., 6 January 1941, 87:44ff.  

 

. . . I suppose that every realist knows that the democratic way of life is at this moment being directly 

assailed in every part of the world-assailed either by arms or by secret spreading of poisonous 

propaganda by those who seek to destroy unity and promote discord in nations that are still at peace ....  

There is much loose talk of our immunity from immediate and direct invasion from across the seas. 

Obviously, as long as the British Navy retains its power, no such danger exists. Even if there were no 

British Navy, it is not probable that any enemy would be stupid enough to attack us by landing troops in 

the United States from across thousands of miles of ocean, until it acquired strategic bases from which 

to operate.  

But ... as long as the aggressor nations maintain the offensive, they, not we, will choose the time and 

place and the method of their attack.  

That is why the future of all American Republics is today in serious danger ....  

Just as our national policy in internal affairs has been based upon a decent respect for the rights and 

dignity of all our fellow-men within our gates, so our national policy in foreign affairs has been based on 

a decent respect for the rights and dignity of all nations, large and small. And the justice of morality 

must and will win in the end.  

Our national policy is this:  

First, by an impressive expression of the public will and without regard to partisanship, we are 

committed to all-inclusive national defense.  

Second, by an impressive expression of the public will and without regard to partisanship, we are 

committed to full support of all those resolute people everywhere who are resisting aggression and are 

thereby keeping war away from our hemisphere. By this support we express our determination that the 

democratic cause shall prevail, and we strengthen the defense and the security of our own nation.  

Third, by an impressive expression of the public will and without regard to partisanship, we are 

committed to the proposition that principles of morality and considerations for our own security will 

never permit us to acquiesce in a peace dictated by aggressors and sponsored by appeasers. We know 

that enduring peace cannot be bought at the cost of other people's freedom ....  

Our most immediate and useful role is to act as an arsenal for them1 as well as for ourselves. They do 

not need man-power. They do need billions of dollars worth of the weapons of defense....  

                                                           
1
 i.e., the Allies. 



As men do not live by bread alone, they do not fight by armaments alone. Those who man our 

defenses and those behind them who build our defenses must have the stamina and the courage which 

come from an unshakable belief in the manner of life which they are defending. The mighty action that 

we are calling for cannot be based on a disregard of all the things worth fighting for.  

The nation takes great satisfaction and much strength from the things which have been done to 

make its people conscious of their individual stake in the preservation of democratic life in America. 

Those things have toughened the fiber of our people, have renewed their faith and strengthened their 

devotion to the institutions we make ready to protect. ...  

In the future days which we seek to make secure, we look forward to a world founded upon four 

essential human freedoms.  

The first is freedom of speech and expression everywhere in the world.  

The second is freedom of every person to worship God in his own way-everywhere in the world.  

The third is freedom from want-which, translated into world terms, means economic understandings 

which will secure to every nation a healthy peacetime life for its inhabitants-everywhere in the world.  

The fourth is freedom from fear, which, translated into world terms means a world-wide reduction 

of armaments to such a point and in such a thorough manner that no nation will be in a position to 

commit an act of physical aggression against any neighbor-anywhere in the world.  

That is no vision of a distant millennium. It is a definite basis for a kind of world attainable in our own 

time and generation. That kind of world is the very antithesis of the so-called "new order" of tyranny 

which the dictators seek to create with the crash of a bomb.  

To that new order we oppose the greater conception-the moral order. A good society is able to face 

schemes of world domination and foreign revolutions alike without fear.  

Since the beginning of our American history we have been engaged in change, in a perpetual, 

peaceful revolution, a revolution which goes on steadily, quietly, adjusting itself to changing conditions 

without the concentration camp or the quick-lime in the ditch. The world order which we seek is the co-

operation of free countries, working together in a friendly, civilized society.  

This nation has placed its destiny in the hands, heads, and hearts of its millions of free men and 

women, and its faith in freedom under the guidance of God. Freedom means the supremacy of human 

rights everywhere. Our support goes to those who struggle to gain those rights and keep them. Our 

strength is in our unity of purpose.  

To the high concept there can be no end save victory.  

REVIEW QUESTIONS  
1. How does this message differ from Roosevelt's quarantine speech?  

2. Were Roosevelt's remarks about democracy meant to apply to European colonies?  

3. If you were to add a fifth "freedom" to Roosevelt's list of four, what would it be?  

 

 


