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INTRODUCTION 

 On the morning of December 7, 1941, the Japanese launched a surprise attack 

on the American Pacific Fleet lying at anchor at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii. Memories of 

the shock and vulnerability Americans felt on that “day of infamy” have caused the 

attack on Pearl Harbor to be seen as a critical turning point in the history of American 

national security. In the 1930s, Americans maintained a focus on domestic issues 

even as the international situation deteriorated. Disillusioned by the memory of the 

First World War and recovering from the Great Depression, many Americans 

believed that strict neutrality and nonintervention should guide the foreign policy of 

the United States. These Americans believed that neutrality would protect the nation 

from the devastation of war. But Pearl Harbor thrust the nation into a new world 

conflict, a total war that saw American forces engage the enemy in Europe and Asia, 

and American industry operate on a war footing in order to guarantee the security of 

the United States. 

 Yet, the evolution of American foreign and defense policy did not begin when 

the first bombs fell at Pearl Harbor. It was the result of a process undertaken by 

President Franklin D. Roosevelt and his administration that stretched back to the 

beginning of his second term in 1937. Upon taking office in 1933, Roosevelt focused 

his attention on solving the nation’s domestic issues, but after securing reelection in 

1936 the president increasingly turned his attention to world affairs and the growing 

threat of aggression from Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan. Roosevelt worried that 

the United States was unprepared, both militarily and economically, to meet the 

international threats and sought to broaden the American people’s understanding of 

 



national defense. But the president also recognized that Americans remembered with 

bitterness the failures of World War I and the Versailles Treaty and he was reluctant 

to act without public support. Therefore, Roosevelt sought to “educate” the nation 

concerning the need to formulate a global national security policy based on the 

promotion of American values and systems of liberalism, capitalism, and democracy. 

He embraced the narrative of American exceptionalism to justify interventionism, 

arguing that the American people were the keepers of the sacred fire of liberty and 

democracy. Consequently, it was the duty of the United States to use its power on a 

global scale to protect the freedom and prosperity of the world. 

 The pace and intensity with which Roosevelt pursued this policy steadily 

increased in the years prior to Pearl Harbor. Throughout 1937 and the spring and 

summer of 1938, Roosevelt tentatively widened the scope of American security while 

maintaining a commitment to neutrality and non-involvement in international affairs. 

In his “Quarantine Speech,” on October 5, 1937, the president laid the foundation of 

his security policy, urging Americans to recognize the threat of German and Japanese 

aggression and warning that isolationism was more likely to draw the nation into war 

by conveying an image of weakness. However, while Roosevelt believed the United 

States should play an active, leading role in international affairs, he was restrained by 

noninterventionist sentiment at home. Thus, while he made public appeals for the 

maintenance of peace, he was unwilling to take the political risk of moving the 

United States past its role as detached observer in these attempts to reach a lasting 

settlement and declared the nation’s opposition to entanglement in foreign diplomatic 
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issues. He offered only principles for negotiation and made no promises of American 

action. 

 After the Munich Crisis, Roosevelt became convinced that the only way to 

guarantee the security of the United States was to pursue total defense through 

overwhelming military force. To gain public support, he portrayed this change in 

policy as a reluctant, but necessary step for national defense: Germany and Japan 

responded only to force and a lack of American defensive action would encourage 

aggression. Rather than disarm, Roosevelt asserted it was essential to increase the 

military and productive capabilities of the United States. With Europe headed toward 

war in 1939, the president prioritized the German threat. He sought to guarantee the 

flow of American aid to Great Britain and France in order to tie down the Germans 

long enough for the United States to build up its own defenses to an unassailable 

level. At the same time, he attempted to maintain the status quo in the Pacific to avoid 

putting pressure on the allies and assure their continued access to valuable colonial 

possessions in East Asia. 

 When the German invasion of Poland plunged Europe into war in September 

1939, Roosevelt continued to develop his definition of national security based on an 

internationalist policy of active American leadership, cooperation with allies, and 

military preparedness for any situation. In order to supply both American forces and 

the allies, he increased the rate of build up in the defense industry, and to convince 

the public to adopt his vision of security, he asked Americans to put aside their 

differences and create a culture of national unity, portraying those who opposed his 

policies as weakening American defense. The president worked harder to convince 
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the public to accept this definition of national security after the fall of France in June 

1940 left Britain as the last line of defense for the Western Hemisphere. Although 

Roosevelt never called for active American involvement in the war during the 1940 

presidential campaign, he maintained that collective security and military 

preparedness were most likely to preserve American peace and attacked advocates of 

neutrality and anti-interventionism for opposing his defense measures. Abandonment 

of his defense strategy, Roosevelt argued, would leave the nation more vulnerable to 

attack.   

 Following his election victory, Roosevelt expanded the international 

commitments of the United States, pushing the nation toward intervention against 

Germany and Japan as he asserted that American national security was jeopardized 

wherever democracy was threatened. With the survival of Britain in question, the 

president committed the United States to the Allied cause, introducing the policy of 

Lend-Lease to provide direct aid to peoples resisting Axis aggression. He declared 

that the United States would be the “arsenal of democracy,” willing to use its military 

power, industrial might, and collective will to defeat the Axis threat. Moreover, 

Roosevelt linked the conflicts in Europe and Asia, characterizing the fighting as one 

world war for the future of civilization. He insisted that Americans were entrusted 

with a collective responsibility for the world that would emerge from the war. A 

victory over the dictators would secure the establishment of a world founded upon 

four essential freedoms: freedom of speech, freedom of worship, freedom from want, 

and freedom from fear. A fascist victory, on the other hand, would threaten the 

freedom, prosperity, and happiness of future generations of Americans, as the 
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integrity of American democracy could not be maintained if democracy was 

extinguished elsewhere. With so much at stake, the president asserted, the security of 

the United States needed to be conceived in global terms. Only a policy of worldwide 

defense, international cooperation, and the use of American power abroad could 

guarantee the continued safety of the nation: it was the end of “business as usual.” 

Thus, by December 1941, Roosevelt had already accepted that the United States 

could not guarantee its security merely by providing aid to the allies, and would have 

to enter the war to defeat Germany and Japan.  

Traditionally, historical debates concerning Roosevelt and his pre-war foreign 

policy revolve around whether or not the president held isolationist or interventionist 

tendencies and if he actively or passively led the nation into war. Many scholars have 

labeled Roosevelt as an isolationist who did little to move the country beyond strict 

neutrality before the crises of the late 1930s. Other historians contend that Roosevelt 

maintained an internationalist outlook throughout his presidency and sought a global 

role for the United States, even as he was blocked by anti-interventionist forces and 

pursued inconsistent policies. 

Robert Divine, Justus Doenecke, and John Wilz are among several historians 

who argue that Roosevelt was an overly cautious isolationist who only reluctantly 

accepted internationalism after the Munich Crisis in 1938. According to these 

historians, the president focused on the situation at home and did not pursue foreign 

policy initiatives because he “feared that a fight would risk further stripping of his 

power” in domestic politics.1 Therefore, Roosevelt passively reacted to international 

1 Justus D. Doenecke and John E. Wilz, From Isolation to War: 1931-1941, 3rd ed., (Wheeling, IL: 
Harlan Davidson, 2003), 62. 
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events and “pursued isolationist policy out of genuine conviction.”2 They cite the 

president’s dedication to the Good Neighbor policy, actions during the 1933 London 

Economic Conference, and the passage of the Neutrality Acts as evidence that 

Roosevelt believed the United States could insulate itself from conflict. Even as the 

inevitability of war became apparent, the president, according to Divine, “refused to 

make a move toward war with Germany which did not have the strong backing of the 

American people.”3  

Roosevelt, these historians argue, hoped that American aid to the Allies would 

defeat Hitler in Europe, while economic pressure would deter further Japanese 

conquest in Asia, and refused to commit American forces until there was no other 

choice. Doenecke and Wilz point to the slow-paced mobilization of the American 

military industry after the bombing of Pearl Harbor as evidence that, in the years after 

Munich, Roosevelt remained “vague about full-scale intervention,” and was waiting 

to be “pushed” into war.4 Consequently, Roosevelt’s overwhelming focus on taking a 

politically safe position surrendered the initiative to the Axis nations. At the first sign 

of isolationist opposition, the president acquiesced to neutrality and appeasement 

rather than taking an active role in preventing the outbreak of war, leading the United 

State to play the role of “innocent bystander.”5  

 While Robert Dallek, in his 1979 study of Roosevelt’s foreign policy from 

1932 to 1945, concurs that Roosevelt took an excessively timid stance in foreign 

affairs that encouraged aggression by the Axis powers, he depicts the president as a 

2 Robert A. Divine, Roosevelt and World War II (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins Press, 1969), 7. 
3 Robert A. Divine, The Reluctant Belligerent: American Entry into World War II, 2nd ed., (New York: 
John Wiley & Sons, 1979), 133. 
4 Doenecke and Wilz, From Isolation to War, 165-69. 
5 Divine, The Reluctant Belligerent, 12-13. 
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moderate internationalist who aligned himself with the isolationist mood of the nation 

for political reasons. Contrary to Divine, Doenecke, and Wilz, Dallek argues that 

Roosevelt was “abreast and possibly even a little ahead of public feeling” in his desire 

to involve the United States in the war.6 He emphasizes that the president appreciated 

that “the first requirement of an effective role abroad was a stable consensus at 

home,” and abandoned his earlier militant internationalism for a pacifist approach to 

foreign policy.7 Behind his apparent acceptance of disinterested neutrality as the best 

guarantee of American security, the president remained concerned about international 

affairs. Nevertheless, Dallek asserts that Roosevelt failed to move the country into a 

leading international role as he “allowed domestic and international constraints to 

limit him to a series of small gestures” before 1938-1939.8 

Even British historian David Reynolds, who sees Roosevelt as an 

internationalist, largely disregards the first six years of his presidency and claims his 

underlying vision of a larger international role for the United States only became 

concrete after the Munich Crisis in 1938. Reynolds asserts that while the president 

“believed that great power cooperation was essential to peace and security, 

particularly cooperation with Britain, the premier sea power,” he pursued a passive 

foreign policy in the mid-1930s out of the conviction that the security of the United 

States was not threatened by events abroad as well as a concern about domestic 

issues.9 The Munich Crisis was a turning point in policy, Reynolds argues. After, 

6 Robert Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt and American Foreign Policy, 1932-1945 (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1995), 227. 
7 Ibid., 16. 
8 Ibid., 168. 
9 David Reynolds, From Munich to Pearl Harbor: Roosevelt's America and the Origins of the Second 
World War, (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 2001), 36, 172-73. 
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Roosevelt gradually led the American public to a new global perspective on 

international affairs based on the geopolitics of modern warfare and the ideological 

threat of fascism. This reconsideration of policy and security focused only on the 

Atlantic, as Roosevelt did not view Japan as a direct threat to the United States. 

According to Reynolds, only from 1939 to 1941 did the president’s internationalist 

attitudes manifest in a policy that portrayed the United States as fighting to defend its 

democratic ideology, and asserted that an active combination of “diplomacy and 

strategy to preempt trouble rather than merely respond to attack” was necessary to 

guarantee national security.10 

As Warren Kimball and David Schmitz have demonstrated, such arguments 

are mistaken in claiming that Roosevelt drifted away from internationalism or failed 

to appreciate the Axis threat until after Munich. They assert that the president had a 

clear internationalist purpose for his foreign policy and did not merely react to the 

situations that confronted him. In his 1991 study of the president’s foreign policy, The 

Juggler, Kimball argues that although Roosevelt shrouded his policy in tactical 

maneuverings, he was not a prisoner of public opinion and “moved with consistency 

and broad purpose” on the level of “assumptions.”11 Kimball acknowledges that there 

were superficial contradictions in the president’s policies, but contends that these 

contradictions reflected the shifting nature of Roosevelt’s attempts to apply his broad 

internationalist vision and goals: “the argument is for conscious policy,” Kimball 

wrote, “not haphazard hip-shooting.”12 The president did not desire war, but once war 

10 Ibid., 179. 
11 Warren F. Kimball, The Juggler: Franklin Roosevelt as Wartime Statesman (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1991), 10. 
12 Ibid., 17. 
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appeared inevitable, Roosevelt’s internationalist assumptions guided his policy 

toward American international leadership. 

Schmitz also emphasizes the consistency of Roosevelt’s vision, arguing that 

the president’s effort to redefine national security was rooted in the internationalist 

position he had maintained throughout his presidency. According to Schmitz, the 

president’s “seemingly isolationist acts were matters of political necessity” to avoid 

upsetting the prevailing public opinion of the 1930s.13 Roosevelt remained an 

internationalist, believing the United States should actively promote peace, 

prosperity, and liberal values in world affairs. Schmitz asserts that the president saw 

inflexible neutrality as an “abdication of America’s responsibility as a great nation 

and an abandonment of America’s values in the world” likely to embolden aggressors 

and increase the chance of war.14 Through 1937, he attempted to stop Japanese 

expansion through deterrence and German aggression through economic 

appeasement. When war became inevitable, Roosevelt began to convince the public 

that the security of the United States was best achieved through an internationalist 

foreign policy based on collective security and military preparedness, and the use of 

“American power abroad as the only means to provide both prosperity and peace.”15 

In shifting public opinion toward internationalism, Roosevelt reshaped American 

conceptions of national interest and defense. 

While these two main streams of thought dispute what Roosevelt held to 

constitute national interest and disagree on where the president drew the defense 

13 David F. Schmitz, The Triumph of Internationalism: Franklin D. Roosevelt and a World in Crisis, 
1933-1941, (Dulles, VA: Potomac Books, 2007), xxii. 
14 Ibid., 42. 
15 Ibid., xxi. 
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perimeter of the United States, there has not been an examination of Roosevelt’s 

approach to national security and its lasting significance for the United States. This 

thesis will trace the development of the president’s national security policy from the 

beginning of Roosevelt’s second term in 1937 to the attack on Pearl Harbor. It 

recognizes that Roosevelt’s increasing belief that the United States was inadequately 

prepared to meet threats to its security in the late-1930s was guided by his consistent 

internationalist assumptions. The winding course taken by the president as he 

attempted to lead Americans to adopt a new global perspective on security that put 

America’s first lines of defense across the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans became more 

direct as Roosevelt accelerated this transition to confront the fascist threat. 

 The attack on Pearl Harbor did not alter Roosevelt’s conception of American 

national security. Rather, it confirmed the conviction he had developed and 

promulgated over the previous five years that the model of American democracy 

could not survive isolated within its borders while surrounded by a hostile world. In 

the five years leading up to the attack, Roosevelt asserted that German and Japanese 

aggression threatened not only the security of the United States, but the integrity of its 

values and institutions. The transition to this internationalist view of national security 

did not occur in a single moment, but through a process driven by Roosevelt himself. 

The president built a new national security consensus by portraying his defense policy 

as a reluctant development in reaction to international circumstances and undermined 

opponents of his national security policies by portraying them as ignorant of the 

danger the international situation posed to American national security. 
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Thus, Pearl Harbor should be regarded as an event that hastened and 

completed the president’s shift toward the formulation of a global national security 

policy, rather than as a singular transformative moment. This thesis focuses on the 

time between Roosevelt’s second inauguration in 1937 to the attack on Pearl Harbor 

in order to provide a narrative of the president’s developing conception of national 

security and the strategies he employed to overcome public and political opposition. 

The first chapter examines Roosevelt’s cautious efforts to fight isolationist sentiment 

in the United States from the spring of 1937 to the Munich Crisis in September 1938, 

focusing on his pursuit of a policy of national security via a reduction of world 

armaments and a negotiated peace. The second chapter discusses the president’s 

reaction to the failure of appeasement policy at Munich and his attempts to repeal the 

neutrality legislation before the outbreak of war in September 1939. Chapter Three 

analyzes Roosevelt’s response to war in 1939 and the German blitzkrieg offensive in 

the spring of 1940, with emphasis on how the president supported his vision of 

national security while attempting to win the 1940 presidential campaign. The final 

chapter covers the president’s policy following his election to a third term and how he 

guided the United States toward war.
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CHAPTER ONE 

THE EDUCATION OF AMERICA 

 
When President Franklin D. Roosevelt began his second term in January 

1937, he was confronted by an international crisis. In Europe, German and Italian 

aggression and the Spanish Civil War had increased tensions between nations and set 

off an armaments race among the great powers. In Asia, a half-decade of Japanese 

expansion would soon culminate with the outbreak of war in China in July. With the 

1936 election behind him and the domestic situation improving, the president 

attempted to pursue an internationalist foreign policy. He focused on establishing 

peace and free trade in order to promote stability and security. In early 1937, 

Roosevelt’s efforts to provide for the security of the United States were directed 

toward creating an economic arrangement in Europe based on the Good Neighbor 

Policy of international cooperation and bringing about international disarmament. By 

the end of 1937, however, he believed that reliance on diplomatic agreements was 

inadequate to protect the security of the United States. Given this assessment, he took 

further steps to assure the continued safety of the nation by pursuing a policy of 

economic appeasement toward Germany and simultaneously initiating a massive 

buildup in the nation’s defense forces to deter further Japanese aggression.  

Events in 1937 also convinced Roosevelt to begin a program of education for 

the American people. He wanted to make the public aware that the interests of the 

United States were threatened by developments across both oceans and that 

democracy itself was being challenged by the aggressor nations. The president 

affirmed his desire for peace, but argued that the United States had a vital interest in 
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international affairs and could not afford to isolate itself. Sensing the constraints 

imposed upon him by public opinion, Roosevelt was unwilling to make commitments 

abroad that would create a political controversy and operated within the parameters of 

neutrality and anti-interventionist sentiment. At the same time, however, the president 

began to shift the conception of national defense away from neutrality toward a 

definition based on international cooperation and military preparedness.  

The Rise of American Neutrality and the Emergence of a New World Crisis 

When Roosevelt assumed the presidency in 1933, American public opinion, 

shaped by the failures of the Versailles Treaty, the internationalism of the 1920s, and 

the Great Depression, had embraced an isolationist attitude, supporting a foreign 

policy based on American neutrality, nonintervention in Europe, and defense of the 

Western Hemisphere. Most Americans were disillusioned with the aftermath of 

World War I and the Treaty of Versailles, which they perceived as at least partly to 

blame for the economic crisis. They saw the entry of the United States into the First 

World War under President Woodrow Wilson in 1917 as a mistaken departure from 

the nation’s traditional policy of avoiding involvement in the political affairs of 

Europe. Anti-interventionists believed that the security and safety of the United States 

was assured by its geography, with the American continent protected by the Atlantic 

and Pacific Oceans. 

This tradition of American anti-interventionism and hemispheric defense was 

rooted in the nation’s past. In his Farewell Address, President George Washington 

had warned the nation of the dangers of foreign influences and cautioned against 

forming political ties with other nations. Thomas Jefferson similarly spoke about the 
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danger of entangling alliances. The announcement of the Monroe Doctrine in 1823, 

which stated that European efforts to colonize or interfere with nations in the Western 

Hemisphere would be viewed as acts of aggression and that the United States would 

remain neutral in European affairs, affirmed the policies mapped out by Washington 

and Jefferson.1 

Wilson sought to establish a new world order based on his Fourteen Points 

and active American participation in Europe and the League of Nations. The U.S. 

Senate, however, rejected the Treaty of Versailles and refused to join the League, 

reflecting a backlash against American political commitments abroad. This did not 

mean that the United States shut itself off from the world. The war made the United 

States the world’s leading economic power and American officials attempted to use 

this influence to promote prosperity and stability through increased world trade and 

international cooperation. The 1924 Dawes Plan and the 1929 Young Plan were 

enacted to stabilize the financial situation in Europe. American leaders also focused 

on disarmament as a means of reducing the risk of war and promoting economic 

development in both Europe and Asia. They negotiated a series of agreements that 

reduced the size of existing navies and sought to provide an alternative to Japanese 

expansion in East Asia by integrating Japan into an American-led economic system of 

free trade. Americans believed that through a combination of free trade, international 

cooperation, and disarmament, the United States could create global peace and 

prosperity without making international political commitments.2 

1 Schmitz, The Triumph of Internationalism, 2; Doenecke and Wilz, From Isolation to War, 4. 
2 Doenecke and Wilz, From Isolation to War, 3-4; Reynolds, From Munich to Pearl Harbor, 28-29; 
Schmitz, The Triumph of Internationalism, 5-6. 
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The onset of the Great Depression in October 1929 undercut the international 

economic policies of the 1920s and caused the United States, preoccupied with the 

economic and social crisis, to turn its focus further inward for stability and security. 

The stock market crash was followed by a contraction in both domestic and foreign 

investment. In an ill-founded attempt to protect domestic industry, Congress imposed 

restrictive trade barriers through the passage of the Smoot-Hawley Tariff in 1930. 

The depression cast doubt on the economic internationalism of the 1920s and changed 

American attitudes toward foreign policy. Isolationist sentiment became entrenched 

as the nation laid a portion of the blame for the economic crisis on the aftermath of 

World War I and the interdependence of the world economy.3 Many Americans were 

determined not to repeat the mistakes of making political commitments abroad.  

Inaugurated in March 1933, at the height of the Great Depression, Roosevelt 

dedicated the first four years of his presidency to solving the many domestic 

problems that confronted the United States. Although the president believed that the 

United States should adopt an active role in international affairs, he understood that 

most Americans wished to focus exclusively on problems within the Western 

Hemisphere, and “felt he had to take” an anti-interventionist stance in his foreign 

policy in order to avoid any controversial actions that would jeopardize his New Deal 

programs.4 The “desperate condition of the country” necessitated that he make 

foreign policy a secondary concern.5 However, Roosevelt maintained his 

3 Reynolds, From Munich to Pearl Harbor, 21-22, 31; Schmitz, The Triumph of Internationalism, 12-
13. 
4 Sumner Welles, manuscript draft, “Seven Decisions That Shaped History,” Chapter One, 24, Sumner 
Welles Papers (hereafter SWP): Box 205, Franklin D. Roosevelt Library, Hyde Park, New York 
(hereafter FDRL). 
5 Welles, “Seven Decisions,” Chapter Three, 119, SWP: Box 205, FDRL. 
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internationalist outlook, including his belief in the universality of American values 

and institutions, and his conviction that the United States offered a model of 

democratic civilization to the rest of the world. He remained convinced that American 

economic recovery was tied to international trade and that the security of the United 

States depended on the preservation of world peace, both of which would be aided by 

increased American participation in international affairs. 

The international crisis confirmed for Roosevelt the need for American 

leadership. In Europe, the political upheaval caused by World War I led to the 

emergence of new states and ideological challenges to liberal democracy on both the 

left and right that threatened to destabilize the world situation. In Russia, the fall of 

the Romanov Dynasty and the triumph of the Bolsheviks in the Russian Revolution of 

1917 resulted in the formation of the Soviet Union. This new state, based on a socio-

economic system strikingly different from the liberal capitalism of Western Europe 

and the United States, aroused fears of the spread of communism. On the right, 

fascism emerged in Italy when Benito Mussolini seized power in 1922. The Italian 

leader hoped to create a new Roman Empire in East Africa and the Adriatic, placing 

him in conflict with Britain and France, the dominant powers in North Africa and the 

Mediterranean, particularly after Italian troops invaded Ethiopia in 1935.6  

In Germany, the sense of anger and injustice over the punitive nature of the 

Versailles Agreements contributed to the rise of Adolf Hitler and the National 

Socialist German Workers Party. The treaty imposed humiliating terms on Germany, 

disarming the nation and stripping it of land and colonies while exacting large 

reparation payments to the Allies and imposing a war guilt clause. Hitler became 

6 Reynolds, From Munich to Pearl Harbor, 16; Schmitz, The Triumph of Internationalism, 3-4. 
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chancellor in January 1933, promising to revise the Treaty of Versailles and restore 

Germany to its former glory. Germany withdrew from the League of Nations that 

October and on March 16, 1934, Hitler openly denounced the disarmament clauses of 

the Versailles Agreements and declared his intention to rearm Germany. He 

continued to defy the Treaty of Versailles, ordering German troops to reoccupy the 

Rhineland, the part of Germany west of the Rhine bordering France and Belgium, in 

March 1936. Hitler’s program of public spending on armaments in order to pull 

Germany out of depression and his plan to create a self-sufficient economic bloc in 

Europe caused great concern for Roosevelt, who sought increased international trade 

to aid the domestic recovery and promote global stability. The president feared that 

Europe was headed toward another devastating war.7 

 In Asia, Japan had emerged as another state with aspirations of empire and 

economic self-sufficiency. The first non-Western nation to industrialize, Japan lacked 

many of the raw materials necessary to support a fully industrialized economy and 

was forced to import most of them. The Japanese islands also could not produce 

enough food to feed their swelling population. Japan colonized the Korean Peninsula, 

Taiwan, and parts of China in order to gain access to resources and relieve 

overpopulation, culminating with the invasion of Manchuria in 1931. These Japanese 

efforts to create a “Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere” threatened the United 

States’ Open Door Policy of free trade, access to markets, and territorial integrity in 

China, giving the president cause for alarm.8 

7 Schmitz, The Triumph of Internationalism, 3-4; Divine, The Reluctant Belligerent, 14, 30; Reynolds, 
From Munich to Pearl Harbor, 22-23. 
8 Schmitz, The Triumph of Internationalism, 8-9; Reynolds, From Munich to Pearl Harbor, 15. 
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 In 1935, due to the widespread sentiment against American involvement in 

European political affairs, Roosevelt reluctantly accepted nonintervention and 

neutrality as the foreign policy of the United States. Yet, even after the passage of the 

Neutrality Act of 1935, he continued to believe that for the United States to 

completely isolate itself would be an abdication of its responsibility as a great nation 

and would jeopardize its security. Convinced that the nation could not be secure in an 

unstable world, the president attempted to work within the constraints of the 

neutrality legislation to develop a policy that would at once allow the United States to 

help establish peace and also be received favorably by the American public. 

With these concerns in mind, the Good Neighbor Policy, formally established 

in December 1933 to increase trade, aid economic recovery, and promote stability in 

the Western Hemisphere, became the centerpiece of Roosevelt’s thinking on security 

until the end of 1938. The policy renounced unilateral intervention by the United 

States in order to improve relations with Latin America, a region considered vital to 

American safety and prosperity. It also recognized the Latin American nations as 

sovereign, independent states and sought to create greater hemispheric unity that 

would allow for peace and mutually beneficial economic growth through reciprocal 

trade agreements. The president saw these agreements as essential for greater 

cooperation on other issues, such as the security of the Western Hemisphere. 

Roosevelt thus believed that by encouraging hemispheric solidarity and international 

trade in Latin America, the United States could fulfill its mission as a great nation and 

provide a model of great power cooperation for Europe without making unpopular 
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political commitments. Once adopted, a policy of international respect and reciprocal 

free trade would obviate the need for economic expansion and produce lasting peace.9 

 In a speech at Chautauqua, New York, on August 14, 1936, his only major 

address on foreign affairs during the 1936 election campaign, the president elaborated 

on his belief that the United States would “best serve the cause of a peaceful 

humanity by setting an example.” Just a month after the outbreak of the Spanish Civil 

War, which pitted General Francisco Franco’s fascist-backed rebels against the 

government of the Republic, Roosevelt assured the crowd that he would shun 

entangling political commitments overseas and involvement with the League of 

Nations. He reaffirmed the value of the Good Neighbor Policy and nonintervention to 

the security of the United States. “I have always thought that peace…begins at home; 

and that’s why we have begun at home here in North and South and Central 

America.” Roosevelt also explained that for the United States to be secure, this policy 

would have to be adopted outside the Western Hemisphere: “[P]eace in the western 

world is not all we seek. It is our hope that knowledge of the practical application of 

the good neighbor policy will be borne home to our neighbors across the seas.” As the 

nations of Europe emulated the Good Neighbor Policy, world peace would be 

attained and the security of the United States would be assured. In the meantime, 

Roosevelt promised to “isolate” the United States from war. “I have seen war,” the 

president declared. “I hate war.”10 

 In January 1937, Congress passed legislation that extended an arms embargo 

to the Spanish Civil War. Roosevelt wanted greater freedom to support friendly 

9 Schmitz, The Triumph of Internationalism, 26-29. 
10 In Edgar B. Nixon, ed., Franklin D. Roosevelt and Foreign Affairs (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press 
of Harvard University Press, 1969), III: 377-84. 
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nations and worried that strict neutrality risked drawing the United States into a war 

rather than keeping it out of one. He did not believe that, in the era of modern 

technology, the traditional reliance of the United States on the two oceans provided 

adequate security to the nation. However, preoccupied as he was with his efforts to 

enact judicial reform by “packing” the Supreme Court, the president accepted the 

neutrality legislation to avoid creating a political controversy. But he continued to 

have concerns about developments beyond the Western Hemisphere. Sumner Welles, 

a close friend of Roosevelt who became his Undersecretary of State, noted that when 

the measure came to the president for approval on January 8, Roosevelt expressed the 

“deep disquiet it caused him and the regret with which he signed it,” but also 

recognized “that in the face of the popular agitation which had arisen a veto would 

not only have been over-ridden by Congress, but would have been misunderstood by 

the people. The public had not really been enlightened about the actual issues 

involved.”11 The president realized that in order to combat isolationist sentiment, he 

would need to increase public awareness to the flaws of neutrality. 

 The passage of the arms embargo toward Spain led to additional 

Congressional action with the renewal of the Neutrality Act in the spring of 1937. 

Financier Bernard M. Baruch, a Roosevelt supporter, proposed the idea of cash-and-

carry, which required that exports to belligerents be paid for in cash and carried away 

on non-American ships. Again attempting to find a way to influence international 

affairs in order to protect the United States under the constraints of isolationist 

sentiment, Roosevelt supported this plan and lobbied hard for it because it satisfied 

11 Sumner Welles, manuscript draft, “The Time for Decision,” Chapter Two, 43-44, SWP: Box 204, 
FDRL. 
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Congressional and public desire for neutrality while favoring Great Britain and 

France in a confrontation with Germany or Italy. Roosevelt signed the Act on May 1, 

1937. The terms of the legislation gave the president discretionary authority to place 

an embargo on arms, a ban on loans, and a prohibition on travel on belligerent ships 

whenever he found a state of war to exist. This discretionary authority granted to the 

president gave Roosevelt room to maneuver within the constraints of public 

opinion.12  

The Good Neighbor in Europe 

 Despite reports of increased tensions in Europe, with the passage of the 

neutrality laws in the early months of 1937, Roosevelt refused to accept invitations 

from European leaders to take the lead in peace negotiations.  Instead, he continued to 

encourage efforts to work toward a general peace settlement based on the Good 

Neighbor Policy. Just as the United States had developed mutually beneficial trade 

agreements and Pan-American cooperation by respecting the sovereignty and 

independence of Latin American countries, he believed that productive and peaceful 

European order could be established if the economic health of Germany was assured. 

The president wrote Virginia C. Gildersleeve, Dean of Barnard College, on January 

18, expressing his hope that Europe would emulate Pan-American cooperation. He 

noted that the Inter-American Conference for the Maintenance of Peace that took 

place the previous December in Buenos Aires demonstrated that “nations may meet in 

an atmosphere of confidence and good will to seek just solutions for their common 

problems.”13 The letter expressed Roosevelt’s conviction that economic cooperation 

12 Divine, The Reluctant Belligerent, 37; Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 137-41. 
13 Nixon, Franklin D. Roosevelt and Foreign Affairs, III: 590. 
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was a vital element to any enduring peace agreement in Europe. He consequently 

asserted that a European equivalent of the Good Neighbor Policy might produce a 

meaningful, permanent, settlement that would avoid war and thereby guarantee peace 

at home and abroad. 

 Although Roosevelt was unwilling to go beyond these steps and arouse public 

opinion by becoming actively involved in European affairs, the president believed 

that a European war would inevitably affect the United States and was convinced that 

neutrality would not protect the nation from the effects of war. As Welles noted, 

Roosevelt “was fully alive to the future menace to the United States in any direct or 

indirect domination of Europe by Nazi Germany.”14 In a letter addressed to 

Undersecretary of State William Phillips on February 6, Roosevelt labeled Germany, 

not the Soviet Union, as the greatest threat to world peace.15 The president told 

Phillips that he was “watchfully waiting” on the situation in Europe. Despite growing 

German strength and hostility, Roosevelt did not feel that the outlook was as 

pessimistic as some of the diplomatic corps made it seem. He still believed that 

security and peace could be attained with measures short of war, and that Hitler and 

Mussolini were rational leaders who could be dealt with reasonably. In particular, 

Roosevelt believed that Germany could be convinced to abandon its plans for 

territorial expansion and economic self-sufficiency through international 

collaboration. These beliefs were reinforced by a State Department analysis of 

Germany in February 1937 that described fascism as a system compatible with free 

trade and liberal governments. It characterized the rise of fascism as a reaction to the 

14 Welles, “Seven Decisions,” Chapter One, 27, SWP: Box 205, FDRL. 
15 In Elliott Roosevelt and Joseph P. Lash, eds., F.D.R.: His Personal Letters, 1928-1945 (New York: 
Duell, Sloan and Pearce, 1950), I: 656-57. 
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threat of communism brought on by the economic conditions of the depression. Since 

German expansion was driven by legitimate economic concerns, peaceful means 

could be employed to eliminate the need for military aggression, especially the 

creation of a general political and economic settlement.16 

 Based on this analysis, Roosevelt continued to trumpet the Good Neighbor 

Policy throughout the spring as a model for peace that would allow him to protect 

American interests without making unpopular political commitments. He celebrated 

the “happiness and security” of the Western Hemisphere afforded by improved 

economic conditions in his speech to the Governing Board of the Pan American 

Union during a celebration of Pan American Day on April 14 in Washington. The 

president challenged the assumptions of isolationists, drawing attention to the 

importance of stability and peace beyond the Western Hemisphere to the fate of 

democracy in the United States and the other American Republics. He described how 

a “close relation” existed “between international security and the normal development 

of democratic institutions. Democracy cannot thrive in an atmosphere of international 

insecurity. Such insecurity breeds militarism, regimentation and the denial of freedom 

of speech, of peaceful assemblage and of religion.” Roosevelt sought to make the 

American people aware that a hostile world would threaten the security of the United 

States and the survival of democracy itself. Lasting peace and security, therefore, 

required “a policy based on positive international cooperation, on mutual confidence, 

and on united effort in the solution of problems of common concern.”17 The basis for 

16 Schmitz, The Triumph of Internationalism, 43. 
17 In Donald B. Schewe, ed., Franklin D. Roosevelt and Foreign Affairs (New York: Clearwater 
Publishing, 1979), V: 65-69. 
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this peace and security, the president argued, was to be found in the Good Neighbor 

policy as a model of international economic cooperation. 

 Roosevelt believed that the greatest obstacle to economic arrangements and 

the transition to international cooperation was the armament “disease” that plagued 

Europe. The president wrote Phillips in mid-May that the “more I study the situation, 

the more I am convinced that an economic approach to peace is a pretty weak reed for 

Europe to lean on…. The progress of the disease is slowed up but the disease 

remains—and will probably prove fatal in the next few years.”18 Unless the process 

of rearming taking place in Europe could be halted, economic solutions could only 

postpone war. A month later Roosevelt repeated the disease metaphor in a letter to 

Edward M. House, a confidant of Woodrow Wilson, remarking, “the ‘prognosis’ is 

better than a few months ago but the patient will die of the ‘armament disease’ in a 

few years unless a major operation is performed.”19 The president was convinced that 

peace and stability, and by extension, security, could be had by diverting money spent 

on armaments to increasing the quality of life throughout the world. He, therefore, 

determined that international disarmament and economic cooperation must go hand-

in-hand in order to guarantee lasting peace and safety for the United States. 

 Despite seeing a combination of disarmament and economic arrangements as 

the best way to achieve the security of the United States, Roosevelt still did not 

believe that he could commit himself to direct actions abroad. In July, he told the 

press that he frequently received proposals from European leaders for peace 

conferences and that Europe felt like it was “up against a stone wall” with no solution 

18 Roosevelt and Lash, F.D.R.: His Personal Letters, I: 680-81. 
19 Ibid., 688-89. 
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in sight. However, the president denied that he was following up on these proposals 

or that he had a solution in mind. Europe was looking for somebody with “a hat and a 

rabbit in it,” he said. “Well…I haven’t got a hat and I haven’t got a rabbit in it.”20 

Although Roosevelt believed that disarmament, reciprocal trade agreements, and 

international cooperation based on the Good Neighbor policy in the Americas offered 

the greatest chance for a permanent peace, he did not think that Americans would 

accept the involvement of the United States in the affairs of European nations. 

The Far Eastern Problem 

While encouraging the development of an economic arrangement in Europe to 

avoid war, Roosevelt’s greatest concerns about the security of the United States in 

1937 focused on the danger from Japan. The president regarded Japanese expansion 

since 1931 as a threat to the interests of the nation.21 He became increasingly 

“restive” about Japanese aggression in Asia and the Pacific during the summer of 

1937, as undeclared war broke out between Japan and China on July 7 following a 

skirmish at the Marco Polo Bridge.22 Roosevelt simultaneously desired to avoid all-

out hostilities and take a firm stance toward Japan in order to protect American 

interests in Asia from further aggression. He considered blockading Japanese ports in 

order to isolate the Japanese and prevent the conflict from spreading, but felt that 

public opinion would not support such a move. The president explained his dilemma 

to Welles, saying that he feared Japan would attack a British or Dutch possession in 

the Far East, touching off a world war, but what “worried him deeply was that, 

though this would immediately threaten our vital interests, it might be impossible to 

20 Schewe, Franklin D. Roosevelt and Foreign Affairs, VI: 120-21. 
21 Welles, “Seven Decisions,” Chapter Three, 120, SWP: Box 205, FDRL. 
22 Ibid., 126-30. 
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persuade either the Congress or the American people that it was tantamount to an 

attack upon our own frontiers and justified military measures of self-defense.”23 

Roosevelt believed that Japanese aggression directly threatened American interests, 

but that neutrality legislation and isolationist sentiment would limit his ability to take 

action to protect the security of the nation. Japanese actions thus drew his attention 

toward a need to combat anti-interventionist opinion in the United States and expand 

America’s first lines of defense across the oceans. For the time being, however, the 

president attempted to provide aid to China that he saw as critical to the protection of 

American interests and American nationals, while remaining within the parameters of 

public opinion. 

 One manner in which Roosevelt was able to aid China without arousing 

political opposition was by refusing to apply the Neutrality Act to the conflict in East 

Asia. He was reluctant to invoke the neutrality legislation because it would aid the 

Japanese, who possessed a large fleet and controlled the Chinese ports, in their 

conquest of China, further endangering American interests.24 The president also 

viewed neutrality as an indication that the United States would tolerate a violation of 

its rights and those of China, and would not fight under any provocation. He believed 

such an impression was damaging to the prestige of the United States in China and 

beyond. Consequently, Roosevelt remained committed to the policy of non-

recognition of Japanese conquests laid out in the 1932 Stimson Doctrine following 

Japan’s conquest of Manchuria. Under this policy, the United States would not 

acknowledge the legality of Japanese actions in China nor would it recognize any 

23 Ibid., 156-57. 
24 Schmitz, The Triumph of Internationalism, 51; Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 146-47. 
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treaty or agreements made between Japan and China which appeared to threaten the 

treaty rights of the United States, especially those concerning either the sovereignty, 

independence, and territorial or administrative integrity of China, or the policy of the 

Open Door.25 The president, therefore, used the discretionary power granted to him 

by the 1937 Neutrality Act, refusing to invoke the neutrality legislation on the basis 

that neither Japan nor China had officially declared war. Roosevelt took steps to 

avoid a crisis at home or abroad, rejecting British and French overtures for a joint 

response to the conflict to blunt isolationist attacks and prohibiting government-

owned ships from transporting armaments to Japan or China to deter further Japanese 

aggression. 

 Yet, the continuing conflict in China convinced Roosevelt by September 1937 

that the United States was being too timid in international affairs. He was determined 

to confront the anti-interventionists and warn the nation of the danger of war, thus 

embarking on his long campaign to set out the new defensive frontiers of the United 

States and redirect American public opinion toward an internationalist conception of 

security based on military preparedness and cooperation with allies. In the aftermath 

of the neutrality issues presented by the Spanish Civil War and Japanese aggression 

in China, and with the extent of Hitler’s aims in Europe becoming apparent, 

Roosevelt began his “longtime education” of the American public in earnest.26  

On September 9, Assistant Secretary of State Adolf, Berle visited Roosevelt at 

his home in Hyde Park, New York. The president told him that on his upcoming 

western trip he was going to “preach” about how American security was affected by 

25 Schmitz, The Triumph of Internationalism, 14. 
26 Welles, “The Time for Decision,” Chapter Two, 45, SWP: Box 204, FDRL; Dallek, Franklin D. 
Roosevelt, 147. 
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events across the oceans. Roosevelt believed that Americans failed to grasp 

“important points,” especially that Japanese expansion threatened French Indochina 

and British trade with Singapore and, therefore, risked both war in Asia and further 

destabilization in Europe.27  

 Roosevelt began his “preaching” with his Constitution Day speech at the 

Sylvan Theater in Washington on September 17. He explained that the situation in 

1937 was different from 1787, that the world was infinitely more interconnected: 

“What we do now has enormous immediate effect not only among the nations of 

Europe but also among those of the Americas and the Far East, and what in any part 

of the world they do as surely and quickly affects us.” Roosevelt warned that 

ideological challenges to democracy—communism, dictatorship, and militarism—had 

emerged by providing economic gains through rearmament and order through fear. 

The leaders of these nations, he warned, “prophesy the early end of democracy 

throughout the world.” He asserted the need for the United States to protect 

democracy and offered a warning to these nations, claiming that the “people of 

America are rightly determined to keep that growing menace from our shores. The 

known and measurable danger of becoming involved in a war we face confidently.”28 

 Throughout the fall, the president continued his “vigorous effort to persuade 

public opinion that in its own interest the United States should propose some 

constructive plan for international action to check the forces of aggression before they 

succeed in engulfing the world.”29 In September, Secretary of State Cordell Hull and 

diplomat Norman Davis suggested that the president make a speech on international 

27 Adolf A. Berle Diary, September 14, 1937, Papers of Adolf A. Berle: Box 210, FDRL. 
28 Schewe, Franklin D. Roosevelt and Foreign Affairs, VI: 475-91. 
29 Welles, “The Time for Decision,” Chapter Two, 45, SWP: Box 204, FDRL. 
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cooperation in a large city where isolationism was entrenched.30 Roosevelt 

accordingly chose heavily-isolationist Chicago, home of Colonel Robert R. 

McCormick, publisher of the isolationist Chicago Tribune, as the site of a major 

speech on foreign affairs. The president set out in his speech to give Americans “a 

more realistic understanding of the kind of world that was already closing in on the 

United States.”31 Roosevelt’s efforts were designed to make it clear to the American 

public that the United States could not isolate itself from international turmoil or 

remain secure in a destabilized world. Moreover, to guarantee its security the United 

States must take on an active leadership role in efforts for peace. 

 On October 5, Roosevelt began his Quarantine Speech by asserting that the 

people of the United States must, “for the sake of their own future, give thought to the 

rest of the world” as the “present reign of terror and international lawlessness” had 

“reached a stage where the very foundations of civilization are seriously threatened.” 

Innocent men, women, and children were all victimized by war. He attacked long-

held assumptions of the security provided by the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. If the 

aggression being perpetrated in Europe and the Far East was not stopped, Roosevelt 

warned, “let no one imagine that America will escape, that it may expect mercy, that 

this Western Hemisphere will not be attacked, and that it will continue tranquilly and 

peacefully to carry on the ethic and arts of civilization.”32 

 The president also challenged the logic of security by neutrality, arguing that 

to prevent war and protect the United States, the “peace-loving nations must make a 

concerted effort in opposition to those…creating a state of international anarchy and 

30 Cordell Hull, The Memoirs of Cordell Hull (New York: MacMillan, 1948), I: 544-45. 
31 Welles, “Seven Decisions,” Chapter One, 27, SWP: Box 204, FDRL. 
32 FRUS: Japan 1931-1941, I, 379-83. 
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instability from which there is no escape through mere isolation or neutrality.” It was 

impossible for one nation to isolate itself from economic and political turmoil. The 

United States needed to work with other nations toward “the triumph of law and 

moral principles in order that peace, justice, and confidence may prevail in the world. 

There must be a return to a belief in the pledged word, in the value of a signed treaty. 

There must be recognition of the fact that national morality is as vital as private 

morality.”33 

 Returning to the disease metaphor, the president asked the American people to 

recognize that the “peace, the freedom, and the security of 90 percent of the 

population of the world is being jeopardized by the remaining 10 percent,” and 

proposed that opposition to the aggressors take the form of a “quarantine.” The 

“epidemic of world lawlessness,” he declared, “is spreading. When an epidemic of 

physical disease starts to spread, the community approves and joins in a quarantine of 

the patients in order to protect the health of the community against the spread of the 

disease.” The president reiterated that he wished to pursue a constructive policy for 

peace while keeping the United States out of war, but that the nation could not allow 

a complete breakdown in world security. To quiet the criticisms of those who would 

charge that he was attempting to lead the nation to war, Roosevelt ended the speech 

by affirming, “America hates war. America hopes for peace. Therefore, America 

actively engages in the search for peace.”34 

 The speech represented a public declaration of the president’s ideology on 

security rather than a concrete statement of policy. When asked at a press conference 

33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid. 
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the next day whether he had sanctions in mind, Roosevelt replied, “‘sanctions’ is a 

terrible word to use. They are out of the window.” No policy move was contemplated, 

“just the speech itself,” he said, but the central thrust of the speech was contained in 

the last line about America’s search for peace. “I can’t tell you what the methods will 

be. We are looking for some way to peace.” The president fiercely denied that the 

speech represented a repudiation of American neutrality, claiming that, if anything, it 

was an “expansion.”35 Roosevelt wanted to gradually lead the American public to 

support strong actions against Japan as vital to the security of the United States. To 

that end, he showed customary caution in resisting foreign pressure for American 

leadership against Japan that might spark public controversy.36 

 The president’s reserve proved well founded when the initial favorable 

reaction to the speech gave way to criticism that indicated a setback for Roosevelt in 

his attempts to shift public opinion.37 Once it became clear that the public did not 

support any steps toward war, the president realized that his program of public 

education would have to be a long-term effort. Welles remarked pessimistically that 

in the wake of the public and Congressional outcry, it became apparent that “bitter 

experience and popular education would be required before any basic change in 

foreign policy could be successfully undertaken.”38 

 Roosevelt responded to the criticism in his fireside chat of October 12, 1937. 

He reaffirmed that he sought lasting peace, “not only for our generation but also for 

the generation of our children,” but also cautioned that he wanted “our great 

35 Schewe, Franklin D. Roosevelt and Foreign Affairs, VII: 33-37. 
36 FRUS, 1937, IV, 62-63. 
37 Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 151. 
38 Welles, “The Time for Decision,” Chapter Two, 49, SWP: Box 204, FDRL. 
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democracy to be wise enough to realize that aloofness from war is not promoted by 

unawareness of war.”39 In the wake of the Quarantine Speech, the president attempted 

to assuage public opinion while gradually pushing for more direct action that would 

remove the threat of war and protect the United States. “I am fighting against a public 

psychology of long standing,” he told Endicott Peabody, his headmaster at Groton, 

four days later, “a psychology which comes close to saying ‘Peace at any price.’”40 

Roosevelt believed that he could teach the American people that a quarantine of 

aggressor nations by the United States was the most “practical” and “peaceful” 

alternative to war. As he told Colonel House on October 19, “we can slowly but 

surely make people realize that war will be a greater danger to us if we close all the 

doors and windows than if we go out in the street and use our influence to curb the 

riot.”41 As a great nation, Roosevelt believed that the United States should use its 

power to lead the way in establishing international peace and stability. At the time, he 

thought that a quarantine of aggressors would preserve peace by providing deterrence 

and convincing them to adopt a policy of cooperation. 

 The president continued to proceed with caution toward the Far East situation 

in the fall of 1937. Before the Brussels Conference in November, an attempt by the 

signers of the Nine Power Treaty of 1922 to provide a diplomatic solution to the 

conflict in China, he took steps to not arouse public opinion. Roosevelt instructed 

Davis, the head of the American delegation, to tell the British that the United States 

did not want to appear to be either a leader of future action or “a tail to the British 

39 Russell D. Buhite and David W. Levy, eds., FDR's Fireside Chats (Norman, OK: University of 
Oklahoma Press, 1992), 105. 
40 Roosevelt and Lash, F.D.R.: His Personal Letters, I: 716-17. 
41 Roosevelt and Lash, F.D.R.: His Personal Letters, I: 718-19. 
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kite.”42 Instead, the president reiterated that he wanted Far Eastern policy to be based 

on the Good Neighbor Policy with South America, with all nations on equal footing 

where the United States would not be forced to take the lead. Sensing that he was 

politically limited by a lack of public support, Roosevelt wanted to avoid drawing 

Japanese animosity that would jeopardize America interests. 

The president explained his actions in a reply to a letter from former Secretary 

of State Henry L. Stimson in November. Stimson had cited the historical relationship 

between the United States and China, and asserted that because Japanese policy was 

inherently hostile to American interests, the Chinese were fighting “our battle for 

freedom and peace in the Orient today.”43 Stimson believed the United States should, 

therefore, provide international leadership to meet the crisis. Roosevelt replied that he 

was looking for an acceptable course of action to implement his policy, but the 

attitude of the Europeans was “predicated on such obvious leadership on our part that 

I am sure neither the people of this country nor Congress would have supported it.”44 

Although the president believed that American security was tied to the United States 

taking an active role in relieving international tensions around the world, he 

understood that domestic opinion limited his ability to take constructive action. 

 On December 12, Japanese planes sank the American gunboat Panay while on 

patrol on the Yangtze River. Roosevelt sent a letter to Tokyo that expressed shock 

over the indiscriminate bombing of an American vessel, requested the Emperor be 

advised of the president’s response, indicated that the United States would shortly 

present all the facts about the incident to Japan, and asked Tokyo to prepare a full 

42 FRUS, 1937, IV, 85-86. 
43 Schewe, Franklin D. Roosevelt and Foreign Affairs, VII: 228-32. 
44 Schewe, Franklin D. Roosevelt and Foreign Affairs, VII: 299-300. 
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expression of regret, compensation for the bombing, and guarantees against a 

repetition of any similar attack.45 The incident briefly rekindled Roosevelt’s desire for 

a strong response to Japanese action. He told the Cabinet on December 17 that the 

American and British navies could block Japan from the Aleutian Islands to 

Singapore and that he had the right to embargo cotton, oil, and other items.46 The 

climate of public opinion, however, convinced the president to forego any punitive 

measures and back away from the idea of a blockade.47 

The incident, however, shook Roosevelt, who believed that the bombing was a 

deliberate attack meant to hurt the credibility of the United States and persuade China 

to surrender, and altered his thinking on security. The attack confirmed to Roosevelt 

that neutrality was not the best guarantee of peace and security: the Japanese had 

attacked the Panay despite the prominent display of two American flags.48 

Thereafter, he believed that preparedness was militarily and psychologically essential 

to defense and a necessary prerequisite to diplomatic credibility, including especially 

a buildup of the navy to meet the Japanese threat. On December 21, the president 

wrote to Alfred M. Landon that, throughout their history, Americans have “rejected 

every suggestion that ultimate security can be assured by closing our eyes to the fact 

that whether we like it or not we are a part of a large world of other nations and 

peoples.”49 To fulfill its unique responsibility as a great nation and use its influence in 

order to establish a general peace, the United States needed to be strong and free from 

45 FRUS, 1937, IV, 496-97. 
46 Harold L. Ickes, The Secret Diary of Harold L. Ickes: The Inside Struggle 1936-1939, (New York: 
1954), December 18, 1937, 273-77. 
47 Schmitz, The Triumph of Internationalism, 54-55. 
48 Ibid., 54. 
49 Schewe, Franklin D. Roosevelt and Foreign Affairs, VII: 433. 
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fear of attack. Roosevelt subsequently took steps to send a clear message to the 

Japanese. In late December he sent the Pacific Fleet from San Diego to Pearl Harbor, 

Hawaii, and three days after Christmas, Roosevelt wrote to Edward T. Taylor, Chair 

of the House Appropriations Committee, declaring that world events in 1937 had led 

the president to reconsider the defense appropriations for 1938. As nations continued 

to build up their militaries, despite his efforts at disarmament, Roosevelt believed that 

the United States must match and exceed the pace of their armament in order to 

guarantee its security and the continuation of general peace. Roosevelt thus requested 

additional appropriations from the committee for the building of naval vessels.50 

In his State of the Union address, on January 3, 1938, Roosevelt emphasized 

the need for military strength to protect the credibility of the United States and keep 

enemies away from American shores. “In spite of the determination of the Nation for 

peace,” he told the Congress, “it has become clear that acts and policies of nations in 

other parts of the world have far-reaching effect, not only upon their immediate 

neighbors but also on us.” The president repeated the traditional commitment of the 

United States to a policy of peace through discussion and conciliation, but warned 

that the preservation of peace required the United States to be “strong enough to 

assure the observance of those fundamentals of peaceful solution of conflict which 

are the only ultimate basis for orderly existence…. [W]e must keep ourselves 

adequately strong in self-defense.”51 World events had shown, the president argued, 

that while the United States desired peace, diplomacy would be ineffective unless 

backed up by credible force and a willingness to use that force. A display of military 

50 Samuel I. Rosenman, ed., The Public Papers and Addresses of Franklin D. Roosevelt (New York: 
1938-1950), 1937: 554. 
51 Schewe, Franklin D. Roosevelt and Foreign Affairs, VIII: 16-18. 
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strength by the United States would convince other nations that violations of 

American rights would not go unanswered. 

Economic Appeasement in Europe 

While attempting to contain Japan in East Asia with an expansion of the U.S. 

Navy, Roosevelt simultaneously sought to diminish the threat of German aggression 

in Europe through a policy of economic appeasement. At the time, the president was 

more concerned about the economic threat posed by Germany than the military one, 

fearing that Hitler’s actions in Europe would disrupt international trade and 

destabilize the region, creating an opportunity for political upheaval. However, he 

still believed that Europe’s problems could be solved diplomatically through 

economic arrangements and international cooperation.52 Roosevelt remained focused 

on facilitating a gradual transition away from armament production that would 

maintain economic stability.  

In January 1938, he adopted a revised version of a plan suggested by Welles 

the previous October that called for an international conference at the White House to 

discuss cooperation over resources and trade that would integrate Germany into a 

world economic system.53 The conference would seek to obtain a reduction in 

armaments and equal economic opportunity for all nations. With domestic opinion 

opposed to joint action that might lead to war, Roosevelt supported the Welles Plan as 

the best option for the preservation of peace through international cooperation. The 

plan also rested on the president’s assumption that Hitler was a reasonable man and if 

52 Hull, The Memoirs of Cordell Hull, I: 573. 
53 Schmitz, The Triumph of Internationalism, 48; Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 155; FRUS, 1938, I, 
115-17. 
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he could be distanced from the radical members of the Nazi Party, a policy of 

economic appeasement could successfully be worked out.  

Under the insistence of Hull, Roosevelt informed the British of the plan before 

going ahead. British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain, who believed that the 

United States could not be counted on to back up its words with actions, responded 

coolly to the president’s peace initiative. Chamberlain was pursuing his own 

appeasement policy with Berlin and Rome, and worried that the Welles Plan would 

cut across British efforts. “My fear is,” he said, “that if the President’s suggestions are 

put forward at the present time Germany and Italy may…take advantage of them 

to…delay…appeasement” and increase their demands.54 He, therefore, asked 

Roosevelt to delay calling the conference. 

 Not only was Chamberlain’s reply a bitter disappointment for the president, 

but it also made him increasingly skeptical about appeasement. With the Welles Plan, 

Roosevelt had hoped to reach a general settlement that addressed the central problems 

of Europe.55 Instead, he believed that Chamberlain was pursuing a piecemeal policy 

unlikely to avoid war. Furthermore, the prime minister’s response had effectively 

excluded the president from taking further action in the peace process without 

provoking public opinion. By late February, he shelved the Welles Plan. 

 Having been rebuffed by the British, Roosevelt returned to the idea of 

strengthening the military of the United States with the goal of reinforcing American 

defense and deterring further Japanese aggression in the Pacific in the case of a 

European war. Roosevelt now firmly believed that military strength was necessary to 

54 FRUS, 1938, I, 117-20. 
55 Schmitz, The Triumph of Internationalism, 49. 
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create a buffer zone around the Western Hemisphere. To persuade Congress and the 

public to support this policy, he argued that in the era of modern warfare, the front 

lines of American security must be extended and the American military built up in 

order to meet threats long before they reached the United States. On January 20, he 

wrote to James Roosevelt, describing the urgent need for the extension of the nation’s 

defensive frontiers. The “defense of the Coast,” the president declared, “lies not on 

the Coast but between three and four hundred miles from the Coast. Once the defense 

of the Coast is withdrawn to the Coast itself,” the government could not give 

adequate security to cities along the coastline.56  

 On January 28, the president elaborated these ideas to the Congress in a 

special message recommending increased armaments for defense. He reminded his 

audience that the United States had been working for peace through disarmament. 

These efforts, however, had failed and now, Roosevelt urged, “we are compelled to 

think of our own national safety.” Armaments were being produced at unprecedented 

rates and the wars in Europe and Asia threatened to engulf the rest of the world. In 

light of these alarming circumstances, the president declared it his Constitutional duty 

to report that the funding and equipment of the American military was “inadequate 

for the purposes of national security and requires increase for that reason.”57 

 To improve the security of the United States, Roosevelt requested over $29 

million in appropriations for the 1939 fiscal year for a complete overhaul of the U.S. 

Army and Navy. He directly challenged the traditional assumptions of advocates of 

neutrality that the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans would continue to offer unparalleled 

56 Roosevelt and Lash, F.D.R.: His Personal Letters, II: 750-51. 
57 Schewe, Franklin D. Roosevelt and Foreign Affairs, VIII: 168-73. 
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security to the United States. In the age of long-rage bombers, the president argued, 

“adequate defense means that for the protection not only of our coasts but also of our 

communities far removed from the coast, we must keep any potential enemy many 

hundred miles away from our continental limits. We cannot assume that our defense 

would be limited to one ocean and one coast and that the other ocean and the other 

coast would with certainty be safe.”58  

While the president would make every effort toward peace, he had a 

simultaneous duty to “protect our Nation” in the case of war. Roosevelt would 

achieve this security by building more ships, supplying the army with better 

equipment, and expanding the army reserve. Roosevelt did not expect Americans to 

accept this new, expansive vision of national security immediately, but the increasing 

threat of German and Japanese aggression had raised questions about the wisdom of 

neutrality and made Roosevelt’s policies appear necessary. As the president told 

Arthur Murray in a letter on February 10, “I am in the midst of a long process of 

education—and the process seems to be working slowly but surely.”59 

At the same time, although wary of the “long chances” Chamberlain and the 

British were taking with their appeasement policy, Roosevelt supported the prime 

minister’s efforts, believing they offered the best and possibly last chance for peace.60 

The president explained his feelings in a letter to Claude Bowers, the Ambassador to 

Spain, telling him it was impossible to guess whether Chamberlain would succeed “in 

establishing reasonable assurance of peace for two or three years,” through 

concessions or fail and be overthrown for giving too much and receiving too little. 

58 Ibid. 
59 Roosevelt and Lash, F.D.R.: His Personal Letters, II: 757-58. 
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“But fundamentally,” Roosevelt told Bowers, “you and I hate compromise with 

principle.”61 At a time when Roosevelt was trying to convey an appearance of 

strength on the part of the democracies through increased defense spending, 

Chamberlain’s appeasement gave the impression of weakness. However, the uneasy 

domestic climate, with a recession again raising unemployment levels and causing 

panic, made the president unwilling to pursue unpopular policies to further national 

defense. Having received reports of German military efficiency from his ambassadors 

in Europe, he feared that Britain and France would be defeated in a war. Once more 

sensing his domestic political constraints, when the British offered a passive response 

to Hitler’s annexation of Austria on March 12, 1938, the president refused to 

jeopardize appeasement efforts, which offered the last best chance of preventing war 

while buying him more time to pursue neutrality revision and rearmament.62 

The Road to Munich 

By May 1938, however, Roosevelt was confronting another dangerous 

situation in Europe, this time in Czechoslovakia. After the Anschluss of Austria, 

Hitler, invoking the principle of self-determination, began demanding the absorption 

of the Sudetenland, a region lying along the German-Czech border that contained a 

million and a half ethnic Germans, into the Third Reich.63 But the Czechs resisted the 

pressure from Berlin, and Europe braced for war. The president realized that should 

war break out in Europe, he would be forced by public opinion to invoke the 

Neutrality Act, which would hurt Britain and France.64 Isolated from European affairs 

61 Schewe, Franklin D. Roosevelt and Foreign Affairs, IX: 65-66. 
62 Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 158-59. 
63 Doenecke and Wilz, From Isolation to War, 83. 
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by the domestic climate, Roosevelt warily watched the situation over the summer 

months, pushing for the continued development of military forces adequate for 

security. On July 14, Roosevelt made a speech at Treasure Island in San Francisco to 

describe the importance of the U.S. Navy and military preparedness to defense. “That 

Fleet is not merely a symbol,” he declared. “It is a potent, ever-ready fact in the 

national defense of the United States.” The president portrayed the increase in 

military spending as a disagreeable but necessary move to guarantee security, 

acknowledging that Americans would rather spend less money on armaments and 

more on domestic programs. But he asserted that they understood that “we are faced 

with a condition and not a theory—and that the condition is not of our choosing.”65 

Roosevelt was prepared to meet the other nations of the world at the negotiating table 

to discuss disarmament and international cooperation, but at the present time, 

believed the security of the nation was best assured by preparing for any eventuality. 

In mid-August, with his sense of urgency increasing after receiving news that 

German troops were marshalling toward the Czech border, Roosevelt spoke out in 

support of the democracies. Addressing his audience at Queens College in Ontario, 

Canada on August 18, he sent a message to isolationists and advocates of neutrality, 

declaring: “We in the Americas are no longer a far away continent, to which the 

eddies of controversies beyond the seas could bring no interest or no harm…. The 

vast amounts of our resources, the vigor of our commerce and the strength of our men 

have made us vital factors in world peace whether we choose it or not.” However, 

while he pledged to come to the aid of Canada if threatened, the president did not yet 

believe that the United States needed to deploy its strength across the oceans. He 

65 Ibid., 386-90. 
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offered reassurances that even if peace efforts failed, “this hemisphere at least shall 

remain a strong citadel wherein civilization can flourish unimpaired.”66  Roosevelt 

believed it was the duty of the United States to work for world peace and not isolate 

itself, but his conception of active defense, in the public realm, remained 

hemispheric; peace and security were to be gained through international cooperation, 

not the projection of power. 

In September, the situation in Czechoslovakia reached the point of crisis. 

Despite Roosevelt’s own misgivings, the State Department supported appeasement on 

the grounds that the Versailles Agreements were untenable and a reconstituted 

Germany would not be a threat to Western Europe, but would focus on its own affairs 

and dealing with the Soviet Union. Assistant Secretary of State Adolf Berle told the 

president that if Hitler was removed from the picture, German actions would be 

viewed as “undoing the obviously unsound works of Versailles.”67 Roosevelt, 

however, believed that a conflict was inevitable and that a war fought along 

traditional lines would result in a bloody stalemate or defeat for the democracies. He 

expressed his concern in a letter to Phillips on September 15, the day Chamberlain 

flew to Berchtesgaden to discuss the surrender of the Sudetenland to Germany. 

“Chamberlain’s visit to Hitler today may bring things to a head or may result in a 

temporary postponement of what looks to me like an inevitable conflict within the 

next five years,” he said. “Perhaps when it comes the United States will be in a 

position to pick up the pieces of European civilization….”68 While Roosevelt thought 

that the British and French fleets could contain Germany on the European continent, 

66 Schewe, Franklin D. Roosevelt and Foreign Affairs, XI: 67-73. 
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he worried about the preponderance of German air power.69 He urged London and 

Paris to fight a defensive rather than offensive war. By doing so, the president would 

be able to clearly paint Germany as the aggressor to the American people and gain 

public support for the war that would allow him to send aid to the allies.  

 In late September, however, Czechoslovakia yielded to British and French 

pressure for the cession of the Sudetenland, providing Roosevelt with a window for 

peace. The president appealed to Prague, Berlin, Rome, London, and Paris, urging 

them to continue their negotiations and find a peaceful solution to the crisis. Although 

he refused to make any political commitments, the president emphasized his concern 

about the possibility of war and its economic and social costs.70 When Chamberlain 

accepted Hitler’s invitation to a conference in Munich, Roosevelt wired the prime 

minister a two-word telegram: “Good man.”71 

 The Munich Conference between Chamberlain, French Prime Minister 

Édouard Daladier, Hitler, and Mussolini began on September 29. At two o’clock the 

following morning, the participants reached an agreement on the transfer of Sudeten 

territory from Czechoslovakia to Germany.72 After the meeting Chamberlain returned 

to London and waved the joint declaration before an excited crowd, declaring, “I 

believe that it is peace in our time.” Although relegated to the sidelines by public 

opinion, Roosevelt approved of the agreement and was hopeful that it provided the 

foundation for true economic appeasement and lasting peace. His optimism was 

short-lived.

69 Ickes, The Secret Diary of Harold Ickes, September 18, 1938, 467-70, September 24, 1938, 474. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

MOVING AWAY FROM NEUTRALITY 
 

During the fall of 1938, it became apparent that the threat of war remained 

imminent, and Roosevelt began to prepare for the worst. In the immediate aftermath 

of the Munich Conference, the president joined in the worldwide feelings of relief 

that the agreements had averted war. But privately, his attitude darkened as he 

reflected on the crisis. While the Munich Agreements received public support in the 

United States, the reaction among some of the diplomatic corps was less enthusiastic, 

reflecting a belief that appeasement in Czechoslovakia had merely whetted Hitler’s 

appetite. On October 3, 1938, less than a week after Munich, William C. Bullitt, the 

American ambassador to France, reported that French premier Édouard Daladier saw 

Munich as a defeat for Britain and France and expected a new German demand within 

the next six months.1 As similar reports came in from other ambassadors in Europe, 

the president developed a new impression of the agreements at Munich, seeing them 

as a brief respite before the next crisis. His fears were confirmed when, on October 9, 

Hitler announced increases in Germany’s western fortifications. Concluding that 

Hitler would not be satisfied with his gains in Czechoslovakia, and convinced that 

there could be no meaningful negotiations with the German chancellor, Roosevelt 

responded two days later by announcing that he would spend an additional $300 

million for national defense.2  

The president believed that Germany knew Great Britain and France were not 

militarily or psychologically prepared for war and had exploited this weakness to 

1 FRUS, 1938, I, 711-12. 
2 Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 171. 
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outmaneuver the democracies at Munich. He anticipated that Hitler would soon move 

against the Western powers, and was also concerned about German economic 

penetration in Latin America, particularly in Argentina and Brazil.3 Roosevelt 

insisted the United States needed to use the interlude provided by Munich to take 

steps that would protect the nation from the Nazi threat and assure its continued 

safety. In the wake of the agreements, he abandoned appeasement and focused on 

deterring further aggression. Believing that a lack of American action would only 

embolden aggressor nations and endanger the security of the nation by conveying an 

impression of indifference and weakness, the president pushed for neutrality revision, 

cooperation with the Western democracies, and the development of military forces 

capable of defending the United States against any threat. He continued to portray this 

policy as unfortunate, but necessary, steps for the defense of the nation’s security, 

arguing that the only way to preserve peace in the Western Hemisphere and protect 

American democracy was to deter Hitler through a display of military strength and 

national willingness to aid the allies. To solidify public support for his policies, 

Roosevelt continued his “education” efforts with the American people. Germany, 

Italy, and Japan were waging a global war against American values, he insisted, and a 

defeat for democracy in Europe or Asia would undermine the security of the United 

States. 

Roosevelt sought, therefore, to accelerate the expansion of the military and 

productive capabilities of the United States to aid the allies and build up American 

defenses to an unassailable level. In the modern age, this meant reinforcing the Navy 

and building a large air force that could negate the feared German air superiority. In 

3 McJimsey, Documentary History of the Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidency, XXIV: 516-21. 
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the spring of 1939, Roosevelt would attempt to revise the Neutrality Act in order to 

help Britain and France in the fight against Germany. Simultaneously, the president 

sought to widen the moral divide between the United States and the fascist 

dictatorships by portraying the British and French as sharing American principles 

while asserting that the Axis powers represented the antithesis of these principles.  

Moreover, he sought to undermine the logic of neutrality and shift public 

opinion by portraying support for the allies as part of a just war vital to protection of 

American values and the defense of American democracy from the forces of evil. 

When Congressional opposition thwarted neutrality reform during the summer, 

Roosevelt intensified these efforts to redraw America’s lines of security and turned 

his full attention to placing moral responsibility for war on Hitler. Throughout the 

spring and summer of 1939, Roosevelt’s focus was on Europe, but his administration 

also attempted to maintain the status quo in Asia in the case of a European war by 

applying economic pressure to Japan. Ultimately, the movement toward war did not 

depend on the actions of the United States, as the Nazi-Soviet non-aggression pact in 

August 1939 set the wheels of war in motion. On September 1, Germany invaded 

Poland, triggering declarations of war from Britain and France and launching the 

world into war for a second time in twenty-five years. 

Strength at Home and Abroad 

 Realizing the failure of appeasement at Munich, Roosevelt became convinced 

that the threat from Europe to the security of the United States was greater than ever 

before. The only way to deter Hitler now, he believed, was by strengthening the 

combined military forces of the United States, Britain, and France. In the fall of 1938, 
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the president urged military preparedness and rearmament; the nation did not want 

war, but it needed to maintain the armaments necessary for protection against any 

aggressor. In a speech to the New York Herald Tribune Forum on October 26, 

Roosevelt emphasized that modern technology had eliminated the security provided 

by the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, telling his audience that the “world today has 

become our neighbor.” In such a world, despite the desire of the United States for 

peace, America could not “accept disarmament while neighbor nations arm to the 

teeth.” Anticipating criticism from anti-interventionists who would claim the 

president was leading the nation to war, Roosevelt declared his reluctance to order a 

massive mobilization of military resources. It was “a step we do not like to take, and 

do not wish to take.”  But until there was general disarmament, the president insisted, 

national self-interest and common sense dictated that the United States continue to 

arm itself in order to be prepared to meet any threat of force.4 

 Roosevelt ended his speech with an appeal for greater concord among the 

American people “so that, if the test ever comes, we have the unity of will with which 

alone a democracy can successfully meet its enemies.”5 This appeal (and barb at anti-

interventionists) contained the embryo of a tactic the president would employ with 

increasing regularity in the years prior to Pearl Harbor. He portrayed criticism and 

questioning of his internationalist policy as an ignorant and irresponsible attack on the 

American government that jeopardized national defense. Domestic disunity would 

only serve as encouragement to the fascist aggressors. Over time, the president would 

4 Schewe, Franklin D. Roosevelt and Foreign Affairs, XI: 436-41. 
5 Ibid. 
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use this rhetorical strategy to marginalize opposition and constrict the range of debate 

on foreign policy.   

Cooperation with Britain and France had taken on newfound significance for 

the president, a longtime advocate for collective security. Reports of the superiority of 

German airpower throughout 1938 had illustrated that the development of the 

airplane as a weapon of war necessitated a new notion of defense. Based on his 

exaggerated estimate of German air superiority, Roosevelt feared that the fascists 

might attempt to undermine the Good Neighbor Policy in Latin America, America’s 

primary security measure in the Western Hemisphere.6 The president, therefore, 

identified support for Britain and France, particularly an increase in allied airpower, 

as a means of expanding the nation’s lines of defense across the Atlantic and 

containing the Nazi threat to Europe.7  

 At a November 14 meeting with his civilian and military defense chiefs, 

Roosevelt was unusually frank as he reiterated his desire for a massive increase in 

both the number of planes available to the democracies and the productive capacity of 

the American air industry. The exercise of German power at Munich, the president 

declared, showed that for the first time since the early nineteenth century the nation 

“faced the possibility of an attack on the Atlantic side in both the Northern and 

Southern Hemispheres.” He considered an air force the greatest deterrent to an attack 

on the Americas. Circumstances, he told his advisers, “demanded our providing 

immediately a huge air force so that we do not need to have a huge army to follow 

6 Ickes, The Secret Diary of Harold Ickes, December 18, 1938, 528. 
7 Reynolds, From Munich to Pearl Harbor, 43-44. 
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that air force.”8 Not only would an air force add to the physical security of the United 

States, Roosevelt added, but it would also help preserve peace by lending credibility 

to Roosevelt’s diplomatic efforts: “When I write to foreign countries I must have 

something to back up my words. Had we had this summer 5,000 planes and the 

capacity immediately to produce 10,000 per year…Hitler would not have dared to 

take the stand that he did [at Munich].”9 

 The day after the meeting, the president emphasized the danger of external 

aggression to the press. He told them that the United States must expand the range of 

its defense, both in terms of geography and political relations. “As a result of world 

events in the last few years, and as a result of scientific advancement in waging war,” 

Roosevelt said, “the whole orientation of this country in relation to the continent on 

which we live—in other words, from Canada to Tierra del Fuego…has had to be 

changed.” Proponents of neutrality were mistaken in their belief that the United States 

could isolate itself from events in Europe. With the threat of attack “brought infinitely 

closer than it was five years or 20 years or 50 years ago” by aircraft, the United States 

needed to be committed to keeping aggressors far away from the Western 

Hemisphere.10 A key corollary of military preparedness, the president argued, was the 

ability and willingness to project that military strength and resolve abroad by aiding 

the other democratic powers.  

German actions helped shift American public opinion toward Roosevelt’s 

policy of military preparedness and support for Britain and France. On the night of 

November 9, 1938, a wave of Nazi-inspired riots against Jews and Jewish property 

8 Quoted in Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 173. 
9 Quoted in Reynolds, From Munich to Pearl Harbor, 45-46. 
10 Schewe, Franklin D. Roosevelt and Foreign Affairs, XII: 83-88. 

 49 

                                                 



swept across Germany. Nearly one hundred Jews were killed and thirty thousand 

were arrested, while thousands of homes and hundreds of synagogues were 

destroyed.11 The president responded to the night of broken glass (Kristallnacht) with 

moral outrage, declaring that he could “scarcely believe that such things could occur 

in a twentieth century civilization.”12 In protest, he recalled Ambassador Hugh 

Wilson from Berlin. Although his subsequent efforts to assist Jewish refugees were 

thwarted, the racial violence of the Kristallnacht helped solidify opinion in the United 

States that Hitler was a ruthless dictator bent on conquest and destruction, thereby 

sharpening the moral divide between National Socialism and American values of 

freedom, equality, and justice. 

Roosevelt asserted that the brutality of Nazi policy evidenced the immediate 

physical and ideological threat Germany posed to the United States. Moreover, such a 

threat clearly undermined the anti-interventionist position, as it required a response by 

the United States for the sake of its own interests. In this vein, the president’s State of 

the Union Address on January 4, 1939, repeated his earlier calls for rearmament and 

warnings of the danger of strict neutrality, but also insisted that new defense policies 

were necessary to protect American values and institutions. War had been averted at 

Munich, he said, but the threat had not been eliminated and was growing. Moreover, 

the threat of military and economic aggression by the fascists directly challenged 

three institutions “indispensable” to Americans: religion, democracy, and 

international good faith. In short, fascism represented the antithesis of the American 

way of life and Americans must be prepared to defend not only their homes, but the 

11 Reynolds, From Munich to Pearl Harbor 50-51 
12 Rosenman, The Public Papers and Addresses, 1938: 596-601. 
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“tenets of faith and humanity on which their churches, their governments and their 

very civilization are founded.13 

 The president declared that just as the nation needed to expand its physical 

security beyond the Western Hemisphere, a democratic United States could not 

survive in an ideologically hostile world. “We know what might happen to us of the 

United States if the new philosophies of force were to encompass the other continents 

and invade our own,” he said. “We, no more than other nations, can afford to be 

surrounded by the enemies of our faith and our humanity.” Even though the United 

States was unwavering in its desire for peace, Roosevelt maintained, as long as 

aggressor nations followed a policy of force, weapons of defense offered the only 

safety. Addressing supporters of neutrality, the president told Congress that the 

survival of the United States, and the democratic ideals it embodied, “cannot be 

guaranteed by arming after the attack begins,” for Americans had learned that “God-

fearing democracies of the world which observe the sanctity of treaties and good faith 

in their dealings with other nations cannot safely be indifferent to international 

lawlessness anywhere. They cannot forever let pass, without effective protest, acts of 

aggression against sister nations—acts which automatically undermine all of us.”14 

 Roosevelt concluded with a call for unity, and urged Americans to sacrifice 

individual interests for the sake of the nation as a whole. Even a well-armed and well-

organized nation could be defeated if plagued by internal dissension. A united 

democracy, the president urged, “can and must exist in the United States” in order to 

effectively meet the challenge of fascism. Moreover, he urged support for Britain and 

13 Schewe, Franklin D. Roosevelt and Foreign Affairs, XIII: 1-25. 
14 Ibid. 
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France, asserting that it was the moral obligation of Americans to defend democratic 

ideals not only at home, but around the world. In an effort to gain bipartisan support 

and demonstrate how dire the threat was, Roosevelt quoted from Abraham Lincoln’s 

1862 Message to Congress to invoke the historical American mission: “To us much is 

given; more is expected. This generation will ‘nobly save or meanly lose the last best 

hope of earth….’”15 

 Following up on the objectives laid out in his State of the Union Address, 

Roosevelt requested large appropriations for national defense. The president 

attempted to prepare the nation for the global conflict he was sure was coming, 

earmarking over one billion dollars in spending for 1939 and 1940 toward increasing 

the size of the Navy. He also requested $500 million in appropriations to build up 

American airpower, provide better equipment to the military, and expand productive 

capacity to eliminate bottlenecks. “The young men of this Nation should not be 

compelled to take the field with antiquated weapons,” he declared. “This program is 

but the minimum requirements” for defense.16 Roosevelt also pushed revision of the 

neutrality laws, arguing they actually provided aid to the aggressor, not the victim. He 

told the Cabinet that the invoking of neutrality to cover the civil war in Spain in 1937 

had been a “grave mistake” and asserted, “we would never do such a thing again.”17 

With public opinion now shifting against Germany, the president believed he had 

positioned himself well to make major gains in his security policies. As he wrote to 

Herbert C. Pell, Minister to Portugal, “I have told [the Congress] some simple home 

15 Ibid. 
16 Rosenman, The Public Papers and Addresses, 1939: 12-36, 70-74. 
17 Ickes, The Secret Diary of Harold Ickes, January 29, 1939, 569. 
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truths and intimated that they had every legal right to go their own way but that if 

they did, they would bear the full responsibility!”18 

 But Roosevelt’s efforts encountered political headwinds that compelled him to 

trim his internationalist sails once more. His plans for a massive air force to supply 

the allies met with opposition from the War Department, which sought a balanced 

buildup of army, navy, and army air corps forces. A French mission to discuss 

purchases of American aircraft and construction of assembly plants in Canada had 

arrived in December, but the military was reluctant to reveal its most advanced 

planes, including the Douglas DB-7 bomber, until ordered to do so by the president. 

Then, on January 23, one of the bombers crashed in California while carrying a 

French observer, prompting outcry from anti-interventionists in Congress.19 

 In an attempt to quell the furor that erupted following the incident, Roosevelt 

invited members of the Senate Military Affairs Committee to a conference at the 

White House on January 31. Despite the presence of staunch isolationists at the 

briefing, the president again chose to candidly express his assessment of the nation’s 

security and the need to expand America’s frontiers.20 He told the assembled 

senators, “I do not belong to the school of thought that says we can draw a line of 

defense around this country and live completely and solely to ourselves.” With Hitler 

intent on world domination, Roosevelt said, “the first line of defense of the United 

States” was “the continued independent existence” of key European nations, 

especially Britain and France. If Europe fell, Hitler would turn next to Africa, and 

then Central and South America as Germany pursued “the gradual encirclement of the 

18 Schewe, Franklin D. Roosevelt and Foreign Affairs, XIII: 90. 
19 Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 174-75. 
20 Ibid., 181. 
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United States by the removal of the first lines of defense.” He warned that, at present, 

the odds of the British and French defeating Hitler were only “fifty-fifty.”21 If the 

United States was to avoid becoming involved in another war, it was imperative that 

the Neutrality Act be revised so the president could prevent munitions from going to 

the fascists while putting the nation’s military industry on a mass production basis in 

order to provide aid to the allies. 

 Despite a pledge to secrecy, one or more of the senators leaked to the press 

that Roosevelt had said that America’s frontier was on the Rhine. The president was 

outraged at the breach of confidence and in a conference with the media attacked the 

description of what he said as a “deliberate lie.” He boldly denied that the 

administration had placed the first line of American defense in Europe, going so far 

as to mislead Americans by saying that the nation’s foreign policy “has not changed 

and it is not going to change.”22 The leaks and the president’s vociferous denial 

angered anti-interventionists in Congress and led to legislative deadlock over the 

neutrality issue.23 With Republicans and conservative Democrats attacking his 

policies and creating a hostile domestic situation, Roosevelt hesitated to take further 

action on neutrality revision. 

The Battle Over Neutrality 

The neutrality fight reopened on March 15, 1939, when Hitler broke the 

Munich Agreements and completed the annexation of Czechoslovakia. Germany’s 

latest act of aggression infuriated the president.24 The absorption of Czechoslovakia 

21 Schewe, Franklin D. Roosevelt and Foreign Affairs, XIII: 197-223. 
22 Ibid., 242-47. 
23 Reynolds, From Munich to Pearl Harbor, 48. 
24 Ickes, The Secret Diary of Harold Ickes, March 18, 1939, 596-97. 
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revealed Hitler’s intentions: it was clear now that the Führer’s assurances that he 

sought only to bring neighboring Germans into the Reich could not be trusted. There 

could be no further diplomatic negotiations, the only course left to preserve peace was 

to complete the process of rearmament and provide aid to Britain and France in order 

to deter the Nazi leader. Yet, despite the violations of the terms reached at Munich, 

Roosevelt still believed war in Western Europe could be averted as Germany 

encountered economic and organizational strains as it attempted to consolidate gains 

in Eastern Europe.25 However, the British and French decision to end appeasement 

and aid Poland if Germany attacked increased the likelihood of total war.26 More than 

ever, the president believed the existing neutrality legislation would offer 

encouragement to the Nazis and, therefore, told Bullitt and Sumner Welles he would 

not apply it in the case of a European war.27 Two days later, on March 17, Roosevelt 

informed the press that events in Europe demonstrated the need for neutrality 

reform.28 

In April, to increase support for neutrality revision and put pressure on 

Congress, the president continued his efforts to educate the American people of the 

need for an expanded definition of security while remaining outwardly committed to 

respect for international law, territorial integrity, and economic relationships. 

Roosevelt believed that events of 1938 and early 1939 had persuaded many 

Americans that war was coming to Europe because of Hitler, and that there was clear 

25 Adolf A. Berle Diary, March 16, 1939, Papers of Adolf A. Berle: Box 210, FDRL. 
26 Schewe, Franklin D. Roosevelt and Foreign Affairs, XIV: 209-17, 284-88. 
27 FRUS, 1939, I, 41. 
28 Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 182-83. 
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sympathy for the victims of aggression.29 But he believed that most Americans still 

desired to remain uninvolved in any war. Given this domestic climate, the president 

sought to convince the American people that if Hitler conquered Europe, it would 

jeopardize the security of the United States. His strategy was to repeat publicly what 

he had told the Senate Military Affairs Committee in January, that Hitler’s plans for 

conquest began with Central Europe in 1939 and would continue with the breaking of 

Britain and France in 1940 followed by movement against the United States in 1941. 

Moreover, Roosevelt also sought to convince Americans that the devastating 

economic impacts of a Nazi victory would be felt long before fascist forces reached 

the Western Hemisphere. As he told the press on April 8, 1939, should Germany 

conquer Europe, the United States would be confronted with three economic 

alternatives: (1) build a “Chinese Wall” around the country and conduct no trade; (2) 

reduce wages and increase labor hours in order to compete with the fascist 

economies; or (3) subsidize the export of American products.30 All three options, the 

president warned, would have severe, negative impacts on the nation’s economy, 

which was still struggling to recover from the depression. 

 To encourage a further shift in public opinion, Roosevelt continued to make 

the moral divide between the fascists and the United States more explicit. On April 

14, he addressed the Governing Board of the Pan American Union and asked if 

nations could “find no better methods of realizing their destinies than those which 

were used by the Huns and the Vandals fifteen hundred years ago?” He reiterated that 

the nations of the Western Hemisphere had no desire for “dominance or mastery,” but 

29 Hull, The Memoirs of Cordell Hull, I: 642-43. 
30 Schewe, Franklin D. Roosevelt and Foreign Affairs, XIV: 290-92. 
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affirmed they were prepared to match “force to force if any attempt is made to 

subvert our institutions, or to impair the independence of any one of our group.”31 

The United States must not allow its democratic values to be undermined abroad, the 

president insisted, and should the fascists persist in their aggression, the people of the 

Americas must be prepared to defend their way of life.  

The next day, Roosevelt sent Hitler and Mussolini public messages to 

emphasize the ideological contrast between the democracies and fascism. The 

messages, which were broadcast worldwide, asked the dictators to guarantee the 

territorial integrity of 31 countries in Europe and the Mediterranean.32 The president 

did not expect a positive response, and indeed, while England, France, and the Soviet 

Union quickly endorsed the messages, Germany and Italy mocked them.33 However, 

he recognized that even if the appeals failed to produce a definitive proposal for 

peace, they would reveal the true nature of fascist aggression and undermine the anti-

interventionist position. As he told Canadian Prime Minister Mackenzie King: “If we 

are turned down the issue becomes clearer and public opinion in your country and 

mine will be helped.”34 

In May 1939, with reports that Germany was planning a move toward Poland, 

Roosevelt urgently returned to the issue of neutrality revision. Meetings of the Senate 

Foreign Relations Committee throughout the spring revealed strong opposition to the 

revised neutrality bill introduced by Nevada Senator Key Pittman in March, which 

called for the elimination of the arms embargo and placing of all trade on a cash-and-

31 Ibid., 308-10. 
32 Ibid., 301-07. 
33 Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 186. 
34 Quoted in Reynolds, From Munich to Pearl Harbor, 54. 
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carry basis.35 In order to avoid creating more opposition from a hostile Congress by 

participating in the debate directly, Roosevelt met with House leaders on May 19.36 

Emphasizing the danger to the United States from a British defeat, he urged repeal of 

the arms embargo as the best step toward preserving peace and protecting the security 

of the nation. In a meeting with Assistant Secretary of State Adolf A. Berle on May 

26, the president said that he had “taken a strong line” in this meeting and “pointed 

out that in the event of war, there was at least an even chance that the Germans and 

Italians might win. In that case, their first act would be either to seize the British navy 

or put it out of action.” The fascists would then establish military and economic 

relations with Latin America. Shortly, “we should find ourselves surrounded by 

hostile states in this hemisphere.” Further, the Japanese, “who always like to play 

with the big boys,” would probably join Germany and Italy in an alliance, giving the 

fascist powers total naval superiority. Roosevelt was now firmly conceiving of 

security in global terms, as he characterized fascist aggression in Europe and Asia as 

a single global threat to the United States. Given the hostile political climate, the 

president assured the Congressmen he had no intention of sending American troops to 

Europe. But he also advocated neutrality reform and international cooperation as the 

greatest steps toward ensuring “that kind of possibility could not happen.”37 

Despite his efforts, the passage of neutrality revision in Congress remained in 

doubt, leading the president to speak out regarding the dangers of neutrality and the 

importance of collective security to the safety of the United States. Addressing the 

graduating cadets at West Point on June 12, Roosevelt reiterated that the technical 

35 Reynolds, From Munich to Pearl Harbor, 49. 
36 Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 187-88. 
37 Adolf A. Berle Diary, May 26, 1939, Papers of Adolf A. Berle: Box 210, FDRL. 
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developments of the machine age made it impossible for one nation to isolate itself. 

He warned that the “desire for peace” embodied by neutrality might instead be 

mistaken for “weakness on the part of the United States.” But if Americans resolutely 

embraced cooperation with the other democracies, the “well-tempered working 

together of many minds and wills, each preserving independent judgment, but all 

prepared to sink individual differences and egotisms to attain an objective which is 

accepted and understood,” war might be avoided. Should the United States develop 

this cooperation “internationally as well as nationally,” the president declared, “we 

shall be materially closer to a realization of our hopes for peace.”38  

The president also used a visit to the United States in June by King George VI 

and Queen Elizabeth to strengthen the importance of the Anglo-American 

relationship in the minds of the American public. Roosevelt had been planning this 

visit since the fall of 1938, and sought to emphasize the emergence of democracy in 

the British Empire by making the royals appear simpler, with much in common with 

Americans, in order to encourage a natural allegiance between the two nations. He 

especially made much of the royal couple’s informal visit to his home at Hyde Park, 

where he served them a picnic of hot dogs and beer.39 The president believed “the 

simplicity and naturalness of such a visit would produce a most excellent effect” 

toward encouraging Americans to care about the fate of Britain as vital to their own 

security.40 

At the end of June, an amended neutrality bill narrowly passed in the House, 

but it included a limited arms embargo. Reports from Europe that the House vote had 

38 Rosenman, The Public Papers and Addresses, 1939: 366-70. 
39 Reynolds, From Munich to Pearl Harbor, 54. 
40 Roosevelt and Lash, F.D.R.: His Personal Letters, II: 824-26. 
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given a “definite stimulus” to Hitler alarmed Roosevelt.41 The president briefly 

considered taking alternative action in the case of war. “If we fail to get any 

Neutrality Bill,” he asked Attorney General Frank Murphy on July 1, “how far do you 

think I can go in ignoring the existing act—even though I did sign it?”42 Ultimately, 

however, convinced that revision of the existing neutrality legislation offered the last 

chance to prevent war, the president continued to push the neutrality issue in the 

Senate. But on July 11, the Senate Foreign Relations Committee voted to postpone 

further discussion of neutrality reform until the 1940 session of Congress.43 

Roosevelt responded by sending a public message to Congress requesting 

legislative action to overturn the committee’s vote. “It has been abundantly clear to 

me for some time,” he said in his message on July 14, “that for the cause of peace and 

in the interest of American neutrality and security, it is highly advisable that the 

Congress at this session should take certain much needed action.” He appended a 

lengthy statement by Cordell Hull to the letter, endorsing the Secretary of State’s 

contention that the arms embargo “plays into the hands of those nations which have 

taken the lead in building up their fighting power. It works directly against the 

interest of the peace-loving nations.”44 Only repeal of the arms embargo, which 

would allow the United States to send arms and munitions to the democracies, could 

preserve peace and reduce the risk of American involvement in a war. Four days later, 

on July 18, the president made a personal appeal for neutrality reform at a White 

House meeting with Senate leaders. But the isolationist senators stood firm in their 

41 Schewe, Franklin D. Roosevelt and Foreign Affairs, XVI: 47. 
42 Ibid., 46. 
43 Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 190-91. 
44 Schewe, Franklin D. Roosevelt and Foreign Affairs, XVI: 86-91. 
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opposition to a repeal of the arms embargo. Idaho Senator William Borah even 

claimed that there would be no war in the near future. Unable to convince the Senate 

to reconsider the neutrality issue, Roosevelt was forced to acknowledge defeat.45 As 

the president told the press on July 21, “all we can do between now and January is 

pray that there won’t be another crisis and pray awfully hard.”46 

Economic Pressure in the Far East 

Although the president’s focus was drawn toward European developments and 

the threat of German aggression in the aftermath of Munich, he did not neglect the 

situation in Asia and the Pacific. The war in China continued to rage and, by autumn 

1938, the Japanese controlled the northeastern part of the country. However, Chinese 

resistance persisted and Tokyo could not bring its “China Incident” to a successful 

conclusion. As the conflict evolved into a quagmire, Japanese military operations 

were conducted with increasing brutality. Images of this savage destruction were 

carried to the United States in the form of newsreels and viewed by the American 

people. As with Kristallnacht and Nazi race policy, this brutality reinforced the moral 

polarity between fascism and democracy and helped increase American support for 

China. Sympathy for China became even stronger when Japan, encouraged by the 

results of Munich, outlined its plan for an economically self-sufficient “new order in 

East Asia” based on political, economic, and cultural cooperation among Japan, its 

puppet state of Manchukuo (Manchuria), and China.47 This Greater East Asia Co-

Prosperity Sphere would come at the expense of the Open Door Policy.  

45 Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 192. 
46 Schewe, Franklin D. Roosevelt and Foreign Affairs, XVI: 115-19. 
47 Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 193. 
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 Roosevelt responded by denouncing the “new order” and making efforts to 

protect American interests by providing aid to the Chinese resistance, which was 

rapidly running out of money. The president hoped to defeat Japan without 

committing any American forces by keeping the Japanese bogged down in China 

until heavy casualties and a shortage of resources exhausted them. By mid-December, 

after Chinese nationalist leader Chiang Kai-Shek gave assurances that he would 

continue to fight, the administration arranged a $100 million dollar war loan to China, 

issued under the pretext that it would be used to deliver tung oil to the United States 

at some point in the future.48 Hull objected to the loan, warning that it would be 

interpreted as an active, aggressive action by the United States to help China and 

could lead to a military confrontation with Japan.49 He asserted that the Tung Oil 

Loan alone was not enough, and that the administration should not take that step 

unless it was prepared to take others. Hull was convinced that Japan would only 

respond to material pressures. However, he also believed that the United States must 

be fully committed to taking the necessary steps, such as a combination of diplomatic, 

economic, and military pressures, if it was to indicate to Japan that it meant business. 

A failure to follow up the Tung Oil Loan with further action would betray a lack of 

American resolve and encourage further Japanese aggression.  

 But the president resisted pressure both from within his administration and the 

public to take a stronger line with the Japanese. He now considered Germany to be 

the greater threat to the United States and, as Europe headed down the road to war in 

1939, sought to take measures that would maintain the status quo in Asia. Roosevelt 

48 Schmitz, The Triumph of Internationalism, 58. 
49 Schewe, Franklin D. Roosevelt and Foreign Affairs, XII: 48-51, 63-69. 
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knew that, in the case of a European war, British and French resources would be 

concentrated on defeating Hitler. He, therefore, feared that Japan would capitalize on 

the opportunity to seize allied possessions in Asia, particularly British Singapore, 

French Indochina, and the Dutch East Indies. The loss of these military bases and 

sources of raw materials would severely weaken the allies’ war effort and thus 

endanger the United States. Wary of the possibility of war on two fronts, Roosevelt 

explored economic pressures, particularly a decrease in the export of planes and 

aircraft parts, as an alternative means of deterring further Japanese aggression without 

jeopardizing the military strength of the allies or leading the United States into war.50 

 After the German seizure of Czechoslovakia in March 1939 made a European 

war appear imminent, the president decided to send a stronger message to Tokyo. 

Roosevelt faced a dilemma: he knew that British strategy in the event of war with 

Japan was to send the Mediterranean Fleet to Singapore, but he was convinced that 

Britain would have to concentrate all its forces in Europe and North Africa in order to 

defeat Germany and Italy, giving Japan free-reign in the Pacific. Consequently, a 

month later, in mid-April, Roosevelt ordered the Pacific Fleet, which had been 

conducting training maneuvers in the Caribbean, to sail, amid much fanfare, back to 

San Diego.51 The move was intended to send a message to the Japanese, through a 

clear show of force, that the United States was resolved to protect its Pacific interests 

in the event of a European war. 

 On July 26, shortly after Congress had postponed further discussion of the 

neutrality issue, the president sent another warning to the Japanese. Seeking to 

50 Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 194. 
51 Adolf A. Berle Diary, April 13, 1939, Papers of Adolf A. Berle: Box 210, FDRL. 
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convince Japan that, despite the Congressional decision on neutrality, he was neither 

indifferent to events in Asia nor incapable of strong international action, Roosevelt 

announced he was giving Tokyo six months’ notice that the United States would not 

renew the 1911 Treaty of Commerce and Navigation.52 In January 1940, the president 

would be able to impose trade sanctions on Japan without Congressional approval. 

Such sanctions would deprive Japan, which relied heavily on imports of American oil 

and scrap metal, of essential military supplies. Unlike Roosevelt’s efforts to block 

exports to Germany, abrogation of the treaty with Japan was met with widespread 

approval in the United States. Many Americans supported a tougher line in Asia than 

in Europe. This attitude was due in part to the promulgation of the idea that Asia, 

especially China, was an area of vital interest to the United States and a region with 

which the United States had a history of political and economic involvement through 

the Open Door. Additionally, underlying racial sentiments led many Americans to 

view the Japanese as an inferior people who would not make a formidable foe in war. 

The announcement of the treaty abrogation was also a success in the sense that it gave 

pause to the Japanese and caused Tokyo to rethink its policy of aggression until 

European developments in 1940 presented new opportunities for expansion.53  

Morality Concerns 

By the beginning of August 1939, with neutrality reform postponed until 1940 

and signs pointing toward a German-Polish crisis in a matter of weeks, the president 

devoted his energy to placing moral responsibility for war on Germany in order to 

increase the probability that the Neutrality Act would finally be repealed. Throughout 

52 FRUS, 1939, III, 558-59. 
53 Reynolds, From Munich to Pearl Harbor, 62. 
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1939, Roosevelt had argued that both the physical security of the nation and its 

democratic values were threatened by fascist aggression. He insisted that continued 

German and Japanese aggression demonstrated that the fascists were bent on 

destroying democracy, freedom, and the rule of law worldwide. Even if the United 

States was not directly involved in the fighting in Europe or Asia, the fascist powers 

were creating a world hostile to the United States: should the democracies be defeated 

it would be only a matter of time before the Western Hemisphere was attacked. As it 

became clear to the president that Germany, Italy, and Japan would respond only to 

force, he had asserted that the security of the United States depended on military 

preparedness, cooperation with the allies, and a clear demonstration of national 

resolve and unity. But now sensing that his hands were tied with regard to taking 

further steps to prevent war, Roosevelt wanted to make sure Germany was recorded 

as committing the first acts of military aggression so that American sympathies would 

lie wholly with Britain and France.54 To this end, he decided to exhaust every effort 

to preserve peace.   

 The importance of putting the blame on Germany grew when likelihood of 

war increased with the announcement of the Nazi-Soviet Non-Aggression Pact on 

August 22.55 After the Munich Agreements had exposed the hollowness of the 

Western democracies’ commitment to a policy of collective security, the Soviets had 

been engaging in simultaneous talks with London, Paris, and Berlin. But during the 

summer of 1939, the negotiations with the democracies had stalled as the Soviet 

leadership became convinced that Britain and France would not fight for Poland and 

54 FRUS, 1939, I, 211. 
55 Ibid., 299-300. 
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that the Western powers wanted to encourage German aggression to the East.56 

Moscow believed that that the British and French would stay neutral should Germany 

attack Russia in hopes that the war would weaken and put an end to both the Soviets 

and the Nazis. Lacking a firm commitment to collective security from the Western 

democracies, and sensing its vulnerable position, the Soviet Union agreed to terms 

with Germany. The publicly stated intention of the pact was a guarantee of 

nonaggression by either Germany or the Soviet Union toward the other. But the treaty 

also contained a secret protocol that divided much of Eastern Europe into Nazi and 

Soviet spheres of influence.57 The agreement between Berlin and Moscow assured 

that Germany would not have to fight a two-front war as it did in World War I. An 

attack on Poland was now certain.58 

 With Europe on the brink of war, Roosevelt fired off his last-ditch peace 

efforts. On August 23, he sent a message to King Victor Emmanuel of Italy, asking 

him to exert his influence to appeal for peace negotiations structured on international 

law and order.59 The next day, the president also sent final appeals to Hitler and 

President Igancy Mościcki of Poland for nonaggression and a resumption of 

negotiations.60 Berle noted that these last-minute messages would “have about the 

same effect as a valentine sent to somebody’s mother-in-law out of season; and they 

have all that quality of naïveté which is the prerogative alone of the United States.” 

Nevertheless, he believed they ought to be sent: “The one certain thing in this 

business is that no one will be blamed for making any attempt, however desperate, at 

56 Ibid., 296-99. 
57 Doenecke and Wilz, From Isolation to War, 92. 
58 Schmitz, The Triumph of Internationalism, 60. 
59 FRUS, 1939, I, 351-52. 
60 Ibid., 360-62. 
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preserving peace.”61 Unsurprisingly, while President Mościcki declared Poland’s 

readiness to resume negotiations, Hitler issued no reply. 

Roosevelt knew that these appeals were unlikely to prevent the outbreak of 

war, but he made them to undermine advocates of neutrality and gain public support 

for providing aid to Britain and France. He hoped to shift public opinion by 

establishing clear responsibility for the outbreak of fighting and, consequently, had 

determined that although neutrality reform had been defeated, in the event of war, he 

would not ask the American people to be neutral in thought.62 He would instead “put 

the bee on Germany,” allowing him to secure neutrality revision by portraying the 

expanding nature of American defense commitments as an essential counter to fascist 

aggression. As Roosevelt told Berle and Assistant Secretary of War Louis Johnson on 

August 26, when war came, the blame would be placed squarely on Germany, and 

that would be “the time to shoot the gun towards getting our neutrality laws 

changed.”63 The president did not have to wait long to start “shooting.” Just before 3 

a.m. on September 1, 1939, Bullitt telephoned Roosevelt from Paris to announce that 

Germany had invaded Poland: the Second World War had begun.

61 Adolf A. Berle Diary, August 24, 1939, Papers of Adolf A. Berle: Box 210, FDRL. 
62 Ickes, The Secret Diary of Harold Ickes, August 26, 1939, 702. 
63 Adolf A. Berle Diary, August 26, 1939, Papers of Adolf A. Berle: Box 210, FDRL. 

 67 

                                                 



CHAPTER THREE 

BUILDING TOTAL DEFENSE 

 
 With the German invasion of Poland in September 1939, war now raged in 

both Europe and Asia. The outbreak of the European war also presented Roosevelt 

with a new dilemma. The president sincerely believed that war in Europe would 

directly affect the future security of the United States and the nation must take action 

to preserve its safety by providing aid to Great Britain and France. Therefore, he 

wanted to overcome the neutrality restrictions imposed by Congress. But with the 

public overwhelmingly opposed to American involvement in the conflict, he needed 

to do so without arousing fears of direct participation in the war that might undermine 

his efforts. In his fireside chat to the nation on September 3, 1939, the day Britain and 

France declared war on Germany, the president offered assurances that no American 

expeditionary force would be sent to Europe. He also told the American people: “This 

nation will remain a neutral nation,” and issued proclamations of neutrality under the 

Neutrality Act of 1937. But, recognizing public antipathy for the Nazis, Roosevelt 

denounced strict neutrality. “I cannot ask that every American remain neutral in 

thought…. Even a neutral cannot be asked to close his mind or close his 

conscience.”1 The action he had in mind was the repeal of the arms embargo, and 

over the next two months, while publicly declaring his determination to keep the 

nation out of war, the president adamantly demanded neutrality reform. 

Events in 1940, however, transformed the international situation and had a 

profound impact on public opinion in the United States that helped the president’s 

1 Rosenman, The Public Papers and Addresses, 1939: 460-64. 
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internationalist cause. In a series of lightning offensives throughout the spring, 

Germany conquered Norway, Denmark, the Low Countries, and France by June. 

During the summer, Italy joined Germany in the fighting, opening new combat 

theaters in the Mediterranean and North Africa, and Japan renewed its policy of 

aggression in China and expanded into French Indochina. The impact of these 

developments on public sentiment in the United States was measurable. Before the 

summer of 1940, most Americans, although sympathetic to the cause of the 

democracies and opposed to the fascist powers, did not believe American defense 

needed to extend beyond the Western Hemisphere. But domestic opinion changed 

after the fall of France left Britain as the last barrier between the United States and 

Germany. Although still opposed to American participation in the war, many 

Americans came to support aid to Britain, even at the risk of war, as essential to 

preserving the peace and safety of the United States. 

German victories in Europe also deeply affected Roosevelt and the summer of 

1940 proved to be a critical turning point in his redefinition of national security. In 

early 1940, with a lull in the fighting, a skeptical president had tentatively searched 

for a diplomatic peace settlement while also trying to break apart the Axis powers. 

But the success of Hitler’s blitzkrieg brought an urgent sense of need to Roosevelt’s 

efforts to redefine and strengthen the security of the United States. In particular, 

German victories caused him to dedicate his efforts toward expanding the defense of 

the nation. The fall of France, as the president saw it, revealed the military weakness 

and exposed position of the United States compared to the German war machine. 

Asserting that this weakness would encourage aggression, he pushed for the adoption 
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of a policy of dynamic national defense based on full-scale rearmament and aid to 

Britain. To strengthen support for his policy, Roosevelt established a bipartisan war 

cabinet and defined fascist aggression as a global threat to both the physical security 

of the United States as well as its ideology and values. The needs of American 

defense in the modern era, Roosevelt argued, required the expansion of American 

military and productive capabilities to allow the nation to meet any threat. He also 

took steps to provide aid to a beleaguered Britain by portraying the British Isles as 

America’s first line of defense across the Atlantic. While Roosevelt prioritized 

Europe, he believed that British survival depended on continued access to colonial 

resources and adopted a global defense strategy, attempting to deter further Japanese 

aggression in East Asia. This period of crisis also led the president to announce his 

candidacy for an unprecedented third term in office. As the November election 

approached, Roosevelt, knowing that many Americans feared involvement in the war, 

emphasized that current circumstances necessitated his dual policy of rearmament and 

aid to Britain. Shaken by Axis successes in 1940 and convinced by the president that 

only his policy would preserve not just the peace and physical security of the nation, 

but also its ideology and values, the American people elected Roosevelt for another 

four years. 

Revising Neutrality 

 In the fall of 1939, the president took the neutrality issue back to Congress. 

Confident that events abroad had undermined opposition to neutrality reform, he 

called for a special session of Congress on September 21, 1939, to review the 

Neutrality Act. To counter opposition and emphasize that the administration’s efforts 
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were directed toward the protection of American interests and the pursuit of peace, 

Roosevelt sought to make neutrality revision appear bipartisan.2 To this end, he 

recruited prominent Republicans such as Alf Landon, Henry L. Stimson, and Frank 

Knox to rebut anti-interventionist opponents of neutrality revision and called a 

bipartisan group of legislative leaders to the White House a day before the special 

session opened.3 When asking the Congress to reexamine neutrality legislation on 

September 21, the president declared, “let no group assume the exclusive label of the 

peace ‘bloc.’ We all belong to it.”4  

 Roosevelt insisted that neutrality reform was necessary to maintain peace and 

avoid being drawn into the war. Expressing regret for signing the Neutrality Act, he 

asked the joint session to revise the legislation because the embargo provision was 

“vitally dangerous to American neutrality, American security and American peace.” 

By repeal of the embargo, the president argued, the United States was more likely to 

remain at peace than under the current legislation. He advocated putting the sale of all 

goods on a cash-and-carry basis, which would put “safeguards” in place to protect 

American lives and property and keep the nation out of war.5 Roosevelt did not 

mention that he expected the cash-and-carry provisions to help the British and French 

defeat the Nazis. He similarly cautioned Democratic leaders not to discuss any 

controversial political subjects, such as aid to the democracies. As long as the issue of 

2 Adolf A. Berle Diary, September 15, 1939, Papers of Adolf A. Berle: Box 211, FDRL. 
3 Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 201. 
4 McJimsey, Documentary History of the Franklin Roosevelt Presidency, IV: 264-84. 
5 Ibid. 

 71 

                                                 



neutrality reform remained before the Congress, the president did not want to do 

anything that might disturb its progress until the new legislation passed.6 

 Despite a massive propaganda campaign by anti-interventionists, Roosevelt’s 

efforts were rewarded by early November when neutrality revision was approved by 

substantial margins in both the Senate and the House.7 German actions had shifted 

domestic opinion, supporting the president’s arguments that morality and self-interest 

compelled the United States to provide aid to Britain and France. On November 4, 

Roosevelt signed the Neutrality Act of 1939 into law, allowing him to trade 

armaments and munitions with London and Paris on a cash-and-carry basis.8 While 

he would have preferred full repeal of the neutrality legislation, at this time Roosevelt 

genuinely believed that American aid to the democracies might be sufficient to defeat 

the fascist powers. 

The Phony War and the Search for Peace 

By the end of September 1939, after Nazi forces had overwhelmed Polish 

resistance and Poland was partitioned between Germany and the Soviet Union, an 

uneasy calm settled over Europe. Fighting on the ground halted for the winter of 

1939-1940. Additionally, Italy remained out of the European war, leading many in 

Britain and France to declare the conflict a “phony war.” By early 1940, with no 

major fighting in several months, many hoped that further destruction might be 

avoided through a negotiated settlement.9 The president did not share this optimism: 

he was convinced that Hitler remained bent on a program of European conquest and 

6 Ickes, The Secret Diary of Harold Ickes: The Lowering Clouds 1939-1941, September 27, 1939, 21-
22. 
7 Reynolds, From Munich to Pearl Harbor, 66. 
8 Rosenman, The Public Papers and Addresses, 1939: 559-61. 
9 Reynolds, From Munich to Pearl Harbor, 63; Schmitz, The Triumph of Internationalism, 64. 
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negotiations were unlikely to produce a satisfactory peace. “I do not want this country 

to take part in a patched up temporizing peace which would blow up in our faces in a 

year or two,” Roosevelt wrote newspaper editor William Allen White on December 

14, 1939. Should Germany and the Soviet Union win the war or force a peace 

favorable to them, the security of American civilization would be “in peril.” Yet 

many Americans, the president warned, continued to greatly underestimate the 

serious implications of a fascist victory to the future of the nation. “What worries 

me,” he said,” is that public opinion over here is patting itself on the back every 

morning and thanking God for the Atlantic Ocean (and the Pacific Ocean).”10 Further 

steps were necessary to guarantee the security of the nation against aggression from 

the newly allied totalitarian forces of Nazi Germany and communist Russia. The 

challenge Roosevelt faced in early 1940, therefore, was to get the American people to 

realize the grave consequences of totalitarian aggression for the United States without 

scaring them into thinking that he was leading the nation to war. 

 The president publicly expressed his anxiety in his State of the Union Address 

on January 3, 1940. He reassured the nation that he wanted the United States to stay 

out of the war, but asserted that “there is a vast difference between keeping out of war 

and pretending that this war is none of our business.” The United States did not have 

to go to war, he explained, “but at least we can strive with other nations to encourage 

the kind of peace that will lighten the troubles of the world, and by so doing, help our 

own nation as well.” The president attacked the fallacy of isolation and urged the 

nation to “look ahead” and see that if the dictatorships destroyed the right of nations 

to choose their own form of government, a darker, more dangerous world would 

10 Roosevelt and Lash, F.D.R.: His Personal Letters, II: 967-68. 
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confront future generations of Americans. To protect freedoms essential to the 

survival of democracy around the world, he insisted, the United States needed to 

continue its rearmament and pursue a global strategy of defense with unquestioned 

unity and resolve.11 Consequently, Roosevelt took steps to further increase American 

defense and line up aid to Britain and France. He asked Congress for additional 

defense appropriations for fiscal 1941 and contemplated stockpiling a reserve of 

strategic materials essential to American industry and national defense.12 To dispel 

opponents’ criticism, Roosevelt claimed that the United States was not following the 

fascist pattern of armament and aggression, but adopting a policy that would preserve 

peace and provide a fundamental safeguard to global democracy. 

 But with a pause in the fighting in early 1940, the president, despite his 

skepticism, decided to explore means of reaching a negotiated peace settlement. In 

late November 1939, the Soviet Union launched a full-scale assault against Finland. 

Although enraged by the invasion, Roosevelt was reluctant to take action that would 

push Moscow into closer cooperation with Berlin. Despite increasing public pressure, 

he did not apply the Neutrality Act to the Soviet Union in order to leave open the 

possibility of Russia ending its alliance with Germany and joining the Western 

powers.13 A moral embargo was placed on the export of war materials, but Soviet 

purchases in the United States continued to increase.14 Roosevelt also sought to slow 

the fascist advance by driving a wedge between Germany and Italy. Thus, in late 

February 1940, the president sent Undersecretary of State Sumner Welles to Berlin, 

11 Rosenman, The Public Papers and Addresses, 1940: 1-10. 
12 FRUS, 1940, II, 250. 
13 Hull, The Memoirs of Cordell Hull, I: 706-07. 
14 Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 209. 
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London, Paris, and Rome on a mission to evaluate the prospects of peace and attempt 

to distance Mussolini from Hitler. 

The Welles Mission originated from a meeting at the White House in early 

January 1940. Roosevelt told Welles that since the German invasion of Poland he had 

been considering further steps to contain the fighting. The president was convinced 

that if the war expanded to Western Europe, the risk of the United States becoming 

directly involved would increase. A victory by Hitler, he added, would “immediately 

imperil the vital interests of the United States.” Even a victory by the democracies 

would take such an economic and social toll on Europe that American interests would 

be threatened. Although Roosevelt did not believe he could change the course of 

events, he thought it was his obligation to “leave no stone unturned” in his efforts to 

avoid war. The trip might give the British and French time to rearm and prepare by 

delaying or preventing a German offensive against Western Europe. Additionally, by 

sending Welles to Europe, the president would silence some of the charges of 

warmongering.15 

While the official purpose of Welles’s mission was limited to an evaluation of 

present conditions in Europe, the Undersecretary of State made Rome his first and 

last stops as he attempted to convince Italy to remain a nonbelligerent. Welles told 

Mussolini that Roosevelt valued Italian-American relations and that Italy’s interests 

would be better served by cooperating with the United States and the democracies. 

Hitler, he warned, would throw over the Italian dictator at the most expedient 

moment. But if Rome cooperated with the United States and helped preserve peace, 

the president would help Italy obtain just concessions at the conference table. While 

15 Welles, manuscript draft, “The Time for Decision,” Chapter Three, 1-2, SWP: Box 204, FDRL. 
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no agreement was reached, Welles’s report gave Roosevelt reason for cautious 

optimism that Mussolini could serve as a useful tool to prevent the spread of war. 

However, the glacial reception Welles received in Berlin shattered what little hope 

Roosevelt had for larger, more meaningful peace negotiations. The Undersecretary 

glumly concluded, “I do not believe there is the slightest chance of any successful 

negotiation at this time.”16 When Welles returned from Europe at the end of March 

1940, it appeared that Hitler would settle for nothing less than German domination of 

Europe. 

Blitzkrieg and the Fall of France 

 On April 9, 1940, the phony war ended when Hitler invaded Denmark and 

Norway. The British and French were surprised by the swift attack, and the failure of 

their resistance in Norway exposed the weakness of their forces.17 In the wake of the 

offensive, the president reiterated to the American public the danger of aggression 

abroad to the security of the United States. He believed that most Americans were 

beginning to realize the significance of the world situation, but still had a long way to 

go. If American democratic values were to survive, Roosevelt warned, the rights of 

smaller nations to their independence and self-determination must be respected.18 

After the fall of Norway, the president also renewed his efforts to keep Italy out of the 

war in a final attempt to contain the fighting. In a thinly veiled threat of American 

intervention, Roosevelt warned Mussolini that a further extension of hostilities would 

have consequences far beyond Europe. “No man,” he said, “can today predict with 

assurance, should such a further extension take place…what nations, however 

16 FRUS, 1940, I, 20-117. 
17 Reynolds, From Munich to Pearl Harbor, 76. 
18 FRUS, 1940, I, 157-58. 
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determined they may be to remain at peace, might yet eventually find it imperative in 

their own defense to enter the war.”19 

 Germany’s invasion of the Low Countries on May 10 unleashed the full 

measure of German military power and demonstrated the devastating effectiveness of 

the blitzkrieg. Nazi forces quickly overwhelmed Holland and Belgium and turned 

toward France. On May 15, the Germans broke through the French lines at Sedan and 

rushed toward the English Channel, trapping the British Expeditionary Force on the 

beaches near Dunkirk. Only a daring evacuation at the end of the month saved some 

340,000 British and French soldiers from capture.20 With insufficient supplies of 

arms, munitions, and equipment to substantially expand shipments to the Western 

allies, Washington was powerless to prevent the catastrophic defeat of the 

democracies in Europe.21 

The failure of Britain and France to stop Hitler’s lightning offensive combined 

with the administration’s inability to offer meaningful aid shocked the president and 

intensified his conviction that the United States must strengthen its defense. He 

addressed the Congress on May 16, urgently warning that the success of blitzkrieg 

tactics in overrunning unprepared nations demonstrated that the defenses of the 

United States were inadequate for a modern war. The American people needed to 

“recast their thinking about national protection” to meet attacks before they reached 

American soil. More than ever, Roosevelt said, “this protection calls for ready-at-

hand weapons capable of great mobility because of the potential speed of modern 

attack.” A military-industrial foundation was necessary to meet all the defense 

19 FRUS 1940, II. 691-98. 
20 Hull, The Memoirs of Cordell Hull, I: 765. 
21 Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 222. 
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requirements of the nation. In particular, the president wanted the United States to 

produce 50,000 planes a year to surpass the productive capacity of Germany, which 

he claimed had more planes than all of the democracies combined. Believing that 

American planes in the hands of the democracies were essential to national defense, 

Roosevelt asked Congress not to impede the delivery of aircraft to Britain. The 

president also sought to strengthen American forces, requesting over $1.1 billion in 

appropriations to modernize, equip, and accelerate the process of arming and training 

the military.22 

 Even peace-loving nations, Roosevelt concluded, must be prepared to defend 

their way of life. The German offensive and imminent fall of France had destroyed 

the illusion that isolation could provide security and showed that, in the modern 

world, the lines of American defense needed to be extended far beyond the shores of 

the United States. “Our task is plain,” the president declared, “Our defenses must be 

invulnerable, our security absolute.” He insisted that this defense could not be static, 

but “must be dynamic and flexible, an expression of the vital forces of the nation and 

of its resolute will to meet whatever challenge the future may hold.” Moreover, this 

security depended as much on the presence of an indomitable collective will to meet 

all threats as it did on weapons. Only if backed by the American people, united in 

their support for Roosevelt’s policy, could the nation develop an impregnable 

defense.23 

 As Congress approved additional defense appropriations at the end of May, a 

hysterical outcry spread through the nation, declaring the United States unprepared 

22 McJimsey, Documentary History of the Franklin Roosevelt Presidency, XIII: 54-58. 
23 Ibid. 
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for a German attack and calling for the suspension of the democratic process and the 

adoption of authoritarian controls. Some Republicans and Democrats demanded a 

combined ticket for the 1940 election with Roosevelt as president and Wendell 

Willkie, a leading GOP contender, asked to accept the vice-presidential nomination of 

both parties. More significantly, a vocal number of Americans demanded the 

appointment of a war czar or agency to efficiently regulate industrial mobilization by 

allocating capital and labor. These Americans accepted that such production controls 

might come at the expense of some New Deal programs, but they maintained that the 

safety of the nation necessarily overrode all other, secondary concerns.24 

  The president rejected these suggestions and assured the nation that increased 

defense spending would not jeopardize the survival of the very democratic values and 

institutions he was trying to protect. In his fireside chat on May 26, Roosevelt 

attacked the idea that the United States would become a dictator state under the rule 

of a war czar. The president remarked that it was true the nation needed more tanks, 

ships, and planes for its navy, air force, and army, but he attacked the idea “that only 

by abandoning our freedom, our ideals, our way of life, can we build our defenses 

adequately, can we match the strength of the aggressors.” 25  

The president also reassured the nation that the massive increase in defense 

spending would not wipe out recent social gains. To relieve the financial burden on 

the private sector, the government was prepared to make enormous expenditures to 

get the economy and mass production on a war footing. The president promised to 

protect New Deal programs, including employment standards and pensions, and to 

24 Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 224. 
25 Rosenman, The Public Papers and Addresses, 1940: 230-41. 
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give labor unions adequate representation. In return, he asked Americans to remain 

vigilant against “fifth columns” attempting to sow domestic discord and united in the 

pursuit of national security. “The development of our defense program, “ he said, 

“makes it essential that each and every one of us, men and women, feel that we have 

some contribution to make toward the security of our nation.” This unity was 

essential to preparing the nation to defend not only its own territory, but also the 

“promise of America.”26 

 In early June 1940, Germany resumed its offensive against the demoralized 

French forces and quickly drove toward Paris. The success of the Nazis briefly 

paralyzed Roosevelt. Although he appointed a seven-member Defense Advisory 

Commission to oversee military industrial mobilization, the looming French collapse 

left him reluctant to render further aid to the democracies. The president was unsure 

of Britain’s ability to hold out against German forces and did not want American 

materiel to end up in Hitler’s hands, where it could be used against the United States. 

He discussed the situation with Secretary of the Interior Harold C. Ickes, remarking: 

“We cannot tell the turn the war will take, and there is no use endangering ourselves 

unless we can achieve some results for the Allies.”27 But, encouraged by the 

successful completion of the Dunkirk Evacuation on June 4, Roosevelt changed tack, 

once more asserting that the best means of strengthening American security was by 

providing all possible aid to Britain. “I am adopting the ‘thought’ that the more 

effective immediately usable materiel we can get to the other side will mean the 

26 Ibid. 
27 Ickes, The Secret Diary of Harold Ickes, June 5, 1940, 200. 
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destruction of an equivalent amount of German materiel,” he wrote on June 7, 

“thereby aiding American defense in the long run.”28  

Additionally, the fall of France and the Low Countries caused a sharp shift in 

American public opinion toward support of the president’s policy of greater aid. After 

being generally opposed to giving American military materiel to the democracies that 

they believed could be better used at home, Americans suddenly realized that only the 

British Fleet stood between the United States and the Nazi threat.29 

 When Italy declared war with France on June 10, plunging the rest of Europe 

into the conflict, Roosevelt took advantage of the change in domestic mood to speak 

frankly on his global security policy. Delivering an address at the University of 

Virginia, the president attacked the anti-interventionist “delusion” that the United 

States could survive as “a lone island in a world dominated by the philosophy of 

force,” describing it as a “nightmare of a people lodged in prison, handcuffed, 

hungry, and fed through the bars from day to day by the contemptuous, unpitying 

masters of other continents.” He also denounced Mussolini’s action, declaring, “On 

this tenth day of June, 1940, the hand that held the dagger has struck it into the back 

of its neighbor.” In response to the Axis attacks, Roosevelt announced, the United 

States would pursue two simultaneous courses of action to assure its security: “we 

will extend to the opponents of force the material resources of this nation; and, at the 

same time, we will harness and speed up the use of those resources in order that we 

ourselves in the Americas may have equipment and training equal to the task of any 

28 Roosevelt and Lash, F.D.R.: His Personal Letters, II: 1037-38. 
29 Adolf A. Berle Diary, May 26, 1940, Papers of Adolf A. Berle: Box 211, FDRL. 
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emergency and every defense.”30 With public opinion uniting behind all aid short of 

sending American troops to Europe, the president was confident in proclaiming 

American readiness to commit to international leadership and support of the 

democracies, including Great Britain and France, as a step toward defense. 

 On June 14, however, German forces occupied Paris, and on June 22 an 

armistice was signed, taking France out of the war.31 Roosevelt responded by 

establishing a war cabinet to strengthen bipartisan support for his administration’s 

commitment to the dual policy of American rearmament and material aid to Britain. 

On June 19, the president asked former Secretary of War and Secretary of State 

Henry L. Stimson to be Secretary of War and Frank Knox to be Secretary of the 

Navy.32 Both men were leading Republican supporters of aid to the democracies. 

Stimson, in particular, was a well-known advocate of mobilization, compulsory 

military training, and taking all steps necessary, including repeal of the remaining 

neutrality laws and U.S. naval convoys to Britain, to defeat Germany.33 Over the next 

eighteen months, he pushed Roosevelt for greater American involvement in the war. 

The reshuffling of the Cabinet, which removed two of the most stubborn anti-

interventionists of his administration, indicated that the president was now moving 

firmly toward a definition of security predicated on the projection of American power 

through military preparedness, aid to Britain, and international cooperation.  

 

 

30 Rosenman, The Public Papers and Addresses, 1940: 259-65. 
31 Hull, The Memoirs of Cordell Hull, I: 795. 
32 Roosevelt and Lash, F.D.R.: His Personal Letters, II: 1041. 
33 Schmitz, The Triumph of Internationalism, 66. 
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Developing A Dynamic Defense 

 In the aftermath of the French collapse during the summer of 1940, Roosevelt 

faced considerable challenges as he sought to fulfill his dual policy of aiding Britain 

and preparing the nation for war. The American war machine was not yet able to 

satisfy the defense requirements of both the United States and Britain, and the 

president encountered strong resistance from his military chiefs to giving valuable 

war materiel to the British. General George C. Marshall, the Army Chief of Staff, and 

Admiral Harold R. Stark, the Chief of Naval Operations, wanted to focus on 

strengthening American defenses in the Western Hemisphere.34 On July 2, 1940, 

Roosevelt signed an amendment prohibiting the sale of American military equipment 

unless Marshall and Stark could assert that it was “not essential for U.S. defense.”35 

Given the precarious state of the American military, little materiel could be 

considered superfluous.  

Another, more serious constraint was the president’s decision to run for an 

unprecedented third term in the upcoming 1940 election. Although he believed that 

the fall of France constituted an international crisis that justified his continued 

leadership of the nation, Roosevelt wished to appear reluctant to break the hallowed 

political tradition established by George Washington. The president, therefore, did 

not attend the Democratic National Convention in Chicago. After securing the 

nomination, Roosevelt went on the radio on July 19 to address the nation. He asserted 

that although he did not wish to seek a third term, he could not abandon his “public 

duty” as president of the United States to preserve peace and shape the nation’s 

34 Reynolds, From Munich to Pearl Harbor, 81. 
35 Quoted in Reynolds, From Munich to Pearl Harbor, 81-82. 
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program of defense to meet rapidly shifting world conditions. The war necessitated 

the postponement of his own personal plans, just as it affected the future of other 

Americans. In these trying times, Roosevelt declared, an American “has a first 

obligation to serve his country in whatever capacity his country finds him useful.”36 

The president knew that most Americans still vehemently opposed 

involvement in the war. Therefore, after officially accepting the nomination, he set 

out to assuage concerns that the nation would be dragged into war while 

simultaneously seeking to convince the American people to accept his internationalist 

definition of security. Roosevelt confronted these constraints head on. With early 

predictions that Britain would soon follow the fate of France causing reluctance in the 

administration to send supplies deemed vital to American security across the Atlantic, 

he pursued measures to expand military industry in order to strengthen home defenses 

and free up essential materials for the British. On July 10, the president requested 

further appropriations for national defense. He described how the conflict raging in 

Europe and Asia constituted a global menace to American civilization, declaring, “the 

threats to our liberties, the threats to our security, the threats against our way of life, 

the threats to our institutions of religion, of democracy, and of international good 

faith, have increased in number and gravity.” The fall of France, Roosevelt asserted, 

offered a principal lesson to the United States: partial defense was inadequate 

defense. If the United States was to protect its freedom, security, and way of life, it 

must have total defense. “We cannot defend ourselves a little here and a little there,” 

he said. “We must be able to defend ourselves wholly and at any time.”37 Moreover, 

36 McJimsey, Documentary History of the Franklin Roosevelt Presidency, XIII: 136-42. 
37 Rosenman, The Public Papers and Addresses, 1940: 286-91. 
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to meet national security threats anywhere in the world, the president called on the 

American people to support a program of naval expansion, a million-man army, and 

increased manufacturing capacity.  

But the strengthening of defense could not be measured in increases of 

armaments alone. Repeating his warning from the spring, Roosevelt stated that 

security against all present and potential threats must be founded on the collective 

resolve of a people united in their support of this defense effort. Through sacrifice 

and unity the nation would remain safe and free. To further convince an anxious 

public of the necessity of American world leadership and expanding military strength 

throughout the summer and fall of 1940, Roosevelt appealed to notions of American 

exceptionalism and the ideology of manifest destiny. He made increasingly bolder 

statements tying the issue of national defense to the maintenance of the American 

way of life: the entire history of the United States as an exemplary nation was under 

threat from the challenge of fascism.  

Speaking at the dedication of Great Smoky Mountain National Park on 

September 2, the president compared the international crisis to the experience of the 

frontiersmen, proclaiming that “the arrow, the tomahawk, and the scalping knife have 

been replaced by the airplane, the bomb, the tank, and the machine gun.” He urged 

the American people to emulate their ancestors and put aside personal and partisan 

debate in order to secure the future of the nation and all civilization, asserting, “the 

men and women of America have never held back even when it has meant personal 

sacrifice on their part if that sacrifice is for the common good.” More was at stake 

than just the safety of Americans’ land, homes, and families, Roosevelt declared. To 
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retreat before the fascist threat would undermine the nation’s democratic institutions 

and universal values. All Americans were, therefore, tasked with the vital duty to 

“preserve the freedom that our forefathers won in this land, and the liberties that were 

proclaimed in our Declaration of Independence and embodied in our Constitution.” It 

was the mission of the United States to use its influence and power to defend a way of 

life that offered humanity’s best hope for freedom and moral leadership.38 

The effectiveness of the president’s rhetoric was evident in the passage of the 

most significant administration-backed legislation aimed at improving national 

security: the Selective Service Bill. Never in the history of the United States had there 

been a peacetime draft. During the late summer of 1940, Roosevelt overcame this 

legacy and the public fear that the bill would increase the risk of American 

participation in the war. Secretary of War Stimson played an important role in the 

president’s strategy, arguing that voluntary enlistment could not fulfill the army’s 

needs and that a draft was the only just way to raise an army capable of defeating the 

fascist powers and defending the nation’s security.39 On September 16, Roosevelt 

signed the Selective Service Act into law. All male citizens between the ages of 

twenty-one and thirty-six were now required to register for the draft.40 

After registration was completed, the first numbers were drawn by lottery on 

October 29. Before the drawing the president reminded the nation that “tragic 

circumstances” had forced his administration to take this regrettable, but necessary, 

measure to protect the security of the United States. “We are mustering all our 

resources, manhood and industry and wealth to make our nation strong in defense,” 

38 Ibid., 370-75. 
39 Schmitz, The Triumph of Internationalism, 67. 
40 Reynolds, From Munich to Pearl Harbor, 98-100. 
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he said. “For recent history proves all too clearly, I am sorry to say, that only the 

strong may continue to live in freedom and in peace.”41 In the present world, the 

survival of American liberty and justice was dependent on the military strength to 

defend against attack. But despite asserting that the draft was essential to bolstering 

American defenses, Roosevelt stressed that it was not a move toward war and 

reiterated his dedication to the maintenance of peace in the United States. 

While pursuing his efforts to increase the nation’s defense at home, the 

president took simultaneous steps to find a means of providing aid to Britain as the 

outlook improved across the Atlantic in late summer 1940. Since assuming office in 

early May after the allied disaster in Norway, new British Prime Minister Winston 

Churchill had made insistent requests for old American destroyers. However, U.S. 

Navy chiefs refused to consider them superfluous to American defense, and 

Roosevelt himself, wary of the possibility that Germany might defeat Britain and turn 

the destroyers against the United States, rebuffed the British premier, claiming that 

authorization for the release of destroyers to Britain would have to come from 

Congress.42 The president’s apprehension was due in part to his anger with the French 

armistice, which had surrendered control of the French fleet to the Germans.43 But by 

August, after the British shelled and neutralized the French fleet in North Africa and 

mounted an effective resistance against Luftwaffe air attacks in July, the president was 

increasingly confident that Britain could hold out against the German assault.44 He 

41 McJimsey, Documentary History of the Franklin Roosevelt Presidency, XIII: 812-15. 
42 FRUS, 1940, III, 49-50. 
43 FRUS, 1940, II, 456. 
44 Ibid., 469-70. 
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became determined to find a means of getting the desperately needed destroyers to 

Britain. 

At a meeting on August 2, the Cabinet agreed that Britain’s survival depended 

on acquiring the American destroyers, but Roosevelt was convinced that legislation 

would be necessary to finalize the deal. The discussion thus turned to securing 

approval from Congress. The president endorsed two possible means of disarming 

opposition. One was to receive public assurance from the British that the Royal Navy 

would not be surrendered to Germany and would instead, if necessary, operate from 

North America or other ports of the British Empire. The other was the possibility of 

acquiring air and naval bases in the Western Hemisphere on 99-year leases in 

exchange for the destroyers.45 However, at the end of the month, Roosevelt, with the 

support of the Attorney General, elected to exercise executive power and bypass 

Congress.46 On September 2, the deal was finalized and the United States agreed to 

exchange 50 destroyers for bases in the Western Hemisphere.47 The next day, the 

president announced the Destroyers for Bases Deal to Congress. To defuse criticism 

that he was acting dictatorially or leading the nation to war, Roosevelt emphasized the 

advantages the transfer presented to national security. He used a familiar historical 

parallel to reiterate the importance of extending America’s defensive frontiers, calling 

the Destroyers Deal “the most important action in the reinforcement of our national 

defense that has been taken since the Louisiana Purchase.”48  

45 FRUS, 1940, III, 58-59; Ickes, The Secret Diary of Harold Ickes, August 4, 1940, 283. 
46 Reynolds, From Munich to Pearl Harbor, 85-86. 
47 FRUS, 1940, III, 73-74. 
48 Rosenman, The Public Papers and Addresses, 1940: 391-92. 
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The successful conclusion of the deal demonstrated the transformation of 

public sentiment, as most Americans regarded the exchange of fifty deteriorating 

warships that bolstered Britain’s ability to resist the Nazi threat and contain it to 

Europe for bases that enhanced the security of the United States as a bargain of the 

highest order. The president’s rhetoric after the fall of France had convinced many 

Americans that the nation was engaged in a global struggle for the future of 

civilization. Suddenly feeling exposed and defenseless, the American public came to 

see Britain as the last buffer between the United States and the global advance of 

fascism in the Atlantic. The heroic resistance of the British people to the Nazi air 

assault had reinforced these sympathies. More significant for the nation’s foreign 

policy, the widespread approval of Roosevelt’s decidedly unneutral step of directly 

transferring the destroyers to the British indicated the commitment of the United 

States to defeating Hitler. The majority of Americans now shared the president’s 

conviction that Great Britain, and the Royal Navy in particular, constituted the first 

line of American defense. 

Deterrence in the Pacific 

At the same time Roosevelt firmly committed the nation to the support of 

Britain and the defeat of Germany in the Atlantic, he sought to “temporize” the 

situation in Asia and prevent the outbreak of a wider conflict in the Pacific.49 The 

president considered the two theaters to be linked, and after the invasion of Poland in 

the fall of 1939 he tried to deter Japan from pursuing further aggression that would 

threaten the Western democracies’ access to colonial resources. When Japan renewed 

its pressure on Britain and France to withdraw from China in September 1939, 

49 Ickes, The Secret Diary of Harold Ickes, September 8, 1940, 313-14. 
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Roosevelt warned Tokyo, speaking through Secretary of State Cordell Hull, against 

actions that would further undermine Japanese-American relations and lead to stiffer 

economic policies toward Japan.50 He also made it clear that the United States would 

not be forced out of China. In October, with the president’s approval, Joseph Grew, 

the American Ambassador to Japan, told the America-Japan Society in Tokyo that the 

American people were opposed to yielding their rights in China and would support 

economic sanctions in response to continued Japanese violation of those rights.51 

Some members of the administration pushed for stronger actions against 

Japan, arguing that words alone would not affect Tokyo’s policy. Others counseled 

restraint, fearing that too much pressure would lead the Japanese to attack other 

European colonies in Asia. Among the latter was Grew, who recommended 

negotiations for a new economic agreement and reported on November 6, 1939, that 

there was a “marked trend” in the Japanese government toward better relations with 

the United States.52 Although Roosevelt desired to apply more pressure to Japan, he 

was also determined not to take action toward Japan that might be perceived as 

aggression in Tokyo while war was being waged in Europe. He did not want to risk 

either encouraging Japan to cut off British and French access to their colonies, thus 

severing supply lines vital to their effort to defeat Hitler, or leading the United States 

into a Pacific War. In December, therefore, Roosevelt took a middle path between 

conciliation and stiffer economic sanctions. He chose not to impose sanctions upon 

the expiration of the Commercial Treaty in January 1940, instead applying a moral 

embargo on capital inputs and technical information required for the production of 

50 FRUS: Japan, 1931-1941, II, 12-14. 
51 Ibid., 19-29. 
52 McJimsey, Documentary History of the Franklin Roosevelt Presidency, VII: 454-58. 
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high quality aviation gasoline.53 Considering the maintenance of peace in the Pacific 

vital to his efforts in the Atlantic, the president allowed the continued export of 

supplies to Japan, including oil, for two reasons: to keep Tokyo from moving toward 

the Dutch East Indies, an important source of raw materials for both Britain and 

Japan, and to encourage the Japanese Government to seek better relations with the 

United States.54 

 Hitler’s victories over the democracies in the spring of 1940 encouraged Japan 

to attempt to fulfill its dream of a Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, presenting 

new challenges to Roosevelt’s security policy during that summer. The fall of 

Holland, in particular, caused consternation in Washington over the fate of the Dutch 

East Indies. With the democracies on the defensive in Europe, the president supported 

maintenance of the status quo in the Pacific in order to guarantee continued access to 

essential resources. But the success of the German blitzkrieg compelled him to reopen 

negotiations, with Hull asking his Far Eastern staff to “take a fine-tooth comb and a 

microscope and go back over our relations with Japan and see if it is humanly 

possible to find something additional with which to approach them and prevail upon 

them not to gallop off on a wild horse.”55 With Britain preparing to face Germany 

alone, Roosevelt’s primary goal in his Pacific policy was to avert any crisis that 

would detract from his ability to aid Britain or strengthen American defenses.  

 The fall of France in June 1940 brought fresh Japanese aggression. Tokyo 

renewed its demands for France and Britain to cease supplying aid to China, pressing 

the French to close the Indochina border and the British to close the supply routes 

53 Ibid., 487. 
54 Ickes, The Secret Diary of Harold Ickes, December 24, 1939, 93. 
55 Hull, The Memoirs of Cordell Hull, I: 895. 
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through Hong Kong and Burma. In response, the British pushed the United States to 

place a full embargo on exports to Japan or send part of the American Fleet to 

Singapore. The only alternative to these steps, London claimed, was a negotiated 

peace settlement to end the war in China.56 The president, however, maintained 

course, refusing to make sweeping concessions that would encourage further 

Japanese demands or aggression while simultaneously avoiding military or economic 

actions that might provoke war. Roosevelt believed that the best way to avoid conflict 

in the Pacific was to communicate to Japan the willingness of the United States to use 

its strength through continued economic pressure and aid to China, while leaving the 

door open for a diplomatic settlement.   

 In July, with their full energy dedicated to preparing for the coming German 

assault, the British agreed to close the Burma Road, the principal supply route to 

Nationalist China, and work toward a settlement with Japan.57 In response, the 

president issued a narrowly drawn ban of high-octane aviation fuels under the 

National Defense Act of July 2, 1940, which gave Roosevelt the authority to declare 

certain items essential to national defense and exportable only under government 

license. 58 The embargo thus allowed the president to satisfy the demands for more 

pressure from Stimson, Knox, and Secretary of the Treasury Henry Morgenthau 

without the risk of war by allowing Japan to purchase middle-octane fuels. 

 After the conclusion of the Destroyers for Bases Deal in September, with the 

survival of Britain assured for the time being, Roosevelt was prepared to take bolder 

action toward Japan. When Japanese troops moved into French Indochina at the end 

56 Ibid., 896-99. 
57 Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 239. 
58 FRUS: Japan, 1931-1941, II, 216-17. 

 92 

                                                 



of the month, the president announced a full embargo on exports of iron and steel 

scrap metal with a view toward “conserving the available supply to meet the rapidly 

expanding requirements of the defense program in this country.59 The next day, 

September 27, 1940, Japan formally aligned itself with Germany and Italy by signing 

the Tripartite Pact. The treaty, in which the signatories agreed to aid each other if 

attacked by a power not currently involved in the fighting in Europe or Asia, 

explicitly targeted the United States.60 The Axis alliance led Roosevelt to entertain 

proposals of stronger action. He told the Cabinet that he was open to the idea of an 

embargo, and discussed with Stimson possible naval and air preparations in Hawaii 

and Alaska to indicate the nation’s “refusal to be bullied by Japan in regard to our 

mission in the Pacific.” 61 However Roosevelt abandoned these measures. Having set 

out the American stake in the Atlantic, he was unwilling to jeopardize the nation’s 

security by risking involvement in a two-ocean war. Moreover, the president’s focus 

had turned to winning the election, less than a month away, in which he was running 

on the promise of keeping American soldiers at home. 

The Election Campaign of 1940 

Up until October 1940, it seemed that foreign policy would not be a campaign 

issue in the upcoming election. The Republican challenger, Wendell Willkie, had 

declined to make either the destroyers deal or the Selective Service Act a partisan 

issue. Moreover, since the summer, Roosevelt’s campaign efforts had been bolstered 

by grass-roots organizations such as the Committee to Defend America by Aiding the 

59 McJimsey, Documentary History of the Franklin Roosevelt Presidency, VII: 691. 
60 Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 241. 
61 Henry L. Stimson Diary (microfilm edition) October 8, 1940, Yale University Department of 
Manuscripts and Archives, Yale University Library, New Haven, CT, (hereafter HLSD); Ickes, The 
Secret Diary of Harold Ickes, October 7, 1940, 346-47. 
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Allies.62 Through hundreds of chapters throughout the nation, the group built support 

for the president’s policy of building a democracy strong enough to defend its people 

and its freedom from aggression through rearmament, aid to Britain, and national 

unity to guard against subversion. The German air attacks on England that fall also 

helped Roosevelt’s cause by strengthening Americans’ identification with the British 

people and confirming the picture of Nazi Germany as a totalitarian state set on the 

brutal destruction of democratic values and institutions.63 It appeared that the 

president would win handily. 

By the end of September, however, Republican leaders persuaded Willkie to 

accuse Roosevelt of leading the nation to war. Willkie’s attacks helped him surge in 

the polls. Fearing that Willkie’s charges of warmongering might lead to defeat, the 

president was compelled to state that the nation would not become involved in the 

war. He responded to Willkie’s accusations by making a vigorous effort over the final 

two weeks of the campaign to undermine Willkie, characterize his own policy as 

necessary for security, and demonstrate his commitment to peace. Speaking to a 

national radio audience on October 16, the day sixteen million Americans registered 

for the draft, Roosevelt described Selective Service as a “defensive preparation only,” 

and asserted that the necessity of the draft “has been imposed upon us from without” 

by those “who have dared to threaten the whole world with war.”64 In Philadelphia on 

October 23, the president criticized Willkie’s attacks as “falsifications” used to breed 

fear among the American public and offered assurances that there were no secret 

62 Reynolds, From Munich to Pearl Harbor, 92-93. 
63 Schmitz, The Triumph of Internationalism, 70. 
64 Basil Rauch, ed., The Roosevelt Reader: Selected Speeches, Messages, Press Conferences, and 
Letters of Franklin D. Roosevelt (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1957), 256-58. 
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commitments with foreign nations that might drag the United States into war. 

“Throughout these years,” he declared, “my every act and every thought has been 

directed to the end of preserving the peace of the world, and more particularly the 

peace of the United States.”65 At New York’s Madison Square Garden the following 

week, he accused Republicans of caring only about the “ballot box” and “playing 

politics with national security.” Roosevelt claimed that whereas he was the right man 

to strengthen the nation’s defenses, Willkie would adopt a policy of appeasement, 

leaving the United States vulnerable to attack and jeopardizing the maintenance of 

peace in the Western Hemisphere.66  

The culmination of Roosevelt’s peace-candidate campaign came in Boston on 

October 30. Willkie, claiming that Roosevelt’s reelection would mean war by the 

spring of 1941, had climbed to within four percentage points of the president in the 

latest Gallup poll.67 Democratic party leaders pressured Roosevelt to offer a response. 

The president decided to use his campaign address in Boston to offer unconditional 

assurances of peace. He dropped his usual qualifying phrase “except in case of 

attack” and declared, “I have said this before, but I shall say it again and again: Your 

boys are not going to be sent into any foreign wars.”68 Roosevelt thus assured the 

American people that the nation would not become involved in fighting of any kind. 

 The president’s fears proved unfounded, as he won reelection decisively. 

Having decided to run for a third term because of the crisis in Europe, the victory 

came as a great relief for Roosevelt. Although his promises to keep the United States 

65 McJimsey, Documentary History of the Franklin Roosevelt Presidency, XIII: 665-85. 
66 Ibid., 789-95. 
67 Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 250. 
68 Ibid., 838-44. 

 95 

                                                 



out of the war would hinder him over the course of the next year, the president had 

linked German, Italian, and Japanese aggression in the minds of the American people. 

Public opinion was now overwhelmingly in favor of his policy of aid to Britain, 

military preparedness, and American international leadership as the best means of 

guaranteeing national security. With the election behind him, Roosevelt was free to 

take more active steps toward defending the nation and defeating Hitler, including 

preparing the nation for what he had begun to see as inevitable American 

participation in the war.
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE PROMISE OF GLOBAL SECURITY 

 
For more than a year after the election, from the end of 1940 to December 

1941, Roosevelt took the final steps to set out his new vision of national security. The 

president’s election victory gave him greater political freedom at home and allowed 

him to rededicate his energies and attention to the crisis on the other side of the 

Atlantic, where the survival of Great Britain remained an urgent question. Although 

aid to London was allowed under cash-and-carry, by the end of November 1940 it 

was clear that British gold and dollar reserves were running out. England would soon 

be unable to pay for the war purchases essential to holding off the Germans. While 

Britain’s financial plight concerned the president, he resisted pressure from members 

of his Cabinet to enter the war, instead electing to use the situation to complete the 

“education” of the American people. Roosevelt’s solution was Lend-Lease, which 

allowed him to provide direct aid to Britain without repeal or revision of American 

laws that barred loans to belligerents and the transferring of munitions and armaments 

to another nation. He justified this aid by declaring that Britain’s defeat would 

seriously threaten the security of the United States. Moreover, the president asserted, 

America was fighting a war between democracy and dictatorship for the future of 

humanity. In such circumstances, the nation needed to become the “arsenal of 

democracy,” willing to use its military and economic strength, and collective 

determination to defeat the fascist threat and provide the foundations for a postwar 

world based upon four essential human freedoms: freedom of speech, freedom of 

worship, freedom from want, and freedom from fear.  
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Since a victory for democracy would secure the establishment of this peaceful 

world, while a defeat would endanger the liberty and prosperity of future generations 

of Americans, national security, in Roosevelt’s definition, now meant world security. 

Neutrality did not guarantee protection, as the safety of the United States would be 

threatened as long as totalitarian powers existed, no matter how far from American 

shores. Consequently, business could not continue as usual: every act of the United 

States must be committed to national defense, support of all peoples resisting 

aggression, and above all, the defeat of Germany. The president’s redefinition of 

national security was well received. Swayed by Roosevelt’s efforts over the previous 

three years, a growing majority of Americans supported Lend-Lease and the 

abandonment of neutrality in favor of the president’s policy of military strength, 

collective security, and world leadership as the only means of protecting the security 

of the nation.  

 Throughout the following months, Roosevelt gradually moved the United 

States toward war in the Atlantic as a step essential to the nation’s security. Aware 

that Lend-Lease supplies would do Britain little good at the bottom of the ocean, the 

president steadily extended the naval operations of the United States further and 

further eastward into the North Atlantic in order to protect convoys bound for British 

ports. He publicly defended his actions by claiming they were intended to keep war 

away from the Western Hemisphere, while in private attempting to provoke a German 

“incident” that would give the United States a pretext to enter the fighting. After 

Germany invaded the Soviet Union in June 1941, Roosevelt extended aid to the 

Soviets and solidified the Anglo-American relationship through the Atlantic Charter, 

 98 



thus establishing the foundation of the Grand Alliance that would win the war in 

Europe. By September, the president was waiting for the right moment to declare war 

against the Nazis. 

Although the president and his senior staff agreed that Germany constituted 

the greatest threat to the United States and made Europe, not Asia, the center of 

foreign policy, by late 1940, Roosevelt was also convinced that a showdown with 

Japan was inevitable. War was necessary to protect the safety and interests of the 

nation in both the Atlantic and Pacific. However, with the survival of Britain his 

immediate priority, he sought to avoid a conflict that would occupy the attention and 

resources of the United States and adversely impact the survival of Britain until the 

American military was capable of two-ocean defense. The president thus continued to 

funnel aid to China to tie up Japanese forces in Asia and encouraged negotiations 

between Japan and the United States in order to buy more time for the American 

rearmament program to strengthen Pacific defenses. But in July, after the German 

invasion of the Soviet Union and Japan’s expansion into the rest of Indochina, 

Roosevelt hardened his stance and prepared for war, embargoing oil and maneuvering 

to make Japan appear as the aggressor in the Pacific. 

Beginning with the introduction of Lend-Lease, in 1941 the president no 

longer maintained any illusion of American neutrality, but committed the United 

States to the Allied cause and actively resisted German and Japanese aggression. 

Having convinced the American people to regard fascist military expansion as a 

threat to national security, Roosevelt asserted that his policy actions, including aid to 

Britain and China, were deliberate steps to protect the safety and interests of the 
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United States. Security at home would be best preserved through American 

leadership, unmatchable military force, and aid to the allies. More significantly, 

Roosevelt linked the conflicts in Europe and Asia, declaring that they constituted one 

war for the future of civilization, and insisted that the United States, as the world’s 

greatest power, was entrusted with the responsibility for ensuring a peaceful world 

would emerge from the fighting. Since a defeat for democracy anywhere undermined 

the safety and liberty of the United States and, by extension, the promise of a new 

world order based on universal American values and democratic institutions, the 

defense of the nation’s security must begin wherever democracy was threatened. The 

president thus established a global vision of national security that supported 

American intervention by defining the fighting as a just war. 

The Lend-Lease Debate 

 In the days immediately following the election, Roosevelt’s concern turned 

toward resolving Britain’s financial predicament. He told the Cabinet on November 8, 

1940, that “the time would surely come when Great Britain would need loans or 

credits” to finance additional war purchases in the United States. As continued 

effective resistance to Hitler would buy the United States more time to rearm, he 

considered the survival of Great Britain essential to American security and was 

determined to ensure that aid continued to flow even after British financial reserves 

were exhausted. Indeed, the president was already mulling over possible measures, 

including the leasing of ships and other property that was “loanable, returnable, and 

insurable.”1 This idea of a leasing arrangement would become the basic principle of 

Lend-Lease. However, he did not yet believe that the matter required urgent attention, 

1 Ickes, The Secret Diary of Harold Ickes, November 9, 1940, 367. 
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informing the Cabinet that Britain still had sufficient credits and property in the 

United States to finance additional war supplies. 

 On December 9, during a ten-day vacation cruise in the Caribbean, Roosevelt 

received a letter from British Prime Minister Winston Churchill that highlighted the 

critical state of affairs in London. The letter outlined the threat to Britain’s survival 

posed by shortages of weapons, ships, and aircraft, mounting shipping losses in the 

Atlantic to German attacks, and the fast approaching moment when the British would 

no longer be able to pay cash for war supplies in the United States.2 The president 

spent the next two days poring over Churchill’s letter. By the time he returned to 

Washington, Roosevelt had conceived the whole plan for Lend-Lease.3 

 Speaking to the press on December 17, the president elaborated on his 

comprehensive solution to Britain’s financial problems. He asserted that, from a 

selfish point of view, it was in the nation’s interest to do everything it could to help 

Britain keep fighting, stating that “the best immediate defense of the United States is 

the success of Great Britain defending itself.” Additionally, British orders stimulated 

the creation of the defense industry and increased the number of productive facilities 

for defense, both of which were necessary for American national security. Aware that 

the memory of World War I made the American public wary of loans and credits to 

belligerent nations, Roosevelt declared that he was doing something new.4 “What I 

am trying to do,” he explained, “is eliminate the dollar sign.” Rather than providing 

financial aid through loans or direct gifts, the United States would take over British 

orders and lease them to Britain, “with the understanding that when the show was 

2 Hull, The Memoirs of Cordell Hull, II: 922. 
3 Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 255. 
4 Schmitz, The Triumph of Internationalism, 71-72. 
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over, we would get repaid sometime in kind, thereby leaving out the dollar 

mark…and substituting for it a gentleman’s obligation to repay in kind.” To 

rationalize the idea of Lend-Lease, Roosevelt invoked an everyday analogy of lending 

your neighbor your garden hose to put out a fire. Rather than haggle over the price in 

advance, you would lend them the hose right away and worry about damages or costs 

later. The president proposed that the best step for national security was for the 

United States to lend munitions to Britain under a similar understanding.5  

In his first fireside chat after the election, on December 29, Roosevelt 

addressed the nation to explain and justify his policy of all aid short of war. He began 

by stating that the subject of this fireside chat was not war, but “national security,” 

thus introducing the term to the American lexicon. He compared the war to the Great 

Depression and called upon the American people to face the crisis abroad with the 

same unwavering resolve they had used to battle the crisis at home. The president 

then frankly explained the foreign policy he envisaged for the United States. Never 

before, Roosevelt declared, had American civilization been in such danger. It was a 

bipolar world, divided between the Axis powers, which had avowed their 

determination to dominate the world and proclaimed that there “can be no ultimate 

peace between their philosophy of government and our philosophy of government,” 

and those who opposed their aggression. Faced with such an ideological challenge, 

the United States could not pursue peace until the aggressor nations were defeated or 

abandoned all thought of conquering the world.6  

5 Rauch, The Roosevelt Reader, 268-71. 
6 Rosenman, The Public Papers and Addresses, 1940: 633-45. 

 102 

                                                 



 The president attacked the belief that events abroad did not seriously threaten 

the security of the United States. At this moment, the president declared, the only 

thing keeping the fascists away from American shores was the British Navy in the 

Atlantic, and China and the American fleet in the Pacific. “Does anyone seriously 

believe,” he asked rhetorically, that the United States could rest easy if Germany 

defeated Britain. “If Great Britain goes down,” he warned, “the Axis powers will 

control the continents of Europe, Asia, Africa, Australasia, and the high seas—and 

they will be in a position to bring enormous military and naval resources against this 

hemisphere.” It was “no exaggeration to say that all of us in the Americas would be 

living at the point of a gun—a gun loaded with explosive bullets.” The lesson of what 

this would mean for the United States could be found in the fate of the European 

nations conquered by the Nazis. To avoid a similar fate and survive at the point of the 

Nazi gun, the United States would have to permanently convert itself into a 

militaristic power, sacrificing its ideals and freedoms for the sake of security.7  

Those who would counter that the Axis powers would never have any desire 

to attack the Western Hemisphere, Roosevelt asserted, were engaged in a dangerous 

form of wishful thinking. The experience of the past two years had proven that no 

nation could appease or negotiate with the Nazis. “There can be no appeasement with 

ruthlessness,” the president declared, “no reasoning with an incendiary bomb…. A 

nation can have peace with the Nazis only at the price of total surrender.” Americans 

who urged a “dictated” or “negotiated” peace to avoid a meaningless war and further 

bloodshed were also mistaken. “Nonsense!” proclaimed Roosevelt. Such negotiations 

would produce an illusory and hollow peace that would lead to another, more 

7 Ibid. 
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devastating war between the United States and the Axis powers. The only proper 

response to this threat was to support Great Britain and other nations fighting the 

Axis. The president insisted he did not intend to send an American Expeditionary 

Force to Europe or declare war, but cautioned that “if we acquiesce in their defeat, 

submit tamely to an Axis victory,” the United States would be “the object of attack in 

another war later on.” Roosevelt asserted that his security policy was based on a 

realistic, practical appraisal of modern warfare and the defense requirements of the 

United States, and not merely sentiment or personal opinion.8 

The president concluded by arguing that in order to defeat the Axis and 

protect the security of the United States, the nation must be guided by the principle 

that aid given to Britain and the other democracies was in the self-interest of the 

United States. He called upon Americans to discard the notion of “business as usual.” 

Merely superimposing defense needs on existing productive facilities would not 

accomplish the job. It required the expansion of the defense industry of the United 

States. This expansion needed to operate without interruption or delay from those 

who feared the future consequences of the defense buildup as the “possible 

consequences of failure of our defense efforts now are much more to be feared.” In 

order to defend American civilization and build a better future for the world, 

Roosevelt declared, the United States “must be the great arsenal of democracy,” 

willing to use its military power, industrial might, and the collective determination of 

the American people to defeat the Axis.9 

8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 
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The president’s fireside chat was received with widespread public approval. 

Buoyed by the emergence of a broad consensus of support for his policies, Roosevelt 

used his State of the Union Address on January 6, 1941, to define the importance of 

the war to the United States. He reiterated his now familiar theme that the United 

States stood at an “unprecedented” moment in its history, as American security was 

for the first time threatened from without. “The democratic way of life,” the president 

proclaimed, “is at this moment being directly assailed in every part of the world,” and 

the actions and policy of the nation must be devoted exclusively to meeting this 

threat, as it was foolish to think that the United States could make a meaningful peace 

with the fascist dictatorships. Roosevelt, therefore, announced a threefold national 

security policy of “all-inclusive national defense,” full support of “all those resolute 

peoples, everywhere, who are resisting aggression,” and a refusal to accept “a peace 

dictated by the aggressors and sponsored by the appeasers.” 10 

Repeating that the most useful and immediate role for the United States was to 

act as an arsenal for the opponents of aggression, the president urged Congress to 

pass Lend-Lease legislation, explaining that “we cannot, and we will not, tell them 

that they must surrender, merely because of present inability to pay for the weapons 

which we know they must have.” Declaring that the happiness of future generations 

of Americans would depend on how effectively and immediately aid could be 

rendered, he called upon the nation to put forth all its energies, resources, and power 

toward providing the ever-increasing amounts of munitions, ships, planes, and 

equipment necessary to defeat the Axis and preserve the free world. The demands of 

the national emergency required sacrifice from all Americans, Roosevelt told 

10 Rosenman, The Public Papers and Addresses, 1940: 663-79. 
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Congress, as victory over the dictators would secure the establishment of a brighter 

future for civilization.11 

Concluding his address by articulating his peace aims, the president 

announced that in “future days,” the United States would look forward to a “world 

founded upon four essential human freedoms”: freedom of speech, freedom of 

worship, freedom from want, and freedom from fear. He insisted that this was not a 

“vision of a distant millennium,” but a world attainable “in our own time and 

generation.” Roosevelt’s vision of a postwar world founded upon American 

principles was the antithesis of the world the Axis sought to create. Thus, as the 

destiny of the free men and women of the world was in the hands of the United 

States, the president concluded, “there can be no end save victory.” Combined with 

his fireside chat a week earlier, Roosevelt had set out a global vision of national 

security afforded by American military, economic, and moral leadership and strength, 

and founded upon the fulfillment of a mission to protect the freedom of civilization.12  

The Lend-Lease Bill, numbered House Resolution 1776, was introduced on 

January 10, 1941, as “a bill to further promote the defense of the United States.” For 

the next two months, the bill was at the center of a national debate about the 

immediate issues at hand, including the threat of Axis aggression against the Western 

Hemisphere, the importance of the British fleet to American security, and the threat 

of airpower and subversion, and the implications for the nation’s foreign policy and 

security, namely that the passage of Lend-Lease would almost undoubtedly require 

American convoys to secure the delivery of materiel to Britain. Although he was 

11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 
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confident that the bill was supported by the majority of the public and Congress, the 

president still wanted a full discussion to generate a broad consensus of support for 

Lend-Lease and his national security policy.13 

Opponents of the Lend-Lease legislation included Senators Bennett Clark, 

Gerald Nye, Robert Taft, Arthur Vandenberg, and Burton Wheeler, the America First 

Committee—an isolationist organization—and aviator Charles Lindbergh. These 

critics asserted that the president wanted to use the Lend-Lease Bill to enhance his 

powers, weaken American defense, and drag the United States into war. They labeled 

the Lend-Lease Bill a “war measure” that would “destroy American democracy and 

free government in the United States,” and characterized it as the “enslavement of 

free Americans under a smoke screen of so-called defense.”14 In his testimony before 

the House Foreign Affairs Committee, Lindbergh questioned the logic of Lend-Lease, 

asserting that Britain would inevitably fall to Germany and that American aid would 

be wasted. He also denounced Roosevelt’s claims that long-range bombers could 

threaten the nation, insisting that a German air attack on the United States was 

impossible. Rather, he asserted that hemispheric defense was the best guarantee of the 

continued security of the nation.15 

In the second half of January, the president moved to undercut this anti-

interventionist opposition to assure eventual passage of the bill. He framed Lend-

Lease as essential to American security, repeating his warnings from the previous 

month that if the United States failed to keep Britain upright, the Nazis would quickly 

turn their sights across the Atlantic. But when Roosevelt delivered his third inaugural 

13 Reynolds, From Munich to Pearl Harbor, 110. 
14 McJimsey, Documentary History of the Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidency, II: 215-20. 
15 Schmitz, The Triumph of Internationalism, 75-76; Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 259. 
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address on January 20, he added that the failure of the nation to meet its moral 

responsibility to the world would mean the end of American exceptionalism. 

Speaking from the steps of the Capitol, he assured the nation that American 

democracy, born from generations of Americans working toward an ideal of freedom, 

was not “an ebbing tide,” but offered the possibility of “an unlimited civilization 

capable of infinite progress in the improvement of human life.” This future, however, 

could not be realized by merely defending the physical security of the United States; 

the “spirit” of America must also be guarded. Quoting from George Washington’s 

first inaugural address in 1789, the president proclaimed that the “preservation of the 

sacred fire of liberty and the destiny of the republican model of government” were 

entrusted to the American people. “If you and I in this later day lose that sacred fire,” 

Roosevelt warned, “then we shall reject the destiny which Washington strove so 

valiantly and triumphantly to establish.” If the fascist doctrines of dictatorship were to 

prevail, American democracy, American values, and the American way of life would 

disappear. The preservation of the national spirit and integrity of democracy vital to 

American freedom, therefore, offered the highest justification for laying aside 

partisan and personal differences and supporting a global strategy of national security, 

including aid to those nations resisting Axis aggression.16 

 Roosevelt was forced to accept some amendments, namely a time limit on the 

bill, periodic reports to Congress on the operations of the administration, and a 

statement that the legislation did not authorize the U.S. Navy to escort Allied 

convoys. But his efforts over winter 1940-1941 paid off and Lend-Lease passed with 

comfortable majorities in both houses, 260-165 in the House and 60-31 in the 

16 Rosenman, The Public Papers and Addresses, 1941: 3-7. 
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Senate.17 The act the president signed into law on March 11, 1941, gave him the 

authority to manufacture or procure “any defense article for the government of any 

country whose defense the President deems vital to the defense of the United States.” 

The Lend-Lease Act also allowed him to “sell, transfer title to, exchange, lease, lend, 

or otherwise dispose of, to any such government any defense article.”18 The next day, 

March 12, Roosevelt requested seven billion dollars to finance the procurement and 

shipment of Lend-Lease equipment to Britain.19  

In effect, the Lend-Lease Bill solidified the alliance between the United States 

and Great Britain and declared economic war on Germany. The president confirmed 

as much in an address to the White House correspondents on March 15, when he 

warned the dictators not to doubt the “unanimity” of the United States. “The big news 

story of this week,” he said, was that the “world has been told that we, as a united 

Nation, realize the danger that confronts us—and to meet that danger our democracy 

has gone into action.” Roosevelt had tied national security to American world 

leadership and support of the Allied cause. The United States would keep the “light of 

democracy” burning and, unlike after World War I, once the Axis was defeated, 

would lead the global postwar reconstruction effort in order to build a better, peaceful 

world. The only step left for the president was to convince the American people that 

direct participation in the war by the United States was necessary to guarantee the 

freedom and safety of the nation.20 

 

17 Schmitz, The Triumph of Internationalism, 77. 
18 McJimsey, Documentary History of the Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidency, II: 466-68. 
19 Rosenman, The Public Papers and Addresses, 1941: 51-52. 
20 Rosenman, The Public Papers and Addresses, 1941: 60-69. 
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The Battle of the Atlantic 

The passage of Lend-Lease alone would not save Great Britain and in the 

spring of 1941, Roosevelt’s attention turned to the shipping problem highlighted by 

Churchill the previous December. American naval action was required to secure 

Britain’s vital Atlantic lifeline and victory over Germany. Since the president’s 

announcement of the Lend-Lease program, Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson had 

urged Roosevelt to forcibly use the navy to stop the sinking of ships and “plug the 

leaky bathtub” in the Atlantic.21 In January, Stimson, in concurrence with Secretary 

of the Navy Frank Knox, advised the president to “consider whether the American 

government has not reached the time when it must realize that the policy it has thus 

far followed…will not probably secure a British victory.”22 Roosevelt ordered the 

U.S. Navy to make plans to escort convoys in case of a British collapse, but was 

reluctant to take further steps.23 He feared that Congress would refuse to grant him 

the power to convoy ships and that raising the issue would undermine the consensus 

of support he had built for Lend-Lease and, in the process, British morale.24 

 In April, after the passage of Lend-Lease, the president took more 

constructive action to bolster British efforts in the Atlantic. On April 10, he explained 

to the “War Cabinet” of Stimson, Knox, Secretary of the Treasury Henry 

Morgenthau, Secretary of State Cordell Hull, and chief presidential aide and 

confidant Harry Hopkins, his plan to patrol the Atlantic west of longitude line 25°. 

This security zone included the Azores and most of Greenland, which the Danish 

21 HLSD, December 19, 1940. 
22 Ibid., January 22. 1941. 
23 Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 260.  
24 HLSD, April 10, 1941; Schmitz, The Triumph of Internationalism, 78. 

 110 

                                                 



government in exile had just handed over to the United States for protection. The 

United States would then use air and naval patrols to monitor and report the 

movement of German vessels to the British.25  

When he announced this patrol policy to the public, Roosevelt characterized 

all territory west of the twenty-fifth meridian as part of the Western Hemisphere.26 He 

thus denied that extended patrolling was likely to bring about American involvement 

in the war, instead claiming it was intended to protect the safety of the United States. 

Over the following month, the president would expand this definition of the Western 

Hemisphere further and further east, asserting that the United States would extend the 

security zone as “far on the waters of the seven seas as may be necessary for the 

defense of the American hemisphere.”27  

At the same time, the president continued to resist the pressure for bolder 

action from Stimson, Knox, and others in the administration dissatisfied with his 

timid approach to the shipping crisis. These senior policymakers urged Roosevelt to 

take the initiative in building public support for American intervention and to transfer 

the bulk of the Pacific Fleet to the Atlantic.28 The president, however, remained 

convinced that public opinion would not support convoying. Moreover, he was also 

concerned that the transfer of American ships to the Atlantic would encourage 

Japanese aggression in the Pacific and jeopardize national security.29 As he told the 

Cabinet in late April, for the moment he was content to treat patrolling as “a step 

25 HLSD, April 10, 1941. 
26 Rosenman, The Public Papers and Addresses, 1941: 96-97; Ibid., 110. 
27 Rosenman, The Public Papers and Addresses, 1941: 132-38. 
28 HLSD, April 22, 1941, May 5, 1941. 
29 Ibid, April 24, 1941. 
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forward” and wait for a German “incident” to provoke public opinion into supporting 

more direct steps toward American intervention.30  

None of the administration’s actions, however, could halt the Axis advance in 

the spring of 1941. On April 6, Germany invaded Greece and Yugoslavia, and by the 

end of the month, Hitler controlled the Balkans. Simultaneously, German forces 

commanded by Erwin Rommel pushed the British out of Libya. The Allied defeats in 

the Eastern Mediterranean were compounded by the continued decimation of British 

shipping, with over 680,000 tons lost in April alone. 31 On May 4, a beleaguered 

Churchill sent Roosevelt a telegram asking the United States to declare war on 

Germany.32 The president responded by pushing defense industry to work “twenty 

four hours a day and seven days each week” to produce the materiel desperately 

needed by the British.33 He also relented to Stimson and Knox and agreed to order the 

first installment of the Pacific Fleet to leave Hawaii and come to the Atlantic.34 But 

with public opinion polls still showing that Americans were divided over providing 

aid to Britain at the risk of war, Roosevelt refused to go further. At a Cabinet meeting 

on May 23, when asked if he would use his upcoming speech on May 27 to declare 

the nation “ready to do something,” the president replied, “I am not willing to fire the 

first shot.”35 

The desperation of the situation in Europe by the end of May compelled 

Roosevelt to take more forceful action to prepare the United States to join the 

30 Ibid., April 25, 1941. 
31 Reynolds, From Munich to Pearl Harbor, 123-24. 
32 Schmitz, The Triumph of Internationalism, 79. 
33 Roosevelt to William S. Knudsen and Sidney Hillman, April 30, 1941, The Papers of Harry L. 
Hopkins: Box 307, FDRL. 
34 HLSD, May 14, 1941. 
35 Ickes, The Secret Diary of Harold Ickes, May 25, 1941, 523. 
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fighting. With Nazi forces driving the British out of the island of Crete in the 

Mediterranean and the German battleship Bismarck roaming the Atlantic after sinking 

the Royal Navy’s largest capital ship, the Hood, a British collapse appeared 

imminent.36 The Allied reverses confirmed what the president had suspected for 

almost a year; the Axis threat could not be defeated without the use of American air 

and sea power. Yet he realized that the American people still needed to be convinced 

of the need for American involvement in the war. Therefore, on May 26, Roosevelt 

told Assistant Secretary of State Adolf A. Berle that he would use his address to the 

nation to “scare the daylights out of everyone.”37 The next day, he declared a state of 

unlimited national emergency, placing the military forces of the United States on 

readiness to repel any threats to the Western Hemisphere.38 

 That evening, based on his expanded definition of American security, the 

president explained to the nation the necessity of his action. He began by alluding to 

the Nazi “book of world conquest” and reiterating that Hitler never considered the 

domination of Europe an end to itself, but a step toward the ultimate conquest of other 

continents. The conflict thus constituted a “world war” for global domination and, 

unless checked, Nazi forces would eventually attack the United States. The president 

then recalled the measures he had taken for American defense, including agreements 

with other American republics, the rearmament program, naval buildup, the draft, and 

the Lend-Lease program. This whole program of defense, Roosevelt reminded the 

36 Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 265. 
37 Adolf A. Berle Diary, May 26, 1941, Papers of Adolf A. Berle: Box 211, FDRL. 
38 Rosenman, The Public Papers and Addresses, 1941: 194-96. 
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nation, had been based on the conviction that an Axis victory would threaten both the 

physical security of the United States and the very fabric of American life.39 

Yet recent German victories in Europe and North Africa showed that these 

measures had not been enough to prevent the Nazi threat from advancing toward the 

United States. Hitler now had the power to control “island outposts of the New 

World” such as the Azores, Cape Verde Islands, Greenland, and even Iceland, whose 

loss would jeopardize the safety of the United States. “The war is approaching the 

brink of the Western Hemisphere itself,” the president declared. “It is very close to 

home.” Additionally, while British resistance was keeping the German danger at bay, 

the “blunt truth is this,” Roosevelt warned, “the present rate of Nazi sinkings of 

merchant ships is more than three times as high as the capacity of British shipyards to 

replace them; it is more than twice the combined British and American output of 

merchant ships today.” As the continued safety of the United States hinged on control 

of the seas, the president believed the “Battle of the Atlantic” could not be considered 

a foreign war and the American people must be prepared for direct action to defend 

the nation’s security.40 

 Roosevelt also insisted that defense requirements and national security policy 

must be reassessed to take into account the lightning speed of modern warfare and 

advances in military technology. An attack on the United States was not just the 

bombing of New York, San Francisco, or Chicago. Equally menacing was domination 

by the Nazis of any base in the Atlantic vital to American security. Claiming that 

anyone with an atlas could see that it would be suicide to wait until an enemy had 

39 Rosenman, The Public Papers and Addresses, 1941: 181-94. 
40 Ibid. 
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gained a foothold from which to attack, the president declared that “if you hold your 

fire until you see the whites of his eyes, you will never know what hit you. Our 

Bunker Hill of tomorrow may be several thousand miles from Boston.” Roosevelt’s 

national security policy, therefore, was based on active resistance to any attempt by 

Hitler to extend German domination into the Western Hemisphere and rendering all 

possible aid to Britain and other nations resisting Nazi aggression. The United States 

remained formally neutral, but the president’s speech brought the nation to the edge 

of war by proclaiming that Americans, committed to the four freedoms, refused to 

accept a Hitler-dominated world and would not hesitate to use military force to repel 

any attack on the physical and ideological security of the nation.41 

It became clear in the weeks following his speech that Roosevelt’s declaration 

of a state of emergency was meant primarily to psychologically prepare the public for 

war rather than concrete action. On June 11, news reached Washington of the sinking 

of the American merchant vessel Robin Moor by a German U-boat in the South 

Atlantic.42 The sinking appeared to satisfy the president’s desire for an incident. 

Roosevelt told Congress that the attack was intended to “intimidate the United States 

and other Nations into a course of non-resistance to German plans for universal 

conquest” and restated that the nation would neither bow to such intimidation nor 

acquiesce to Hitler’s plans for world domination.43 He did not, however, ask for a 

declaration of war. The president did not want to take this momentous step until 

events abroad aroused public opinion to support American involvement in the war. 

41 Ibid. 
42 Reynolds, From Munich to Pearl Harbor, 131. 
43 Rosenman, The Public Papers and Addresses, 1941: 227-30. 
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He did not believe that the sinking of the Robin Moor was a development that would 

mobilize the nation to fight. 

The Soviet Union and the Formation of the Grand Alliance 

 When Hitler invaded the Soviet Union on June 22, 1941, few expected that 

the Russians would hold out for long. The German forces cut through the Red Army 

and advanced hundreds of miles into Soviet territory in a matter of days. Anticipating 

a repeat of the Nazi conquest of France in 1940, many senior administration officials 

predicted that Russian resistance would collapse by the end of the summer. Given this 

assessment, they urged Roosevelt not to send aid to the Soviet Union, as it would 

either be wasted or fall into German hands.44 The president was more optimistic. 

“Now comes this Russian diversion,” he wrote on June 26. “If it is more than just that 

it will mean the liberation of Europe from Nazi domination.”45 Two days later, 

Undersecretary of State Sumner Welles informed the American ambassador in 

Moscow that Roosevelt would not invoke the neutrality act toward the Soviet 

Union.46 The president was convinced that the Russians could hold on and, more than 

just offering a respite for Britain, play a decisive role in the ultimate defeat of 

Germany. Churchill, a well-known anti-communist, justified why Britain would aid 

the Soviet Union. While Nazism and Communism were indistinguishable in many 

ways, Churchill insisted this consideration was secondary to Great Britain’s “single, 

irrevocable purpose…to destroy Hitler and every vestige of the Nazi regime.”47 

Roosevelt shared this sentiment. He believed that the fighting on the Eastern front 

44 Schmitz, The Triumph of Internationalism, 80. 
45 Roosevelt and Lash, F.D.R.: His Personal Letters, II: 1177. 
46 FRUS, 1941, I, 773-74. 
47 Quoted in Schmitz, The Triumph of Internationalism, 80. 
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would determine the course of the war, and Russia, like Britain in the Atlantic, thus 

constituted the front line of American defense. 

 The president’s desire to gamble on aid to the Soviets was encouraged when 

Russian resistance stiffened in July. At the end of the month, he sent Hopkins to 

Moscow to meet with Stalin and report on the situation in the Soviet Union. Hopkins 

informed Roosevelt that Soviet morale was high, that Russia would not fall that year, 

and that the Soviets were digging in to fight a long war.48 Hopkins’ report removed 

any hesitation Roosevelt still had about providing aid to the Soviet Union. At a 

Cabinet meeting on August 1, he lectured the State and War Departments on the need 

to send aid to Russia, claiming they had been giving the Soviets the “run-around,” 

and ordered the immediate shipment of planes to the Soviet Union. With a chance to 

change the tide of the war and defeat Germany, the president insisted, now was the 

time to “take some risks.”49  

The next evening, Roosevelt slipped out of Washington for a secret meeting 

with Churchill off the coast of Newfoundland.50 This Atlantic Conference, held 

August 9-12, in Placentia Bay, was the first of many wartime meetings between the 

president and the prime minister, and cemented their close personal bond as well as 

the cooperation that marked Anglo-American relations throughout the war. Capping 

the summit was the declaration of eight war aims, dubbed the “Atlantic Charter,” on 

August 14. Anxious to show his commitment to establishing a permanent world peace 

based on American values, and determination not to repeat the mistakes of the 

Versailles Agreements, Roosevelt attached a great deal of importance to this joint 

48 FRUS, 1941, I, 814-15. 
49 Ickes, The Secret Diary of Harold Ickes, August 3, 1941, 592-93. 
50 Schmitz, The Triumph of Internationalism, 81. 
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declaration.51 The president thus secured a statement of common Anglo-American 

principles that reflected the tenets of his internationalism: no territorial 

aggrandizement, self-determination for all peoples, international free trade and 

economic collaboration, disarmament, and a postwar peace based on collective 

security and the four freedoms.52 He also discussed privately with Churchill the 

formation of an Anglo-American international police force.53 Although not a 

declaration of war, the Atlantic Charter staked out the principles essential to 

American security, formally allied the nation with Great Britain against Germany, 

and pledged that the United States would lead the postwar recovery.  

The commitment of the United States to collective security at the Atlantic 

Conference was not limited to Anglo-American relations. Based on Hopkins’ 

optimistic assessment of the Soviet Union, Roosevelt and Churchill sent a message to 

Stalin praising Russian resistance and promising to deliver the “very maximum of 

supplies that you most urgently need.” The two leaders noted that many shiploads of 

supplies had already been sent, with more to come in the near future, and proposed a 

meeting in Moscow of senior officials to further analyze Soviet needs.54 The message 

ended with an appeal for cooperation among the United States, Great Britain, and the 

Soviet Union, observing “how vitally important to the defeat of Hitlerism is the brave 

and steadfast resistance of the Soviet Union,” and suggesting the nations plan “for the 

future allocation of our joint resources.”55 Convinced that the Nazi threat necessitated 

cooperation between the Western democratic powers and their communist rival, 

51 Welles, manuscript draft, “The Time for Decision,” Chapter Four, 59, SWP: Box 204, FDRL. 
52 FRUS, 1941, I, 367-69. 
53 FRUS, 1941, I, 356-63. 
54 Hull, The Memoirs of Cordell Hull, II: 974. 
55 Quoted in Schmitz, The Triumph of Internationalism, 82. 
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Roosevelt had helped bring together the Grand Alliance that would ultimately win 

World War II. 

Having aligned the United States with Britain and the Soviet Union, upon his 

return from the Atlantic Conference, Roosevelt began mounting final preparations for 

war with Germany. Throughout the second half of August 1941, he publicly urged the 

nation to recognize that the defeat of Nazism required the use of American military 

power. At a press conference on August 19, the president drew a parallel to Lincoln’s 

experience during the Civil War when the “country hadn’t yet waked up to the fact 

that they had a war to win,” and declared that “there are a lot of people who haven’t 

waked up to the danger.”56 Two days later he insisted that against “naked force the 

only possible defense is naked force. The aggressor makes the rules for such a war; 

the defenders have no alternative but matching destruction with more destruction, 

slaughter with greater slaughter.”57  

In a radio address on Labor Day, 1941, Roosevelt explained that the United 

States was already at war, as Hitler’s mission of world conquest directly threatened 

the security and freedom of the nation, no matter how far the fighting was from 

American shores. Confronted with this threat, Americans must be prepared to throw 

all their energies into defeating the enemies of the United States. “I know,” the 

president proclaimed, “that I speak the conscience and determination of the American 

people when I say that we shall do everything in our power to crush Hitler and his 

Nazi forces.”58 Publicly, Roosevelt restated his policy of aid to Britain and Russia 

56 Rosenman, The Public Papers and Addresses, 1941: 325-33. 
57 Ibid., 334-36. 
58 Ibid., 365-69. 
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short of war, but, as Stimson noted in his diary, the president was marshalling both 

resources and public support for American intervention in the Atlantic.59 

 With domestic opinion coalescing behind him, Roosevelt used an exchange of 

fire on September 4 between a German U-boat and the American destroyer Greer off 

the coast of Greenland to proclaim a state of undeclared war in the Atlantic.60 

Although the Greer and British aircraft had been trailing the submarine for several 

hours before the attack, the president distorted the details of the incident in his 

fireside chat on September 11. Denouncing the attack as “piracy—piracy legally and 

morally,” he told the nation that the U-boat had fired, unprovoked, on a ship clearly 

flying the American flag and operating in waters “which the Government of the 

United States had declared to be waters of self-defense.” Moreover, this was no 

localized action, but the latest in a line of Nazi attacks on American ships; “acts of 

international lawlessness,” which manifested a “Nazi design to abolish the freedom of 

the seas and to acquire absolute control and domination of these seas for themselves,” 

with the ultimate objective of dominating the Western Hemisphere and the United 

States itself. Each attack, Roosevelt warned, was another determined step toward a 

Nazi world system based on force and terror. While the United States did not seek 

war, it would not give Hitler the “green light” to continue his plan of world 

conquest.61 

Calling Nazi submarines the “rattlesnakes of the Atlantic,” the president 

declared that when you see an enemy “poised to strike, you do not wait until he has 

struck before you crush him.” Consequently, American naval vessels and planes 

59 HLSD, September 7, 1941. 
60 Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 287. 
61 Rosenman, The Public Papers and Addresses, 1941: 384-91. 

 120 

                                                 



would no longer wait for German submarines and ships to strike first, but would 

attack any Axis war vessels they encountered within the “waters which we deem 

necessary for our defense.”62 The announcement of this “shoot on sight” policy 

evidenced Roosevelt’s readiness by the fall of 1941 to take the nation to war in order 

to defeat the danger posed to American interests by Hitler and Nazi Germany. 

 As attacks on American ships continued, the president used these incidents to 

support his claim that the nation was already fighting a war in the Atlantic to defend 

its security. On October 16, the American destroyer Kearny was torpedoed off 

Iceland. The following week, Roosevelt proclaimed, “the shooting has started,” and 

declared that the Kearny was not just a navy ship: “She belongs to every man, 

woman, and child in this Nation.” Therefore, “Hitler’s torpedo was directed at every 

American, whether he lives on our sea coasts or in the innermost part of the country, 

far from the seas and far from the guns and tanks of the marching hordes of would-be 

conquerors of the world.” The president also announced that he had come to possess a 

secret Nazi map that divided South American into “five vassal states” and that Hitler 

planned to abolish all religions and set up an “International Nazi Church.”63 Given 

this evidence, there was no doubt that Germany had designs on the Western 

Hemisphere and the United States. To prevent this Nazi-dominated future from 

becoming a reality, Roosevelt told the nation, the American people must dedicate 

themselves to the defeat of Hitler by any means necessary.  

In fall of 1941, however, the president did not rush into the fighting, 

preferring to take gradual steps toward war as public support for American 

62 Ibid. 
63 Ibid., 438-44. 
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participation in the conflict strengthened. He believed that national security would be 

enhanced by remaining out of the war as long as possible, operating as the arsenal for 

the allies, while the American defense industry continued to expand. Moreover, 

Roosevelt was still wary of Japanese aggression in the Pacific. Fearing that if the 

United States entered the war against Germany, Japan would respond by declaring 

war on the United States, he wanted to build the American military to a size capable 

of fighting simultaneously in both the Atlantic and the Pacific. A third reason for 

delaying the nation’s entrance into the war was the continued stubborn resistance of 

anti-interventionists in Congress. While the American people largely supported the 

president’s policy, the repeal of certain provisions of the Neutrality Act only passed 

by narrow margins in both the Senate and the House.64 With these considerations in 

mind, Roosevelt reluctantly concluded that it would take a direct, dramatic threat to, 

or attack on the United States to arouse public opinion and obtain a formal declaration 

of war. Ironically, given the priority the president placed on Europe, this final push 

toward full belligerency came from Japan not Germany. 

The Road to Pearl Harbor in the Pacific 

 From the months following the 1940 election to the attack on Pearl Harbor in 

December 1941, the administration, believing that Germany posed a greater and more 

immediate threat to the United States, focused its attention on the European conflict. 

The corollary of this policy was continued action in the Pacific to deter Japanese 

expansion that would adversely affect the chances of Britain’s survival against Hitler 

while avoiding a conflict that would divert American resources away from the 

64 Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 291-92. 
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Atlantic.65 With the nation moving toward intervention in the Atlantic and the 

American rearmament program still in its infancy, Roosevelt also adhered to demands 

from his military and naval staff to postpone until the last possible moment any 

hostilities with Japan in order to avoid confronting the United States with wars in 

both oceans.66 Moreover, many American officials believed that the Japanese, 

realizing their military and industrial inferiority, would never provoke or attack the 

United States and would yield to American pressure.67 In the fall of 1940, therefore, 

the president renewed the commitment of the nation to maintaining the status quo in 

Asia until the German threat was defeated. 

 In November 1940, Roosevelt’s efforts to preserve peace in the Pacific and 

protect the safety of the nation focused on aid to China. He believed a strong and 

sustained Chinese resistance would keep Japan tied down and discourage the 

Japanese from attacking the Dutch East Indies or Singapore. Thus, when continued 

Japanese pressure compelled Chinese Nationalist leader Chiang Kai-Shek to appeal to 

Washington for additional commitments, the president took immediate action. 

Although he rejected Chiang’s proposal for an Anglo-American-Chinese alliance and 

a joint declaration by the United States and Great Britain stating their determination 

to protect Chinese territorial integrity, on November 30, the president announced a 

$100 million dollar loan to China.68 Roosevelt also encouraged efforts to supply the 

Chinese with long-range bombers to attack Japan. However, he reaffirmed his desire 

to maintain the status quo, telling the Cabinet he would not pursue any further 

65 Roosevelt and Lash, F.D.R.: His Personal Letters, II: 1093-95. 
66 Welles, manuscript draft, “The Time for Decision,” Chapter Eight, 39, SWP: Box 204, FDRL. 
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measures against Japan, such as extending the embargo on scrap metals to include oil, 

which would risk turning Japanese attentions to European possessions in Southeast 

Asia.69 

 It was, however, becoming apparent that conflict between the United States 

and Japan was inevitable. As Ambassador Joseph Grew wrote to the president in mid-

December 1940, with Tokyo unwilling to abandon its plans for continued expansion, 

it was “increasingly clear that we are bound to have a showdown someday.” The 

question at issue for the United States was whether it would be to the advantage of 

American interests and security “to have that showdown sooner or have it later.”70 

Grew believed that the answer to that question depended on whether a war with Japan 

would handicap the ability of the United States to aid Britain in the Atlantic and thus 

make a difference between a British victory or defeat. It was clear, however, that to 

assure the safety of the United States, the nation would eventually have to use force to 

stop Japanese aggression. 

Roosevelt responded in January 1941 that he shared Grew’s apprehension and 

believed the United States must be prepared for stronger action, even war in the 

Pacific. He emphasized that the hostilities in Europe and Asia were part of a single 

world conflict that endangered the security of the United States. Consequently, the 

nation must defend its way of life and interests wherever they were seriously 

threatened. “Our strategy of self-defense,” he declared, “must be a global strategy 

which takes into account every front and takes advantage of every opportunity to 

contribute to our total security.” His attention centered on Europe, Roosevelt warned 

69 Ickes, The Secret Diary of Harold Ickes, December 1, 1940, 387-88. 
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that in order to keep Britain, the nation’s first line of defense in the Atlantic, fighting 

against Germany, the United States was obliged to protect vital British colonial 

possessions in the Pacific. The American policy of supporting Britain to ensure the 

security of the United States necessarily “must envisage both sending of supplies to 

England and helping to prevent a closing of channels of communication to and from 

various parts of the world, so that other important sources of supply will not be 

denied to the British and be added to the assets of the other side.” The vast and 

interrelated nature of this world conflict, the president asserted, confirmed that the 

United States needed to define its national security policy “in terms of five continents 

and seven seas.”71 

When he received reports of a Japanese offensive against Southeast Asia in 

February, however, Roosevelt remained committed to a policy of firm, but cautious 

pressure toward Japan. Although both his own senior staff and the British advised 

him that Tokyo would only respond to force and pressed for a strong response, the 

president did not want the possibility of war in the Pacific to jeopardize the pending 

passage of Lend-Lease and support for Britain in the Atlantic. He thus took a series of 

“moral steps” to slow the Japanese advance. Most significantly, Roosevelt 

encouraged the opening of negotiations between Secretary of State Cordell Hull and 

the new Japanese ambassador, Admiral Nomura Kichisaburo. Even though the 

administration refused to consider the Japanese position that the United States should 

accept the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, the president and Hull agreed that 

there remained some chance of a peaceful settlement to the Pacific question.72 
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Roosevelt, therefore, avoided an outright rejection of the Japanese proposals and 

directed Hull to go forward with the negotiations on the slight chance of inducing 

Japan to withdraw from the Axis.73 Moreover, even if the diplomatic talks proved 

unproductive, Roosevelt realized that they would still buy time for the United States 

to focus on supporting Britain and building up its own defense. He was thus content 

to let the discussions between Hull and Nomura drag on through the spring. 

Developments during June and July 1941, however, convinced the president 

that it was time for the United States to take a stand against Japan and set the nation 

on the course for war in the Pacific. The German invasion of the Soviet Union forced 

Japan to reevaluate its policy. While this debate was in progress, Roosevelt, who was 

convinced that successful Soviet resistance was critical to the defeat of Germany, 

refused to do anything which might “tip the delicate scales and cause Japan to decide 

either to attack Russia or…the Dutch East Indies.”74 “The Japs,” he wrote Ickes on 

July 1, “are having a real drag-down and knock-out fight among themselves…trying 

to decide which way they are going to jump—attack Russia, attack the South Seas 

(thus throwing in their lot definitely with Germany), or whether they will sit on the 

fence and be more friendly with us.” No one knew what Tokyo’s decision would be, 

but it was “terribly important for the control of the Atlantic for us to help keep peace 

in the Pacific.” The president warned that the United States was not yet capable of 

two-ocean defense: “I simply have not got enough Navy to go around—and every 

little episode in the Pacific means fewer ships in the Atlantic.”75 With the war in 

73 Ibid., 1001. 
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Europe Roosevelt’s first concern, he believed the nation must continue to resist 

Japanese aggression without provoking hostilities.  

 The president’s reluctance to take steps that risked war in the Pacific 

decreased when an imperial conference on July 2 committed Japan to a policy of 

southern expansion. In the second half of the month, Japanese troops occupied the 

rest of Indochina, leading Roosevelt to conclude that American efforts at 

appeasement had failed.76 Only more forceful action would prevent Japan from 

moving toward the Dutch East Indies, Singapore, or Burma, all of which would 

endanger the survival of Britain. Furthermore, it was essential to keep China fighting 

to deter Japan from considering an assault on the Soviet Union. If Japan continued its 

aggression, the threat to the security and safety of the United States in Europe and 

Asia would become even greater.77 

On July 24, therefore, he ordered the freezing of Japanese assets in the United 

States, further restricting trade between the two nations.78 Although the president did 

not intend to “draw the noose tight” when it came to oil, while he was away at the 

Atlantic Conference officials in Washington and Tokyo interpreted the freezing order 

as an embargo of all petroleum exports to Japan.79 Roosevelt’s tacit acceptance of the 

full embargo upon returning evidenced his growing conviction that, given the global 

nature of the conflict, only firm policy would protect national security. 

The president further expressed his determination to defend American 

interests, even at the risk of war with Japan, when Nomura requested a resumption of 
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informal negotiations in mid-August. At the Atlantic Conference, he had informed the 

British, through Welles, that the United States would no longer show patience in its 

dealings with Japan. While Roosevelt continued to entertain negotiations for the time 

being, this was only to buy more time to strengthen the nation’s defenses in the 

Western Pacific and prepare for the inevitable conflict.80 Thus, when meeting with 

Nomura on August 17, the president warned that any further Japanese aggression 

would result in the United States taking “whatever steps might be necessary toward 

safeguarding its legitimate interests and rights…and toward insuring the security and 

safety of the United States.”81 While Roosevelt offered to continue diplomatic 

conversations, the talks went nowhere. The administration rejected Japan’s proposals, 

refusing to agree to a settlement offering no assurances that Tokyo would end its 

policy of aggression, respect China’s sovereignty and territorial integrity, and 

maintain the Open Door.82  

As negotiations sputtered throughout the fall of 1941, the president began 

preparing for the outbreak of fighting in the Pacific. On November 20, the Japanese 

presented their final proposal to Hull, offering to withdraw from southern Indochina 

in return for the lifting of the freezing order and oil embargo. This proposal for a 

modus vivendi was unacceptable to the administration, as it would force the United 

States to abandon China and accept Japanese domination of Southeast Asia and the 

Western Pacific.83 Two days later, American cryptographers, who had broken the 

Japanese diplomatic code, intercepted a dispatch from Tokyo that set a final deadline 
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for successful talks on November 29. “After that,” the message advised, “things are 

automatically going to happen.”84 It was thus clear that rejection of the Japanese 

proposal would mean war. 

As Roosevelt told Churchill on November 24, “we must all be prepared for 

real trouble, possibly soon.”85 It was only a question of where the fighting would 

begin. At a meeting with Hull and senior officials of the War and Navy Departments, 

the president asserted that a Japanese surprise attack was likely in the coming weeks. 

“The question now,” he said, “was how we should maneuver them into the position of 

firing the first shot without allowing too much danger to ourselves.”86 In order to be 

sure of the full support of the American people for war, Roosevelt wanted there to be 

no doubt who the aggressors were in the Pacific. With intense British and Chinese 

opposition to any agreement at China’s expense, and reports of Japanese troop 

movement south toward Indochina, the administration abandoned negotiations and 

sent out warnings to American commanders in the Pacific that a Japanese attack was 

expected in the next few days.87 

 The administration expected Japanese aggression to come in Southeast Asia, 

against the Philippines, the Dutch East Indies, or British possessions in Burma and 

Malaysia in order to gain access to vital raw materials.88 This expectation was colored 

by the racist attitudes of senior policymakers in Washington, who believed that the 

Japanese would not dare to attack American territory in the Western Hemisphere. It 

was thus a surprise when, on December 7, the attack came at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii. 

84 Ibid., 1074. 
85 FRUS, 1941, IV, 648-49. 
86 HLSD, November 25, 1941. 
87 FRUS, 1941, IV, 665; FRUS, 1941, V, 359; Doenecke and Wilz, From Isolation to War, 161. 
88 Roosevelt and Lash, F.D.R.: His Personal Letters, II: 1247-48. 
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The devastation and shock of the attack distressed the president, but it also provided a 

sense of relief as it took the question of American belligerency out of Roosevelt’s 

hands. Welles reported that the president appeared calm and collected at a Cabinet 

meeting on the night of December 7 as he set about making war preparations.89  

On December 8, Roosevelt completed the redefinition of national security as 

he delivered his war message to Congress. Declaring December 7, 1941, “a date 

which will live in infamy,” he emphasized Japan’s deception and affirmed that the 

“American people in their righteous might will win through to absolute victory.” 

More importantly, the entrance of the United States into war was significant for the 

nation’s future. As the president asserted, “we will not only defend ourselves to the 

uttermost but will make it very certain that this form of treachery shall never again 

endanger us.” He asked for a declaration of war on Japan, which Congress promptly 

gave with only one dissenting vote.90 Three days later, on December 11, Germany 

and Italy confirmed Roosevelt’s arguments that the Axis represented a global threat to 

democracy when they declared war on the United States. Convinced that their values 

and institutions were endangered, Americans mobilized to defeat the threat of fascism 

across the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. The nation had finally agreed with Roosevelt 

that full belligerency and the accompanying projection of American military and 

economic power were required to ensure not only victory over the enemies of 

democracy and freedom, but also the establishment of a world order founded on the 

promise of democratic institutions and universal American values of freedom, 

equality, and justice.

89 Welles, “The Time for Decision,” Chapter Eight, 56, SWP: Box 204, FDRL. 
90 Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 312. 

 130 

                                                 



CONCLUSION 

Between 1937 and 1941, Franklin Roosevelt developed the key concepts that 

would become the ideological framework of American national security policy in the 

postwar era. In the face of challenges from Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan, the 

president advocated the need to adopt a new, internationalist definition of national 

security to meet the threat posed by fascist aggression. This change in policy was 

accomplished through a gradual process in which Roosevelt set out for the American 

public the global interests of the United States and warned of the danger posed to 

American security by aggressor nations. He asserted that in the interconnected, 

modern world, the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans could no longer guarantee the safety 

of the United States, making hemispheric defense obsolete. Moreover, the president 

portrayed fascist aggression as a fundamental challenge to American democracy and 

declared that the security and liberty of the United States could never be assured as 

long as aggressors encroached on the freedom of peoples anywhere, thus undermining 

the logic of neutrality. Consequently, he insisted that it was vital to maintain a high 

level of military preparedness, cooperate with allies, and actively promote universal 

American institutions and values abroad through the exercise of American power in 

order to extend the first lines of defense far from the shores of the United States. As 

Roosevelt convinced the majority of Americans to embrace this understanding of the 

international crisis and expanded definition of national security, he moved to revise 

the neutrality laws, provide aid to the Allies, and eventually bring the United States 

into World War II as a full belligerent. 
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The president’s consistent internationalist outlook formed the foundation of 

his efforts to redefine American national security and shaped his education of the 

American people. During his first term, aware that many Americans supported a 

foreign policy based on defense of the Western Hemisphere and minimal 

entanglement in European affairs, Roosevelt reluctantly accepted the framework of 

nonintervention and neutrality. He still believed, however, that the United States, as a 

great power, should play a constructive role in foreign affairs for the sake of its own 

national interests. The president was convinced that the inherent superiority and 

righteousness of American institutions and values entailed a global responsibility to 

spread those institutions and values in order to cure Old World problems of 

imperialism, militarism, and economic nationalism, and establish a new, peaceful, 

international order that would guarantee the safety and prosperity of the United 

States. The darkening world crisis of the late 1930s confirmed to Roosevelt the need 

for American leadership in world affairs to establish stability and peace vital to 

national security. He feared that if the Axis powers continued to expand unchecked, 

the United States would become isolated and forced to seek security by placing itself 

on a permanent war footing. The development of such a garrison state would 

compromise the very freedoms and ideals the president was trying to protect. 

Roosevelt’s successful redefinition of national security was due, in large part, 

to his ability to affect domestic public opinion without challenging it head-on. 

Although firmly committed to internationalism, he understood that most Americans 

were preoccupied with recovering from the depression and wanted to focus on 

domestic policy. He also recognized that many Americans believed that entry into the 
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First World War had been a mistake and were determined to avoid making further 

international political commitments. The president thus pursued his education of the 

American people deliberately and carefully, making sure not to move too far ahead of 

what he believed public opinion would support. He went to great lengths to frame the 

discussion of an expanded definition of American national security as necessary for 

the defense of the United States and its democratic ideology. To overcome 

noninterventionist sentiment, Roosevelt repackaged the familiar framework of 

hemispheric defense. He asserted that technological advances had made the world 

smaller by allowing a potential aggressor to strike from almost anywhere. In doing so, 

the president gradually expanded the definition of the Western Hemisphere across the 

Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. While Roosevelt’s cautious approach frustrated vocal 

internationalists, including several members of his own administration, it allowed him 

to undercut the logic and arguments of advocates of neutrality and nonintervention. 

From 1937 through most of 1940, the president maintained that his efforts 

were concentrated on avoiding war but by 1941 he began to adopt a different tone. As 

the majority of the American people embraced an expanded definition of national 

security that included the Atlantic and Pacific, Roosevelt increasingly appealed to the 

ideology of a just war to portray increased American action, even entry into the 

fighting, as the moral duty of the United States. He asserted that the United States 

was crucial to the future of the world and could not abdicate its responsibility to 

civilization by standing idly by as the forces of dictatorship and aggression conquered 

and enslaved free peoples. The safety of the nation could only be guaranteed in a 

world order modeled on American democracy and the Four Freedoms. By casting the 
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Axis powers as the antithesis of American values, the president justified an expanded 

definition of national security as necessary to ensure the establishment of that order 

and defend democracy and global freedom from the forces of evil. He thus defined 

national security as world security and asserted that the safety of the United States 

would be best guaranteed through a policy of dynamic defense, including collective 

security, maintenance of preponderant American power, and the transformation of 

international relations through the global application of American ideals. The attack 

on Pearl Harbor, while unexpected, only confirmed the necessity of this policy. 

 The impact of Roosevelt’s redefinition of national security was reflected in 

the lasting legacy he left on American politics and foreign policy. By expanding the 

definition of security, the president introduced a new concept of total defense to the 

United States. He committed the nation to collective security and defensive alliances 

with its Atlantic and Pacific neighbors, a strategy that would become fixed in 

American policy with the formation of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization in 

1949. He expanded the American military to a level capable of fighting wars on two 

fronts by instituting a peacetime draft, mobilizing the defense industry, and increasing 

government spending. These policies evolved into what would later be termed the 

military-industrial complex. Roosevelt also established the origins for what historians 

call the Imperial Presidency by using executive power to bypass Congress on issues 

of national security. The president’s use of this power to complete the Destroyers for 

Bases Deal and wage undeclared war in the Atlantic in 1941, as well as his tendency 

to dissemble with the American people, set a precedent that later presidents would 

sometimes follow for less noble causes. 

 134 



 Of equal or greater significance, Roosevelt’s efforts to educate the American 

people changed the ideological and rhetorical framework of defense and altered how 

Americans conceived of national security. Between 1937 and 1941, the president 

united the majority of the American people around a new set of beliefs and 

assumptions about the world and the role of the United States as a great power. Chief 

among these assumptions was Roosevelt’s description of a bipolar world divided 

between the free world, led by the United States, and the slave world, led by 

America’s enemies. Throughout the years preceding America’s entry into the war, the 

president asserted that, as the leader of the free world and the beacon of democracy, 

the United States must take steps not only to strengthen its own security, but to use its 

influence to build a better world. He insisted that the two aims were, in fact, mutually 

dependent: one could not be achieved without the other.  

Even before the United States entered the war, the success of Roosevelt’s 

effort was manifested in the changing public discourse on American foreign policy 

and security. A new narrative emerged, one that depicted the nation as a benevolent 

world leader exercising its power to build a peaceful world founded on the promise of 

American ideals. This narrative, most famously espoused in a February 1941 editorial 

by Henry Luce, publisher of Time, Life, and Fortune magazines, declared that the 

United States had the ability to seize this second chance, the first being squandered 

after the First World War, to create a new international environment favorable to 

American interests and security. Luce asserted that the potential power of the United 

States was unlimited, insisting that nothing “can so vitally affect America’s 

environment as America’s own influence upon it, and therefore if America’s 
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environment is unfavorable to the growth of American life, then America has nobody 

to blame so deeply as she must blame herself.”1 As more Americans embraced this 

internationalist outlook, they feared that failure on the part of the United States to 

play its part as a world power by joining the fight against fascism and spreading 

American values would have disastrous consequences for the welfare of both the 

nation and all humanity. This bipolar worldview and ideology of security through 

world leadership persisted in the postwar period to meet the new challenge to 

American democracy, international communism emanating from the Soviet Union. 

 Roosevelt’s redefinition of national security continues to influence the 

American people today. Many Americans still view World War II as the good war 

that demonstrated the moral force of American ideals and the strength of the 

American people. They declare that victory in the war represented a victory for the 

American way of life over the challenge from another, un-American way of life, a 

victory of liberty over tyranny, and the beginning of Luce’s “American Century” 

based on universal American values of freedom, justice, and equality.2 As a 

consequence of the president’s efforts to educate the American people in the years 

before Pearl Harbor, an overwhelming number of Americans see themselves as the 

keepers of the sacred fire of freedom and stewards of democracy. These Americans 

assert that by spreading its power abroad, the United States will actively promote 

American ideals and usher in a new era of worldwide peace, prosperity, and freedom, 

thereby guaranteeing the security and liberty of future generations of Americans.

1 Henry R. Luce, "The American Century," Life, February 17, 1941, 61-65. 
2 Ibid. 
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