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Presidents’ Day

President Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s “Four Freedoms” Speech, 1941
This speech was actually part of a much longer address that President Franklin Delano Roosevelt gave to Con-
gress on January 6, 1941. The President had been watching as the German leader Adolf Hitler continued to gain 
control over more and more of Europe. During this time in history, the United States was being neutral about 
things that were happening in other countries. Being neutral meant that the United States did not officially agree 
or disagree about things that other countries did. President Roosevelt wanted to change this policy because 
he thought Hitler was a dangerous man. (History would later prove that Roosevelt turned out to be correct.)

President Roosevelt said that every person in every nation had a right to four freedoms: the freedom of speech 
and expression, the freedom to worship God in his own way, freedom from want, and freedom from fear. He no 
longer believed that the United States could just sit and watch Hitler’s troops move across Europe. Roosevelt 
wanted to help European leaders, so he asked Congress and the American people to support him in this cause. 
He aimed to remind the world about the fundamental values that should be upheld in the face of conflict.

Below is the section of President Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s 1941 annual message to Congress that has 
become known as the “Four Freedoms” Speech. While this speech inspired many, it had a notable im-
pact on an artist named Norman Rockwell. After hearing this speech, Rockwell went on to create art that 
strived to translate the war goals into terms of the “everyday American life.” His works became a focal 
point of the bond drive during the war. What about Roosevelt’s speech do you find most inspiring?

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

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

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

The third is freedom from want, which, translated into world terms, means 
economic understandings which will secure to every nation a healthy 
peacetime life for its inhabitants – everywhere in the world.

The fourth is freedom from fear, which, translated into world terms, 
means a world-wide reduction of armaments to such a point and in such 
a thorough fashion that no nation will be in a position to commit an act of 
physical aggression against any neighbor – anywhere in the world.

That is no vision of a distant millennium. It is a definite basis for a kind of world attainable 
in our own time and generation. That kind of world is the very antithesis of the so-called 
“new order” of tyranny which the dictators seek to create with the crash of a bomb.

To that new order we oppose the greater conception – the moral order. A good society is 
able to face schemes of world domination and foreign revolutions alike without fear.
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Since the beginning of our American history we have been engaged in change – 
in a perpetual, peaceful revolution – a revolution which goes on steadily, quietly 
adjusting itself to changing conditions – without the concentration camp or 
the quicklime in the ditch. The world order which we seek is the cooperation 
of free countries, working together in a friendly, civilized society.

This nation has placed its destiny in the hands and heads and hearts of its 
millions of free men and women; and its faith in freedom under the guidance of 
God. Freedom means the supremacy of human rights everywhere. Our support 
goes to those who struggle to gain those rights or keep them. Our strength is our 
unity of purpose. To that high concept there can be no end save victory.

Reflect:

1. In your own words, explain how President Roosevelt defines “freedom from want.”

2. In your own words, explain what President Roosevelt thinks “freedom from fear” means.

3. According to President Roosevelt, where should people have these four freedoms?
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EXPLORE MORE PRIMARY SOURCES:

This activity is part of a complete lesson available online to TCI users in History Alive! Pursuing American Ideals, 
Lesson 35, The Impact of World War II on Americans. More primary source activities are available online at  
www.teachtci.com.

4. How does President Roosevelt say dictators created “the so-called ‘new order’ of tyranny”?

5. What is a “good society” able to do?

6. When does Roosevelt say that freedom will have a victory?

7. Evaluate how this speech reflects that Americans had to psychologically prepare for World War II.


