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Almost as soon as the attacks occurred, conspiracy theorists began claiming that President Roosevelt had 
prior knowledge of the assault on Pearl Harbor. Others have claimed he tricked the Japanese into starting 
a war with the United States as a “back door” way to go to war with Japan’s ally, Nazi Germany. However, 
after nearly 65 years, no document or credible witness has been discovered that prove either claim. Most 
scholars view Pearl Harbor as the consequence of missed clues, intelligence errors, and overconfidence. 

The causes behind the Japanese attack are complex and date back to the 1930s, when Japan undertook a 
military/colonial expansion in China—culminating in a full-scale invasion in 1937. America opposed this 
expansion and used a variety of methods to try to deter Japan.

During the late 1930s, FDR began providing limited support to the Chinese government. In 1940, 
Roosevelt moved the Pacific fleet to the naval base at Pearl Harbor as a show of American power. He also 
attempted to address growing tensions with Japan through diplomacy.

When Japan seized southern French Indo-China in July 1941, Roosevelt responded by freezing Japanese 
assets in the United States and ending sales of oil to Japan. Japan’s military depended upon American oil. 
Japan then had to decide between settling the crisis through diplomacy or by striking deep into Southeast 
Asia to acquire alternative sources of oil, an action that was certain to meet American opposition. 

Japan chose to continue its diplomatic talks with the United States while at the same time secretly 
preparing for a coordinated assault throughout the Pacific. Japan’s leaders hoped that a surprise attack 
on Pearl Harbor would destroy American resolve and cripple the American navy for at least six months, 
giving Japan time to consolidate its new empire.

Scroll down to view 
select documents 
from the FDR Library 
and excerpts from 
the historical debate.

CONFRONT THE ISSUE







CONFRONT THE ISSUE

FDR AND 

PEARL 

HARBOR 

Letter, FDR to Ambassador Joseph C. Grew
January 21, 1941
In December 1940, United States Ambassador to Japan Joseph C. Grew wrote to 
President Roosevelt, “I would give a great deal to know your mind about Japan 
and all her work.” One day after his inauguration to an unprecedented third term, 
Franklin Roosevelt replied to Grew in this extraordinary letter explaining his belief 
that the war raging in Europe and the growing Japanese threat in the Pacific were 
all part of a “single world conflict.” This letter predates the Pearl Harbor attack by 
nearly a year.

President’s Book Collection
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Memorandum, Harry Dexter White to Henry Morgenthau, Jr.
April 4, 1941
As Japan continued its expansion throughout Southeast Asia in early 1941, 
various departments of the United States Government studied the impact of 
Japan’s inability to produce oil domestically. This April 4, 1941 memorandum 
from Dr. Harry Dexter White to Treasury Secretary Henry Morgenthau, Jr. 
reflects the tension between the Navy Department, which would have to defend 
the United States in a war and was concerned about Japan’s growing petroleum 
reserves, and the State Department, which hoped that free trade in oil would 
prevent a war by avoiding a direct confrontation with Japan.

Diaries of Henry Morgenthau, Jr., Volume 386, Page 88
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Memorandum for the President, Gen. George C. Marshall to FDR
July 15, 1941
In late 1940, US Army cryptanalysts cracked the Japanese diplomatic code 
in a breakthrough known as “Magic.” Through Magic, President Roosevelt, 
Secretary of State Cordell Hull, and U.S. military leaders could read what 
Japanese diplomats were telling each other almost as fast as they could. In this 
Memorandum to the President dated July 15, 1941, U.S. Army Chief of Staff 
General George C. Marshall summarizes a recent Magic intercept reflecting 
Japan’s imminent takeover of Indo-China (Vietnam) from the French Vichy 
regime. Japan’s movement into Indo-China would prompt FDR to impose 
economic sanctions on Japan and ultimately shut off all exports of oil to that 
country. It is important to note that Magic could only read Japan’s diplomatic 
code, not its military code. Discussions of the military preparations for the 
Pearl Harbor attack were not transmitted via the diplomatic code.

President’s Secretary’s Files; Diplomatic Correspondence; Japan, Jan.-Sept. 1941; Box 43
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Memorandum for the President, Secretary of State Cordell Hull to FDR
November 15, 1941
As American-Japanese relations neared collapse, Tokyo dispatched a special 
envoy to the United States, Saburo Kurusu, to assist its Ambassador in 
Washington, Kichisaburo Nomura, in presenting one final peace proposal 
to the United States government. Two days prior to Kurusu’s first meeting 
with FDR, Secretary of State Cordell Hull prepared this November 15, 1941 
Memorandum for the President recommending certain issues to be addressed.  
The meeting took place as scheduled, with little positive result. Subsequent 
meetings between Hull and the Japanese diplomats proved equally fruitless. On 
November 26, 1941, Hull presented to Kurusu and Nomura a restatement of the 
US position that in the interests of peace Japan should withdraw from China 
and abandon its Southeast Asian expansion. That same day, Admiral Yamamoto 
directed the Japanese fleet to weigh anchor and proceed to Pearl Harbor.

President’s Secretary’s Files; Diplomatic Correspondence; Japan, Oct.-Dec. 1941; Box 43
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Draft Memorandum, FDR to Secretary of State Cordell Hull and Under 
Secretary of State Sumner Welles, December 1, 1941
In the days immediately preceding the attack on Pearl Harbor, President 
Roosevelt grew acutely concerned about apparent Japanese preparations 
for some type of military offensive in the Pacific. Through Magic and other 
sources, the President had learned of massive troop buildups in Indo-China 
far above what had been agreed to by the Vichy French government. In this 
memorandum dated December 1, 1941, Roosevelt instructs his top diplomats 
to immediately learn the intentions behind the Japanese Government’s latest 
move, and he discusses the obvious parallels between Japan’s actions in the 
Pacific and Germany’s actions in Europe. The revisions are in President’s 
Roosevelt’s handwriting.

President’s Secretary’s Files; Diplomatic Correspondence; Japan, Oct.-December 1941; Box 43
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Memorandum for the President
December 7, 1941
On the afternoon of December 7, 1941, President Roosevelt was in his 
Oval Study in the White House having lunch with his close friend and aide 
Harry L. Hopkins. The lunch was interrupted at 1:40 p.m. by a telephone 
call from Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox who told him that the Navy 
Department had received a radio report from Honolulu stating that Pearl 
Harbor was under attack and that the military command had emphasized 
that this was “no drill.” This Memorandum (presumably prepared by the 
Navy Department) was one of the first written damage assessments presented 
to the President that afternoon. In his own hand, Roosevelt has indicated 
the date and time he received it.

President’s Official File 4675: World War II, 1941; Box 1
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Transcript of Telephone Conversation Between FDR and Treasury Secretary 
Henry Morgenthau, Jr., December 7, 1941
As part of his meticulous record-keeping, Treasury Secretary Henry 
Morgenthau, Jr., routinely had his telephone conversations transcribed by 
a stenographer. This practice was well-known to President Roosevelt, who 
prohibited Morgenthau from doing so with his calls. In the confusion of 
December 7, though, this prohibition was either forgotten or ignored. As 
Treasury Secretary, Morgenthau oversaw the United States Secret Service, 
and this transcription of a telephone conversation between Roosevelt and 
Morgenthau that took place at 6:40 pm on December 7, 1941, discusses 
increased protection of the White House in a time of war. Mentioned in 
the conversation are Secret Service Chief Frank J. Wilson, Treasury official 
Herbert Gaston, and Secretary to the President Stephen T. Early.

Henry Morgenthau, Jr. Papers; Presidential Diaries, August-December 1941; Box 515
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Diary Entry of Agriculture Secretary Claude R. Wickard
December 7, 1941
Because he liked a free and open exchange of ideas, President Roosevelt 
discouraged his Cabinet members from taking notes during Cabinet 
meetings. As a result, Cabinet officers often made diary entries of their 
recollections immediately following significant meetings. This entry from 
December 7, 1941, by Agriculture Secretary Claude R. Wickard recounts 
in detail the events and discussions that took place in the Cabinet 
meeting following the attack on Pearl Harbor. Of particular note are the 
confrontation between the President and Secretary of State Cordell 
Hull over the length of Roosevelt’s proposed address to Congress, which 
would become known as the Day of Infamy Speech, and the explosive 
meeting with Congressional leaders that followed.  

Claude R. Wickard Papers; Department of Agriculture Files; Cabinet Meetings, 1941-1942; Box 13
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Secretary Hull told Secretary Stimson and Secretary Knox as early as November 27 that relations with Japan 
were at an end and that the matter was in the hands of the Army and the Navy. Secretary Knox received 
intercepts of secret Japanese messages which revealed to him the war designs of the Japanese Government. He 
was a member of the War Cabinet and present on November 25, 1941, when the problem of maneuvering the 
Japanese into firing the first shot was discussed. Indeed according to evidence from his own hand Secretary 
Knox was not surprised himself. Rather he was surprised that authorities in Washington were surprised. In 
his secret report to President Roosevelt after his return from a visit to Hawaii in December, 1941, shortly 
after the Japanese attack, Secretary Knox stated: ‘Neither Short nor Kimmel, at the time of the attack, had 
any knowledge of the plain intimations of some surprise move, made clear in Washington, through the 
interception of Japanese instructions to Nomura, in which a surprise move of some kind was clearly indicated 
by the insistence upon the precise time of Nomura’s reply to Hull, at one o’clock on Sunday [December 7]. 
As this one o’clock message had been made available to all the high authorities in Washington before eleven 
o’clock on December 7, including President Roosevelt, Secretary Knox was plainly saying to the President in 
his report that none of these authorities should have been surprised by the Japanese attack—even on Pearl 
Harbor....President Roosevelt, as Chief Executive and Commander in Chief of the Army and Navy, had 
received intercepted and translated messages showing Japanese war designs and, besides, had hundreds of 
secret documents in his personal files (not yet, 1947, opened to the public). It was his official duty to scrutinize 
and master all the information bearing on the possibility and probability of a Japanese attack....President 
Roosevelt expressed to the members of his War Cabinet, many days before December 7, 1941, his conviction 
that war with Japan was immediately imminent and he was expecting a Japanese attack upon the United 
States. Therefore, President Roosevelt was not surprised by the Japanese attack when it came on December 7.

Charles A. Beard, President Roosevelt and the Coming of the War, 1941: A Study in Appearances and Realities 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1948), 373-374
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The various investigations [into the Pearl Harbor attack] left too many crucial questions in doubt and in 
limbo. Was it possible that Roosevelt had engineered a conspiracy to get America into the war with Hitler 
by the back door? Had some of our military and civilian leaders lied under oath? Had some good men been 
persuaded or threatened into perjuring themselves? Had there truly been a “winds” execute message in 
early December 1941? Had the nine investigations, in short, been an elaborate cover-up to place the blame 
primarily on Admiral Kimmel and General Short while whitewashing those in Washington?...The comedy 
of errors on [December] sixth and seventh appears incredible. It only makes sense if it was a charade, and 
Roosevelt and the inner circle had known about the attack. A massive cover-up followed Pearl Harbor a few 
days later, according to an officer close to [Gen. George C.] Marshall, when the Chief of Staff ordered a lid 
put on the affair….The cover-up continued with Roosevelt’s revision of [Navy Secretary Frank] Knox’s original 
report of Pearl Harbor, and was carried a long step forward by the report of the Roberts Commission….The 
cover-up persevered after the Army and Navy Boards reversed the conclusions of Roberts to find Marshall and 
[Chief of Naval Operations] Stark rather than Kimmel and Short primarily guilty of dereliction of duty….All 
“winds” execute messages apparently have been lost or destroyed….By this time the Chief of Staff and Chief 
of Naval Operations, caught in the web, were acting as faithful servants of their Commander in Chief, the 
President….Following the maxim of world leaders, he was convinced that the ends justified the means and 
so truth was suppressed.

John Toland, Infamy: Pearl Harbor and Its Aftermath (Doubleday & Company, 1982), xv, 321-324
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In support of their theories concerning Roosevelt’s villainy, revisionists have presented a number of incidents, 
enough to fill a book. A careful scrutiny of these reveals one characteristic in common, namely, a complete 
lack of proof of Roosevelt’s evil intentions or, in many cases, that he was involved at all. The evidence against 
the President lies in the judgment of the writers submitting them, not in the incidents themselves….To accept 
the revisionist position, one must assume that almost every one of those individuals, from the President on 
down, was a traitor….One must also consider Roosevelt’s own character and background. As a statesman, 
he realized that the ultimate defeat of Hitler would necessitate active American participation in the war….
However, nothing in his history suggests that this man could plot to sink American ships and kill thousands 
of American soldiers and sailors….In Roosevelt’s complex, pragmatic character, at least one aspect remained 
steadfast. Even his enemies conceded that he loved the sea service and felt a personal affinity to it….Evidence 
of Roosevelt’s love of the sea and seamen confronts the visitor to the Franklin D. Roosevelt museum and 
library at Hyde Park. Wandering among the exquisite ship models, the fine old nautical prints, and other 
memorabilia, one appreciates the incongruity of ascribing a plot against the Fleet to such a man as Roosevelt. 
A thoughtful reading of the facts about him discloses neither a blameless hero nor a villainous plotter. 

Gordon W. Prange with Donald M. Goldstein and Katherine V. Dillon, Pearl Harbor: The Verdict of History 
(Penguin, 1986), 45, 64-65
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Why has it been so difficult to pry loose the truth about Pearl Harbor, this mystery that haunts American 
history?...Since September 1945, many authors and historians have expressed the belief that Roosevelt knew of 
the impending attack by the Japanese. What they didn’t know…was that a systematic plan had been in place 
long before Pearl Harbor that would climax with the attack. As heinous as it seems to families and veterans 
of World War II…, the Pearl Harbor attack was, from the White House perspective, something that had to 
be endured in order to stop a greater evil—the Nazi invaders in Europe who had begun the Holocaust and 
were poised to invade England….Despite his pleadings and persuasions, powerful isolationist forces prevented 
Roosevelt from getting into the European war….The wisdom and moral justification for the decision to provoke 
Japan into a bloody and terrible war that ultimately took millions of lives will be argued over for many years by 
people of good faith and from all political persuasions….The real shame is on the stewards of government who 
have kept the truth under lock for fifty years….It may have been necessary for wartime security to withhold the 
truth about Pearl Harbor until the war ended, but to do so for more than a half a century grossly distorted the 
world’s view of American history. 

Robert B. Stinnett, Day of Deceit: The Truth about FDR and Pearl Harbor (Free Press, 2000), 258-260
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The revisionist theory requires a certain path of logic. First, FDR had to know that Pearl Harbor was going to 
be bombed. His secretaries of state, war, and navy either did not know or, if they did, they all lied and conspired 
in the deaths of the twenty-four hundred Americans and the near-fatal destruction of the Pacific Fleet….The 
conspiracy theory fails most abysmally in that it would not achieve its supposed end. It would not have brought 
America into the European war. FDR’s legendary “day that will live in infamy” speech declared war only on 
Japan, not Germany. For that war, FDR, too, had to depend on Adolf Hitler. As he had told Churchill four 
months before…, a fight with Japan would be “the wrong war in the wrong ocean at the wrong time.”…Why, 
then, one may wonder, have authors and scholars, some of distinction, embraced the conspiratorial thesis that 
has led ordinary citizens to ask, “Is it true that FDR knew the Japanese were going to attack Pearl Harbor?” 
The best answer lies in the fact that dramatically scripted conspiracies provide high theater, while the truth is 
often messy, random, illogical, and even dull….The inescapable, if prosaic, truth is that no evidence whatever 
exists that President Roosevelt wanted a war in the Pacific, and all the evidence demonstrates that he wanted to 
enter the war in Europe. A monumental distraction from that objective, a war with Japan, was the last thing he 
needed. All the secrets, the intelligence, the intercepted Japanese codes, the very stuff with which the historian 
works, support this conclusion: Pearl Harbor was a catastrophe, not a conspiracy.

Joseph E. Persico, Roosevelt’s Secret War: FDR and World War II Espionage (Random House, 2001), 155-156






