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Franklin Delano Roosevelt, America’s 32Franklin Delano Roosevelt, America’s 32ndnd president,  president, 
led the United States through two of  the gravest led the United States through two of  the gravest 
crises in its history— the Great Depression and crises in its history— the Great Depression and 
World War II.World War II.

This exhibit highlights FDR’s enduring achievements, This exhibit highlights FDR’s enduring achievements, 
using historic photographs, documents, cartoons using historic photographs, documents, cartoons 
and posters from the rich collections of  the Franklin and posters from the rich collections of  the Franklin 
D. Roosevelt Presidential Library and Museum.D. Roosevelt Presidential Library and Museum.

The FDR Library and Museum, located in Hyde Park, The FDR Library and Museum, located in Hyde Park, 
New York, is one of  twelve presidential libraries New York, is one of  twelve presidential libraries 
administered by the National Archives and Records administered by the National Archives and Records 
Administration. The Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt Administration. The Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt 
Institute, a private nonprofit organization, supports Institute, a private nonprofit organization, supports 
the Library’s work and mission. the Library’s work and mission. 
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T h e  G r e a t  D e p r ee p r e s s i o n

When Franklin Roosevelt took the oath of offi ce 
as President in March 1933, the nation was in 
the depths of the Great Depression. The country’s 
banking system was on the verge of collapse 
and nearly one in four American workers were 
unemployed. 
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F i r s t  1 0 0  D a y sF i r s t  1 0 0  D a y s

During his fi rst one hundred days in 
offi ce, President Roosevelt launched an 
unprecedented legislative program to 
combat the Great Depression and restore 
economic confi dence. He called his 
program the “New Deal.” 
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F i r e s i d e  C h a t sF i r e s i d e  C h a t s

Radio was the great mass communication 
device of the 1930s and FDR made masterful 
use of the new medium to speak directly to 
the American public about his policies. His 
conversational radio addresses were known 
popularly as “Fireside Chats.”  
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F i r e s i d e  C h a t sF i r e s i d e  C h a t s

FDR’s “Fireside Chats” on the radio struck a 
powerful chord with Americans. Many people felt 
he was speaking directly to them. FDR delivered 
twenty-seven of these informal addresses during 
his presidency. Thousands responded to the 
talks with personal letters to the President. 
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T h e  N e w  D e a lT h e  N e w  D e a l

FDR’s New Deal reformed America’s banking 
and credit systems, aided organized labor, and 
put millions of unemployed people back to work. 
Agencies like the Works Progress Administration 
(WPA) and the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) 
built roads, bridges, dams, playgrounds, and other 
public works that changed the face of America. 
New Deal programs gave work to unemployed 
artists and brought art into the lives of millions. 
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S o c i a l  S e c u r i t yS o c i a l  S e c u r i t y

In the years following the passage of the Social 
Security Act, many Americans wrote FDR and 
First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt to thank them for 
the program. 
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S o c i a l  S e c u r i t yS o c i a l  S e c u r i t y

On August 14, 1935, FDR signed the landmark 
Social Security Act. Secretary of Labor Frances 
Perkins, the fi rst woman to serve in the Cabinet, 
stands to the President’s left. The new law, FDR 
declared, “will give some measure of protection 
to the average citizen and to his family against the 
loss of a job and against poverty-ridden old age.” 
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S u p p o r t  F o r  U n i o n sS u p p o r t  F o r  U n i o n s

FDR forged a powerful bond with organized 
labor. The National Labor Relations Act 
(also known as the Wagner Act), which he 
signed into law on July 5, 1935, curbed 
unfair labor practices by employers and 
required them to bargain collectively with 
their workers’ chosen representatives. It 
established the National Labor Relations 
Board to enforce the Act. The Wagner 
Act helped labor dramatically expand the 
number and size of unions. During FDR’s 
presidency, union membership jumped 
from 3 to 14 million.
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P r o t e c t i n g  W o r k e r sP r o t e c t i n g  W o r k e r s

On January 3, 1938, Roosevelt urged Congress 
to enact a federal law “to end starvation wages 
and intolerable hours.” The Fair Labor Standards 
Act of 1938 led to the reduction of the standard 
work week and the establishment of a national 
minimum wage for many American workers. The 
Act also prohibited the employment of children 
under the age of 16 in most occupations. 
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P e a r l  H a r b o rP e a r l  H a r b o r

On December 7, 1941, America entered World War II 
when Japan unleashed a surprise attack on U.S. military 
installations in the Pacifi c. The worst blow came at the 
Pearl Harbor naval base in Hawaii. The American dead 
included 1,177 crewmen of the USS Arizona, which sank 
when a bomb ignited its forward ammunition magazine.  
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D a y  o f  I n f a m y  S p e e c hD a y  o f  I n f a m y  S p e e c h

Late in the afternoon of December 7, 1941, 
FDR dictated the fi rst draft of a war message to 
Congress. His handwritten revisions—visible in 
the fi rst draft—made the Day of Infamy speech 
one of the most memorable in American history. 
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W a r  L e a d e rW a r  L e a d e r

FDR attended many famous Allied wartime 
meetings. His fi rst conference with British Prime 
Minister Winston Churchill took place in August 
1941 aboard two warships at sea in the North 
Atlantic. The two leaders developed a close 
personal bond during the war years.
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H o m e  F r o n tH o m e  F r o n t

Under FDR’s wartime leadership, America’s 
economy was transformed and profound social 
changes were unleashed. The war opened up 
economic opportunities for women, African 
Americans, and other minorities. In 1941, FDR 
signed a landmark executive order barring racial 
discrimination in defense industries. Under his 
leadership, women were encouraged to take 
untraditional jobs in war plants. They also joined 
America’s military in large numbers. 
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F o u r  F r e e d o m sF o u r  F r e e d o m s

FDR framed World War II in universal terms—as a 
struggle to defend freedom around the world. His 
most enduring expression of this concept came in 
his 1941 Annual Message to Congress, when he 
described his vision of a world founded upon “four 
essential human freedoms”: Freedom of Speech, 
Freedom of Worship, Freedom From Want, and 
Freedom From Fear. This draft of the speech 
contains FDR’s handwritten revisions. 
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W a r  L e a d e rW a r  L e a d e r

As America’s Commander in Chief, FDR directed 
strategic planning for a confl ict that literally 
spanned the globe. The President’s wartime 
travels included trips to Africa, the Middle East, 
and the Pacifi c. His many decisions included 
authorizing a program to build an atomic bomb. 
FDR acted after Albert Einstein wrote him, 
describing the potential for an atomic weapon
and warning that nuclear research was underway 
in Germany. 
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G I  B i l lG I  B i l l

FDR believed America owed a special debt 
to the generation who served in World War II. 
With his strong support, Congress passed 
S. 1767—the “GI Bill of Rights”—in 1944. It 
provided millions of veterans with generous 
educational and medical benefi ts and loans 
for homes, farms, and businesses. The bill 
gave an entire generation the means to enter 
the middle class. 
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E c o n o m i c  B i l l  o f  R i g h t sE c o n o m i c  B i l l  o f  R i g h t s

After World War II, FDR hoped to enact an 
“Economic Bill of Rights” that would provide 
Americans with greater economic security. 
This wartime poster advertised FDR’s vision.
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U n i t e d  N a t i o n sU n i t e d  N a t i o n s

From the earliest days of World War II, FDR worked 
to create a postwar organization dedicated to global 
cooperation and peace through collective security. 
This sketch, made by FDR during the 1943 Teheran 
Conference, refl ects his early concept of how a 
United Nations organization might be structured.
The circles refer to broad concepts for a General 
Assembly, Secretariat, and Security Council (in FDR’s 
words “The Four Policemen”). 
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L e t  U s  M o v e  F o r w a r dL e t  U s  M o v e  F o r w a r d

On April 12, 1945, Franklin Roosevelt died of 
a cerebral hemorrhage at his retreat in Warm 
Springs, Georgia. He had led America through 
the Great Depression and to the brink of victory 
in World War II. This image—taken the day 
before his death—is the last photographic 
portrait of him. The fi nal page of a speech he 
was working on shortly before his death bears 
witness to his unconquerable optimism.   
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