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FDR’s Four Freedoms 

 
On January 6th 1941, President Franklin D. Roosevelt delivered his annual State of the Union Address. 
That winter the dark shadow of war had reached many parts of the world.  In Europe, England was the 
only power still able to repel the German juggernaut. In Asia, Japan had begun its advance against 
China, and before the year was out, would attack the United States at Pearl Harbor. 
  
America had managed to avoid direct involvement in the war by officially maintaining a position of 
neutrality.  But President Roosevelt understood the importance of defeating the aggressor nations; he 
used his State of the Union address to warn, “Those who would give up essential liberty to purchase a 
little temporary safety deserve neither freedom nor safety.”  He understood that the ultimate defeat of 
the Axis Powers would constitute a victory for the basic democratic principles found near the 
conclusion of the address. His eloquent articulation of these principles came to be known as the Four 
Freedoms: freedom of speech, freedom of religion, freedom from want, and freedom from fear. The 
ideas touched every American and helped reassure the anxious nation.  
 
In 1942, Norman Rockwell drew inspiration from the “Four Freedoms” and created the memorable 
images seen in the museum guide.  They became icons of American democracy and have, along with 
Roosevelt’s words, inspired generations in their commitment to freedom and dignity around the world. 
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