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			Franklin D. Roosevelt

			Key information

			
					Born: 30 January 1882 in Hyde Park (New York).

					Died: 12 April 1945 in Warm Springs (Georgia).

					Political party: Democratic Party.

					Election dates:	8 November 1932;

	3 November 1936;

	5 November 1940;

	7 November 1944.




					Time in office: 12 years.

					Main achievements:	The New Deal in response to the Great Depression.

	The USA’s entry into the Second World War on the Allied side.




			

			Introduction

			Franklin D. Roosevelt is the only president of the USA to have been elected for four consecutive terms, and now ranks alongside George Washington (1732-1799) and Abraham Lincoln (1809-1865) as one of the country’s most famous and revered presidents.

			He was born in 1882, was a member of the Democratic Party, and played a crucial role on the national and international stage in the 1930s and 1940s. He began his political career as governor of the state of New York, but his reputation rests on his actions as president. He was first elected three years after the 1929 Wall Street Crash, which plunged the USA into the Great Depression, and implemented the New Deal, an interventionist programme which revived the country’s economy. He is also remembered for bringing the USA’s isolationist policy to an end following the Japanese attack on the Pearl Harbor naval base in December 1941. After bringing his country into the war, Roosevelt, as commander-in-chief of the US army, played a central role in the Allied victory. At the end of the war he attended the Yalta Conference (February 1945) and laid the foundations for the United Nations.

			After he contracted polio in the 1920s, Roosevelt’s lower limbs were left paralysed. He retired from the presidency in March 1945 due to his declining health, and died of a massive brain haemorrhage at his home in Georgia on 12 April. His death sent shockwaves across the US and around the world. As stipulated in the United States Constitution, it was left to his vice-president, Harry S. Truman (1884-1972), to serve the remaining three years of his term and put an end to the war.

		


		
			Biography

			A privileged upbringing

			Franklin Delano Roosevelt was born on 30 January 1882 to a wealthy aristocratic family. His father, James Roosevelt (1928-1900), was descended from Dutch immigrants who arrived in America in the 17th century, while his mother, Sara Ann Delano (1854-1941), whose family had also immigrated during that era, had Franco-Luxembourgish roots. Thanks to his mother’s business interests, in particular in the opium trade with China, the future president inherited a vast fortune.

			The young Franklin spend his childhood in the countryside at Hyde Park, around 60 miles from New York City, and abroad, particularly in Europe, where he learnt French and German. After being home-schooled as a child, from the age of 14 he attended the prestigious Groton School in Massachusetts, which emphasised the values of Christian duty, charity and patriotism. He enrolled at Harvard in 1889 to study for his BA, then continued his studies at Columbia University Law School, but lacked interest and soon dropped out.
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			Photograph of Roosevelt at Groton School at the age of 18.

			Early political career

			Roosevelt’s career began in 1907 when, having passed the bar exam in New York, he started working for a prestigious law firm on Wall Street to contribute towards his family’s expenses. However, he had little enthusiasm for his work.

			
				
					Eleanor Roosevelt

					Roosevelt had briefly met his distant cousin Eleanor Roosevelt (1884-1962) as a child, but met her again at a society event in New York in 1902. They saw each other on a number of occasions that year. Eleanor was the niece of Theodore Roosevelt and, like her uncle, was descended from the branch of the family that came from Oyster Bay, while Franklin belonged to the other branch, which originated from Hyde Park. Their shared ancestor was Nicholas Roosevelt (1658-1742), the son of the first Roosevelt to arrive in the New World.

					Eleanor was orphaned before the age of 10 and educated at a prestigious English boarding school. While there, she developed a passion for current events, learnt French and travelled around the continent. She met Franklin shortly after her return to the USA. They were married on 17 March 1905, with Theodore Roosevelt as one of their wedding guests, and went on to have six children together, one of whom died in infancy.

				

			

			His career turned in a new direction in 1910, when the Democratic Party, which saw him as the ideal candidate due to his prestigious family name and immense fortune, approached him about entering politics. After a somewhat unconventional campaign, he was elected senator for the state of New York in 1911. During his term, he fought against corruption within the Democratic Party and attracted the attention of Woodrow Wilson (1856-1924), the recently elected Democratic president.

			From the navy to the vice-presidential candidacy

			In March 1912, Roosevelt stepped down as senator to follow Wilson to Washington D.C., where he became assistant secretary of the navy (1913-1921). He was passionate about everything related to navigation and threw himself into his new role, taking an interest in both national and international issues, although he did not share the pacifistic views of Wilson’s government when the First World War broke out in 1914. As part of this role, he was sent to the front to inspect the US naval forces, where he met Winston Churchill (1874-1965), who at that time was Minister of Munitions.
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			Photograph of Roosevelt taken in 1913 while he was assistant secretary of the US navy.

			In 1920, after overseeing the dismantling of the naval bases in Europe, Roosevelt was nominated as the Democratic vice-presidential candidate, with the party hoping to capitalise on the reputation he had acquired during the war. However, the Republican Warren G. Harding (1865-1923), who campaigned on the theme of a return to normalcy, soundly defeated the Democratic candidate James Cox (1870-1957).

			Difficult years and election as governor of New York

			After the Democrats’ defeat, Roosevelt went back to his law career as the head of a New York law firm. In 1921, while he was staying with his family at his property in Campobello (Canada), he contracted an illness that left his lower body permanently paralysed. He was subsequently diagnosed with poliomyelitis.

			
				
					Roosevelt’s paralysis

					Although some doctors predicted that Roosevelt would regain the use of his legs, he never dided. He treated his illness through hydrotherapy at his property in Georgia. Over time, he learned to move around in a wheelchair in private, while in public he relied on orthopaedic braces and canes, and supported himself on the arm of one of his sons or, later on, of one of his advisors.

					Recent studies have suggested that Roosevelt’s illness was not poliomyelitis but rather Guillain-Barré syndrome, a rare auto-immune disease which attacks the immune system.

				

			

			Although Roosevelt continued to take an interest in the affairs of the Democratic Party in the years following his paralysis, it was several years before he returned to the political stage. The 1928 gubernatorial and presidential elections were a key stage in his career. Shortly after his re-election as governor of New York in 1930, he developed a social programme to mitigate the effects of the 1929 Wall Street Crash. This included in particular the Temporary Emergency Relief Administration, which provided financial assistance to the unemployed. His re-election made Roosevelt President Herbert Hoover’s (1874-1964) most significant rival thanks to the dominant role played by the state of New York in US politics.

			The 32nd president of the United States of America

			On 8 November 1932, Roosevelt was elected president of the United States of America. However, as stipulated in the Constitution, he could not be sworn into office before 4 March 1933. During this transitional period, he surrounded himself with a group of intellectuals and worked with them to develop a series of measures designed to halt the crisis and kick-start economic recovery. This group of intellectuals would later be known as his “Brain Trust”.

			
				
					Roosevelt’s Brain Trust

					Throughout his political career, Roosevelt surrounded himself with trusted advisors. The first to join his team was Louis Howe (1871-1936), whom he met at the beginning of his career. He was subsequently joined by Frances Perkins (1880-1965) and Harry Hopkins (1890-1946), who followed Roosevelt to Washington D.C. He added more academics and intellectuals to his team between his election as president and the official start of his term to form his so-called Brain Trust. These advisors played a crucial role in the development of the New Deal.

				

			

			The New Deal (1933-1941)

			The New Deal refers to Roosevelt’s voluntarist, progressive, interventionist economic policy. It began with 15 new emergency laws promulgated during the first 100 days of his presidency in order to halt the crisis. They were followed by wholesale reform of the economic sector, and more specifically by the reorganisation of the banking, financial, agricultural and industrial sectors. This reform used social programmes and large-scale public works initiatives to combat overproduction, destructive competition and unemployment. It also aimed to restore American citizens’ buying power and modernise working conditions. Recovery was slow to begin with, and Roosevelt did not hesitate to massively increase public spending in order to reduce unemployment and stimulate consumption. As a result, the USA’s public debt doubled.

			Roosevelt’s war leadership

			Although the USA did not openly intervene in European affairs, towards the end of the 1930s it provided military assistance to the continent’s democracies. This collaboration intensified when Great Britain was left facing the Axis alone. However, the USA did not officially enter the war until after the Japanese army’s attack on the Pearl Harbor naval base on 7 December 1941.
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			Photograph of the attack on the Pearl Harbor naval base.

			Throughout the conflict, Roosevelt demonstrated impressive leadership capacity and developed his military and strategic abilities. He took firm stances on a number of operations and decisions, such as pushing for the enemy’s unconditional surrender. He discussed military and political matters with Winston Churchill and Joseph Stalin in meetings and conferences in Casablanca, Tehran and Yalta. These talks laid the foundations for the Normandy landings and the creation of the United Nations.
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			The Yalta Conference, February 1945.

			By late March 1945, Roosevelt was suffering from fatigue and worsening health, so he retired to Georgia to recuperate. He died at his home in Warm Springs on 12 April following a brain haemorrhage. His death came just a few months after the beginning of his fourth term as president and less than a month before the Allied victory in Europe, and triggered an outpouring of grief in the USA and around the world.
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			Roosevelt’s funeral procession.

		


		
			Political, social and economic context

			American politics

			From the Great War to the Treaty of Versailles

			In the early 1910s, the American political climate was favourable to the Democrats: Woodrow Wilson was elected president in 1912, while the Republican Party was riven by internal divisions.

			Wilson’s presidency saw the introduction of new progressive legislation, namely the Clayton Antitrust Act of 1914 and the granting of women’s suffrage in 1920, but his two terms were marked above all by the First World War. When the conflict broke out in Europe in August 1914, the US government stood firm and asserted its neutrality. This stance was supported by the majority of the American public. Throughout the conflict, US banks lent money to the European powers ($2.3 billion to the Allies and $30 million to Germany).

			The USA did not enter the war until 1917. There were a number of reasons behind this decision, such as Germany’s policy of targeting both enemy ships and neutral merchant ships (including American ships) with its submarines off the coasts of the British Isles.
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			Wilson asking Congress whether the USA should enter the war, 2 April 1917.

			At the end of the conflict, Wilson set out a series of diplomatic principles in his Fourteen Points. The resulting discussions served as a basis for peace negotiations which led to the drawing up of the Treaty of Versailles. Some of his proposals, such as the reduction of armaments, the end of secret diplomacy, populations’ right to self-determination and the creation of a League of Nations tasked with peacefully resolving conflicts, were revolutionary for the time.

			Wilson’s reputation and prestige in Europe continued to grow, and he went to the continent to participate in the peace negotiations in person. However, the esteem in which he was held there was in stark contrast to the situation on the other side of the Atlantic. Following the 1918 legislative elections, the Republicans took control of Congress and opposed the results of Wilson’s negotiations. They believed that it was time to return to focusing on domestic affairs (the economic crisis due to inflation between 1919 and 1920, widespread strike action, the fear of Bolsheviks) rather than trying to maintain order around the world as part of the League of Nations. Furthermore, membership of this organisation risked creating conflict with the USA’s foreign policy in Latin America. 

			Republican dominance (1920-1932)

			The 1920 presidential election was won by the Republican candidate, and the party remained in power until the early 1930s. The result of this election constituted a rejection of progressive advances, Wilson’s foreign policy and the country’s membership of the League of Nations.

			
				
					Republican foreign policy: unilateralism

					During this period, the USA did not completely isolate itself from the rest of the world, but foreign relations no longer played a central role in American politics. The country’s foreign policy was therefore not strictly speaking isolationist, but can be better described as unilateralist: foreign policy decisions now only served their own interests.

					For example, the Allies’ failure to repay the loans they had taken out during the war pushed the USA to intervene in the payment process for the
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