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trade that will bring long-term prosperity, he adds this sentence: “[The
President] must think not only of keeping us out of war today, but also
of keeping us out of war in generations to come.”*

That sentence is quite out of context. Having alluded to prosperity
for “generations to come” in this country, he goes on to say—it seems
to burst out—that something else might threaten future generations to
come in this country. Then he ties the two themes, domestic and
international, together. The first sentence has already been quoted, but
its repetition shows how, in one paragraph, he puts the two themes
together:

“The kind of prosperity we want is the sound and permanent kind
which is not built up at the expense of [any] section or any group.
And the kind of peace we want is the sound and permanent kind,
which is built on the cooperative search for peace by all the nations
which want peace.”24

7. Having intertwined the two themes, FDR goes on to deal with
each in turn. By the end of the chat, he reiterates the prosperity theme
and in the same sentence focuses on the international problem.

“As we plan today for ever higher standards of living for the people of
the United States, we are aware that our plans may be most seriously
affected by events in the world outside our borders . . . but we know
that if the world outside of our borders falls into the chaos of war,
world trade will be completely disrupted.””

8. With that introduction, he goes on to emphasize that more is
involved than the disruption of trade and the diminution of prosperity.
There is the larger issue of human values. We cannot “view with
indifference the destruction of civilized values throughout the world.”*
That danger, however, can be dealt with by a strengthening of
fundamental decencies. Here is the basic theme:

“The development of civilization and of human welfare is based on
the acceptance by individuals of certain fundamental decencies in their
relations with each other. And, equally, the development of peace in
the world is dependent similarly on the acceptance by nations of

23. Roosevelt, supra note 18.
24. Id.
25. Id.
26. Id.
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certain fundamental decencies in their relations with each other.”’

9. At that time—in 1937—FDR had little to suggest as to how the
positive values of “fundamental decencies” could best be achieved. It
would take time and insight before his hope could lead to an
organization that might serve that end.

“Ultimately, I hope that each nation will accept the fact that violations
of these rules of conduct are an injury to the well-being of all
nations.”?®

Roosevelt concludes this fireside chat with a reminder that he had
been close to world events from 1913 to 1921. His work in government
had given him the chance to observe in detail the efforts and the failures
of Woodrow Wilson to make World War I “the war to end wars.” From
that experience, Roosevelt says, “while I learned much of what to do, I
also learned much of what not to do.”?® In retrospect, one can infer that
he was already thinking about a new war to end wars. The years that
followed, 1937 to 1945, provided many opportunities to develop the
vision implicit in his fireside chat of October 12, 1937. The vision of
that time had to be more fully elaborated and more widely disseminated.

But the vision by itself is never enough. Vision must be rendered
into structure if it is to make a big difference. Just as mind requires
body, so must ideas be embedded in institutions. Roosevelt recognized
the need for a structure that could foster and maintain the peace. And he
was not willing to wait until the coming war was over before
envisioning and implementing the peace. From 1937 to his death in
1945, FDR worked constantly on the problem. What he came up with
was the concept of the United Nations, as a structure within which his
vision of the Four Freedoms could be implemented.

Whether the United Nations will become the instrument he hoped
it would is not yet clear. It was a best effort to build a structure
acceptable to the major holders of power in the geopolitics that would
follow victory in World War II. Roosevelt’s approach was to consult the
major allied powers and to fashion a structure that all could accept. That
involved many compromises, some of which might in the end make the
U.N. incapable of sustaining his vision of a peaceful world.

The U.N. concept that emerged during this period reflected in

27. Id
28. Roosevelt, supra note 18.
29. Id.
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many ways FDR’s experience with government in America. One way of
understanding his efforts to build the U.N. is to notice how he (and
other Americans) used concepts from the U.S. background to structure
the new international institutions. What emerged, however, was far
from a reproduction for the world of the American model. Roosevelt
knew that any such construct would surely fail. A pragmatist, he worked
for what was feasible. He may have hoped to come close to the
American model on a world scale, but he was well aware of the barriers
that would prevent this. He was not one to make the best the enemy of
the good—so he settled for the best he could get.

What he helped to create has survived. My purpose in this article
has not been to appraise the success or failures of the U.N. Rather, I
have focused on the leadership that FDR displayed in his efforts to
achieve a viable world arrangement.

There may be some practical value to this kind of retrospection. In
our time, the need for a viable concert of nations is urgent. The task of
achieving an effective international order is enormously complicated.
Perhaps the U.N. can evolve as the principal instrument. Many feel that
it is the only game in town. Perhaps the U.N. will have to be replaced
and a new start made. In either case, reforming the U.N. or replacing it
will require vision, structure, and consensus. These were three
requirements that FDR helped to meet. In the contemporary world, it is
worth reminding, and re-reminding, ourselves of the lessons of
leadership that can be learned from the lifework of that extraordinary
man.

II. IMPLICATIONS FOR THE PRESENT

From 1937 until his death, Roosevelt set the stage for the United
Nations. A major accomplishment was to persuade the American
people that this country must stay engaged in international affairs. The
United Nations became a principal instrument for maintaining that
engagement. It came into existence during his lifetime, both as a vision
and as an institution capable to some extent of implementing that vision.
To this day, it provides a forum in which diverse views can be presented
and sometimes brought together in problem solving actions. It has
helped to achieve a world consensus on ways of handling some major
threats to world populations. Examples of positive U.N. contributions
include care for refugees, identification of disease threats, and success
in eliminating officially supported racism. All such successes accord
with FDR’s vision of an organization that could implement the Four
Freedom:s.
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When I speak of success, I mean it in the context of FDR’s vision.
He saw the Four Freedoms as a set of goals that would require
concerted action. His hope for achieving these goals was embodied in
the United Nations. It has kept the vision alive and continues to work
toward its fulfillment. Had the Axis powers triumphed in World War II,
Roosevelt’s vision of world order would have given way to the very
different world envisioned by Hitler in his concept of the Thousand
Year Reich. World War II constituted a crisis with monumental
consequences. The world could have become totalitarian if the Axis
had won. Instead, the Allied victory meant the end of colonialism and a
commitment to the vision of a Free World.

The qualified U.N. successes, however, leave us far from being
adequate for meeting the needs of the contemporary world. At every
step along the way, new problems arise, together with new ways of
solving them. When the problems rise to the level of crisis, we must
ask more urgently than at other times, what is to be done. Is the vision
adequate and are the institutions capable of fulfilling a currently needed
vision?

Considered from the perspective of FDR’s vision, the world is a
long way from the promise of the Four Freedoms. Yet his vision
continues to attract support. The ideas embodied in that formulation
resonate in the aspirations of many peoples. So, also, do the
organizational principles that Roosevelt assumed. Underlying the idea
of free speech and freedom of religion are the constitutional concepts of
the First Amendment. In addition to these rights, Roosevelt favored the
capacity of societies to choose their leaders, as administrators and as
representatives. The ideas set forth in the Constitution and memorably
celebrated by Abraham Lincoln as “government of the people, by the
people, and for the people” embodied the fundamental organizational
principles by which these freedoms were to be achieved.

The combination of vision and organization that Roosevelt
represented could not be rendered in the actual organization of the
United Nations. He did insist on the importance of independence of
nations from the colonial empires. Though this view was vigorously
opposed by Churchill, it succeeded in becoming the reality for the
empires of Western Europe: Great Britain, France, Belgium,
Netherlands, Spain, and Portugal. At the same time, however, Stalin
insisted that the Soviet Empire be maintained and expanded. In
accepting this, Roosevelt yielded to the principle of power. Historians
continue to debate whether he could have done otherwise.

Over time, however, some significant changes have occurred.
Stalin’s insistence on Soviet domination of Eastern Europe created a
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test, close to an experiment, that permitted a comparison between
Communism and capitalist democracy. Migration from East Germany
to West Germany far exceeded migration the other way. Famously, a
wall was constructed to keep the East Germans from leaving.
Ultimately the West German principles of governance extended to East
Germany. Comparable shifts occurred throughout Eastern Europe,
when conditions permitted the citizens to choose the form of
government they preferred.

At this point, it looks as if Roosevelt’s vision have increasingly
found acceptance. But the process has taken time, and in many
instances it has not gone in the direction he favored. The United
Nations has done some things to facilitate changes in the direction he
favored, and perhaps it continues be as successful an instrument as was
possible. But the chaos threatened by the events of 9/11 suggests that a
new effort is needed to continue in the direction FDR envisioned.

Perhaps the vision must be renewed and revised. Are the Four
Freedoms sufficient in today’s world? They do not include an
important addition: freedom from ignorance. But the absence of
literacy and education in many parts of the world undercuts the capacity
to understand and to participate in self governance, making some
populations especially vulnerable to dictatorship. And the domination
of religious and political ideologies over science and reason inhibits the
kind of compromise that helps to contain internecine antagonism and
unilateral domination.

It would be comforting to believe that all such problems would
disappear if we only had a world rule of law. But law itself rests on
legitimacy. A few well-trained experts cannot automatically convey the
value of a democratic law making and enforcing system. Moreover, the
law can be distorted if the balance of power is upset. That can happen
not only by the abuse of governmental power, but also by the rise of
unchecked corporate influence or by the emergence of an enormous
mobility-blocking gulf between the wealthy and the poor.

Even so, a world rule of law might well be seen as legitimate if it
takes on manageable tasks, with institutions suited to the job. In that
light, the World Court has demonstrated a considerable capability in
dealing with disputes between nations. Many have suggested that the
International Criminal Court would be a step in the right direction,
although this has been vigorously contested by the present U.S.
Administration, as it withdrew from participation.

This is not the place to get into a detailed discussion of the means
for moving toward a world rule of law. We can, however, learn from
the leadership of FDR at an earlier time that vision and institution
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building are both needed if a global order is to develop and thrive. He
managed to take advantage of every opportunity to move the nation
toward international participation, linking that course to the needs of
ordinary citizens in their day to day lives. He was able to gain support
for war preparation by anticipating the danger and then using it for
successful mobilization of effort when the nation was attacked. And
while that was happening, he never stopped planning and working for
the initiation of the institution that helped to make possible a world
order, when the war ended.

In our present situation, leadership of comparable quality is needed
again. This time, the world situation seems far more complicated. In
Roosevelt’s time, the choice was between compromise with the Axis
and war. After Pearl Harbor, the decision for war was inevitable.
Roosevelt’s preparation of the nation strengthened the unity of the
nation, contributing to vigorous execution of the war and widespread
support for the sacrifices it entailed.

FDR converted the resulting unity into support for his postwar
plans. Politically, FDR’s plans for the United Nations might have run
into opposition. As early as 1940, however, it became clear that
isolationism would not dominate the Republican Party. Prior to the
Republican convention of that year, Senators Robert A. Taft and Arthur
H. Vandenberg, two leading candidates for the nomination, had
established themselves as isolationists. At the convention, they found
themselves in competition with a newcomer to politics, Wendell L.
Willkie. Willkie opposed Roosevelt’s domestic policies, but clearly
identified himself as an internationalist. His nomination and vigorous
campaign made clear that the nation had by the summer of 1940 shifted
from isolationism to internationalism.

After the election, bipartisan support for Roosevelt’s international
plans continued. Willkie himself symbolized that support, working
within the Party on behalf of internationalist candidates and policies. He
brought out a widely read book whose title, One World, carried an
unmistakable message. Willkie also served as FDR’s representative to
the Soviet Union, China, and England—the nations that, with France,
were to become the permanent, veto-holding members of the U.N.
Security Council.

If Willkie’s success indicated the power of the internationalist
theme, Senator Vandenberg’s career gave even more striking evidence.
Arthur Vandenberg clearly identified himself in the 1930s as an
isolationist. His thinking shifted after the Republican convention of
1940—and especially after Pearl Harbor. During the War, he led the
Republicans in Congress to unite behind the President not only to
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support the war effort, but also to join in planning for the United
Nations. He was a delegate to the San Francisco conference that
established the U.N., and continued to support it as a leading member
and chairman of the Senate Foreign Affairs Committee. As Senator, he
gave a powerful speech supporting the United Nations at a time when
the crucial decision was to be made.

In January 1945, Vandenberg declared this position to the Senate,
“Our oceans have ceased to be moats which automatically protect our
ramparts.” He went on to say that he supported the United Nations
because he wanted “a new dignity and a new authority for international
law. I think American self-interest requires it.”

Senator Vandenberg’s shift to an internationalist position was
influenced by a number of factors that are difficult to assess. Two
elements that seem to have entered, however, can be related directly to
the influence of FDR. The first was the clear shift of the American
public to an internationalist position. A politically successful senator
was bound to note that change. As suggested above, American
internationalism was attributable, in part, to Roosevelt’s speeches as a
way of reaching the American public—literally and figuratively—where
they lived. The other factor that seems clear is Senator Vandenberg’s
relationship with the President, as indicated and furthered by FDR’s
choosing him as the President’s representative in several meetings in
which the United Nations organizational plans were formulated.
Roosevelt appears to have had the knack of charming people, at the
same time assessing their policy orientations.
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