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The Keeper File

FDR Shatters the Illusion

THE present reign of terror and international lawlessness 
began a few years ago. ... Without a declaration of war and 

without warning or justification of any kind, civilians, including 
vast numbers of women and children, are being ruthlessly mur-
dered with bombs from the air. In times of so-called peace, ships 
are being attacked and sunk by submarines without cause or 
notice. Nations are fomenting and taking sides in civil warfare in 
nations that have never done them any harm. Nations claiming 
freedom for themselves deny it to others.

Innocent peoples, innocent nations, are being cruelly sacrificed 
to a greed for power and supremacy which is devoid of all sense 
of justice and humane considerations. ...

If those things come to pass in other parts of the world, let no 
one imagine that America will escape, that America may expect 
mercy, that this Western Hemisphere will not be attacked, and 
that it will continue tranquilly and peacefully to carry on the ethics 
and the arts of civilization. ...

The peace-loving nations must make a concerted effort in 
opposition to those violations of treaties and those ignorings of 
humane instincts which today are creating a state of international 
anarchy and instability from which there is no escape through 
mere isolation or neutrality.

Those who cherish their freedom and recognize and respect 
the equal right of their neighbors to be free and live in peace, 
must work together for the triumph of law and moral principles 
in order that peace, justice, and confidence may prevail in the 
world. There must be a return to a belief in the pledged word, in 
the value of a signed treaty. There must be recognition of the fact 
that national morality is as vital as private morality. ...

There is a solidarity and interdependence about the modern 
world, both technically and morally, which makes it impossible 
for any nation completely to isolate itself from economic and 
political upheavals in the rest of the world, especially when such 
upheavals appear to be spreading and not declining. There 
can be no stability or peace either within nations or between 
nations except under laws and moral standards adhered to by 
all. International anarchy destroys every foundation for peace. It 
jeopardizes either the immediate or the future security of every 
nation, large or small. It is, therefore, a matter of vital interest 
and concern to the people of the United States that the sanctity 
of international treaties and the maintenance of international 
morality be restored. ...
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How happy we are that the circumstances of the moment 
permit us to put our money into bridges and boulevards, dams 
and reforestation, the conservation of our soil, and many other 
kinds of useful works rather than into huge standing armies and 
vast supplies of implements of war. I am compelled and you are 
compelled, nevertheless, to look ahead. The peace, the freedom, 
and the security of 90 percent of the population of the world is 
being jeopardized by the remaining 10 percent who are threaten-
ing a breakdown of all international order and law. ...

It is true that the moral consciousness of the world must rec-
ognize the importance of removing injustices and well-founded 
grievances; but at the same time it must be aroused to the 
cardinal necessity of honoring sanctity of treaties, of respecting 
the rights and liberties of others, and of putting an end to acts 
of international aggression.

It seems to be unfortunately true that the epidemic of world 
lawlessness is spreading. When an epidemic of physical disease 
starts to spread, the community approves and joins in a quarantine 
of the patients in order to protect the health of the community 
against the spread of the disease. ...

War is a contagion, whether it be declared or undeclared. It 
can engulf states and peoples remote from the original scene of 
hostilities. We are determined to keep out of war, yet we cannot 
insure ourselves against the disastrous effects of war and the 
dangers of involvement. We are adopting such measures as will 
minimize our risk of involvement, but we cannot have complete 
protection in a world of disorder in which confidence and security 
have broken down. ...

Trust between nations must be revived. Most important of 
all, the will for peace on the part of peace-loving nations must 
express itself to the end that nations that may be tempted to 
violate their agreements and the rights of others will desist from 
such a course. ■

By the 1930s, many Americans had come to believe that the US 
should have kept out of World War I. Isolationism was strong. In 
1935, Congress began enacting neutrality laws to prevent en-
tanglements in response to fascist aggression.

President Franklin D. Roosevelt, however, grew fearful that isolation-
ism, far from keeping the peace, was clearing a path for militarism 
directed from Rome, Berlin, and Tokyo. FDR’s concern spilled into 
view after Japan attacked China in July 1937. A few months later, he 
delivered a dramatic speech in Chicago, warning that aggression was 
like a disease and peaceful nations should “quarantine” aggressors.

This pivotal speech sparked a national uproar, forcing FDR into a 
tactical retreat. However, the President had broken the isolationist 
spell. The real world had again intruded into American thoughts, 
and, soon, the nation took its first steps toward arming for war.


