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This article examines the rhetorical failure and eventual resurrection of Franklin D.
Roosevelt’s (FDR’s) Four Freedoms and the implications of this transformation for conceptual-
izing the rhetorical presidency. By charting the phrase’s initial flop and the related troubles of
the administration’s official Four Freedoms pamphlet, the essay argues that FDR’s ideal was
restrained by the government’s reliance on a diegetic approach to propaganda. The appearance
of Norman Rockwell’s Four Freedoms series in 1943, in contrast, embraced a mimetic
approach. I conclude that Rockwell’s paintings and their attendant publicity blitz dramatized
and personalized the president’s Four Freedoms, fostering a surge of identification on the home
front and ultimately launching the ideal on its ascendant course into rhetorical history.

Mr. Lasswell laid especial emphasis upon the Four Freedoms. . . . He even suggested means
to make them more than rhetorical devices.

—Leonard Doob (1942, 8)

On October 17, 2012, a moving dedication ceremony took place on the southern tip of
New York City’s Roosevelt Island. The occasion featured former President Bill Clinton and a
host of other dignitaries—including Mario and Andrew Cuomo, David Dinkins, Michael
Bloomberg, and Henry Kissinger—participating in the unveiling of the Franklin D. Roose-
velt (FDR) Four Freedoms Park. Speakers and visitors alike marveled at the stunning four-
acre site’s inspiring design, the product of famed architect Louis Kahn. Against the magnifi-
cent backdrop of the urban skyline, FDR’s legacy must have seemed as timeless as ever.

Much of the day’s program, as one might expect, was dedicated to commemorating a
famous passage from FDR’s 1941 Annual Message to Congress (1941b), an event that his-
torians routinely refer to as the “Four Freedoms speech.” Officials at the park played an
audio recording of the passage, which encouraged the master of ceremonies, Tom Brokaw,
to offer some historical perspective. At a time of dire international crisis, he suggested, the
president had been able to “rally his fellow citizens and the world with a bold statement of
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the fundamental principles of free men and free women everywhere: freedom of speech and
expression; freedom of worship; freedom from want—a healthy, peacetime life; freedom
from fear.” FDR’s words, Brokaw argued, were monumental in their scope. As the newscas-
ter put it, “on that day and forevermore,” the Four Freedoms “defined the aspirations and
rights of all.” Here, he summarized, “was a very big idea—Four Freedoms” (“Dedication
Ceremony” 2012, 13:05-13:54).

Brokaw and his fellow celebrants were not the first to venerate Roosevelt’s notion of
the Four Freedoms (Bodnar 2010, 103). Indeed, their sentiments joined a long line of
public tributes. The new site and its engraved excerpt from the 1941 speech amplified
similarly inscribed words at the FDR Memorial in Washington, DC. Other tributes
include the Four Freedoms Trail and nearby Monument in Madison, Florida, another
Four Freedoms Monument in downtown Evansville, Indiana, the Four Freedoms Memo-
rial at White Chapel cemetery in Troy, Michigan, a prominent mural dedicated to the
ideal in Burbank, California, as well as numerous nonprofit groups, schools, and busi-
nesses, all with names commemorating FDR’s famous phrase. There is even an annual
Four Freedoms Award, founded by the Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt Institute.

Given the adulation that Roosevelt’s ideal of the Four Freedoms continues to receive,
even after the concept’s seventieth anniversary, it is no surprise to find that scholars still cele-
brate the 1941 speech in which FDR formally introduced it. Richard E. D. Schwartz, for
example, suggests that the Four Freedoms address presented a “grand . . . vision” that
“specified his ambitions for all the nations of the world” (2005, 214). Philip Harvey contends
that it “was probably the most influential speech Roosevelt ever delivered” (2013, 148). Rob
Kroes describes its “powerful contribution to American public discourse,” a distinction most
evident in FDR’s famous “rallying cry” that eloquently “called on his countrymen to fulfill
an American world mission as he saw it” (1999, 472). That great speech ended, summarizes
David M. Kennedy, “with a ringing flourish in which” the president “defined the ‘four essen-
tial human freedoms’ that his policies were ultimately aimed at securing” (2005, 469). Given
such admiring commentary, it is no wonder that public address scholars Stephen E. Lucas
and Martin J. Medhurst recently ranked FDR’s 1941 message to Congress as the forty-
second most significant speech of the twentieth century (2009).

As it turns out, however, much of the adulation for FDR’s timeless ideal and the
speech in which he introduced it overlooks a most inconvenient contextual problem: at
first, the newly unveiled concept of the Four Freedoms was a critical and popular flop, a
high-minded but abstract rhetorical flourish that seemed destined to become little more
than a footnote in political history. Consider, for instance, that the New York Times printed
the newly minted phrase Lend-Lease 20 times in the week after FDR’s Message to Congress;
in the same time frame, it failed to print the phrase four freedoms even once.1 While both the

1. One explanation for the Times’s failure to use the phrase four freedoms in its initial coverage is that
FDR’s original speech text actually used the phrase “four essential human freedoms” (“President Roosevelt’s
Message” 1941, 4). Even then, however, the newspaper only printed that phrase three times in the week after
the address (the Washington Post also printed the original version of the phrase three times that same week;
each newspaper printed the speech text in full, accounting for two of the six appearances). In short, while
Times columnist Arthur Krock averred that “nothing in the document was more discussed today” (1941, 22)
than the passage in which the Four Freedoms appeared, the press coverage in his own newspaper did not bear
out his observation.
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president and his administration tried throughout 1941 and 1942 to interest the press and
the public in the idea of the Four Freedoms, something was evidently missing.

How is it possible, then, that FDR’s phrase ended up becoming so prominent that
it continues to receive fervent emotional commemorations all these years later? The aim
of this article is to offer a rhetorical accounting of that profound transformation. Funda-
mentally, my approach draws on Edwin Black’s observation that many great rhetorical
moments chart a sort of “career,” starting out rather humbly “as an amorphy of inchoate
ideas within the mind of an author.” Over time, he continues, an idea destined for rhetor-
ical greatness “somehow takes hold; it endures; it survives controversy and the vicissi-
tudes of fashion; in time it achieves, as the Gettysburg Address has, an iconic status”
(Black 1994, 21-22). The trajectory of such a career is apparently indirect, its path a stark
contrast to the implicit, popular assumption that presidential rhetoric typically has
immediate and measurable effects on an audience.2

The reanimation of FDR’s Four Freedoms is a particularly intriguing instance of
such a trajectory because it involved an unexpected but vital boost from the artistic
world. As I will show, it was not until the Saturday Evening Post unveiled Normal Rock-
well’s four oil-on-canvas interpretations of the Four Freedoms in early 1943—more than
two years after the president’s address—that the phrase finally shifted from a floundering,
abstract ideal into an instantly recognizable American narrative. As one citizen at the
time contended, it had been the creative work of “artist Norman Rockwell” that finally
“breathed the breath of life into ‘The Four Freedoms’” (O’Kelly 1943, 1).3

Rockwell was not a government spokesperson, nor was he associated with the admin-
istration in any meaningful way. Yet his contribution to the rhetorical career of the presi-
dent’s Four Freedoms—not to mention the concept’s veneration even today—turns out to
be a useful starting point for considering the ways in which presidential rhetoric and paral-
lel texts convolve. As Robert Asen points out, “the meaning and significance of what presi-
dents say in their speeches may be understood as arising,” at least occasionally, from their
“connection with other presidential and nonpresidential discourses” (2011, 753). In what
follows, I affirm this viewpoint. Specifically, I conclude that the remarkable contribution of
Rockwell’s Four Freedoms to FDR’s Four Freedoms suggests that an adequate conceptualiza-
tion of the rhetorical presidency requires continual scrutiny of interdependent rhetorical
texts that emerge from outside the White House itself.

In support of this view, I begin by examining the initial failure of FDR’s Four Free-
doms, from the ideal’s debut in the Message to Congress to the White House’s increas-
ingly erratic attempts to popularize it throughout 1941 and early 1942. In a second

2. George C. Edwards III (1996, 200) contends that most presidential rhetoric “has little or no
impact on the audiences at which it is ostensibly aimed,” leading him to wonder if presidential discourse is
worthy of analysis from a historical-critical perspective. This article takes his point seriously by examining
the development of a rhetorical moment that does in fact seem to have had little immediate impact. Rather
than looking for evidence of effectiveness, my approach begins on the other side of the question: what made
FDR’s concept of the Four Freedoms so ineffective at its public inception? Only after addressing that question,
I argue, can one begin to consider what contextual factors might have fostered the concept’s eventual tri-
umph. For a spirited rejoinder to Edwards’s view, see Medhurst (1996).

3. Of course, presidents, too, can use art for rhetorical purposes, as demonstrated by Finnegan and
Mixon (2014).

48 | PRESIDENTIAL STUDIES QUARTERLY / March 2015



section, I turn to the struggle over the administration’s official Four Freedoms pamphlet
to demonstrate how the government’s initial diegetic approach to domestic propaganda
offers a rationale for the failure of FDR’s phrase to capture the public’s imagination on its
own merits. Finally, I examine the impact of Rockwell’s 1943 interpretations, focusing
on the images’ invocation of a mimetic approach as the primary means of repackaging the
president’s abstract, ill-defined perspective on the Four Freedoms into one more accessi-
ble and meaningful to Americans on the home front.

The Four Flops

The presidential election of 1940 was an obvious watershed moment in the tone of
FDR’s international rhetoric. While the passionate split between interventionists and
isolationists had muted the president’s approach during the campaign, successfully secur-
ing the White House for a third term allowed his more belligerent side to emerge with
much greater frequency (Casey 2001, 38). In an Armistice Day address at Arlington
Cemetery, for example, the president condemned the world’s “modern dictators or mod-
ern oligarchs,” expressing hope that “the very people under their iron heels will, them-
selves, rebel” (Roosevelt 1941a, 570). By the end of December, with Britain desperately
fighting for survival in the skies over London, the president was using one of his famous
fireside chats to portray to his radio listeners the “undeniable threat” of the Axis powers.
“The United States,” he told Americans, “has no right or reason to encourage talk of
peace” with those “European and Asiatic war-makers” (Roosevelt 1941c, 634, 635).

The 1941 Message to Congress, taking place just a week after the fireside chat, was an
obvious continuation of this combative rhetorical arc (Kimble 2008, 67). With the Lend-
Lease bill soon to make its debut on Capitol Hill, the president was ready to elaborate on the
international situation as never before. He did so in a most dramatic fashion. Using colorful
and provocative language, he portrayed the Axis powers as “assailants” (Roosevelt 1941b,
664) and “conquerors” (Roosevelt 1941b, 665) who were involved in “treachery” and in league
with “secret agents and their dupes” (Roosevelt 1941b, 666), their aim the snuffing out of
“the whole pattern of democratic life” (Roosevelt 1941b, 664). The United States, in contrast,
represented “the justice of morality” and supported “the rights and dignity of all nations, large
and small” (Roosevelt 1941b, 666). The entire scenario, argued the president, was a “great
emergency,” one requiring that “our actions and our policy . . . be devoted primarily—almost
exclusively—to meeting this foreign peril” (Roosevelt 1941b, 666). Although the United
States was not yet at war, FDR’s vivid message to Congress was remarkably similar to instan-
ces of traditional American war rhetoric (see, e.g., Ivie 1980; Stelzner 1966).

If the Message to Congress was essentially a war address, then the president appears
to have envisioned the Four Freedoms segment as a de facto battle standard, a noble
rationale that could tacitly justify the possibility of direct American involvement in the
war (Kaye 2014, 76). The strategic positioning of the phrase within his peroration might
have been an attempt to highlight the new ideal as both significant and memorable. Tell-
ingly, the postwar memoirs of those who were involved in crafting the speech portrayed
the phrase as having been a timeless rhetorical moment from its very introduction.
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Speechwriter Samuel I. Rosenman, for example, went out of his way to mythologize the
occasion when the president dictated the eloquent passage to his aides (1952, 263).

Unfortunately, although it has become the fashion to use the phrase the Four Free-
doms address to reference the occasion synecdochally, such a formulation overlooks the
dearth of attention that the phrase actually received at the time. As mentioned above, the
New York Times did not use the now-famous phrase in its coverage of the speech. The
newspaper of record, however, was not alone in this regard; other major media outlets,
such as the Washington Post, the Chicago Daily Tribune and the Atlanta Constitution,
reported on the Message to Congress in the same manner.4 The Los Angeles Times did use
the phrase in a column heading near the end of its report but then pointed out that “some
wondered if, however vaguely,” it had been a means of “suggesting war aims for the Brit-
ish” (“Roosevelt Asks” 1941, 6). For its part, the Wall Street Journal, analyzing both the
Message to Congress and the previous week’s fireside chat, went so far as to say that “there
were no surprises in either speech.” The Journal’s account did not mention the Four Free-
doms at all (Kilgore 1941, 3). For these influential publications, at least, FDR’s superla-
tive phrase had clearly not seemed all that superlative.5

Members of Congress also appear to have overlooked the now-famous passage. Sit-
ting in the crowded chamber during the speech, Eleanor Roosevelt was reportedly
“disturbed” by the tepid applause inspired by her husband’s passionate discussion of the
freedoms (“Mrs. Roosevelt” 1941, 1). In retrospect, the Times’s next-day coverage of the
address strongly suggests that most of those in Congress had indeed failed to note the sig-
nificance of the phrase. The newspaper quoted reactions from 21 senators and 21 repre-
sentatives. The bemusing variety of opinions—Democratic Senator Berkeley L. Bunker,
for instance, “particularly liked the part in which Mr. Roosevelt called for extension of
old age pensions and unemployment compensation”—included no references to the Four
Freedoms (“Congress Reaction” 1941, 1-2). Evidently, not even those in FDR’s immedi-
ate audience had found the president’s eloquent passage worthy of comment.

The White House’s mail deliveries early that January evidenced a similar reaction
from the American public. Isabelle Holman of Astoria, New York, presented a typically
supportive viewpoint, writing only that “your speech to Congress today was truly great.
Please speed aid to Britain at once” (1941, 1). Mr. and Mrs. Fred Shardlow of Veradale,
Washington, added that “we are 100% behind you in your defense of America by all aid
to Britain and the other nations fighting the aggressors” (1941, 1). FDR’s opponents gen-
erally focused on the Lend-Lease proposal in the speech as well, such as when Lucille
Beimbarn of West Bend, Wisconsin, argued that “we have given too much aid to Great
Britain already. What good did Great Britain do us that we should help them now?”

4. The ProQuest Historical Newspapers database allows for full-text searches from selected newspa-
pers from this time period. Because the system relies on Optical Character Recognition from microfilmed
originals, however, one cannot assume that its search results are error free. For that reason, this article dis-
cusses results from such database searches as a means of anecdotal support rather than as evidence with any-
thing akin to statistical reliability.

5. Herbert Block’s nationally syndicated editorial cartoon the following day acknowledged FDR’s
address. Yet although the Library of Congress Prints and Photographs catalog now helpfully ties his cartoon
to the “Four Freedoms speech,” Block’s drawing actually ignored that section of the address, quoting another
passage altogether. The cartoon is available on the DVD accompanying Johnson and Katz (2009).
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(1941, 1). To be sure, there were a few correspondents who brought up the Four Free-
doms passage, such as when Adele Scott Saul of Moylan, Pennsylvania, mentioned the
“ringing words” that were “in the last part” of the president’s address (1941, 1). But such
references were distinct outliers.6 Whether they were isolationist or interventionist, these
Americans were by and large oblivious to the introduction of the phrase that would even-
tually become known as one of FDR’s greatest moments.

While there appears to be no surviving record of the White House’s internal reac-
tion to this initial failure of the Four Freedoms to capture the home front’s imagination,
it is clear that the president was interested in keeping the phrase before the public (Borg-
wardt 2005, 21; Stuckey 2013, 106). Public opinion researcher Hadley Cantril, for his
part, suggested that FDR “elaborate with profuse illustrations what he means by the four
freedoms” as a means of inspiring Americans amidst international uncertainty (1941, 1).
That spring, in an apparent attempt at popularizing the new ideal, FDR thus began
returning to it again and again. On March 15, for instance, the president revisited his
theme at the White House Correspondents’ Association event, telling the gathered jour-
nalists that the Four Freedoms were “the ultimate stake” in the worldwide struggle
(1950a, 66). Much of FDR’s renewed rhetorical effort, however, appeared to fall on deaf
ears. When the April 24 issue of the Christian Advocate passionately urged the president
“to make a declaration of our aims” that would stand majestically alongside Wilson’s
Fourteen Points, it was evident that the Four Freedoms had still made little to no impres-
sion on a number of Americans (“Speak for Us” 1941, 536).

The announcement of the Atlantic Charter later that summer presented another
opportunity for the president to publicize his Four Freedoms, this time for a worldwide
audience. Inexplicably, however, the joint statement cobbled together by the United
Kingdom and the United States included only Freedom from Fear and Freedom from
Want. Asked by reporters about the omission of Freedom of Speech and Freedom of
Religion from the document, FDR testily claimed that it implied them (Donovan 1966,
40). Capital-area wits began to joke that the president had somehow misplaced two of
the four freedoms while at sea with the British delegation (Crocker 1959, 142). Church
groups, meanwhile, were appalled that Freedom of Religion had been left out, with several
commentators explicitly wondering if the famously atheistic Soviets—by now seen as an
emerging ally against Hitler—had influenced the lapse (Langer and Gleason 1952, 690).7

Although these sorts of questions at least brought public attention to the Four Free-
doms in the months before Pearl Harbor, the ideal’s meaning to many Americans appears
to have remained either unclear or even distasteful. Tom Treanor, a columnist for the Los
Angeles Times, speculated optimistically in early October that “one of these days we’ll hit
the slogan that will haul us out of the confusion we’re in now.” Nothing seemed to have

6. FDR’s personal files have preserved nine folders of letters and telegrams relating to the 1941
speech. The folders contain 448 messages from the public (there were evidently many more letters that have
not survived, as indicated by additional records involving the correspondence following the speech). I scruti-
nized the contents of four of the folders to obtain a sense of how many correspondents were moved to mention
the Four Freedoms passage. Of the 185 letters and telegrams that I examined, only three mentioned the
passage.

7. Robert E. Sherwood (1948, 301), an intimate at the White House during the war, argued that the
omission of Freedom of Religion and Freedom of Speech from the Atlantic Charter was a simple oversight.
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worked so far, he wrote: “Saving Democracy. Aid-to-Britain. To Hell With Hitler. Pre-
serving the Four Freedoms.” In his view, none of them “quite had what it takes” (Treanor
1941, 1A). Christian Century took a less respectful view, contending that FDR’s Four
Freedoms were “a mere form of words,” complete with a “hollow, empty sound” (“Are
the Four Freedoms a Delusion?” 1941, 1264). Less than a week before Pearl Harbor,
Claude L. Benner’s letter to the New York Times aptly summarized the opinions of such
critics: “Let the President reassure us, in words and deeds somewhat more specific than
those contained in the glittering generalities of the four freedoms, that he proposes no
strange new order.” While “we all know what we are asked to fight against in this con-
flict,” he concluded, “we want to know what we are asked to fight for” (Benner 1941, 24).
The Four Freedoms, at least in these sorts of remarks, were clearly not on the verge of rhe-
torical greatness.

Not surprisingly, the events at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, brought fresh
interest to the Four Freedoms. The Arcadia Conference in Washington late that month
fostered the Declaration by United Nations, a document that featured 28 countries offi-
cially signing on to the goals of the Atlantic Charter. Domestically, the president
renewed his rhetorical efforts, explicitly touting the Four Freedoms throughout the first
half of the new year (e.g., Roosevelt 1950b, 1950c). Other administration voices joined
what was becoming a chorus. In March, for instance, Sumner Welles, the acting secretary
of state, used an official statement to describe a postvictory world “in which men and
women will be free to worship, free to think and speak, and in which they will be free
from fear” (quoted in “U.S. Statements” 1942, 7). And on May 8, in his landmark
“Century of the Common Man” speech, Vice President Henry A. Wallace argued that the
“four freedoms are the very core of the revolution for which the United Nations have
taken their stand” (“Henry A. Wallace” 1942, 387-88).

Yet the wartime “‘Four Freedoms’ campaign,” to use Lester C. Olson’s description
(1983, 15), soon proved to be undisciplined at best and ill-defined at worst. In April, the
Office of Government Reports complained about a National Resource Planning Board
document that had “expanded the Four Freedoms” so much that they included “the right
to work . . . the right to adequate food, clothing, shelter and medical care; [and] the right
to security, with freedom from fear of old age, want, dependency, sickness, unemploy-
ment and accident” (“War Aims and Postwar Policies” 1942, 5). By September, Vice
President Wallace was offering an even more bloated interpretation, telling a Mexican
Independence Day celebration in Los Angeles that there could actually have been seven
freedoms, including the heretofore unknown “freedom to buy land at a reasonable price
. . . the freedom to borrow money at a reasonable rate of interest . . . [and] the freedom to
establish schools which teach the realities of life” (quoted in “Good Neighborly Day”
1942, 19). Time’s writers, unimpressed with the vice president’s additions, suggested
archly that “there are not numbered freedoms but only freedom.” As proof, the magazine
pointed to Patrick Henry, who “did not ask for Nos. 1 to 4, nor for Nos. 3, 5, 7 and 9. He
simply used the singular” (“Let Freedom Ring?” 1942, 19).

The president’s eloquent-but-elusive phrase thus continued to flounder throughout
1942. Even propaganda expert Harold Lasswell, nominally a fan of the Four Freedoms,
warned that simply echoing the president’s words would not be enough to “bring [the]
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dazzling abstractions into the range of daily experience.” Tellingly, however, not even
Lasswell could get the freedoms right, listing instead the “freedom to live, work, speak,
worship” (1942, 765). A. H. Feller, writing from the perspective of the Office of Facts
and Figures, presented a sterner warning when he observed that the Four Freedoms “have
not sufficed” as a means of moving the public. “They are thought,” he added, “to be lack-
ing in precision, or too reminiscent of the Wilsonian crusade, or are criticized for being
mere words unaccompanied by concrete acts” (Feller 1942, 1). In the face of polls indicat-
ing that 61% of the public claimed that they had never even heard of the Four Freedoms,
and that less than 25% could name a single one of them, it was increasingly apparent that
FDR’s favored theme had run aground (Cantril 1951, 1086-87).

So matters stood after almost two years in the rhetorical career of the Four Freedoms.
In fact, it was January 1943—almost exactly two years after the president had begun his
Four Freedoms initiative—when Lucien Warner was finally ready to concede the obvious.
Writing in an internal memorandum, the Office of War Information staffer lamented that in
contrast with “Wilson’s ‘to make the world safe for democracy’ theme, the four freedoms
have hardly made a dent on public consciousness.” Insofar as the government was concerned,
he noted with finality, “the four freedoms theme is a flop” (Warner 1943, 1). Indeed,
although the administration would surely have been delighted to see the president’s eloquent
phrase gain traction on the home front, it was more and more evident at that midpoint of the
war that the Four Freedoms had made little, if any, progress toward rhetorical greatness.

The Four Freedoms Pamphlet and the Battle of the Potomac

The glaring failure of FDR’s Four Freedoms to captivate the home front appears to
have been a continuing source of frustration for the White House up through late 1942.
As Theodore A. Wilson notes, “FDR desired to stir the popular imagination,” but the
president was eventually forced to acknowledge that “noble phrases would not suffice. He
had to find a way to bring the words into focus” (Wilson 1994, 12). The good news was
that media references to the Four Freedoms had increased somewhat since the ideal’s
introduction. The Atlanta Constitution, for example, had printed the colorful phrase only
14 times in 1941, compared to 43 times throughout the nation’s first full year at war.8

Still, there was little sense that Americans on the home front had truly embraced the
president’s ideal, let alone comprehended its meaning. More than one representative of
the administration must have been left to wonder in bewilderment: where had the Four
Freedoms had gone wrong?

8. Not every mediated use of the phrase Four Freedoms during the war was a direct reference to FDR’s
words or to Rockwell’s images. In 1943 and 1944, for instance, a thoroughbred named Four Freedoms made
its way through a number of high-profile horse races across the United States; the results of those races, when
reported in major newspapers, are reflected in ProQuest listings (e.g., Richardson 1944). Similarly, adver-
tisers would occasionally riff on the phrase, such as a March 15, 1942, Marshall Field & Company ad that
pitched the benefits of the “slip of four freedoms,” including “freedom from separate bra,” “freedom from
twisting,” “freedom from sagging,” and “freedom from tugging” (“Marshall Field & Company” 1942, 8).
While such references are clearly divergent in nature from, say, editorials discussing the Four Freedoms, they
are still anecdotal evidence of the cultural cachet of the phrase, even second-hand.
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The travails of the administration’s official Four Freedoms pamphlet—composed in
the first half of 1942 and released to the public late that summer—offer important
insight into that very question. The pamphlet was actually created by the Office of Facts
and Figures (OFF), though struggles over the content delayed its release beyond OFF’s
institutional demise in June 1942. As subsequently printed and disseminated by the
Office of War Information (OWI), the pamphlet swiftly became the first skirmish in a
pitched ideological battle within the new information agency. The desperate face-off
between the pamphlet’s writers on one side and OWI’s free-wheeling group of former
advertising executives on the other—eventually dubbed “the Battle of the Potomac” by
one of the participants (Brennan 1949, 4)—demonstrates that the president’s failure
regarding the Four Freedoms phrase was a critical aspect of a larger controversy involving
the very nature of the government’s domestic propaganda efforts.

The saga of OFF’s writers and their troubled Four Freedoms pamphlet necessarily begins
with Archibald MacLeish. A Pulitzer Prize–winning poet and, dating to 1939, the Librarian
of Congress, MacLeish was a reluctant propagandist at best. Both he and FDR well remem-
bered the spectacular and controversial excesses of George Creel’s Committee for Public Infor-
mation in the previous war—a campaign that had become infamous once postwar Americans
learned that their own government had deceitfully and enthusiastically incorporated propa-
ganda techniques into its attempts to motivate home front support (Parry-Giles 1993). With
FDR’s encouragement, MacLeish took the reins of OFF in late 1941 with a determination to
avoid such outright propaganda and, instead, to provide Americans with purely factual infor-
mation (Girona and Xifra 2009). It would be, he declared, a “strategy of truth” (“‘Strategy of
Truth’ Will Answer Axis Lies” 1942, 6). As historian Allan M. Winkler notes, MacLeish’s
determined philosophy “involved giving out the honest facts about the struggle, and then
trusting the people to make up their own minds in the right way” (1978, 13).

MacLeish brought with him to OFF a number of talented writers who were com-
mitted to his truthful philosophy. McGeorge Bundy, Malcolm Cowley, Henry Pringle,
and Arthur Schlesinger Jr., among dozens of other accomplished scribes, quickly began
producing official government documents for home front consumption. Their documents
established a distinct style, one that avoided visual, dramatic, or spectacular appeals in
favor of verbal arguments that were almost uniformly sober, carefully reasoned, highly
detailed, and frequently rather dull. A paradigmatic example of this style emerged in Jan-
uary 1942 when OFF published its Report to the Nation: The American Preparation for War.
The booklet’s 62 pages contained only one illustration (in the form of a global map),
with the remainder dedicated to an exhaustive, prolix account of the government’s efforts
to rise to the challenge of all-out battle. The report embodied the strategy of truth, to be
sure, but its verbose approach could hardly have been inspiring to the average reader.

One of OFF’s primary tasks in that new year was to produce an official document on
the Four Freedoms. In the weeks after Pearl Harbor the White House had begun asking
for such a publication and in early January MacLeish noted that the “preparation of a
pamphlet on the four freedoms is under way” (1942). He asked New Yorker writer E. B.
White (who would one day author Charlotte’s Web) to collect interpretations of each free-
dom from various OFF staffers, then to stitch the accounts together into a seamless mas-
ter draft (Donaldson 1992, 352). Unbeknownst to MacLeish, White was dubious about
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the task from the start. As he wrote to his wife, “it really is kind of funny: the President
. . . draws in skeleton form a wholly Utopian picture and now it is up to the writers to
state it more in detail without either embarrassing the government or being so specific as
to make it controversial” (White 1976, 223). These private concerns about the pamphlet
soon proved to be a harbinger of the embarrassing public troubles to come.

Despite his reservations, White dutifully set to work. By early March his edited com-
pilation was ready for review by OFF’s staffers. Unfortunately, MacLeish was disappointed
in the product, telling colleagues that “the section on Freedom from Want was particularly
good,” but that “in other parts the manuscript was dull” (“Board Meeting” 1942, 1). After
some debate, the writers agreed to seek the professional assistance of Paul F. Lazarsfeld’s
Bureau for Social Research at Columbia University. Over the next few months, Lazarsfeld
and his team subjected the project to a thorough reading test and linguistic analysis. Their
report concluded that the draft’s prose “shows certain style qualities which make it fairly
difficult reading for a larger audience” (Lazarsfeld 1942, 3). Of particular note, the research-
ers found that “the author has failed to put the highly abstract subject into concrete terms”
(Lazarsfeld 1942, 3). Thus, the team concluded, “only a small intellectual elite, maybe 10
or 15 per cent of the total adult population, are likely to read this pamphlet with interest
and ease” (Lazarsfeld 1942, 4). Yet that sort of elite reading audience, as the report pointed
out, “will be already familiar with the subject” (Lazarsfeld 1942, 4).

The extensive Columbia group feedback made it more than clear that OFF’s project
needed more revisions. In fact, as researcher Neil DuBois advised, “there should be a sec-
ond edition” of the pamphlet, one “re-written by somebody else and brought down to
earth” (1942, 1). But the writers were running out of time. By this point, OFF had been
forcibly merged into OWI, and the new organization was under pressure from the White
House to release the Four Freedoms publication in time to mark the first anniversary of
the Atlantic Charter. And so, on August 9, 1942—with as much fanfare as it could mus-
ter—OWI released The United Nations Fight for the Four Freedoms. The document would,
as OWI director Elmer Davis proclaimed, “translate into simple details these basic prin-
ciples for which the American people and the rest of the United Nations are fighting”
(“OWI Defines” 1942, 35).

Despite Davis’s optimistic introduction, however, the new pamphlet seems to have
made little or no impression on its various audiences. OWI sent out thousands of printed
copies and went so far as to convince the Washington Post to print its contents in full (“United
Nations Fight” 1942). Even so, the publication garnered a few media capsule announcements
and not much else. The impact on the public appears to have been even more negligible.
Within a month of the pamphlet’s release, pollster George Gallup wrote to FDR and OWI’s
leadership that there was still “a real need for a battle cry, for slogans which help explain
what we are fighting for” (1942, 12). The president’s “Four Freedoms,” he reluctantly con-
cluded, had still “not registered a very deep imprint here at home” (Gallup 1942, 14). Tell-
ingly, the president’s private reply to Gallup had a frustrated tone: “I am a bit appalled by
the percentage of people who have no clear idea of what the war is about” (Roosevelt 1942,
1). Both FDR and Gallup seemed to realize that OWI’s release had become another flop.

So where had the Four Freedoms pamphlet gone wrong? In retrospect, despite its
global emphasis (surely objectionable to former isolationists) and its insistent New Deal

Kimble / THE FOUR FREEDOMS | 55



undertones (surely objectionable to the majority of FDR’s many detractors), the most
fundamental problem with the pamphlet lay in its overwritten, excessive style. Although
the writers had explicitly set out to “examine and define the essential freedoms” (Office of
War Information 1942, 3), their convoluted prose almost certainly made matters more
confusing, not less. In describing the interdependence of each of the freedoms, for
instance, the pamphlet rather bizarrely noted that they were “as closely related . . . as the
four seasons of the natural year, whose winter snows irrigate the spring, and whose dead
leaves, fermenting, rebuild the soil for summer’s yield” (Office of War Information 1942,
4). A later passage on the global importance of the freedoms was similarly inscrutable:

It was in the year 1492 that the earth became round in the minds of men—although it had
been privately globular for many centuries. Now in the year 1942, by a coincidence which
should fortify astrologers, the earth’s rotundity again opens new vistas, this time not of fab-
ulous continents ready to be ransacked, but of a fabulous world ready to be unified and
restored. (Office of War Information 1942, 10)

Achieving those worldwide freedoms, meanwhile, would require not only hard
work, but much philosophical reflection, since “men, it turns out, breathe through their
minds as well as through their lungs, and there must be a circulation of ideas as well as of
air” (Office of War Information 1942, 5). As for the all-important concept freedom itself,
however, the pamphlet remained relentlessly abstract. “Freedom, of whatever sort,” it
observed sagely, “is relative” (Office of War Information 1942, 4). These sorts of passages
were not meaningless, of course, but the style they exemplified was high minded, to say
the least. If the writers had been sincere in the publicly stated hope that the pamphlet
would help Americans “fully understand the objectives for which we fight” (“Four Free-
doms Program” 1942, 8), they had taken an ill-advised approach in doing so.

Still, while it is easy to criticize the writers for crafting an overbearing, pretentious
document that effectively disguised its truths in a steady stream of abstractions and plati-
tudes, such a criticism would not be entirely fair. As Ramon Girona and Jordi Xifra observe,
the writers’ original organization, OFF, had been “a data—facts—and statistics— figures—
agency,” a group devoted primarily to disseminating “objective—factual— information”
(2009, 288). Given this original grounding, the writers were by nature ill equipped to design
what amounted to an ideological document. Their allegiance to MacLeish’s philosophy of
truth inevitably predisposed them to rely on a verbally dense strategy, one that was simply
not designed for inspiration or motivation, at least not at the levels of the average citizen.

In this sense, the real problem with the Four Freedoms effort lay not with the writers
but with the philosophical approach to propaganda that had been adopted by much of the
Roosevelt administration throughout 1941 and 1942. By avoiding the excessive propaganda
tactics of the WWI era, both the White House and MacLeish’s writers had reactively chosen
to pursue what Marie-Laure Ryan (2004, 13) terms a diegetic style of rhetoric.9 Seymour

9. The opposition between diegesis and mimesis goes back to Plato, and has since waxed and waned in
varying scholarly interpretations. Here I follow Ryan’s (2004) narratological view by ascribing to the writers
a verbal, argumentative approach (ultimately diegetic in nature), while I see the advertisers—along with
Rockwell’s posters—as relying on dramatic spectacles (mimetic in nature).
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Chatman (1990, 111) suggests that such a style primarily adopts a verbal approach that is
grounded in telling, reciting, or recounting its messages. FDR’s ad nauseam repetitions of
his phrase and the writers’ dense pamphlet both embraced this approach, choosing to rely on
the medium of explanatory words to attempt to engage the home front.

Yet as George H. Roeder Jr. observes, that home front was awash in the cultural
products of “visual experience” (1993, 2), such as newsreels, sensational Hollywood pro-
ductions, photographic journalism, colorful magazine advertising, and countless posters
and billboards. The gamble in embracing a diegetic style in such a context was not just
whether the administration could convince Americans to look away from the stimulating
visual phenomena surrounding them in order to think through the government’s explan-
atory words, but that the verbal discourse would, almost by itself, sufficiently explicate
the inherently abstract notion of the Four Freedoms.10 Peter H. Odegard, the master-
mind behind the U.S. Treasury’s hugely successful war bond campaign, could have told
the White House that this gamble might be a losing one. The war on the home front, he
had written, would “not be won by . . . hurling high order abstractions at the heads of
humble and work-worn people” (Odegard 1942, 7). To the extent that the administra-
tion’s largely diegetic approach to its Four Freedoms effort early in the war amounted to
precisely that strategy, it was a recipe for failure.

Odegard knew what he was talking about. The modest success of the Treasury’s early
bond sales philosophy had prompted a shift away from its use of prosaic, verbose appeals in
favor of a viscerally dramatic and colorfully visual strategy (“Basic Copy Policy” 1943). By
showing its messages more than telling or reciting them, the Treasury had moved toward a
heavily mimetic style of propaganda, one that created a compelling narrative spectacle featur-
ing dramatic enactments with which the target audience could more easily identify and in
which that audience could immerse itself. As Odegard realized, “abstractions [such] as ‘lib-
erty,’ ‘freedom,’ [and] ‘justice’ . . . . must be particularized and personalized,” just as
“Dickens gave flesh and blood to the principles of English liberalism.” Similarly, he added,
it was Harriet Beecher Stowe’s “Uncle Tom and little Eva” who “did more to arouse the
nation to the evil of slavery than dozens of philosophical treatises because they translated
into human terms an otherwise bloodless abstraction” (Odegard 1942, 16). Under Ode-
gard’s leadership, the Treasury would use this dramatic approach to propaganda to foster
the sale of an astonishing $185 billion in war bonds (Kimble 2006).

As it turned out, Odegard’s mimetic approach to propaganda appeals was already
familiar to OWI’s domestic leadership team. These were the advertisers—Madison Ave-
nue executives and their allies on loan to the government for the duration—and many of
them had advised the Treasury program in its strategic shift to the more dramatic style of
propaganda (Lemmon 1944, 2-3). Now in charge of OWI’s domestic efforts, they had
observed the failure of the Four Freedoms campaign intently. While they agreed that
freedom was an important principle to champion on the home front, they firmly believed
that it “should be promoted but not explained” (Foner 1998, 229).

10. The writers did agree to incorporate five black-and-white sketches in the Four Freedoms pam-
phlet, perhaps as a means of relieving its tedium somewhat. Yet the illustrations, with their emphasis on alle-
gorical symbols such as flaming torches, cornucopia, and swords, provided no more insight than the writers’
words.
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MacLeish’s writers, so far as these advertisers were concerned, had been foisted on
OWI despite the fundamental flaws inherent in their so-called strategy of truth. The antip-
athy between the two groups soon proved to be mutual, with each side publicly contending
that its approach to propaganda was superior. Creighton J. Hill explained just how incom-
patible their views were, suggesting that if the government had, say, asked OWI for a cam-
paign to discourage gasoline use by civilians, the writers would rush to compose an earnest
pamphlet that would explain in rational detail how “we have got to save gas in order to win
the war” (1943, 7). The advertisers, on the other hand, would set to work creating attractive
posters and billboards “which say things like ‘Walk and Be Beautiful’” (Hill 1943, 7).

The battle between the two groups turned ugly in the spring of 1943 when the
writers finally walked out for good. OWI, they told the press, had been taken over by
“high-pressure promoters” whose stock in trade was based not in the factual appeals one
would expect in a democracy, but in “slick salesmanship” (“For Release” 1943, 1). Mal-
colm Cowley, one of the ex-writers, soon claimed in the New Republic that the advertisers’
philosophy was dangerous, since it could “be used to sell anything, good, bad, or indiffer-
ent—victory gardens, war bonds, [or] dictatorship” (1943, 593). To be sure, his view
hardly mattered at that point; MacLeish’s followers had lost the Battle of the Potomac,
and they knew it. Their angry public sentiments were little more than an elegy for the
strategy of truth and the diegetic approach that it had fostered.

The advertisers, for their part, were undaunted by the departure of the writers. With
the viscerally dramatic philosophy drawn from their Madison Avenue experiences, they
insisted, OWI could indeed influence the public. Ironically, the advertisers bolstered their
claim by pointing to the highly successful propaganda embodied in the Four Freedoms
(Weinberg 1968). The advertisers were not, of course, referring to the White House’s con-
tinuing pronouncements, nor to the writers’ failed pamphlet from the previous fall. Rather,
they were referring to a new series of images that had been published in that spring of 1943
by the Saturday Evening Post. Those images—four paintings of the Four Freedoms by Nor-
man Rockwell—appeared to the advertisers to be the ideal way to promote the president’s
phrase on the home front. It would not be long before events proved them right.

Norman Rockwell and the Four Freedoms Ascendant

In his autobiography, artist Norman Rockwell recalled sincerely wanting to be inspired
by the content of the Atlantic Charter back in August 1941. He had been seeking an idea for
an inspirational painting at the time, one that might be useful as a government poster as the
nation inched closer to war. “I had tried to read it,” he remembered, hoping that the Charter,
“with its Four Freedoms proclamation . . . contained the idea I was looking for. But I hadn’t
been able to get beyond the first paragraph” (Rockwell 1960, 312).11 The problem, as he and
many other Americans had discovered, was that the document was an unexpectedly daunting
read. “The language was so noble, platitudinous really, that it stuck in my throat,” he noted.

11. Rockwell seems to have been unaware that the Atlantic Charter listed only two of the Four
Freedoms.
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“No, I said to myself, it doesn’t go, how am I to illustrate that? I’m not noble enough.” More-
over, he admitted, “nobody I know is reading the proclamation either, in spite of the fanfare
and hullaballoo about it in the press and on the radio” (1960, 312).

The following summer, even as OWI’s writers were rushing their troubled pam-
phlet to completion, Rockwell had a vision in which he finally came up with a compel-
ling way to illustrate the Four Freedoms. Using his Vermont neighbors as models in
familiar American scenes, as he had been doing in art works for years, would allow him to
dramatize and personalize FDR’s ideal (Murray and McCabe 1993, 19). As the artist put
it, he would simply take the Four Freedoms “out of the noble language of the proclama-
tion and put them in terms everybody can understand” (Rockwell 1960, 313). He soon
took his sketches for the proposed series to offices of the Saturday Evening Post. His timing
was perfect; the magazine was under new leadership and wanted to heal a decades-long
rift with the White House (Sears 1993). Editor Ben Hibbs saw the series as the perfect
opportunity to be seen supporting the war effort and immediately insisted that Rockwell
drop everything else and work full-time on the Four Freedoms (Herbst 2004).

Rockwell spent most of the latter half of 1942 laboring over his beloved creations.
He and the Post were finally ready to unveil them in late February 1943, which is when
the images appeared serially as prominent features in four successive issues. The result
was a national sensation (Westbrook 1993, 203). The magazine wrote that the public
reaction had “surpassed anything in Post experience” (“Announcement” 1943, 35). Read-
ers deluged the editorial offices with reprint requests, and numerous rival magazines
asked for permission to print them in their own pages (Rockwell 1960, 317). The artist
himself soon received over 60,000 fan letters, most of them gushing about their personal
reaction to the series (Olson 1983, 19). Before long, a Paramount News crew was filming
Rockwell and his Four Freedoms models, with the newsreel footage appearing that April
in theaters across the nation (Genock 1943). As editor Hibbs observed, “those four pic-
tures quickly became the best known and most appreciated paintings of that era” (quoted
in Rockwell 1960, 317).

The government was duly impressed with these events. OWI arranged to turn the
paintings into inspirational posters, printing and distributing over four million copies in
only a few months (“Art Notes” 1943). For its part, the Treasury approached the Post
with a plan to promote the paintings—and, of course, war bonds—in a massive, nation-
wide publicity tour. The year-long Four Freedoms War Bond Show kicked off in Wash-
ington, DC, ultimately visiting landmark department stores in sixteen major cities and
selling nearly $133 million in war bonds and stamps (Buechner 1972, 85). The host com-
munities vied fiercely for the most outlandish promotional events, variously facilitating
parades, war plant tours, radio broadcasts, original posters, full-page advertisements, edi-
torials, rallies, street ceremonies, celebrity appearances, and more (Saturday Evening Post
1944, 38). As Stuart Murray and James McCabe suggest, “the entire country was caught
up in the excitement of the Four Freedoms Show” (1993, 80).

Not surprisingly, the sudden flurry of national attention to Rockwell’s four images
and the subsequent publicity events fostered a significant increase in media references to
the Four Freedoms. In letters to the editor, advertisements, editorials, news stories, radio
shows, newsreels, and magazine coverage, FDR’s phrase was suddenly pervasive. The
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aggregate use of the phrase in six major newspapers—the Atlanta Constitution, Chicago
Daily Tribune, Los Angeles Times, New York Times, Wall Street Journal, and Washington
Post—is particularly informative. In 1941, these publications had printed the phrase 344
times, and in 1942 its appearances in them went up to 573. In 1943, though, FDR’s ideal
was printed in those newspapers 1,169 times, with much of the increase coinciding with
the initial release of Rockwell’s images and the grand opening of the war bond tour. The
White House could only have been pleased, in part because it was a participant in the
surge. Indeed, just one day after the publication of the initial Rockwell image in late Feb-
ruary, Eleanor Roosevelt was the first of several guests to appear on a nationwide NBC
radio program discussing the meaning of the Four Freedoms (Gould 1943).

The Rockwell-inspired frenzy that spring was arguably much more successful than
the government’s earlier efforts had been in making the Four Freedoms meaningful to
many Americans. The president’s words, wrote the Washington Post, “had hitherto been
brought home to the people only in cold type” (“Four Freedoms Artist” 1943, 8). The
Four Freedoms had previously been “clothed in words,” added another account, “and to
many the meaning of those words was vague and remotely unreal” (“Vermont’s Four Free-
doms” [1943], n.p.). In contrast, Rockwell’s paintings suddenly provided citizens with
“something tangible to associate that which we are fighting for” (Morris 1943, 1). “In my
little Penna. suburb,” wrote one of the artist’s business associates, the images “made a tre-
mendous impression—not the usual ‘isn’t that lovely’ sort of reaction but something far
deeper and more meaningful” (Kraemer 1943, 1). The Treasury’s Orville S. Poland
affirmed that Rockwell’s interpretations had been “deeply stirring.” In his view, “they
could not fail to make a lasting imprint on the thought, and affect the action, of all those
who saw them” (quoted in Saturday Evening Post 1944, 9). The most impressive commen-
tator, though, wrote to the Post that he was personally “grateful for the reproductions of
Norman Rockwell’s paintings.” The admirer was none other than FDR himself. The
president concluded that in depicting the Four Freedoms, the artist had “done a superb
job in bringing home the plain, everyday truths behind them” (Roosevelt 1943, 1).

The president’s admiration for Rockwell’s meaningful images was obvious, but one
can imagine that at least a few White House aides must have wondered privately how the
turnaround in the fortunes of the Four Freedoms had emerged so suddenly. As the
speechwriter Rosenman acknowledged a few years later, FDR’s advisors were often com-
pletely mystified as to why some strategically derived presidential phrases caught on
while others languished (1952, 265). In this case, of course, anyone observing at the time
could have pointed to the sheer size of the publicity effort run by the Post, the Treasury,
and the local communities that hosted the touring show. Consider, for instance, that Chi-
cago, often seen as a center of anti-FDR sentiment during the war years, found itself
enthusiastically promoting the Four Freedoms show with “stickers in 3,000 taxicabs,
placement of 31,000 posters throughout the city, notices on 50,000 milk bottles, a mil-
lion envelope stuffers in gas, hotel and bank statements, and editorial publicity in about
50 company house organs”—and that was just the promotions preceding the city’s stop on
the tour (Saturday Evening Post 1944, 19). With such an all-encompassing campaign sup-
porting it, Rockwell’s Four Freedoms series was bound to capture sustained attention and
to inspire discussion.
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Yet a direct comparison of the Rockwell-inspired events that spring with the adminis-
tration’s earlier flops identifies two additional factors as being particularly important in the
1943 ascendency of the president’s ideal. First, the renewed interest in the Four Freedoms
across the home front coincided with a sudden surge in visual appeals. Unlike the largely
verbal and abstract messages that had emerged from the White House and MacLeish’s writ-
ers, Rockwell’s four interpretations provided colorfully visible and familiar scenes at which
Americans of all stripes could gaze: a citizen rising to speak at a town meeting, a family at a
joyful Thanksgiving meal, parents putting their children to bed, and a diverse group of peo-
ple in contemplative prayer. Here were moving “representations of the American soul in
four achingly sentimental scenes” (Sald�ıvar 2006, 208). While the Post had printed a short
essay on each freedom, the words ended up playing little role in the paintings’ reception or
in the national tour (Olson 1983, 19). On the contrary, the testimony of those caught up in
the resurgence returned again and again to its nature as a fundamentally visual experience.
The paintings “show clearly just what the United Nations are fighting for,” wrote two fans
(Jaeger and Grant 1943, 1, emphasis added). The “beautiful and very expressive” images, wrote
another, demonstrated that “one picture is worth more than ten thousand words” (Sack 1943,
1, emphasis added). A news report suggested that the paintings had brought “these free-
doms to life” by “express[ing] them pictorially in terms so human and so universal that all could
see and understand” (“Vermont’s Four Freedoms” [1943], n.p., emphasis added), while the
Treasury added that “millions of Americans will have an opportunity to see, in glowing art,
the principles for which they sacrifice” (Treasury Department [1943], 2, emphasis added).
As for the war bond show, it was “one of the greatest patriotic spectacles of the war”
(“Bullock’s” 1944, A3, emphasis added) with every stop showcasing the four originals as
well as countless reproductions in advertisements, window displays, marquees, take-home
flyers, and much more. In the words of rhetoric scholar Michael Osborn, here were
“visualizations that linger in the collective memory of audiences” (1986, 79)—appeals that
seem to have quickly helped transform the rhetorical career of the Four Freedoms.

A related factor that appears to have been instrumental in the 1943 resurgence of the
Four Freedoms involved the pervasive use of narrative appeals. Chatman contends that a pri-
mary characteristic of fictional dramas is the creation of “their own believable worlds, imag-
inary spaces containing plausible . . . characters and actions” (1990, 189). Rockwell had
become quite adept at this artifice, since his “highly naturalistic” painting style fostered
the illusion that a given work was “‘reporting’ an actual story, rather than ‘creating’ one”
(Larson and Hennessey 1999, 46). In early 1943, the Four Freedoms reportedly brought this
verisimilitudinous quality to a new level. “You have made these ideas living and real in
more ways than one,” affirmed one viewer of the series (Jerryman 1943, 1). Another wrote
that the paintings were “so real” that looking at them “gives me the feeling that I know
exactly how the person you have painted feels at the moment, and what sort of life they
have lived” (Cerny 1943, 1). The Washington Post offered similar testimony, writing that
the Four Freedoms went far beyond the president’s version by exhibiting “the warmth of feel-
ing, the minute detail, the imagination and the fine draughtsmanship which have made
American classics” of Rockwell’s earlier works (“Four Freedoms Artist” 1943, 8). For these
sorts of viewers, the newly artistic interpretations of the president’s phrase had transcended
the vague nature of the earlier iterations by placing the freedoms into realistic scenes that
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could both captivate and inspire. The war bond tour, in turn, went a step further. Not only
did each stop feature the four original canvases and their “short stories told in paint”
(Alexander 1943, 17), but they also presented numerous live skits and stage enactments,
many involving celebrities who were delighted to have been asked to dramatize the mean-
ing of the Four Freedoms (e.g., “Full-Hour All-Star” 1943, 41). The tour and the paintings
it featured, then, amounted to not just a spectacle but a narrative spectacle, one that worked
at nearly every turn to craft a realistic meaning for FDR’s words.

As an immersive experience with both visual and narrative elements, then, the
Rockwell-themed Four Freedoms campaign in the spring of 1943 was demonstrably differ-
ent from the administration’s earlier pronouncements and circumlocutions involving the
phrase. Taken together, the two elements provide a glimpse into the anatomy of the
mimetic approach to propaganda. Much as OWI’s advertising executives preached, it was an
approach that found great value in showing instead of telling and in dramatizing instead of
explaining. The evident results, at least in this case, were tangible. Charles B. Dulcan, a vice
president at the first department store to host the tour, was very clear on that point. In his
words, “what a ‘splash’ those four paintings made. . . . A ‘splash’ destined to disturb the
hearts and minds of the American public, destined to create an ever widening circle of inter-
est.” It is too bad, he continued, that “we may never know where the undulation of human
interest [in the Four Freedoms] ceases, as it is absorbed in the steady current of American liv-
ing, but the current has been quickened” by Norman Rockwell’s “outstanding contribution
to the War effort” (Dulcan 1943, 1). The Four Freedoms, in Dulcan’s view, had brought the
Four Freedoms to life in the public eye. What he did not say—and what he could not have
known—was how the rhetorical renaissance that spring would arguably save the president’s
phrase from historical obscurity. That contribution, as it turned out, would only become
more invisible in the long term, as later generations began to commemorate what they
would only know as FDR’s unquestionably superlative moment of rhetorical genius.

Conclusion

On April 29, 1944, comedian Bob Hope recorded a monologue for the Four Free-
doms show, a production of OWI’s Radio Division. The transcript has been preserved,
allowing for the perusal of this extended joke:

Hitler became chancellor of the German State in 1933 and the first thing he did was to set
up the Four Freedoms . . . only he mixed them up a little. Instead of Freedom from Fear and
Freedom of Religious worship, he made it Fear of Religious Worship. Yes sir, and Hitler
set up Freedom of Speech and Freedom from Want, too. He said, “You’re Free to make a
Speech against Nazism any time you want, but you want to make out your will first” (Hope
1944, 1, ellipsis in original).

The transcript does not, of course, indicate that the studio or radio audiences under-
stood this joke. But Hope was one of the nation’s most famous comedians and a peerless
performer; there is almost no chance that he would have agreed to perform a joke on the
air if he believed that any segment of his audience would not understand it.
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Hope’s joke from May 1944 is a telling moment because it suggests that it had
taken little more than a year for a meaningful recognition of the Four Freedoms to sweep
the nation. The phrase’s rhetorical career evidently was on the rise. Before long, planning
for the postwar United Nations would commence, with the Four Freedoms themselves
ultimately becoming part of the preamble to the organization’s Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (United Nations 1948). The phrase thus became enshrined on a world-
wide stage for the long term, with later generations eventually forgetting that in its orig-
inal conception the legendary ideal had been perceived by the government as a flop.

My objective in this article has been to offer a plausible accounting of the seemingly
inexplicable gulf between the Four Freedoms as that 1941 flop and the phrase’s largely
taken-for-granted status, over 70 years later, as a timeless rhetorical moment. Jesse H. Rho-
des has recently argued that presidents who seek to establish “novel rights” such as those
embodied in the Four Freedoms “must continually explain and reaffirm” their ideas “if they
have any hope these interpretations will endure” (2013, 565). Ironically, however, the ini-
tial failure of the Four Freedoms points to situations in which explaining and reaffirming
are not sufficient. Critically, the Roosevelt administration’s continual explanations and
reaffirmations regarding its key wartime phrase—both in public addresses and in the offi-
cial Four Freedoms pamphlet—relied primarily on a diegetic, abstract form of propaganda.
The reasons for that approach’s failure are evident when one compares it to the overwhelm-
ingly successful appeals embodied in the national and local campaigns, inspired by and
built upon Norman Rockwell’s Four Freedoms, which commenced in early 1943. Based on
the contemporary evidence, I believe that the latter efforts’ mimetic approach to the presi-
dent’s phrase made a significant difference in allowing the American public to interact
meaningfully with the idea of the Four Freedoms. To borrow Laurie Norton Moffatt’s
words, once “Rockwell’s images became interchangeable with Roosevelt’s concepts,” the
phrase’s rhetorical career quickly shifted onto an ascendant track (1993, ix).

As suggested at the outset, the trajectory of the Four Freedoms as I have outlined it
here generally bolsters the arguments of scholars who support a wide-ranging definition of
the parameters of the rhetorical presidency. Vanessa B. Beasley recently observed, for exam-
ple, that there are “instances in which the rhetorical strategy of a president includes relying
on surrogates—not only the White House press secretary but also the secretary of state or
other cabinet members—to deliver particular messages out loud and on camera for multi-
ple reasons.” One “can safely assume,” she adds, “that these discourses, too, are written and
planned in highly orchestrated ways . . . to meet a president’s goals” (Beasley 2011, 763).
Beasley points out that limiting a conception of the rhetorical presidency to major
addresses uttered solely by the president in controlled circumstances (as proposed, e.g., in
Coe and Neumann 2011) would necessarily leave out such important surrogate rhetoric.

Yet the rhetorical career of the Four Freedoms suggests that the boundaries of what
should be of interest to scholars of the rhetorical presidency might be even further afield, at
least in some cases. Any study of FDR’s 1941 Message to Congress (Roosevelt 1941b) is cer-
tain to appreciate the vision inherent in his words, and the boldness with which he stated
them in a time of international crisis. But if such studies ignore the administration’s internal
disappointment with the immediate fate of the Four Freedoms, or the government’s
subsequent attempts to revive the phrase—all because those factors are not part of an
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officially-sanctioned presidential data set—then they are missing some of the most impor-
tant aspects of the story.

Even more crucial in the development of the Four Freedoms, as I have tried to
show, were the contributions of Norman Rockwell, the Saturday Evening Post, and the
publicity efforts of more than a dozen major cities. None of these contributors could plau-
sibly be considered as being within the bounds of the Roosevelt administration. Yet to
ignore their contributions to the fate of the president’s famous phrase would be to miss
another vital part of its trajectory. Simply put, these sorts of parallel discourses—
although certainly not presidential in their own right—are vital for scholars of presiden-
tial rhetoric to consider, even if a given scholar ultimately decides that they are unimpor-
tant in a given case. No presidential utterance arises in a vacuum, and no presidential
audience absorbs ideas from the chief executive to the exclusion of all other influences. In
studying presidential rhetoric, those external factors will sometimes become important
considerations, and it is incumbent on scholars, at least those who are interested in how
the presidency operates within its context, to scrutinize them when possible.

Carefully considering such parallel texts, in the end, is one way in which scholars can
disentangle the historical myths that so naturally arise around presidents. As the case of the
Four Freedoms shows, it was not long before Americans were busy crafting the phrase’s
legend as a moment of rhetorical genius that essentially emerged, fully mature, from FDR’s
forehead. Indeed, only two years after FDR’s death, a children’s book commemorating the
late president’s childhood referred to him as “Franklin Roosevelt, boy of the Four Free-
doms” (Weil 1947, cover)—implying that he had been thinking about his great phrase as
early as the 1880s. But such references were clearly reconstructions, purposely altering the
past to suit the present. The same impulse is at work even now, where later generations sup-
pose that what Ram�on Sald�ıvar describes as FDR’s “extraordinarily felicitous formulation”
(2006, 203) was all but carved in tablets on a mountaintop from the very beginning.

The true story, as is so often the case when humans embroider history, was very differ-
ent. The concept of the Four Freedoms was and is an important idea, and it might well
deserve the same veneration that our society reserves for the Magna Carta, the Gettysburg
Address, the Fourteen Points, and other timeless rhetorical moments. It certainly deserves a
well-designed park with an appropriately moving view of the UN complex. But it is
enlightening to remember that the Four Freedoms did not start out as great or as timeless.
Instead, FDR’s legendary rhetorical moment owes much to an era in which magazines were
a primary means of public influence and in which masses of private citizens were willing to
sacrifice their time and money for a patriotic cause. It owes even more, however, to an unas-
suming New England illustrator who just wanted to inspire his fellow citizens.
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