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  Context


  F ranklin Delano Roosevelt, who was in office for an unprecedented four terms, led the United States through two of its greatest crises, the Great Depression and World War II. The extravagance of the Roaring Twenties came to an abrupt end in 1929 with the crash of the stock market. Imprudent investment, a deceptive stock market bubble, and the natural boom and bust of the business cycle led to the beginning of the Great Depression in America. The first three and a half years of the depression were marked by dramatic signs of the nation's poverty: breadlines and soup kitchens in every city, families shivering in tents on the street in the middle of winter, men around fires at railroad tracks. President Herbert Hoover, who had been ushered into office during the prosperity of the twenties, was then swept from office by the Depression. His humanitarian sentiments were tempered by a strong distaste for using federal funds for direct aid to suffering Americans and an equal distaste for deficit spending.


  Roosevelt, in the election of 1932, presented a strong contrast to Hoover's seeming impotence in office, and followed through on his promise to wage war against the ravages of the depression. Roosevelt and the new Congress authorized the use of government funds for either direct aid or for job creating programs. Though the relief programs of the New Deal prevented the bottom from falling out of a suffering nation, they did not bring the economic downturn to an end. At the beginning of World War II, the depression was in its eleventh year. There were still nine million people unemployed, despite the expenditure of billions of dollars of federal funds on jumpstarting the economy.


  Americans faced a lighter load than many other countries after the First World War. The imposition of harsh war indemnities on the losers of the last battle and the retreat into isolationism of both victors and losers resulted in a worldwide depression. Desperate situations in countries such as Germany–where inflation was so severe that many people were paid in cash by the wagonload and burned currency to keep warm–encouraged the rise of fascist dictators such as Hitler in Germany and Mussolini in Italy. These men took advantage of the desperate situations in their nations to rise to power on a platform of imperialist ambition.


  The spirit of isolationism and the poor economic situation in Europe prompted Britain and France to look askance at Germany's violations of the Treaty of Versailles, signed at the end of the First World War. Germany began by imposing compulsory military service for all of its citizens. Since nearly all of Germany's possessions had been destroyed at the end of WWI, their factories began to produce new munitions to outfit a larger army than before. They soon had an army of over six million men with the newest and most potent weapons in the world. When Hitler began to lay claims on lands taken from the country in the Treaty of Versailles, Britain and France, suffering from their own economic problems and reluctant to fight, followed a policy of appeasement for even the most dubious of claims. Yet, Germany continued to be an aggressor. Britain and France reluctantly declared war only when Germany invaded Poland without cause, and their hopes for preventing another large-scale conflict were dashed. In the Far East, the Japanese followed through on their hopes for increased power by invading China in 1937.


  The German army quickly routed France, and Britain remained the only hope for a democratic victory. The Japanese continued their attack on China but watched as their resources shrank, and they placed ever-increasing reliance on shipments from an ever more tight fisted America. Americans, however, watched both conflicts with considerable detachment because of the vast oceans that separated them from the aggressors. Roosevelt, with his experience as Assistant Secretary of War during WWI, understood the importance of what was going on across the seas. He had, however, also watched Woodrow Wilson before him try and fail to push foreign policy objectives without the support of the people. Roosevelt thus felt he could only wait, as even aid to Britain was greeted with distrust from an isolationist American populace. Roosevelt could only bide his time or risk losing his power in office.


  Yet Germany, perhaps with the memory of the defeat at the hands of American troops in World War I, was reluctant to commit any violence that would require the entry of America into the war. It took the imperialist ambitions of Japan to bring America into the war. Though Roosevelt viewed Japan's aggressions against China with equal dislike as the actions of Germany and Italy, the majority of the American people did not share his view. The invasion of Pearl Harbor in December of 1941, however, became the devastating provocation that Roosevelt needed to rally the country behind him. It was thus with acute political acumen that Roosevelt led the country through the Great Depression and to its victory in World War II.


  American industry, under the able leadership of Jimmy Byrnes, met the impossibly high production targets Roosevelt set. The vast numbers of jobs the war created finally managed to end the Depression, which had endured years of government spending that many historians in hindsight say was far too little too late. An Allied invasion of North Africa in November 1942 drove the Germans out and across the Mediterranean, and set the stage for an Allied invasion of Sicily and Italy in the summer of 1943. In the fall of 1943, the leaders of the Allies, Churchill, Roosevelt, and Stalin, met for the first time. Stalin was tired of fighting the war in Europe, and Roosevelt promised to invade Europe by spring of 1944. On June 6, 1944, Allied forces landed on the Normandy coast of France. In August 1944, they liberated Paris and in a month had driven Germany almost entirely out of France. In the Pacific, American forces had newly captured or recaptured all the strategic islands east of Japan, retaken the Philippines, and gotten close to taking Japan itself.


  By the time Churchill, Roosevelt, and Stalin met again at Yalta, an Allied victory was almost guaranteed. The results of this meeting–the creation of the UN, the post-war occupation of Germany, and the redistribution of conquered lands–can be seen to have the outlines of the future Cold War, and many blame Roosevelt for allowing matters to be decided in such a fashion. However, Roosevelt was aware of the dangers of the Soviet Union and was suitably wary of Stalin. Nonetheless, he was aware that the peace of the world rested on the shoulders of its largest powers, and he acted according to this belief. World War II finally ended with the surrender of Germany in May 1945 and the surrender of Japan in August 1945. Roosevelt had died in April, without ever seeing the outcome of his hard work.


  Plot Overview


  Franklin Delano Roosevelt was born on January 30,1882. He was born as the beloved only child of James Roosevelt and Sara Delano Roosevelt, both from very good families. He lived a privileged life as a child, taught first by governesses, then attending the newly opened Groton school at fourteen, and Harvard University for his undergraduate degree. He was well respected was elected editor-in-chief of the college paper. Inspired to run for office by his distant cousin "Uncle" Teddy Roosevelt, Roosevelt ran for his first public office, State Senator in New York, in 1910. In three years, aided by his shrewd political acumen and the power of the Roosevelt name and money, he was chosen Assistant Secretary of the Navy, sitting at the same desk that Teddy Roosevelt had sat at in Washington just a few years before.


  It was in August of 1921, between political offices, that FDR was suddenly paralyzed in both legs due to polio. The end to his previously active lifestyle of swimming and sailing brought renewed fervor to his political ambitions, and perhaps because of his own suffering, made him more acutely aware of the problems of the people he was representing in office. In 1928, he was elected to the governorship in New York. After a stint as a generous depression spender there, he was nominated for the presidency in 1932. He was pitted against Herbert Hoover, who had failed to give the country direct aid for its suffering due to the Great Depression. Roosevelt knew that the only course to take in campaign and office was to promise that the government would be responsible for the welfare of the people. He was elected with fifty-seven percent of the popular vote. In his inaugural address he promised to wage war against the depression, and that he certainly did. In his first term, he asked Congress into two emergency sessions, each about one hundred days in length, and pushed a series of legislation through it each time which created the major acts and administrative bodies of the New Deal.


  Roosevelt began by solving the banking crisis, shutting down banks for four days until they could be reopened on a firmer basis, and then passed the Emergency Banking Act to give federal assistance to those banks that were sound. Through the strength of his optimism alone which he conveyed to the nation over the radio on the first of his many "Fireside Chats," he managed to quell the flow of withdrawals from the banks. Emboldened by his success, he pushed through legislation that created organizations such as the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) which paid young men to work on conservation projects under the Army's supervision, and the Agricultural Adjustment Act (AAA) which subsidized farmers for limiting acreage and taxed processors of products to pay for subsidies, and many more.


  Opposition to FDR's policies came from the left and right–from the left because he did not do enough to redistribute the wealth of the nation, and from the right because of fears that the long arms of government would strangle liberty. Indeed, most of his New Deal programs petered out by 1938 without achieving a real end to the Depression. By then, Roosevelt had replaced his fervor for social reform with concern for how to deal with the fighting in Europe. Nonetheless, Roosevelt's far-sighted reforms had changed the goals of American government for good. For the first time, the government had undertaken the care of the welfare of the people, and it would continue this commitment into the future.


  Though FDR's policies prevented the bottom from falling out of the American economy, it took the advent of World War II to put a real end to the Great Depression. Although Americans were in the grip of severe isolationist sentiment at this time, Roosevelt did his best to aid the Allies despite resistance from Congress. When the United States was finally provoked into entering the war after Japan's attack on Pearl Harbor, FDR created an especially able team of leaders whom he did not question. He set himself to work in mobilizing the domestic front to reach the unthinkably high goals of production levels that he himself had set, knowing from World War I and his experience as Assistant Secretary of the Navy that the war would be won by the country with the greatest resources.


  When the Allies showed signs of winning the war, FDR turned his attention increasingly to the order of the post-war world. He realized that peace after World War II could only be guaranteed by the great powers of the world, and therefore created the International Monetary Fund, the United Nations, and negotiated peace–albeit a peace that was the basis for much trouble to come in the Cold War–with Stalin and Churchill, the fellow leaders of the Allies.


  Although Roosevelt is often criticized for having no clear path while in office, the changes that the American government underwent during his twelve years tenure were unmistakably flavored by his temperament. The government during the New Deal showed unprecedented responsibility for the basic welfare of its citizens, a fundamental change that endures till today. The United Nations was created after World War II and has become the single most important international organization. Roosevelt negotiated the peace with the Soviet Union, which would ultimately create the basis for the Cold War and the Iron Curtain. Indeed, though not all his accomplishments proved favorable in the long run, all of them actions left a significant mark on American history. Indeed, it is difficult to see how Roosevelt could not leave such an indelible mark, spending twelve years in a position of power that most men only hold for four, all the while with greater independence and autonomy from party politics and advisors than his followers and most of his predecessors. Roosevelt, without question, lent an unmistakable flavor to the Presidency that continues to linger on today.


  Important Terms, People, and Events


  Terms


  
    Groton - A small boys' school in western Massachusetts, started under the leadership of Reverend Endicott Peabody. The school had the support of many of the leading men in America, including J.P. Morgan, and attracted the children of the wealthiest and most prominent families in America, including young Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who was sent to Groton at the age of fourteen.

  


  
    Harvard - One of America's first institutions of higher learning, this was the place where most of the country's most prominent individuals, including Theodore and Franklin Delano Roosevelt, received their education.

  


  
    Tammany Hall - Originally one of many patriotic societies set up in many American societies, the one in New York City was the only one that endured. The party gained power by seducing the new immigrant vote with patronage in the form of food, clothing, jobs, and fuel. Though plagued by corruption on every level, the party's leaders or "bosses" were heavily influential in New York politics for decades. FDR's struggle and reconciliation with the bosses of Tammany Hall was one of the defining characteristics of his time in the New York legislature.

  


  
    Progressivism - As the country became increasingly aware of the problems of rapid urbanization and industrialization in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the Progressive movement responded to these changes by advocating urban reform and attacking corruption. Progressivism in state and national government, a movement in which FDR played a large role, succeeded under the leadership of Woodrow Wilson in fighting trusts and monopolies, reforming the currency system and restricting child labor. Progressivism finally lost its momentum in the wake of WWI, and it was not until the New Deal that the spirit of reform once again entered the nation.
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