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Reading Franklin Roosevelt’s “Four Freedom” Speech (January 6, 1941) 

 

Part One—from the opening to “That is why every member of the Executive Branch of the 

Government and every member of the Congress faces great responsibility and great accountability.”  

 

Key Points: A brief review of both domestic and international history and the present world 

situation, which points to this “unprecedented” moment in history and the imminent threat to the US.  

• The spread of aggressive dictator nations is a clear present danger to the US: “The future 

and safety of our country and of our democracy are overwhelmingly involved in events far 

beyond our borders.”  

• Why the US can neither expect the dictator nations to bring world peace nor to guarantee her 

own safety through appeasement.  

 

Part Two – “The need of the moment…” to “If the Congress maintains these principles, the voters, 

putting patriotism ahead of pocketbooks, will give you their applause.”  

 

Key points: Every member of the Government and Congress faces great responsibility and 

accountability. Actions must be taken immediately and devoted—“almost exclusively” –“in defense 

of freedom”--to meeting “this foreign peril.” War effort must be increased and sustained both 

materially and spiritually. 

• Affirming the foundations of a healthy and strong democracy—i.e. equality of opportunity 

for youth and others, jobs for those who can work, security for those who need it, the ending 

of special privilege for the few, the preservation of civil liberties for all, and the enjoyment 

of the fruits of scientific progress in a wider and constantly rising standard of living. 

• Call for immediate social economic improvement such as the coverage of old-age pension, 

unemployment insurance, and adequate medical care. Most importantly, personal sacrifice 

(i.e. through taxation, and putting patriotism ahead of pocketbooks) 

 

Part Three – “In the future days, which we seek to make secure…” to the end 

 

Key points: Putting forward a vision of the future world founded upon the moral order of four 

essential freedoms everywhere 

• The first is freedom of speech and expression 

• The second is freedom of every person to worship God in his own way 

• The third is freedom from what – which will secure every nation a healthy peacetime 

life for its inhabitants 

• The fourth is freedom from fear –a world-wide reduction of armaments to such a 

point and in such a thorough fashion that no nation will be in a position to commit an 

act of physical aggression against any neighbor—anywhere in the world.  

• This is an attainable world in our own time and generation. “The world order which 

we seek is the cooperation of free countries, working together in a friendly, civilized 

society.” 

 

Comment: President Roosevelt sees that 1) this world-wide struggle is between two opposite social 

and political systems; namely, dictatorship vs. democracy. 2) In this war of two systems, there is no 

neutrality for the US; rather the survival of her own democracy depends on her resolute actions in 

support all those who were fighting against the dictator nations. 3) To win the war world-wide, the 

US must strengthen herself first domestically and make personal sacrifice. 4) The moral principles 
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that the American people are defending must also be extended to all the peoples everywhere in the 

world—“Freedom means the supremacy of human rights everywhere.” 5) A crisis is also an 

opportunity.  

 

Questions for quiz and/or discussion:  

 

1. What is this historically “unprecedented” moment President Roosevelt is referring to?  

 

2. Why is it so important to improve the social and economic conditions domestically for the 

war effort?   

 

3. What does it mean when Roosevelt says, “As men do not live by bread alone, they do not 

fight by armament alone”?  In other words, what else is also needed for this fight?  

 

4. Why must the moral principles—the four freedoms—be universal? 

 

5. Examine the practice of the four freedoms domestically and internationally since the end of 

the World War II.  In what ways, do we practice what we preach? What progress have we 

made? Why do we sometimes fail in our practice of the four freedoms domestically and 

internationally? In order to realize F.D.R’s idealism world-wide, what other wisdom do we 

also need to have?  

 

Reading Aung San Suu Kyi’s “Freedom from Fear” 

 

Key points:  

• A different take on the meanings of “fear.” A social and political analysis of Burmese 

society through the theory of fear.  

• Economic difficulties may spark off the 1988 student demonstration, but the deeper problem 

that erodes the patience of the people is “the humiliation of a way of life disfigured by 

corruption and fear.”  

• To tackle the economic, political, and social problems, an accountable administration would 

be a necessary condition.  

• The metaphor of the people of Burma as the water in the cupped hands of the totalitarian 

regime, but each gentle and supple water drop can also turn into glass splinters that “defend 

itself against hands that crush it” and “free themselves from the grip of oppression.”  

• Evoke Bogyoke Aung San’s example and his exhortation—“Each and every one of you 

must make sacrifices to become a hero possessed of courage and intrepidity.”  

• To establish a society governed by the rule of law, in which “people can fulfill the basic 

requirements necessary for the preservation of human dignity without recourse to corrupt 

practices.”  

• “A compelling need for a closer relationship between politics and ethics at both national and 

international levels.” When the universal basic human rights are suppressed by governments 

whose authority id founded on coercion rather than people’s mandate, “victims of 

oppression have to draw on their own inner resources to defend their inalienable rights as 

members of the human family.”   

• A revolution of the spirit-- which changes the mental attitudes and values—will have to take 

place first. That is, “There has to be a united determination to preserve in the struggle to 
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make sacrifices in the name of enduring truths, to resist the corrupting influences of desire, 

ill will, ignorance and fear.”   

• A people who would build a nation in which strong, democratic institutions are firmly 

established as a guarantee against state-induced power must first learn to liberate their own 

minds from apathy and fear.”   

• Evoke the example of Aung San again and point out the similarity between Gahdi and Aung 

San—fearlessness. Fearlessness, not just as a gift, but as courage one acquires through 

practice—as “grace which is renewed repeatedly in the face of harsh, unremitting pressure.”  

• The most insidious form of fear one that “masquerades as common sense or even wisdom, 

condemning as foolish, reckless, insignificant or futile the small, daily acts of courage which 

help to preserve man’s self-respect and inherent human dignity.” 

• The wellspring of courage and endurance comes from “a firm belief in the sanctity of ethical 

principles combined with a historical sense that despite all setbacks the condition of man is 

set on an ultimate course for both spiritual and material advancement.”  

 

Comment: 1) Fear corrupts people’s way of thinking and deprives people of courage to defend for 

their basic human rights. 2) Individual actions counts. 3) Fearlessness comes from practice. 4) The 

struggle for the basic human rights must be grounded in a vision of a future world “fit for rational, 

civilized humanity which leads him to dare and to suffer to build societies free from want and fear.”   

 

Videos 

Aung San Suu Kyi on Non-Violence 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j1ZlLd1fnxU&feature=related 

 

Aung San Suu Kyi - Nobel Peace Prize Ceremony 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iG9LizSi4zc&NR=1 

 

ASSK interviewed by NBC's Date-line Hoda Kotbe Part 1 * 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e0UCtcXBHhA&feature=related 

ASSK interviewed by NBC's Date-line Hoda Kotbe Part 2 * 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RMzwwrtbCqY&feature=related 

 

Questions:  

 

1. What are four kinds of fear Aung San Suu Kyi discussed in this essay?  

 

2. Why is bhaya-gati the worst and most insidious kind of fear? 

 

3. What do you think Aung San Suu Kyi would like to awake in ordinary Burmese the most?  

 

4. How do you respond to “Freedom from Fear” as a social revolutionary theory of the spirit? 

 

5. In what ways, Aung San Suu Kyi’s leadership and personal effort and sacrifice are 

successful in spreading the message of freedom nationally and internationally?  

 


