
FDR AND PEARL HARBOR 
 
 
Almost as soon as the attacks occurred, conspiracy theorists began claiming that President 
Roosevelt had prior knowledge of the assault on Pearl Harbor. Others have claimed he tricked 
the Japanese into starting a war with the United States as a “back door” way to go to war with 
Japan’s ally, Nazi Germany. However, after nearly 65 years, no document or credible witness 
has been discovered that prove either claim. Most scholars view Pearl Harbor as the 
consequence of missed clues, intelligence errors, and overconfidence.  
 
The causes behind the Japanese attack are complex and date back to the 1930s, when Japan 
undertook a military/colonial expansion in China—culminating in a full-scale invasion in 1937. 
America opposed this expansion and used a variety of methods to try to deter Japan. 
 
During the late 1930s, FDR began providing limited support to the Chinese government. In 
1940, Roosevelt moved the Pacific fleet to the naval base at Pearl Harbor as a show of 
American power. He also attempted to address growing tensions with Japan through diplomacy. 
 
When Japan seized southern French Indo-China in July 1941, Roosevelt responded by freezing 
Japanese assets in the United States and ending sales of oil to Japan. Japan’s military 
depended upon American oil. Japan then had to decide between settling the crisis through 
diplomacy or by striking deep into Southeast Asia to acquire alternative sources of oil, an action 
that was certain to meet American opposition. 
 
Japan chose to continue its diplomatic talks with the United States while at the same time 
secretly preparing for a coordinated assault throughout the Pacific. Japan’s leaders hoped that a 
surprise attack on Pearl Harbor would destroy American resolve and cripple the American navy 
for at least six months, giving Japan time to consolidate its new empire. 
 
The documents contained in this selection are from the collections of the Franklin D. Roosevelt 
Presidential Library and Museum and are intended to reflect the many sides of this issue.  



Document #1: Letter, FDR to Ambassador Joseph C. Grew, January 21, 1941:   
 
In December 1940, United States Ambassador to Japan Joseph C. Grew wrote to President Roosevelt, “I 
would give a great deal to know your mind about Japan and all her work.”  One day after his inauguration 
to an unprecedented third term, Franklin Roosevelt replied to Grew in this extraordinary letter explaining 
his belief that the war raging in Europe and the growing Japanese threat in the Pacific were all part of a 
“single world conflict.”  This letter predates the Pearl Harbor attack by nearly a year. (President’s 
Secretary’s Files; Diplomatic Correspondence; Japan, Jan.-Sept. 1941; Box 43). 
 
 

 



 



 



Document #2:  Memorandum, Harry Dexter White to Henry Morgenthau, Jr., April 4, 1941: 
 
As Japan continued its expansion throughout Southeast Asia in early 1941, various departments of the 
United States Government studied the impact of Japan’s inability to produce oil domestically.   This April 
4, 1941 memorandum from Dr. Harry Dexter White to Treasury Secretary Henry Morgenthau, Jr. reflects 
the tension between the Navy Department, which would have to defend the United States in a war and 
was concerned about Japan’s growing petroleum reserves, and the State Department, which hoped that 
free trade in oil would prevent a war by avoiding a direct confrontation with Japan.  (Diaries of Henry 
Morgenthau, Jr., Volume 386, Page 88). 
 

 



Document #3, Memorandum for the President, Gen. George C. Marshall to FDR, July 15, 1941: 
 
In late 1940, US Army cryptanalysts cracked the Japanese diplomatic code in a breakthrough known as 
“Magic.”   Through Magic, President Roosevelt, Secretary of State Cordell Hull, and U.S. military leaders 
could read what Japanese diplomats were telling each other almost as fast as they could.  In this 
Memorandum to the President dated July 15, 1941, U.S. Army Chief of Staff General George C. Marshall 
summarizes a recent Magic intercept reflecting Japan’s imminent takeover of Indo-China (Vietnam) from 
the French Vichy regime.  Japan’s movement into Indo-China would prompt FDR to impose economic 
sanctions on Japan and ultimately shut off all exports of oil to that country.  It is important to note that 
Magic could only read Japan’s diplomatic code, not its military code. Discussions of the military 
preparations for the Pearl Harbor attack were not transmitted via the diplomatic code. (President’s 
Secretary’s Files; Diplomatic Correspondence; Japan, Jan.-Sept. 1941; Box 43). 
 

 



Document #4: Memorandum for the President, Secretary of State Cordell Hull to FDR, November 
15, 1941: 
 
As American-Japanese relations neared collapse, Tokyo dispatched a special envoy to the United States, 
Saburo Kurusu, to assist its Ambassador in Washington, Kichisaburo Nomura, in presenting one final 
peace proposal to the United States government. Two days prior to Kurusu’s first meeting with FDR, 
Secretary of State Cordell Hull prepared this November 15, 1941 Memorandum for the President 
recommending certain issues to be addressed.  The meeting took place as scheduled, with little positive 
result.  Subsequent meetings between Hull and the Japanese diplomats proved equally fruitless.  On 
November 26, 1941, Hull presented to Kurusu and Nomura a restatement of the US position that in the 
interests of peace Japan should withdraw from China and abandon its Southeast Asian expansion.  That 
same day, Admiral Yamamoto directed the Japanese fleet to weigh anchor and proceed to Pearl Harbor.  
(President’s Secretary’s Files; Diplomatic Correspondence; Japan, Oct.-Dec. 1941; Box 43). 
 

 



 
 



 



Document #5: Draft Memorandum, FDR to Secretary of State Cordell Hull and Under Secretary of 
State Sumner Welles, December 1, 1941: 
 
In the days immediately preceding the attack on Pearl Harbor, President Roosevelt grew acutely 
concerned about apparent Japanese preparations for some type of military offensive in the Pacific. 
Through Magic and other sources, the President had learned of massive troop buildups in Indo-China far 
above what had been agreed to by the Vichy French government.  In this memorandum dated December 
1, 1941, Roosevelt instructs his top diplomats to immediately learn the intentions behind the Japanese 
Government’s latest move, and he discusses the obvious parallels between Japan’s actions in the Pacific 
and Germany’s actions in Europe.  The revisions are in President’s Roosevelt’s handwriting.   (President’s 
Secretary’s Files; Diplomatic Correspondence; Japan, Oct.-December 1941; Box 43). 

 



Document #6:  Memorandum for the President, December 7, 1941: 
 
On the afternoon of December 7, 1941, President Roosevelt was in his Oval Study in the White House 
having lunch with his close friend and aide Harry L. Hopkins.  The lunch was interrupted at 1:40 p.m. by a 
telephone call from Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox who told him that the Navy Department had 
received a radio report from Honolulu stating that Pearl Harbor was under attack and that the military 
command had emphasized that this was "no drill."    This Memorandum (presumably prepared by the 
Navy Department) was one of the first written damage assessments presented to the President that 
afternoon.  In his own hand, Roosevelt has indicated the date and time he received it.   (President’s 
Official File 4675: World War II, 1941; Box 1). 
 

 



 



Document #7:  Transcript of Telephone Conversation Between FDR and Treasury Secretary Henry 
Morgenthau, Jr., December 7, 1941: 
 
As part of his meticulous record-keeping, Treasury Secretary Henry Morgenthau, Jr., routinely had his 
telephone conversations transcribed by a stenographer.  This practice was well-known to President 
Roosevelt, who prohibited Morgenthau from doing so with his calls.  In the confusion of December 7, 
though, this prohibition was either forgotten or ignored.  As Treasury Secretary, Morgenthau oversaw the 
United States Secret Service, and this transcription of a telephone conversation between Roosevelt and 
Morgenthau that took place at 6:40 pm on December 7, 1941, discusses increased protection of the 
White House in a time of war.   Mentioned in the conversation are Secret Service Chief Frank J. Wilson, 
Treasury official Herbert Gaston, and Secretary to the President Stephen T. Early. (Henry Morgenthau, Jr. 
Papers; Presidential Diaries, August-December 1941; Box 515). 

 



 



Document #8:  Diary Entry of Agriculture Secretary Claude R. Wickard, December 7, 1941: 
 
Because he liked a free and open exchange of ideas, President Roosevelt discouraged his Cabinet 
members from taking notes during Cabinet meetings.  As a result, Cabinet officers often made diary 
entries of their recollections immediately following significant meetings.  This entry from December 7, 
1941 by Agriculture Secretary Claude R. Wickard recounts in detail the events and discussions that took 
place in the Cabinet meeting following the attack on Pearl Harbor.  Of particular note are the confrontation 
between the President and Secretary of State Cordell Hull over the length of Roosevelt’s proposed 
address to Congress, which would become known as the Day of Infamy Speech, and the explosive 
meeting with Congressional leaders that followed.  (Claude R. Wickard Papers; Department of Agriculture 
Files; Cabinet Meetings, 1941-1942; Box 13). 

 



 



 


