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The Speech That Will Live in Infamy: A Rhetorical Analysis of FDR’s “Infamy Speech”

December 7, 1941 is truly a date that will live in infamy, for it marks the Japanese attack of the Pearl Harbor Naval Base on the Hawaiian island of Oahu. However, this day largely overshadows another day that deserves such a title—the day America decided to respond to this tragedy. On December 8, 1941, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt delivered “The Infamy Speech” live before the members of Congress and via radio to the American people. In the immediate wake of the devastating attack, the president urges Congress to declare a state of war against Japan. Establishing himself as a trustworthy leader who will defend the US, Roosevelt successfully unites a country that had been reluctant to enter another world war, even though his speech ultimately leaves out important facts.

Throughout his speech, Roosevelt plays on the despair and horror of the American people through the use of strong emotional language that captures how Japan betrayed the United States. From the very first sentence, he taps into the shock of the situation by stating that “the United States was suddenly and deliberately attacked by naval and air forces of the Empire of Japan.” This line portrays America as unaware and vulnerable, essentially as blameless. This line is given more punch by his next statement: the “United States was at peace with that nation” and that the two nations were looking to make peace in the Pacific. Roosevelt attempts to show that Japan misled the United States into thinking that we were allies. A few lines later, he is even more explicit that Japan lied to the United States: he outright states that Japan deceived the United States with “false statements and expressions of hope for continued peace.” In painting a picture of a dishonest Japan, Roosevelt uses intense language, such as “the onslaught against us,” “treachery,” “unprovoked and dastardly,” and “deliberately planned,” purposely chosen to arouse intense emotions of resentment in his listeners. Furthermore, Roosevelt focuses on the feeling of loss, both on a personal and international level. He briefly mentions the loss of American lives, deaths that surely struck a personal note with the many Americans whose family and friends were killed. Roosevelt also discusses the other attacks perpetrated by Japan—attacks on Malaya, Hong Kong, and Guam, which indicates Japan’s increased aggression. The president’s appeals to pathos successfully evoke emotions to which the American people, including Congress, could relate. The result is a sense of national unity achieved by a shared mistrust for Japan.

However, Roosevelt does not just evoke a sense of sadness among his people; rather he takes that sadness and turns it into passion, anger, and ultimately, action. At the end of the speech, he sounds a rallying cry to the people. He presents the idea that America can and will “in their righteous might...win through absolute victory.” Roosevelt’s words sought to give Americans hope for a future where “this form of treachery shall never again endanger” them. When stating that America will “gain the inevitable triumph,” Roosevelt gives the people a reason to support the war effort: victory is certain. By turning the people’s negative emotions into more positive ones, his speech successfully recruits his fellow citizens in supporting US involvement in World War II.  

Roosevelt was already a trustworthy and reliable leader by the time he delivered his speech. Winning an unprecedented third term the year before the attack on Pearl Harbor, he had served as president for nine years. As a seasoned Commander in Chief of the Army and Navy, Roosevelt includes wording in his speech that show his call to enter the war was a calculated and carefully analyzed decision to defend a country he has long served. He discusses the Japanese Ambassador’s reply to an American message and uses it to deduce that the attack was an act of deceit. He also shows that he is knowledgeable on the topic by coming to the conclusion that “the distance of Hawaii from Japan makes it obvious that the attack was deliberately planned many days or even weeks ago.” Moreover, Roosevelt’s continued use of the word “us” links himself with the members of Congress as well as the American people. He illustrates that he shares the same pain and yearns for the same resolution to the tragedy. This collective appeal to ethos unites Roosevelt’s audience and signals that their Commander-in-Chief is making a decision that is in the best interest of the entire country.

Despite Roosevelt’s effectiveness at deploying pathos and ethos to convince his audience to support the war effort, the one area where his speech is lacking is appealing to logos. The facts that he presents in his argument lack explanation. For example, when discussing the formal reply given by the Japanese Ambassador, Roosevelt fails to elaborate beyond stating that “it contained no threat or hint of war or of armed attack.” While this could very well be the truth, it would have been more convincing had he provided a quote from said reply to back up his statement. In addition, when Roosevelt claims that “the distance of Hawaii from Japan makes it obvious that the attack was deliberately planned,” he provides no more detail as to why this must have been the case. Most likely, Congress already came to this conclusion; however, it would have been beneficial for the president to explain it to the American public from whom he needed to gain support. Perhaps most importantly, Roosevelt’s speech left out critical information regarding the US’s involvement in the war before the Pearl Harbor attack. For instance, his speech makes no mention of how the United States had been providing military supplies to the British during the war or how the US Coast Guard had been assisting in the defense of Greenland against Germany. While these facts would not have completely discredited Roosevelt’s argument that America should go to war, it does prove that America had been involved at least somewhat in the war prior to the attack and shows that maybe the attack was not as much of a surprise as he makes it out to be.

Despite lacking important facts, Roosevelt makes excellent use of pathos and ethos to gain support for his claim. His short but passion-filled speech was ultimately effective in achieving his goal, convincing Congress to declare war, which they did in less than an hour after the “Infamy Speech.” It seemed as though Roosevelt’s intentions to protect America were pure. Nonetheless, as a result of his speech, America plunged into a four-year war which resulted in over 410,000 military deaths alone. Arguably, the attack on Pearl Harbor could have been avoided in the first place if only America had agreed to Japan’s final proposal on November 20, 1941, which stated that if America stopped providing aid to China and lifted their sanctions against Japan, Japan would withdraw its forces from and not launch any attacks against southeast Asia. Roosevelt refused, demanding that Japan withdraw its forces without America meeting any of Japan’s conditions. However one views the events leading up to the strike on Pearl Harbor, there’s no denying that Roosevelt was hugely successful immediately after the attack in moving his audience, both figuratively and literally, to fight in WWII. 
