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Democratic women campaign for Franklin D. Roosevelt in 

1944, his fourth campaign. The only president ever elected 

to a fourth term, FDR won that year by the smallest margin 

of any of his four elections, but still garnered 53.4 percent 

of the popular vote. FDRL

17. Running for 
President:  
Franklin D. Roosevelt 
as Campaigner in Chief

Franklin D. Roosevelt ran for president four times and won. 

No other president before or since has matched that record—

nor ever will, unless Congress repeals the constitutional 

amendment limiting presidents to two terms, ratified in 

1951. FDR was also remarkable for winning elections by 

overwhelming, precedent-shattering margins in both the 

popular vote and the Electoral College. He so thoroughly 

dominated the political landscape that millions of Americans 

could not envision anyone else leading the nation. 

As leader of the Democratic Party, FDR found common 

ground for a diverse assortment of constituencies, from 

labor groups and farmers to women and African Americans. 

The breadth and strength of this new political coalition 

were reflected not just in FDR’s electoral wins but also in 

an astonishing run of success for the Democratic Party in 

Congress. In all but four of the forty-eight years between 

FDR’s election in 1932 and Ronald Reagan’s in 1980, Democrats 

would hold majorities in both houses—a record unequaled in 

American politics.
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Many of the nation’s leading political 

journalists and cultural critics initially 

underestimated FDR. In 1932 they thought 

he was a nice, albeit unqualified, man who 

wanted to be president. FDR won 57.4 

percent of the popular vote. In 1936 the 

New York Times declared, “Roosevelt’s big 

majorities are over.” He increased his popular 

vote total to an unimaginable 60.8 percent. 

In 1940, as he campaigned for an unheard-of 

third term, Republicans tried to paint him 

as a “warmonger” and “dictator.” But 54.72 

percent of the voters sided with FDR. Four 

years later, having drawn the country close 

to victory in World War II but amid public 

concern about his health, FDR won thirty-

eight states and received 53.4 percent of the 

popular vote and 432 of 538 electoral votes. 

FDR knew how to campaign, how to 

connect with voters, and how to sell his 

policies to the constituencies they were 

designed to reach. Skillfully blending radio 

and newsreel broadcasts with grand rallies 

and addresses to the crowds that flocked 

around the back of his railroad car as he 

toured the nation, FDR inspired Americans 

to feel more confident about the country’s 

future and their own.

Numerous historians have noted that 

FDR won so consistently and so decisively 

because Americans supported his policies 

and because they believed he cared about 

them—two aspects of his appeal that were 

mutually reinforcing. As one worker told a 

reporter in 1936, FDR was the only president 

who “would understand that my boss is a 

son-of-a-bitch.” 

Above: Franklin D. Roosevelt speaking from a platform 

during an early political campaign, his failed run for the 

vice presidency, 1920. FDR was by nature personable, 

energetic, and positive—all major assets on the campaign 

trail. LOC  

 

Left: A campaign button from Franklin D. Roosevelt’s first 

run for president in 1932. FDRL

FDR ran for president four 
times and won. No other 
president before or since 
has matched that record—
nor ever will.
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A
The Roosevelt 
Coalition

Before Franklin D. Roosevelt took office, 

the Republican Party controlled American 

politics for many decades. From Abraham 

Lincoln’s election in 1860 until FDR’s in 

1932, twelve Republicans and only three 

Democrats occupied the White House. 

Before FDR, a single Democrat, Woodrow 

Wilson, had served during the twentieth 

century, and he won the presidency in 

1912 only because Theodore Roosevelt’s 

third-party campaign siphoned votes away 

from the Republican incumbent William 

Howard Taft. Republicans dominated both 

the House and the Senate, even though 

Congress’s seniority system benefited 

southern Democrats.

By 1936 FDR had transformed the 

Democratic Party from a perennially divided 

minority party into the big-tent party that 

included a strong majority of Americans. He 

brought new voters into the polling booth—

naturalized immigrants who had come to 

America before World War I, the children of 

these immigrants, and newly enfranchised 

women. They joined with southern white 

Protestants, working-class Protestants 

in the West and the North, Catholics 

across the nation, union members, African 

Americans, Jewish Americans, young 

people, and the poor to form the backbone 

of a Democratic Party that would dominate 

American politics until the 1970s. 

Only conservative business leaders, the 

very rich, and their allies remained firmly 

associated with the Republican Party.
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B
The Roosevelt Vision 

By 1936 Americans understood and embraced 

Franklin D. Roosevelt’s vision. New Deal 

farming, wage, and relief programs showed 

the American people that politicians in 

Washington, DC, understood the peril 

dominating their lives. The administration’s 

embrace of Social Security and the right to 

form unions underscored its commitment 

to those traditionally ignored by policy and 

left out of politics: the aged, people with 

disabilities, mothers responsible for providing 

for their children, and hourly workers. 

By placing federal programs in the hands 

of local officials, the New Deal also closed 

the communication gap between Main Street, 

City Hall, and Pennsylvania Avenue. It merged, 

as one scholar noted, “two great visions 

of U.S. politics: the national idea and the 

democratic ideal.” It stimulated local growth 

and community responsibility while at the 

same time prompting a new national vision of 

a people combatting crises together.

A campaign button for 1936 heralding 

“Four More Lucky Years” with Franklin 

D. Roosevelt as president. The slogan 

emphasized the sense of hope 

Americans felt as the energetic New 

Dealers revolutionized the country 

and their programs brought jobs and 

signs of progress. As for FDR, he had 

his own good-luck charms—a lucky 

fedora he wore on the campaign trail, 

and his lucky dish, scrambled eggs, 

traditionally enjoyed while awaiting 

election returns. FDRL

Just before the 1936 election, FDR 

proudly defined his New Deal against the 

policies it had replaced: 

For twelve years this Nation was afflicted 

with a hear-nothing, see-nothing, do-

nothing Government. The Nation looked 

to Government but the Government 

looked away. . . . Of course we will 

continue to seek to improve working 

conditions for the workers of America. 

. . . Of course we will continue to work 

for cheap electricity in the homes and 

on the farms of America. . . . Of course 

we will continue our efforts for young 

men and women . . . for the crippled, for 

the blind, for the mothers, our insurance 

for the unemployed, our security for the 

aged. . . . For these things, too, and a 

multitude of things like them, we have 

only just begun to fight. 
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C
Campaigning in 1936:  

“I Welcome Their Hatred” 

Material supporting the campaign of anti–New Deal 

Republican Alfred Landon and his running mate Frank 

Knox. Landon attacked Social Security, established by a 

1935 law, as “unjust, unworkable, stupidly drafted, and 

wastefully financed,” but such New Deal initiatives were 

popular with voters. 

Franklin D. Roosevelt knew that the election 

of 1936 was a referendum on the New Deal. 

The Republican nomination of Alfred Landon, 

the anti–New Deal governor of Kansas, 

confirmed his judgment. FDR anticipated 

that his opponent would try to exploit “fears 

of big government” to defeat him. Although 

today the election is remembered for FDR’s 

overwhelming victory, early polls showed that 

Landon had a good chance of defeating FDR.

FDR campaigned with a clarity and 

conviction that enlivened voters.

He told the Democrats who renominated 

him: 

Governments can err. Presidents do 

make mistakes, but the immortal Dante 

tells us that divine justice weighs the 

sins of the cold-blooded and the sins of 

the warm-hearted in different scales. 

. . . Better the occasional faults of a 

Government that lives in a spirit of 

charity than the consistent omissions 

of a Government frozen in the ice of its 

own indifference.

When FDR campaigned, journalist 

Marquis Childs reported, he encountered 

larger and more enthusiastic crowds than 

he had in 1932. “They passed any bounds for 

enthusiasm—really wild enthusiasm—that I 

have ever seen in any political gathering,” he 

wrote. “A seething mass of people” jostled 

to hear his speeches. Chicagoans “shrieked 

from roof tops; they sang and danced; they 

leaned from the tenement windows . . . to 

wave and shout” as a “rain of torn paper 

fluttered down.” 

As the campaign drew to a close, 

Landon assailed FDR as a slick spin doctor 

and attacked Social Security as “unjust, 

unworkable, stupidly drafted, and wastefully 

financed.” Corporate leaders questioned 

FDR’s patriotism and insisted that he was 

taking the country straight toward socialism. 

At his final campaign rally in 1936, FDR 

proclaimed: “Never before in all our history 

have these forces been so united against 

one candidate as they stand today. They 

are unanimous in their hatred for me—and I 

welcome their hatred. I should like to have it 

said of my first Administration that in it the 

forces of selfishness and of lust for power 

met their match. I should like to have it said 

of my second Administration that in it these 

forces met their master.”

The New York Times predicted FDR would 

lose. He defied that prediction and carried 

every state but Maine and Vermont. It was a 

clear mandate, an unparalleled endorsement 

of a president’s policies. An elated FDR joked, 

“I knew that I should have gone to Maine 

and Vermont, but Jim [Farley, his campaign 

manager] wouldn’t let me.”
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D
Campaigning in 1940:  

“I Am an Old 
Campaigner and I Love 
a Good Fight” 

In 1940 Franklin D. Roosevelt sought a third 

term, something no president had ever done 

before. By that time, the “Roosevelt recession” 

and FDR’s two political missteps—his plan to 

enlarge the Supreme Court and his campaigning 

against anti–New Deal Democrats—had 

weakened the Roosevelt coalition. Adolf Hitler 

had invaded Poland in September 1939, and 

by June 1940 Germany controlled Denmark, 

Norway, Belgium, the Netherlands, and France. 

FDR had intended to retire at the completion 

of his second term, but Hitler’s aggression 

forced him to revisit his decision. In May 1940, 

he decided to seek reelection. He would not, 

however, campaign for it. He insisted that the 

Democratic nominating convention draft him if 

it wanted him to be the candidate.

Polls showed Americans, a majority of whom 

demanded that America remain neutral, wanted 

an experienced, strong president to keep them 

out of the war. In June Republicans selected 

Wendell Willkie, a former Democrat who 

broke with FDR over the New Deal, to be their 

standard-bearer. “If one man is indispensable,” 

Willkie proclaimed, “then none of us is free.” 

The next month, the Democrats nominated 

FDR. The convention, however, revolted 

when it learned that FDR wanted the liberal 

Henry Wallace to be his running mate. Eleanor 

Roosevelt flew to Chicago to speak for Wallace. 

She asked the delegates to come together for 

the country’s sake. “We cannot tell from day 

to day what may come,” she said. “This is no 

ordinary time. No time for weighing anything 

except what we can best do for the country as a 

whole, and that responsibility rests on each and 

every one of us as individuals.” The delegates 

nominated Wallace for vice president on the 

first ballot.

Willkie traveled the nation, campaigning 

with energy and passion. FDR had planned 

to remain in the White House and deliver a 

Franklin D. Roosevelt

Democratic

New York

Henry A. Wallace

449

38

27,313,945

54.7%

Party

Home State

Running Mate

Electoral Vote

States carried

Popular vote
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Party
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Running Mate

Electoral Vote

States carried
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Wendell Wilkie

Republican

New York

Charles L. McNary

82

10

22,347,744

44.8%

few speeches. In September he authorized an 

executive agreement to give Britain destroyers it 

needed to fight the Nazis in exchange for naval 

bases. An irate Willkie, who supported the trade, 

nevertheless attacked FDR’s decision to bypass 

Congress as “the most arbitrary and dictatorial 

action ever taken by any President in the history 

of the United States.” Repeatedly he declared 

that, should FDR be reelected, “You may expect 

that we will be at war.” “There comes a time 

when it is very wise to get off that horse in 

midstream,” Willkie proclaimed, “because if we 

don’t, both you and the horse will sink.”

FDR responded: “I am an old campaigner 

and I love a good fight.” With less than two 

weeks before the election, he left the White 

House for the campaign trail to attack Willkie’s 

shrill antiwar rhetoric. In an overflow rally at 

Madison Square Garden, FDR lampooned the 

Republican Congress, singling out isolationist 

representatives Joseph Martin, Bruce Barton, 

and Hamilton Fish: 

Now at the eleventh hour, they have 

discovered what we knew all along—that 

overseas success in warding off invasion 

by dictatorship forces means safety to 

the United States as well as those smaller 

nations, which have temporarily lost it. One 

of the keystones of American policy is the 

recognition of the right of small nations to 

survive and prosper. Great Britain would 

not have received an ounce of help from 

us if the decision had been left to Martin, 

Barton, and Fish. 

The singsong and slightly comical phrase 

“Martin, Barton, and Fish” became a popular 

campaign rallying cry, signaling the small-

minded obstructionism of the old guard.

Two days after the New York rally, FDR told 

a Boston audience: “I have said this before, 

but I shall say it again and again and again: 

Your boys are not going to be sent into any 

foreign wars.” The unspoken caveat, which FDR 

kept firmly in mind, was written right into the 

1940 Democratic platform: “except in case of 

attack.” 

Voters shifted back to FDR, who received 

almost 55 percent of the vote. 
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E
Campaigning in 1944: 

“My Little Dog, Fala” 

In 1944 Americans prepared for the first 

wartime election since the Civil War. Wartime 

spending had ended the Depression and 

generated full employment. Voters began to 

wonder what would happen to the economy 

when the war ended. 

Franklin D. Roosevelt intuited their 

concerns and in his January 1944 State of  

the Union address proposed “an economic 

bill of rights” that would concretize the  

Four Freedoms.

We have come to a clear realization 

of the fact that true individual freedom 

cannot exist without economic security and 

independence. ‘Necessitous men are not  

free men.’ People who are hungry and out  

of a job are the stuff of which dictatorships 

are made . . . [and] unless there is security 

here at home there cannot be lasting peace 

in the world.

His critics grew even more determined 

to replace him. They circulated a rumor 

insisting FDR would use the war as an excuse 

to cancel the election. When reporters asked 

FDR if this was true, he responded: “Well, 

you see, you have come to the wrong place, 

because—gosh, all these people haven’t read 

the Constitution. Unfortunately for them, I 

have.” When accusations of overweening self-

empowerment failed, FDR’s critics whispered 

that he was dying or had lost his memory.

In fact, FDR was bearing up under 

considerable physical strain. He had high 

blood pressure and hardening of the arteries. 

The pressure of managing the war had taken 

its toll. He looked tired and gaunt. To reassure 

conservative Democrats worried about 

his health, he allowed the convention to 

nominate the moderate Harry Truman as his 

running mate.

His Republican opponent, Thomas Dewey, 

the governor of New York, who had made his 

crime-busting reputation as a prosecutor in 

New York City, exploited these fears. FDR, he 

declared, was “a tired old man” surrounded 

by “tired old men” who did not have the 

New York governor and 1944 Republican candidate for 

president Thomas Dewey, right, returns to New York City 

from a campaign tour. He is pictured with Manhattan 

Republican leader and Senate candidate Thomas J. Curran. 

Dewey would lose to Franklin D. Roosevelt and Curran would 

lose to incumbent Robert Wagner, longtime advocate of the 

New Deal and author of the National Labor Relations Act of 

1935, which enshrined the right of workers to unionize. LOC

Top: A dog “campaigns” for his counterpart, Franklin D. 

Roosevelt’s Fala, in 1944. After rumors circulated that FDR 

had left Fala in the Aleutian Islands and sent a destroyer 

to retrieve him at taxpayers’ expense, FDR brought out his 

signature wit, defending his little Scottish Terrier in a rousing 

campaign speech. FDRL 

 

Bottom: Franklin D. Roosevelt campaigns for reelection 

at Chicago’s Soldier’s Field, October 28, 1944. In his last 

campaign, FDR actively contradicted rumors that he was 

deathly ill. In fact, he had less than six months to live, but 

was single-mindedly focused on bringing World War II to a 

victorious finish. FDRL

stamina or the vision to lead the country.

FDR responded with one of the greatest 

campaign speeches of his career, regaling 

members of the Teamsters union attending 

their annual dinner in Washington:

These Republican leaders have not been 

content with attacks on me, on my wife, 

or on my sons. No, not content with that, 

they now include my little dog, Fala. Well, 

of course, I don’t resent the attacks, and 

my family doesn’t resent the attacks, but 

Fala does resent them. You know, Fala is 

Scotch, and being a Scottie, as soon as he 

learned that the Republican fiction writers 

in Congress and out had concocted 

a story that I had left him behind on 

the Aleutian Islands and had sent a 

destroyer back to find him—at a cost to 

the taxpayers of two or three, or eight 

or twenty million dollars—his Scotch soul 

was furious. He has not been the same 

dog since. I am accustomed to hearing 

malicious falsehood about myself—such as 

that old worm-eaten chestnut that I have 

represented myself as indispensable. But I 

think I have a right to resent, to object, to 

libelous statements about my dog.

A frustrated Dewey took to the radio to 

accuse FDR and his “motley” cabinet of being 

“indispensable” to corrupt political machines 

and American communists. Jokes about 

“Roosevelt’s dog and Dewey’s goat,” however, 

muted Dewey’s attack.

Three weeks later, Time magazine quoted 

FDR’s physician: “He’s perfectly O.K. . . . He 

does a terrific day’s work. But he stands up 

to it amazingly. The stories that he is in bad 

health are understandable enough around 

election time, but they are not true.”

FDR won 53.39 percent of the popular 

vote to Dewey’s 45.89 percent. 


