Unconventional first lady
Built a role for herself around her own skills and commitment to social reform

Gave voice to people who did not have access to power

First woman to speak in front of natl convention

First to write a syndicated column

First to earn money as a lecturer

First to be a radio commentator

First to hold regular press conferences

Path to this position wasn’t easy

Born in 1884, in NYC
Family financially comfortable but troubled
Only daughter of alcoholic father and a beautiful but aloof mother
Her father was Elliott Roosevelt, the younger brother of Theodore Roosevelt 
Mother was Anna Hall Roosevelt -- distant– unhappy about Eleanor’s plain face
one of New York's most stunning beauties, 
distant toward her daughter

made young Eleanor profoundly self-conscious about her demeanor and appearance
nicknamed her "Granny" for her "very plain," "old fashioned," and serious deportment. 
Remembering her childhood, Eleanor later wrote, "I was a solemn child without beauty. I seemed like a little old woman entirely lacking in the spontaneous joy and mirth of youth."
Parents became estranged

Mother died of diphtheria in 1892 – 
Eleanor and her two brothers went to live with maternal grandmother – 
The older of her two brothers soon died
In 1892, her father institutionalized for alcoholism and mental instability 

Father died of alcoholism in two years later in 1894—left Eleanor an orphan at age 10
Eleanor plagued by insecurity and shyness throughout childhood
This began to change when she studied abroad in England:  

Allenswood Academy in London in 1899 
school's head-mistress (female principal) taught her students a sense of service and responsibility to society
Eleanor thrived under her tutelage

when she came back
dutifully obeyed her family's wishes regarding her social responsibilities – entered society as a reluctant debutante

also joined the National Consumers League 
and, as a member of the Junior League for the Promotion of Settlement Movements, 
volunteered as a teacher for the College Settlement on Rivington Street. 
From these activities, ER derived a sense of independence and accomplishment
Yet his source of independence and accomplishment cut short when she married fifth cousin, Franklin Roosevelt, in 1905, at age of 20  
(then-President TR gave away the bride – front page, NYT)
Describes the early years of her marriage, during which she had six children, 

"For 10 years, I was always just getting over having a baby or about to have another one," she later lamented, "so my occupations were considerably restricted."
The family lived in Hyde Park, New York

Franklin pursued his political ambitions to become a leading figure in the Democratic Party during this time. 

served a term in the New York State Senate 

President Woodrow Wilson (1856–1924) appointed him assistant secretary of the Navy in 1913. 

ER remained out of the public eye. 

During WWI,  she worked for the Red cross
1918 (13 years after her marriage) – course of her life changed when she discovered that her husband was having an affair with her social secretary, Lucy Mercer

"The bottom dropped out of my own particular world," she later said. "I faced myself, my surroundings, my world, honestly for the first time."

talk of divorce

Franklin promised never to see Lucy again

marriage continued

new path had opened --- possibility of standing apart from Franklin. 

Turned her energies to reformist organizations –
Abolition of child labor

Establishment of minimum wage

Better labor laws, esp. protection of women workers
became more of a public figure, speaking and working for 

the League of Women Voters (an organization that promoted active involvement in government), 

the National Consumers' League (an organization focused on the welfare of consumers and workers), 

the Women's Trade Union League (an organization concerned with better working conditions for women), 

and the women's division of the New York State Democratic Committee. 

She attended the 1924 Democratic National Convention as chair of the women's delegation to the platform committee and as Al Smith's liaison to women voters

her organizational and administrative campaign skills made a strong an impression did make on the state's professional politicians 
as a result, then-NY governor Al Smith recruited her energies for Smith's 1928 presidential campaign. 

A longtime supporter of Smith, ER agreed to coordinate preconvention activities for the Democratic Women's Committee.
FDR paralyzed by polio in 1921

FDR’s physical challenges also gave Eleanor a reason to enter the political sphere
During the 1920s, She began to act as Franklin's "legs and ears" and acquired a certain reputation of her own. 
After Franklin became governor of New York in 1928, she kept busy inspecting state hospitals, homes, and prisons for her husband. 

Together they made a good political team – complemented one another – 
he more patient, devious, personable, willing to compromise
She more principled, moral, serious
Eleanor Roosevelt did not unequivocally endorsed her husband's electoral aspirations, however. 

She feared that FDR's victory would undermine all her hard-won independence. 

"It is essential," ER responded when Good Housekeeping asked her to define a modern wife's job, for the woman "to develop her own interests, to carry on a stimulating life of her own. . . ." 
As a result, by the time FDR was elected governor, the Roosevelts had developed separate, distinct personal and political support systems.

With her ties to reform movements and women's political associations expanding, ER carefully and deliberately developed her own network. 
Caroline O'Day and Elinor Morgenthau became her life-long intimate friends. 
With Democratic Women's Committee colleague Nancy Cook and her partner Marion Dickerman, with whom ER taught and who would later administer the Todhunter School for Girls in New York City, 
Eleanor Roosevelt built Val-Kill, her home away from the Roosevelt house. 
In process, ER discovered talent for pub speaking, for organizing, and for articulating social problems

After that, her political role became even more important

1932 campaign:

"I never wanted it even though some people have said that my ambition for myself drove him on. . . . I never wanted to be a President's wife." 

when Eleanor Roosevelt entered the White House in March 1933, she did so reluctantly. 
Although she supported FDR's aims and believed in his leadership abilities, 
ER feared that her husband's political agenda, 
in addition to restricting her movements and curtailing her personal independence, 
would force her to minimize the political issues nearest and dearest to her heart. 
Once FDR won the election, he asked her to resign her positions with the Democratic National Committee, the Todhunter School, the League of Women Voters, the Non-Partisan Legislative Committee and the Women's Trade Union League. 
She then announced that she would no longer take part in commercial radio events and that she would refrain from discussing politics in her magazine articles. 
Though she tried to avoid it, public expectation was redefining her career and it hurt. 
"If I wanted to be selfish," she confessed to her friend Lorena Hickok, "I could wish that he had not been elected."

Nevertheless, ER refused to accept a superficial and sedentary role. 
She wanted "to do things on my own, to use my own mind and abilities for my own aims." 
She struggled to carve out an active contributory place for herself in the New Deal

Indeed, Not content to stay in the background and handle domestic matters, 

Eleanor showed the world that the first lady was an important part of American politics. 
She converted the Lincoln bedroom into a study and had a telephone installed. 
She urged FDR to send Hickok out on a national fact-finding tour for the Federal Emergency Relief Association in the summer of 1933. 
Working closely with Molly Dewson, who replaced ER as chair of the Women’s Division of the Democratic National Committee, she pressured the Administration to appoint women to positions of influence throughout the New Deal programs. 
when the Washington Press Corps refused to admit its women members to its annual Gridiron dinner, ER gleefully threw herself into planning a "Gridiron Widows" banquet and skit for women officials and reporters.

Eleanor spoke out freely on issues, and she also became a key contact within the administration for officials seeking the president's support. 

became a kind of go-between between the individual citizen and the government

also between the president and some members of his administration. 
gave press conferences 

had her own newspaper column entitled My Day.

spoke out for human rights, women's issues, and children's causes. 

She also wanted to help the country's poor and stood against racial discrimination. 
"The unemployed are not a strange race. They are like we would be if we had not had a fortunate chance at life," she wrote in 1933.
Indeed, ER had a huge influence on civil rights reform

As she traveled on her husband’s behalf, developed a keen understanding of race relations
During ND, when ER inspected ND programs in the South, stunned to discover systematic discrimination against blacks

Confronted FDR, forced him to address the issue – 
compelled him to sign series of Exec Orders barring discrimination in admin of various ND projects

Thanks to ER, African Americans’ share of ND work projects expanded

ER also helped to mobilize and acted as intermediary for ND’s “Black Cabinet” – group of Afr Am advisers to FDR, including Mary McLeod Bethune, 
who pushed the President to promote racial equity in part through appointing blacks to administrative positions in the ND

Understood the importance of symbolism in fighting race discrimination

In 1938, at Southern Conf for Human Welfare – Birmingham
Ignored segregated seating – sat with her black friends
1939 m—resigned from DAR after it barred internationally known black contralto Marian Anderson from singing in Constitution Hall

Arranged for outdoor concert in front of the Lincoln Memorial
And when A. Philip Randolph and other civil rights leaders threatened to march on Washington unless FDR acted to outlaw discrimination in defense industries, 
ER took their demands to the White House
WWII --  Eleanor remained strong civil rights, insisting advocate for rights of African Americans

Argued that US could not fight racism abroad while tolerating it at home. 
Progress slow, 

but her continuing intervention led to broadened opportunities for blacks in the factories and shipyards at home and in the armed forces overseas. 

Eleanor's positions on civil rights were far in advance of her time: 
10 years before the Supreme Court rejected the "separate but equal" doctrine, Eleanor argued that equal facilities were not enough: 

"The basic fact of segregation, which warps and twists the lives of our Negro population, [is] itself discriminatory." 

Also an advocate  for women's rights
ER challenged institutions that failed to provide equal opportunity for women  

New Deal: FERA, CCC – advocate for NYA and Fed art and theater projects 
When the needs of unemployed women were overlooked by FERA and CWA planners, 
ER lobbied first to have a women's divisions established within both agencies and then to have Hilda Worthington Smith and Ellen Sullivan Woodward appointed program directors. 
She then planned and chaired the White House Conference on the Emergency Needs of Women and monitored the Household Workers' Training Program which was born during the conference.
As First Lady, she held more than 300 press conferences that she cleverly restricted to women journalists, 
Knew  that news organizations would be forced to hire their first female reporter in order to have access to the First Lady. 
As the 1936 election approached, Eleanor Roosevelt continued her inspections and finally convinced FDR to let her address the NAACP and National Urban League annual conventions. 
When The New Yorker published the famous cartoon of miners awaiting her visit, Mrs. Roosevelt aggressively defended her outreach to minorities and the poor in a lengthy article for The Saturday Evening Post. 
Directly she attacked those who mocked her interest. "In strange and subtle ways," she began, "it was indicated to me that I should feel ashamed of that cartoon and that there was certainly something the matter with a woman who wanted to see so much and know so much." 
She refused to be so limited, she responded to those "blind" critics who refused to be interested in anything outside their own four 
Through her speeches and her columns, she provided a powerful voice in the campaign to recruit women workers to the factories during the war. 
"If I were of debutante age, I would go into a factory, where I could learn a skill and be useful," Eleanor told young women, cautioning them against marrying too hastily before they had a chance to expand their horizons. 
instrumental in securing the first government funds ever allotted for the building of child-care centers. 
And when women workers were unceremoniously fired as the war came to an end, she fought to stem the tide. 
She argued on principle that everyone who wanted to work had a right to be productive, and she railed against the closing of the child-care centers as a shortsighted response to a fundamental social need. 
Generally During WW II, Eleanor supported the war effort 
For a time, head of OCD

traveled abroad to visit U.S. troops and inspect Red Cross facilities.
opposed jpnz internment, but …
After her husband's death in 1945, she believed that she would retreat into private life

But Harry Truman selected her to serve as the only woman among the five American delegates to the newly-created United Nations in December of 1945. 
She was in attendance at the historic first meeting of the institution in London, in January of 1946. 
The State Department’s Office of Special Political Affairs declared that Eleanor Roosevelt was exceedingly successful in her new role, helping forge international support in the General Assembly for nearly all American proposals. 
Eleanor Roosevelt became an unrelenting advocate for millions of oppressed and tyrannized peoples, 
calling on European colonial powers to grant independence to countries they conquered, 
advocating the creation of Israel as a Jewish homeland (which was a view that had evolved from her earlier lack of support for Zionism), 
and reminding the free world of the oppressions suffered by those who lived under repressive communist and socialist rule. 
She stood firmly against the Soviets by pressing for the resettlement of refugees whom that nation claimed were political enemies of the state and must be repatriated.  
By her leadership, the Soviet intentions were denied in the General Assembly.  
Certainly, the most enduring legacy of her life was her drafting the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
a result of her being initially assigned to the Social, Humanitarian and Culture Committee at the U.N. 
She wrote and edited portions of the document, 
managing to strike enough of a general balance that had relevance to the widely divergent cultures of the many nations, 
also won her own country’s support of the document.
Later, ER served as chair of the Human Rights Commission, 
In that capacity, she presented the declaration to the U.N. General Assembly on 10 December 1948, which then passed it. 
The document remains as the principal guide to assessing a country’s treatment of its people. 
ER her UN job when the Republicans regained the White House in 1952, 
But she proved her commitment to her belief in the U.N.’s vital role in the postwar world by working without salary as a spokesperson of the American Association of the United Nations. 
In this role, she espoused the values of the U.N. throughout the United States.

For the next seventeen years of her life, until her death November 7, 1962, Eleanor Roosevelt carefully walked this line. She published This I Remember, her memoirs of her years in the White House. She gladly lent her name to Democratic Party fundraisers, campaigned for local, state and national candidates, and hosted events commemorating FDR's major accomplishments. 

But it is her efforts as a politician in her own right that make her post White House years so unique. In December 1945, Harry Truman appointed her to the United States delegation to the United Nation where she stunned delegates with her political finesse she displayed in overseeing the drafting and unanimous passage of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 

Although some of her colleagues on the U.S. delegation were initially skeptical of her appointment, ER soon won them over with her political acumen and diplomatic skill. Future secretary of state Dean Rusk who then headed the State Department’s Office of Special Political Affairs described her and another future secretary of state John Foster Dulles as “the two best vote getters we had. Somehow finding room in their schedules, they met and worked hard on every delegate. In those years [they] produced overwhelming majorities on almost anything we wanted in the General Assembly.” Even the Soviets with whom she often clashed respected her skill and tenacity in argument.

Ironically ER’s initial assignment to the UN’s Social, Humanitarian and Cultural Committee which was considered “safe” turned out to be the most contentious because the group dealt with an early Cold War issue: repatriation of displaced people, particularly those who feared return to the countries of origin because of their political views. In the committee and before the General Assembly, ER refuted the Soviet contention that these people were traitors or collaborators and argued that they should not be forced to return home. Each time the Soviet recommendations were voted down by sizeable margins and ultimately the UN and its subsidiary agency, the International Refugee Organization, came down in favor of resettlement rather than repatriation.

Important as her work on refugee issues was, ER’s efforts on behalf of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) have had the greatest long-term impact. As chair of the subcommittee that drafted the UDHR she played a critical role in the creation of the declaration skillfully creating an atmosphere that permitted blending the ideas and norms of different cultures together in a document nations around the globe could assent to while marshaling U.S. support for swift passage of the declaration by separating it from a legally binding (and more problematic) covenant . Later as chairman of the Human Rights Commission, she presented the document to the General Assembly and was instrumental in its passage. Today, more than 50 years after its passage, the UDHR remains the touchstone of the global Human Rights movement and a key component of an international system that provides for international scrutiny of the way in which a nation treats its citizens.

While conscious of her role and responsibilities as a member of the American delegation, ER rarely hesitated to disagree with the government position especially when she felt the U.S. was not showing enough moral or political leadership on international issues. As a strong supporter of a Jewish homeland in Palestine, she openly criticized President Truman when he withdrew his support for the UN partition plan in favor of a plan to place Palestine under a temporary international trusteeship. In a letter to Secretary Marshall, ER argued that the decision �more or less buried the UN. I can hardly see how it can recover and have the slightest influence, since we are the only ones who could give it any force and we now have been the ones to take it away.� Taking her argument public, she told readers of My Day, �We have taken the weak course of sacrificing the word we pledged and, in so doing, have weakened the UN and prevented it from becoming an instrument to keep peace in world.� 

At the same time she balanced the requirements of her position as an instructed delegate and the dictates of her own conscience especially on issues of civil rights for African Americans and other peoples of color. She ardently supported independence for people seeking to free themselves from colonial rule as well as for those behind the Iron Curtain, and she was tireless in her efforts to foster good relationships with newly-independent nations who wished to remain unaligned with either the Eastern or the Western bloc.

ER was equally indefatigable in her support of the United Nations calling it “the one hope” for peace. During and after her seven years as a delegate, she traveled extensively abroad investigating social, economic and political conditions in Europe, Asia, the Middle East and the Pacific. Everywhere she went she urged support for the UN and its humanitarian and diplomatic aid. At home she campaigned vigorously for the UN via “My Day,” books and articles and, after 1952, traveled the country as a volunteer for the American Association of the United Nations

Continued vocal support for civil rights throughout the rest of her life

After JFK’s inauguration, ER pressured the president to appoint women to executive positions within his administration. 
When he dallied and then only appointed nine women, she requested a meeting and handed him a detailed three-page list of women and the positions for which they were qualified. 
When his administration received widespread criticism for its lack of attention to women’s concerns and labor and consumer activist Esther Peterson proposed that a President’s Commission on the Status of Women be created to examine policies and positions related to women’s employment and civil, economic, and political rights, JFK appointed ER chair and Peterson its vice-chair. 
After chairing the commission’s first meeting February 12, 1962, she told readers of “My Day” that “the effort, of course, is to find how we can best use the potentialities of women without impairing their first responsibilities, which are to their homes, their husbands and their children.” 
In April, she took the commission’s work to Congress when she testified in support of legislation guaranteeing equal pay for equal work. In August, she met with the president to present the commission’s interim report.

For her own part, she never let the intense criticism that she encountered silence her. "If I ... worried about mudslinging, I would have been dead long ago." 
Yet she insisted that she was not a feminist. She did not believe, she maintained, that "women should be judged, when it comes to appointing them or electing them, purely because they are women." 
She wanted to see the country "get away from considering a man or woman from the point of view of religion, color or sex." 
But the story of her life—

her insistence on her right to an identity of her own apart from her husband and her family,
 her constant struggle against depression and insecurity, 
her ability to turn her vulnerabilities into strengths—

provides an enduring example of a feminist who transcended the dictates of her times to become one of the century's most powerful and effective advocates for social justice. 

Besides her political work, Eleanor also wrote several books about her life and experiences, including This Is My Story (1937), This I Remember (1949), On My Own (1958), and Autobiography (1961). She made a return to public service the same year her autobiography was published. President John F. Kennedy made her a delegate to the United Nations in 1961. He also selected her to serve as chair of the Commission on the Status of Women.

Eleanor died of cancer on November 7, 1962. A revolutionary first lady, she was one of the most outspoken women to ever live in the White House. While she had her share of critics, most could agree that she was a great humanitarian who dedicated much of her life to fighting for what she thought was right.

