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FOREWORD


MY GRANDMOTHER ALWAYS encouraged keeping an open mind and seeking as many different opinions as one had time for. She claimed it helped to clarify her own thinking. Eleanor’s story was a progression from timidity to self-confidence. She felt she could choose the right answer if given time for thoughtful deliberation and if she maintained respect for those around her even if she didn’t share their views.


The passage of time has only proved how prescient she was. She saw clearly how things could change for the better, and she saw that the only possible solution was for people to take greater responsibility for their community, their country, and their world. Here, in If You Ask Me, she gives us advice both timeless and timely, worth reading for the time it grew out of as well as the timelessness of its observations on human nature and values.


Eleanor speaks to us from a familiar milieu: the Progressive Era and the Gilded Age—so gilded that wealthy white women, at least during daylight hours, left their townhouses en masse for the tenements of New York City’s Lower East Side. It is easy to dismiss these privileged social reformers, but we should also remember their victories—child-labor and sanitation laws, women’s suffrage, and contraceptive rights. Even Prohibition, though set against a backdrop of anti-immigrant zeal, was intended to combat a real culture of drug and alcohol abuse still destroying families today.


Eleanor was not a teetotaler. She drank socially, though not during Prohibition. She smoked because she sometimes felt it made others more comfortable for her to do so. She accepted the end of Prohibition as having been a foolhardy attempt to legislate morality, primarily because it had encouraged the consumption of spirits over wine and so made the problem only worse.


Grandmère knew that as First Lady people looked to her first as a symbol, but she infused a ceremonial role with warmth. As Franklin was president through the Great Depression and World War II, Eleanor provided a sign of continuity to rally around during uncertain times, representing the tenderhearted wing of her husband’s administration. And yet, it is for the humanity of the New Deal and Franklin’s accessibility in his fireside chats that the F.D.R. presidency is best remembered.


Because of her modesty, it is up to us to recognize that Eleanor Roosevelt fundamentally changed the role of First Lady. This transition is reflected in the book of questions and answers that follows. It’s funny to read some of the early answers that appear wrongheaded now, and it’s humbling to see how many are questions we are still grappling with today.


Throughout, Eleanor’s wit and personality shine through. Her response to the mother of an adolescent girl who’s grown tall too fast and feels gangly and awkward as a result is sweet to read when one knows how Eleanor struggled with the same feelings. People wrote to her as an authority on everything from foreign policy to raising adolescents, and she repaid this faith placed in her by treating every letter writer with respect and care.


The Reverend Martin Luther King, quoting a nineteenth-century theologian, said that “the arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.” Grandmère, an eternal optimist, would have agreed, chiefly because she had great faith in the ability and the willingness of people to ensure that it did so.


Nancy Roosevelt Ireland





INTRODUCTION


“ADVICE COLUMNIST” is not the first term that comes to mind when you think of Eleanor Roosevelt. Feminist icon, first lady, diplomat, humanitarian, politician, teacher—these are the more common ways she is described and remembered. Yet, for more than twenty years, from the time she was first lady until her death in 1962, she wrote an advice column that dealt with everything from how to achieve world peace to how to attain personal happiness. Her column, “If You Ask Me,” was no empty public relations exercise designed to demonstrate her supposed empathy. She genuinely cared about people and their problems. Forthright, honest, and insightful, her answers to readers’ queries are also surprisingly modern and strikingly relevant to our own tumultuous times.1


Although “If You Ask Me” launched her official career as an advice columnist, it was actually a natural extension of what Eleanor was already doing every day—spending hours answering her mail. Unlike most first ladies, Eleanor had actually asked Americans to write her. And they did, in droves. By 1940, near the end of her husband’s second term, Eleanor estimated that she received upward of 130,000 letters a year.2 Written during some of the worst years of the Great Depression, many of these early letters asked for practical help: for clothes, food, rent money. Others sought help with personal problems or hoped she would advocate on their behalf with federal agencies. Still others wrote in to praise or criticize her many and often unconventional opinions and activities. Then there were those who were merely curious about her life as first lady and a public figure—a fascination that would endure long after she had left the White House.


Eleanor could not magically solve people’s problems or make them disappear, but the fact that she responded with warmth, sympathy, and understanding established her reputation as a compassionate, thoughtful public figure who was willing to engage directly with people—an image she reinforced through her syndicated newspaper column “My Day,” her weekly White House press conferences, her national lecture tours, her radio programs, and her frequent personal appearances.3


These efforts paid dividends. By the time she started writing “If You Ask Me” in May 1941, Eleanor had established credibility and trust with her audience. Millions of Americans had seen her, heard her on the radio, read her newspaper column. They felt they knew her, and she, in turn, felt a bond with them.


“If You Ask Me” ran first in the Ladies Home Journal (1941–1949) and then McCall’s (1949–1962),I two of the most popular women’s magazines in the country, with circulations of more than 6.5 million readers in 1961. The column’s premise was simple: readers sent in questions, and Eleanor answered them. There was no filter and very little spin. Her answers were so candid that her editors included a disclaimer that her views were not necessarily those of the magazine or, in the column’s early years, the Roosevelt administration.4


Initial reader reaction to “If You Ask Me” was intense, so much so that the Ladies Home Journal editors had to admit in print that they were “not altogether prepared” for the heavy response.II5 By 1946, “If You Ask Me” had become so successful that Eleanor published a version of this book based on the columns to that date that also included her answers to additional questions posed by more than forty well-known Americans in government, the arts, media, science, and medicine. She published a similar collection in 1954 called It Seems to Me, which is also out of print.6


When the column began, Eleanor’s husband, Franklin D. Roosevelt (F.D.R.), had begun an unprecedented third term, and Europe was at war. Americans were jittery and afraid. Many of the first columns dealt with military and home front concerns as readers sought information and reassurance. After F.D.R.’s death and the end of World War II, readers’ questions revolved around the return to a peacetime economy, the Cold War, domestic political issues such as civil rights and civil liberties, and social problems such as juvenile delinquency, health care, and aging. Questions of etiquette also became more prominent, as did queries on interpersonal relationships.


As an advice columnist, Eleanor did not claim to be a psychologist, a life coach, or a fortune-teller. What she offered was advice based on her education, her life experience, her professional expertise, and, above all, her deeply held principles. By 1941, she had taught at a school, co-owned and operated a furniture-making business, and held leadership positions in the Democratic Party at the local, state, and national levels. She had worked with labor leaders and civil rights activists and been a key player in the development of New Deal programs that improved the lives of women and youth. Her subsequent travels during World War II and her postwar work at the United Nations (U.N.), particularly her role as chair of the U.N. Human Rights Commission, gave her additional expertise in foreign affairs.


She had also raised five children; lived with a difficult mother-in-law and a remote, unfaithful spouse; wrote books and magazine articles; hosted radio programs; and edited a monthly parenting magazine on babies for a middle-class audience.III7 In addition, she was an enthusiastic reviewer of children’s literature, an avid cultural consumer, and a peripatetic traveler at a time when few Americans ventured far from home.


If her readers saw her columns as a source of information, advice, and reassurance, Eleanor viewed them as another vehicle to connect with people and promote her vision of a just, open, diverse, and inclusive society. For her, democracy was “a way of life” based on “belief in the value of each individual” and a democratic society was one in which everyone had access to jobs, adequate housing, health care, and education.8


While acknowledging that these were ambitious goals, she nevertheless believed they were achievable given enough imagination, courage, and effort on the part of all Americans. “Each individual has to fully live up to the obligations of citizenship,” she wrote in 1944. “So each of us has the obligation to know how to make our citizenship count.”9


Eleanor deplored the fear that gripped her contemporaries, considering it the major obstacle Americans faced in creating a more perfect union and a more peaceful world. She challenged her fellow citizens to move beyond mere tolerance to full acceptance and understanding. “The problem is not to learn tolerance of your neighbors, but to see that all alike have hope and opportunity,” she wrote in a 1945 article titled “Tolerance Is an Ugly Word.”10


Above all, Eleanor believed in her country and its people. While she did not minimize the difficulties the United States faced, neither did she allow them to overwhelm her. She believed the values she espoused—dialogue, civility, inclusiveness, cooperation, and a healthy curiosity—would steer the country through perilous times.


What readers take from this book will of course be shaped by their own attitudes and experiences. Those concerned with political divisiveness and inequality will find meaningful, practical advice on ways to bring people together. Glass-ceiling breakers and social justice warriors will be inspired by Eleanor’s perseverance against the “isms” of her time. Parents and educators will find a sympathetic colleague in their efforts to shape the young. College students and young professionals trying to navigate a complicated and often contradictory world will find a guiding hand. Aspiring politicians and leaders will learn what it takes to be effective in those roles. Teenagers itching for freedom and respect will gain a wise friend while those seeking a third act will be empowered to make the most of the time they have.


While Eleanor was certainly progressive for her era, it may be helpful to remember that the meaning of the words “progressive” and “liberal” have shifted over time. To contemporary eyes, some of her answers may seem surprising or even disappointing. It’s also important to realize that these columns were never meant to be Eleanor’s last word. They were written in the moment, in the language of the era, and reflect her thoughts and feelings at a particular time, and while her thinking might have evolved had she lived longer, no one can say with certainty how she would have approached contemporary problems. Eleanor herself acknowledged as much. “You can really never tell what a man who has been a thinker and a leader . . . would think or do if he were alive and facing new circumstances,” she wrote shortly after F.D.R.’s death. “You can take what he has written and what he said and what you know of his character and principles, and it may influence you in your thinking. But it should never be considered as the attitude of the man in the new situation. A new decision should always be the result of new thinking.”11


At the same time, it’s also worth noting that how Eleanor answers a question is just as important as what she says. Her deft handling of hostile queries is a master class on how to cope with the antagonism and vitriol that pervade today’s online world, while her answers to nosy questions are a five-star P.R. tutorial on the way to forge a connection with an audience while still maintaining personal boundaries.


More than fifty years have passed since Eleanor wrote “If You Ask Me.” Much has changed; yet much remains the same. Although we live in an increasingly wired world where events seem to move at warp speed and every day brings a fresh controversy, we still worry about our relationships, our children’s upbringing, and how to make a living. Social issues like health care and abortion are still with us, our domestic politics are fractious, and the world is no less dangerous. The questions and answers collected in these pages are a vibrant conversation between one woman and her fellow citizens about issues as relevant as the latest tweet. They remind us that even in times of tumultuous change, our essential hopes, desires, and worries remain constant. Perhaps that’s why after more than half a century, her words remain so powerful.


Mary Jo Binker





I. Eleanor Roosevelt moved to McCall’s in June 1949 after a dispute with the editors of the Ladies Home Journal over the serialization of the second volume of her autobiography, This I Remember.


II. In her August 1943 column, Eleanor Roosevelt reported that the Ladies Home Journal editors had received “hundreds of questions.”


III. Between 1921 and her death in 1962, Eleanor Roosevelt wrote twenty-seven books and almost 600 articles in addition to 246 “If You Ask Me” columns and more than 8,000 “My Day” columns.
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TIME LINE
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1884


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt is born on October 11 in New York City.


1892


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt’s mother, Anna Hall Roosevelt, dies; Eleanor goes to live with her maternal grandmother, Mary Ludlow Hall.


1894


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt’s father, Elliott Roosevelt, dies.


1899–1902


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt attends Allenswood School in England.


1902


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt returns to the United States, and makes her debut into New York society.


1903–1904


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt teaches dancing and calisthenics at the College Settlement House on Rivington Street and investigates sweatshops for the Consumers’ League in New York City.


1905


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt marries Franklin D. Roosevelt (F.D.R.) in New York City.


1906


[image: images] The Roosevelts’ daughter, Anna, is born.


1907


[image: images] The Roosevelts’ son James is born.


1909


[image: images] The Roosevelts’ son Franklin Jr. is born in March and dies in November.


1910


[image: images] The Roosevelts’ son Elliott is born.


[image: images] F.D.R. is elected to the New York State Senate.


1913


[image: images] F.D.R. is appointed assistant secretary of the Navy.


[image: images] The Roosevelt family moves to Washington, D.C.


1914


[image: images] The Roosevelts’ son Franklin Jr. is born.


[image: images] World War I begins in Europe.


1916


[image: images] The Roosevelts’ son John is born.


1917


[image: images] The United States enters World War I.


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt volunteers with the American Red Cross canteens, Navy League knitting projects, and naval hospitals.


1918


[image: images] World War I ends.


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt discovers F.D.R.’s relationship with her social secretary, Lucy Mercer (Rutherfurd); the Roosevelts discuss divorce but ultimately decide to remain together.


1920


[image: images] The Nineteenth Amendment is ratified and American women vote for the first time.


[image: images] F.D.R. runs unsuccessfully for the vice presidency.


[image: images] The Roosevelt family returns to New York.


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt joins the New York League of Women Voters.


1921


[image: images] F.D.R. contracts polio.


1922


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt joins the Women’s Trade Union League and begins working with the Women’s Division of the New York State Democratic Committee.


[image: images] She meets and befriends Democratic Party activists Marion Dickerman, Nancy Cook, and Caroline O’Day.


1923


[image: images] With her friend Esther Lape, Eleanor Roosevelt organizes and publicizes the Bok Peace Prize competition.


1924


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt chairs the women’s platform committee at the Democratic National Convention held in New York City.


1925


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt becomes editor of the Women’s Democratic News, published by the Women’s Division of the New York State Democratic Committee.


[image: images] She builds Stone Cottage as a retreat with her friends Marion Dickerman and Nancy Cook at Val-Kill on the Roosevelt family’s Hyde Park, New York, estate.


1927


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt purchases Todhunter School in New York City with Marion Dickerman and Nancy Cook, and she begins teaching courses in American history, English, and American literature.


[image: images] The three women open Val-Kill Industries, a furniture factory, to provide employment for Hyde Park residents.


1928


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt directs women’s activities for the Democratic National Committee.


[image: images] F.D.R. is elected governor of New York; after his election, Eleanor Roosevelt resigns her political posts.


1929


[image: images] Great Depression begins.


1930


[image: images] F.D.R. is re-elected governor of New York.


1929–1932


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt continues teaching at Todhunter School; writes occasional articles for national magazines; and travels New York State inspecting state institutions for F.D.R.


1932


[image: images] F.D.R. is elected president.


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt begins a series of commercially sponsored radio commentaries.


1933


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt begins weekly press conferences open to women reporters only, starts traveling around the country, and begins advocating for Arthurdale, a federal resettlement community for poverty-stricken coal miners and their families in West Virginia.


[image: images] She writes It’s Up to the Women.


1934


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt resumes radio broadcasting.


[image: images] She begins working with African American leaders on racial issues.


[image: images] She lobbies for federal anti-lynching legislation.


1935


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt helps establish the National Youth Administration


[image: images] She begins writing her syndicated newspaper column “My Day.”


1936


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt begins making twice-yearly paid lecture tours.


[image: images] Val-Kill Industries closes.


[image: images] F.D.R. is re-elected for a second term.


1937


[image: images] This Is My Story, the first volume of Eleanor Roosevelt’s autobiography, is published; the Ladies Home Journal serializes the book before publication.


1938


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt attends the first meeting of the Southern Conference for Human Welfare in Birmingham, Alabama, and defies segregation laws by sitting in the aisle between the white and African-American participants.


[image: images] This Troubled World is published.


1939


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt resigns from the Daughters of the American Revolution after the group refuses to allow African-American singer Marian Anderson to perform in its facility.


[image: images] She attends hearings of the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) to support young people called to testify about communist connections.


[image: images] World War II begins in Europe.


1940


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt gives a decisive speech to a fractious Democratic Party convention divided over the question of whether or not to support F.D.R.’s preferred vice-presidential candidate, Henry Wallace, that resolves the question and unites the party.


[image: images] The Moral Basis of Democracy is published.


[image: images] F.D.R. is elected to a third term.


1941


[image: images] “If You Ask Me” column begins in the Ladies Home Journal.


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt becomes assistant director of the Office of Civilian Defense (OCD), the first time a first lady holds an official government position.


[image: images] The Japanese attack Pearl Harbor; the United States enters Word War II.


1942


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt resigns from the OCD after congressional criticism of some of her plans and hires.


[image: images] She travels to England to see the British home front effort and visit American troops stationed there.


1943


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt travels to the South Pacific to visit servicemen and -women.


1944


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt visits U.S. military installations in the Caribbean and South America.


[image: images] D-Day.


[image: images] F.D.R. is elected to a fourth term.


1945


[image: images] F.D.R. dies in Warm Springs, GA; Harry S. Truman becomes president.


[image: images] World War II in Europe ends.


[image: images] The United States drops the atom bomb on Hiroshima and Nagasaki; war in the Pacific ends.


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt joins the board of the N.A.A.C.P.


[image: images] Harry S. Truman appoints Eleanor Roosevelt a delegate to the first meeting of the U.N. General Assembly.


1946


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt attends first meeting of the U.N. General Assembly in London.


[image: images] If You Ask Me is published.


[image: images] She is elected chair of the U.N. Human Rights Commission; begins drafting what will become the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.


1947–1948


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt continues work on the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.


1948


[image: images] Berlin Airlift begins after the Soviets cut off vehicular access to the city.


[image: images] Harry S. Truman is re-elected.


[image: images] The U.N. General Assembly adopts the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.


1949


[image: images] “If You Ask Me” begins appearing in McCall’s magazine.


[image: images] This I Remember, the second volume of Eleanor Roosevelt’s autobiography, is published.


[image: images] Soviet Union successfully detonates its first atom bomb.


[image: images] Chinese communists take control of mainland China.


1950


[image: images] Senator Joseph McCarthy (R-WI) announces in a Wheeling, West Virginia, speech that he has a list of more than two hundred communist sympathizers in the State Department.


[image: images] The Korean War begins.


1952


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt campaigns for Democratic presidential candidate Adlai Stevenson.


[image: images] Dwight D. Eisenhower is elected president.


[image: images] She resigns from her post at the U.N.


[image: images] She travels in the Middle East, India, and Southeast Asia.


1953


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt joins the American Association for the United Nations as a volunteer.


[image: images] She travels to Japan, Hong Kong, Turkey, Greece, and Yugoslavia.


[image: images] India and the Awakening East and the UN Today and Tomorrow are published.


[image: images] The Korean War ends.


1954


[image: images] Ladies of Courage and It Seems to Me, a second book based on “If You Ask Me,” are published.


[image: images] The U.S. Supreme Court issues its ruling in Brown v. Board of Education outlawing segregation in public education.


1955


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt travels to Israel, Japan, Hong Kong, Indonesia, Cambodia, and the Philippines.


[image: images] The Montgomery Bus Boycott begins.


1956


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt campaigns for Democratic presidential candidate Adlai Stevenson.


[image: images] The Hungarian Revolution.


[image: images] The Suez Crisis.


[image: images] Dwight D. Eisenhower elected to a second term.


1957


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt visits the Soviet Union and Morocco, and interviews Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev at Yalta.


[image: images] Nine African-American students attempt to enroll at Little Rock High School despite intense opposition.


[image: images] Soviets launch Sputnik.


1958


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt speaks at the Highlander Folk School despite Ku Klux Klan threats.


[image: images] She visits the Soviet Union.


[image: images] On My Own, the third volume of Eleanor Roosevelt’s autobiography, is published.


1959


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt begins teaching at Brandeis University.


[image: images] Fidel Castro comes to power in Cuba.


[image: images] She testifies at a congressional hearing in support of the minimum wage.


[image: images] She travels to Israel and Iran.


1960


[image: images] Four African-American college students stage a sit-in at a Woolworth lunch counter in Greensboro, North Carolina, sparking a movement that spreads throughout the South.


[image: images] Soviets shoot down American U-2 spy plane over Russia.


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt campaigns for Democratic presidential nominee John F. Kennedy.


[image: images] You Learn by Living is published.


1961


[image: images] CIA-trained Cuban exiles launch the Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba, which quickly fails.


[image: images] Freedom Riders protesting segregation on interstate transportation are beaten as they travel from Washington, DC, to New Orleans.


[image: images] President John F. Kennedy appoints Eleanor Roosevelt to the U.S. Delegation to the United Nations.


[image: images] The Autobiography of Eleanor Roosevelt and Your Teens and Mine are published.


[image: images] She writes Tomorrow Is Now and Eleanor Roosevelt’s Book of Common Sense Etiquette.


[image: images] President John F. Kennedy appoints Eleanor Roosevelt chair of the President’s Commission on the Status of Women.


1962


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt chairs a hearing to investigate the conduct of federal judges hearing the cases against the Freedom Riders.


[image: images] She travels to Europe and Israel.


[image: images] Cuban Missile Crisis.


[image: images] Eleanor Roosevelt dies at age seventy-eight in New York City.





Chapter 1


WOMEN AND GENDER


THE THIRTY YEARS between the election of Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1932 and Eleanor Roosevelt’s death in 1962 were a study in contrasts for American women. During the Great Depression, women were often denied jobs because government policy and popular attitudes prioritized male employment. Once America entered World War II in 1941, women were deemed essential labor, and millions of them went to work in defense industries only to be fired once male veterans began returning. In the postwar period, a revived economy and the advent of an expansive consumer culture enabled many white women to enjoy a middle-class standard of living for the first time. Some used this newfound status to build lives as housewives and mothers, roles that popular culture celebrated in the Mad Men era of the 1950s and early ’60s. However, many women—more than a quarter of all females in 1950—also continued to work, thus ensuring that Eleanor’s column would continue to be a forum for questions about work-life balance and other issues related to women’s lives.1


By virtue of her position, her activism, and her own experience, Eleanor could offer advice for navigating this time of social change and demolish stereotypes of “typical” female behavior. As early as 1933, she had argued, in a book titled It’s Up to the Women, that the modern woman was a worker capable of combining a job with marriage and motherhood. In her view, a woman ought “to be able to do something which expresses her own personality even though she may be a wife and mother.” She never deviated from that position. To the very end of her life, Eleanor actively encouraged women to work, enter politics, and engage with the outside world. In fact, her last official duty was to chair the President’s Commission on the Status of Women, which reviewed women’s progress in all sectors of American life and made recommendations for “constructive action” in such areas as employment; legislation; political, civil, and property rights; and family relations. The group’s final report, issued after her death, reflected her concern for equal opportunity, equal pay, and expanded opportunities for women.2


Although she did not live to see the rise of the modern women’s movement, Eleanor’s fingerprints are all over it. The work she and her allies did between 1920 and 1962 laid the political, economic, and social groundwork that later generations would use as a launchpad for efforts such as Title IX and Hillary Clinton’s presidential campaigns. Echoes of her insistence on a woman’s right to make her own choices are also apparent in the “leaning in” and “having it all” movements.


While Eleanor celebrated the gains women had made and looked forward to their continued progress, she understood that the quest for equality was far from over. “The battle for the individual rights of women is one of long standing,” she wrote in 1941, “and none of us should countenance anything which undermines it.” In a culture where women still struggle to be heard and where issues such as pay inequality, domestic violence, and sexual harassment dominate the news cycle, that insight resonates as powerfully as her suggestion that women use the accomplishments of their forebears as an impetus to “go out and work harder.”3




Do you think equal pay to women who fill men’s jobs is economically justified?


Certainly. If women do the same work I have always believed that they should receive the same pay. [MARCH 1944]


What can be done to help saleswomen to obtain a living wage?


The only thing that can be done to help any workers to obtain proper working conditions and to get better wages is to organize. Only the strength of an organization of workers can bring about any changes. [JUNE 1944]


Which do you think is the harder—working in an office all day or doing the housework for a family?


Doing housework for a family. Usually work in the office is centered about a particular job that needs to be done, and when it is done it is over for the day. The housework for the family, however, may start when the youngest member of the family wakes up and it goes on through the vicissitudes of the day until late into the night. [NOVEMBER 1945]


Women need more time to be women, not merely cogs in the machinery of the business world. Why don’t more employers use double shifts or something that will make it possible for more women to work part-time?


I am afraid if women want to be considered on a par with men in the business world they must work a man’s hours and find time for their own interests in their spare time. Part-time shifts in most businesses are very difficult and not as efficient as full-time work. However, where there is a possibility of giving part-time work it should be arranged so it does not hurt the work to be done, and where women need part-time work because of home duties it should be available. [OCTOBER 1949]


It seems to me that women who hold jobs outside the home should be allowed income-tax deductions for domestic help they would not otherwise employ. What is your opinion of this?


I do not see why women who work outside the home should be allowed to deduct the cost of domestic help any more than men who employ domestic help in their homes are allowed to deduct the wages from their income tax. If a woman wants to hold a job outside of the home, she does it on exactly the same basis as a man, and should take the same deductions on her business expenses as he does. If she has help for reasons that are connected with her business, such as entertainment, she can legitimately, I imagine, show the connection and make a deduction. But what deductions she makes should be on that basis and not on the basis of “I want to work and therefore need help in my home.” [MARCH 1951]




Eleanor Roosevelt’s views on deductions changed particularly with regard to working mothers, who by the end of the 1950s were a third of the female workforce. Two years after she answered the question below, Eleanor described the rule against working mothers deducting the cost of a “home worker” as “unrealistic and unfair.”4





Don’t you think a working mother should be allowed to deduct the salary of a housekeeper from her income tax?


Yes, I do. The working mother must have someone to stay with her children and to take the burden of the house from her shoulders. It is certainly a part of her business to have someone in her house to help her, so it would seem to me a legitimate deduction from her income tax. [MARCH 1959]




Although she had long fought for women’s rights, Eleanor Roosevelt was ambivalent about the effort to ratify an Equal Rights Amendment. Based on her experience with the women’s labor movement in the 1920s, ’30s, and ’40s, she believed ratification of such an amendment would adversely affect hard-won protections for women working in industry by invalidating protective legislation that among other things set maximum working hours and exempted them from jobs then considered too dangerous for them. As her answer below indicates, she believed it would be more productive to concentrate on repealing state laws limiting women’s rights and activities because “it is usually the state laws that really affect their lives.” However, the movement of women into male-dominated trade unions during and after World War II combined with her work with the U.N. Human Rights Commission and the U.N.’s Commission on the Status of Women did make her rethink her position. Still, she never fully endorsed the Equal Rights Amendment.5





I know that you used to be against the Equal Rights Amendment. Since its form has changed somewhat, and since various organizations have changed their minds in regard to it, I am wondering what your present opinion is. If you are now for the amendment what are your reasons?


I have always felt that the Equal Rights Amendment was unnecessary and that, if we put half the work which has to be expended on getting an amendment to the Constitution into amending the state laws which are really objectionable as they concern women in our various states, we would be better off and further ahead than we are now. I objected to the Equal Rights Amendment at first because of its effect on women in industry, particularly the unorganized women in industry. I am not sure that I think even now there is sufficient organization among the working women to make it possible to do away with all protective legislation for women. For that reason I think I would still prefer to see us give our energies to the removal from the statute books of really harmful legislation which handicaps women. However, if the majority of women in the country decide that they desire an Equal Rights Amendment of course all of us will accept it, since we all believe, in this country, in majority rule. [JUNE 1949]


Don’t you think we should have a law protecting the victims of sex crimes from the publicity they receive when they report these crimes to the police?


I think there should be a law to protect anyone who does not wish to be given publicity. [JULY 1952]


Have you ever said to yourself, “If only I were a man”? Or are you quite content with being a woman?


No, I have never wanted to be a man. I have often wanted to be more effective as a woman, but I have never felt that trousers would do the trick! [OCTOBER 1941]


Men frequently claim that women show little loyalty between themselves, have practically no sense of sex solidarity. What do you think about this?


I do not think you can talk about sex solidarity in women any more than you can in men. Both men and women will stand up for each other at times, and both men and women are sometimes disloyal to each other, but I do not think women are apt to be any more disloyal to other women than men are to other men. It is the person and not the sex which counts. [JANUARY 1942]


Generally speaking, do you think women are less truthful than men?


No. Women are quite as truthful as men, sometimes even more so. [JANUARY 1942]


Do you think women have as much sense of humor as men?


A sense of humor is purely personal and has nothing to do with sex. I have known men with no sense of humor and I have known women with none. Both men and women can have a keen sense of humor and both can have none.


Sometimes I think that women are more apt to have a greater sense of fun because they have traditionally adapted themselves to the mood of the people they are with and therefore reflect the atmosphere around them more quickly than do men. [JULY 1944]


What do you think is American women’s commonest fault? American men’s?


I am surprised that you should even suggest that the American woman has any faults; but since you do suggest it, I think perhaps it is their inability to take criticism and use it to the best advantage. This is a fault shared by both men and women very frequently. [OCTOBER 1941]


A very intelligent man I know complains that women now spend most of this country’s money, and by the end of the war they will have all the jobs and men will have no chance at all. Do you think there is any truth in this?


I think it is complete nonsense. If men go around, however, talking like that they will create a psychology which will bring about the very thing they wish to prevent. [JUNE 1942]


What do you consider the most unattractive characteristic of a woman’s manner in social activities—loquaciousness, reticence, aloofness, insincere enthusiasm, cattiness, and so on?


I consider the most unattractive characteristic anyone can have, man or woman, is the kind of selfishness or lack of consideration which leads to all the other things you have mentioned. One of the very important social attributes of a woman is that she be interested in other people more than in herself. [MARCH 1945]


Since American women spend so much of their time in business and politics, what can be done to keep them out of the taverns? Do you think if taverns were licensed to sell spiritous liquors only, and if tables and chairs for women and soft drinks and all food and music were banned in taverns, it would do any good?


I haven’t the faintest idea. Women nearly always go where men go. In the long run, it seems to me, the important thing is to make whatever place people go to a decent place in which to be. [FEBRUARY 1946]


What do you consider the best years of a woman’s life?


I do not really know what are the best years of a woman’s life, because it depends so much on how she develops. If she is able to learn from life to get the best out of it at all times, then probably at whatever age she is those years will be the best she has had. But we do not all do that.


If you ask me what years I thought were the most enjoyable I would again have to qualify my answer because the enjoyment is different at different times. Certainly the years when women have young children are very rewarding, but again they are often filled with anxiety.


The years of youth, when there is less responsibility, are enjoyable—but the anxieties of youth are also very marked, and there are few young people who escape them.


The best thing we all can do is to learn to make use of the years as they go by and enjoy whatever period of life we are in. [MARCH 1951]


Recently in your page in the Journal you stated your approval of women holding political office, but said you did not feel qualified yourself. What qualifications should a woman have to run for Congress?
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