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“Eleanor Roosevelt changed the world with her leadership. Robin Gerber tells us how she did it, weaving the first lady’s life story and words into empowering leadership advice for today…. [A] great read and a terrific leadership guide.”—Lt. General Claudia Kennedy

“This book is a terrific read; it tells Eleanor’s story with descriptive flair and gives readers wise advice about finding their leadership passion and following it.”—Billie Jean King

“Without a doubt, Eleanor Roosevelt was one the greatest leaders in American history. Robin Gerber clearly demonstrates why in this superb, lucid, and compelling study. It is a joy to read.”—Donald T. Phillips, Lincoln on Leadership

“This inspiring book shows Eleanor Roosevelt the leader, a woman who transformed her time. Her legacy, as Robin Gerber illustrates, is a road map to leadership for women today.”—Congresswoman Nancy Pelosi, House Democratic Leader

“Eleanor Roosevelt’s leadership made her first lady of the world. She’s the perfect model for the leadership advice and ideas contained in this fascinating and insightful book.”—Congressman Steny Hoyer, House Democratic Whip

“Eleanor Roosevelt’s life and leadership provide the inspiration; Robin Gerber provides the how-to. This wise and wonderful book should be required reading for all women (and men) on their way up.”—Judy B. Rosener, Ph.D., Ways Women Lead

“Robin Gerber has crafted the perfect primer to an extraordinary life and the ideal motivational tool for Everywoman to become a leader through the deliberate use of her own unique experiences and opportunities. Whether one reads this book for historic information, for behavior strategies, or for motivation, one will not be disappointed.”—Jadwiga S. Sebrechts, President, Women’s College Coalition, Washington, D.C.

“Eleanor Roosevelt was a great leader on many fronts, but especially in the fight for racial equality. This book gives readers a true feeling for the former first lady’s conviction, her courage, and her passion for leadership. It’s an inspirational story, and Robin Gerber uses it expertly to give advice to anyone hoping to lead.”—Congresswoman Stephanie Tubbs Jones

“A lot of people admire Eleanor Roosevelt but don’t understand her leadership strengths. She was a great strategist, knew how to engage people, and loved to compete. This book gives readers fast-paced, on-target advice on how to do the same.”—Julie Foudy, U.S. Women’s National Soccer Team Captain, Olympic Gold Medalist, World Cup Champion, and President of the Women’s Sports Foundation

“Eleanor Roosevelt is a powerful role model for women leaders. In this book, Robin Gerber gleans leadership lessons from Eleanor’s life story and weaves them into an easy-to-use guidebook for leaders of today and tomorrow.”—Kathy Whitmire, Mayor of Houston 1982-1992

“An inspiring book based on the values and leadership style of one of the most inspirational women of all time. A must read for anyone interested in improving their leadership skills.”—Jacci Duncan, Executive Director, National Association of Women Business Owners

“Robin Gerber has spotted the critical experiences which define the drive and insight of Eleanor Roosevelt’s leadership. Leaders of organizations, communities, and families will find that each chapter offers practical insights and recommendations. Highly recommended!”— Connie Rath, Vice Chair and Dean, Gallup University

“Despite her fears and doubts, Eleanor Roosevelt refused to alienate herself from the plight of discriminated people. We can learn much from this book which captures the great power and unconquerable spirit of Eleanor Roosevelt.”—Margaret Daniels Tyler, McKinsey & Company

“This book is a classic leadership ‘how-to-do’ for women of all ages.”—Mary Elcano, Partner, Sidley Austin Brown & Wood

“With a fresh eye and highly original insight, Robin Gerber tells the stirring story of the legendary Eleanor Roosevelt’s transformation from pathetic child to world figure and combines it with detailed how-to advice for developing personal leadership. The result is a unique book that will connect an icon of the past to a new generation seeking leadership at every level.”— Bonnie Angelo, Author, First Mothers: The Women Who Shaped the Presidents

“Robin Gerber has fashioned the life of one of the world’s truly great women into a beautiful, inspiring and most important useful meditation on the ways that all women can discover the greatness and the power within themselves.”—Marita Golden, President, The Zora Neale Hurston/Richard Wright Foundation

“Eleanor Roosevelt knew how tough it was to lead from the White House or your own house. This book shows why she is a great role model for the many women who still don’t see their own potential.”—Marie C. Wilson, President, The White House Project

“Women today can learn so much from Eleanor Roosevelt’s life and leadership. Robin Gerber makes it fun, delivering compelling lessons with wisdom, clarity, and style.”— Celinda Lake, President, Lake Snell Perry Associates, Democratic Pollsters

“This book gives practical and inspiring advice on how to be a leader. It’s a great resource for anyone who wants to develop and improve leadership strategies and to learn about an amazing woman in the process.”—Robin Gradison, Emmy Award-Winning Producer for ABC News

“Like Mohandas Gandhi or Martin Luther King, Jr., Eleanor Roosevelt seems a miracle of character and charisma, a born leader whom no one could hope to emulate. Robin Gerber penetrates this aura, however powerful, and exposes the nuts and bolts of an eminently practical leadership style—one from which we can all learn and learn much.”

—Alan Axelrod, Author, Patton on Leadership and Elizabeth I, CEO

“Eleanor Roosevelt challenged all of us to listen, think, act, build coalitions, and dream—to lead. This book helps us pick up where she left off.”—Allida Black, The Eleanor Roosevelt Papers, The George Washington University

“Eleanor Roosevelt comes alive in this book in all her vulnerability, courage, and strength. Robin Gerber turns an icon into a woman and allows us to see ourselves in ER’s experience and to draw courage to be more than we are…. [A] transformational reading experience.”—Melody Woolley, Girls Leadership Workshop Coordinator, Eleanor Roosevelt Center at Val-Kill

“… Filled with practical examples of how one woman, working with creativity and diligence, can make a huge difference. An inspiring how-to for women to exert leadership at every stage of life.”—Margaret Engel, Managing Editor, The Newseum
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Foreword

James MacGregor Burns

Dear Reader: I begin in this informal way because I want to establish direct contact with you, for I want you to know that this book is not only about Eleanor Roosevelt—it is about you—your possible hopes and aspirations, your potential, perhaps even your future. If you are simply interested in reading more about the life of a great leader, though, I can tell you that this is one of the finest portraits of Eleanor Roosevelt I have read.

But this volume offers even more—a direct connection between her life and what could be yours. For above all, Eleanor Roosevelt stands as a role model, because of the way she rose out of “patrician adversity,” lost a beloved father, encountered many obstacles, and went on to a life filled with adventures and some misadventures. I have never read a biography that, page after page, connects the subject so intimately with the daily needs and hopes, opportunities and ambitions of readers, especially of young women seeking the best of all role models. (This book is written mainly for women, but men can read it profitably, too.)

How was Eleanor Roosevelt a great leader? She exemplified the qualities of leadership that scholars have identified as crucial. First of all, she responded to people’s fundamental wants and needs—especially those who are disadvantaged. Second, because she was innovative and creative in her ideas about how we can improve not only our own lives but also those around us. Third, because she knew that to fight for grand but controversial principles meant that inevitably one comes into conflict with others, and she never shrank from a grand fight for principle. But above all—as this book insists—she was an outstanding leader because of her ethical standards and her values: She believed in ethical conduct both in public and private life and she believed in the great principles that have guided America from the start (summed up in the glowing words of the Declaration of Independence, “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness” and its commitment to equality).

In short, I have never read a book that more skillfully intertwines the story of Eleanor Roosevelt’s life with daily, down-to-earth lessons for us all. Neither Eleanor Roosevelt nor Robin Gerber preaches to us—they teach by example.

No more now, because you should get right to the book. But since this work is so rich in anecdotes, I wish to add my own personal experience with the qualities of Eleanor Roosevelt that are brilliantly limned in this work. Years ago, when I was an intern in Washington, the whole intern group received word out of the blue that Eleanor Roosevelt had invited us to supper at the White House. We were the lowliest of the low in Washington—unpaid and overworked—and of course that was the main reason she invited us! We were elated. But as the time for the visit neared we became apprehensive—this was 1939-40 and tension was rising day by day after Hitler’s conquest of Poland. Security was tight—surely, our visit would be cancelled. But, of course, it was not. And we had the most memorable evening of our lives as we gathered around to hear her talk in much the same fashion as Robin Gerber has captured in this book.

I happened to be living with other interns only a block and a half from the White House. When we gathered on the sidewalk, Arista Sarkus, a very poor immigrant girl from New Jersey, hailed a cab. “Arista,” I cried out, “what are you doing? It’s just around the corner, and a cab will cost 20 cents and a nickel tip!” “Never mind,” she said, drawing herself up to her full five feet. “All my life I’ve wanted to call a taxi and say, ‘The White House please!”’ And of course what made it special—it was Eleanor Roosevelt’s White House.


Preface

Six years ago, an intriguing title caught my eye as I was killing time at an airport bookstore. Lincoln on Leadership, by Donald T. Phillips, seemed to be a clever twist on the books I studied as a faculty member at the Academy of Leadership at the University of Maryland. I bought it as a quick, informative read, and I wasn’t disappointed. Only later did I find out that the book had launched a small industry of similar titles in the business leadership book genre.

As a historian and leadership educator, I thought Phillips did a terrific job of weaving Lincoln stories and quotes around principles of leadership for today’s executives. But I wanted something more. My area of expertise is women’s leadership, particularly in politics and business. Surely there were some women leaders who could offer leadership wisdom, I thought. So I started searching the book lists. I found Patton on Leadership, Robert E. Lee, Ulysses S. Grant, Jesus, Churchill, Gandhi, Martin Luther King, Jr., Ernest Shackleton, the Founding Fathers, and Ronald Reagan. But the only woman in the group was Elizabeth I. That’s how this book was born.

I decided to write the book as a biography, analyzing the leadership lessons in each part of Eleanor’s life, not only because Eleanor’s transformation is inspiring, but also because women respond to the narrative of whole lives. We talk to each other about all aspects of our lives, weaving that knowledge into an elaborate pattern of relationships that crosses the boundaries of family and work. Thanks to the wise advice of my editor, I also included my personal stories and those of women today (some names are changed where the interviewee faced negative repercussions at work), which I hope will bring immediacy and greater relevance to the leadership advice.

This is a book that combines history and leadership advice. I owe an enormous debt to the fine historians who have chronicled Eleanor’s life. The detailed biographies of Joseph Lash, the thoroughness and insight of Blanche Wiesen Cook’s two volumes on Eleanor, the scholarly analysis of Allida Black’s books, the elegant histories of James MacGregor Burns, and the conclusions drawn by Doris Kearns Goodwin about Eleanor’s impact on the country. All were of indispensable value to me.

Similarly, the scholars and other authors who have done leadership research and provided thoughtful analysis gave me a powerful foundation to build on.

This was particularly true of Burns’s seminal work Leadership and the books of the late John W. Gardner. I relied a great deal on the ideas of women scholars like Rosabeth Moss Kanter, Helen Astin, Carol Gilligan, Karin Klenke, Judy Rosener, Sally Helgesen, and Jean Lipman-Blumen, who have broken much ground on women’s leadership. But these brilliant women have just uncovered the tip of the iceberg when it comes to research and theory on women’s leadership. More needs to be done, particularly as women move in growing numbers into leadership positions in our society. The study referenced in chapter three on mothering and leadership by the Wellesley Centers for Women is a good example of an area that will, I hope, be more fully explored in coming years.

There is one person whose intellect, passion, and insight were indispensable to this book—Eleanor Roosevelt. I found myself repeatedly astounded by her prescience, the contemporary power of her words, and the compelling effect of her straightforward language. Her greatest gift is the written legacy she left the world—literally thousands of pages of letters, articles, books, speeches. (Thanks to the Internet we can even watch a brief snippet of her interviewing John F. Kennedy on her talk show in the 1960s.) Over time, as I read and reread Eleanor’s words, learned more about her life, and thought about the implications for women leaders today, I found myself transformed. Writing this book changed me. It deepened my passion and resolve to continue a lifetime of working for women’s equality in this culture. Eleanor led me to reflect on my leadership, focus on my passion, and get “fired up” about acting on it. I’d like to think that, if she were here, she would see this book as an acknowledgment of her leadership, a tribute to her accomplishments, and a heartfelt thank you.

Robin Gerber
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Time Line



	Oct. 11, 1884    
	Elliot and Anna Roosevelt have their first child, Anna Eleanor.



	              1892
	Eleanor’s mother dies of diphtheria. Eleanor and brothers, Elliott Jr. and Hall, go to live with Anna’s mother.



	              1893
	Eleanor’s brother Elliott Jr. dies at the age of four.



	              1894
	Eleanor’s father dies of the effects of alcoholism and addiction.



	              1899
	Eleanor goes to study with Marie Souvestre at Allenswood, a girls’ school outside of London.



	              1902
	Eleanor leaves Allenswood and returns to New York to make her debut in society.



	              1905
	Eleanor marries Franklin Delano Roosevelt.



	              1906
	Eleanor has her first child and only girl, Anna.



	              1907
	Eleanor has her second child, James.



	              1909
	Eleanor has her third child, Franklin Jr., who dies in infancy.



	              1910
	Eleanor has her fourth child, Elliott. Franklin is elected to state office, and the family moves to Albany, New York.



	              1911
	Franklin becomes assistant secretary of the navy and the family moves to Washington, D.C.



	              1912
	Eleanor has her fifth child, Franklin Jr.



	              1916
	Eleanor has her last child, John, a year before the United States enters World War I.



	              1918
	Eleanor discovers Franklin’s affair with Lucy Mercer.



	              1920
	Franklin nominated as vice-presidential running mate to James N. Cox. Eleanor accompanies Franklin on campaign trail. Cox/FDR lose to Republicans Warren G. Harding and Calvin Coolidge.



	              1921
	Franklin contracts polio.



	    1922–1928
	Eleanor becomes increasingly active in Democratic politics; Franklin is elected governor of New York in 1928.



	              1932
	Franklin is elected president of the United States.



	              1933
	Eleanor holds her first women-only press conference as first lady. She begins her “My Day” column.



	              1936
	Franklin is reelected.



	              1940
	Eleanor speaks on Franklin’s behalf at the Democratic convention. He wins an unprecedented third term.



	              1941
	Japan bombs Pearl Harbor, and the United States enters World War II.



	              1943
	Eleanor visits U.S. troops in the South Pacific.



	              1945
	Eleanor joins the NAACP board of directors after years of work to secure greater civil rights for African Americans. In April, Franklin dies. In September, World War II ends with the surrender of Japan.



	              1946
	Eleanor begins drafting the Universal Declaration of Human Rights as head of the United Nations Human Rights Commission.



	              1948
	The Human Rights Declaration is passed by the United Nations.



	              1950
	Eleanor begins work on television and radio with NBC studios.



	              1952
	Eleanor supports Adlai Stevenson for president, but he loses to Eisenhower.



	              1960
	Eleanor gives John F. Kennedy her support for the presidency.



	 Nov. 7, 1962
	Eleanor dies at the age of seventy-eight.





Introduction

Eleanor Roosevelt holds an unassailable place as the most respected and well-known woman of the last century. In the years before her death in 1962, international polls repeatedly showed her to be the world’s most admired woman. Her renowned biographer, Blanche Wiesen Cook, says that today, “Young people seem to know nothing about history, but they know Eleanor Roosevelt. Everywhere I go, people are galvanized and energized by her.”

Eleanor’s life has inspired biographies, compilations of her writing, and countless posthumous honors and buildings named after her. In all of these contexts she is called a leader, and rightfully so. Yet nowhere will you find an analysis of her leadership. No book has culled out the values, strategies, tactics, and beliefs that allowed her to bring about transformational change.

I wrote this book because the most important part of Eleanor Roosevelt’s legacy for women today is understanding Eleanor as a leader and discovering what she believed were the hallmarks of powerful leadership.

Take one of the best known stories about Eleanor as an example of what we know and yet haven’t fully explored about her. In 1939, the African American opera singer Marian Anderson planned a concert in Washington, D.C. The Daughters of the American Revolution, of which Eleanor was a member, refused to let Anderson sing at DAR Constitution Hall, and they made their reasons plain. “No Negro will ever sing here,” the DAR president announced to the press. In response, Eleanor captured worldwide attention by publicly resigning in protest from the group. “You had an opportunity to lead in an enlightened way,” she wrote to the DAR president, “and your organization has failed.” Eleanor supported arrangements for Anderson to sing on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial. Then the first lady, in a remarkable and little known act of leadership, didn’t go to the concert. She didn’t join the 75,000 people who filled the mall and thrilled at hearing the great contralto sing the national anthem and “America.” Why didn’t Eleanor attend? She wanted the historic moment to belong to Anderson, and she knew her own presence would be a distraction.

Decisiveness and bold action. Character built on firm values. Support for the leadership of others. By the end of her husband’s second term, these pillars of Eleanor’s leadership style were firmly in place. But without a position of formal authority (Eleanor didn’t become U.N. delegate until 1945), whom did Eleanor lead?

Psychologist and author Howard Gardner compared Eleanor to Martin Luther King, Jr. They were both, in Gardner’s words, “leaders of nondominant groups … leaders of the dispossessed.” But the dispossessed find it hard to act as leaders because they feel alone. “Isolation,” author Margaret Wheatley writes, “is one barrier to courageous action.” Eleanor led by breaking down isolation, by bringing communities together, and by forging ties across racial and class lines. She showed extraordinary flexibility in her thinking along with adaptability to the vast changes that swept her life.

Gardner argues that Eleanor also led directly as an advocate of women’s role in government, as a public voice for liberal issues, as an “ombudswoman” with federal agencies on behalf of the public, as an adviser to her husband, and as a prod on issues of social reform. And her leadership had results. As historian Doris Kearns Goodwin explains, after her husband’s death, Eleanor “understood that much of her vision had been realized, that the war had become a vehicle for social reform at home. The United States had been transformed from a weak, isolationist, socially stratified country to a powerful, productive, prosperous society, more just than ever in its history.”

But how had Eleanor become a leader for change? What were the events in her life that forged her leadership style? And what can women today learn from Eleanor’s leadership development and her thoughts and words about leadership? These are the questions this book seeks to answer, because the life lessons that made Eleanor a transforming leader have uncommon power to inspire our own leadership.

Despite her hallowed historic status, Eleanor’s path to leadership will be surprisingly familiar to any woman who has balanced love and ambition, who has struggled with fear of failure, and who understands the need to learn and grow. The lessons to be drawn from Eleanor’s life apply to women exercising their leadership across sectors—from business to government to the nonprofit world. Eleanor would agree with such a broad application of her ideas despite her primary concern with social justice. She firmly believed and constantly advocated that women’s leadership was important in every sphere. She saw her life as a continual process of breaking down barriers and moving toward new and greater goals. Her strategy and her strength came through leadership and through refining her ideas about motivating others in the pursuit of mutual goals and passions.

From the day she was born, Eleanor faced extraordinary obstacles that seemed to mitigate against her development as a leader. Her young parents were part of New York’s high society, but their wealth and status brought little happiness to the household. Eleanor’s mother was cold and removed, disappointed in her only daughter’s lack of beauty and social graces. Eleanor’s beloved father grew into an alcoholic and drug abuser, frequently absent from home and involved with other women. By her tenth birthday Eleanor was an orphan, having lost one parent to diphtheria and the other to the ravages of his addictions.

Eleanor lived with her maternal grandmother for four years until she sailed for England. There she spent three years at Allenswood, a school for girls run by the famed educator Marie Souvestre. At Allenswood, Eleanor’s intellectual capability and curiosity blossomed. Souvestre became a trusted mentor and friend. Eleanor returned to New York interested in social change, and began working with immigrant women and at settlement houses. She had begun to turn a difficult childhood into a powerful belief in discipline, a set of values related to social change, and the beginnings of the inquisitiveness and collaboration that marked her leadership.

Eleanor’s social work career in New York was shortlived. She and her distant cousin, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, fell in love and were married before her twenty-first birthday, in 1905. For the next dozen years Eleanor lived as a wife and mother. She bore six children, one of whom died in infancy. Like mothers today, Eleanor practiced her leadership as a parent, within the context of her times. Meanwhile, FDR launched his political career by going to the New York state senate in 1910. Living under the fierce dominance of her mother-in-law, Sara Delano, Eleanor struggled to define herself, her hopes, and her future. In 1917, World War I offered her a chance to exercise her leadership inclinations as she took on volunteer work for American soldiers.

A monumental turning point in Eleanor’s life came in 1918, when she discovered that Franklin was having an affair with her social secretary, Lucy Mercer. Although Eleanor was heartbroken, she chose to reinvent her marriage rather than destroy it. She and Franklin formed a new kind of partnership that freed her emotionally and psychologically to pursue her leadership passions. The Lucy Mercer affair pushed Eleanor more powerfully toward a path she had started on during the war.

Eleanor aligned herself with a group of activist women who were fighting for suffrage and against the prejudices of the time. She spent the 1920s finding her own identity, causes, and collaborators. She also recommitted herself to FDR, helping him overcome polio and remain in the political arena. She laid the groundwork for her future leadership by developing diverse networks and testing herself as a speaker and political operative. She used her vision to develop projects that were in line with her values, such as the Val-Kill furniture factory to teach rural adults a skill for economic independence and the Todhunter School for Girls in New York City.

In 1933, Eleanor became a reluctant first lady, worried that she would lose the ability to pursue her agenda for social change. Once again she had to adjust to a new place, new role, and unprecedented events. She became at once a heroine and a target of hostile critics. But she also became her husband’s eyes and ears, bringing him detailed stories of poverty in Appalachia, lynchings in the South, unemployment across the land, and the desperate plight of poor children in American cities and on American farms.

She pushed ahead with projects that would make real change in people’s lives. Housing and community development became Eleanor’s crusade as she took steps to create a model city called “Arthurdale” for the rural poor. She created her own bully pulpit to promote New Deal programs, starting a daily column called “My Day” that reached the tiniest towns and the largest cities. She did radio broadcasts and gave countless speeches. And she never stopped promoting opportunities for women—from holding press conferences exclusively for women journalists to supporting women for appointments to public office.

Eleanor’s years in Washington were a proving ground for her leadership skills. In her role as first lady, she learned to get skin “as thick as a rhinoceros,” control her press coverage, judge relationships, and set priorities. By the time FDR died in 1945, the “First Lady of the World” was ready to tackle global change and was appointed to the first U.S. delegation to the United Nations by President Truman. In 1947 Eleanor was elected to chair the U.N. Human Rights Commission, and she guided the drafting of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Her crowning achievement came in securing the passage of the Declaration by the General Assembly in 1948, bringing her lifelong vision of justice and humanity to the world.

Eleanor came to believe that learning and growing, remaining curious, and being open to change were essential elements of leadership. In her last years of life she was as active as she had been in her youth, and she fought against McCarthyism and for new civil rights laws. She cemented her image in the public mind as an enduring force for change.

If there are essential threads that can be pulled from Eleanor’s story of leadership, they are her adherence to her values, her keen assessment of people’s needs, and her ability to motivate those around her to take responsibility and work for change. Starting from her childhood, this book builds on those key elements, explaining how they developed and where they led. It is Eleanor’s story—a story that unfolds as a lasting gift to women leaders who still face many of the challenges Eleanor confronted.

In 2002, there are more women CEOs in the Fortune 1000 than ever before, but the total is still barely more than 1 percent. And these women face greater scrutiny and harsher penalties for failure than men do. Further, the 2000 census shows nearly equivalent numbers of women and men holding college degrees, yet 25 percent more men earn salaries greater than $75,000 a year. Studies released in 2002 by Congress and a group of women corporate executives and business owners confirm that equality for women in business is still a distant dream. Although women are starting businesses at much faster rates than men and actively breaking into the technology sector, their access to capital is severely limited. Women are also still grossly underrepresented in positions of power in politics. Women comprise only 13 percent of the members of Congress, and barely more than a fifth of all state legislators are female.

Although these issues differ somewhat in kind or degree from the problems of Eleanor’s day, the solutions rest on the same foundation: leadership. Why? Leadership is about change. It means intentionally achieving a helpful, ethical purpose, and doing so in a process of reciprocal motivation and support between leaders and those they hope to lead. And although many aspects of society must change for women to achieve true equality of opportunity, women can start by making personal change. We can work to develop and exercise our leadership to achieve our individual visions of change—whether those visions are to build a business, win public office, reform the local PTA, raise good citizens, or move into top management in the private sector.

This book is my act of leadership, an attempt to motivate other women to be leaders through the powerful words and deeds of the greatest woman leader of our time. I hope it will encourage you to act, to challenge yourself, to believe enough in your dreams to turn them into reality. I hope you will discover, or further develop, the leadership you already possess. All of us can be leaders, and Eleanor’s life proves that no obstacle is too great to stand in the way of realizing your own ability to lead. But the first step toward leadership is taking personal responsibility. If Eleanor’s life held a central theme it is this: We are personally responsible for who we become, who we choose to be.

If Eleanor were here she would say, as she did to the women of her time, “Today is a challenge for women … tomorrow will see how [you] answer the challenge!”


CHAPTER ONE

Learn from Your Past












“Character building begins
 in our infancy, and continues
 until death.” —ER


In late 1933, at the end of her first year as first lady, Eleanor Roosevelt called her publisher to ask how her book, It’s Up to the Women, was doing. The book had been published only a few months earlier, and Eleanor was anxious to learn how the public was responding to it. She was relieved to hear it was selling “very steadily.”

Eleanor had written the book as a combination of homemaking advice and political manifesto. In a chapter called “The Problems of the Young Married,” she counseled couples to show “an immense amount of tolerance and of unselfishness” toward each other. But being tolerant and unselfish didn’t mean women must forgo all personal goals and ambitions. Women should also feel free to marry and have careers, she argued in a later chapter. “Women’s lives must be adjusted and arranged for in just the same way that men’s lives are,” Eleanor wrote.

Eleanor had written her first book in the middle of a year when she also determinedly rewrote the role of first lady. She held the first-ever press conference by a president’s wife and, to counter the all-male White House press corps, she admitted only women. She put together a team of women to work on getting women appointed to government jobs, an effort that resulted in Frances Perkins’s appointment as FDR’s secretary of labor, making her the first-ever woman cabinet member.

By August of 1933, Eleanor’s leadership had begun to attract notice. Suffragist and political strategist Carrie Chapman Catt had pictures of statesmen hanging on her wall, “but under the new administration,” she wrote to Eleanor, “I have been obliged to start a new collection, and that is one of stateswomen … and you are the very center of it all.”

It’s Up to the Women was part of a larger agenda. According to biographer Blanche Wiesen Cook, Eleanor wanted “to create a grassroots movement, led and informed by women,” to carry out the social reforms of the New Deal. Her book stood like a banner in that effort. The small volume held a message that rested on foundations forged in Eleanor’s childhood, especially the idea of personal responsibility and duty. She had taken these first leadership lessons, as many leaders do, from early experience. Just as It’s Up to the Women called on women to make change, it had been up to Eleanor, as a child, to triumph over more misfortune than any child should have to face. But triumph she did, with the firm belief that if she could, anyone could.

Reflecting on her early life, Eleanor concluded that “one can, even without any particular gifts, overcome obstacles that seem insurmountable if one is willing to face the fact that they must be overcome; that, in spite of timidity and fear, in spite of a lack of special talents, one can find a way to live widely and fully.”

She held to a simple understanding drawn from her childhood—you don’t have to be special to lead a special life. That belief cemented her many and varied relationships. Eleanor had drawn a key lesson from her history and gained faith not only in her own ability but also in the ability of other people. Publishing It’s Up to the Women was only one act of many that Eleanor took to inspire women by speaking to them as fellow travelers on the road to a better world.

In Leadership: The Journey Inward, Delorese Ambrose writes that self-knowledge is a prerequisite for leadership. Ambrose writes: “To transform our organizations, our communities, or our lives, we must first transform ourselves. Leadership development, then, becomes a process of self-reflection aimed at personal growth: a journey inward.” It is a lifetime journey, one that begins by examining our childhood and determining the sources of our leadership.

First Understand Your Needs

On October 11, 1884, Eleanor was born into a family stricken by two deaths that had occurred on the same day earlier in the year. Her father, Elliott, had lost his mother on a foggy February night. Hours later, in the same house, his sister-in-law, Theodore’s wife, died in childbirth.

“I must have been a more wrinkled and less attractive baby than the average,” Eleanor wrote, “but to my father I was a miracle from Heaven.” But Elliott’s joy was crippled by grief over his mother’s
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