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Eleanor Roosevelt’s Early Life 

Eleanor Roosevelt’s early life had a very strong effect on her political and adult life. 

Eleanor was born in New York City on October 11, 1884 to a family of extreme wealth. Her 

father, Elliott Roosevelt, and mother, Anna Hall Roosevelt were two of her biggest influences. 

Elliott became an alcoholic and Anna began paying less attention to her kids because she was 

worried for her husband. Although the tension between Elliott and Anna was not easy on 

Eleanor, she still learned a lot from her parents. Eleanor also learned a lot from Mlle. Marie 

Souvestre, the headmaster of her school in England. After Eleanor returned home from Europe, 

she stayed with Mrs. W. Forbes Hall Morgan, also known as Aunt Pussie. Aunt Pussie, a member 

of New York Society, was another of Eleanor’s greatest influences. She claims that each of these 

four persons did “much to change [her] inner development as a person.”  1

Elliott and Anna Roosevelt, the first two to have any impact on their daughter’s life, were 

very opposite in regards to how they treated Eleanor. Eleanor always considered her father to be 

“a very close and warm personality.”  He inspired her. She truly relied on her father’s love and 2

kindness as a child. When she failed her parents’ high expectations, he was always there to 

reassure and comfort her. Overall, she “loved the way he treated [her].”  However, he did 3

become annoyed with her from time to time. Especially when she “disappointed him in such 
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things as physical courage.”  He wanted her to be confident in herself. On the other hand, 4

Eleanor’s mother “had such high standards of morals that it encouraged [Eleanor] to 

wrongdoing; [she] felt it was utterly impossible for [her] ever to live up to [Anna]!”  Anna was 5

also very beautiful and Eleanor knew that her mom found her to have a “lack of beauty.”  It 6

appears that Eleanor wanted nothing more than her mother’s approval and attention. For 

example, Eleanor told one of the sisters at the convent she attended that she swallowed a penny 

in an attempt to receive some attention.  Eleanor would also stroke her mother’s head when she 7

had headaches because it made her feel “useful [and] was perhaps the greatest joy [she] 

experienced.”   8

After analyzing the relationship that Eleanor had with her parents, it can be said that she 

wanted to impress her parents more than anything. She constantly felt like she was not good 

enough, regardless of Elliott’s comforting. It is no wonder that she was a “shy, solem child.”  9

Without her father’s reassuring, she may have never been anything more than a shy person 

because her mother made her feel inferior. However, with her father’s low expectations, it 

definitely gave her a little more confidence. If her parents were always proud of her, she could 

have been cocky. Therefore, having one parent who made her self-conscious and another that 

made her happy about herself, she became a person with a decent amount of confidence. Her 
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want to impress her parents had a great impact on her political life as well. Since she was never 

able to impress her parents as a child, she wanted to do big things as an adult, which she 

definitely did. She accomplished many tasks in the political world. After Eleanor’s father became 

an alcoholic, it started to cause problems in her home, which she easily noticed. Her mother and 

father soon died when Eleanor was only 10 years old. This made her incredibly sad and 

lonesome, as any orphan is bound to feel. She then moved in with her grandmother, where she 

began “learning the importance of manners, being a young lady, and helping the less fortunate.” 

 These lessons definitely came into play during her political career and adult life, as she was 10

very polite and constantly worked to help the lives of the less fortunate. She was well respected 

in the political world. 

Mlle. Marie Souvestre “exerted perhaps the greatest influence on [Eleanor’s] girlhood.”  11

Mlle. Marie Souvestre was the headmaster at Eleanor’s boarding school in London, England. 

Eleanor had begun to feel less confident since the death of her father.  But, Marie brought 

Eleanor’s confidence back because she thought of her as an intelligent girl with a lot of character. 

 This allowed Eleanor to return home to the United States with not only confidence in herself, 12

but confidence in her intellect as well. Mlle. Marie Souvestre played a large role in the 

development of Eleanor’s political life too, with her “commitment to liberal causes and detailed 

study of history play[ing] a key role”  This taught Eleanor how “to state her opinions on 13
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controversial political events clearly and concisely”  Lastly, just being at a boarding school 14

forced Eleanor to become independent, which definitely helped her as an adult. 

The last person that had a significant influence on Eleanor during her early life was Mrs. 

W. Forbes Hall Morgan, or, Aunt Pussie. Aunt Pussie pretty much taught Eleanor how to be an 

adult. From her, Eleanor learned self-discipline, which obviously helped Eleanor to achieve as 

many things as she did as an adult and politician. Eleanor also recognized that “each new ordeal 

[she went through] was a step forward in the lessons of living.” Aunt Pussie was well liked and 15

Eleanor learned a lot from her. 

The experiences and role models that Eleanor had throughout her early life afforded her 

the opportunity to enhance her political and adult life. Her parents taught her to have high 

expectations for herself and to stay hungry for accomplishment. Her grandmother made her 

polite and caring. Mlle. Marie Souvestre filled her with confidence and knowledge, especially 

when it came to politics. Lastly, Eleanor’s aunt, Mrs. W. Forbes Hall Morgan, taught her how to 

discipline herself and deal with people. With the learning of all of these key characteristics and 

abilities in Eleanor’s early life, she was given the tools for a strong political career, and even 

better adult life. Eleanor Roosevelt was a truly amazing person. 
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