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The shy, quiet girl of her childhood became a ghost of the past when Eleanor Roosevelt 

took the public stage as First Lady of the United States. Her years in the White House proved 

that she was no longer “a curious mixture of extreme innocence and unworldliness.”  In fact, 1

through her countless magazine articles, newspaper columns, radio broadcasts, and press 

conferences, Eleanor Roosevelt captivated the nation’s attention, redefining the role of women 

both in everyday life and in politics.  

Between 1933 and 1945 alone, Eleanor Roosevelt wrote 2,500 newspaper columns, 

published six books, and produced 299 magazine articles. She gave over seventy speeches each 

year covering issues ranging from women in politics to old age pensions.  Eleanor embraced this 2

opportunity to be in the spotlight and voiced her opinions about political issues while developing 

her image of the American woman.  

In 1935 Eleanor began writing a daily column titled “My Day,” describing her life at the 

White House. Reaching over 4.5 million people with this column and another called, “If You Ask 

Me,” Eleanor’s words spread quickly and she became a model for her readers.  She used these 3

personal articles to express her own opinions and establish herself as an individual, supportive 

yet independent of her husband, the president. Eleanor was a strong believer in the working 
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woman, and prided herself in being a journalist and writer.  She claimed that women “must 

become more conscious of themselves as women and of their ability to function as a group. At 

the same time they must try to wipe from men’s consciousness the need to consider them as a 

group or as women in their everyday activities, especially as workers in industry or the 

professions.”  Her work with “My Day” and “If You Ask Me” not only explicitly stated her 4

views, but their existence also demonstrated Eleanor’s desire to earn an income, and by example 

encouraged women across the country to find work as well. In fact, during her first years as First 

Lady, she earned an average annual income of $70,000 through her contributions to the Ladies’ 

Home Journal and her autobiography This Is My Story among others.  She was also the first First 5

Lady to hold an official government position, taking on the role of Assistant Director of Civilian 

Defense in 1941.  Eleanor believed that women needed to be active contributors to a solution 6

during the hard times of the Great Depression because “the women know that life must go on 

and that the needs of life must be met and it is their courage and determination which, time and 

again, have pulled us through worse crises than the present one.”7

Eleanor’s “My Day” column was a collective mix of politic views, personal anecdotes, 

and an intense social calendar. In her first column published December 31, 1935, she relates a 
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cozy evening by the fire—her husband was in bed sick—reading “a report on educational work 

in the CCC camps.”  She then describes a social lunch with sixteen attendees including an 8

acquaintance with “a delicious sense of humor.”  The informal tone of the columns depicted the 9

Presidential family as one that millions of families across the nation could identify with. While 

perhaps not hosting parties of the same magnitude and or inviting the same guest lists, American 

women looked to Eleanor for advice regarding family and social matters. She published 

numerous articles detailing the characteristics of a successful marriage, despite the condition of 

her own, and described her family as a more cohesive unit than it truly was.  Eleanor used these 10

articles to regulate the press coverage her family faced, and found comfort in the control that 

writing her own story provided.  

Eleanor’s writings appealed to women from many different backgrounds and 

circumstances, and while she often encouraged women to join the workforce and become 

involved in politics, she addressed different occupations as well. When prompted to define the 

term “housewife,” by one of her readers, Eleanor asserted that “no woman has any reason for 

feeling humiliated by the title.”  She went on to write, “It is one of the most skilled professions 11

in the world. When one adds to the business of running a house, the care and bringing up of 
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children, there is so much needed preparation for this occupation that I think it could be classed 

today among the most skilled occupations in the world.”  Eleanor showed her support for 12

American women regardless of their lifestyles, lobbying for women’s inclusion in New Deal 

programs while also acknowledging the other roles women might have. She argued that a “well-

run home and the well-brought-up children are more important even than a well-run business. 

More people are affected by the occupation of a housewife and mother than are ever touched by 

any single business, no matter how large it may be.”  Eleanor reinforced the importance of 13

motherhood and family, explaining its effect on the nation’s success.  

In order to connect with readers on a personal level, Eleanor traveled frequently when 

writing.  She asserted her independence despite the criticism she received for leaving her 14

husband while on these trips. She justified her absence arguing, “If I stayed in Washington all the 

time, I’d lose touch with the rest of the world…I would begin to think perhaps that my life in 

Washington was representative of the rest of the country and that is a dangerous point of view.”  15

In Eleanor’s eyes, women needed to practice some degree of independence because they were 

not only more than capable of completing specific tasks, but because it was the most efficient 

way of getting things done.  In some situations a wife, a woman, must act on her own because 

“what good would it do to try to get someone else to stand by when you are about to have a 

baby? What good would it do to turn to anyone else if your husband drank and you had to try to 
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collect his wages before they were all spent?”  Through her travels, Eleanor learned about the 16

lives of the American people, visiting New Deal programs and witnessing their living conditions. 

She kept informed and therefore felt better prepared in her position as First Lady, as the voice of 

the public.  

As she translated the experiences of her travels and her everyday life into writings 

published for public viewing, Eleanor Roosevelt inspired a dedicated group of followers. Her 

articles, columns, and speeches were often met by a welcoming audience. During her women-

only press conferences, the female reporters proved their loyalty by working closely with 

Eleanor and “regarded the first lady compassionately.”  The American people took interest in 17

her work and she received hundreds of thousands of letters each year. In the 1930s, people wrote 

to her describing their experiences with the Great Depression and looked to the first lady for 

advice. Eleanor personally read about fifty letters each day, and saw it as a way of fulfilling her 

duty as an advocate for the people. The spirit, candor, and charm evident in her work was well 

received especially in her “My Day” column.  Public polls revealed that by 1939, sixty-seven 18

percent of people supported the way she conducted herself as first lady, in comparison to the 

only fifty-eight percent who felt the same way about her husband as President.   19
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Eleanor Roosevelt used the publicity of her position to become a role model for her readers. She 

emphasized the importance of women’s roles as caring mothers and supportive wives, while also 

encouraging the women of the world to become more involved in their nation’s politics. She 

embraced her position as first lady, claiming, “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!”  20

Eleanor Roosevelt defined the modern American woman as one who channeled her compassion 

and determination effectively to become an agent of change and challenged her audience, “In 

numbers there is strength, and we in America must help the women of world.”  21
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