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perhaps one of the most under-recognized advocates for peace and inter
national cooperation in America (for example, she chaired the Edward Bok
Peace Prize Committee, which reviewed plans for reintroducing the United
States into peacekeeping efforts around the world after the country refused to
join the League of Nation9.° Her new work would soon make her the face of
the human rights campaign around the globe.

NO ORDINARY LFE

“My mother,” Eleanorwrote inthe rstline of her autobiography, “was one of the
most beautiful women | have ever seen Later passages revealed how Elea
nor saw herself: as a plain, serious, awkward girt* “I must have been a more
wrinkled and less attractive baby than the average.... | was a shy, solemn child
even at the age of two, and | am sure that even when | danced, | never smiled?
Such impressions, Eleanor suggested, were driven into her by her mother,
Anna Roosevelt, who often picked on her, meking Eleanor’s clothing and shy
ness—one of Anna’s favorite nicknames for her daughter was “Granny.” Eleanor
later recalled that at such moments, she “wanted to sink through the oor in
shame.”® Anna set the moral standards in the family so high that Eleanor felt

Eleanor (far right) at the age of six with her father and brothers in New York, New York, circa
1890. Eleanor saw herself as a “plain, serious, awkward girl” and a “shy, solemn child.”
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Eleanor at her school, Allenswood, in England in 1900. Eleanor was sent to boarding school to acquire a
rst-rate education. The school stressed intellectual courage, taught its students openness, and had them
practice arguing their opponents’ views.

American pupil, and in time they developed a warm mutual affection that
lasted until Souvestrés death in 1905. Academic discipline and the guidance
of a devoted mentor gave Eleanor the skills and con dence that she later
displayed. Souvestre who stressed intellectual courage, taught her students
openness and had them practice arguing their opponents’ views. She also made
Eleanor her personal companion for her European summer travels. During
these travels, Eleanor was exposed to new cultures, learned many new skills,
and, at Souvestr& insistence, visited the poor and underprivileged—along
with the usual mix of tourist destinations. Later in life, Eleanor concluded that
Souvestrehad the biggest in uence on her childhood. She noted her teacher’s
legacy:

As | look back, | realize that Mlle. Souwesseather an

extraordinary character. She often fought seemingly lost causes, but
they were often won in the long runl think | came to feel that

the underdog was always the one to be chamffioned!

After three years in EnglandEleanor returned to the United States, where she
spent the remainder of her adolescence among the “Knickerbockers.” These
members of New York’s high society lad abundant leisure time; they spent
it visiting one another's mansions, riding horses, playing polo and golf, and
hunting—the traditional pursuits of the British aristocracy. Though they did
not need to work, many of the men pursued higher education and careers in
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from tradition. To the dismay of her family, she refused to simply sit on the
boards of charitable organizations; she sought rsthand knowledge of social
problems. Instead of charity—which she viewed as demeaning—she believed
in reform, in institutions that promoted equal opportunities for everyone and

that preserved the dignity of those who had nothing.

Reporting on this decisive period, Eleanor wrote in her autobiography,

| had a great curiosity about life, and a desire to participate in

every experience that might be the lot of a woman. There seemed to
me to be a necessity for hurry; without rhyme or reason, | felt the
urge to ba part of the stream of kfe.

Though Eleanor often felt uneasy about Knickerbocker rituals, she seems
never to have doubted that, for her, “the lot of a woman” involved marrying
someone who moved in elite circles. This was why, “in the autumn of 1903,
when Franklin Roosevelt, my fth cousin once removed, asked me to marry
him, though | was only nineteen, it seemed entirely natural .2

ELEANOR AND FRANKLN

Franklin Delano Roosevelt was born on January 30, 1882, in Hyde Park,
New York, to James Roosevelt and Sara Delano Roosevelt. As a boy, Franklin
pursued outdoor activities with zeal, always under the adoriig watch of his
mother. He was tutored privately in academic subjects, and, as a result, he
had a very secluded early childhood. At the age of 14, Franklinvas sent to
board at Groton, a prestigious preparatory school in Massachusetts. Sharp and
articulate, Franklingraduated from Groton and went on to obtain a bachelor’s
degree in history from Harvard. Franklin who studied history, government,
and economics, also devoted many hours of his time to thédarvard Crimson
newspaper, of which he was an editor and president. Never an “honors stu
dent,” Franklin nevertheless entered Columbia Law School. He departed that
institution without a degree, but he passed the New York bar exam anyway!
With Franklin came his overbearing mother, Sara. A widow since 1900, Sara
had long dominated her only son’s life, and she did not hesitate to make deei
sions for her new daughter-in-law.

Eleanorand Franklinvere married on St. Patrick’s Dayin 1905, and theirmarriage
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rsthand. On his return that year,
he contracted in uenza (in 1918,
Europe and other areas around
the world were hit hard by the
“Spanish u” in what became one
of the worst in uenza epidemics).
Bedridden, Franklin arrived in the
United States and was greeted by
his wife. Eleanor, who received
his luggage, discovered a stack of
letters revealing what she had pre
viously suspected—Franklin and
Lucy Mercer had become lovers.
Eleanor acted resolutely. She gave :
her husband an ultimatum: he
would either give her a divorce or
never see Merceragain. Informed
by his mother that a divorce would
mean losing his rights to the fam
ily, Franklin agreed to break off
the affair?®

Credit: © Bettmann/Corbis

Eleanor and FDR at the family house on Campobello
Island. Though Eleanor often de ed elite rituals, she
nevertheless married within the upper social class.

INDEPENDENCE

Despite the affair, wife and husband would move on and forge a new part
nership based on shared political values and ambitions—a partnership that
would reach almost every corner of American ife.

Biographer Allida Black wrote that World War | “radicalized” Eleanor’s outlook.
After the armistice, Eleanor traveled to France with Franklin to see the devas
tated cities and shell-shocked soldiers. Was there away to protect future genera
tions from such a fate? Upon her return, she joined a campaign for the League
of Nations, an international organization many hoped would do just that®
In retrospect, Eleanor’s work to bring about the United States’ entry into the
League of Nations was especially important for her role in the United Nations
two decades later. So was her fervent advocacy, during the 1920s, on behalf of
the International Court of Justicdalso known as the World Court), which was
established by the Covenant of the League of Nations with the goal of settling
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Eleanor at a 1924 Democratic meeting in New York, New York, with Louis Howe, Mrs. Henry
Morgenthau, Sr., Herbert Pell, Caroline O’Day, Henry Morgenthau, Sr., and Nancy Cook. Louis Howe,
FDR’s close political advisor, eventually coached Eleanor to play a national political role.

off the Maine coast when Franklin began to feel ill. Eleanor recounted the events
in a letter written on August 14:

We have had a very anxious few days as on Wed. evening Franklin
was taken ill. It seemed a chill, but Thursday he had so much pain
in his back and legs that | sent for the doctor; by Friday evening he
lost his ability to walk or move his legs, but though they felt numb,
he can still feel in [sic] thém.

Within a few days, he was paralyzed from the waist down. Franklin had con
tracted polio. Tremendous determination and Eleanor’s unwavering assistance
permitted him to recover much of his energy, but he remained in a wheelchair
for the rest of his life.

When recovery was in sight, in de ance of her mother-in-law’s wishes,

Eleanor urged Franklin to push on with his political career, and she helped
him keep his name in the press. She resumed her work for social justice,
took up the cause of women’s equality, and developed a wide network of
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colleagues and friends who became increasingly in uential in the Democratic
Party. Indeed, during the 1920s, the Roosevelts emerged as a powerful political
force.

WOMEN IN POWER

At Sara Roosevelt'sstate in Hyde Park, a town 60 miles from New York City, the
big family house lled up on weekends with children, their friends, and Frank
lin’s political cronies. In 1926, to nd ameasure of peace, Eleanor had a cottage
built two miles from the house, giving it the name early Dutch settlers had used
fornearby Fallkill Creek:Val-Kill. Franklin,who supportedtheideafully, provided
the land and oversaw the design and construction. When the cottage was com
pleted, Eleanor had a place of her own. She shared it with two of her closest
friends: Marion Dickerman and her partner, Nancy Cook®® Val-Kill was more
than aretreat or home. Inthe rst place, the cottage afforded Eleanor a place to
develop her social and political ties. In Hyde Park—in the so-called “Big House”
she and Franklinshared—Saraontinued to be a foreboding presence. She con
stantly intervened in Eleanor’s relationship with her children, and she did not
hesitate to pass judgment on her visitors. Indeed, Sdsaviews of people who
sympathized with the work-
ing poor—she often called
them  “socialists"—were
notoriously negative, as
were her prejudices against
Jews and immigrants®
Away from Sara, Eleanor
was able to see whomever
she wanted.

Many friends came and
went through the doors
of the cottage, but for a
few years Val-Kill united in
particular Eleanor, Cook,
and Dickerman in a vigor-

ous campaign. Cook was a
Eleanor with Nancy Cook, Caroline O’'Day, and Marion
Dickerman in New York in 1929. The friendship these women Strong advocate of world
began in 1922 developed into a strong political partnership in  peace, of women’s vot
the next decade.

o
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ing rights, of women’s right to fair wages and safe jobs, and of the abolition of
child labor. Eleanor believed inthese causes, and a close friendship grew onthe
basis of a shared social and political vision. The friendship began in 1922, when
Cook became executive secretary of the Women’s Division of the New York State
Democratic Committee and asked Eleanor to campaign with her for progres
sive causes and Democratic candidates. Overcoming her shyness and awkward
ness, Eleanor began to be recognized as a charismatic public speaker (an art she
perfected over the decade) and as a visionary among an emerging new liberal
constituency.

As the partnership expanded, the women established a furniture factory on the
premises. It was presided over by Cook, whose woodworkig skills were out
standing. The idea was to introduce some form of industry into rural areas so
that young men would be able to learn new skills and supplement theirincome
during agricultural downtimes (Eleanor would continue to pursue this idea dur
ing the 1930s). They also bought an elite private school for girls in New York
called Todhunter, where Eleanor taught literature, drama, and history. Dicker
man became the principal, and Eleanor shaped the school’s curriculum. In its
focus onfemale intellectual achievementand leadership, the school was similar
to Allenswood, the boarding school Eleanor had attended in Englané.

Val-Kill quickly developed as the center of gravity for a dynamic group of politi
cal activists who spearheaded campaigns for better housing, improved sanita
tion and wages, public parks and recreation, job-safety legislation, and many
social reformsthatthe New Dealould later feature: unemploymentinsurance,
workers’ compensation, child labor protections, and equal rights and pay for
women in the workplace, among other causes. Building on the experience they
gained during the struggle for women'’s right to vote (suffrage), the group mem
bers further developed their political skills and sharpened their understanding
of the challenges a professional political career presented.

“Nan” Cook, Marion Dickerman, and Eleanor added a fourth key player to
their team: wealthy activist and future congresswoman Caroline O’Day, who
was elected chairperson of the Women’s Division of the New York Deme

cratic Party in 1923. Eleanor, too, was elected to an of cial post: she became
the vice president and nance chairperson of the Women'’s Division of the
New York State Democratic Committee. In addition, Eleanor worked closely
with the Women’s Trade Union League, which promoted the rights and
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position in Congress—one that gave them great leverage: “If | come out with
an anti-lynching bill now, they will block every bill | ask Congress to pass to
keep America from collapsing. | just can't take that risk®? Indeed, Franklin
was convinced that southern Democratswho controlled most of the congres
sional committees, would shut down all funding for his New Deal policies.

Friendships with blacks did notalways come easily for Eleanor, despite her activ
ism. At a dinner party in 1927, she had been seated next to Mary McLeod Bet
hune, the founder of a school that bore her name. Eleanor found herself imme
diately drawn to Bethune's integrity andfrankness. But she had to work to over
come lingering biases.

[Eleanor] liked to kiss people whom she knew well when greeting
them and when saying good-bye, but it took some time and a
conscious effort for Eleanor to give Mrs. Bethune a peck on the

cheek, and it was not until she kissed Mrs. Bethune without thinking

of it, that she felt she had at last overcome the racial prejudice
within hersef

Later in her life, Eleanor credited that friendship with helping her overcome
her racial awkwardness; she liked to say that Mary Bethune was the closest

© Bettmann/Corbis

Eleanor with National Youth Administratideaders Aubrey Williams and Mary McLeod Bethune at the
National Conference of the Negro and Negro Youth in Washington, DC, on January 7, 1937. Eleanor
collaborated with Bethune on such issues as education and civil rights.
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industries, mines, ports, and transportation hubs, presented a set of new chal
lenges: population density and housing shortages, questions of education and
welfare, unemploymentandthe needforjobtraining, and regulation of workers’
wages and the concerns of unions. These new social issues generated tension,
strikes, demonstrations, and even riots. The economic crisis that the Roosevelt
administration faced—the Great Depression—ensured that none of these preb
lems would be easily resolved.

The New Dealwas designedto respond to these new challenges. Underitsinno
vative programs, America for the rst time afforded the poorand the margin
alized federally mandated rights and protections. Eleanor Roosevelt played a
crucial partin advancing the changes. World War 1l would expand her thinking
about rights, adding moral urgency to the impulse she felt to protect the rights
of every individual.

‘A...MOTHER HEN FOR ALL RESCUE AGENCIES”

After 1933, the Roosevelt administration initiated a set of reforms aimed not
only at economic recovery but also at expansion of the scope of American
democracy.While progressonracialissueswasslow, PresidentRoosevelt'ssocial
reforms sought to reintroduce into society thee whom the Great Depression
had pushed to the sidelines. The president’s message, while populist, was one of
hope, openness, and greater opportunities for all.

At the same time as the Roosevelts were attempting to extend opportunities
to everyone in the United States, Germanyegan a fast-paced transformation
from democracy to dictatorship. In 1933, torchlights in Berlin celebrated Adolf
Hitler's appointment as Germany’s new chancellor. What followed was a series
of unprecedented changes that transforme@Germany into the most notorious
dictatorshipinhistory.Bookburning,censorship, politicalrepression,and,above
all, the ruthless persecution of Jews and other minorities marked the destruc
tion of German democracy. Step by step, Germany became a militarized soci
ety whose members were mobilized to serve the outlandish goals of a ruthless
dictator. Those who dissented were brutally silenced. Those who opposed were
red, arrested, and summarily killed. And the wealk, the sick, and the “racially
inferior” faced statelessness, exile, and cruel death.

Finally, after six years of militarization and expansion without war, Hitler sent
his troops to the battle eld. On September 1, 1939, German bombers destroyed
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Eleanor’s sympathies were with the victims of Nazi terror, but what could she
do? She was not an elected of cial, and the president was ghting to extend
New Deal policies while preparing for reelection, so she used the tools at her
disposal. InNovember 1938, during Kristallnacht (known asthe Night ofthe Bro
ken Glass), when Nazi thugs attacked Jewish synagogues, arrested thousands,
and destroyed homes and businesses throughout Germamnd Austria, Elea
nor began to speak out frequently against antisemitism in Améaa. She did so
primarily because Franklinand his advisors repeatedly cautioned her that she
couldnotcriticizetheadministration’simmigrationpolicies.Wrappedinsecrecy,
denial, and unrealistic fears of communistin Itrators and Nazi spies, these poti
cies were closely monitored by the State Department. Still, for Eleanor and a
small group of rescue organizations, the news about Kristallnacht was a call to
action.’

Several weeks after Kristallnachtin an essay titled “Keepers of Democracy,”
Eleanor protested against growing fears of minorities in America, connecting
these to xenophobia, antisemitism, and racism: “There is a growing wave in this
country of fear, and of intolerance which springs from fear. Sometimesitis areli
gious intolerance, sometimes itis a racial intolerance, but all intolerance grows
fromthe same roots.**® She feltthat Americawas in need of a “rude awakening.”
Democracyitselfwas atgreatriskif, forthe sake offeeling secure, Americawould
embrace dictatorial policies toward its minorities (as was the case in Germany
where hatred of Jews was used to promote Hitlés racist policies)2°®

Aweek later,on January 23, 1939, Eleanor scolded the public directly for its atti
tudes toward efforts to save German Jews:

What a curious thing it is when a great musician like Mischa
Elmart®? offers the proceeds from a concert trip throughout the
country to the fund for refugees, that he has to be guarded on the
way to and from his rst concert. What has happened to us in this
country? If we study our own history, we nd that we have always
been ready to receive the unfortunates from other countries, and
though this may seem a generous gesture on our part, we have
pro ted a thousand fold by what they have broudht us.
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Later, in July 1939, Eleanor received of cial numbers regarding immigrants
who came to the United States. She reported that despite the urgency of the
situation in Germany, refugees arrived in the United States in very small num
bers, much smaller than what the of cial quotas had allowed*? Barred from
criticizing the administration’s policies in public for this discrepancy, Elea
nor turned to unof cial channels in her attempts to help families of Jewish
refugees. Behind the scenes, Eleanor met with Justine Polier, a judge who
was also the daughter of the in uential New York rabbi Stephen Wise. Polier,
hoping to enlist Eleanor’s support, presented a plan that would allow German
Jewish children, who were eeing Nazi persecution, the right to enter the
United States. Eleanor promptly agreed to help, and she advised Polier on
legislative strategy:

My husband says that you had better go to work at once and get
two people of opposite parties in [Congress] and have them jointly
get agreement on the legislation which you want for bringing in
children. The State Department is only afraid of what Congress
will say to them, and therefore if you remove that fear the State
Department will make no objection. He advises you [to] get all the
Catholic support you céh.

Following this advice, the bill was introduced in February 1939 with two
sponsors: Senator Robert F. Wagner, a Democrat from New York, and cen
gresswoman Edith Nourse Rogers, a Republican from Massachusetts. But
opposition was shrill, and over thirty prominent associations lined up against
the Wagner-Rogers bil] including the American Legion, the Daughters of the
American Revolution, and the Veterans of Foreign Wars. Their position was
that “charity begins at home"—that as the nation recovered from the Depres
sion, the focus had to be on protecting American children from hunger and
want. Others espoused explicitly antisemitic views.

As the ght over immigration intensi ed, Eleanor cabled Franklin, who was
traveling in the Caribbean. He did not respond, and when Eleanor sought
help from White House staff, she was told that if the president spoke out, his
opponents might present legislation to cut the already stringent immigration
quotas. Eleanor wrote Polier, sharing the bad news: “I cabled [my husband]
and he said. . . he would be pleased to have the bill go through, but he did
not want to say anything publicly at the present time.*** Without presidential
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ers, intellectuals, and authors who often criticized the Nazi Party—remained
trapped and were eventually caught and murdered. Eleanor’s intervention on
behalf of Fry’s mission was met with awall of prejudice, suspicion, and antisemi
tism. In the end, Franklinwas dissuaded by Long from opening the immigration
quotas.

Frywas assisted by American Unitarian minister Waitstill Sharp and his wife Mar
tha, who also attemptedto rescue refugees in France. Setting their base in neu
tral Portugal, they helped smuggle individuals for whom they secured visas to
the United States. Among the refugees the Sharps directly helped escape was
the German Jewish author Lion Feuchtwanger, whose sharp criticism of Nazism
placed him at the top of the German blacklist. When Feuchtwanger was identi
ed in one of the concentration camps in southern France, activists knew that
it was a matter of time before the Germans would discover his location and kill
him. Itis said that word of his situation reached Eleanor, and that she whispered
inFranklin’s ear, “We need to do something about people like this.” Shortly there
after, Lion Feuchtwanger was secretly taken out of the camp and putinto a dip
lomatic car. He and hiswife Martawere led tothe home of AmericanVice-Consul
Hiram Bingham. From there, accompanied by the Sharps, the Feuchtwangers
were smuggled at great risk across Spain into Portugal. The two later sailed from
Lisbon to America, where they made their home for the rest of their lives. In
another dramatic rescue, the Sharps secured visas for another 29 children and
10 adults.*?

Sadly, ofthe 567 names of intellectuals, scholars, and artists seeking asylum that
the ERC and other Jewish organizations submitted to the Department of State,
only 40 were allowed into the United States!?

On another memorable occasion, in the summer of 1940, 83 refugees did man
age to slip past the unof cial barriers againstincoming Jews. “Filled to capacity
with 317 passengers,” wrote scholar Doris Kearns Goodwin,

theQuanzéad steamed into New York Harbor in late August.

All those in possession of American visas were allowed to debark.
The remaining passengers, refugees who had escaped from
occupied France, pleaded with authorities to let them come
ashore, too. “Impossible,” said the of cials, “no one can step onto
American soil without the proper papers.Quibazasailed on

to Veracruz, hoping to nd a more receptive port, but the Mexican
authorities ordered the ship to return to Europe. “Complete despair
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tary zones “from which any or all persons may be excluded.®° In effect,
Roosevelt’s decree forced all peopleof Japanese descent to register with the
government and to prepare to leave their homes for unknown destinations. By
May, virtually all Japanese American residents of the West Coast were moved
into internment camps (also called relocation centers), located from Idaho to
Texas, until the last year of the war.

For critics, the injustice could not have been better illustrated when, almost
simultaneously, the government began to recruit Japanese Americans for the
military. The majority of these loyal citizens were sent to serve together when
the 442nd Infantry Regimental Combat Team was formed in 1943. The 442nd,
one of the most decorated units in American history, fought alongside white
units for the liberation of Europe from the Nazis.

As internment became a n#éional policy, Eleanor was forced to temper her
criticism. In a radio broadcast, she told her audience, “It is obvious that many
people who are friendly aliens have to suffer temporarily in order to insure the
safety of the vital interests of this country while at war.*s!

Privately, Eleanor expressed different views altogether. She wrote to a friend
that the internment of American citizens “is just one more reason for hating
war—innocent people suffer for a few guilty ones.?®? But even publicly, she
managed to use her celebrity to try to combat prejudice. After a visit to the
Gila River Relocation Center near Phoenix in 1943, she wrote an article for
Collier's Weeklyabout the lives of Japanese internees, inviting her readers to
“try to regard them as individuals,
and not to condemn them before
they are given a fair chance to
prove themselves in the com
munity.” Though by this date few
Japanese Americans lived among
the whites who accounted for
most of Eleanor's readership,
the focus of Executive Order
9066 was the West Coast; those
living elsewhere had not been
forced to leave their homes. She
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A barber shows his anti-Japanese sign shortly
following FDR'’s Executive Order 9066, which forced
all people of Japanese descent to prepare to leave
their homes for internment camps.
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BECOMING ELEANOR

How do you become the person you are? What factors shape the way you see
yourself and the world around you? In 1951, Eleanor explored these ques
tions in an essay called “The Seven People Who Shaped My Life,” which
was published in a popular mainstream magazinelLook. In it, she listed the
people who affected her most and discussed their contributions to her growth
as a person:

What you are in life results in great part from the in uence exerted
on you over the years by just a few people.

There have been seven people in my life whose in uence on me did
much to change my inner development as a person.

The rst were my mother and father.

My mother always remained somewhat awe inspiring. She was
the most digni ed and beautiful person. But she had such high
standards of morals that it encouraged me to wrongdoing; | felt it
was utterly impossible for me ever to live up to her!

My father, on the other hand, was always a very close and warm
personality. | think | knew that his standards were nowhere

nearly as dif cult to achieve, and that he would look upon my
shortcomings with a much more forgiving eye. He provided me with
some badly needed reassurance, for in my earliest days | knew that
| could never hope to achieve my mother’s beauty, and | fell short

in so many ways of what was expected of me. | needed my father’s
warmth and devotion more perhaps than the average child, who
would have taken love for granted and not worried about it.

My mother died when | was six. After my father’s death when | was
eight years old, | did not have that sense of adequacy and of being
cherished which he gave me until | met Mlle. Marie Sowliestre

| was 15.

The headmistress of the school | went to in England, she exerted
perhaps the greatest in uence on my girlhoo8he liked

Amerians and attributed to them qualities of character and
intelligence, which shortly began to give me back some of the
con dence that | had not felt since my father’s death.

| had lived in a family with some very beautiful aunts and two
attractive uncles who looked upon me as a child to whom they were
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MARIAN ANDERSON AND THE DAUGHTERS
OF THE AMERICAN REVOLUTON

In 1939, the famous black opera singer Marian Anderson was invited by faculty
members of the taditionally black Howard University to sing in the nation’s
capital. Following a rule they had enacted that barred black performers from
their stage, the Daughters of the American Revolutiotarred Anderson from
appearing at Constitution Hall, at that time the largest venue in the District of
Columbia. The president of this group, in which membership was open only
to white women who could trace their ancestors back to colonial days, stated
unequivocally that “no Negro artist would be permitted to appear.®*° Reacting
to this blatantly racist act, Eleanor resigned from the organization, making her
decisioninconcertwith blackleadership. With herresignation, the eventgained
wide publicity. She gave her reasons simply in a letter to the DAR:

February 26, 1939.
My dear Mrs. Henry M. Robert, Jr.:

| am afraid that | have never been a very useful member of the
Daughters of the American Revolution, so | know it will make very
little difference to you whether | resign, or whether | continue to be
a member of your organization.

However, | am in complete disagreement with the attitude taken in
refusing Constitution Hall to a great artist. You have set an example
which seems to me unfortunate, and | feel obliged to send in to you
my resignation. You had an opportunity to lead in an enlightened
way and it seems to me that your organization has failed. | realize
that many people will not agree with me, but feeling as | do this
seems to me the only proper procedure to follow.

Very sincerely yours,
Eleanor Roosevelt

The next day, Eleanor explained her feelings at greater length in hédy Day
column:

| have been debating in my mind for some time, a question which
I have had to debate with myself once or twice before in my life.
Usually I have decided differently from the way in which | am




























































economic system work to the satisfaction of all of our people, or we are going to
nd it extremely dif cult to compete against the one which will be set upon on

the Continent of Europe.®

Many Americans did not share Eleanor’s moral vision of democracy, but news
of agrant discrimination in the defense industry rallied civil rights activists.
The same year that Eleanor made these remarks, black activists also responded.
Led by black union organizer A. Philip Randolph, they approached the admin
istration, demanding that discrimination in the defense industry be outlawed
and that the government order factories and job-retraining programs to accept
people of all colors. In September of 1940, President Roosevelt desi their
request.

Thus far, the struggle for civil rightdiad been carried out through letters, behind-
the-scenes pressure, negotiation, and in the courts. Sensing the urgency of the
situation, Randolph and his colleagues realized that these strategies were not
likely to address the needs of hundreds of thousands of unemployed blacks.
They set their eyes on a massive demonstration in Washington, DC, and began
to mobilize blacks around the country. News of preparations for the demonstra
tionreached the White House, and estimates suggested that as many as 100,000
people were planning to march on Washingtonin July 1940.

Eleanor, whose views about the injustice of racial inequality in America were
well known by this point, had traveled and spoken to many black communt
ties throughout the spring, gaining their trust and support. Worried about the
volatile situation, Franklin asked her to pressure Randolph to cancel the march.
He sent her and New York Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia to meet Walter White and
Randolphin NewYork. Eleanor expressed her fear that anti-black sentimentwas
rife beneath the surface in Washington and that violence was likely to erupt if
the plan was put into action. Despite the warning, the civil rightsleaders did
notyield. Randolph and White told Eleanor and LaGuardia that they were deter
mined to carry out the march unless the president ordered the defense industry
to integrate. On her return, Eleanor informed the president that only an antidis
crimination order would avert the crisis. A week before the march was due to
takeplace, Roosevelt nallyissued Executive Order8802The ordinance prohib-
ited discrimination in the national defense industry on the basis of race and set
the precedent for future legislation promoting equal opportunity in the United
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