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ABSTRACT: This article describes Eleanor Rooseve/J's discipline of inner life. An 
earlier study (Piechowski & Tyska., 1982) showed thaJ Eleanor Rooseve/J met all the 
criteria of self-actualization as given by Maslow. Maslow labeled her a "doer" rather 
than a ''seer" or a visionary. But she was an inspired person, "a woman with a deep 
sense of spiritual mission" (Lash, 1971) and, as such, much nwre a "seer" than 
Maslow ga.ve her credit. Christ was her inner ideal Her methods of inner work are 
described in the sections on the courage to know oneself, coping with inner conflict 
and enwtional pain, self-discipline, and the inner ideal Her inner growth is briefly 
analyzed in terms of Dabrowski's theory of enwtional development-a theory par
ticularly well equipped toward understanding lives enga.ged in the process of inner 
psychic transformation. 

Eleanor Roosevelt was a great humanitarian. How did she become who
she was? There were many transformations in Eleanor's life. On her honeymoon 
in England, she was stumped by a question about the difference between state 
and federal courts in the United States. She felt ashamed of her ignorance and 
vowed to herself to learn how government works. Although she grew up with 
prejudice against Negroes and Jews, Jews later were among her closest friends. 
She also had close friends among blacks and became an effective champion of 
their rights. 

She was ignorant about raising children, cooking, running a household. Yet, 
she became an active child advocate as well as a writer and counselor a la "Dear 
Abby" on raising children and understanding their growth and adolescence; she 
became a teacher and advisor on problem youth (VanderVen, 1984). And she 
became a manager and supervisor of large numbers of personnel at the governor's 
mansion and at the White House. Through her work in the Democratic Party, she 
became a public and political figure-and through her remarkable work at the 

Volume 2, January 1990 35 



Eleanor Roosevelt 

United Nations, an international one. She became a political campaigner and 
functioned, though not officially, in the capacity of Franklin Roosevelt's vice 
president (Hoff-Wilson & Lightman, 1984). 

In the beginning of her career as a public speaker, she was awkward and 
unskilled. Her voice was high-pitched, and she often giggled nervously. But she 
became such an effective speaker that she could cast a spell over a whole political 
convention, as she did in 1940 and again in 1956. The giggle disappeared, and her 
voice deepened by four full tones. 

Behind these remarkable changes lay a deeper, personal transformation. 
As a young woman Eleanor was shy, awkward, unsure of herself, socially in
hibited, feeling highly self-conscious and homeless. In 1933, the first year in the 
White House, she was known as a woman of energy and ability, who impressed 
everyone by her serenity and poise, and also as one capable of turning up in the 
most unexpected places, such as coal mines and gunboats. From someone who 
earlier did not dare to voice her opinion, she became a person whose authority 
was widely respected. How did she bring about all these transformations, and 
why did she do all the things that she did? 

In 1933 Eleanor was 48 years old. She was asked in an interview how she 
achieved this transformation. How had she gained mastery over herself? By what 
struggles did she get to this exalted point? She answered, "Little by little. As life 
developed, I faced each problem as it came along. As my activities and work 
broadened and reached out, I never tried to shirk. I never tried to evade an 
issue .... Really, I don't know-" (Lash, 1971, p. 378). Not a very helpful reply if 
one wanted to know what kind of work she put into her personal development! 

Shortly before that interview, Eleanor Roosevelt showed a friend a spot of 
special significance in her via dolorosa: the Adams Memorial at the Rock Creek 
Cemetery-a tall bronze figure, "Peace of God," sculpted by Saint-Gaudens. 
Henry Adams had commissioned it in memory of his wife, who died by her own 
hand, a victim of depression. The figure is "stately, serene, not quite human" 
(Friedrich, 1979, p. 12). Adams wished it to symbolize acceptance of the in
evitable and to represent an approximation of Kwannon, the Buddhist goddess 
of compassion. "She is of heroic size, more than six feet tall, and anyone who 
comes to look at her must look upward, as though from the position of kneeling 
supplicant. Her metallic face seems utterly impassive .... Her eyes are downcast, 
perhaps in sorrow, perhaps in resignation. Her head is covered with a bronze 
shroud . .  .'so that it throws the face in shadow,' as her creator said, 'and gives a 
strong impression of mystery'" (p. 12). Indeed, the impact of this face grows 
stronger the longer and the closer one looks at it. Bringing her friend there, 
Eleanor Roosevelt said: 

36 

In the old days when we lived here, I was much younger and not so very 
wise. Sometimes I'd be very unhappy and sorry for myself. When I was 
feeling that way, if I could manage it, I'd come out here, alone, and sit 
and look at that woman. And I would always come away somehow 
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feeling better. And stronger. I've been here man� many times. (Hickok, 
1962, pp. 91-92) 

Eight years later, in 1941, she told Joseph Lash that the figure expressed a 
peace that was ''beyond pain and beyond joy," a face of a woman who had 
achieved absolute self-mastery. In those early years Eleanor "sometimes 
wondered whether such a peace could be achieved through self-mastery'' (Lash, 
1971, p. 378). 

In the interview Eleanor Roosevelt did not reveal any of her personal 
struggles. To her close friends, however, she showed something of her method: 
contemplation of an image that transcends personal suffering and perceiving in 
it the possibility of resolution; an inner work carried out in solitude and silence. 
In her book, Tou Learn By Living, written toward the end of her life, she described 
these struggles as "hard choices," "harsh self-knowledge," "tortures of the 
damned," and ''you must do the thing you think you cannot do." 

Objectives of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to show the emotional and intellectual traits 
that Eleanor cultivated in developing her discipline of inner life. Her emotional 
development in adulthood can be seen in terms similar to those of a person 
following a path of spiritual perfection. The main focus here is on identifying the 
specific methods she applied toward her inner transformation. 

There is ample material from which to gain insight into Eleanor Roosevelt's 
methods of self-examination, by which she strove to know her feelings and 
motives as clearly and as honestly as possible. This material brings to light 
evidence of a lifelong, deliberate and conscious effort of personal growth and 
transformation. She believed that democracy was possible only to the extent that 
each individual was making inward progress in personal development. 

The task of a psychologist is to try to understand the nature of a person's 
motivations. A pop psychology view expressed by her son Elliott, sees his mother 
as being motivated by feelings of guilt for her failures as a wife and mother 
(Roosevelt & Brough, 1977). This view is highly inadequate because it works from 
the position of emotional deficiency rather than from a position of emotional 
vitality; furthermore, it ignores the deliberateness and steadiness of her inner 
work. From the perspective of a theory of moral development (Kohlberg, 1981), 
one can judge that she was guided by universal moral principles characteristic of 
the highest stage of moral development; however, the theory does not say how an 
individual finds them. 

A more helpful approach can be found in William James (1902), who saw 
a necessary link between moral vigor and an intensely emotional character. He 
saw also that a superior intellect, combined with "ardor and excitability of 
character," makes for the "effective genius that gets into biographical dic
tionaries." These characteristics are richly present in Eleanor Roosevelt: an 
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intellect full of curiosity and love for learning, a great capacity for sustained 
concentration, and an intense life of feeling in which great personal vulnerability 
and compassion for others were combined with strong will and self-discipline in 
the service of her ideal. As William James explained, a person of moral vigor 
responds to a moral dilemma with, "What must I do about it?" while a common 
person rests content with asking herself only, ''What shall I think about it?" 

The nature of the difference between a common person and an extraordi
nary one is always perplexing, especially if we try to trace their developmental 
paths. In his theory of emotional development, Dabrowski provides detailed 
terms with which to analyze the inner work of personal transformation of those 
outstanding individuals who feel so strongly about things that they become moral 
and spiritual leaders (Dabrowski 1967; Dabrowski & Piechowski, 1977). An 
earlier study focused on Eleanor Roosevelt as a self-actualizing person 
(Piechowski & 'fyska, 1982). The present study examines Eleanor Roosevelt's 
biographies, autobiographies, collections of letters and her essay on her 
philosophy of life (You Learn By Living), to find all the material that is relevant 
to the question of the nature of her emotional development, particularly of her 
practices aimed at fostering her inner growth. 

Early Characteristics and the 
Search for Emotional Security 

As a child Eleanor Roosevelt was very active and "self-willed" (Roosevelt, 
1937, p. 45). She climbed out of windows, walked on gutters, slid down banisters 
or low roofs. But she was also a serious child, emotionally sensitive and greatly 
self-conscious, knowing that her mother was disappointed in her: "My mother 
was always a little troubled by my lack of beauty, and I knew it as a child senses 
these things" (p. 11). Her mother made Eleanor feel ashamed of herself by 
pointing out her seriousness even to visitors: " 'She is such a funny child, so 
old-fashioned, that we always call her 'Granny'.' I wanted to sink through the floor 
in shame" (pp. 17-18). Even before her parents died, she felt like an outsider in 
her own family. She recalled when she was 7: 

My mother had always the three children with her for a time in late 
afternoon. Little Ellie adored her and was so good he never had to be 
reproved. The baby Hall ... was too small to do anything but sit upon 
her lap contentedly. I felt a curious barrier between myself and these 
three. (p. 17) 

Eleanor described herself as "an exceptionally timid child, afraid of the 
dark, afraid of mice, afraid of practically everything" (Roosevelt, 1969, p. 25). But 
strong and positive emotions were present as well. Poverty and homelessness 
made a strong impression on her, as did the self-reliance of small newsboys. When 
she was 5 or 6, her father took her to a Thanksgiving dinner with the newsboys 
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- ragged little boys, many of whom "had no home and lived in little wooden
shanties in empty lots .... Yet they were independent and made their own livings." 
She commented: "Very early I became conscious of the fact that there were men 
and women and children around me who suffered in one way or another" 
(Roosevelt, 1937, p. 27). At one time, when she and the maid were in a horse
driven street car, a thief jumped in to snatch a purse. There were screams, and 
Eleanor was so terrified that she jumped out of the moving car. Later, however, 
"the face of that poor haunted man was too vividly before me, and it continued 
to come before me in my dreams in months afterwards" (p. 9). This shows both 
the great intensity with which this incident affected her and her compassion for 
the man who was stealing out of poverty. 

These few examples illustrate Eleanor Roosevelt's early characteristics: 
physical vigor, emotional awareness, sensitivity and responsiveness, a capacity 
for intense feelings, vivid imagination, plus a curiosity and alertness to events 
around her. Hidden among these elements was a strong will. It showed in her 
being brave in difficulty so as not to disappoint her idols-first her father, then 
one of her young aunts. When she was 5 1/2, she was in Italy with her parents on 
a trip to the top of Mount Vesuvius. She had strength enough to get to the top, 
but the trip down seemed endless. She was ready to cry, "but I can only remember 
my utter weariness and my effort to bear without tears so that my father would 
not be displeased" (p. 17). 

One of her diary entries at age 14 records her struggle to become a better 
person. She quotes a poem inspiring the reader to the path of duty and unques
tioning acceptance of "God's scheme of truth and beauty." She wrote: 

"It is very hard to do what the verse says, so hard I never succeed and I 
am always questioning because I cannot understand and never succeed 
in doing what I meant to do, never, never. ... I can feel it in me sometimes 
that I can do much more [than] I am doing and I mean to try till I 
succeed. (Lash, 1971, p. 112) 

William James (1890) has shed some light on this kind of inner struggle in 
defining moral action as "action in the line of greatest resistance." Resistance 
arises when we want to follow the rarer and more ideal motives: "If in general we 
class all springs of action as propensities on the one hand and ideals on the other, 
the sensualist never says of his behavior that it results from a victory over his 
ideals, but the moralist always speaks of his as a victory over his propensities" (p. 
548). 

Finding and attacking points of emotional resistance in herself was Eleanor 
Roosevelt's struggle for self-mastery. She described her childhood and adoles
cence as one long battle against fear-fear of the dark, fear of water, fear of 
displeasing those whose approval was important to her. Other fears surfaced 
later -of insane people, of childbirth, of public speaking. She said that fear is the 
great crippler of human life and stressed that the only way to overcome it is to 
face it. 
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When she was 12 or 13, one of her aunts ''was ill with a bad sore throat and 
she liked me to do things for her, which made me very proud. One night she called 
me. Everything was dark, and I groped my way to her room." Her aunt asked for 
ice, which was in the basement, down three flights of stairs in complete dark. 
Eleanor went, suffering "agonies of fear that night. But I learned that I could face 
the dark and it never again held such horrors for me" (Roosevelt, 1960, pp. 26-27). 

Like all life processes, inner growth undergoes phases and cycles. Her gains 
in self-confidence and sense of worth were to be followed by a period of 
submission to the demands of her husband, her mother-in-law, and society until, 
in turn, these shackles too were broken. 

At age 15 Eleanor went to Allenswood, a school for upper-class girls, in 
England. The opportunity for a fresh start, the warm response of the teachers 
and students there, and, above all, her relationship with the headmistress, Mlle 
Souvestre, helped her to gain confidence and a sense of worth. She loved the 
intellectual challenge of developing her own point of view and having to justify 
it. But Eleanor's grandmother did not allow her to continue beyond the third year 
(Eleanor always regretted not having had the chance to extend her studies) and 
forced her to return to New York so that she might enter society. There, she again 
felt awkward, out of place, out of fashion, and homeless. 

Her engagement to Franklin and marriage at age 20 (in 1905) marked a 
period of happiness, but it was also a period of submission. "I was simply 
absorbing the personalities of those about me and letting their tastes and interests 
dominate me" (Roosevelt, 1937, p.162). Her hope was to belong, to have a family, 
to have a home at last. She begged Franklin's imperious and possessive mother, 
who was against the marriage: "I do so want you to learn to love me a little. You 
must know that I will always try to do what you wish for I have grown to love you 
very dearly during the past summer" (Lash, 1982, p. 41). In her subservience to 
Franklin's mother, Eleanor never dared to ask for anything that would not meet 
with her mother-in-law's approval (Roosevelt, 1937). At social occasions she was 
convinced that everyone thought her to be dull and unattractive (Lash, 1971). 
The premium on beauty and charm was high as always, and the values of the ruling 
social class were taken as certainty. 

Gradually, however, she began to rebel against the unquestioned self-con
fident beliefs of her class: "They all in their sureness and absolute judgment on 
people and affairs going on in the world make me want to squirm and turn 
bolshevik" (p. 334). In 1917, at age 32, she openly declared herself against these 
standards. When her brother Hall, married and a father of two small children, 
was called to military service, the grandmother suggested that he should not leave 
his family but instead buy a substitute as many gentlemen did half a century earlier 
in the Civil War. Eleanor was horrified, indignant, and "hotly responded that a 
gentleman was no different from any other citizen in the United States, and that 
it would be a disgrace to pay anyone to risk his life for you" (Roosevelt, 1937, pp. 
251-252).
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Working for the Red Cross in 1917-1918 exposed her to a great variety of 
people and situations and further enabled her to move away from sanctioned 
ways of thinking and judging people: 

I learned then that practically no one in the world is entirely bad or 
entirely good, and that motives are often more important than actions ... .

Out of these contacts with human beings during the war !became a more 
tolerant person, far less sure of my own beliefs and methods of action, 
but I think more determined to try for certain ultimate objectives. 
(Roosevelt, 1937, pp. 259-2(j()) 

These examples-and there are many more-illustrate how her own values, 
in line with her ideals, were gaining ascendance. She was moving away from 
feeling socially awkward, inept, and inferior, and moving toward greater reliance 
on her own judgment and her own feelings. But the difficulties and fears and 
setbacks she kept to herself. 

The Courage to Know Oneself 

In the foreword to Thu Learn By Living, Eleanor Roosevelt outlined the key 
principles of her inner work: that it is deliberate, that it requires self-discipline, 
and that its rewards are intrinsic: 

The purpose of life, after all, is to live it, to taste experience to the utmost, 
to reach out eagerly and without fear for newer and richer experience ... .

You can understand it only if you have arrived at some knowledge of 
yourself, a knowledge based on a deliberately and usually painfully 
acquired self-discipline ... .

She developed this theme in detail, stressed the courage and persistence it 
takes, and warned about the defensive ways in which we avoid facing ourselves 
with honesty: 

Thu must try to understand truthfully what makes you do things or feel 
things. Until you have been able to face the truth about yourself you 
cannot be really understanding in regard to what happens to other 
people. But it takes courage to face yourself and to acknowledge what 
motivates you in the things you do. 

This self-knowledge develops slowly. Thu cannot attain it all at once 
simply by stopping to take stock of your personal assets and liabilities. 
In a way, one is checked by all that protective veiling one hangs over 
the real motives so that it is difficult to get at the truth. But if you keep 
trying honestly and courageously, even when the knowledge makes you 
wince, even when it shocks you and you rebel against it, it is apt to come 
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in flashes of sudden insight. (Roosevelt, 1960, pp. 63-64, emphasis 
added) 

But self-knowledge has its positive side as well: '½n important part of 
self-knowledge is that it gives one a better realization of the inner strength that 
can be called upon, of which one may be quite unaware" (p. 65). 

The above excerpts contain the essential characteristics of the process of 
achieving self-knowledge: It is slow (though sudden insights can occur), it is 
difficult, it must be deliberate and continuing, it helps to uncover both the 
negative and the positive in oneself, and it embraces the old Socratic principle 
that one cannot claim to understand others without first knowing oneself. We find 
here all the essentials of self-exploration that are the essence of individual 
counseling and psychotherapy. Eleanor Roosevelt, however, discovered all of 
that on her own. 

She was acutely aware of her failings and regretted them, often including 
those that were not her fault-for example, the antisemitism and racism that were 
part of her upbringing, her lack of preparation to raise children, the suffering she 
inadvertently caused some of her close friends. She felt guilt in regard to her 
children, and later in life toward Franklin, as if his untimely death was her fault, 
too. Her belief that it was her inadequate and inconsistent mothering that 
contributed to unhappiness and turmoil in her children during their adult lives 
was not without foundation, Her daughter Anna, firstborn, described her mother 
in the early years as "inconsistent in her feelings-sweet and lovely one hour, and 
the next hour very critical, very demanding, very difficult to be with. You could 
never quite tell what she really meant. This is very troubling to a child, not to be 
able to rely on the feelings of a parent" (Asbell, 1982, p. 9). 

In the research on mother-child interaction, this is a pattern that fosters 
what is called an anxious attachment. This type of attachment is quite predictive 
of anxieties, depressions, and other emotional difficulties in adolescence and 
adulthood, and of a lower level of achievement (Parkes & Stevenson-Hinde, 
1982). Eleanor Roosevelt came to understand this on her own and was willing to 
face this painful truth. 

Honest self-evaluation leads logically to some conscious decisions in regard 
to what faults and deficiencies are to be eliminated and what positive traits are 
to be developed. The fruit of this labor is inner autonomy. To forge one's inner 
autonomy, one must follow the values, standards, and ideals one is professing. 
These values imply choices on which it might not be easy to act because old habits 
and propensities stand in the way. As quoted earlier, William James pointed out 
that where there is resistance, one needs a will to overcome it. Such choices and 
actions are what make for actual change in one's psychological structure, i.e., in 
one's character. Eleanor Roosevelt expressed this clearly: 

42 

One's philosophy is not best expressed in words; it is expressed in the 
choices one makes . . . .  In the long nm, we shape our lives and we shape 
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ourselves. The process never ends until we die. And the choices we make 
are ultimately our own responsibility. (Roosevelt, 1960, p. xii) 

A similar statement is found in her letter to a friend nearly 20 years earlier: 

Somewhere along the line of development we discover what we really are 
and then make our real decision for which we are responsible. Make that 
decision primarily for yourself because you can never really live anyone 
else's life, not even your child's. The influence you exert is through your 
own life and what you become yourself. (Lash, 1971, p. 325) 

The inward progress she is describing here calls for many kinds of decisions 
that involve overcoming one's own deficiencies, accepting the necessity of inner 
readjustments, being able to let go of those we love. These were emotional tasks 
with which Eleanor Roosevelt was well familiar. 

Systematic effort to overcome one's shortcomings builds on an inward 
vigilance. She practiced this process of self-correction, a condition of a lasting 
inner psychic transformation, all her life: "We should look inward at ourselves to 
recognize our deficiencies, then do our very best to correct them" (Roosevelt & 
Brough, 1977, p. 262). In this she included "the faults that you see in yourself but 
that no one else knows exist" (Roosevelt, 1960, p. 72). Self-scrutiny and self-cor
rection of this nature characterize those who strive for spiritual perfection. 

This process is also reflected in her reference to changes one must face and 
accept: "Readjustments in one's inner life go on forever" (Roosevelt,1958, p. 9). 
She speaks of inner readjustment as a consequence of "learning by living," the 
way one grows as a person: 

Readjustment is a kind of private revolution. Each time you learn 
something new you must readjust the whole framework of your 
knowledge. It seems to me that one is forced to make inner and outer 
adjustments all one's life. The process never ends. (Roosevelt, 1960, p. 
78) 

Emotional readjustments may call for a great amount of wrenching and an 
exercise of will to resolve the conflict, pain, fear, and sense of loss one has to go 
through. She wrote to a friend, 

"The hard part of loving is that one has to learn so often to let go of those 
we love, so they can do things, so they can grow, so they can return to us 
with an even richer, deeper love . . . .  "(Lash, 1982, p. 499) 

The paradox of love is that it binds the one who gives love to loyalty and 
trust toward the object of love, to not impose oneself, and to not demand anything 
for oneself. Such a love grants autonomy and makes the loved one free. Every 
parent faces this dilemma, as do friends and lovers, but not everyone is capable 
of granting this kind of autonomy, to see first to the personal need of the other 
rather than to the satisfaction of one's own needs. One of Eleanor Roosevelt's 
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guiding principles was, "We should think of other people's needs first, not our 
own" (Roosevelt & Brough, 1977, p. 262). 

Finding joy in the very presence and in the individual fulfillment of the loved 
one makes for a purer form of love than when the joy is contingent upon what we 
get from that person. Eleanor Roosevelt's letters are replete with this kind of 
altruism in love (Lash, 1982, 1984). It means loving and having complete respect 
for the individuality of the other. It means loving not out of one's deficiencies in 
the hope that the other will provide what we lack but, rather, out of the fullness 
of one's heart. Love motivated by deficiency is hungry, demanding, and not 
growthful because in the end it can never be satisfied (Maslow, 1970) and because 
it seeks emotional security in the other rather than within oneself. Likewise, one 
must learn "to accept what other people are unable to give you. You must learn 
not to demand the impossible or to be upset when you do not get it" (Roosevelt, 
1960, p. 67). True love is nonpossessive. 

Methods of Coping with 
Inner Conflict and Emotional Pain 

An even harder test of one's emotional growth is to face and to accept that 
one lacks some attributes that are vital to a relationship: 

Perhaps one of the most difficult things any of us had to do is to be able 
to say clearly, "This is a limitation in me. Here is a case where, because 
of some lack of experience or some personal incapacity, I cannot meet 
a situation: I cannot meet the need of someone else whom I dearly love, 
my husband or my children. 

Life teaches you that you cannot attain a real maturity until you are ready 
to accept this harsh knowledge, this limitation in yourself, and make the 
difficult adjustment. Either you must learn to allow someone else to meet 
the need, without bitterness or envy, and accept it; or somehow you 
must make yourself learn to meet it. If you refuse to accept the limitation 
in yourself, you will be unable to grow beyond this point. (Roosevelt, 
1960, pp. 66-67, emphasis added) 

I am not aware of anyone who has tried to teach this lesson in such simple 
and immediate terms. Eleanor Roosevelt faced this harsh test more than once, 
and not only in relation to her husband, when his secretary, Missy LeHand 
performed functions that she, as a consequence of his earlier involvement with 
Lucy Mercer, felt incapable of performing. Another test came when Earl Miller, 
a bodyguard, became a friend, a protege, and an important man in her life. 
Perhaps she thought of this inner adjustment while watching the cortege of Earl 
Miller's women. In still another test, when she was in her early 60s and a widow, 
a close and very deep friendship developed between her and Dr. Gurewitsch. 
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When he married, she had to face the possibility of losing him; this caused her a 
great deal of pain, but she kept it to herself (Gurewitsch, 1981). The true test of 
change, of a true resolution of inner conflict, is that there is no bitterness, envy, 
or feeling of inferiority left at the end of the struggle. 

Eleanor Roosevelt dealt with inner conflict by transcending it. This -one 
of her most remarkable traits - is rarely shown either in literature or in biography; 
it is far easier to find examples of self-sacrifice or self-destruction. Anna Karenina 
committed suicide because she could not resolve the conflict between losing her 
young son but staying with her lover, or regaining her son but losing her lover. 
On her honeymoon Eleanor Roosevelt felt great jealousy when Franklin went 
climbing in the Italian Dolomites with a young woman. Eleanor later became 
good friends with this woman, turning her jealousy into a positive bond 
(Roosevelt, 1937). When she found herself betrayed by Franklin and her world 
collapsed after 13 years of marriage, Eleanor achieved inner healing, unaided, by 
contemplating the face in the Saint-Gaudens sculpture and seeing in it the 
possibility of absolute self-mastery that transcends all human feeling. 

Emotional pain is not always associated with inner conflict and on several 
occasions she sought to dull her grief by intense absorption in work. She acutely 
felt the void her husband's death created in her life: ''As time went on, the fact 
that I kept myself occupied made my loneliness less acute .... My philosophy 
has been that if you have work to do and do it to the best of your ability, you will 
not have so much time to think about yourself'' (Roosevelt, 1958, p. 7). Earlier, 
in 1941, when her brother Hall died after a painful illness, Eleanor examined her 
great anguish-not only grief over losing him but also difficulty in accepting that 
his life had been wasted. Again she sought refuge in work: 

So"ow in itself and loss of someone whom you love is hard to bear, but 
when so"ow is mixed with regret and a consciousness of waste there is 
added a touch of bitterness which is even more difficult to carry day in 
and day out. I think it was in an attempt to numb this feeling that I worked 
so hard at the Office of Civilian Defense that fall. (Roosevelt, 1949, pp. 
229-230)

Self-Discipline 

Eleanor Roosevelt stressed the rewards of self-chosen discipline first 
having learned self-discipline as a kind of defense. Her grandmother, who was 
raising her after the death of her parents, was Spartan in her beliefs and found it 
more prudent to deny what a child asked for than to grant the request. To protect 
herself against frequent disappointment, Eleanor deliberately refrained from 
asking for what she wanted (Roosevelt, 1960). Facing her fears was another 
discovery in learning the efficacy of self-discipline: 
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Painfully, step by step, I learned to stare down each of my fears, conquer 
it, attain the hard-earned courage to go on to the next. Only then was I 
really free. 

Of all the knowledge that we acquire in life this is the most difficult. But 
it is also the most rewarding. With each victory, no matter how great the 
cost or how agonizing at the time, there comes increased confidence and 
strength to help meet the next fear. (Roosevelt, J9(j(), p. 25) 

These struggles continued through the better part of her life. When she was 
44, she lost for several months the courage to drive a car or to ride horses on her 
own. In July, 1929, Franklin was governor of New York and Eleanor was getting 
ready to take her two youngest sons-Franklin Jr., 15, and John, 13, - to England 
and the Continent. She was shipping over her "Chevy." But Mama, her mother
in-law, objected; it was hardly a style of travel suited to the family of the governor 
of the state of New York. Franklin Jr. followed up, saying, "Mom will probably 
land us in the first ditch." Eleanor assured Mama that she would go in the manner 
appropriate to their station and left the room feeling very hurt. When Franklin 
sent the boy to apologize, he found his mother in tears. Later she wrote him a 
letter: 

I want you to understand that neither you nor Granny nor anyone is 
entirely responsible for the way If eel. All my life I have been physically 
afraid of doing anything myself and it took me years to get enough 
confidence to drive or to feel that I could hold any opinion, even against 
a nurse. For the last few years I have gained much in self-confidence and 
I have suddenly gone back and I imagine I'm too old now to pull out 
again. I'll do anything with anyone else but I won 't do it myself anymore. 
(Lash, 1984, p. x) 

Mature self-discipline is, among other things, the ability to maintain inner 
calm and to work with concentration amidst noise and commotion. It enables one 
to function efficiently so that one can live more fully. She wrote that to say "I don't 
have enough time" is a poor excuse for defective planning and lack of organiza
tion in one's day: 

46 

� have all the time there is. The problem is: How shall we make the 
best use of it? There are three ways in which I have been able to solve 
that problem: first, by achieving an inner calm so that I can work 
undisturbed by what goes on around me; second, by concentrating on 
the thing in hand; third, by a"anging a routine pattern for my days ...

remaining flexible enough to allow for the unexpected. There is a fourth 
point which, perhaps, plays a considerable part in the use of my time. I 
try to maintain a general pattern of good health so that I have the best 
use of my energy whenever I need it. 
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I learned that the ability to attain this inner calm, regardless of outside 
tunnoi� is a kind of inner strength. It saves an immense amount of wear 
and tear on the nervous system. (Roosevelt, 19(j(), pp. 25-26 and 27) 

When it becomes a goal in itself, however, self-discipline may have un-
desirable effects: 

I never let anything physical prevent my doing whatever had to be done. 
This is pretty hard discipline, and I do not think I really recommend it 
either as training/or those around one or a means of building character 
in oneself. "What it really does, I think, is to kill a certain power of 
enjoyment. It makes one stoic . . .  and I think it tends to make you draw 
away from other people and into yourself. (Roosevelt, 1937, p. 140) 

Eleanor Roosevelt had an extraordinary capacity to work under pressure 
and carry out what she saw as her duty. But she did not always like this in herself. 
She wrote to a friend, "You would have kept me from doing my duty and I'm a 
much nicer person when I don't" (Lash, 1982, p. 335; cf. p. 218). On one occasion 
she said: "I have the power to dissociate myself from things because I've had to 
do it so often, and I am not happy that way'' (p. 95). The years in the White House 
particularly gave her occasion to exercise this power of detachment and to switch 
on automatic: "There is just one drawback to being busy as I am now and that is 
that you become so much of a machine that you forget you have feelings" (p.108); 
"I have been so busy that I can only stay calm by being an automaton. At times 
like these I try to be a machine or I would break into tears or run away'' (p. 331). 

In moments of crisis, Eleanor became "cold & calm." When confronted with 
anger or when provoked to anger, she became coldly self-possessed. In the face 
of possible tragedy, or a real one, her response was either "perfectly fatalistic & 
numb" or "as cold as ice which is always my reaction" (Lash, 1982, pp. 203, 263). 
When her 13-year-old granddaughter had an accident and died a day later, 
Eleanor went to the hospital to be with her but did not cancel J .F. Kennedy's visit 
the day after (Roosevelt & Brough, 1977). 

The above examples are mechanisms of self-control -some gained by 
self-discipline, others apparently natural to Eleanor's make-up. The fatalism 
came from her clear recognition of the inevitable. In his study of self-actualizing 
people, Maslow (1970) found that they accept the natural order of things, and 
because of that, they can stay calm when others are beside themselves with worry 
and fear. To others, however, they seem to display "surgical coldness." 

Curiously, however, this automaton-like calmness did not make her appear 
cold, indifferent, aloof, or uninterested. Even though she felt like a machine, 
something emanated from her. People who came in contact with her briefly and 
those who knew her well, told at the Centennial Conference at Vassar (October, 
1984) that her presence was magnetic, even magical, that she imparted a sense 
of destiny, that hers was a distinctly spiritual presence. Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. 
reported at the Centennial Conference that when Leuchtenberg was studying 
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FDR's presidency and interviewed the people who had worked with him, they all 
wanted to talk about themselves and their role in his administration; when he 
interviewed people who had worked with Eleanor Roosevelt, they all wanted to 
talk about her. 

The Inner Ideal 

In Eleanor's letters are occasional references to prayer, sometimes as a 
daily supplication. She prayed for her children and friends, and with more fervor 
when they were away at war; she prayed for wisdom to counsel her grown-up 
children in their times of difficulty; she prayed when she did not know what to 
say to an audience; she prayed that she might not make unhappy those she loved 
(Lash, 1982) To quote Lash: "Fundamentally Eleanor was neither stateswoman, 
politician, nor feminist. She was a woman with a deep sense of spiritual mission. 
Like Saint Theresa, she not only "had a powerful intellect of the practical order" 
but was a woman of extravagant tenderness and piety. There was always some 
prayer in her purse to recall her to her Christian vocation. Christ's story was a 
drama that re-enacted itself repeatedly in her thoughts and feelings. Amid the 
worldliness, the pomp, and the power of Washington she managed to hold vivid 
and intimate communion with Christ with a child's innocence and simplicity" 
(Lash, 1971, p. 391). 

- Her prayer book was her constant companion. She carried with her the
prayer of St. Francis, a passage from John Woolman, the Quaker, and a prayer 
by Henry Van Dyke, all of which were focused on peace-making, selfless service, 
and trust in God (Lash, 1971, pp. 466, 596; Lash, 1982, p. 345). In Lash's 
testimony, '� prayer for her was not something to be recited only in church. It 
should be a continuous influence, something carried in the heart and mind all the 
time, shaping one's active life" (Lash, 1964, p. 80). She changed the title of Henry 
Van Dyke's prayer "The Footpath to Peace" by adding the words with Oneself. 
One line in this prayer says, "to think seldom of your enemies, often of your 
friends, and everyday of Christ." 

Christ was her ideal, and like a true spiritual seeker, she believed in the 
indivisibility of the inner growth of each individual and the growth of all as a 
nation. Statements in her column "My Day'' and in her essay "The Moral Basis 
of Democracy'' make this clear: 
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... laws and government administration are only the result of the way 
people progress inwardly, and that the basis of success in a Democracy 
is really laid down by the people. It will progress only as their own 
personal development goes forward. 

If we believe in Democracy and that it is based on the possibility of a 
Christ-like way of life, then everybody must force himself to think through 
his own basic philosophy, his own willingness to live up to it and to help 
carry it out in everyday life. (Roosevelt, 1940, pp. 62 and 76, emphasis 
added; similar passages on pp. 69 and 81) 
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To sum up, self-discipline, the courage to know herself, her methods of 
coping with emotional conflict and pain so as to be able to transcend it, and her 
deep conviction that Christ's example is here to be put into daily practice, bespeak 
a striving for spiritual perfection in an active rather than a contemplative life. 
Eleanor was not motivated by guilt, as one memoir naively tried to explain her 
achievements. Instead, striving to follow the Gospels was her deepest motivation, 
her desire "that some day Christ's vision may come to pass" (Lash, 1982, p. 457). 

Theoretical Analysis 

An earlier study examined Eleanor Roosevelt in her late years as a self-ac
tualizing person (Piechowski & 'fyska, 1982). Evidence was presented for all but 
one of the 15 traits of self-actualization described by Maslow (1970): 

1. More efficient perception of reality and more comfortable
relations with it.

2. Acceptance of self, others, and nature.

3. A quality of detachment and a need for privacy.

4. Autonomy, independence of culture and one's environment.

5. Resistance to enculturation and the transcendence of one's
culture of origin.

6. Problem-centeredness.

7. Discrimination between means and ends, between good and evil.

8. Spontaneity, simplicity, naturalness.

9. Continued freshness of appreciation.

10. Creativeness.

11. Mystic experience and peak experience (this is the only
characteristic for which there is little direct evidence).

12. Gemeinschaftsgejuhl, the feeling of kinship with all people.

13. Democratic character structure - respect and appreciation of
every person regardless of class, race, or culture.

14. Philosophical, unhostile sense of humor.

15. Interpersonal relations based on kindness and compassion toward
almost everyone and deep, exclusive bonds with loved ones.

Imperfections also were studied to determine if any could have been 
chronic or debilitating and thus antithetical to self-actualization. None of the 
imperfections were found to be of this kind. 

Another study established an exact correspondence between the structure 
of self-actualization and Level IV in Dabrowski's theory of emotional develop
ment (Piechowski, 1978). This theory is particularly well suited to the study of 
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gifted individuals and spiritual leaders (Dabrowski, 1967; Dabrowski & 
Piechowski, 1977; Piechowski, 1986). Because the theory looks at the emotional 
mainsprings of a person's life, it gives us a better understanding of inner growth 
than does the cognitive and rationalistic approach represented by Kohlberg. 
Nelson's (1989) article provides a good introduction to the theory and describes 
the manner in which it defines different types of individual development-aspects 
that are not explored here because of space constraints. 

Dabrowski's five developmental levels can be viewed as a typology of 
individual development. The main criteria for distinguishing them are: whether 
individuals are oriented primarily externally or internally, whether they accept 
without question the values dictated by society or develop their own values from 
experience and individual judgment; whether they have moral concerns and, if 
they exist, the nature of the concerns; the extent of their empathy toward others; 
and whether their sense of responsibility involves only external expectations and 
obligations or whether it is existential as well, guided by a deeper search for the 
meaning of life and the direction of their inner development. 

The first two levels in Dabrowski's typology describe mainly an external 
orientation in a person's approach to life (for details see Brennan & Piechowski, 
1987; Dabrowski & Piechowski, 1977). The third level describes the development 
of inner seeking, questioning, and awareness of one's moral responsibility. When 
Eleanor Roosevelt began to turn away from the social values of her class, it 
marked a period of inner growth that corresponds to Dabrowski's third level. 
Level IV describes inner growth that is deliberate, self-directed, guided by a 
morality based on universal ethical principles, responsibility, and compassion, 
and inspired by the highest ideals. Level V epitomizes universal compassion and 
total dedication to the service of others. 

To establish a convincing basis on which to judge an individual to be 
self-actualizing does not automatically provide evidence that the criteria for 
Level IV are also met. Our knowledge is yet far from the point at which this could 
be guaranteed in every case. Brennan's (Brennan & Piechowski, 1987) study of 
three self-actualizing individuals, however, shows that the reverse is likely to be 
true-that meeting the criteria for Level IV would appear to assure self-ac
tualization. The most central and the most distinctive characteristics of Level IV 
for which evidence exists in the material presented in this article are: inner psychic 
transformation, subject-object in oneself, autopsychotherapy, third factor ( a 
dynamism of growthful decision-making), and personality ideal. 

Eleanor Roosevelt often expressed herself in terms of growth: "along the 
line of development," ''we shape ourselves," "inner adjustments," "to progress 
inwardly," "personal development," meeting life's emotional tests so that one can 
"grow beyond this point," "human nature struggling toward an ideal." Her 
terminology is that of a seeker engaged in inner psychic transformation, and this 
is what makes it so consonant with Dabrowski's conception of emotional develop
ment as the inner growth of the individual. 
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Eleanor Roosevelt's habitual practice of rigorous, at times harsh, self
evaluation and self-judgment was her principle of honesty with oneself, the 
imperative of striving for objectivity toward herself. Dabrowski called this process 
"subject-object in oneself," having found this term in Kierkegaard. The depth 
and importance of this process are revealed in her saying that it requires courage 
because there are things in us, serious mistakes we have made, that we would 
rather not face. 

Closely related is the process of making choices and decisions in the service 
of one's inner growth, promoting one's progress and eliminating traits and 
propensities that stand in the way. Dabrowski stressed that these choices and 
decisions come from the individual rather than from inherited personality traits 
or conditions of upbringing. Heredity and environment constitute two factors 
influencing development. The conscious, self-directed process of development 
constitutes the autonomous, third factor of development-hence its name -the 
"third factor." The sections on self-knowledge, coping with inner conflict, and 
self-discipline illustrate the operation of autonomous choices and decisions in 
Eleanor Roosevelt's inner growth. 

The proper consequence of an inwardly made decision is an actual change 
in one's character. Dabrowski called this process "inner psychic transformation." 
Eleanor Roosevelt's reference to inner readjustments as private revolutions is 
one instance of this process. Other, stronger instances are her statements about 
learning to let go of those we love and, even more so, about being able to let others 
fulfill the needs of those we love that we ourselves are incapable of fulfilling. The 
ability to transcend inner desolation powerfully illustrates the process of inner 
psychic transformation. 

The times Eleanor spent in front of the figure "Peace of God " (also called 
"Grief') are a remarkable illustration of the process of autopsychotherapy, 
another important constituent of Level IV. Because she faced the full extent of 
her despair, she could later quote the line, "Behind tranquility lies conquered 
unhappiness," and write: 

The encouraging thing is that every time you must meet a situation, 
though you may think at the time it is an impossibility and you go through 
the tortures of the damned, once you have met it and lived through it you 
find that forever after you are freer than you were ever before. If you can 
live through that you can live through anything. You gain strength, 
courage, and confidence ... You must do the thing you think you 
cannot do. (Roosevelt, 1960, pp. 29 and 30, emphasis in the original) 

Dabrowski termed the vital center that inspires action in fulfilling one's 
most authentic ideal "personality ideal." It is the highest principle that guides the 
shaping of personality in those who strive for realization of spiritual perfection 
in their lives. Dag Hammarksjold made reference to his own vision of a "magnetic 
field in the soul," and one could hardly find a better metaphor. Eleanor 
Roosevelt's vision -that it is possible to live according to the divine law of love 
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as exemplified by Christ -was her personality ideal, the powerful magnetic field 
in her soul. 

The principal characteristics of Level IV were fully realized in Eleanor 
Roosevelt's life. The strength of her inner ideal and her active and all-encom
passing love indicate the kind of emotional development that goes considerable 
distance toward Level V -the level of cosmic love and realization. Sometimes we 
make the error of expecting no flaws from those who are in the process of seeking 
spiritual perfection, forgetting that the most significant thing is that they are 
consistently making the effort to live their ideal and putting it into action. Human 
failings of spiritual seekers, when they occur, do not contradict this. What would 
contradict it would be abandoning the ideal or giving evidence of malicious intent 
or dishonesty. Of that charge Eleanor Roosevelt is free. The words of her evening 
prayer fully express the way she lived her life: 

Our Father, who has set restlessness in our hearts and made us all seekers 
after that which we can never fu,lly find, forbid us to be satisfied with what 
we make of life. Draw us from base content and set our eyes on faroff 
goals. Keep us at tasks too hard for us that we may be driven to Thee for 
strength. Deliver us from fretfulness and self-pitying; make us sure of the 
good we cannot see and the hidden good in the world. Open our eyes to 
the loveliness men hide from us because we do not try to understand 
them. Save us from ourselves and show us a vision of the world made 
new. (Roosevelt & Brough, 1977, pp. 151-152) 

Conclusion 

Contrary to some popular but misguided notions that the mainspring of 
Eleanor Roosevelt's "goodness" was an ineradicable feeling of guilt, the findings 
presented here show that the source of her moral vigor, universal love, and 
responsiveness to all human suffering can be sought, in part, in her intensely 
emotional nature and, in larger part, in her arduous and systematically practiced 
process of inner growth and transformation. To this end, she used methods of 
self-examination, contemplation, prayer, imitation of Christ, acceptance of emo
tional pain, correction not only of the deficiencies perceived by others but also 
of those that only she perceived herself. On many occasions she spoke about 
personal development in terms of self-confrontation and inner readjustment. 

The evidence examined here points to a great strength and quality of inner 
life that corresponds closely to Maslow's transcender or inspired "seer" type of 
self-actualization ( a type that, according to Maslow, Eleanor Roosevelt did not 
belong to) and to Dabrowski's Levels IV and V, which are characterized by 
deliberate self-directed inner growth guided by the highest ideals. 

Like Gandhi, Eleanor Roosevelt was motivated by deep compassion and a 
spirit of brotherhood, and, like he, believed in the possibility of cooperation 
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among nations. But it was clear to both of them that ultimately the change has to 
be fashioned by the inner growth of each individual member of the human race. 
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