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Eleanor Roosevelt (1884–1962) married Franklin Delano Roosevelt in 1905. As First 
Lady, she was an outspoken advocate for full equality for women and for civil rights for 
African Americans. After her husband’s death in 1945, Eleanor Roosevelt continued to 
campaign for many causes and is remembered as one of the 20th century’s most 
influential women. In this 1928 essay she focuses on the issue of women’s equality and 
proposes the path women must take in order to achieve true and equal political power 
with men. 
 
READING FOCUS: 
According to Roosevelt, what are the problems women must overcome in order to 
achieve equal political status with men? 
 
 
Women have been voting for ten years. But have they achieved actual political equality 
with men? No. They go through the gesture of going to the polls; their votes are solicited 
by politicians; and they possess the external aspect of equal rights. But it is mostly a 
gesture without real power. With some outstanding exceptions, women who have gone 
into politics are refused serious consideration by the men leaders. Generally they are 
treated most courteously, to be sure, but what they want, what they have to say, is 
regarded as of little weight. In fact, they have no actual influence or say at all in the 
consequential councils of their parties. 
 
In small things they are listened to; but when it comes to asking for important things they 
generally find they are up against a blank wall. This is true of local committees, State 
committees, and the national organizations of both major political parties. 
 
From all over the United States, women of both camps have come to me, and their 
experiences are practically the same. When meetings are to be held at which momentous 
matters are to be decided, the women members often are not asked. When they are 
notified of formal meetings where important matters are to be ratified, they generally find 
all these things have been planned and prepared, without consultation with them, in secret 
confabs of the men beforehand. If they have objections to proposed policies or 
candidates, they are adroitly overruled. They are not allowed to run for office to any
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appreciable extent and if they propose candidates of their own sex, reasons are usually 
found for their elimination which, while diplomatic and polite, are just pretexts 
nevertheless. 
 
In those circles which decide the affairs of national politics, women have no voice or 
power whatever.  
 
Politically, as a sex, women are generally “frozen out” from any intrinsic share of 
influence in their parties. 
 
The machinery of party politics has always been in the hands of men, and still is. The fact 
is that generally women are not taken seriously. With certain exceptions, men still as a 
class dismiss their consequence and value in politics, cherishing the old-fashioned 
concept that their place is in the home. While women’s votes are a factor to be counted 
upon, and figure largely in any impending campaign, the individual women who figure in 
party councils are regarded by their male confrères as having no real power back of them. 
And they haven’t.  
 
Of course there are women all over the United States who have been elected to high and 
important offices. There are three women in Congress; there have been two woman 
governors; and women sit in various State legislatures and hold State offices. In New 
York City one could cite several who have not only been elected but who have 
conducted themselves in office with ability and distinction. But does that indicate any 
equal recognition of share in political power? Infinitely more examples come to mind of 
women who were either denied a nomination or who were offered it only when 
inevitable defeat stared the party leaders in the face.  
 
How many excuses haven’t I heard for not giving nominations to women! “Oh, she 
wouldn’t like the kind of work she’d have to do!” Or, “You know she wouldn’t like the 
people she’d have to associate with—that’s not a job for a nice, refined woman.” Or more 
usually: “You see, there is so little patronage nowadays. We must give every appointment 
the most careful consideration. We’ve got to consider the good of the party.” “The good 
of the party” eliminates women!… To many women who fought so long and so valiantly 
for suffrage, what has happened has been most discouraging. For one reason or another, 
most of the leaders who carried the early fight to success have dropped out of politics. 
This has been in many ways unfortunate. Among them were women with gifts of real 
leadership. They were exceptional and high types of women, idealists concerned in 
carrying a cause to victory, with no idea of personal advancement or gain. In fact, 
attaining the vote was only part of a program for equal rights— an external gesture 
toward economic independence, and social and spiritual equality with men.  
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How, then, can we bring the men leaders to concede participation in party affairs, 
adequate representation and real political equality? 
 
Our means is to elect, accept and back women political bosses. 
 
To organize as women, but within the parties, in districts, counties and States just as men 
organize, and to pick efficient leaders—say two or three in each State—whom we will 
support and by whose decisions we will abide. With the power of unified women voters 
behind them, such women bosses would be in a position to talk in terms of “business” 
with the men leaders; their voices would be heard, because their authority and the 
elective power they could command would have to be recognized. 
 
Women are today ignored largely because they have no banded unity under 
representative leaders and spokesmen capable of dealing with the bosses controlling 
groups of men whose votes they can “deliver.” These men bosses have the power of 
coordinated voters behind them. Our helplessness is that of an incoherent anarchy. 

Perhaps the word “boss” may shock sensitive ears. To many it will conjure all that is 
unhealthy and corrupt in our political machinery. Yet when I speak of women bosses, I 
mean bosses actually in the sense that men are bosses. The term boss does not 
necessarily infer what it once did. As things are today, the boss is a leader, often an 
enlightened, high-minded leader, who retains little of the qualities imputed by the old 
use of this obnoxious word.  
 
If women believe they have a right and duty in political life today, they must learn to talk 
the language of men. They must not only master the phraseology, but also understand the 
machinery which men have built up through years of practical experience. Against the 
men bosses there must be women bosses who can talk as equals, with the backing of a 
coherent organization of women voters behind them. 
 
Voters who are only voters, whether men or women, are only the followers of leaders. 
The important thing is the choosing of leaders.  
 
I should not want the average woman, or the exceptional woman for that matter, who for 
one reason or another could not do a public job well, to take one at present. For just now 
a woman must do better than a man, for whatever she does in the public eye reflects on 
the whole cause of women. There are women in the United States I would gladly see run 
for any office. But if we cannot have the best I should prefer to wait and prepare a little 
longer until women are more ready to make a fine contribution to public life in any 
office they might hold.  
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Remember, women have voted just ten years. They have held responsible positions in big 
business enterprises only since the war, to any great extent. The men at the head of big 
business or controlling politics are for the most part middle-aged men. Their wives grew 
up in an era when no public question was discussed in a popular manner, when men 
talked politics over their wine or cigars, and pulled their waistcoats down, on joining the 
ladies, to talk music, or the play or the latest scandal. Can you blame them if the 
adjustment to modern conditions is somewhat difficult?Certain women profess to be 
horrified at the thought of women bosses bartering and dickering in the hard game of 
politics with men. But many more women realize that we are living in a material world, 
and that politics cannot be played from the clouds. To sum up, women must learn to play 
the game as men do. If they go into politics, they must stick to their jobs, respect the time 
and work of others, master a knowledge of history and human nature, learn diplomacy, 
subordinate their likes and dislikes of the moment and choose leaders to act for them and 
to whom they will be loyal. They can keep their ideals; but they must face facts and deal 
with them practically. 
 
 
“Women Must Learn to Play the Game As Men Do” by Eleanor Roosevelt, in The 
Red Book Magazine, April 1928. Reprinted in What I Hope to Leave Behind, 
edited by Allida M. Black (Brooklyn: Carlson Publishing, 1995), pp. 195–200. 


