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Introduction

Why First Ladies Matter

First ladies have been a topic of interest for the press and public

in the United States since Martha Washington’s time. They are among

the most highly recognizable figures of any presidential administration

and are often treated as celebrities, making them some of the most

prominent women of their eras. Yet, over the years, many of their

stories and contributions have been forgotten. They are rarely discussed

in history classes. Many presidential biographies devote just a few lines

(if any) to the wives of their subjects. President Harry Truman once

said, “I hope that someday someone will take the time to evaluate the

role of the wife of a president, and to assess the many burdens she has

to bear and the contributions she makes.” But it wasn’t until the s

that serious scholarly attention was given to presidential spouses. Since

then, interest in researching first ladies has increased, resulting in a

robust body of literature that spans the fields of history, political

science, communication, and women’s studies. Most articles and

books focus on the individual women who’ve served as first lady,

resulting in works heavy on biography. There are very few works that

approach first ladies from a thematic perspective that looks at both the

development of the first lady institution and the political, social, and

cultural influence of the women who’ve served in this role, which is

arguably one of the most prominent political positions in US history.

The Cambridge Companion to US First Ladies seeks to address this gap

in the literature. There is much that can be learned about US history,

political communication, gender roles, social advocacy, media, celeb-

rity, and popular culture from analyzing the development and
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evolution of the first lady position, how the role has been performed by

its various holders over the years, and the impact of these women on

history, politics, and culture.

The first lady position itself is a conundrum since it is not defined

anywhere, yet expectations exist that presidents’ spouses perform a

variety of duties from hostess and helpmate to advisor, advocate, and

surrogate. In nearly every book or article written about first ladies,

authors note the unique nature of the position. There’s no mention of

the president’s spouse in the Constitution and there are no official

guidelines. The role has been described as “a paradox,” “a peculiar

job,” “an improvised throwback of a position,” “ill-defined,” “ana-

chronistic,” “highly malleable,” and “a highly individualistic office.”

First ladies themselves have expressed mixed feelings about the

ambiguous yet demanding requirements of the role. In , just a

few months into her tenure, Martha Washington complained, “I am

more like a state prisoner than anything else. There is certain bounds

set for me which I must not depart from – and as I can not doe [sic] as

I like I am obstinate and stay at home a great deal.” In her autobiog-

raphy, Grace Coolidge reflected, “There was this sense of detachment.

This was I and yet not I. This was the wife of the president of the United

States, and she took precedence over me. My personal likes and dislikes

must be subordinated to the consideration of those things which were

required of her.” Eleanor Roosevelt had a similar experience, saying in

her memoirs, “On the whole, I think I lived those years [in the White

House] very impersonally. It was almost as though I had erected

someone outside myself who was the President’s wife. I was lost

somewhere deep down inside myself.” Pat Nixon called it “the hardest

unpaid job in the world.” Michelle Obama described being first lady

as “a job that’s not officially a job, but that nonetheless has given me a

platform like nothing I could have imagined. It challenged me and

humbled me, lifted me up and shrank me down, sometimes all at

once.”

In spite of this lack of clarity, first ladies have become “a political

celebrity,” “a key player,” and “part of our national folklore.” It is a

“role without a rulebook” that is “defined by flexibility and opportunity

on one hand, and constraints on the other. It is continuously defined

and redefined by the unique personalities, capabilities, and active
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engagement of the women who serve in the office.” The holders of the

title are unelected and they are also unpaid. For many years, the first

lady’s staff and office expenses were a line item in the larger White

House budget. The Office of the First Lady finally received funding in

 after Congress recognized a spouse’s role in “the discharge of the

president’s duties and responsibilities,” but first ladies still remain

uncompensated for their work. In , the US Court of Appeals

ruled that presidential spouses should be considered “de facto” federal

officials on their own merit because of “a longstanding tradition of

public service by First Ladies.”

The lack of definition gives first ladies a great deal of flexibility in

how they approach the role. Roosevelt initially dreaded becoming first

lady, which she viewed as an endless stream of teas and receiving lines

based on her experience watching her Aunt Edith, Teddy’s wife. Once

she realized there was no rulebook, Roosevelt revolutionized the role

through her extensive travel on behalf of the administration as well as

her social advocacy efforts and savvy media usage. Meanwhile, her

successor, Bess Truman, was relieved to find out that she was not

required to hold press conferences or keep the same active schedule

as Roosevelt. She chose to spend most of her time back home in

Independence, Missouri. Yet she was still one of her husband’s most

trusted confidantes and played a key role behind the scenes. Since

then, each woman has taken their own approach to the role, with some

opting to be more active than others.

But because the position is so deeply rooted in tradition, it comes

with certain expectations based on how previous first ladies have

performed their duties. This leads to an extraordinary amount of

scrutiny from the public, political foes, and the press. Presidential

spouses are expected to fulfill multiple roles flawlessly. Any departure

from perceived standards is often met with disapproval. The first lady

position is further constrained by its gendered nature and is deeply

connected to an era’s cultural norms regarding women’s “proper”

behavior. Held up by the media and public as models of American

womanhood, first ladies serve as sites for the “symbolic negotiation of

female identity” and “lightning rods for social arguments over com-

peting and confusing expectations for women in general.” The term

itself is a gendered throwback to a bygone era that smacks of elitism, yet
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it persists – at least until the first male spouse assumes the role. While

some first ladies were criticized for overstepping the perceived (and

ever-shifting) boundaries of the unelected position, others were cri-

tiqued for not being active enough. As one scholar noted, “Often it

seems that a first lady cannot do anything right: Nancy Reagan was too

trendy, Barbara Bush, too frumpy; Rosalynn Carter was too powerful,

Pat Nixon, too passive; Betty Ford was too outspoken, Bess Truman,

too discreet.” It’s a classic catch-: damned if you do, damned if you

don’t. 

In spite of all this, most of the women who found themselves in the

White House accepted their role. Some, like Julia Tyler and Nellie Taft,

enjoyed the spotlight, while others, like Elizabeth Monroe and Melania

Trump, were more reluctant. Through their service, they created the

first lady institution, which has evolved both with the times and with

each individual who has taken up its ever-expanding responsibilities.

The first lady is an integral part of the US political system. First ladies

are often more popular than presidents, according to public opinion

polls. Laura Bush had an  percent job approval rating in , while

her husband’s stood at  percent. Even first ladies who faced criticism

still polled higher than their husbands. For example, Hillary Clinton’s

 percent approval average compares with Bill Clinton’s  percent

average rating while in office. When Rosalynn Carter had a  percent

approval rating in , her husband Jimmy Carter was at 

percent. First ladies’ memoirs have outsold those written by presi-

dents, a pattern that started with Lady Bird Johnson’s A White House

Diary and continued through Obama. Spouses are not-so-“secret

weapons” in campaign strategy and typically viewed as assets to their

husbands’ administrations. Lucretia Garfield was the first to campaign

with her husband in . Caroline Harrison (), Ida McKinley

(), and Florence Harding () took part in their husbands’ “front

porch campaigns.” The Cleveland campaign took advantage of Frances’

popularity by putting her image on a variety of campaign memora-

bilia. Jacqueline Kennedy used her language skills to make an impres-

sion on world leaders, prompting her husband to open a Paris press

conference by saying, “I am the man who accompanied Jacqueline

Kennedy to Paris, and I have enjoyed it.” Nixon similarly charmed

the Chinese premier, resulting in the gift of two pandas and the start of
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“panda diplomacy.” Since the s, first ladies have made more

public remarks than vice presidents, both on behalf of their husband’s

political agendas and in support of their own causes.

Through marriage, first ladies have intimate access to the inner

workings and highest levels of the US government. Ford called it the

power of “pillow talk.” They wield influence, both political and

cultural, from their so-called “white glove” or “velvet pulpit.” They

have a platform that allows them to call attention to social issues and

advocate for causes. They are celebrities, trendsetters, and role models.

They are wives, mothers, and grandmothers who continue to take care

of their families, like Obama’s focus on being “mom in chief,” while

often extending their nurturing to the nation, as with Laura Bush taking

on the “comforter in chief” role following the events of /. They give

up their privacy and are subject to the intense glare of the public

spotlight, often in service to someone else’s ambitions. Yet much of

their work has been forgotten or reduced to one or two memories

because presidential spouses and stand-ins – and the first lady insti-

tution – have received relatively little attention from scholars, some-

thing this collection of essays aims to address.

In The First Ladies podcast that accompanies this book, host Teri

Finneman asks the contributors to this volume, “Why do you think

studying first ladies matters?” Most authors agree that studying first

ladies is critical for understanding American history and the evolution

of women’s roles in society. According to Tammy Vigil, whose chapter

looks at first ladies as political assets and liabilities, studying first ladies

provides insights into American politics, particularly the influence of

non-elected individuals. First ladies hold significant soft power, making

their study essential for understanding past and present gender roles

and political influence. She says, “They do things the president can’t

actually do, and they help and they hurt in ways that are important to

understand. And so I think understanding who they are, what they’ve

done is important because the influence that they have should be

interrogated both to understand our past, but also to try to inform

our future in terms of the first ladyship, in terms of how we think about

people, power, gender roles.” She also argues that they’re fascinating

historical figures and deserve attention in their own right. Likewise,

Sarah Fling notes that first ladies are a unique example of women with

Introduction 

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009502788.001
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.118.184.232, on 31 Mar 2025 at 18:23:38, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009502788.001
https://www.cambridge.org/core


influence in the United States. Especially at times when other women

did not have the same access to political power, first ladies had the

“opportunity to influence politics, to influence culture, and to set an

example for American women” on topics including slavery and civil

rights, which she examines in her chapter.

Elizabeth Natalle, who wrote the chapter on first ladies and inter-

national diplomacy, points out that “first ladies are a part of the presi-

dential administration in spite of what the Constitution does not say

about them. And so, first ladies contribute in a very powerful way, and

they need to be documented.” Natalle believes that understanding first

ladies’ impact as “de facto leaders” is crucial for a comprehensive record

of American governance, as they significantly contribute to the function-

ing and effectiveness of the presidency. MaryAnne Borrelli, author of the

chapter on representation of first ladies in films, offered a similar answer,

saying, “I think that if you care about transparency and responsiveness

and accountability and effectiveness in the presidency, then you need to

recognize and respect and delve into the work of every member in the

presidential administration, and I think that first ladies have been far too

often overlooked, marginalized, [and] ignored.” In his response, Thomas

Balcerski underscored first ladies’ importance, stating, “They are right

alongside with the presidents as some of the most important, significant,

and powerful people in the nation at any one time. They can affect policy

changes and cultural and social changes with whatever program or cause

they take up.” And during times of war, which Balcerski examines in his

chapter, first ladies “are literally the person most directly sustaining the

commander in chief. They are there every day, every hour of every day,

in some cases, literally holding up, propping up, supporting emotionally

and physically the president of the United States in one of the most

solemn and important duties that he has, and that is having to be a leader

during wartime.”

In summary, first ladies matter for a multitude of reasons. What

follows is a collection of thematic essays examining the development of

the first lady institution and the political, social, and cultural influence

of the women who’ve served in this role. Some chapters trace the

evolution of various first lady roles, such as hostess, campaigner, surro-

gate, diplomat, and social advocate. Others consider how first ladies

have been political assets and liabilities, including their views on
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women’s rights and the complicated historical relationship between

first ladies, slavery, and civil rights. The book includes chapters on first

ladies’ speeches and media usage, their role as trendsetters, and how

presidential spouses have been represented in films. We remember the

stand-ins – the women who were not wives but performed the first

lady’s duties – who often get left out of other first lady collections.

There are chapters devoted to the important role these women have

played during specific historical moments including first ladies in

wartime and wives who’ve led the nation in mourning after a presi-

dent’s death. Finally, we consider these women’s legacies and how they

are memorialized and remembered – or forgotten.

Since the purpose of this series is to introduce readers to the subject

and serve as a starting point for deeper research, most chapters are based

primarily on existing first lady scholarship. The endnotes in each chapter

and the Further Readings section are key resources for those who want

to learn more about particular first ladies and/or topics. Some chapters

also include archival research, analysis of media coverage, and infor-

mation from museum and memorial sites dedicated to preserving the

public memories of these women. In sum, this book offers a thorough

introduction to US first ladies for anyone interested in learning more

about the impact of these women on history, politics, and culture while

also providing detailed analysis of the various contributions of presiden-

tial spouses that will be insightful to even the most seasoned scholars.

Listen – The First Ladies podcast: Episode 

https://www.quinnipiacpodcasts.com/the-first-ladies

In this podcast episode, Lisa Burns discusses why the public is so
interested in first ladies and how their influence endures  years after
Martha Washington began the role.
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