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FIRST LADIES IN THE UNITED STATES AND EUROPE: 
INSTITUTION AND IMAGE IN THE TWENTIETH AND TWENTY-
FIRST CENTURIES 

Philipp Gassert  

Workshop in cooperation with the Atlantische Akademie Rheinland-Pfalz and the 
Rhineland Palatinate State Institute for Teachers' Education, held at the 
Pfalzakademie, Lambrecht, Germany, December 6-8, 2000. Conveners: Philipp Gassert 
(University of Heidelberg), Werner Kremp (Atlantische Akademie Rheinland-Pfalz), 
Christof Mauch (GHI). Participants: Sabine Freitag (GHI London), Marc Frey 
(University of Cologne), Ute Mehnert (Agence France-Presse, Berlin), Eckard Presler 
(Hamburg),Dieter Zimmer (Zweites Deutsches Fernsehen, Mainz).  

Hillary Rodham Clinton's election to the U.S. Senate has opened a new chapter in the 
history of a venerable two-hundred-year-old American institution: That of the office of 
first lady of the United States. Whereas many of Clinton's predecessors were happy to 
leave the glaring light of the media behind after the end of their husbands' tenure in 
the White House, Clinton embarked on a second political career. Her candidacy for 
the United States Senate continued the unprecedented political partnership between 
husband and wife that has become the hallmark of the Clinton presidency. In 
addition, the rise, fall, and resurgence of Clinton's political fortunes since 1992 has 
attracted remarkable international attention. With the arrival of a new generation of 
political spouses in European capitals, political observers now ask whether the 
"Hillary Syndrome" has reached the Old World. What has been less well-perceived by 
the general public, however, is the historic dimension of the first ladyship and its 
long-term impact on the political life of the United States.  

The workshop brought together scholars, journalists, and secondary-school teachers 
who share an interest in the history of first ladyships in the United States and Europe. 
Based on three recent books published by the participants1 and building on a rapidly 
expanding literature on the history of American first ladies (including a growing 
interest of gender historians in the role of women and the state), the workshop served 
to analyze the institutional, social, and cultural background that turned presidential 
spouses into important players in American politics. Christof Mauch opened the 
workshop with an overview of American first ladies from the founding of the republic 
to World War I. Whereas earlier studies often highlighted individual accomplishments 
of particular first ladies, recent scholarship underscores how the transformation of the 
first ladyship reflected change in society at large. Martha Washington's highly 
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publicized support for the revolutionary army was modeled on the ideal of 
"republican motherhood" (Linda Kerber). Abigail Adams's candid admonition to 
"remember the ladies" probably had a limited impact on her husband, yet it served as 
a point of departure for the early women's movement. During most of the nineteenth 
century first ladies were virtually absent from the public eye, opting to live outside 
Washington because of poor health or unwillingness to shoulder the burdens of White 
House entertaining. Reacting to contemporary ideals of beauty and sociability 
presidents often preferred as official hostess young daughters or nieces to their 
middle-aged wives. Except for Sarah Polk, Mary Lincoln, and some first ladies coming 
to Washington in the last third of the nineteenth century presidential spouses were 
virtually unknown to the American people. Frequently descending from the higher 
echelons of society than the presidents, first ladies often provided much of the 
financial and social support that helped initiate their husbands' political careers.  

In the second presentation Philipp Gassert analyzed the dramatic change that the 
relationship between president and first lady has undergone during the twentieth 
century. Because it combines the offices of head of state and chief of government, a 
rather unique feature in Western democracies, the American presidency requires a 
first lady. With the growth of the presidency to a national institution the private 
relationship between a presidential husband and wife has developed into a public 
(and highly publicized) partnership. In the modern media environment a successful 
presidency requires the presidential couple to engage in what Jan Jarboe Russell calls 
a "theatrical, courtly ritual" - witness the annual state of the union messages. The 
consecutive media revolutions, beginning with the arrival of a mass press in the 1890s, 
then of radio in 1920s, television in the 1950s, and finally the Internet in the 1990s, 
have driven the institutionalization of the first ladyship. Starting with Edith Roosevelt, 
whose carefully released family photographs complemented the energetic image her 
husband projected, the first family has played an expanding role in the making of the 
American presidency. The first lady acquired her own staff, with Congress approving 
more and more press secretaries and aides. The institutionalization of the first 
ladyship reached a high point during the "imperial presidency" in the decades after 
World War II and culminated during the late Cold War with Rosalynn Carter and 
Nancy Reagan. Following a general trend in Washington bureaucracies, the office of 
the first lady was scaled back during the Bush and Clinton presidencies. Hillary 
Clinton made up for the loss of personnel in the first lady's office by working with 
members of other government agencies and different sections of the White House. 
Furthermore, since Lady Bird Johnson all first ladies have played a more prominent 
role in their husbands' election campaigns. Finally, the public has begun to expect first 
ladies not to limit themselves to being a "mere" supporter of their husbands, even 
though the limits of first-lady activism remain highly contested. Since the 1970s, 
however, the general assumption has been that a first lady should use her office to 
further a substantive social (and sometimes political) cause.  



The next two presentations centered on individual first ladies. Sabine Freitag 
presented a paper on "The Consciousness of a Nation: Eleanor Roosevelt, 1884-1962," 
and Marc Frey addressed the topic "Between Camelot and Crisis: American First 
Ladies During the Turbulent Sixties." Freitag argued that Roosevelt, despite her 
aristocratic birth, very much fits the description of a "self-made woman." Unlike her 
future husband Franklin D. Roosevelt, Eleanor experienced a traumatic childhood. It 
is noteworthy that she only became the role model she nowadays is after the 
Roosevelts rearranged their marriage in the early 1920s following her discovery of 
Franklin's extramarital affair. During the New Deal and World War II Roosevelt 
emerged as the "social consciousness" of her husband's administration, speaking out 
against racial and social discrimination, issues that the president did not dare to 
address himself. As some historians have argued Roosevelt secured the support of 
blacks for the administration despite their disappointment over its timid approach 
toward race relations. It took almost two decades for a similarly active first lady - 
Lady Bird Johnson - to enter the White House. Johnson was preceded by Jacqueline 
Bouvier Kennedy for whose husband Roosevelt had vigorously campaigned. As Frey 
argued in his contribution Kennedy was an immeasurable asset to her husband's 
presidency. She "hated politics," wanted first to be wife and mother and only second 
to be first lady, yet Kennedy's taste and cultural sophistication created the glamorous 
White House that American (and international) audiences loved during the early 
1960s. Whereas Kennedy underscored the enormous public-relations value of the first 
ladyship, Lady Bird Johnson became a formidable political activist more in the 
tradition of Eleanor Roosevelt. She markedly increased the institutional power of her 
office by hiring a professional team of advisers and playing a crucial role during the 
election campaign of 1964. Johnson also set a problematic precedent by having her 
husband support legislative efforts on behalf of the environment. Her mixed success 
with the Highway Beautification Act foreshadowed the catastrophic failure of the 
Clinton health care plan in the 1990s.  

Because Clinton's tenure as first lady has generated enormous interest outside the 
United States, two contributions explored the role of first ladies in a comparative 
transatlantic perspective. Dieter Zimmer, a television journalist, presented an 
overview of the wives of German federal presidents and chancellors. Taking his cues 
from his personal knowledge of Hannelore Kohl's life and career Zimmer underscored 
how the high visibility of their husbands and the building of personal contacts made 
possible and successful the social engagement of German first ladies. Often ridiculed 
by the general public these activities require energy and political clout, and they 
represent significant accomplishments. Eckard Presler then asked how the Hillary 
Syndrome has translated into European politics by comparing the latest crop of 
European first ladies - including Cherie Blair of Great Britain, Sylviane Jospin of 
France, Dagmar Havlová of the Czech Republic, Jolanta Kwasniewska of Poland, Ana 
Botella-Aznar of Spain, and Doris Schröder-Köpf of Germany. This new generation of 
European first ladies is routinely measured against its famous American counterpart. 



 

Yet they differ markedly from activist American first ladies, such as Hillary Rodham 
Clinton, and from their old-school European predecessors because they tend to 
continue their professional careers even after their husbands' election to high office. At 
the same time, however, they seem to follow the American model of partnership 
presidency in the "two-for-one" mold the Clintons originally presented to the voters. 
The discussion centered on divergent and convergent developments on both sides of 
the Atlantic. With the ceremonial aspect less prevalent in Europe than in the "royal" 
American case, European first couples more closely resemble modern working 
families than does the highly institutionalized first ladyship that has become one of 
the most peculiar hallmarks of American democracy.  

The workshop concluded with Ute Mehnert's presentation "Between Politics and 
Popular Culture: Hillary Clinton." The paradoxical success story of the first couple 
from Arkansas has not ended with their tenure in the White House. For the first time 
in recent American history an - albeit indirect - continuation of a presidency beyond 
the two-term constitutional limit seems to be emerging. Clinton's recent electoral 
success and George W. Bush's victory in the 2000 presidential election have added to 
the frenzy of such political speculation. As Mehnert argued, by analyzing recent 
reports on the Clinton campaign in New York State, the bid for a Senate seat, like the 
Oval Office, was the common project of a political partnership. In many ways Hillary 
Clinton's latest career move is the result of a growing personalization of politics. The 
many firsts and superlatives with which she is associated are the fodder feeding the 
media. So is the ambivalence that has been built into her image. The "biographical 
approach to politics" proved successful because of Clinton's contradictory life 
experience - "between emancipation and adaptation." It provides different possibilities 
with which the American electorate (and women in particular) can identify. She is 
portrayed as a strong political leader - and as "the most humiliated woman in the 
world." She has attracted uncritical adulation as well as unmitigated hatred. As a 
modern Lady Macbeth she stood in the center of political scandal while she suffered 
as an "ordinary housewife and mother." The combination of contradictions, the 
calculated ambivalence of presidential politics, the merging of pop and politics, of 
soap opera and statecraft, has proven successful in the postindustrial late-twentieth-
century media democracy. Ute Mehnert concluded her talk with an appropriate 
phrase: "Fortsetzung folgt."  

 

NOTES 

1 Philipp Gassert and Christof Mauch, eds., Mrs. President: Von Martha Washington bis Hillary Clinton (Stuttgart, 2000); Eckard 

Presler, Europas First Ladies auf eigenen Füßen (Leipzig, 1999); Dieter Zimmer, ed., Deutschlands First Ladies: Die Frauen der 

Präsidenten und Bundeskanzler von 1949 bis heute (Stuttgart, 1998). 
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