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John F. Kennedy was quoted as saying: “Each president’s wife, since she is not bound by 

constitutionally defined duties, should fulfill her responsibilities according to the dictates 

of her own temperament and capabilities.” True to this statement, my paper will discuss 

the role of four dynamic first ladies and their varying and diverse contributions to their 

husbands’ leadership potential and consequently the success of their husbands’ 

administrations. It will do so by using the work of Fred Greenstein as a measurement for 

the success of each man’s leadership capabilities in reference to their executive 

positions.  

 

 

 
Throughout American history, first ladies have defined and redefined their roles 

as “the president’s wife.” Because of their unsanctioned status they have had the difficult 

task of defining a position that is not official, but that remains one of the most integral 

parts of any president’s administration. Though the duties of a first lady are not detailed 

in our Constitution, most first ladies have proven vital to their husbands’ terms in office 

in one way or another. Some felt their position was one of social and ceremonial 

importance, and should not extend into the political realm. Others have felt their place 

was alongside their husbands as politically active parts of various administrations. No 

matter what a first lady’s opinion was of her duty, similarly to a lobbyist; the influence 

that first women had on their husbands has had an impact (whether positive, negative, 

substantive or figurative) on their husband’s terms in office.  
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In his book, The Presidential Difference, Fred Greenstein outlines the 

characteristics that are vital in creating presidential leadership. He highlights six 

categories: public communicator, organizational capacity, political skill, vision, cognitive 

style, and emotional intelligence. If a president rates well in reference to Greenstein’s 

characteristics, Greenstein explains that that president has the ability to be a powerful 

leader. Based on the characteristics outlined in The Presidential Difference, many first 

ladies have been one of the forces that has defined the success or failure of their 

husbands, both in their pre-presidencies and then while in office. Edith Wilson and 

Eleanor Roosevelt were able to fill in for their husbands, when their husbands were 

unable to fulfill presidential duties, and both women therefore enhanced their husbands’ 

administrations based on Greenstein’s characteristics. On the other end of the spectrum 

Florence Harding may have pushed her husband, who did not meet Greenstein’s criteria 

for presidential leadership, into a presidency he was not equipped to handle. This 

misjudgment could also be applied to Helen Taft on a less stringent scale. The four first 

ladies I will discuss in this paper have, either positively or negatively, had an effect on 

characteristics that Greenstein highlighted in their husbands’ careers; they therefore 

changed (some more than others) the course of their husbands’ administrations. Whether 

a president fails or succeeds is never fully dependent on his wife. However, their 

influence should not be disregarded either.  

The Hardings 

Because of the unique position a first lady holds, she has the ability to lobby her 

husband and influence him in a way that is entirely impossible for anyone else. Florence 
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Harding demonstrated this ability not only during her husband’s presidency, but even 

more importantly during his pre-presidency and especially in the run up to the election. 

Warren Harding was a product of his wife’s ambition. His emotional intelligence, as with 

many presidents, was in question. He was often suspected of infidelity. His political 

vision was also incomprehensible. “A Democratic leader, William Gibbs McAdoo, called 

Harding's speeches "an army of pompous phrases moving across the landscape in search 

of an idea."” 
i
 Nor was Harding, considered an intellect either. Though he did finish his 

degree at Ohio Central College, he never applied the time necessary to developing serious 

intellectual capacities. However, he was most notably lacking in the organizational 

capacity. He was unable to construct an effective administration. His administration was 

the reason that Harding’s presidency was such a debacle. Harding chose to surround 

himself with his friends, whom in the long run discredited his entire presidency.   

It is quite possible that Harding’s presidential debacle would have been avoided if 

it hadn’t been for Florence Harding’s ambition. One reason that Warren G. Harding may 

not have proved a successful leader is that it was never his ambition to be one. He was 

quite content as a senator from Ohio. He was always more interested in being popular 

than he was in being presidential. 
ii
It was Florence Harding who desired the presidency 

for her husband. After chasing Warren incessantly for years, Warren finally gave into 

Florence’s advances. Immediately after they were married Florence took over the daily 

oversight of Warren’s newspaper business and began running the company as she saw fit. 

Florence Harding was a strong willed, opinionated woman from the onset of the 

marriage, and that never changed.
iii
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Mrs. Harding approached her husband’s career as if it was her own. Harding had a 

history of ailments, and was often sick in bed. This gave Florence the opportunity to 

influence and mold her husband’s career as she saw fit (similarly to what she had done 

with his newspaper business). In 1899, Harding was elected to the Ohio state senate, 

which was the beginning of his political career. He was quite content in this position yet 

“Florence drove him wild with her petulance and watchfulness.”
iv
 Even as early as his 

senatorship Warren Harding had already begun to show signs that he did not have the 

qualities of a leader. Harding was not known for his fidelity, and therefore his emotional 

intelligence was already in question before he even took office. More importantly, when 

Harding was approached with the idea of seeking the Republican nomination he was less 

than ecstatic.  

“Harding himself had grave doubts that he was suited for the 

presidency. Possessed of a kind heart, little courage, and less 

intelligence, he desired only to be popular. He did not want the 

presidency; but unhappily there were others who wanted it for him. On 

the day of the election Florence Harding turned to her husband and 

boasted. “Well Warren, I have got you the presidency; what are you 

going to do with it?”
v
 

It was not Harding who desired the presidency, it was his wife, and that showed through 

until his death. Often Florence would bluntly and publicly state that she knew what was 

best for Warren, and that without her he would not have become the president.
vi
 

However, no matter how much Florence desired the prominent title of the first family, 

she could never push Warren to become the leader that America needed. He appointed 

many friends to positions, and did not carefully oversee them. He put too much trust in 

his friends, and was lacking the political skill and organizational capacity to see the error 
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of his ways. This eventually caused the defamation of his entire term.  Harding did not 

have the six qualities that Greenstein discussed.  

Because of his inability, Florence, tried to step in to play president. She was 

constantly meddling in official business. She would insist on being included in decision 

making for all levels of the government, no matter what her qualifications were. She was 

full of “suggestions” for her husband’s cabinet. She had pushed the presidency on her 

husband, and now she was trying to make up for his lack of enthusiasm for the job. In the 

Hardings’ situation, Florence Harding possessed the power to make her husband a 

president; however not even she had enough strength to make him a leader. 

The Tafts 

 President William Howard Taft was another president where the credit for his rise 

to the presidency should be given to the First Lady rather than the president himself. 

Florence Harding was not the first first lady to push her husband into a presidency. Under 

immense pressure from his wife, Helen Taft, William Taft made the difficult decision to 

turn down the chief justiceship for a shot at the presidency. Taft had longed for the 

opportunity to serve on the Supreme Court, but Mrs. Taft coveted the presidency for her 

husband. “Ever since he (William Taft) was old enough to read, Tafts one ambition in life 

had been to attain the Supreme Court. Mrs. Taft, however, had one ambition from 

childhood, too. And that was to someday be the First Lady of the land.”
vii
 Though Mrs. 

Taft was less vocal during her husband’s term than Florence Harding, she still was able to 

compel a man to run for the presidency that would have otherwise taken a much different 

career path. Mrs. Taft was not dissimilar from women all over the country; she had the 
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ability to persuade her husband to pursue a career that he might not have chosen for 

himself. However, to be a successful president, one must be a successful leader, and one 

has to want to be leader to be successful. Taft was simply lacking the political prowess 

and drive to be what his wife desired. Though Mrs. Taft was able to get her husband the 

presidency, it may not have been the best choice, either for him, or for the nation. If he 

had been covered in The Presidential Difference, Greenstein might have categorized Taft 

as lacking political skill and vision, and the ability to perform as a public communicator.  

 The official website of the White House describes Taft as: “Distinguished jurist, 

effective administrator, but a poor politician, William Howard Taft spent four 

uncomfortable years in the White House.”
viii
 Taft was lacking one of Greenstein’s most 

important characteristics, political skill. Taft, unlike Harding, did posses the intelligence 

and organizational capacity to become a successful leader, but he was lacking the 

political skill to harness those talents. Helen Taft, however, would not compromise her 

dream, no matter how much Taft had other dreams in mind.  

Helen Taft was not bashful about her ambitions for her husband. Though many 

say that it was Roosevelt who secured the presidency for Taft, it was Helen who lobbied 

President Theodore Roosevelt on her husband’s behalf. Roosevelt was not initially as 

enthusiastic as Helen was about the possibility of Taft running on Roosevelt’s coat tails 

as the Republican nominee. One evening while dining with Mr. and Mrs. Taft, Roosevelt 

claimed that he could see the future. He told Taft that he could one day see him as either 

the president or the chief justice. “Helen said quickly, ‘Make it the Presidency.’ ‘Make it 

the Chief Justiceship.’ William urged him.”
ix
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It was evident that William Taft was ambivalent about his prospects of becoming 

the president, but so too was Roosevelt himself. Roosevelt initially offered Taft the chief 

justiceship. When Helen heard the news she was furious. After adamantly opposing the 

idea, and convincing her husband to postpone any decision until the position of chief 

justice was officially vacant; Helen began to convince Roosevelt that her husband should 

be the man replace him. When Taft officially turned down the justiceship, he explained 

that, “Nellie (Helen) is bitterly opposed to my accepting the position.”
x
  

Helen knew that accepting the chief justiceship would make William Taft 

ineligible to even accept the presidential nomination, much less the presidency itself. 

Though her initial meeting with Roosevlt was not as successful as she hoped, she had 

been given the opportunity to present her husband’s candidacy to the president. The 

unconvinced Roosevelt, yet again, offered Taft the justiceship though. Helen was playing 

double duty. She had to convince her husband to turn down his life long dream of the 

Supreme Court, while convincing Roosevelt that Taft would be a viable Republican 

candidate. Over the next few months Helen Taft would show the political skill that her 

husband was lacking. It was not until a final meeting (and after Roosevelt’s first choice 

for candidate declined) with all three parties that Roosevelt finally seemed to support 

Taft’s nomination.  

“ Roosevelt brining up the question of the Supreme Court appointment 

and Taft replying that he wanted to take it. But he recalled, ‘it was only 

through the pleadings of Mrs. Taft that he was not appointed. I can 

remember the exact hour of the famous visit when Mrs. Taft, in the face 

of opposition from both the president and her husband, she carried her 

point. From that time on, the President seemed to feel that Mr. Taft 

should be his successor.”
xi
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After Helen secured William’s nomination she chose to stay at home and support 

her husband in a more matronly way, which was common for First Ladies in the early 

1900’s. However, her tenacity in getting her husband the support of Roosevelt and the 

unwanted nomination was anything but common. At his inauguration, on an 

exceptionally frosty day, Taft said to Roosevelt: “ I always knew it would be a cold day 

when I got to be the President of the United States,”
xii
 Without the ambition to become 

president, it is also difficult to have a strong vision for a term in office. Taft never truly 

felt that he was qualified or up to the challenge that the presidency would present. It was 

therefore difficult for Taft to formulate any vision for his presidential administration.  

When Taft ran for a second term Roosevelt was so unsatisfied with Taft that he 

himself ran against him as a third party candidate, and garnered more votes than Taft. 

Though Helen Taft was able to propel her husband into the presidency, she was unable to 

instill in him the characteristics that Greenstein deems necessary for a successful leader.  

The Wilsons  

 Though Helen Taft and Frances Harding propelled men into the presidency who 

may not have had the qualities necessary to become successful leaders, they did not 

establish that as the pattern for other first wives. There were first ladies who enhanced 

qualities that Greenstein describes, and thereby enhanced their husbands’ administrations. 

Woodrow Wilson had the benefit of not one, but two, very attentive wives while in 

office. They seemed to play similar roles in Wilson’s career. Both Ellen and Edith Wilson 

enthusiastically took on their roles as Wilson’s partner and confidant. Wilson respected 

both of their opinions; however, he was quite clear in his belief that the intelligence of 
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women was different from that of men. He would never have taken kindly to a wife like 

Eleanor Roosevelt or Florence Harding, who spoke their minds openly in public. He felt 

that a woman’s place was in the home, or at their husband’s side, but never on their own 

in a public forum. Later in life, however, he was forced to lean very heavily on his second 

wife, Edith Galt, due to his questionable health. Though Wilson felt that a woman’s 

intelligence was more of the emotional type, “and that it served as a supplement to men’s 

more rigorous view of things,”
xiii
 it was that “sympathetic” intelligence that he would 

have to rely on in some of his darkest hours. Towards the end of Wilson’s presidency it 

was not his ratings in Greenstein’s scale that were important, but rather those of his wife. 

During his second term in office Woodrow Wilson suffered a massive stroke that 

would paralyze the left side of his body. For the next six months only Edith Wilson and 

President Wilson’s personal physician, Dr.Grayson, would came into contact with the 

feeble President. Dr. Grayson explained to Edith Wilson that if she wanted to keep her 

husband alive she would have to shield him from all activities that could possibly excite 

or agitate him. The world in 1919 was, however, an excitable place in itself. Woodrow 

Wilson was in the midst of dealing with a newly resolved WWI and trying to convince 

the United States to join forces with the world and become part of the League of Nations. 

Therefore, Edith Wilson had her work cut out for her. She not only had to attend to her 

husband (the chore she felt was the single most important), but the new first lady also had 

to become the president’s voice, eyes, and ears. In Greenstein’s terms, Edith Wilson had 

just taken on the challenge of presidential communicator, and some might even say that 

she also took over the presidential skill as well. She, unlike other first wives, did not just 
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encourage these skills in her husband; she employed these skills on his behalf. She 

wanted Woodrow to survive not only physically but also politically as well, and she went 

therefore to great lengths to ensure that. 

For the next six months Edith Wilson would scan every document, newspaper, 

and memo before it reached the president. She would then decide what was imperative 

for the president to see and what could be resolved by someone else in the administration. 

She was determined not to endanger her husband’s health with matters that could be dealt 

with by others. On top of this new executive burden, Edith had also made the decision to 

keep her husband’s poor health a secret. Not only was she essentially taking over the 

executive responsibility for her husband, she was doing so clandestinely. “Mrs. Wilson 

chose to hide her husband’s disability and take upon herself those Constitutional burdens 

of the presidency which could not be set aside.”
xiv
 Though Edith Wilson swore that she 

was simply a steward, doing only the president’s bidding in his time of need, and not the 

sitting president, it is impossible to ever know for sure. Even if she was simply passing 

along the word of her husband, she had taken on the responsibility of presidential 

communicator. “If a subject seemed important, but likely to irritate the President, Mrs. 

Wilson sent for the official involved and discussed it with him, urging him to solve the 

matter without the president.” 
xv
During this period, a meeting with Mrs. Wilson was 

essentially a meeting with Mr. Wilson. She was able to keep the White House in working 

order because of her prowess as a public communicator. It is likely due to her unique 

situation that Greenstein would have rated her highly in reference to the characteristics 

described in his book.  
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Edith Wilson claimed that she was always speaking on behalf of her husband. 

However, even her ability to screen all that he was able to see for at least six weeks 

(many say until the end of his second term) was essentially having political control in 

itself. The power to decide what information a president is privy to and what he is not is a 

lobbyist’s dream, and undeniably a power in its own right. So even if Edith Wilson was 

always speaking as a steward for her husband, she still gained quite a bit of political 

power. She either aided Woodrow Wilson immensely with his political skill in his time of 

need or the world got a glimpse of what a female US president’s political skill would 

look like. Her ability to hide her husband’s illness, and keep him in the presidency, when 

he was essentially incommunicado was a show of political skill that would be impossible 

in this new age of technology. Edith Wilson aided her husband, the president, in a way 

that no first lady had done before or has done since. She has more power over the 

outcome of his administration than any other first lady in US history. It would have been 

plausible for her to accept the changes suggested by the Senate for the League of Nations, 

without actual presidential approval. Though history shows no signs of her taking such 

dramatic liberties, there is no way of telling just what went on behind closed doors during 

that portion of Wilson’s administration. The only thing we do know is that Mrs. Wilson 

went from obscurity to holding an immense amount of power over a presidential 

administration in quite a short period of time. She may even have rated highly on 

Greenstein’s own scale or presidential leadership potential. 
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The Roosevelts  

Eleanor Roosevelt also became a crutch helping her husband overcome his 

disability. However, she did so in a much more open manner. She, unlike Edith Wilson, 

could not hide Franklin Roosevelt’s disability. Roosevelt had suffered an attack from 

polio and would never fully regain the use of his legs. Roosevelt was discussed by 

Greenstein; though Greenstein arguably did not see FDR’s vision as monumental the only 

real threat to Roosevelt’s leadership capabilities may have been in his emotional 

capacities. However, the couple seemed to overcome FDR’s infidelity, which was a 

weakness in the emotional capacity realm. This is not to say that they were the perfect 

married couple; however, they were the perfect political couple. Though Roosevelt’s 

emotional capacity may not have been one of his strong points, Eleanor never let on that 

there was a problem in their marriage. This gave Roosevelt the ability to enhance his 

leadership capabilities throughout his twelve years in office in a way that has been 

monumental in American history, without the hindrance of his emotional capacity in 

question.  

Eleanor Roosevelt was a leader in her own right. She was not only an asset to her 

husband’s political leadership; she too gained the respect of the nation through her work 

throughout and after her husband’s terms in office. However, that does not negate the fact 

that she did enhance her husband’s administrations between 1933 and 1945, contrastingly 

it only enhanced it.  First and foremost Eleanor served as Franklin Roosevelt’s legs when 

he did not have the strength to use his own. Most of FDR’s popularity and political 

success came from his ability to appeal to the average American. According to 
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Greenstein, FDR provided a benchmark for his successors when it came to public 

communication. However, he did not do it alone. With the help of Eleanor, FDR, was 

able to use his ability to appeal to average Americans to enhance his leadership skills. 

When FDR could not go to the average American, Eleanor not only could, but wanted to. 

The Roosevelts would tour the country to investigate the effectiveness of his New Deal 

legislation, and “Because walking was so difficult he (Franklin) stayed in the car while 

his wife inspected many of  the facilities.”
xvi
 Eleanor would then report the conditions 

exactly as she saw them to FDR, who would then plan legislation as needed. Also within 

a month of FDR’s winning the presidency, he sent her on her first inspection trip of 

impoverished areas.
xvii

 Roosevelt fully trusted his wife’s opinion and would continue to 

send her on a variety of trips throughout his administration. Roosevelt was therefore able 

to be much more effective with his political communication, because he had received first 

hand reports from his wife on the condition of Americans. Given his physical limitations, 

he would have been unable to get such accurate first hand depictions.  

Another Rooseveltian strength was political skill. Yet again, Eleanor only 

enhanced this asset in her husband. Political skill, much like public communication, can 

be measured by surveying the feelings surrounding one’s administration. Roosevelt was 

able to learn from his earlier years in politics and apply that knowledge to his presidential 

terms in office, and was able to create a powerful presidential administration. One thing 

that had worked while he was Governor of New York had been to utilize his wife’s 

talents and people skills. Though Roosevelt was no slouch in that department, Eleanor 

Roosevelt had an undeniable way with the American public. Though some were not in 
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favor of her brand of liberalism, in general she was a political asset even after his death. 

What is written about a president after their terms in office often dictates how that 

president will be perceived. For thirteen straight years in a row the Gallup Pole showed 

that Eleanor Roosevelt was the most admired woman in America.
xviii

 One occasion that 

demonstrates the type of political charisma that Mrs. Roosevelt displayed was at the 

second Bonus March, which was a demonstration by disgruntled veterans. The previous 

year the same march was held and President Hoover sent the army out to deter the 

protesters. President Roosevelt had already shown political skill by providing these 

veterans with tents and hot food for their demonstration to show his support for veterans. 

It is Eleanor, however who is remembered at this event. She was the one who trudged 

through the mud, which was ankle deep at this time, shaking hands and greeting all of the 

veterans. She not only shook hands but she joined in their songs at the camp fire and 

conversed on a very personal level with the veterans. One man shouted: “Hoover sent the 

Army. Roosevelt sent his wife.”
xix
 This was the truth: Hoover used political force, while 

the Roosevelts used political skill. Within weeks of her visit, many of the veterans who 

had participated in the march had joined the newly formed Civilian Conservation Corps, 

which was part of Roosevelt’s diplomatic relief program.  

 As Marianne Means put it in her book The Woman in the White House, “Mrs. 

Roosevelt was more than a public-relations image or a pair of legs for the President. She 

was, as her son James put it, ‘a first-class thinking machine’ too.” (199) Mrs. Roosevelt 

was also an important lobbyist to the president, and she consistently enhanced her 

husband’s vision. She not only ventured out at her husband’s request, but she also had 
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many ventures that she took on as personal crusades. Since her husband placed so much 

trust in her, she was in a perfect position to lobby for the causes that she felt deserved 

executive attention. She never shied from a cause she felt deserving, even if she felt that 

it was a controversial one. Because of the president’s busy, schedule people often got in 

contact with Mrs. Roosevelt when they had ideas that they wanted to share with the 

president. Eleanor also championed for the rights of Black Americans, at a time in history 

when this was not the popular viewpoint. Without Eleanor’s constant influence, 

Roosevelt probably would never have considered letting federal agencies take on Black 

workers. However, Eleanor was adamant regarding that point. She was also exceptionally 

influential in the appointment of Frances Perkins as Secretary of Labor, the first woman 

in a US presidential cabinet. Eleanor realized the power she had, not only as a first wife, 

but also as a lobbyist to the most influential man in America, and did everything she 

could to enhance her husband’s administration. Through her compassion she set an 

almost unreachable bar for the first ladies that would follow her. Though Greenstein 

faults Roosevelt with a lack of vision, Eleanor added a great deal of it to her husband’s 

administration with her forward thinking mentality.  

 These four first ladies are prime examples of how presidential wives have 

impacted their husbands’ administrations throughout history. There has only been two 

presidents elected to the White House who were not married (James Buchanan and 

Grover Cleveland who married while in office); that is an extremely low percentage and 

therefore should not simply be considered a coincidence. Even though a majority of what 

most first ladies achieve is less tangible than the legislation that is officially passed by 
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their husbands; first Ladies are an integral part of any presidency, and they too have the 

ability, not unlike their husbands’, to change history. Without Florence Harding and 

Helen Taft it is unlikely that their husbands would ever have reached the presidency. 

Without their wives, two men who did not measure up to Greenstein’s criteria might have 

been spared their less than positive presidential experiences. However, based on 

Greenstein’s characteristics, Eleanor Roosevelt and Edith Wilson were able to enhance 

their husbands’ capabilities and in turn enhance their husbands’ administrations. Former 

President Kennedy said it perfectly when he noted that first ladies fulfill their duties in 

the way they see fit, and because they are not bound by constitutionality, they have more 

freedom to interpret their positions in a way that will best suit their abilities. The women 

above have influenced how well their husbands rate in reference to Greenstein’s 

characteristics. Based on this, it seems that these first women have affected how 

successful their husbands’ administrations would have been considered, according to 

Greenstein’s standards. With the help of Greenstein’s tangible characteristics, the affect 

of these power four first ladies has become even more concrete and measurable in 

reference to the success of their husbands’ administrations. 
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