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First Lady is not defined in African constitutions. The
lack of definition in federal law leaves First Ladies with
no specific assignments and responsibilities, which,
as a result, are left for each president and his spouse´s
interpretation (Michalská, 2018). One would argue that,
for accountability purposes, this uncertainty is not helping,
as there is no clear line to subject them (First Ladies) too.
However, since the role itself has been influenced and
shaped throughout the history by changes in the society,
public attitudes, and First Ladies themselves, perhaps it
would be appropriate to highlight that First Ladyship in
today’s Africa necessitates some revamping in order to
fit in well with the 21st century era and the challenges
and demands of the new Africa. Changes have occurred in
African societies for the past decade, public attitudes have
equally evolved, yet, First Ladies on the continent seem to
be the only ones who have not joined the transformation
train, away from the upgradation syndrome.
The times we are living today are in so many ways different
from yesterdays, and so failing to adjust institutions
and systems will continue to keep us out of step with
today’s realities. Moving forward also means stepping
the First Ladyship game up; subjecting the institution, its
development, its position within polity, and its incumbents
to scrutiny in the field of political science.

First Lady Rebecca Akufo-Addo
Photo from https://www.thesierraleonetelegraph.com

SUMMARY
The role played by the wives of heads of state in Africa
has been largely under-researched and undermined. But
more significant, it has been for the most under-played
by the First Ladies themselves. As one would expect much
more of First Ladyship in Africa, this paper aims at inciting
the next generation of First Ladies (and their husbands) to
rethink the office of First Ladyship, as it is an office whose
power potential has been underutilized. It equally aims,
not only at encouraging the people to demand more
accountability from the First Lady, as it is demanded to
her husband, but also at bringing to the attention of First
Ladies of the moment that an array of innovative avenues
are available for them to explore for the betterment of
their office.
The office of the First Lady is one of incredible potential
for soft power in the political system of numerous
African countries. Unlike the president, the role of the

How do we green First Ladyship? How do we get the
functions of the second highest office in a nation,
sustainable? That’s the question that led to the
development of this article and which the author would
like the reader to have in mind when reading this piece.

RETHINKING FIRST LADYSHIP IN AFRICA
While a myriad of scholars studied the presidency in
African settings, the office of the First Lady has remained
widely omitted from consideration. The role attributed to
First Ladies in Africa has been made nothing more than
that of a caregiver and nurturer of the sick, young and
elderly, by means of the ultimate symbol of foundations
mechanically created and named after the wife of the new
head of state. What become of these conjectural charities
once their spouses leave power? Are charities the only
answer to impacting substantial and sustainable change,
when the effectiveness of non-profit organisations
has increasingly been questioned for the past decade
(McGann & Johnstone, 2006; Parks, 2008; Omona &
Mukuye, 2013)? Are the activities of these ornamental1
agencies monitored during and after the tenure of First
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(Fro (From Left) H.E., First Lady of Cote d’Ivoire, Mrs. Dominique Ouattara-Folloroux; H.E. First Lady of Namibia, Mrs. Monica Geingos; H.E., Mrs. Ban Soon-Taek, spouse
of UN Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon; H.E. Dr. Malika Issoufou Mahamadou, First Lady of The Republic of Niger. m Left) H.E., First Lady of Cote d’Ivoire, Mrs. Dominique
Ouattara-Folloroux; H.E. First Lady of Namibia, Mrs. Monica Geingos; H.E., Mrs. Ban Soon-Taek, spouse of UN Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon; H.E. Dr. Malika Issoufou
Mahamadou, First Lady of The Republic of Niger.

Ladies? Isn’t the office of the First Lady too valuable to be
made merely ceremonial and largely symbolic?

“It is naïve to think that somebody in such personal
proximity to the president would have no impact on his
decision making in office, yet this is an assumption that
most people consider to be true. There is little talk of the
First Lady in the election process and even during her
tenure despite the fact that - for all we know - she could
be backseat driving the administration, and in a number
of cases has been doing so” (Jethwa, 2019).
Through these questions, emerge the very key issue of
accountability, as the Office of the First Lady is been
counted among the public offices that undermine the
most democratic accountability (Wasserman, 1995).
Whilst authors and political scientists such as MaryAnne
Borelli defend that a First Lady may not have a significant
degree of latitude and freedom in defining her role
and responsibilities (Borrelli, 2011; Wideman, 2017),
the opposite could be deducted from statements of
colleagues in the political science academic field such as
Misha Jethwa, who assert that “it is naïve to think that
somebody in such personal proximity to the president
would have no impact on his decision making in office
(Jethwa, 2019)”. If indeed the First Lady had that much
influence on the president, is it not logical or consequent
to assume that such a powerful person would have power
over her own office?
Moreover, innovation offers First Ladies of Africa numerous
opportunities to advance their office, strengthen
their names in the political sphere and sparkle their
performance in a way that has never been done before
by a First Lady on the continent. The plethora of literature

on First Ladies of America illustrate how stepping out of
the traditional realm can spur unprecedented change, for
the better. In as much as maintaining a good reputation
as First Lady is a tricky task, First Ladies such as Eleanor
Roosevelt, Claudia Johnson, Betty Ford, Rosalynn Carter,
Hillary Clinton and Michelle Obama, have demarked
themselves from the pink crowd and uniquely marked
history by using their position to earnestly advocate
for specific issues by actively acting in their husband’s
administration to help enact quantum leap policies (e.g.
on mental health or conservation), instead of staying in
the background. In Africa, some First Ladies may have
advocated for specific issues, but not earnestly enough to
generate concrete and tangible change, except maybe, on
the HIV agenda, which again, was a continental collective
effort, not a national individual effort.

II.
MODERN
BY
PROPAGANDA,
TRADITIONAL BY ACTIONS: FIRST LADIES
LOST IN THE 2.0 ERA
The African people of the post-covid era are now more
than ever eager to know what their First Ladies are
capable of, not only in terms of actions that will advance
their conditions and livelihoods largely weakened by the
pandemic, but also in terms of good branding for their
country (e.g. cultural or economic promotion). Despite
having to endure sharp criticism of their strong activism
and pro-change decisions, and notwithstanding the
challenges met between the traditional roles of First
Ladyship and the extended roles they have explored, First
Ladies in the U.S were applauded as a personified symbol
1 Do First Ladies foundations really do charity? Or is charity used as a pretext
to cover operations that are not necessarily philanthropic in nature?
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of a country or as an influential political figure.
Nonetheless, the role of First Lady has pioneered various
issues and activities, with the First Ladies’ continuous
efforts to create the most positive influence on presidency
(Baik, 2014), but as scholars Glenn P. Hastedt and Anthony
J. Eksterowicz stated in an article they wrote on First Lady
activism:

Modern-day First Ladies operate within a textured and
complicated political environment composed of many
variables that affect their power, influence, and ultimately,
their activism. These variables are not only personal in
nature but also involve the administrative environment
[within the presidential palace and the Office of the
First Lady]. The public and the political climate during a
First Lady’s tenure can also affect her performance. […]
There are a series of personal attributes that can affect
performance [or activism], such as:
- the First Lady’s background (her personal, professional,
and educational background, and general biographical
information, such as employment history, schools
attended, etc.)
- the First Lady’s ideology (developed from her background
and consisting of things like religious, moral, and political
views)
- the First Lady’s ambition and vision developed from her
background (Hastedt & Eksterowicz, 2006).
Because of the correlation between ambition and vision
and the First Lady’s attitude toward her office, which is in
turn linked to performance and activism, it can be argued

that the First Lady’s background (and those who have
had an impact upon her in her formative years) define the
quality of her performance as First Lady and how active she
will be in using her office to affect public policy. However,
when we compare African First Ladyship to the type of
Ladyship applied in the U.S for example, the difference is
poignant: First Ladyship in Africa very “francophone-like”,
in other words, contrarily to English-speaking countries
or countries that have been colonized by the British, the
First Ladies from the rest of the countries show a sort of
foot-dragging in the way they run their office. It is as if
they want to act, but are not free to act.
The “neo-firstladynisation” of the office of First Lady
has rendered advances for the office of the First Lady
almost impossible, as her activities are a repeated cycle
and know no innovation or originality. First Ladies of
Africa are branded modern, yet, we have the impression
they remain traditional in their approaches and struggle
to adapt the continuously changing era in which we
are today. What would probably be close to the best
illustration of the African First Lady of the 2.0 era would be
a First Lady who promotes Africa by wearing real woven
clothes purely from Africa - e.g. kente, kuba, kanvo, locally
grown African silk, not the so said “ wax or African prints”
that in reality is a western (dutch) creation – and fighting
for mental health or sustainability/green awareness to
not only be incorporated in the education system of her
(husband’s) country, but also adapted as a service unto
the e-governance program of her (husband’s) nation.

III. LEVERAGING INNOVATION TO LEAP
FIRST LADYSHIP VS LEVERAGING THE
OFFICE TO LEAP FIRST LADIES’ SHIP
Fully directed from within the President’s office, offices of
the First Lady in Africa remain dependent and framed to
deal with issues stereotyped and associated with women,
in a way that is no different from what the multitude
of ngos in their countries are already doing. More
enthralling, none of the constitutions of the countries
in Africa refer to the position, which in other words,
translate into the illegality of the office of the First Lady
as has been commonly implemented. Does this reflect an
impression that the role isn’t important – because it is, by
and large, held by women? If the duties of Offices of the
First Lady are analogous to those of Ministries of Welfare
or Women Affairs, aren’t resources therefore wasted, or
serving purposes other than the charity imagery?

Former First Lady Grace Mugabe representing Zimbabwe at
an Organization of African First Ladies Against HIV and AIDS
summit EPA/Khaled Elfiqi

This general neglect undermines the outstanding role
of the presidential spouse which obviously holds an
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enormous potential of power. Being the person closest
to the most powerful man in the country, the First Lady
can exert momentous influence on her husband and,
therefore, public policy (Kuptz, 2004). As the presidency
itself has witnessed progressive change in each African
State, the institution of the First Ladyship should have
equally considerably changed throughout African history.
Limiting the presidential wife’s role to that of hostess and
ceremonial functions is outdated as this was done until
the First decade of the twentieth century. Since then, in
other countries such as in the United States of America,
the scope of responsibilities and duties of the institution
of First Ladyship has tremendously extended.
Although one would prefer the institution (in general)
and the office (in particular) of the First Lady to be
operated, not only independently, but most importantly,
innovatively, there remains aspects that leave much to
be desired. Judging from the numerous scandals about
the mismanagement of public funds by First Ladies, for
purposes such as shopping and prebendalism, it is not
clear to what degree they actually make use of their power.
In many African countries, the First Lady phenomenon
has opened doors for women that had previously been
closed. At the same time, it has created a dynamic in
which political space has been appropriated and used
by the wives and friends of men in power for purposes
of personal glorification, rather than for furthering the
interests of women (Ibrahim, 2004). The cost of the
Office of the First Lady to the tax payer also raises several
questions; especially on a continent where the majority
of citizens live below acceptable living standards. In most
instances, it is unclear who should fund the Office of the
First Lady.

CONSTRUCTIVE DELIBERATIONS
4.1 Establishing the Office of the First Lady in the
Constitution
The fact that there is no definition to be found that
determines what is appropriate or required to do and
what is not as a First Lady is knotty. Due to this freedom
the First Lady has in dealing with her office, she can
achieve faster and more effectively than if restricted by
rules and administrative. This is very good if the object
of her achievement is for the public benefit. However,
experience has proven many times that in the absence of
checks and balances, systems are abused; management
tends to be done in a manner that is difficult to put under
scrutiny and thus allows for loopholes, and make the
office a great scapegoat for covering anything that needs
cover. Therefore, there should be a constitutional backup
– which would herald accountability – on the formal role,
powers and functions of First Ladies (Nyere, van Wyk, &
Muresan, 2019) and allow for less questions raised about
the accountability of First Ladies, their strategic political
role and the transparency of their public duties and
private interests.
Constitutional clarity on the role, powers, functions and
related issues on First Ladies in Africa, and First Gentlemen
in Africa by focusing on male presidential spouses (that
is to say, what role a potential First Gentleman will be
expected to play in his wife´s Administration and how it

Since the institution of the First Ladyship to be found today
does result not only from changing societal and political
developments and public expectations, but also to a high
degree from the way presidential wives have carried out
their office, it is crucial that First Ladies understand the
importance of channeling the potential of the power
their hold into the right causes and the right fights, rather
than leveraging on it for purposes that may not have
any sustainable impact on the lives of the peoples and
may not leave any laudable trace in the history of their
countries. These critics therefore give an opportunity to
current and next generation First Ladies to shape the
office more profoundly than their predecessors.

IV. REVEALING APPREHENSIONS AND

First Lady Margaret Kenyatta delivers a keynote address at the
opening of the inaugural virtual Inclusive Africa Conference
2020 on October 9/FILE/PSCU
Image from https://www.capitalfm.co.ke/news/2020/10/
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African First Ladies, U.S. Doctors convene second historic health summit in Los Angeles
Photo from https://lasentinel.net/african-first-ladies-u-s-doctors-convene-second-historic-health-summit-in-los-angeles.html

will differ from the roles normally exercised by women),
will certainly do more good than harm.
4.2 Setting the Bar High by Standing Out of the Crowd
A great lot can be done while waiting for the office to
be formalized in the constitution. Since the office of the
First Lady is largely shaped and defined by its respective
occupant, the latter must reassess and rethink the way she
runs the said institution, examine previous occupancies
and design and develop unique agendas that will stand
out of the crowd and revolutionize the way the institution
has been run in the country she is First Lady in.
Drawing inspiration from the past would be a mistake.
We expect this institution to be made less flashy, to show
more respect and sensitivity for the real world, by investing
in concrete projects with tangible impact. We expect this
institution to represent a new, modern, progressive spirit
in an Africa where exciting technological advances are
making possible what we never dared to dream of. The
First Ladyship is expected to be an inspiration, a higher
ideal than a copy and paste agenda. We expect this notenough-celebrated institution, guardian of the hope of
countless generations, to set the bar high, give birth newfangled understandings of First Ladyship and the office of
the First Lady in Africa, and clear the way for future First
Ladies by establishing fresh perspectives.
4.3 Having a Name of Your Own, Independently from
Your Husband’
First Ladyship has been unexceptional in Africa. It has
been noticed that in majority, First Ladies on the continent

did not have a name of their own, failing to distinguish
themselves in a capacity beyond being merely the wife
of a president, never probably dreamed of the office and
might even have landed there by some fortunate hazard.
As already discussed above, the First Lady’s personal,
professional, and educational background, general
biographical information and geographical records (the
environment she has been exposed to or placed she has
lived, worked or studies in, employment history, schools
attended, entourage, etc.), religious, moral, and political
views are all elements that play key roles in how her
ambition and vision for the office she leads is shaped and
developed. In other words, the quality of her management
of the office reflects the quality of background.
And so, because of the correlation between the First Lady’s
performance and activism and her background, that has
been strengthened by the gap between the achievements
of First Ladies in the West and that of First Ladies in
Africa, a very disturbing indication is gradually emerging,
especially when we study what polygamous presidents
in countries such as Niger use as a basis for choosing
which of their wives should serve as the prime First Lady.
By relying on elements such as quality of education,
social status of the family, competencies and skills, and
ranking these elements above beauty, are polygamous
presidents making a subtle but loud statement? The sosaid shortcomings enumerated on unlearned women in
the mere society is certainly an indication of what would
be heaved in the high circle, just as has been frequently
done about Patience Jonathan on social media and online
(Campbell, 2016).
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excellence. In the U.S, Hillary Rodham Clinton was the
first First Lady to enter the White House with a successful
career and salaried professional employment experience.
When you enter that way, some will admire you, others
will abhor you, but at least, you will never be ignored.
First Ladies should be solid engines. Most of the continent’s
First Ladies do not have any meaningful background so the
easiest thing they can do, such as opening a foundation,
is often also doable by many. Just as being a president is
not a profession: it is a destination, being a First Lady is
not the culmination of the female cursus honorum: it is an
aptitude, a skill, which only women who have a tracking
record of achievements or who have made a name for
themselves, have. Because the women running it are not
as politically or civically driven, the Office of First Ladyship
in Africa has been struggling, and giving the continent
less than it deserves.

H.E. Mrs. Jeanette Kagame (Rwanda)
Image from https://www.afrizap.com/en/first-ladies

Goodluck Jonathan’s wife makes an interesting case, as
her public interventions have been the source of growing
concerns during the time of her husband’s presidency.
On one hand, one may argue that some of the presidents
we have had in Africa, after the First batch of founding
fathers, were not prepared for the position, and thus, by
failing to really grasp what it meant to be president, and
the responsibilities attached, they couldn’t have prepared
their spouses accordingly. Some of these presidents come
from modest backgrounds. They struggled so much in
their youth, hustling through life, that it might have had a
toll on their ego. Because of ego and wanting to dominate,
they married women lower in education, women they
could easily control and who would not question their
actions. It so happened they became presidents, and these
typical wives, that nobody had heard of before, became
First Ladies. On the other hand, one may equally argue
that numerous wives of forefathers of African countries
had not necessarily gone to elite schools or come from
comfortable homes, yet, they demonstrated exceptional
leadership skills. This can be illustrated by the examples of
Winnie Mandela, and even further back, powerful queens
(e.g. Amina, Nandi, Moremi) in Africa’s history (Ojekunle,
2019).
Nevertheless, for First Ladyship to work in Africa, it needs

These women have high potential, as they have taken
actions (e.g. through their foundations) that obviously
annul any contrasting assumption, yet, these actions are
all too similar, conventional and even predictable. Even
though First Ladies in Africa are doing “something”, they
are not vehemently enough taking actions that would
portentously change their society, and because they do
not have and nurture a grandiose aim, their First Ladyship
is quickly forgotten. One becomes great by pursuing a
cause, by changing the status-quo through original,
distinctive and unprecedented actions. If you are not
hungry for positive impact, for difference, you can’t make
a change. And if you can’t make a change, you do not
have the well-being of your people at heart. And if that is
such, the potential of the position trusted into your hands
is wasted.
4.4 De - “Mystifying” the image of First Lady in Africa
Are First Ladies in Africa well-known by their people?
While Mrs. Obama talks freely about her PTA meetings,
restaurant choices, films she likes and fitness routines, we
don’t know what Mrs. First Lady of an African country can
and will share to engage the broader public.
Because the activities of First Ladies in Africa remain
opaque, a comprehensive reporting on their activities may
be required for transparency purposes. It is important to
build a relationship of equality with the people. It is crucial
for policy making, that the First Lady, the president’s most
trusted adviser (Borrelli, 2002) - the very and only one
who acts both privately and publicly, and has a public as
well a private relationship with him – comes down to the
level of the people, and interacts with them on daily issues
and challenges. That way, she can easily get to know the
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right button to press whilst advising the president on
policies that are really needed, not wanted. Such actions
of humility do get First Ladies the esteem of the people,
sentiment which could later turn into allegiance to their
husband in times of political needs. It is equally important
to be genuine in the actions taken towards the people
as a Frist Lady, otherwise, the people will see foolery,
which may instigate reactions that may go against their
husband’s agenda.
4.5 Lack of Rigour, Lack of Ambition or Lack of Vision?
First Ladies in Africa have limited their roles to the
traditional functions of visiting orphanages and caring
for society’s down-trodden. They are known to champion
the cases of children, women and healthcare, but the
ambivalence of their exact role make them more of
ceremonial backdrops when they could have been
substantive world figures. First Ladies have the potential
of playing a more prominent role in their country’s global
outreach, as Peng Liyuan has successfully done for China
(Wang, 2014). If Michelle Obama is, as The New York Times
reporter Jennifer Steinhauer wrote, “the embodiment
of the contemporary, urban, well-heeled, middle-aged
American woman,” what First Ladies in Africa stand for
both at home and abroad is less clear (Vanguard, 2015).
This is in fact indicative of a larger challenge facing the
continent’s soft power efforts, as the continent’s identity
is in constant flux. Amidst rapid change, there has been
a lack of a clear, compelling, consistent narrative about
what the African country led by the husband of the First
Lady represents and her role in that representation.
4.6 Mediated Lenses and Confused Public
While First Ladies’ status as public women and gendered
celebrities results in both access to and influence within
the political culture, they remain on the fringes, with their
power largely limited to domestic matters and women’s
issues. The representation of the First Lady in the media
contributes to her role as a political symbol. The media,
often, perhaps due to gender stereotyping in a society,
downplays the First Lady’s importance (Widlak, 2016). For
instance, at the US-Africa Summit in 2014, the media paid
more attention to Chantal Biya’s (Cameroon) hair than
to the substance of the First Ladies’ meeting (van Wyk,
2015).
The media in Africa and beyond have not been helping
towards the “upgradation of First Ladyship” on the
continent, as the lenses through which they story tell
is highly filled with prejudice and partiality. When the
influence of First Ladies on the continent is suspected of
trespassing too far into the male political reserve, press
coverage exhibits a rhetoric of containment that suggests

WINNIE MANDELA (South Africa)
Photo from https://www.afrizap.com/en/first-ladies

the political activities of First Ladies violate the gendered
boundaries of institutional performance (Widlak, 2016).
In fact, scholars point out that female independence
calls forth the most vitriolic condemnations, especially
from those who record their activities. According
toauthor Betty Houchin Winfield: “when women possess
power, they are not only castigated and depicted with
such images as “domineering dowagers” or “scheming
concubines”, but they are often dismissed with laughter;
such women violate society’s stereotypical standards
of proper behavior” wrote Hannah Papanek some 30
years ago (Winfield, 2001). Yet, this is a new century
with a several highly educated political wives who have
political opinions and ideas. Such framing accentuates
the contestation that surrounds First Ladies as political
women (Burn, 2004).
Considering that First Ladyship cannot be separated from
presidency, it is not too surprising that First Ladies have
partially shared some of the roles presidents have played
(Baik, 2014).
The public in return, is confused, as the people do not
know if they should care about what the First Lady does
(or not) for the citizens. Africans can, have the right to and
should ask much more from their First Ladies than merely
commenting their fashion styles on social media. The
people must clearly define the role it wants its First Lady to
play, instead of praising lack of action, lavish expenditure
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BOBI AND KOSIA LADAWA (Democratic Republic of Congo) Image from fhttps://www.afrizap.com/en/first-ladies

(BBC, 2017) from the taxpayer money and the persistence
of the mysteries built around their persona.
What are the educational and/or professional backgrounds
of our First Ladies? And how can they leverage on their
backgrounds, connections and aptitudes to serve the
people and contribute to the annihilation of some of
the ills affecting the country ran by their husbands? The
time where First Ladies were criticized for meddling in
the nation’s business is passed, as the rise of domestic
problems confronting nations — environmental crisis,
economic crisis, food insecurity, drug abuse and violence,
cybercrime and the rise of mental health disorders,
pandemics and inadequate health care, illiteracy, poverty
— have led concerned citizens and critical-thinkers
to demand a First Lady who is an informed and active
advocate for solutions, articulate and persuasive, and
who can present her own substantive agenda without
appearing to seek power for its own sake (Mayo &
Meringolo, 1994). Admittedly, the First Lady must learn
to balance her influence, as should she choose to become
involved in more substantive issues of her husband’s
administration without presenting views that differ from
those of her husband, this could not only harm her
credibility and popularity, but it could also lead to either
criticism or praise that might ultimately hurt or save her
husband’s career.

V. TO THE HUSBANDS OF FIRST LADIES IN
AFRICA

The office of the First Lady is one of inherent contradictions,
a reflection of the changing role of women in society and
shifting public attitudes about that change. However,
despite the many phases and changes that have witnessed
the office of the First Lady elsewhere, in the far west for
example, things have not much changed in the way First
Ladyship is conceived in Africa. In the twenty First century,
First Ladyship in Africa still translates into assuming a core
set of duties, such as being a supporter of her husband’s
career, nurturer of their family and community, keeper
of the cultural heritage, and moral leader. A part from
focusing on family and privacy (fulfilling
her function as wife and mother) and mainly concentrating
on the traditional social functions of the First Lady
such as being spokeswoman or political surrogate and
independent advocate, she is expected to be a social
hostess, through a foundation named after her, required
to not overshadow the president or disagree with him in
public, demanded to be a public figure and celebrity, a
‘social and cultural trendsetter’, and expected to mirror
the stance of women her society (or that of her husband)
As indicated the French political scientist Le Bras-Chopard,
as close as a decade ago, the First Lady was still expected
to participate in creating a positive image for her husband
by acting in the fields of emotion and proximity, usually
inaccessible to a head of state who is concentrated on
national and international politics. She complemented
her husband’s image and built a feeling of trust that
her husband could take advantage of to win over public
opinion (Le Bras-Chopard, 2009; Jethwa, 2019).
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process, as essential to diplomacy as are the formal
diplomatic talks themselves (Kuptz, 2004). Therefore, just
in acting as a host, the First Lady can exert influence on
the president’s public image and even his agenda.

First Lady, Maesaiah Thabane (Lesotho)
Photo from https://www.2oceansvibe.com

and affect experiences women in the country led by her
husband make.
All of these are traditional views of the duties of the
First Lady, reflecting the times of the late 18th century
and through the 19th century. According to Mayo and
Meringolo, First Ladies face a conflict of representation: as
presidents’ wives or hostesses, they are inevitably on the
political and public stage, but as “Ladies” they are expected
to stay out of politics and in the background. First Ladies
are an integral part of a presidency, whether the public
realizes it or not (Mayo & Meringolo, 1994). “Only the
First Lady and the president determine the extent of her
power. There is an error, though unavoidable, in viewing
candidates’ wives as mere handwavers and shakers.” To
modernise that institution in Africa, the First Lady in the
African setting can be made more of a simple hostess into
the nation’s social hostess, managing the presidency’s
building (renovations, restorations, and refurbishments,
as done in the USA where First Ladies are the White
House’s official managers), overlooking social events,
including the menu, guest list, entertainment, and seating
arrangements. This role is not to be underestimated
for ‘social events’ are an important part of the political

This obligation requires a high degree of competence
and time investment and serves as a great opportunity
for First Ladies to show their competence and exert their
influence. To aspiring presidential candidates, marry
women of excellence. Marry women who can exert real
but subtle influence on you, like Edith Roosevelt did,
acting as diplomat by giving her husband Theodore
advice concerning the Russo-Japanese War, meeting with
ambassadors and decoding sensitive messages (Watson,
2000; Cordery, 2002). Marry women who can serve as
your most trusted political confidante and a strategic
and resilient campaigner, as First Ladies are increasingly
involved in campaigning which nowadays extends to
several months. Marry women who will not rely on your
staff but run their office independently from yours. To
aspiring First Ladies, make a name for yourself First, that
way, you would do even better than a First Lady, you could
be president in your own right. Helen Herron (USA) was
Howard Taft’s speechwriter, and campaigner (Cordery,
2001), but Helen Johnson (Liberia) and Ameenah GuribFakim (Mauritius) had speechwriters and campaigners at
their service. Being a biodiversity scientist allowed the
second to make a gem out of her country.

VI. TO THE FIRST LADIES IN AFRICA
Although due to a lack of constitutional guidance it is hard
to identify the formal roles of the president’s spouse’, it is
possible to conceptualize a ‘core set of duties commonly
undertaken by twentieth century First Ladies (Watson,
2000). These duties included presidency’s hostess,
presidential spoke person (expected to appear at public
events, thereby representing her husband’s office and the
whole country, not only in their country. but also abroad),
social advocate and champion of causes, presidential
campaigner, presidential adviser and political partners
(political party booster, especially for the party’s women
wing ), delivering speeches to party conventions. They
were expected to act as ‘communication link’ to foreign,
thus carrying the status of diplomat. For the most part,
they accompanied their husbands on official state visits
abroad and welcomed visiting foreign dignitaries, yet
some acted as U.S. ambassador or even acted in behalf
of the president.
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As indicated the French political scientist Le Bras-Chopard,
as close as a decade ago, the First Lady was still expected
to participate in creating a positive image for her husband
by acting in the fields of emotion and proximity, usually
inaccessible to a head of state who is concentrated on national and international politics. She complemented her
husband’s image and built a feeling of trust that her husband could take advantage of to win over public opinion
(Le Bras-Chopard, 2009; Jethwa, 2019).
The strategic importance of her duties often makes the
First Lady the most important player in her husband’s
team and one of the most impacting representatives of
his tenure. The dichotomist character of the function of
the First Lady and gender influences have for a long time
had a strong impact on what has been said to be the First
Lady’s main role: the representation of national womanhood. The latter does not have a precise script, yet is
a highly sensitive topic within a society and represent a
strong challenge. Worse, First Ladies are demanded to act
between two registers: an inspirational and normal one.
They have to at the same time represent an idealized and
seductive image of national womanhood and embody an
average woman in their country, creating a strong feeling
of closeness and authenticity. But this negative impact
First Ladies with high potential as they find themselves
entrapped in a persona that is not theirs. They endure being molded into avatars that end up asphyxiating their
true selves.
It remains clear that African First Ladies’ efforts to improve
of the lives of ordinary Africans have wielded mixed to little results. The African condition remains one of poverty
and under-development. Therefore, First Ladies should be
held accountable for the durability and sustainability of
their projects and activities; even when they are no longer
in State House. First Ladies actually do remind of beauty
queens in the sense that whilst they’re reigning, we hear
so much about their foundations and charitable works,
but the moment their reign or time in power is over, we
hear very little. So you have to wonder, are they doing it
because of a genuine desire or because of expectations?
(van Wyk, 2015).
The First Lady is not just a “ceremonial position” but rather the closest link to the President as a trusted policy advisor and a political asset. Although commenting on the
position of the American First Lady, Watson (2003)’s observation holds true of most African First Ladies: “[…] the
First Ladies of the modem era have enjoyed office space,
a budget, and staff of considerable size, larger than those

Former First Lady Nana Konadu Rawlings (Ghana)
Image from https://www.afrizap.com/en/first-ladies

of most presidential aides and advisers” (Watson, 2003).
This, notwithstanding, the ‘cult of the First Lady’ prevails
and the lives of many women remain unchanged. First
Ladies of Africa are incredibly resourceful and must embrace their power and demark themselves by innovating.
They should be pioneers of never-seen-before engagements in their country of adoption (for those who are of
a different nationality from their husbands). They must
re-think, re-create, and reinvent the office of First Ladyship one ground-breaking deed at a time. Average does
not work anymore. Excellence is the norm for those who
understand the responsibilities of the key position they
occupy.
Take the example of Peng Liyuan, whose strategic trip
overseas played an extended role in Xi Jinping’s political
success by mitigating the gap between the leadership and
the citizens. She successfully applied her soft power role
by selling to the west, and the international community,
an image of the Asian woman that were not known to the
public before. Adapting key elements of First Ladyship in
the west to her First Ladyship style without losing the Chinese touch contributed to breaking stereotype barriers
on the Asian woman and that, before a wide audience.
The new image of China as a neo-communist state goes
in its favour, as adapting to contemporary and conditions
and issues allows the country to strengthen its stance in
the international community and appeal to national citizens in parallel.
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VII. RE-THINKING PET PROJECTS

First Lady Marieme Faye Sall (Senegal)
Image from https://www.africanews.com/2019/06/01/celebrating-african-first-ladies/

Nevertheless, as Czech political scientist Eva Michalská
argues, the supposed institutional autonomy is still influenced by numerous factors, for example historical circumstances, changes in the society, the relationship of
the presidential couple, or public expectations (Michalská, 2018). The factors taken into considaeration are the
time and main events of their tenures, the relationship
with their husbands, and the influence of the media all
have a tremendous impact on their performance, since
they serve as First Ladies through different time periods
and under different circumstances, influenced by historic
events (Michalská, 2018). Putting First Ladies into historical perspective is essential for the full understanding of
their approaches and contributions. Moreover, as Krausert (1998) indicate, the evolution of the office “parallels
women´s general progress in society” and reacts on the
changing expectations towards their role as women,
which provide them with new possibilities and responsibilities (Krausert, 1998). Therefore, if First Ladies reflect
the shifting views of their respective nation’s society
and the social norms typical for the years they spend in
the state house, then current and upcoming First Ladies
should study the era of their tenure which could serve
as a tool for interpreting their individual approaches towards their role of the First Lady and their participation in
the Administration (Michalská, 2018)

Pet projects are crucial, as they narrow one’s focus on a
specific area that needs intervention. For decades now,
every First Lady on the continent promoted her pet project often on areas such as drug awareness, literacy, diseases eradication, and many other significant plagues.
Nonetheless, it has been noticed that the mechanisms adopted to tackle these social and humanitarian issues remain unchanged. And thus are not appropriately adapted
to the new dynamics Africa is facing. Old solutions cannot
work on new problems. Interventions strategies need to
evolve as new technologies and processes are given birth
to, applied and proven now more than ever. Instead of
persisting in the old habit of organising lengthy awareness programs in remote communities, think of doing an
all in one by rather building rural mediatheques. Such will
help (1) make these communities more modern by giving them easy access to information and bridging the gap
between where they are and the world; (2) make different
stakeholders from any humanitarian sector to incorporate
modules in terms of audio or video that could be incorporated into the rural mediatheque’s resources. If interventions are needed in terms of workshops for kids, this
could be pre-recorded and uploaded remotely, allowing
for less movement, thus less risk for spreading covid, less
expenses and less negative impact on the environment. In
a nutshell, it is critical that a technological component be
integrated into First Ladies pet projects in order to make
them more sustainable, with broader reach. You can be
the ‘national symbol of the volunteer sector’, and still be
‘national symbol of smart actions’ on top of it.
First Ladies must innovate, and venture into a more diversified scope of activity. Breaking ranks with her counterparts, Margaret Kenyatta (Kenya) is the First African First
Lady to focus on animal rights. She is the patron of Hands
off our Elephants Campaign and is cooperating with the
United Nations Development Programme to combat poaching in
Kenya and promote the welfare of wildlife (The Guardian, 2014).
The following table includes suggestions of innovative actions
First Ladies of Africa can take and that would set them apart from
the crowd:
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children’s right.
Another way of strengthening the nexus between initiatives by civil society and First Ladies’ initiatives is by forging ahead to facilitate partnerships between philanthropy,
government and the private sector as a key approach to
Africa attaining SDGs. First Ladies have an extraordinary
capacity for mobilization as they simultaneously serve on
boards of global organisations, receive honorary doctorates and garner international awards for their works (Gastrow, 2017).
While it is acceptable for First Ladies to cite personal
motivations for being passionate about an issue, chosen
issues should ideally be located within the development
priorities and linked to the strategic plan of their husbands’ nations, preferably centering on sustainability and
strategic impact (Julien, 2018).

VIII. CONCLUSION
First Lady Fatima Bio (Sierra Leone)
Image from https://www.whf.london/blog/the-big-interviewfirst-lady-of-sierra-leone-fatima-bio

As the above list of initiatives demonstrates, a First Lady
in Africa has various ways in which she can shape her office. Of course, not every presidential wife has fulfilled all
functions on the same level or in the same proportion to
other duties. If this is too much, one could question, like
Laura Bush, the possibility to have a career and work at a
paid job while performing the task of the First Lady, the
latter supposedly being done for free, as the job is accompanied with many advantages, free accommodation
or the possibility to travel around the world, etc. But if
one wants to be pragmatic, First Ladies, if they do their
job well, would be as busy as their husbands, and thus
ought to be paid.
Furthermore, as knowledge management expert Jimm
Chick rightly supports, what about encouraging more
collaboration and or support for initiatives that are already on the ground as opposed to creating new initiatives all together? Such initiatives live only as long as
the First Ladies’ husbands are in power. Whereas, if First
Ladies support already existing initiatives, it contributes
to sustainability (Chick, 2021). They can contribute by
donating funds resources, time (for example being ambassadors of some good initiatives championed by NGOs
or being ambassadors of the NGOs themselves), or reduce mismanagement of donations by deciding to lead a
public service, for example, running the National Centre
for the Marginalized (NCM), which will serve as the main
administrative body that coordinates the management of
all orphanages in the country, including defending street

The role played by the wives of heads of state in Africa
has been largely under-researched and undermined. But
more significant, it has been for the most under-played by
the First Ladies themselves. The office of the First Lady is
one of incredible potential for soft power in the political

system of numerous African countries. First Ladies
on the continent need to step up the First Lady’s
game by joining the transformation train and innovating the way their run their office. The times we
are living today are in so many ways different from
yesterdays, and so failing to adjust institutions and
systems will continue to keep us out of step with today’s realities and jeopardize the future of the office
of the First Lady in Africa.

First Lady Aisha Buhari (Nigeria)
Image from https://newsexpressngr.com/news/40916-AishaBuhari-speaks-at-African-First-Ladies-Forum-canvasses-in-
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