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BACKGROUND INFORMATION
Historiography of Martha Washington
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Historiography is the study of how historians write about the past. This is typically divided into different schools of thought based on common elements of historians’ writings in different time periods. The study of women’s history as a new specialty for historians derived from the New Left Historiography that emerged in the 1960s and 1970s during the Civil Rights Movement and Women’s Rights Movement. New Left Historiography focuses on primary source driven analysis and seeks to broaden the perspective of history by studying race, gender, and ethnicity. 

Martha Washington is often relegated to “George Washington’s wife” as her only achievement of note in the majority of historians’ writings on early United States history. As the first First Lady, Martha Washington is admired but little studied. Most 20th-century writings view her as a grandmotherly figure no matter her actual age. More recent, 21st-century studies re-examine Martha Washington as a more complex figure with a personality and goals of her own.
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