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Abstract

  Popular television has been widely identified as having the potential to diminish cultural 

barriers that exist for women in presidential politics. The White House project’s endorsement of 

the television dramas Commander in Chief and Political Animals necessitates a critique of these 

texts, and provides an opportunity to examine the impact of gender on presidential politics. A 

close analysis of both texts, using the concept of the double bind as a frame work, illustrates 

masculinism's continued place at the center of presidentiality, and exposes the limits to these 

texts emancipatory potential. 
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Introduction

  The 2008 election cycle was a momentous one in terms of race and gender in 

presidential politics. In her concession speech for the Democratic primary, Hilary Clinton said 

that “from now on, [...] it will be unremarkable to think that a woman can be the president of the 

United States.”1 She pointed to the “eighteen million cracks” in the glass ceiling, but also to the 

long history of struggle for equality in American democracy, and argued that electing a female 

president was an important step in fulfilling America’s democratic ideals. Many have suggested 

that Hilary Clinton and Sarah Palin’s presence in the 2008 election signaled a sea change in 

regard to the public’s views on gender and the presidency.2 Others have argued that the media 

coverage of both women illustrated that gender bias in presidential politics remains alive and 

well.3                                                                                                 

 The 2008 election cycle was also historic in terms of its intersection with popular 

culture.4 Karl Rove, on the night of President Obama’s 2008 election, articulated a widespread 

notion that television representations have the power to prepare American voters to accept forms 
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1 Hillary Clinton, “Text of Hillary Clinton’s Concession Speech,” The Guardian June 7, 2013, accessed online July 
10, 2013, <http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2008/jun/07/hillaryclinton.uselections20081>All further 
references to Clinton’s remarks are garnered from this speech. 
2 Liette Gidlow, “Introduction” in Obama, Clinton, Palin: Making History in Election 2008, ed. Liette Gidlow 
(Chicago: University of Illinois Press 2012) 1; Castañeda Rossmann, “Tears, Unity, Moose Burgers, and Fashion: A 
Tale of Two Candidates,” American Behavioral Scientist 54.3 (2010): 239-64.
3 Janis Edwards, “Reading Hillary and Sarah: Contradictions of Feminism and Representation in 2008 Campaign 
Political Cartoons,” American Behavioral Scientist 54.3 (2010): 313-29; Joseph Uscinski and Lilly Goren, “What’s 
in a Name? Coverage of Senator Hillary Clinton during the 2008 Democratic Primary,” Political Research Quarterly 
64.4 (2011): 884-96; Philo Wasburn and Mara Wasburn, “Media Coverage of Women in Politics: The Curious Case 
of Sarah Palin,” Media, Culture & Society 33.7 (2011): 1027-41; Diana B. Carlin, and Kelly L. Winfrey, “Have You 
Come a Long Way, Baby? Hillary Clinton, Sarah Palin, and Sexism in 2008 Campaign,” Communication Studies 
60.4 (2009): 326.
4 Justin S Vaughn and Lilly J. Goren, “Introduction,” Women and the White House: Gender, Popular Culture, and 
Presidential Politics, ed. Justin S Vaughn and Lilly J. Goren (University Press of Kentucky, 2012), 3; Douglas 
Kellner, “Barack Obama and Celebrity Spectacle,” International Journal of Communication 3 (2009): 715-741; 
Nichola D. Gutgold, Almost Madam President: Why Hillary Clinton "Won" in 2008. (Lexington Books, 2009), xxi.

http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2008/jun/07/hillaryclinton.uselections20081
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2008/jun/07/hillaryclinton.uselections20081
http://journals2.scholarsportal.info.proxy2.lib.uwo.ca/search-advanced.xqy?q=Joseph%20Uscinski&field=AU
http://journals2.scholarsportal.info.proxy2.lib.uwo.ca/search-advanced.xqy?q=Joseph%20Uscinski&field=AU
http://journals2.scholarsportal.info.proxy2.lib.uwo.ca/search-advanced.xqy?q=Lilly%20Goren&field=AU
http://journals2.scholarsportal.info.proxy2.lib.uwo.ca/search-advanced.xqy?q=Lilly%20Goren&field=AU
http://journals1.scholarsportal.info.proxy2.lib.uwo.ca/search-advanced.xqy?q=Philo%20Wasburn&field=AU
http://journals1.scholarsportal.info.proxy2.lib.uwo.ca/search-advanced.xqy?q=Philo%20Wasburn&field=AU
http://journals1.scholarsportal.info.proxy2.lib.uwo.ca/search-advanced.xqy?q=Mara%20Wasburn&field=AU
http://journals1.scholarsportal.info.proxy2.lib.uwo.ca/search-advanced.xqy?q=Mara%20Wasburn&field=AU


of difference (different kinds of people) in the White House. Rove pointed to the power of 

fictional television representations (particularly The Cosby Show) in “preparing” the American 

public for the possibility of not only an African-American president, but an African-American 

first family in the White House.5 During his comment Rove made what could be called a 

Freudian slip. Obviously misspeaking he said “we all work with people that forty years from now 

would have been unusual, in some parts of the country, to find yourself on the other side of the 

table from” [my emphasis]. Rove’s comments, intentional or not, in conjunction with Clinton’s 

remarks suggest that, while undoubtedly the landscape of presidential politics has changed, 

narratives of inevitability remain dangerous. The comments of these two political figures raise 

questions as to what role popular television plays in upholding or breaking down those cultural 

barriers and biases that persist for women in presidential politics.                   

 Television texts act to reflect and affect the American nation as a whole and citizens 

individually. As Mimi White establishes, television has the capacity to reiterate the assumptions 

of dominant ideology while putting them on display, providing a means to examine, dissect, and 

intervene in the process of its creation.6 By engaging in a close analysis of the entirety of the 

television series Commander in Chief (2005) and Political Animals (2012) I hope to ‘mine’ 

television media for a greater understanding of the intersections between cultural notions of 

gender and the presidency, as well as how these programs are implicated in perpetuating 

potentially both positive and damaging messages about women in political office.                                                

 Many scholars and pundits specifically suggest that fictional television representations of 
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5 Karl Rove, “Fox News,” Nov. 3rd 2008, video clip accessed Jul. 10 2013, YouTube, <http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=GViRp6PXz2g>.
6 Mimi White, “Ideological Analysis and Television,” in Channels of Discourse: Television and Contemporary 
Criticism, ed. Robert Clyde Allen (The University of North Carolina Press, 1992), 121-144.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GViRp6PXz2g
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women in national leadership have operated to move America closer to a goal of a female 

president by eroding cultural barriers that exist for female candidates.7 In addition, both 

Commander in Chief and Political Animals have been publicly endorsed and promoted by The 

White House Project. The White House Project, originated in 1998 as an initiative of The Ms. 

Foundation, is the largest (relatively) bipartisan organization dedicated to the advancement of 

women in leadership positions in American politics, and the only one with a specific goal of 

electing a female president.8 Its mandate; “to change the political climate so that qualified 

women from all walks of life could launch successful campaigns for the US presidency and other 

key positions.”9                                                                                                                                    

  Although it has been argued that popular television plays a key role in paving the way 

for potential female candidates, it is important to remember that these texts insert themselves into 

what amounts to a long conversation about the role of women in American democracy that has 

remained neither static nor set on a steady incline toward gender equality.10 The office of the 

presidency has been identified as symbolically important to the women’s movement for 130 

years.11 Over time significant progress has been made in the way candidates are represented in 
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7 A few examples. Eleanor Clift and Tom Brazaitis, Madam President: Shattering the Last Glass Ceiling, (New 
York: Scribner, 2000), 275; Nichola D. Gutgold, Almost Madam President: Why Hillary Clinton "Won" in 2008; 
Erika Falk and Kathleen Hall Jamieson, “Changing the Climate of Expectations,” in Anticipating Madam President, 
eds. Robert P. Watson and Ann Gordon (Boulder, Colo.: Lynn Rienner, 2003); Cathryn Bailey, “When Girls Just 
Wanna Have Fun: Third-wave Cultural Engagement as Political Activism.” in Feminist Politics: Identity, Difference, 
and Agency, ed. Deborah Orr (Lanham, Md: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2007), 81-98.
8 I say relatively because other PAC’s and women’s organizations that exist on the national level are overwhelmingly 
partisan, either explicitly supporting one party or supporting candidates based on their position on abortion, (either 
way). These include EMILY’S list, WISH, SBA and NOW. The White House Project has endorsed and supported 
more (D) candidates, but more women run as (D). Melissa Haussman “Can Women Enter the ‘Big Tents’ ?,” in 
Anticipating Madam President, eds. Robert P. Watson and Ann Gordon (Boulder, Colo.: Lynn Rienner, 2003), 75.
9 As quoted in Falk and Jamieson, “Changing the Climate of Expectations,” 43.
10 Falk, “Unnatural, Incapable, and Unviable.”
11 This is considering Victoria Woodhull’s 1872 run for the office as a starting point. Susan B. Anthony was arrested 
for attempting to vote in the same Presidential election.



the media.12 In recent decades, women have been nominated for vice president, been seen as 

viable presidential candidates, and even major party front runners. However, despite the seeming 

growth in public acceptance of the idea of a female president, including the increasing 

availability of images of women running for office, barriers for female candidates remain 

relatively fixed.13                                                                                                                               

  Commander in Chief and Political Animals have been heralded as representing positive, 

and much needed, images women in presidential politics. Nevertheless, they portray what 

amount to negative or limiting stereotypes about women and fail to successfully challenge the 

understanding of the presidency as a masculinist institution. This illustrates the limits to these 

texts’ emancipatory potential, but also suggests the limits that have been presented, and perhaps 

accepted, in American democracy. While the White House Project’s endorsement of Commander 

in Chief and Political Animals plays a significant role in my reading of these two texts, it is also 

vital to note the particular relationship that television has had with the office of the presidency 

itself as this exposes the important role television plays in presidential politics and suggests the 

usefulness of these kinds of texts to scholars attempting to examine the place of cultural 

expectations of gender in presidential politics.                       

Television, The Presidency, and Gender                                                                                    

 The medium of television plays a significant role in both presidential campaigning and 

governing.14 The intimacy and visuality of the television medium has had an impact on the 
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12 It is rarely publicly argued that women are wholly inappropriate and unqualified because of their sex, as was the 
pervasive pattern for over 100 years. Erika Falk, “Unnatural, Incapable, and Unviable,” in Women for President: 
Media Bias in Eight Campaigns, (University of Illinois Press, 2008) 31-52. 
13 Falk, “Unnatural, Incapable, and Unviable,” 31-52. 
14 For excellent discussions of this see, Stephen J. Farnsworth and S. Robert Lichter, The Mediated Presidency: 
Television News and Presidential Governance (Lanham, Md: Rowman & Littlefield, 2006); William C. Spragens, 
The Presidency and the Mass Media in the Age of Television (Washington, D.C: University Press of America, 1978). 



influence of gender on the office itself. Television is the principal medium through which the 

American public encounters the image of the President,and the same is true of the first family 

whose images have become increasingly prevalent since the 1950s.15 Television has contributed 

to a much more visible presidency and an increase in candidate centered campaigns,both of 

which have perpetuated and heightened the masculinization of the office.16                                                                                          

  The interpersonal ‘dramas’ of politics have become increasingly popular on commercial 

television over the last ten years. Jennifer R. Mercieca argues that since the Constitutional 

Convention, political fiction has consistently served an important role in providing new ways of 

imagining the character of both citizens and government in the United States.17 Jeff Smith makes 

a similar argument regarding fiction about the presidency specifically.18 Entertainment television 

programming centered on the political system can be informative for both scholars and viewers, 

particularly concerning issues such as race and gender in American politics which are seldom 

discussed in the mainstream press.19 Political scientists and political communications scholars 

have studied the content of fictional television about politics to gain an understanding of the real 
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15 The presidency is further gendered by the cultural importance and popular representations of the first family. 
Washington’s family portrait could be found in homes, needlework, and lithographs in varying renditions designed 
to emphasizes Washington as father of the country. The Cold War heightened this dynamic when the need to assert 
the superiority of the American nuclear family as the basic social unit asserted the politics of family on the world 
stage. Kennedy’s election marked an increasing cultural prevalence of the first family which coincided with the 
growing use of television in American homes. Melissa Michaux, “The First Family: Transforming an American 
Ideal,” in Women and the White House: Gender, Popular Culture, and Presidential Politics, eds. Justin S. Vaughn 
and Lilly J. Goren (University Press of Kentucky, 2012), 249-269; Jones, Entertaining Politics, 63
16 Jones, Entertaining Politics, 87; Georgia Duerst-Lahti, “Masculinity on the Campaign Trail,” in Rethinking 
Madam President: Are We Ready for a Woman in the White House, ed. Lori Cox Han and Caroline Heldman 
(Boulder: Lynne Rienner, 2007), 87-112.
17 Jennifer R. Mercieca, Founding Fictions (University Alabama Press, 2010), 6.
18 Jeff Smith, Presidents We Imagine: Two Centuries of White House Fictions on the Page, on the Stage, Onscreen, 
and Online (United States: University of Wisconsin Press, 2009), 3. 
19 Donnalyn Pompper,“The West Wing: White House Narratives That Journalism Cannot Tell,” in The West Wing: 
The American Presidency as Television Drama, eds. Peter C. Rollins, and John E. O'Connor (New York: Syracuse 
University Press, 2003),17-32



political environment, often including the impact of gender ideology on the character of 

American democracy.20                                                                                                                    

Theoretical Approach        

 Popular television can be seen as performing John Fiske’s “bardic function” for American 

culture, “clawing back” what may appear on the periphery into the realm of socio-centrality, 

particularly in national discourses such as the presidency.21 These programs help to draw female 

politicians into a discourse about presidential politics. Many of the arguments made by the White 

House Project and others for the potential benefits of these texts take this idea as their premise. 

However, once television has drawn these figures into a position of socio-centrality, into 

discourses about the presidency, they present complex messages about their place there, and 

often simplify significant aspects of the subject while emphasizing others.22                                                                                                                                                

  In Media Matters: Race and Gender in the U.S. Politics Fiske argues that different 

figures performing the same social identity is part of the way in which “the internal politics of 

entertainment can flow into the external politics of voting.”23 Female politicians form a particular 

social identity, determined by cultural understandings of both gender and politics. 

Representations of women as political representatives become instrumental in the formation of 

‘female politician’ as a recognizable identity, and in defining the meanings with which that 
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20 For some excellent examples of this see Caroline Heldman “Cultural Barriers to a Female President in the United 
States”; Michele Adams, “Is Family a Moral Capital Resource for Female Politicians? the Case of ABC's 
Commander in Chief.” Media, Culture & Society 33.2 (2011): 223-41; Deborah Eicher-Catt and Jane Sutton. “A 
Communicology of the Oval Office as Figural Rhetoric: Women, the Presidency, and a Politics of the Body,” in n 
Communicology: The New Science of Embodied Discourse, eds. Isaac E. Catt and Deborah Eicher-Catt, (Madison: 
Fairleight Dickinson University Press, 2010) 183-223;Patricia F. Phalen, Jennie Kim and Julia Osellame. "Imagined 
Presidencies: The Representation of Political Power in Television Fiction." The Journal of Popular Culture 45.3 
(2012): 532-50; Trevor Parry-Giles and Shawn J. Parry-Giles,  The Prime-time Presidency: The West Wing and U.S. 
Nationalism (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2006), particularly the chapter “Gendered Nationalism”.
21 John Fiske, Television Culture (New York: Methuen, 1987), 65.
22 John Fiske and John Hartley, Reading Television (New York: Routledge, 2003), 65. 
23 John Fiske, Media Matters: Race and Gender in US Politics (Minneapolis: U of Minnesota Press, 1996), 11.



identity is imbued.24 My analysis here considers Fiske’s arguments, primarily in relation to 

Commander in Chief and Political Animals portrayal of their female protagonists. This analysis 

also takes as its assumption Mimi White’s assertion, noted earlier, that television works to reify 

dominant, or hegemonic, ideology, but also provides a space for its interrogation.25 This paper 

considered these concepts in relation to prevailing notions about both gender and the 

presidency.                                                                                  

 In the realm of American electoral politics the distinction between sex (biological) and 

gender (cultural) is seldom made.26 Gender is a complex and hotly-debated concept. However, 

for the purposes of this analysis, gender will be defined as involving processes and discourses 

that work to socially construct the identities of ‘men’ and ‘women,‘ and as being comprised “of 

boundaries, rules (prescriptions, proscriptions, built in penalties and rewards) barriers and 

channeled intersections.”27 “Gender in political communication is, in part, a matter of where the 

politics are occurring and the gender rules of that social-cultural milieu.”28 My interest here is 

not in pursuing the questions of gender in any great detail, but rather in the circulation of 
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24 Karen Celis, “Gendering Representation” in Politics, Gender, and Concepts: Theory and Methodology, eds. Gary 
Goertzand and Amy Mazur (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 83-103.
25 Hegemony and ideology are debated concepts with multiple definitions. This paper considers these concepts in 
relation to notions of gender and the presidency, and understands “[h]egemony [as] describ[ing] the general 
predominance of particular class, political and ideological interests within a given society. Although society is 
composed of varied and conflicting class interests, the ruling class exercises hegemony insofar as its interests are 
recognized and accepted as the prevailing ones. Social and cultural conflict is expressed as a struggle for hegemony, 
a struggle over which ideas are recognized as the prevailing, commonsense view for the majority of social 
participants. Hegemony appears to be spontaneous, even natural, but it is a historical result of the prestige enjoyed 
by the ruling class by virtue of their position and function in the world of production.” White, Ideological Analysis, 
125.
26 Janette Kenner Muir and Anita Taylor, “Navigating Gender Complexities: Hillary and Bill Clinton as a Political 
Team” in  Gender and Political Communication in America: Rhetoric, Representation, and Display, ed. Janis L 
Edwards (Lanham, Md: Lexington Books, 2009), 4. Georgia Duerst-Lahti, “ ‘Seeing What Has Always Been’: 
Opening Study of the Presidency,"Political Science and Politics 41.4 (2008): 733-7.
27 Muir and Taylor, “Navigating Gender Complexities,” 4.
28 Muir and Taylor, “Navigating Gender Complexities,” 4.



discourses about gender specifically the ways in which those “barriers and channeled 

intersections” appear and operate in television representations of women in presidential politics.                                                                                                                           

 Popular television and electoral politics are both central to American culture, and as such 

are carriers and propagators of similarly normative definitions of sex and gender.29 Both politics 

and television fiction operate in the realm of performance and perception. In both, the 

performance of gender is often consciously deployed with the purpose of eliciting particular 

results, often as simple as an impression of familiarity.30 This makes fictional television a rich 

and appropriate source for examining gender in relation to the institution of the presidency and 

its symbolic meanings in American culture.                                                                     

 Fiction about presidential politics enters into a discourse comprised of ‘‘the mythic and 

historical associations that attach to the office and to its past and present occupants.”31 While 

subject to those associations, these texts also create a space for them to be interrogated. Both 

Commander in Chief and Political Animals include explicit discussions of feminism and the 

place of women within American democracy. They raise issues of gender in American politics 

which are often over looked. However, as my analysis will show, they also operate to compound 

existing cultural perceptions which have worked to exclude women from presidential politics and 

created artificial limits on the most symbolically important elected office in the American 

republic.                                              
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29 Muir and Taylor, “Navigating Gender Complexities,” 2; Lynne Joyrich, Re-viewing Reception: Television, Gender, 
and Postmodern Culture (Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1996), 77.
30 Kim Reiser, “Crafting a Feminine Presidency: Elizabeth Dole's 1999 Presidential Campaign,” in  Gender and 
Political Communication in America: Rhetoric, Representation, and Display, ed. Janis L Edwards (Lanham, Md: 
Lexington Books, 2009), 41; Adams, “Is Family a Moral Capital Resource for Female Politicians?,” 224.
31 Anne Norton, Republic of Signs: Liberal Theory and American Popular Culture (University of Chicago Press, 
1993), 64.



Methodology          

 Cultural barriers for female candidates relate to dominant cultural assumptions about 

gender and the office of the presidency itself. There is a pervasive common sense understanding 

of the inarticulate characteristics that constitute what a president should be.32 A candidate’s 

ability to look or seem “presidential” is an integral part of the informal litmus test candidates 

receive from the media and from voters themselves.33 This commonly held yet seldom 

interrogated set of ideals relates to presidential scholars Shawn and Trevor Parry-Giles concept 

of “presidentiality.”                    

 Parry-Giles and Parry-Giles describe “presidentiality” as “a discourse that demarcates the 

cultural and ideological meaning of the presidency for the general public.”34 Their concept of 

presidentiality encompasses an amalgam of texts, practices and voices, which address the office 

and those individuals who have held it or hope to hold it. Presidentiality is formed by the 

layering of historical, political, public and media discourses over time. Parry-Giles and Parry-

Giles argue that the concept of presidentiality “invites the continued scrutiny of the ideologies 

and boundaries that circumscribe the presidency and presidents in American political 

discourse.”35 The recent availability of pop culture representations of women in presidential 

politics presents an opportunity to examine the ways in which presidentiality remains determined 

by masculinism.                                                               
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32 Individuals and media professionals commonly use the word ‘presidential’ outside of the context of constitutional 
action and consider themselves understood.
33 Forrest McDonald, The American Presidency: An Intellectual History (University Press of Kansas, 1994), 425. 
Thomas Man, “Is This Any Way to Pick a President? Lessons from 2008” in  Reforming the Presidential Nomination 
Process, eds. Steven S. Smith, and Melanie J. Springer  (New York: Brookings Institution Press, 2009), 173-197.
34 Parry-Giles and Parry-Giles, The Prime-Time Presidency, 2.
35 Shawn J. Parry-Giles and Trevor Parry-Giles. Constructing Clinton: Hyperreality & Presidential Image-Making in 
Postmodern Politics (Oxford: Peter Lang, 2002), 3.



 The institution of the presidency has been masculinized from its scholarly study to its 

fictional representation.36 The marriage of masculinity and the presidency is such a normalized 

part of American politics and culture that it is virtually invisible.37 This common sense 

understanding pervades entertainment and news media and acts to confirm an irrational 

conception of leadership as exclusively male, and in effect rationalize that notion. This can be 

understood in relation to presidential scholar Georgia Duerst-Lahti’s concept of masculinism. 

According to Duerst-Lahti, the “masculine impulses” that pervade American political institutions 

and practices are the function of an ideology that assumes the appropriateness of men wielding 

power. Duerst- Lahti demonstrates the ways masculinism defines not only the institution of the 

presidency, but also the electoral process through which candidates challenge one another for 

office.38 As the institutional and electoral elements of the office have been determined by 

expectations of gender, so have the cultural perceptions of the presidency and those who hold it. 

Masculinism has formed commonly held understandings of presidentiality.                                 

 As Suzanne Daughton39 puts it, “[f]irst and foremost, the president is the national 

patriarch: the paradigmatic American man.” Writers and producers who attempt to imagine a 

female president inherently challenge the assumptions of masculinism. However, these attempts 

often reiterate the gendered nature of the office. Beyond a simple affirmation of the maleness of 

the office, they present representations of women which have the potential to reify the cultural 
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36 Duerst-Lahti, “ ‘Seeing What Has Always Been’,” 733-7; Justin S. Vaughn and Stacy Michaelson “Its a Man’s 
World: Masculinity in Pop Culture Portrayals of the President” in Women and the White House: Gender, Popular 
Culture, and Presidential Politics, eds. Justin S. Vaughn and Lilly J. Goren (University Press of Kentucky, 2012).
37 Heldman, “Cultural Barriers,” 20.
38 Duerst-Lahti, “ ‘Seeing What Has Always Been’.”
39 Suzanne Daughton, “Women’s Issues, Women’s Place: Gender Related Problems in Presidential Campaigns,” in 
Presidential Campaign Discourse, ed. Kathleen E. Kendall (New York: Suny Press, 1995), 221-241.



prejudices and double standards which operate as barriers to female candidates.                    

 Women who have run for president have each had to attempt to portray themselves within 

a notion of presidentiality determined by masculinism. Simultaneously, female candidates are 

expected to fulfill norms of femininity and ideals of womanhood in order to appear appealing.40 

This presents a double bind for women in presidential politics. Kathleen Hall Jamison describes 

the double bind as:                                                                                                                                                    

“a rhetorical construct that posits two and only two alternatives, one or 
both penalizing the person offered them. In the history of humans, 
such choices have been constructed to deny women access to power 
and, where individuals manage to slip past their constraints, to 
undermine their exercise of what ever power they achieve. The 
strategy defines something ‘fundamental’ to women as incompatible 
with something a woman seeks to be.”41 

 The concept of the double bind has been continually linked by scholars and political pundits to 

the challenges faced by female candidates for the presidency.                                                                                                                                                                            

T       The entertainment industry is built on the bottom line, which necessitates the production of 

products which carefully gauge public perception and comfort levels. So in a broad sense 

television writers and producers are confronted with a similar task as political strategists and 

politicians themselves; insofar as it is a necessity to create a character that is both likeable and 

believable.  In the case of female politicians (fictional or not) this traditionally entails qualities of 

likeability, associated with femininity, and believability, associated with presidentiality. Yet, in 
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40 Some also argue to remain non-threatening. Adams, “Is Family a Moral Capital Resource for Female 
Politicians?”; Reiser, “Crafting a Feminine Presidency: Elizabeth Dole's 1999 Presidential Campaign” 41; 
Daughton, “Women’s Issues, Women’s Place”: Muir and Taylor, “Navigating Gender Complexities”; Falk, Women 
for President, 17-45;
41 Kathleen Hall Jamieson, Beyond the Double Bind: Women and Leadership (Oxford University Press, 1995), 14.



American political and popular culture, there remains a frame of incompatibility between the 

cultural expectations of women and the cultural expectations of presidents. 

 Television representations of women in presidential politics create male and female 

characters (and their performance of masculinity and femininity) under the same sociopolitical 

conditions as real female candidates and under similar normative constraints. The series creators, 

in effect, attempt to make arguments for their characters’ validity through a careful crafting in 

response to the public’s expectations of both women and the presidency. Television creators who 

undertake representing a female president, or presidential candidate, must grapple with double 

binds. This makes television a rich source for raising questions about gender and the presidency 

and the construct of the double bind an appropriate tool of analysis for examining the types of 

messages these programs are sending about women in presidential politics. Other scholars 

examining these types of programs have ignored the ways in which both gender and 

presidentiality are crafted through multiple characters and interactions. The ways in which 

different characters’ performance of gender, and the different ways they are positioned within 

presidentiality, reflect on one another. These programs’ portrayal of women in politics is in many 

ways shaped by their representation of men and close attention must be paid to this dual 

construction.

 My focus for this analysis is on each series as a whole; each of which I consider a 

complete text. While a number of episodes are specifically examined, they are considered within 

each program’s linear narrative. While I include some of what John Fiske calls secondary texts, 

and consider the types of political/historical discourses these programs are in dialogue with, it is 

predominantly for the purposes of highlighting the pervasiveness, or the solidity, of a particular 
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set of messages found within the texts. Todd Gitlin’s discussion of formula, slant, solution, and 

character type, as elements of television programming consistently engaged with the 

maintenance of hegemonic ideologies, usefully frames my discussion of these two texts, and 

suggests that, while these programs are heralded as harbingers of change, they exist in a medium 

and system which is in many ways predisposed to holding the status quo.42 This approach may 

not be appropriate for all television texts or all ideological constraints. However, the subject 

matter, content, and promotion of these two series suggests that they have a particular potential 

to expose how television fiction acts to both affect and reflect the relationship between gender 

and the presidency.                                                                                  

 Three categories, or types of double binds, are continually discussed in the scholarship on 

the cultural barriers faced by female presidential candidates, and consistently present themselves 

in fictional representations of women in presidential politics. These categories do not operate 

discretely, encompassing personal characteristics, role expectations, and images. They do 

provide a useful framework for examining how American politics is reflected in these 

representations, and how they might reflect onto it.                                                                        

 1) Ambition/morality- Electoral politics necessitates ambition, and candidates must 

maintain the appearance of morality. In addition to ambition being commonly recognized as a 

masculine trait, for hundreds of years women who have appeared ambitious have been framed as 

immoral. 2) Public/Private roles- the gendered (based on sex) division of roles-The president is 

expected to fulfill certain masculinized roles, and candidates are judged on their capacity to do 

so. However, Female candidates are also expected to fulfill domestic roles, the performance of 
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which can undercut the perception of their presidentiality. 3) femininity/competency- In the same 

way fulfilling feminized private sphere roles undermines the perception of them fulfilling the 

complementary male roles, the femininity/competency double bind entails appearance and 

behaviors associated with femininity and ideals of womanhood which have historically acted to 

undermine the perception of a candidates competence.     

 Ambition/morality, binary gender(ed) roles, and the femininity/competency double bind 

are each issues of perception on the part of voters and viewers, and projection and construction 

on the part of politicians and creators. These elements take on a particular character, and 

particular importance, in the context of US presidential politics. The ways in which these texts 

cope with the double binds presented reveals the hold masculinism maintains on presidential 

politics. The tool of the double bind also establishes that although these texts may question that 

hold, they by no means defy it, and may operate to strengthen its normative position.                                                                                                              

The White House Project, Commander in Chief, and Political Animals           

  Caroline Heldman argues that writers and producers are faced with an “impossible job of 

portraying a realistic female president, given the ingrained beliefs about the presidency.”43 

However, television often works to reflect, reinscribe, and normalize these “ingrained beliefs” 

and in effect strengthen them. This is a particular danger when these products are accompanied 

by the explicit suggestion that they are challenging these beliefs. Viewers are encouraged to view 

these representations as having a more substantial claim on realism, as they have been promoted 

as presenting positive (and needed) images of women in politics. As a result, the limiting 

stereotypes about women, and the continued masculinization of the office of the presidency, that 
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they do present may be more likely perceived as true, natural, and appropriate.                                               

 Since its inception, The White House Project has endorsed and promoted two television 

series; Commander in Chief (2005) and Political Animals (2012). President of the organization, 

Marie Wilson stated that “[t]he most important part of our work at The White House Project is 

the perception piece.”44 Wilson argued that cultural barriers are the most persistent and most 

important to overcome in the pursuit of gender equality in presidential politics.45 In 2005, Wilson 

explained that

“[w]e are much closer than we've ever been, and Commander-in-Chief 
can only accelerate the pace. Americans have to be able to envision a 
woman effectively running the country before they will elect a woman 
president, and pop-culture images can do what thousands of hours of 
speeches, educational campaigns and campaign ads can't. They 
capture imaginations.”

The White House Project made similar statements about Political Animals, and both programs 

enjoyed a highly-publicized debut, with cooperation and coordination between the White House 

Project and the two networks.46 

 The White House Project is not alone in suggesting that these types of programs increase 

voters acceptance of female candidates.47 However, they are certainly the most vocal and 
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influential advocate of that view. This makes it vital to examine what kind of messages these two 

texts are sending about gender and the meaning of the presidency. This type of unequivocal 

endorsement obscures what is problematic about these representations of women in presidential 

politics. What does appear problematic in these programs suggests the persistent hold 

masculinism has on presidentiality.

Analysis of Commander in Chief and Political Animals

 Commander in Chief premiered on ABC in September 2005 and was cancelled in the 

spring of 2006 before the entirety of the first season had aired. The program’s protagonist is 

America’s first female President, Mackenzie “Mac” Allen (Geena Davis). Mackenzie Allen is a 

former one term member of Congress and unaffiliated with a party. She is the chancellor of the 

University of Richmond when she is nominated to run for vice president by the, eventually 

victorious, Republican candidate, Teddy Bridges. The series begins just as President Bridges 

becomes incapacitated due to sudden illness. Halfway through the pilot episode, Bridges dies, 

and Allen is sworn in as President. The program centers on her first months in office.   

  Political Animals aired on USA Network in the summer of 2012.48 Six episodes 

comprised a complete first season.49 However, after receiving weak ratings, the show was not 

renewed by the network. The text follows and completes one story arc, while establishing the 

potential for a second season by leaving the series on a cliffhanger in the final episode. Political 

Animals is a roman à clef, based loosely on the life of Hillary Clinton. Elaine Barrish (Sigourney 
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Weaver) is a former First Lady, former Governor of Illinois, and current Secretary of State. 

Barrish ran for the Democratic party nomination and lost to the current President, Paul Garcetti. 

The program centers on her deciding whether or not to challenge the incumbent for their party’s 

nomination. Creator Greg Berlanti stated that the character of Barrish is an amalgamation of 

Hillary Clinton and Madeleine Albright (although her biography is clearly modeled on 

Clinton’s). Berlanti also stated that the character of Barrish’s ex-husband, former President Bud 

Hammond, is based only on Lyndon Johnson, while the characterization of his presidency in no 

identifiable way diverges from Bill Clinton’s.

 Ambition/Morality   

 Ambition, for these purposes, can be seen as acting on a desire to accomplish or possess 

something.50 By morality I mean appearing to be ‘good.’ Good is a complex and subjective 

concept; as the history of theology and philosophy attest. However, in most political and 

television narratives it appears remarkably straightforward; there are almost always good guys 

and bad guys, protagonists and antagonists. Even in the subtlest of political advertisements or 

fictional narratives there is often an argument being made for the audience’s identification with 

one character over another. Popular culture narratives of women in presidential politics have 

overwhelmingly portrayed ambition and morality as mutually exclusive characteristics. 
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 To elected president a person must be ambitious.51 Scholars identify an “ambition gap” 

between men and women, particularly in electoral politics.52 Lawless and Fox found that a fear 

of appearing too ambitious was a significant impediment to women even imagining themselves 

holding public office.53 An irrational coupling of the absence of morality with the presence of 

ambition is persistent even amongst politically elite women in American society.54 Ambition is 

commonly considered a male/masculine attribute and is correspondingly considered unnatural in 

women.55 Where men’s ambition is commonly understood as competitive, women’s is framed as 

manipulative and often tied to their sexuality.56 Women portrayed as ambitious are often cast as 

evil, and not simply unfeminine. The stereotype of the immoral power hungry woman is found 

everywhere in popular culture from fairy tales to contemporary cinema.57                                                                

 The ambition/morality bind is so pervasive that it is embedded in the structure of almost 

all of the few representations of female presidents that exist in American popular culture. The 

vast majority of the follow a simple pattern: unlikely circumstances lead to the downfall of (at 

least) the US president (and often the entire chain of succession), leading a woman to be thrust 
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out of necessity into the role of commander-in-chief.58 Joseph E. Uscinski writes “[f]emale 

movie characters fly to the moon, journey to the center of the earth, and communicate with 

aliens; however, they never win a presidential election.”59 And in fact, they do not even run. 

 Commander in Chief continues a long tradition of portraying the absence morality and 

the presence of ambition as interrelated, while Political Animals asks the American viewing 

audience to emotionally invest in Elaine Barrish’s ambition as the narrative centers on her plan to 

run for president a second time. On Commander in Chief, President Allen is so far removed from 

ambition that she becomes removed from politics and presidentiality. In Political Animals and 

Commander in Chief, a notion of presidentiality, and the lack of presidential qualities in the male 

characters, are key aspects in the framing of ambition. In both texts, the portrayal of the lead 

characters suggests that a woman’s entrance into presidential politics is appropriate only out of 

necessity.

Commander in Chief

 On Commander in Chief, morality and ambition are presented as mutually exclusive 

characteristics and Mackenzie “Mac” Allen is decisively moral. She is shown as a competent 

executive, but one who is disinterested in politics and acts only out of necessity. The narrative 

assures us that Allen also assumes the presidency out of necessity. In the pilot episode, from his 
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hospital bed, President Bridges asks Allen to resign in order for Speaker of the House Nathan 

Templeton to assume the office; a man who Bridges himself tells Allen is “an SOB, a liar, and a 

cheat.” Although his request borders on sexist, is constitutionally inappropriate, and fails to argue 

for Templeton’s superior capability or credentials, she accepts it. Although her staffers urge her 

to assume office because “Templeton makes Genghis Khan look like Mahatma Gandhi,” she 

writes a resignation letter and plans to resign. The text frames Templeton as extremely 

undesirable, but assures viewers that Allen is the kind of woman who would altruistically respect 

the President’s wishes by accepting the office only when a Templeton presidency appears 

untenable. 

 When President Bridges has a sudden fatal aneurism in the pilot episode Allen is forced 

to confront Templeton in person in a scene between the two. Templeton gives her an offensive 

lecture about her inability to hold the office, implying his own, and ends with a sexist 

pronouncement of the uselessness of the life of an imprisoned Nigerian woman whom Allen 

hopes to save. It is with these final comments that we see Allen make her decision to take office 

with the determined folding back up of her resignation letter. It is only when it becomes a literal 

life or death matter that Allen chooses to assume the presidency. This connection is reiterated in 

the last scene of the pilot, which features shots of the woman and her crying infant being 

helicoptered out of the prison yard by US army personnel, intercut with Allen giving her first 

public address to Congress. As Speaker of the House, Templeton is positioned directly over 

Allen’s shoulder and remains in the frame throughout her speech, hawkishly leaning forward in 

his chair. Allen’s Presidency is reduced to an effort to keep Templeton from office. 

Wales  23



 This dynamic between President Allen and Speaker Templeton is established in the pilot 

episode and remains throughout the series. Alone together, Templeton asks Allen to tell him why 

she wants to be president. Before she can complete her answer, Templeton interrupts her, saying 

that the only acceptable reason is “that you want the power.” To which Allen answers “that’s not 

me.” This exchange appears in multiple episode recaps over the series, reemphasizing the 

importance of that dynamic to the structure of the show and the framing of the lead character. 

Throughout the series the two characters are contrasted against each other, and it is often a direct 

contrast between morality and ambition.

 Nathan Templeton is constantly emphasized as an immoral politician and Allen’s foil. The 

Washington Post described the character of Templeton as “a bona fide, hard-core, dyed-in-the-

wool enemy played with sly, smug malice aforethought.”60 We see Templeton double crossing 

people, making backhanded deals with interest groups, even attempting to blackmail the 

President, all with the purpose of putting himself closer to the presidency. In the episode “Happy 

Birthday, Madam President,” speaking of his presidential campaign, Templeton tells his Chief of 

Staff  “this campaign shouldn’t be about consultants and focus groups, it ought to be about me.” 

Beyond his self centered ambition, he is portrayed as sexist and (at least willing to portray 

himself as) racist.61 

 In the episode “Rubie Dubidoux and the Brown Bound Express” Allen is given footage of 

Templeton at a political fundraiser in 1965. We see the footage of a young Templeton saying 

“segregation is the word of god,” “white robes are better than black robes,” and giggling at his 
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own wit. Allen refuses to expose the tape saying “He was just a kid” (although, he is clearly not 

“just a kid,” as he is running for Congress at the time). When her husband Rod argues that, given 

the opportunity, Templeton would do the same to her, Allen responds “I’m not going to make 

Nathan Templeton my role model.” When Rod answers “He’s a politician” Allen shoots back 

“Well, I’m not going to turn into that.” While holding the highest political office in the nation, 

Allen is still not a politician.                                                                                                     

 Rod is proved right in the following scene. Templeton attempts to blackmail Allen about 

a member of her staff’s HIV status, saying “it’s a contact sport wear, a cup [...] if people go into 

politics these things come back to haunt them.” Allen’s decision not to make the tape public is 

framed as moral because she chooses not to use it to her political advantage as Templeton ‘the 

politician’ would. Not wanting to “turn into” a politician, Allen makes an arguably questionable 

decision not to expose someone who is (at the least willing to portray himself as) racist, promote 

hate and endorse violence, because it would come at her own political gain. She even goes so far 

as to give him all copies of the tape and invite him to her family Thanksgiving. Politics, political 

ambition and unethical political tactics are conflated and solidified in Allen’s male opponent.

 The episode “The Elephant in the Room” demonstrates the lengths the series creators 

went to assure that Templeton is shown as an undesirable leader in order to make Allen’s 

presidency appear more appealing. Allen’s appendix bursts while on Air Force One, necessitating 

Templeton assume the office under the 25th Amendment while she undergoes surgery.62 While 

acting as president, Templeton resolves an airline strike through a legislative option openly 
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opposed by Allen and established earlier in the episode to be a shortsighted, selfish,and 

politically motivated choice. Upon Allen’s return to the White House she admonishes Templeton, 

saying “You used this office for your campaign, for your cronies, for your massive ego.” She 

continues “If I ever needed another reason to prevent you from holding this office I have it now. 

And I’ll do everything in my power to see that you don’t.” Allen’s desire to assume the office 

and her intent to run in the next election are motivated by the same thing —stopping Templeton. 

 As a subplot develops around Allen deciding to run for president in the next election she 

remains decidedly unambitious. She shows no intent or desire to run, often commenting that it is 

her lowest priority. She is dissuaded by her familial obligations, saying to her husband “maybe I 

shouldn’t run, we’re parents first.”63 Her staff insists that if she does not announce her intention 

to run, she will be unable to govern. In this way, running becomes a need, and not a desire. 

Allen’s lack of ambition is also highlighted by the dichotomy developed between her and her 

husband. 

  Allen is portrayed as ambivalent about remaining in office, and her entrance into politics 

is shown as something she did not even desire or think to do. Her husband Rod, on the other 

hand, is shown as a competitive political actor. In a flashback scene, we see Mac and Rod in their 

living room being approached about a congressional run by two male political operatives.64 The 

conversation in the scene consists predominately of laudatory comments about Rod’s political 

qualifications. When the discussion turns toward the mechanics of congressional elections Mac 

gets up to put the kids to bed. The two operatives stand up and proclaim “but you’re the one we 
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came to see” “we want you to run for congress.” The scene ends with Allen looking at her 

husband’s surprised face for his reaction. The audience is assured that while Rod, the elected 

attorney general of Connecticut, is an established and adept political figure Mac is not. 

 It is others ambition, and specifically men’s, that bring Mackenzie Allen into the political 

realm, and once there she remains distinctly removed from it. In a flashback during the pilot 

episode, we see Allen being approached by Bridges to join his ticket. He tells her “If my raw 

need for power is what opens the door for a woman, so what, and as for the media kiddo, you’re 

gonna be a star.” Bridges dialogue is clearly meant to sound dismissive of Allen’s political 

capabilities suggesting she has only symbolic worth. However, the text itself confirms that her 

status as a leader is derived from her ‘star’ quality and not her presidentiality or performance of 

the office. Allen is portrayed as a woman of great public stature, but as separate, even 

disassociated, from the presidency. This disassociation is connected to the framing of Allen as 

nonpolitical and unambitious. The show’s creators attempt to make the Allen appeal to the 

viewer for the same reason posited as creating her appeal with the fictitious public: her 

“outsider” status. Her popularity with the public is repeatedly tied to her divorce from politics 

rather than her status as the most visible embodied symbol of the American political system.

  The text establishes that popularity existed prior to her becoming president and even 

constituted a threat to President Bridges. In a flashback during the episode “First Strike,” it is 

revealed that the President Bridges wanted to replace Allen on his re-election ticket. Templeton 

remarks to Bridges “she got you elected, she's bizarrely popular,” and suggests it is a bad 

political move. She poses no threat to Bridges’ job, could only be beneficial in his re-election, 

and it is not suggested that she has done anything in particular that was in conflict with his 
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interests. Yet, President Bridges is set to offer her a place on the Supreme Court “just to get rid of 

her.” In an attempt to create Allen as a powerful figure, the text focuses on the attention she 

draws rather than any particular capability she holds.

 In the episode “First Scandal,” the distinction between Allen’s status and popularity and 

the presidency is articulated clearly by her Chief of Staff, who tells her “I think [Bridges] saw 

you as someone whose presence was becoming larger than the presidency itself, and he was 

right. The difference is that he thought you were a threat to his legacy, that you were 

overshadowing him, and I thought{pause}that you yourself were the legacy.” Note that it is not 

only Bridges’ presidency she is supposedly overshadowing, but “the presidency itself.” Rather 

than possessing her own legacy as the first female Vice President, she herself is the legacy, but 

the show never reveals how or in what way she achieved that status. Allen accepts this as a 

compliment.65

           Despite holding the office, Allen remains removed from the presidency. Mackenzie Allen 

is figured as a leader who is outside of the political process. She cannot find cooperation with 

Congress or within her own cabinet (political insiders), but she is inexplicably blessed with 

approval ratings which are described as “through the roof.”66 There are continual reminders 

embedded in the dialogue about how much ‘the people’ like Allen, and Allen, and those around 

her, continually justify her positions by ‘the people’s belief in her. This separation between her 
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and the office expressed in a number of ways through out the text.67 In the episode “State of the 

Unions,” for example, she chooses to give the State of the Union Address from the White House 

as a televised statement, instead of directly to the Congress, pronouncing that she is choosing “to 

speak directly to the American people and not the people’s representatives.”68 The portrayal of 

Allen’s leadership as separate from the institution of the presidency and the political process 

suggests that imagining a women who is presidential is more challenging than simply portraying 

a ‘likeable’ female leader.  

 The writers and creators of Commander in Chief were faced with the necessity of 

portraying a competent and appealing female leader, but in doing so they created an unambitious 

woman who remains removed from both the procedures of politics and the traditions of the 

office. Commander in Chief  presents Mackenzie Allen as an antidote to partisan politics, while 

portraying ambition as a negative, and naturally male, attribute. Not only is Templeton ‘bad,’ but 

the audience is assured that Templeton would also be a bad president. The Speaker is framed as a 

tightly interwoven representation of immoral ambition, partisanship, and sexism in order to 

justify Allen’s interloping into presidential politics. Consistently framing Allen as unambitious 

and removed from politics, and suggesting that she is popular or successful because of this, 
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furthers a notion of women being somehow ‘unnatural’ in politics, and works to reinscribe 

masculinism at the centre of the US presidency. 

Political Animals

  In stark contrast to Commander in Chief, Political Animals is almost entirely premised 

on Elaine Barrish’s presidential ambition.  Barrish is undoubtedly the protagonist on the 

program. She is presented in an overwhelmingly positive light and as decidedly ambitious. The 

opening scene of the pilot is of Barrish giving her concession speech for the Democratic primary, 

and the series timeline predominantly focuses on a few weeks, two years after said speech, 

during which Barrish decides whether or not to run again against the sitting President Garcetti 

for their party nomination.69 The majority of the plot, and the focus of almost all of the 

characters, is on her desire to run a second time and the personal and political implications of her 

decision to act on that desire.

 On Political Animals, the positive portrayal of ambition is accentuated by the inclusion of 

a secondary female protagonist to mirror Barrish. In both Barrish, and her mirror journalist Susan 

Berg, ambition is suggested as an innate and natural quality. Both Berg’s mother and former 

boyfriend suggest that her desire to succeed is “just who she is.”70 The program does address the 

negative perceptions of women with ambition through a number of offhand comments made to 

and about Barrish concerning the way she is covered in the media.71 Although elements of the 
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series’ plot lines explore the challenges Barrish and Berg have to negotiate in their personal lives, 

there is no suggestion that ambition is a particularly male attribute or that it signals immorality.

 While Barrish’s ambition is shown to negatively impact her family, it is also framed as an 

innate part of her character. Throughout the series, Barrish’s mother is her most outspoken critic. 

In the episode "The Woman Problem," frustrated with the prospect of another exhausting 

campaign her mother insists that Elaine is making the family “go through the hell [again], just so 

you can be queen shit of Elaineland,” suggesting Barrish’s personal investment in winning. By 

the end of the episode her mother encourages her to run, and tells her “you’re never satisfied, 

sweetie. And even though you hate all that campaign bullshit as much as I do, you’ll be 

miserable if you didn’t go for it.” Ambition is framed as a natural quality, and a legitimate reason 

for Barrish to seek the office. 

 In the same episode, when the opportunity to get a seat on the Supreme Court is 

presented to her, she declines “the power to decide what presidents can and can’t do,” saying 

bluntly “I don’t want to be on the Supreme Court. I want to run for president again.” Barrish’s 

desire is for executive power and not the, less masculinized and therefore more appropriate, 

deliberative power of the bench.72 The audience is assured that Barrish wants the ultimate prize 

of the presidency, and there is nothing in the text to suggest that this is an inappropriate desire. 

This portrayal of women with ambition resists an extremely ingrained cultural stereotype that is 

perpetuated in media coverage of female presidential candidates and is present in virtually every 

fictional representation of women in presidential politics.73 However, it does not go so far as to 
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present a woman whose personal ambition is their ultimate priority. This is a realistic choice. The 

appearance of holding ambition above all else is something a political candidate, of either 

gender, should be careful to avoid. However, the ways in which Political Animals presents the 

limits to Barrish’s ambition reaffirm the appropriateness of women as primarily nurturers, and 

suggests that they are, and should be, content to work behind the scenes.74                                                                            

 In the episode “The Woman Problem,” Barrish’s law school mentor asks her “convince 

me that you’re not [running for president] because this is still a competition to you and you 

didn’t come in first.” Barrish argues that is not only her ambition, but additionally that President 

Garcetti “didn’t learn to stand up for his convictions.” The bold decision to run against her own 

party’s incumbent is presented by the text as a whole, and by Barrish individually, as a moral 

choice. Political Animals presents an ambitious woman who is likeable and earnest, who believes 

that she is the most suitable person for the job. However, the text frames Barrish as an 

appropriate or desirable leader only by casting the sitting President as unpresidential, and, 

eventually, dead.         

 Throughout the text, Barrish is deliberately contrasted against President Garcetti. 

Although Political Animals’ Paul Garcetti is not quite ‘the villain,’ in the way that Nathan 

Templeton on Commander in Chief is, he is repeatedly cast as weak, indecisive and lacking 

presidential stature.75 Barrish’s decidedness is a result of his indecisiveness, and her desire for 

the presidency is legitimized through his inability to execute the office. Throughout the series, 
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Garcetti is presented as unwilling to make what are framed as the ‘right’ decisions, creating a 

necessity for her to run for president because the sitting President fails to prove himself.

 In the final two episodes of the series, once it is assured that she can effectively sway 

Garcetti’s actions, Barrish’s desire to run is diminished. Another factor that is shown as 

diminishing her ambition for the office is her children. In the final episode, “Resignation Day,” 

she is offered the place of vice president on Garcetti’s re-election ticket. She decides to accept for 

very specific reasons related to her children, telling her confidante “they are both adults but they 

are still my children. It’s not the right time to take on my boss or my party. I am their mother 

first.” Elaine Barrish can be seen as simultaneously ambitious and moral, but she cannot also be 

a good mother. Barrish is also portrayed as most effective, and most appropriate, when operating 

behind the scenes. When she tells her ex-husband, former President Hammond, that her ability to 

guide Garcetti’s action is part of the reason she might not run, he tells her “that’s your lot in life 

Elaine, to see the goodness in flawed men.” Ambition may be a part of Elaine’s personality, but 

being the President’s moral compass occupies much of the portrayal of her character. Her 

children and her effectiveness in a subordinate role are both factors in dampening her ambition.

  The focus of the characters, what brings them together and establishes tension and 

conflict throughout all of the series subplots, is Barrish’s intent to run. Political Animals six 

episodes was produced as a complete first season with the hope of it being renewed.76 Through a 

rather unrealistic plot choice in the final episode, Barrish’s decision to run against her own 

party’s incumbent is made more plausible and palatable. Halfway through “Resignation Day,” 

the President dies in a tragic plane crash. With Garcetti no longer a factor, her desire to run can 
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be seen as less based in personal ambition, and the audience can be assured that she is willing to 

abandon it given the right circumstances. This need to soften the scenario in which Barrish’s 

ambition can be legitimized is further exhibited by the ways in which the man who will take 

Garcetti’s place is portrayed. 

 Vice President Fred Collier is a drastically immoral figure. Collier is shown first as a 

sycophant to President Garcetti, subsequently insensitive about his apparent death and overly 

eager to take his place. Collier is shown as willing to use immoral tactics in both domestic and 

international political maneuvering. In the episode “16 Hours,” he almost gleefully suggests that 

the sinking of a Chinese submarine and the death of its 120 crew members would be a 

tremendous victory for American counter-espionage by allowing them access to Chinese 

technology, and advises the President to do nothing. This is the opposing view to Barrish, who 

attempts to convince the President to save the men. 

 In the episode “Lost Boys,” Vice President Collier is shown blackmailing a Republican 

Congressman in order to pass a bill.77 Barrish voices her outrage and distaste for the VP’s actions 

toward the Congressman. She admonishes him, and attempts to stop him, saying, “Fred your 

tactics disgust me. When the President hears about this... .” Collier interrupts implying that 

President Garcetti already knows. Both presidential figures are implicated, whereas Barrish’s 

objection is shown to be on purely ethical grounds and at a personal loss; as Collier says to her, 

“you have a lot of your own blood sweat and tears in this bill.” Throughout the series, there is a 

careful balance maintained between portraying Barrish as ambitious, and positioning her as the 

moral authority in the White House. This is often achieved through directly contrasting the 

Wales  34

77 The show complicates this dynamic by making Barrish's son TJ the man the closeted and married Congressman is 
having an affair with. However, what is noted here takes place before that information is revealed to Barrish.



character of Barrish to the President and Vice President, reassuring the audience that her 

ambition, unlike that of the two men, is not as strong as her conscience.

 On Commander in Chief, Allen’s lack of ambition is such a fundamental aspect of her 

character that it defines her presence as set apart from politics and the presidency. While 

Political Animals portrays Barrish’s ambition as an innate quality and a rational belief in her own 

competence, there remains a gendered character to the limits placed on her pursuit of that 

ambition. Political Animals resists the ambition/morality double bind in their portrayal of Elaine 

Barrish, but the structure of the series narrative still accounts for its implications. Like 

Commander in Chief, the male alternatives on Political Animals must be framed as either 

completely immoral, incompetent or unavailable. Both women are framed as appropriate 

political figures only in so far as the male alternatives are framed as inappropriate. And while 

Elaine Barrish is a more ambitious and political figure than Mackenzie Allen, neither woman is 

seen to be filling the presidentiality vacuum that exists in both fictional White Houses. This is 

further illustrated in the performance of gendered public/private roles that is portrayed in both 

texts. 

Public/Private Roles

  The White House is consistently understood in relation to separate spheres ideology by 

the American public.78 “The president is analogous to the head of the household, figured as a 

protector.”79 The familial roles of mother and wife are formed in contrast to the patriarchal role 

of protector and the public role of warrior, and female presidential candidates are expected to 
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uphold the ideals of both.80 The cultural expectations of gender(ed) roles form interrelated 

double binds for women, in which the performance of each role creates a constraint of “too 

much/not enough” and at the same time the ability to be perceived as occupying one set of roles 

is often seen to conflict with the ability to fulfill the other. 81 The notion that women are natural 

in the private sphere and unnatural in the public sphere, and particularly in executive roles, is a 

persistently damaging frame that creates barriers for female presidential candidates.82                                              

 Presidential candidates vie to fulfill a position that entails embodying both a national 

patriarch and what Heldman calls the ideal of “the citizen soldier” as head of the military.83 In a 

2004 study, Jennifer Lawless found that respondents were most likely to engage in gender 

stereotyping of candidates around military, security, and foreign policy issues.84 In fiction, “[t]he 

typical hyper-masculine portrayal of ‘warrior’ presidents frames presidential politics as a 

masculine pursuit.”85 These types of portrayals, and the ways in which presidential campaigns 

are framed, suggest that a successful, or authentic, presidency requires a fulfillment of these 

roles.86

 Along with the masculinization of presidential roles, separate spheres ideology also 

makes it difficult to imagine a female president as unconstrained by familial obligations.87  
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Caretaking is a dominant theme in pop culture depictions of women.88 Female voters are 

depicted by the media, and coveted by parties, as depoliticized mothers.89 Portrayals of women 

as members of the polity, in fiction and in news media, are dominated by ideals of motherhood, 

whereas, men (directly engaged in politics or otherwise) are portrayed as mavericks, solving 

problems through violence or antisocial behavior, and very rarely as figures of nurturance or as 

invested “members of a childrearing community.”90 The association of women with the private 

sphere and nurturing runs counter to conceiving female presidential candidates as “sufficient 

protectors and focused leaders” without family obligations distracting them from their duties.91 

 “The contemporary tensions over women’s place in the political sphere are effectively 

illustrated by the dichotomies presented in cultural expectations for political leaders and political 

wives.”92 The first lady represents the ideal political spouse, performing a supportive role for her 

husband and a symbolic role for the public.93 For presidential candidate’s, “wives and other 

family members often serve as props in campaign messages and appearances, authenticating a 

candidate’s status in the patriarchy.”94 When male candidates appear engaged in family life it 
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positively affects their image, implying responsibility and leadership based on stereotypes of 

traditional male family roles as providers and protectors.95 The image of a female candidate next 

to her husband often sends the opposite message.96 As Carlin, Gutgold, and Sheckels point out, 

while presidential candidates must be married, female candidates spouses must be “far in the 

background,” and in fact, in terms of a political career, it is better if they are deceased.97 Women 

are often seen as more “attached” politically and personally to their husbands than male 

politicians are to their wives.98 Female candidate’s marriages are much more covered in the 

press, and often negatively influence the perception of their viability.99 Even when considered 

smart and capable, female candidates are often perceived as dependent upon, and inappropriately  

influenced by, their husbands.100 

 In order to be “likeable” women are expected to fulfill the private/family roles that are 

ascribed to them.101 In order be perceived as presidential, they must be seen as able to fulfill 

masculine roles associated with the public sphere. These two texts, which have been touted as 

working to change perceptions of women in leadership, put much greater emphasis on portraying 

these women performing their familial roles than on portraying them occupying roles associated 

with military and executive leadership. Neither do these texts de-emphasize the importance of 

these roles or their masculinization. Both texts’ focus on motherhood, and their portrayal of 
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traditionally gendered marital partnership, work to frame women as consumed by their familial 

roles, and even go so far as to present a fulfillment of those roles in such a way that they appear 

to conflict with the performance of their political roles and responsibilities.

Commander in Chief

Motherhood

 Throughout Commander in Chief,  Mackenzie Allen is seen as interested in, and 

accessible to, her children. These are commendable qualities. However, the emphasis on her role 

as a mother reaffirms assumptions about the unnaturalness of women in public life by constantly 

asserting motherhood as Mackenzie Allen’s primary imperative. Michelle Adams argues that the 

family plot lines in the series are “more nuanced” and remain “unresolved threads,” whereas the 

political sub plots are simplistic.102 Although I would argue that the family sub plots are also 

simplistic, the political sub plots dually suffer from being easily identifiable as unrealistic.103 The 

overall focus on Allen’s role as a mother, as well as the ways in which the familial and the 

political aspect of Allen’s life are shown converging, illustrate the text’s reinforcement of 

traditional gender roles, and how the presentation of those roles detract from a portrayal of Allen 

as presidential.

 In every episode of Commander in Chief, there is at least one scene which takes place in 

a family kitchen.104 This pattern is established in the pilot episode. The family eats breakfast in 
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their kitchen, complete with children’s drawings taped to the fridge, and discuss whether Allen 

should resign or assume the presidency. Mac is shown as invested in her children’s thoughts and 

feelings, more so than in her career or the country. Throughout the rest of the series, despite 

moving into the White House, we see them exclusively in a small open kitchen. The intimacy 

around the table assures that Allen is seen as nurturing to her children, and Allen is shown a 

number of times making sure her youngest is eating nutritiously. The pervasive and repetitive 

presence of these scenes throughout the text emphasizes Allen’s role as a mother. 

 An emphasis on Allen’s dedication to motherhood is asserted even while portraying her 

performing her political role. In the pilot, on her first day in office, Allen and her staff create a 

color-chart with four colors for her schedule. She interrupts a member of her staff to insist that 

they “add another color” for family time. In particular she notes the importance of meals, and 

says “We always have dinner together as a family, obviously since it’s eleven I’ve missed it.” 

Making up for this lost time becomes her priority, and she immediately leaves her meeting to 

tuck her children into bed. In the episode “First Strike,” on her children’s first day back to 

school, Allen has to be dissuaded from taking them herself and appears ready to drop whatever 

may be on her schedule for the sake of her children’s emotional well-being. Adams’ argues that 

the displays of Mac Allen “doing ‘ideal’ mother” operate to assure viewers that she is non-

threatening.105 However, the repeated choice to make her commit to these performances of 

motherhood in the midst of performing her presidential duties stress Allen as a mother by 

assuring the viewer that her children are prioritized over her professional role.
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 In the episode “First Strike,” while dealing with an international crisis, Allen incidentally 

sees footage of her children broadcast on television. Storming into the press room, Allen is 

bombarded with questions about how her foreign policy team will deal with said crisis. Ignoring 

the questions of policy, Allen admonishes the White House press corp for covering her children. 

A reporter responds “Ma’am, don’t you think the press should determine what is or isn’t news.” 

Although she answers “Yes I do,” she argues that her role as a mother overrides the first 

amendment, because as she says “This isn’t Mac the President talking, this is Mac the mother. 

Don’t mess with my kids.” This establishes Allen as a fierce protector of her children. However, 

it suggests that she sees the office as secondary, and asserts her presidential responsibilities as 

separate from her personal ones.   

. The figure of the protective mother—which could be effectively translated into the 

maternal protector of the nation—is consistently presented in relation to Allen’s attachment to 

her own children and not to the nation at large.106 This is particularly evident in the episode 

“First...Do No Harm.” Allen is unwilling to inform the public about a potential terrorist attack 

directed at children, but refuses to allow her own daughter to go on a planned trick-or-treat 

outing. When her daughter questions why she cannot accompany her friends as had been 

arranged, Allen responds “there are some bad guys that are trying to ruin Halloween, and it’s my 

job, as a mommy, to make sure that you’re safe.” Allen’s identity as President is secondary to her 

“job as a mommy.” Allen’s fulfillment of that role is in keeping her daughter close to her, and not 

in stopping “the bad guys” or in keeping American citizens safe.  
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  The text’s emphasis on Allen’s relationship with her children often overtakes the 

portrayal of Allen as President. One example appears in the final scenes of the episode “No 

Nukes is Good Nukes.” The scenes appear at the end of a two-episode story arc in which a 

potential nuclear threat has been defused (as usual, by Allen publicly humbling herself). Disaster 

averted, Allen is subsequently shown barefoot laying next to her youngest daughter in bed, 

reading her a bedtime story and assuring her of her safety. Allen walks from her sleeping 

daughter to be greeted by her teenage daughter, who tells her she is proud of her, reconciling 

their relationship which was earlier demonstrated as strained. Allen’s presidential action on the 

series is often a means of resolving the plot’s familial conflict (i.e her youngest daughter’s fear 

and her eldest’s resentment) rather than an opportunity to portray her resolve or capability.

 The scenes with her own daughters are directly followed by a scene between Allen and 

her mother in the family kitchen.107 Allen’s mother asks her “How was your day?” to which she 

responds “The kids were really freaked.” Even in the midst of a potential global crisis, the 

audience is assured that, Allen’s focus has been on her children. The two go on to recount how 

Mrs. Allen always had fresh-baked cookies waiting for Mac when she came home from school. 

Allen’s mother says “It was our special time together. Every day. Guaranteed.” While her 

presidential success is understood in terms of her ability to be a good mother to her children, the 

ideal of motherhood itself is reasserted as domestic and traditional with an emphasis on and 

proximity and nurturance rather than protection. 
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  Allen as a mother is stressed in every episode, and this emphasis creates a portrayal in 

which Allen’s need to care for her children can be seen siphoning her focus and energy away 

from the office. Being the mother of her children is repeatedly presented as her primary role and 

most significant identity. This suggests that the show’s creators wanted to assure the audience of 

Allen’s dedication to that role. However, the emphasis on motherhood reduces the appearance of 

Allen as occupying presidential roles. This can be seen as related to Kathleen Hall Jamison’s 

womb/brain double bind, in that while continually connecting her presidential actions to her 

“instinctual or natural” maternal feelings, the text fails to demonstrate her actions as a result of 

an intellectual decision-making process.108 Within the text, that emphasis results in her maternal 

role being transposed onto her presidential duty without the formation of a ‘national matriarch’ 

model as a counter to an understanding of the office of the presidency as an inherently 

patriarchal position. 

Citizen Soldier/Presidential Protector     

  Commander in Chief’s title itself emphasizes the militarized roles of the presidency. 

Throughout the series, there is a decided attempt to portray President Allen as a capable and 

decisive leader. In the pilot episode we see Allen assert herself, stoically deciding to rearrange 

American battleships abroad in order to increase security when President Bridges is first taken 

ill. Over eighteen episodes, Allen is portrayed in a number of situations involving the military. 

However, the text frames her in opposition to the ‘role of citizen soldier,’ and the few instances 

in which Allen appears as a protector work in conjunction with the text’s over-emphasis on 

motherhood, do not realign the model of national patriarch, and work to further feminize Allen.  
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 When Allen is presented as a protector it is as the protector of two helpless individual 

women, not the nation. As noted earlier, in the pilot episode, the desire to save a pregnant 

Nigerian woman who is going to be put to death for adultery becomes the impetus for Allen to 

assume the office, when Templeton reveals that if he were president he would “let her die.” 

Despite the assumedly enormous number of international situations which would confront an 

incoming president, Allen is focused almost entirely on saving that one individual throughout the 

entire first episode. The other example appears in the episode “The Mom Who Came to Dinner” 

which revolves around the scheduled execution of an apparently mentally disabled woman, who 

is on death row “because of a crime her boyfriend committed.”109 The episode becomes a 

discussion about the death penalty which is clearly slanted against it, and frames the woman as 

an innocent child. Three times the phrase “mental acuity of a five year old” is applied to the 

prisoner. The woman’s lawyer comes to lobby for the President to commute her sentence and 

gives Allen a letter from the woman (to Allen) scrawled in a distinctively childlike hand. At the 

end of the episode Allen commutes the sentence that had been upheld by the Supreme Court. 

 These assertions of power over individuals are as close to the role of protector that the 

character of Allen comes, which suggests the difficulty of imagining a woman occupying the role 

of national patriarch but also signals the text’s failure to effectively re-imagine or realign that 

role. Allen’s actions to save these women are likely to be perceived by viewers as admiral, as 

they are framed as such. However, while these instances frame Allen as a person with a strong 

moral compass, who is willing to act on it, in both cases she takes a unilateral action based solely  
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helpless on her own moral prerogative; a prerogative which is linked to her status as a woman, 

through the details of each woman’s supposed ‘crime, but not her status as the US President. In 

the first instance saving a Nigerian citizen from her own nations justice system, and in the 

second subverting a decision made by the nation’s highest court. Although it is her office which 

provides her the power to intervene, neither of these ‘rescues’ are related to a democratically 

elected leader’s responsibility/obligation to protect the nations citizens.110  

 Authority over the armed forces is the most definitive presidential power. Caroline 

Heldman writes that the president represents “the ideal citizen [who] is supposed to engage in 

both civic and martial (military) practices.”111 For these purposes, the qualities of ‘the citizen 

soldier,’ that are deemed most important to presidentiality are the capacity to ‘put country 

first’ (before self/family), and the capacity to commit violence in its name.112 Protecting the 

richest and most despised nation in the world includes projecting strength and a capacity for 

action (violence). Although perhaps unfortunate, this has arguably been a main line of American 

foreign policy for the last 100 years.113 In terms of what is usually defined under the blanket of 

‘national security’ a president must show decisive executive leadership, but is also expected to 
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fulfill the role of ‘citizen soldier.’114 To be Commander-in-Chief is to take ultimate responsibility 

for state violence, and to be seen as capable of deploying it.

  Allen is framed in opposition to the qualities of the citizen soldier. Her actions during 

domestic and international crises perpetuate stereotypes of women being adverse to force and 

preferring talk over action. The text itself points out this stereotype about women, but it also 

perpetuates it. In the episode “Happy Birthday, Madam President,” Templeton criticizes Allen’s 

crisis strategy with a sexist comment; “That’s her instinct, things’ll work out if we can just talk.” 

Despite its dismissive tone, Templeton’s comment is an accurate description of Allen’s actions 

throughout the series. Not only is Allen’s primary strategy negotiation and diplomacy— and very  

directly ‘talk’ —it is presented as a choice she makes between humbling herself and (projecting 

military and/or personal) strength. 

  Allen is repeatedly shown to triumph through a disregard for the appearance of strength. 

These instances equate displays of strength with egotism as opposed to strategy.115 Each occasion 

is framed as brave—as Allen goes against her advisors, and chooses to speak directly with people 

to resolve problems. In the episode “No Nukes is Good Nukes,” she agrees to publicly apologize 

to North Korea. In the episode “Wind Beneath My Wing,” Mac speaks directly to a man 

threatening to blow up Air Force One, in effect negotiating with a terrorist. Her ability to speak 

to people directly works every time, like a charm. Her decisions are continually framed against 

the explicit opposition of Templeton and other men around her. 
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 In the episode “First Strike,” for example, Allen speaks directly to a South American 

dictator upon his demand. She is told this is a bad idea three separate times from the Joint Chiefs 

and her National Security Advisor, who insists that “the leader of the free world does not give 

audience to the unelected head of a thugocracy.” She states that she must speak to him herself 

because “his ego won’t let him do [what they want him to] otherwise.” Her disregard for her own 

ego, her propensity for talk, and her disregard for an appearance of strength are shown as 

effective. However, the limited diversity of the tactics and reactions she is shown using, in 

addition to the unrealistic political scenarios she is show using them in, work to present Allen as 

more feminized than presidential even in the realm of foreign policy. By fulfilling the protector 

only as a mother, compromising as opposed to warrior like, Allen also fails the citizen soldier 

test when confronted with idea of ‘necessary’ violence.

 In the episode “First... Do No Harm,” a captured terrorist alerts the NSA of an impending 

threat. Allen makes it clear that she does not want aggressive interrogation used to discover 

where the targets are. The Attorney General approves the use of “advanced interrogation” behind 

her back. Mac makes it clear that she would not endorse torture “under any circumstance” and 

promptly fires her Attorney General. She makes a moral stand, despite the apparent legality and 

potential efficacy of the tactic. Templeton again serves as Allen’s foil. At the end of the episode 

he congratulates President Allen on her success in averting the threat. He tells her that he is 

proud of her for “understanding the necessary evil,” stating “I didn’t think that was part of your 
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make up.” The last frame of the episode is a close shot of Allen staring out the window of the 

Oval Office, tears welling up in her eyes.116

  The audience is encouraged to like or admire Allen because this is not part of her “make-

up.” However, it is a fundamental part of what ‘makes up’ presidentiality. The text stresses its 

absence in Allen’s character but suggests no alternative. Throughout the series, Templeton is 

framed as a “war hawk,” continuously chiding her for her inaction. In “No Nukes is Good 

Nukes,” for example, Allen comments on how she feels it is necessary to run for president 

because “if Templeton were president we might be at war right now.” The only time she is really 

situated as the protector of the nation is as a device to remove the taint of ambition from her 

character—protecting the nation from Templeton. While the emphasis on motherhood overtakes 

the already underdeveloped portrayal of Allen in the masculinized roles of the presidency, the 

representation of marriage perpetuates gender stereotypes around women’s role in the public 

sphere.

Marriage

 Lilly Goran argues that Allen’s succession reduces her status as a political actor, writing 

“[t]his presentation of the fictional Oval Office also reifies the gendered nature of the office, 

casting the relationship of president and vice president (successor) in the context of a traditional 

marriage, with the woman as subordinate, in the vice presidency, and thus her path to power and 
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her use of power as coming only with the death of the male (husband/president).”117 Along with 

her presidency casting her in a wifely role, her role as wife is seen to directly interfere with her 

capacity to fulfill the roles of the office. Commander in Chief  does not ignore that for a woman 

in presidential politics, marriage can be a sensitive issue of public perception. However, the 

portrayal of Allen acts to reaffirm the notion that women in power will be unduly influenced by 

their husbands and distracted by family life.

  Commander in Chief explores the public and personal challenges women in politics face 

as a by-product of being in a marriage. Rod and Mac’s marriage is shown as potentially 

damaging to the public perception of her capability. During an interview, Templeton deploys the 

sound bite “two for the price of one,” an allusion to a highly criticized Bill Clinton quote made 

during the 1992 election.118 Either as first lady or as President, a powerful woman in the White 

House signals an inappropriate blending of personal and professional life.119 There is an implicit 

criticism of this bias through having Templeton use it for his own political benefit.120 However, 

the program reinforces this stereotype through the portrayal of the First Couple’s marriage. Allen 

gets her plans of action from Rod, who is portrayed as more interested in politics and more 

politically adept than her. She is shown acquiescing to his demands, relying on his opinion, and 

allowing her marriage to take precedence over the concerns of the country.
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  Over the series eighteen episodes the focus of the narrative becomes increasingly 

centered on the First Couple’s marriage. When Allen is Vice President, Rod acts as her Chief of 

Staff with no apparent issues, personally or politically, suggesting that the problems they 

encounter are wholly a result of her trespassing onto the presidency. In the pilot, when she keeps 

Bridges’ Chief of Staff she reassures Rod, saying “you’re still the most important man in my 

life.”121Adams argues that the series portrays “Mac ‘doing’ gender by enacting traditional gender 

displays of deference and dependence to alleviate husband Rod’s anxiety about her high status 

job.”122 However, it is not only verbal reassurances that Allen is seen giving.                                                                             

 Rod and Mac’s marriage is portrayed as intimately tied up with her professional 

decisions. In the episode “Rubie Dubidoux and the Brown Bound Express,” Rod gives her an 

ultimatum that if she does not give him an official role in her administration that “it won’t work 

personally or professionally.” Not only is her husband shown attempting to influence her, Allen 

readily accepts it. Responding to his ultimatum she says “You’re right I’ve always looked to you, 

counted on you, needed you, we are in this together and if other people can’t handle that to hell 

with them.” Allen herself is seen blending the personal and the professional by conflating being 

in their marriage “together” with her occupancy of the office. The shows creator Rod Lurie, who 

was fired from the series after the initial seven episodes, stated that “[s]he was always turning to 

her husband for advice or approval, so the show was beginning to become not about why we 
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should have a female president, but why we shouldn’t have one.”123 In addition to Allen’s 

relationship bleeding into the office, it is also shown to detract from Allen’s commitment to it.

 In the episode “State of the Unions,” Rod is drugged and tricked into publicly falling on 

(and as a result touching the breasts of) a young DNC intern. When the incident quickly becomes 

fodder for the news media, Allen is shown willing to sacrifice her national priorities and use her 

office in order to restore the stability of her marriage. She plans an extended trip, saying to Rod 

she will do “whatever it takes to get you and [the intern] off the front page. I don’t want to fight 

anymore.” Allen is shown to be more concerned with her marriage than either the good of the 

nation or her own career. When it is discovered that Rod had been set up, Allen’s focus on the 

event dissipates despite the fact that he is not publicly exonerated. This suggests that it is the 

threat to her marriage and not danger to her public image, and therefore political career, that 

dictated her reaction —a damaging message when Allen’s jealous reactions amount to 

presidential action. 

 By the end of the episode, the ‘state’ of the couple’s ‘union’ is righted through a 

restoration of normative gender roles. Mac is left putting the children to sleep while Rob gets 

ready to go to a meeting. In the final scene of the episode, Rod goes to the DNC headquarters 

and aggressively threatens a Democratic official, forcing him to publicly apologize to Allen. This 

episode exploits stereotypes of both men and women. While on one level subverting an 

expectation of men being overly sexualized, it acts to confirm the notion of men as the 

appropriate protectors. The representation of Allen portrays women as jealous and distracted by 
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their personal relationships. The portrayal of the couples marriage, which frames Rod as a 

protector, detracts from the already under developed representation of Allen in that role.124 

 In the opening scene of the episode “First Scandal,” Rod is set to be the first first spouse 

to hold a job by accepting the position of Baseball Commissioner. However, he chooses to stay 

in the White House in order to protect Allen from bad press and what he calls “a dangerous, 

dangerous leak.” Her disassociation from politics means that she requires the protection of her 

politically adept husband. When his methods become seen as overly aggressive, Allen tells her 

Chief of Staff “Rod is just protecting me, that’s what he does, I can’t stop him.” At the end of the 

episode, Mac tells Rod “there is only one person that I know has my back. I don’t want you to go 

to New York. I don’t want you to be Baseball Commissioner. I want you to stay here, with me.” 

Allen wants him to stay when he enacts his husbandly role of protector. However, Rod’s decision 

to stay is reflective of a need to assume a level of power he feels entitled to because of his 

relationship to his wife. He answers “I’d like that. What’s my title?” Because Mac is vulnerable, 

she needs the protection of her husband, and because she needs that protection he must be part of 

her administration. Though likely an attempt to portray Rod as a loving and protective father and 

husband, this portrayal of Rod compounds Allen as a non-political figure, while framing her as 

both vulnerable and dependent.

 The marital dynamic between the two is only rectified by Rod having direct influence on 

the agenda of her administration. The episode that follows “First Scandal” (discussed above), 

“Rubie Dubidoux and the Brown Bound Express,” begins at night in the couple’s bedroom. The 
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voices of political pundits commenting on the stasis of the Allen presidency can be heard 

emanating from a small television, revealing that she is “largely perceived as a lame duck.” Allen 

enters and starts to get undressed. She casually asks Rod’s opinion on a piece of legislation that 

she feels indecisive about. Rod demands “Are you asking my opinion on the record or off the 

record?” Rod argues what has been shown as public opinion, that his wife’s presidency “has no 

forward momentum.” Rod insists that the only way to rectify this is by officially including him 

in her administration, and by the next morning Allen decides to give Rod an official role as “head 

of strategic planning.” Her immediate acquiescence to his demand suggests that she is highly 

influenced by her husband. The way in which she accepts it suggests that she does not view 

herself as capable of fulfilling or executing the office without him.

  Allen brings Rod into the administration as a way to advance it beyond its placeholder 

status. She announces to her staff “what we haven’t been able to do, to move beyond, is reacting. 

The time has come to move this administration from one of mourning to one of action, [and it is] 

with that in mind” that she states she has decided to appoint Rod to an official position. The 

episode presents this as potentially creating tensions within the staff. However, neither her 

acquiescence to his demand nor her stated motivation for the action is prodded or addressed. This 

portrayal of Rob as the creator of action works in conjunction with the representation of him as 

more invested in her maintaining the office. For example, Rod’s first official action is to hire 

Dickie MacDonald, the political campaign advisor who becomes the driving force behind Allen’s 

upcoming bid. Overall, the program perpetuates the notion that women’s professional decision-
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making will be highly influenced by their husbands, but also suggests that women will not see 

themselves as independently capable of the job.125

 A solid marriage and strong support from a partner working behind the scenes, 

maintaining the home, and appearing on their behalf seems a prerequisite to a successful career 

in elected office.126 “Nowhere is this support more explicit than in presidential politics, where 

public and private lives intersect in such pronounced ways and the implications of these roles are 

so powerful.”127 Commander in Chief suggests that a female president would not be able to rely 

on the kind of support that has famously been provided by first ladies.128 When Mac comes to 

her mother to discuss the experiences of occupying the office, she gives her the advice that “You 

might not want to mention the most powerful person on earth part to your husband” to which 

Mac replies, “You’re probably right.” Rob’s position in the help-mate role is framed as degrading 

and therefore natural that he resists it. Throughout the series, Rob’s displeasure with his new role 

occupies a significant interaction between the two. As a result, Allen is shown as having to 

navigate conflict in her personal life as opposed to being able to rely on the support and stability 

provided by a dedicated spouse. This works to confirm what is already perceived as a 

disadvantage for women in politics, and an actual concern for voters.129 
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  A man who is put in the position of filling an entirely symbolic role that has represented 

ideals of motherhood and womanhood for over 200 years will unavoidably face public 

challenges. For many of the episodes, particularly at the beginning of the series, Rod’s role as 

First Gentleman operates as comic relief. It is also shown to cause him personal frustration and 

public humiliation. As Heldman and Adams both argue, the program reifies the existing 

masculinization of the presidency through their portrayal of Rod as emasculated by his new 

role.130  

 The portrayal of dichotomous gendered public/private roles on Commander in Chief 

illustrates the way in which the cultural implications of separate spheres ideology have created a 

barrier to women being recognized within existing notions of presidentiality. And despite 

portraying a female president, the text does not effectively question or realign those notions. The 

pronounced emphasis on Mackenzie Allen’s role as a mother subsumes any attempt to portray 

her as a protector of the nation, and she is disassociated from the role of citizen soldier. In 

addition, the representations of Allen’s actions in crises and international relations are highly 

gendered in ways that are damaging to women being understood as effective leaders generally 

and “presidential” specifically.131 On Commander in Chief, the portrayal of Rod as Allen’s 

necessary political protector frames Allen as dependent and non-political, and links those 

qualities directly to her gender. 
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Political Animals

Motherhood

 While Political Animals manages to portray a likeable, moral, and ambitious woman in 

the character of Elaine Barrish, the series sends much more traditional and damaging messages 

about motherhood. The character of Elaine Barrish follows a pattern many suggest is 

advantageous for a female candidate: she has grown children.132 Nevertheless, throughout the 

series, we see a significant amount of Barrish’s time spent on concern for her sons, both of whom 

are shown as unhappy and dysfunctional adults. Barrish is portrayed as a loving mother, but it is 

suggested that she has not been a selfless one and that as a result her children have suffered. This 

plays into a notion that children are irreparably harmed by mothers’ active pursuit of their 

professional ambitions, legitimatizing guilt.133 This is primarily shown through the character of 

Barrish’s son TJ.                                                                                                                                            

  TJ is shown struggling with addiction, triggered by emotional anguish, throughout the 

series. Barrish’s concern for him is a central dynamic in every episode. He explicitly blames his 

mother for “never being there for” him. Barrish also blames her focus on public life; in the 

episode “Lost Boys,” she tells her ex-husband “We made a choice, Bud, we put our goals for this 

country ahead of the well-being of our child, we are going have to live with that for the rest of 

our lives.” Hammond does not once display guilt or suggest he was neglectful, instead he insists 
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that their son take responsibility for himself. Barrish is shown regretting her dedication to 

politics, saying “I should have packed up and left DC the minute TJ started having problems.” 

The narrative itself suggests that Barrish is responsible for her son’s tragic struggles. In the 

episode “Lost Boys,” when she refuses to attend an opening event for TJ’s business venture, his 

feelings of abandonment cause him to relapse and overdose on drugs, ending up in the 

Emergency Room. While Barrish’s dedication to politics is shown as a liability to her ability to 

parent, her role as a mother is also shown to detract from her dedication to her job.134

 One of the subplots on the series revolves around the fallout from TJ’s past suicide 

attempt. In the pilot episode, Barrish is shown putting her need to protect her son above her 

career interest, by agreeing to give a reporter access to her when they threaten to expose the 

suicide attempt. In one particularly telling example, in the episode “16 Hours,” a choice between 

her son’s emotional well being and her responsibility to the state is explicitly presented to 

Barrish. She reveals classified national security information to a reporter in order to protect her 

son from further public attention. She tells the reporter “I want you to know that as Secretary of 

State I would never do anything to deceive the American public, but as a mother I would do 

anything to protect my son.” Like Commander in Chief, the roles and responsibilities of her 

office are shown to be subordinate to those of motherhood. While portraying Barrish as a 

protective mother may appeal to viewers, it sends a negative message to voters about women's 

ability to be dedicated to the office, by suggesting that being a sufficient mother requires lifelong 
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dedication to that role above all else, and portraying her dedication to that role as directly 

impacting her professional actions. 

Presidential Protector/Citizen Soldier

 As Secretary of State Elaine Barrish is the nation’s chief diplomat and is, understandably, 

not cast as the citizen soldier. Unlike Commander in Chief, Political Animals does not need to 

attempt to imagine a realistic female commander of the armed forces. However, it is necessary to 

show Barrish as someone who is realistically capable of assuming that role. This is achieved by 

portraying the sitting President as failing in the role of protector and avoiding the role of citizen 

soldier. Due to the short run of the series (and its corresponding limited time frame) only two 

international crises are covered on the program; both center on saving small groups of people 

whose lives are in peril and the text avoids any act of (American) state violence.                                                                   

      Action verso inaction creates the central contrast between Barrish and Garcetti. 

Patricia Sykes notes that the institution of the presidency “privileges conventional masculine 

attributes of strength, determination, and decisiveness.”135 By consistently showing the audience 

Garcetti’s lack of those attributes, the narrative attempts to frame Barrish as potentially 

presidential. However, the arc of the series plot perpetuates the idea that women are more 

appropriate in behind the scenes roles than in public leadership. Although the issue of state 

violence is avoided, the international crisis situations highlight the importance of decisiveness in 

the person of the president, but also the importance of a masculinized presidential protector to 

American foreign policy.
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 The first two episodes of Political Animals are focused on an international incident in 

which three American journalists are arrested and sentenced to death in Iran. The first time 

President Garcetti speaks during the pilot episode, he is asking Barrish to shoulder the press 

“heat” over the crisis. He is shown to be more interested in his public appearance than in saving 

American lives. This is directly contrasted to Barrish’s selfless responsibility in the following 

scene. Her staff voices anger that the administration is “using [her] office to quiet the press.” 

Barrish becomes impassioned, proclaiming “whether this administration is trading on my 

popularity is not what matters now. All that matters now is the three scared innocent people that 

are sitting in a jail cell in Tehran wondering what the hell their country is doing to help them.” 

Barrish stresses both her disregard of self and her dedication to the responsibility government has 

to its citizens (beyond simply a moral stance toward human life generally). Barrish’s action is 

responsible and concerned. The President’s inaction is callous and weak; he fails as a protector 

and then is unwilling to correct his mistakes.

  Garcetti is presented as failing to fulfill the functional or the symbolic expectations of the 

office. Throughout the first two episodes of the series Elaine is shown to be the only person 

shown determined to uncover the nuances of the situation and focused on formulating a plan to 

save the hostages. In contrast, it is revealed towards the end of the pilot episode that President 

Garcetti had known of the plan to imprison and execute Americans, had done nothing to stop it, 

and plans on doing nothing fix it. Outraged, Barrish demands a moment alone with the President. 

Toe to toe, Garcetti admits “yes we knew. Me, Harris, Sampson a few others, we knew about it, 

but we didn’t agree to it” (my emphasis). He fails in his role of protector and shirks personal 

responsibility for the results of his inaction. Garcetti makes excuses to Barrish, saying “[the 
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Iranian leader] floated the idea to us through one of his contacts. We floated back a hard no, two 

weeks later he’s doing it anyway.”136 President Garcetti is ineffectual, and unable to assert his 

authority over Barrish or control over the Iranian leader.                                                                

 As the aforementioned scene continues Garcetti uses the fear of looking weak as an excuse 

for his inaction. When Barrish encourages him to do what ever he can to “save American lives,”  

he says to her “When we ran against each other you were the one who said I was an idiot for 

even suggesting I’d sit down with Iran. I’d look foolish under these circumstances doing the 

same thing.” Garcetti is shown (in effect) breaking a campaign promise for both lack of 

gumption and concern for political appearances. What is more, in the face of a crisis, Garcetti is 

shown as dissatisfied with the office itself. Barrish reminds him that he should be take 

responsibility and act because, as she states, “I lost.” To which the President responds “Be glad 

you did. I was a dog chasing a car and I caught a bus.” President Garcetti is cast as both 

unappreciative of the honor of holding office, and dogged by its challenges.

 Barrish responds to Garcetti’s pessimism by asserting her understanding of the demands of 

the job from the position of First Lady, telling him “I’ve been here before, I’ve stood in this 

office when Bud faced darker hours than these, and I’m telling you now is not the time to be 

discouraged. Now is the time to lead.” Throughout the text Barrish repeatedly articulates the 

significance of the office of the presidency, but in ways which emphasizes her subordinate role. 

This is compounded by the choice to intermingle the main plot of her presidential ambition with 

flashbacks of her and her husband discussing their marriage in the Oval Office, constantly 

reminding the viewer of her position as First Lady. Throughout the text, Barrish is directly 
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contrasted to the presidential men around her. Yet, it is still her husband, the former President, 

who becomes the standard by which the other characters place within presidentiality is measured. 

 In the episode “Lost Boys,” Vice President Collier, unwilling to take a political risk to save 

lives, evokes her ex-husband by saying “I’m not Bud Hammond,” to which Elaine responds 

“You’re god damn right you’re not.” Throughout the series, there is an assertion that the hyper-

masculinized figure of Bud Hammond stands for authentic presidentiality, and an emphasis on 

the importance of that stature to effectively fulfilling the office. Even the creator’s choice to craft 

the character of Hammond on Lyndon Johnson, and not Bill Clinton, is one which emphasizes a 

very aggressive and traditional brand of white masculinity.137 Hammond is over-sexualized, 

outspoken and brash. He is repeatedly shown engaged in masculine pursuits like hunting, and 

uses his political power to seduce a number of women throughout the series. Despite being out of 

office, and having endured a sex scandal, Hammond is consistently noted as a highly successful 

president and shown to be highly popular with the public. 

 In the episode “Lost Boys,” Hammond is firmly established as the figure of 

presidentiality in a scene between himself, President Garcetti, and Vice President Collier. 

Hammond unexpectedly bursts in on the two men in the Oval Office, illustrating his belonging to 

the space of presidentiality. Once in the room, Hammond asserts his dominance and his 

superiority; saying to President Garcetti “I think you’re slick, uncommitted and opportunistic, 

and you lack the backbone to be a great leader, but you do have some principles.” Hammond 
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goes on to emasculate Collier, punching him in the jaw and knocking him to the floor of the Oval 

Office, inciting no protest from Garcetti. This scene solidifies the assertion of Hammond’s 

superior presidency and his presidential stature that are embedded in the dialogue throughout the 

text. In addition to Hammond being shown as the only character who successfully exudes the 

symbolic masculinity of presidency, unlike Garcetti and Collier, Hammond is always aligned 

with the same positions that establish Barrish as moral. The successful two-term President is 

often presented as filling the void of presidentiality created by Garcetti’s failure. 

 Although Barrish orchestrates Hammond’s saving of the hostages, the incident, and the 

discussion of who will be capable of accomplishing this task, presents Hammond as the only 

person appropriate to perform the symbolic role of protector. The Iranian leader captures the 

hostages as a way to leverage the US President into meeting with him. Garcetti’s inaction, and 

then incompetence, created the crisis. However, he himself is unwilling to go out of fear over 

how it would appear domestically. Vice President Collier offers to go; however it is determined 

that he lacks both the skills and the stature to deal with such a situation, despite being a seated 

member of the administration. Hammond is the only person identified as possessing both the 

capability and the presidential presence. In other words, Hammond is the only one who can save 

the hostages and protect American interests. 

  Barrish is portrayed as a capable and moral political actor, but the text consistently 

emphasizes Hammond in the role of protector and as the appropriate model of the office. 

Arguably, the premise of the show encourages the viewer to prefer the character of Barrish to her 

ex-husband. In spite of this, it is Hammond who is constantly positioned in the text as the figure 

of presidentiality, complicating any attempt to portray Barrish as such. Moreover, the text does 

Wales  62



little to cast Barrish in the roles associated with the presidency, and instead emphasizes the 

gendered character of her relationships with the men who hold the office. This suggests that 

regardless of a woman’s capabilities, fulfilling the office of the presidency remains innately tied 

to displays of masculinity. Barrish’s relation to the presidency is constantly reduced to her 

subordinate position rather than her future potential. 

 Barrish is portrayed as being a powerful player in both the Hammond and Garcetti 

administrations and able to assert great influence over both men. However, this power and 

influence is often shown to be based in her (gendered) personal dynamic with Hammond and, 

although more subtly, also with Garcetti. In the episode “Second Time Around,” when Barrish 

informs President Garcetti that she wants him to send her ex-husband, former President 

Hammond, to Tehran to negotiate the release of the Americans, her ability to control the actions 

of the current President become clear. Barrish outlines her plan to solve the hostage situation. 

Her powerful influence and competency is asserted in Garcetti’s response of “Seems like you’ve 

got all the angles figured out I’m not exactly sure what you need me for?” When she answers 

“Well obviously I need your blessing Mr. President.” Garcetti attempts to assert himself, 

questioning “And if I don’t give it?” Instead of stating an argument Barrish simply gives an 

audible sigh, upon which Garcetti addresses his Chief of Staff, saying “Announce that we’re 

sending the former President to negotiate with Hakkam.” Barrish is able to influence the policies 

and actions of the administration in her current role. Yet, that power remains intimately 

connected to a gendered subject position she holds in relation to both the current and former 

President. This is further compounded through the portrayal of the marriage of the former 

President and First Lady. 
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Marriage

 Media coverage of politicians marriages generally suggests that there is a finite amount 

of power to exert.138 Political Animals draws attention to a perception problem that faces female 

candidates. In the episode “The Woman Problem,” a pollster gathering information for Barrish’s 

upcoming run tells Hammond “voters only like her without you. It’s not that they don’t like you, 

it’s just that they think you make her look weak.” However, despite the couple’s divorce and 

Barrish’s personal ambition, Political Animals reinforces a notion of a married woman’s political 

life as an extension of her husbands. This brought about in part, as discussed earlier, by Barrish’s 

(ex) husband being cast as the figure of presidentiality, but also by presenting Barrish’s decision 

making as highly influenced both directly by Hammond and by the couples (changing) 

relationship dynamic.

  Both Barrish and Hammond are shown conflating their romantic life with their 

professional ambitions. However, only Barrish is seen to enact gender roles in order to access 

power. In the first few moments of the pilot, it is clear the former two-term President’s interest in 

power is only hampered by the constitution. After his wife's concession speech, a young woman 

in the crowd asks “Why can’t you run again, Mr. President?” Hammond’s first words in the text 

are “Would if I could,” and the scene which follows between the couple makes it clear that 

Hammond sees his wife’s career as an extension of his. When her ambition offered him an 

opportunity to wield presidential power, he is invested in it. However, he is unwilling to support 

Garcetti for the sake of Elaine’s career (post-primary), because, as he insists, “I held the highest 
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office in the land, an office only 41 men before me ever held. I don’t eat shit, I serve it.” In the 

text’s first exchange between the couple, the presidency is imbedded in the masculinized history 

of the office and Hammond’s presidential status is set against Garcetti’s. While Hammond may 

see her career as an extension of their relationship, Barrish is at first shown considering their 

marriage in terms of its benefit to her career.                                                                                                  

 The continual interspersing of scenes and timelines further emphasizes Barrish's political 

and personal allegiances as intertwined. At the end of the scene discussed above, Barrish asks for 

a divorce. In the first few minutes of the series, we are shown that when Hammond is no longer 

willing to help her career, Barrish severs her attachment to him. However, the personal 

relationship between the two takes up much of the series plot, and that emphasis works to define 

Barrish through the role of wife. Directly after Barrish’s declaration of divorce, the series main 

time frame of “two years later” is established.139 Still, the subject of the scene remains her 

marriage. Barrish is shown being interviewed by a reporter who is asking for her reaction to 

accusations that she divorced her husband for political gain. This question is followed by the 

suggestive statement that Barrish “then quickly developed quite a rapport with Garcetti.” Before 

Barrish’s response, the scene cuts to a brief flashback of her at a campaign rally with Garcetti, 

enticing him to dance with her to the Staples Singers’ “I’ll Take You There.” She is shown to end 

her marriage, and subsequently align herself with the new President through enacting a gendered 

role.                                                                                               

 Despite her divorce from former President Hammond, Secretary of State Barrish’s 

relationship to the office of the presidency is consistently presented as inextricable from her 
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relationship to her husband and the role of wife. For example, the episode “Second Time 

Around” begins with a flashback of Barrish confronting Hammond in the Oval Office about his 

publicly revealed affairs. This is followed directly by a mirroring of her in the exact physical 

position in the Oval Office with President Garcetti confronting him about his inaction in saving 

the American hostages in Iran. Each scene features Barrish urging the President (each man) to be 

a “better man” and to be “worthy of [the] office.” The coupling of these scenes connects her 

subservient professional position to Garcetti with her personal one in relation to Hammond. It 

also positions her in a typically gendered role as each man’s moral compass. In addition, the 

dialogue between Garcetti and Barrish in the second scene revolves around her arguments for 

why Hammond’s intelligence and presidential stature make him the only suitable figure to save 

the hostages. 

 Publicly, Barrish is able to sway the actions of President Garcetti. Yet privately she is 

portrayed as continually influenced, and even manipulated, by her ex-husband. Rather than her 

divorce providing an opportunity to show a female politician ‘making it on her own,’ the 

couple’s relationship and reconciliation becomes a central plot point and is shown affecting 

Barrish’s personal and professional decision making. Towards the end of the pilot episode, 

Barrish has a rendezvous with Hammond at a motel. The two have sex, and afterwards they 

begins to discuss Hammond’s (upcoming) role in saving the American hostages in Iran. As the 

conversation progresses, Barrish comes to understand that Hammond had used their relationship 

to manipulate her into advocating for his involvement as a means for him to wield his 

presidential stature and one-up Garcetti. As she says “All this just so you can get back in the 

game?” The two openly discuss the fact that their relationship is both personal and political. 
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While Hammond sees this as ideal, Barrish is unhappy and feels exploited. Although she still 

asserts that Hammond is the only appropriate presidential figure, this interaction undercuts 

Barrish’s sense of confidence professionally, as she questions her own decisions and motivations. 

 The relationship between Barrish and Hammond suggests an inappropriate blending of 

the personal and the professional when women are involved in politics. Although Barrish 

divorces Hammond, she defers to his opinion, and he operates as the energy behind her ambition 

to run again. There is also an implication in the text that she wants to run for president again as 

an attempt to regain the attention of Hammond. He becomes romantically involved with her 

again when she is able to provide access to the office, and it is at the end of the scene discussed 

above that she first voices her attention to run again, telling her driver so as they leave the motel. 

In the episode “The Woman Problem,” her son Douglas even states that he is concerned that a 

desire to hold her ex husband’s interest is the impetus for her second presidential run. 

Throughout the series, Bud Hammond is shown as invested in Barrish’s presidential ambition, 

but not her career generally. He is shown privately urging her to run a number of times. In fact, 

the last lines of the entire series are Bud attempting to convince her to run against (now acting 

President) Collier. He is shown attempting to put the words into his ex-wife’s mouth, telling her 

“Just say the words, just say ‘I’m going to run for President.’ Just say the words Elaine.” The 

final shot of the series is the anticipation of Barrish’s response. 

 The portrayal of Secretary of State Elaine Barrish is preoccupied with her relationship to 

former President Hammond. So much so that she is cast in a wifely role in relation to the current 
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President Garcetti.140 The overall portrayal of the marriage shows that though publicly her ex-

husband may be damaging, personally she remains extremely connected to him in ways which 

undermine Barrish as an independent political figure. This presentation of the couple’s marriage 

compounds a portrayal of Hammond as occupying the role of protector and as the ideal of 

presidentiality, further distancing Barrish from appearing as a presidential figure. 

 Presidential historian Forrest McDonald writes that “[w]hether as warrior-leader, father 

of his people, or protector, the president during his tenure is the living embodiment of the 

nation.”141 Each of these roles is gendered in ways which render them variably inaccessible to 

women. Neither Political Animals nor Commander in Chief successfully portray their female 

protagonists in these roles. Arguably, little is done in either text to attempt such a portrayal. 

However, both texts do cast the men close to Barrish and Allen into these roles; re-enforcing both 

their importance to presidentiality, as well as women’s inability to perform them. The role of 

mother is emphasized in both texts, and in a way in which motherhood appears to directly 

conflict with each woman’s focus and dedication to the responsibilities of public office. Gender 

roles associated with marriage create a perception problem for women in presidential politics. 

And while these texts draw attention to this reality, and provide an opportunity to explore its 

personal implications, they often reify a hierarchical gender dualism as inseparable from marital 

partnerships. The portrayals of marriage on both Political Animals and Commander in Chief 

suggest that women, no matter how powerful, will defer to their husbands and that their 

husbands will inappropriately influence them. Only in so far as these series are premised on 

Wales  68

140 Interestingly, although President Garcetti’s young son is featured in a number of scenes, his wife, the current First 
Lady, appears only once in the background standing next to Air Force One. Barrish is never shown comparatively or 
in conflict with any other female political figures, allowing her to appear as the sole occupier of the gendered role of 
wife.
141 McDonald, The American Presidency, 425.



women in politics do they resist the binds associated with private/public roles. The portrayal of 

gendered roles, both familial and presidential, in both texts exposes the heightened masculinity 

of the office and implicates these shows in its maintenance.

Femininity/Competency

  Michael Kimmel argues that a presidential ‘hardbody’ has operated as an important 

symbolic in presidential elections since the 1840s.142 “Today’s mass media intensifies the 

popular impulse to scrutinize the bodies of leaders and would-be leaders” for signs that inspire 

confidence in their ability to protect ‘the people.’143 The physical embodiment of the office is an 

important part of how candidates cast themselves as ideal heads of state and ideal representatives 

of the people.144  For over 200 years that has consisted of projecting masculine characteristics 

such as strength, athleticism, and dominance.145 Candidates are often framed as feminized, by 

their opponents and the media, when they are unable to project this sufficiently, and women and 

their bodies have for centuries have been defined against such characteristics.146                                                               

 Kathleen Hall Jamison argues that the double bind of femininity/competence is the result 

of traits seen as masculine being those associated with psychological maturity, rationality, logic 

and decisiveness, while traits defined as feminine have been associated with immaturity and 

dependence.147 Jamison’s femininity/competency double bind is often reframed as more 

generally “too masculine or too feminine” or more specifically “smart/attractive” and applied to 

Wales  69

142 Referenced in Dana D. Nelson, “Afterword: The President in 2045, or, managed Democracy,” 227.
143 Sally Stein, “The President's Two Bodies,” American Art 18.1 (2004): 32.
144 Duerst-Lahti, “ ‘Seeing What Has Always Been’ ” 733; Sally Stein, “The President's Two Bodies,” 32.
145 Duerst-Lahti, “ ‘Seeing What Has Always Been’,” 733; Stein, “The President's Two Bodies,” 32.
146 Duerst-Lahti, “Masculinity on the Campaign Trail,” 91; Jimmie Manning and Cody Short-Thompson, “Gendered 
Bodies: Considering the Sexual in Political Communication” in Gender and Political Communication in America: 
Rhetoric, Representation, and Display, ed. Janis L. Edwards (Lanham, Md: Lexington Books, 2009), 251-267.
147 Jamieson, Beyond the Double Bind, 83.



both appearance and behavior.148 Each of these suggests that, beyond the enactment of roles or 

the specific characteristic of ambition, the expectations of womanhood, sexuality, and femininity 

preclude women from appearing presidential. Not only are women associated with the body and 

irrationality, the female body itself comes to signify a lack of presidentiality, and solidify one’s 

status as an object.149 Yet, as many scholars argue, the celebrification of politics insists that 

female candidates appear attractive and fit into ideals of femininity and womanhood.150 This has 

often been identified as the most persistent catch-22 for female politicians in America, 

necessitating that they portray themselves in ways which act to undermine the perception of their 

capability.151

  Sheckels, Gutgold and Carlin note that “it is probably no accident that Geena Davis was 

chosen for the lead in the short-lived series Commander in Chief, for she blended stature and 

attractiveness—read masculinity and femininity—in a way few political women will.”152 It was 

certainly no accident. As these authors suggest, female presidential candidates increase the 

perception of their capability simply by being tall, while it amounts to a basic requirement for 

viability that they are attractive.153 These texts’ representation of what a presidential woman 
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looks like reveals the challenge the “too masculine too feminine” bind presents simply as a 

matter of appearance. 

 When casting the characters of Elaine Barrish (Sigourney Weaver) and Mackenzie Allen 

(Geena Davis) the shows producers were inevitably attempting to create the image of both a 

likeable and believable—feminine and presidential—woman. The physical similarities between 

the two actors, including the type of recognition and respect they could expect from an audience 

likely already familiar with them (both are Academy Award nominees), all confirm the relevance 

of the appearance litmus test that authors like Carlin et. al and Rainbow Murray argue prevails 

for female candidates in American presidential politics.154 Although there is a ten year age 

difference between Allen and Barrish both women have dark auburn hair (no greys) cut above 

the shoulder. Both actors are beautiful women with athletic builds, physiques that are slim, but 

not thin or frail, and, importantly, both stand at six feet tall. To add to these women’s stature, they 

are both almost exclusively presented wearing high heeled shoes. 

 Both of these texts assure that the enhanced physical stature these two women possess is 

never challenged or diminished by the images of the men around them. None of the male 

characters appear noticeably taller than these women, and many, including their male rivals, 

appear noticeably shorter.155 The one clear exception to this is Allen’s husband, Rod Calloway, 

played by Kyle Secor who stands at 6’ 5’’.156 Allen is only seen as physically diminutive next to 
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her husband. Both series’ creators craft a highly specific balance of femininity/masculinity in the 

female characters appearance. Both texts subvert the femininity/competency bind by portraying 

extremely attractive (and feminized) women with impressive professional experience, and are 

effective at their jobs. However, rather than their intelligence being seen as the root of their 

competence, their ability to appear attractive to men and fulfill ideals of femininity and 

womanhood is consistently presented as the source of their efficacy.

Commander in Chief

  Scholars, and members of the press, have argued that the Commander in Chief presented 

Allen in a highly feminized, if not sexualized, fashion.157 Caroline Heldman, for instance, took 

issue with what she described as Allen’s “bright red lipstick and suggestive blouses” and argued 

that it “diminish[ed] her status as a possessor of knowledge”158 However, I argue that for the 

majority of the program, Allen is dressed mutely and in well tailored suits which are, in terms of 

style, realistically comparable to what a male president would wear.159 Where these criticisms 

appear most accurate is in the few occasions in which she is show at a formal social function. In 

other words, when she is performing her function as head of state. At President Bridges’ funeral, 

for example, she is dressed in a very feminine dress with a deep V-neck line. This may challenge 

the traditional masculinized images of the President. However, it also suggests that a woman 

would appear as objectified in the role of head of state, arguably something that would appear 

highly unattractive to the American electorate given the symbolic place of the presidency in 
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American culture, and the position of the US on the world stage.160 One episode in particular 

provides the most powerful example of these dynamics, and clearly illustrates the text’s 

presentation of Allen’s enactment of femininity as the key to her efficacy.

 In the episode “First Dance” Allen hosts her first (and only of the series) state dinner at 

the White House. She appears dressed in a strapless bustier ball gown, rhinestoned at the bodice 

and the waist, with a very low cut back and clearly visible cleavage. The dress itself is 

extravagant, particularly compared to the other women in the room—including the Russian First 

Lady and the former First Lady Bridges. The choice of a strapless gown seems particularly 

unrealistic and sexualized for the context. first ladies, including the current one, have received 

harsh criticism that sleeveless gowns and dresses are “undignified” and “un-First Lady-like;” 

making it highly suggestive to have the President of the United States baring that much skin at a 

formal function.161 Allen’s attire in the episode presents her in a highly gendered fashion which 

compounds the very feminized position she takes up.

 The state dinner featured in “First Dance” is the culminating event of Allen’s first 

summit. Throughout the episode her femininity, and physical attractiveness, is suggested as the 

source of her capability. The conflict of the episode revolves around her bilateral talks with the 

Russian President, during which she pushes to discuss Russian human rights abuses which have 

not been slated on the agenda. The Russian President takes offense to her insistence and refuses 

to attend the state dinner, claiming to have come down with the flu. Allen is at a loss as to how to 
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smooth the situation over, and is only able to solve it by having a conversation with the Russian 

First Lady over tea. The two discuss their husbands and Allen proves herself accommodating and 

nurturing, asking his wife if she can get the Russian President anything, “Chicken soup 

perhaps?” Allen’s ability to relate to the Russian First Lady, as a wife, makes her encourage her 

husband to attend the state dinner. Though the Russian President attends, he insists “I’m not here 

for [Allen], I’m here for my wife,” and Allen is still faced with the conflict between them. A 

conflict that is necessary to resolve in order for her first foray into international relations to be 

viewed as anything more than a failure.

 Over five days of talks and negotiations in the West Wing Allen is unable to form an 

amicable relationship with the Russian President; such a relationship being, as her staff points 

out throughout the episode, both the purpose of these types of bilateral summits and the only way  

to accomplish anything productive between the two nations. It is not until the end of the episode, 

when Allen is situated in a depoliticized social function and dressed in a highly sexualized and 

feminized way as noted earlier, that she is able to succeed. At the state dinner, the Russian 

President compliments her clothes and appearance and asks her to dance. It is only when they are 

dancing together that Allen and the Russian President are able finally to address the concerns that 

had been stalled during the political meetings. Although Allen does not get the results she had 

hoped for coming into the summit, the two reach a compromise.

 Similar to the ways in which the series frames her ‘talking strategy’ during international 

crises, her decision to accept the dance invitation is framed as bold and out of disregard for 

political image making. As the Russian President himself points out “Our staffs must think this is 

inappropriate.” Her staff certainly does, as one member bluntly exclaims “World leaders cannot 
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be dancing together!” Her Chief of Staff, covering his eyes, asks “Is she leading?” to which her 

press secretary answers “Oh, she’s leading alright,” suggesting a double entendre. However, only 

by taking up a gendered position does she become capable of ‘leading.’ The dance may break 

taboos, but it also reinforces a notion that femininity is incongruous with presidentiality, as her 

capability is derived from her fulfillment of a feminized/sexualized role in order to accomplish 

what she was unable to in her political role.

Political Animals

 Political Animals similarly presents Elaine Barrish as only effective as a result of her 

femininity and sexuality. In addition to the convolution that appears between her professional 

and personal roles in relation to the presidency, her diplomatic responsibilities are presented as 

including objectification. In the pilot episode, when Barrish is subjected to a public “ass-grab” by 

the Russian foreign minister, she chastises him privately by hyperbolically threatening to “cut off 

his balls” in Russian. While likely an attempt to portray her as both attractive to men while being 

powerful and assertive, this appears highly problematic. Not only does Political Animals portray 

Barrish as having to endure sexual harassment as the natural by-product of her job, and insists 

that she has to deal with this problem privately and individually through demonstrating 

aggression and violence, the program subsequently presents her sexuality as her source of power 

and not her authority or competence. When she needs a favor from that same foreign minister she 

threatens to “tell on [him]” to his wife, to which he responds that he will help her, “but not 

because you threatened me, because you have balls, and I respect balls, and a great ass.” This 

suggests not only that the most effective strategy available to her is to align herself with the role 
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of wife, but that if she was not an individual that was available to this kind of sexualization and 

aggression, then she would be ineffective as a diplomat.

 This becomes a pattern throughout the series. In another episode, under a great time 

constraint, Barrish is forced to find a (geographically and politically appropriate) nation to hold 

Hammond’s impromptu negotiation with the Iranian leader. The Turkish ambassador becomes 

her only option which causes her to visit a Turkish bath. The highly gendered location of the 

scene mirrors the masculinist domain of politics that she must traverse daily. The space becomes 

sexualized with her entrance.162 We see Barrish walking through rooms full of sweaty men in 

various stages of undress leering at her in a violet skirt suit. Finding the Turkish ambassador 

dressed only in a towel, dripping in sweat, she tells him she needs a favor. Barrish suggests a 

number of diplomatic favors she could do for his nation, each of which he is disinterested in. She 

finally asks “What do you want Circan?” To which he responds “Perhaps than you would agree 

to go to dinner with me.” Shocked, she questions him “You would use the lives of three 

Americans to leverage me into going out with you?” To which he answers “You would sacrifice 

their lives to not go out with me?” Not only is her objectification shown to be her source of 

power and efficacy, her submission to this type of objectification is framed as necessary, and 

would be resisted only out of extreme selfishness. This scene also suggests that not only that 

women should expect to be, and accept being, sexualized when entering the political realm, but 

also that their entrance into that masculinist domain sexualizes the political sphere. 

Wales  76

162 Arguably such a location, a Turkish bath in Washington, D.C, is likely sexualized whether there are women there 
or not. However, the details of the scene overwhelmingly frame it in this way. It is clearly an all-male Hamam and 
the men all turn their heads and look at her in a mixture of surprise, curiosity and arousal. The camera maintains a 
full body shot of her walking, in a violet skirt suit and heels, and maintains focus on her legs.



 Both texts subvert the femininity/competency double bind through the portrayal of the 

lead characters. Both women are highly feminized and both text’s creators were highly invested 

in framing their lead characters as competent. However, the ways in which they do so reinforces 

a smart/attractive bind for women. Rather than presenting two competent women whose 

appearance and femininity, while perhaps normative or even ideal, is coincidental to their 

competence, both texts bind their efficacy to their displays of femininity and to the 

objectification of their bodies. This sends a highly problematic message that such standards of 

femininity and beauty are legitimate measures of a female candidates ability to be an effective 

politician. At the same time, these representations fail to depict these ‘feminine and competent’ 

women as intelligent or skilled, suggesting that while only attractive women belong in 

presidential politics they only belong there because of their sexuality and femininity.

Conclusion

  It would be surprising if these programs, or any other mainstream television, earnestly 

suggested that women were wholly incapable of executing the office of the presidency. The 

intention of this programming, at least in part, is to make (positive) representations of women in 

presidential politics available.163 As Fiske suggests, television performs a bardic function which 

draws these representations into socio-centrality. As images of women in presidential politics 

become more commonly available in popular culture, they have the potential to normalize the 

understanding of women as natural players in national politics. These texts fill a dearth, and, in 

that sense, something very well may be better than nothing. However, the symbolic importance 
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of US presidency suggests that these two texts inability to successfully imagine a woman 

fulfilling the office, or even portray the office itself in a way that is not dripping in masculinism, 

greatly limits these programs’ positive or emancipatory messages. 

 Justin Vaughn and Stacy Michaelson write that while “it is likely that we may one day see 

America’s first female president inaugurated into the nation’s highest office,” they point out that 

“this eventuality may be brought about as much by female politicians successfully embracing 

masculinist characteristics as by the American public becoming reconciled to new ways of 

imagining the presidency.”164 Commander in Chief and Political Animals negotiate the double 

binds considered here in varied ways. However, these two texts fail to present “female politicians 

successfully embracing masculinist characteristics.” Neither do theses texts successfully 

reconcile themselves “to new ways of imagining the presidency.” Although at times resisted, 

none of the double binds considered here could be considered overcome.

 Although political parties do in a sense ‘cast,’ these texts are not limited by binds related 

to appearance in precisely the same way as real female candidates. It seems unlikely that these 

commercial television creators and producers would not hire famous and traditionally beautiful 

actresses to star in their programs.165 However, the physical similarity of Barrish and Allen says 

something about the high degree of specificity involved in attempting to portray a believable 

female leader in America. In addition, by presenting such images, these texts suggest that only 

women who possess such an appearance are appropriate in presidential politics; that women with 

smaller, older, or less attractive bodies do not belong. The representation of these women’s 
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efficacy as directly tied to their sexuality, femininity, and appearance, can be seen as resisting the 

femininity/competency double bind. However, it also illustrates the failure to present these 

women as intelligent and skilled politicians by suggesting that their femininity and sexuality is 

the most appropriate and effective strategy available to them.                                                    

 These two texts put up no resistance to the double binds associated with the dichotomous 

gendered roles associated with women and the presidency. Time and again, these two texts 

emphasize the roles their lead characters perform in their private lives in an attempt to assure 

their protagonists ‘likeability’ (and familiarity) with viewers. Both programs’ representations of 

motherhood and marriage reify a notion of women’s appropriateness in the private sphere, and 

confirm negative stereotypes about the impact women’s familial roles have on their professional 

lives. Both Commander in Chief and Political Animals fail to portray their female protagonists as 

successfully fulfilling the presidential roles of protector and citizen soldier. Rather than de-

emphasizing their importance, the representation of the men around the two women as fulfilling 

(and having to fulfill) those roles reaffirms them as both fundamental to the office and 

exclusively male. On Political Animals the creation of a figure of presidentiality that is both 

hyper-masculinized and Barrish’s sexual (and marital) partner results in a remarkably masculinist 

representation of presidentiality, one which operates to the exclusion of Barrish being recognized 

as capable of fulfilling that role. Although both texts were credited with the potential to change 

existing perceptions, examining both texts portrayal of the performance of gender(ed) roles 

exposes how they operate to reify normative expectations of gender.                                                                                

 In American popular culture, women have been portrayed, at worst, as interlopers, and at 

best, placeholders in the masculinist domain of politics. These two texts address the challenges 
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women in American politics face as a result of cultural perceptions of gender. However, more 

often than not, these texts work to reproduce the same dynamics that they overtly critique. 

Commander in Chief ’s characters and narrative are structured by the ambition/morality double 

bind. While imagining a female president may challenge the assumptions of masculinism, by 

presenting Allen as removed from politics and disassociated from the office operates to 

reinscribe masculinism central place within presidentiality. Although Political Animals presents a 

positive portrayal of women’s ambition, in striking contrast to Commander in Chief, the limits 

placed on Elaine Barrish’s ambition remain highly gendered. In addition, the fact that Barrish is 

modeled on the life and character of Hillary Clinton suggests that, rather than changing 

perceptions, this type of programming has simply tapped into an existing shift that has been most 

highly signaled by Clinton.166 

 At this time, it seems virtually impossible to discuss the idea of a female president 

without addressing Hillary Clinton. Arguably, that has remained true over the last three 

decades.167  Clinton remains the most discussed democratic presidential contender for 2016, as 

she was in 2006. She is the assumed frontrunner and to many the de facto Democratic 

nominee.168 If Clinton does run and win she will be one of the most qualified, and well 
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recognized party nominees of the last 100 years, and importantly one of the most experienced in 

presidential politics.169 

 In her concession speech Clinton stated that “[i]f we can blast 50 women into space, we 

will someday launch a woman into the White House.” The dearth of women in the types of 

positions which provide a path to the White House suggests that the goal of a female president 

may remain much farther in the distance than the current discourse suggests.170 Although 

Clinton’s success should in no way be discounted, if Clinton herself does not, as she put it, 

“shatter that highest, hardest glass ceiling in the world,” women in presidential politics will 

remain trapped in an airless atmosphere until someone, ‘someday,’ manages to do so. Women 

with qualifications only comparable to their male counterparts, women who are not already 

known political commodities both nationally and internationally, face astronomical challenges 

based on gender.171                                                                                                                        

 Masculinity still forms the litmus test for presidentiality. Though conceptions of 

masculinity have changed over two hundred years, this basic linkage between the presidency  

and masculinity remains.172 In the twenty-first century, it is imperative that we evaluate and 

confront the artificial constraints on office holding that exist in American democracy. It is 

imperative that we confront the biases and barriers that, as Clinton herself pointed out in her 

concession speech, are “often unconscious.” These limits have operated consistently over the 
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now three centuries that women have been seeking the presidency, and their persistence should 

not be diminished simply because the sharp edges seem to have been worn down.                                         

 While it seems likely, at this juncture in history, “someday” a woman will be elected 

president, the issue that arises with the longstanding narrative of inevitability is that it avoids  

challenging the barriers and biases that exist for presidential candidates who are understood 

through their difference. It avoids confronting these limits for what they are: undesirable today. 

And by doing so, it allows them to persist into tomorrow. If equality in American democracy has 

the potential to be improved, then it can only be through a constant awareness of its trajectory, 

and not faith in a teleology which has proven itself insufficient if not false.                                          

 The unequivocal endorsement of these programs by the White House Project may operate 

to obscure the damaging messages these programs send about both women in politics. In 

addition, these programs do not actively challenge the masculinist understanding of the office, 

and in many ways operate reaffirm it by presenting it as natural or insurmountable. However, 

what is perhaps most frightening is how unsuccessful these programs were, neither being picked 

up for a second season despite enormous promotion and publicity for their premieres.173 

Although surely in part due to circumstances of production, and less than stellar writing on both 

programs, the failure of these shows suggests that the American public is disinterested in seeing 

women in these positions of power at this time.                                                                                            

 What is more, is that The White House Project itself was forced to close its doors in 

February of 2013, citing the current fundraising environment. This is surely due in part to the 
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economic climate. However, it is also likely in part due to a political atmosphere which currently 

equates the discussion of gender biases in presidential politics, and the promotion of female 

candidacy, with the endorsement of a specific candidate: Hillary Clinton.174 The 2016 election 

cycle will likely end speculation about a Clinton presidency, either way. However, the analysis of 

these texts, heralded to present emancipatory images of women in presidential politics, suggests 

that the barriers formed by cultural expectations of gender remain remarkably prevalent in 

American political and popular culture, all the more damaging for being left unrecognized and 

unchallenged. 
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