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Advance Praise for Leading Men

“In Leading Men Jackson Katz draws from and builds on recent scholarly work about women and the presidency, but his goal is to push presidential studies toward a more explicit engagement with feminist ideas about men and the presidency. Katz’s book manages to be both intellectually exhilarating and highly accessible even as it greatly advances our understanding of presidential politics. It should be widely read by students, scholars, pundits, and political junkies.”

—Dr. Caroline Heldman, Chair, Department of Politics, Occidental College,
coeditor of Rethinking Madam President: Are We Ready for a
Woman in the White House?

“For years, scholar and activist Jackson Katz has been providing crucial insights into the relationship between cultural representations of manhood and the actual social and economic circumstances of men’s lives. In Leading Men, Katz brings his formidable critical skills to bear on modern American politics and the US presidency, offering a fresh and fascinating new take on men’s voting patterns and the cultural politics of manhood. Whether he’s looking at how candidates go to extremes to position themselves as tough on crime and strong on defense, or at how Republican political operatives have mastered the art of winning white working-class men’s votes by attacking the masculinity of their Democratic opponents, Katz makes a powerful case that presidential elections in the modern era have been fundamentally shaped by competing visions of American manhood. This is first-rate social and political commentary, a valuable resource for political activists, political junkies, and armchair pundits alike.”

—Sut Jhally, PhD, Professor of Communication, UMass-Amherst, Founder-
Director, Media Education Foundation

Praise for The Macho Paradox

“This profound and vitally important book illuminates the roots of men’s violence against women and makes it clear that men must get involved in stopping it... Jackson Katz is a true revolutionary and a national treasure.”

—Jean Kilbourne, author of Can’t Buy My Love: How Advertising Changes the
Way We Think and Feel

“Men need to read this book. Not only because it will make the world safer for women, but because it will free men to be their true selves.”

—Eve Ensler, author of the Vagina Monologues

“Jackson Katz is one of the most important voices of our generation.”

—Rosalind Wiseman, author of Queen Bees and Wannabes



“Jackson Katz is an American hero! With integrity and courage, he has taken his message—that the epidemic of violence against women is a men’s issue—into athletic tarms, the military, and frat houses across the country. His book explains carefully and convincingly why—and how—men can become part of the solution and work with women to build a world in which everyone is safer.”

—Michael Kimmel, author of Manhood in America, spokesperson, National
Organization for Men Against Sexism (NOMAS)

“If only men would read Katz’s book, it could serve as a potent form of male consciousness-raising.”

—Publishers Weekly

“This book leaves no man behind when it comes to taking violence against women personally... After reading this book you can see how important it is to be a stand-up guy and not a standby guy, no matter what race or culture you come from.”

—Alfred L. McMichael, 14th Sergeant Major of the Marine Corps

“A candid look at the cultural factors that lend themselves to tolerance of abuse and violence against women.”

—Booklist

“These pages will empower both men and women to end the scourge of male violence and abuse. Katz knows how to cut to the core of the issues, demonstrating undeniably that stopping the degradation of women should be every man’s priority.”

—Lundy Bancroft, author of Why Does He Do That?: Inside the Minds of Angry and Controlling Men
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Introduction

For a brief moment during the 2008 presidential campaign, conservative strategists were dumbfounded. They couldn’t figure out how to criticize candidate Barack Obama. They worried that if they attacked the first African American presidential nominee from a major party, they would open themselves up to accusations of racism. Conservative columnists and pundits wondered aloud about the propriety of challenging Obama’s background, his affiliations, his credentials. As Rush Limbaugh put it, “You can’t criticize the little black man-child. You just can’t do it, ‘cause it’s just not right. It’s not fair. He’s such a victim.”1

The conservatives soon found a way out of their dilemma. Mindful of their need to secure a large majority of white male voters in order to win—and led once again by the shock troops of right-wing talk radio—conservative Republicans settled on the same strategy they had employed so successfully in presidential elections for nearly forty years: they attacked the Democratic candidate’s manhood. They ridiculed Obama. They called him a lightweight and a wimp. They warned that electing him would weaken America. Limbaugh summed up the line of attack on the senator from Illinois: “He can’t take a punch, he’s weak, and he whines,” he said. “I’m sure some women find that attractive because they would look at him as a little boy and would want to protect him...But it embarrasses me as a man.”2

The Right has long taken for granted what the Left has only recently begun to figure out: that presidential politics are the site of an ongoing cultural struggle over the meaning of American manhood. As the center stage of that debate, presidential campaigns function as symbolic contests over competing definitions of “real manhood,” and thus over what kind of man can, and should, be in charge. This is not exactly a new debate; from the time of the Founding Fathers, Americans have been arguing about the manly qualities necessary in the man who would lead the nation. But since the early 1970s, when Richard Nixon figured out how to get working-class white men to vote for the party of the rich by appealing not to their economic interests but to their cultural values, contests for the presidency have arguably been about the interlocking and contentious forces of racial, gender, and national identity as much as anything else. And like no other single person, the man—or one day the woman—who occupies the office of President of the United States literally embodies those forces, and the struggles around them.

The president wields enormous material and symbolic power—including the power, in a sense, to personify not only “America,” but American manhood. As a result, how the president is regarded as a man has a lot to do with his political success or failure—especially when politics is dominated by a media culture that emphasizes storytelling and personal narratives to make sense of the workings of larger economic and political forces, and which is governed by the values of entertainment. This does not mean that image is everything and issues don’t matter. Voters make judgments about a (male) candidate’s manhood based on both his personal attributes and his positions on certain key issues. For example, if he comes down on the “right” side of an issue, he’s considered more masculine: “tough on crime,” “tough on immigration,” “strong on national security.” If he comes down on the “left” side, he’s likely to face criticism that his position represents personal weakness: he’s “soft on crime,” “weak-kneed on immigration,” “naïve on matters of national security.” There is little room in all of this for the nuances of either personality or policy.

Style and public presentation do matter; Ronald Reagan’s chief strategist Richard Wirthlin acknowledged that Reagan’s political success had something to do with how Reagan walked and talked, how he “came across as a man.”3 But Reagan’s popularity with white men wasn’t just about surface impressions; it had to do with the perception that he was a man of principle. Wirthlin observed, “...in a world so full of ambiguities...having a leader who is able to articulate clearly and strongly, right and wrong, in direct terms, I think would garner extra support (among men). I don’t think a strong leader paints in pastel colors.” The social conservative Gary Bauer, who worked in Reagan’s White House, opined that moral clarity resonates with “Joe Six-Pack” because it represents a kind of manliness. “A man takes a stand, toes the line, doesn’t budge even if it gets hot or tough, and it is seen by some of those kinds of voters who may not always be comfortable with politics and moral issues. It is something they can identify with, in contrast to a more feminist or more feminine approach.”4 George W. Bush’s media consultant Mark McKinnon summed up what Republican strategists have banked on since the Reagan years: “In presidential elections people don’t vote on issues, they vote on attributes, and the single most important one is strong leadership.”5

Strong leadership, in turn, has a particularly gendered meaning. When applied to the US presidency it is nearly synonymous with the personal qualities associated with dominant masculinity. In other words, voting for strong leadership means voting for a strong man. Right-wing political operatives understand this implicitly. Among the many advantages this insight confers is that voters—especially white men—make visceral assessments about candidates as men before deciding whether or not to support them for president. In fact, “independent” voters who claim to be less motivated by partisanship or ideology might be even more susceptible to this gendered logic, because people who say things like “I vote the person, not the party” are more likely to make electoral choices based on perceptions of personal characteristics rather than political programs. This has given conservatives an enormous advantage in elections over the past forty years, because GOP campaign strategists are masters at presenting their (male) candidates as bold, decisive leaders—and painting their opponents as vacillating poseurs. They know that presidential elections in the age of media spectacle are won and lost largely in the realm of myth, symbolism, and identity, where feelings about a candidate’s intangible qualities of character, stature, and gravitas carry much greater weight than facts about where they stand on issues or whose economic interests they actually represent. Elizabeth Wilner in 2004 put it this way in the Washington Post: “Republicans today understand that presidential races are about character and personality, whereas the Democrats’ instinct is to try and beat their opponent into submission with sheaves of policy papers.”6 As Andy Stern, former head of the Service Employees International Union, said, “Democrats somehow think that presidential elections are like College Bowl or Jeopardy. We nominate the person who gets all the answers right. And Republicans understand it’s American Idol.”7 A less charitable way to put this is to say that presidential elections are a slightly more sophisticated version of the classic high school stand-off between adolescent males: jocks versus nerds.

In this book I introduce a new way to think about what voters are voting for—or against—every four years when they cast their ballots. It’s the masculinity, stupid. Each election cycle, voters are asked to choose not only which policies they favor or which direction they want to see the country headed, but what kind of man they want to see speaking to the nation on television from the Oval Office—and leading the nation as commander in chief of its armed forces. Presidential elections are obviously struggles over issues, like the size and role of the federal government in the management of the economy and national security. But when examined closely through the lens of gender, presidential elections can also be seen as quadrennial competitions not only between divergent political ideologies, but between two (or three) distinct versions of masculinity. Every four years, voters are literally participating in a kind of referendum on the meaning of American manhood.

Like almost everything else in American politics, this contest of meanings has a racial dimension. Since 1980, the Republican Party has regularly received less than 10 percent of the African American vote in presidential elections. There is a very slight gender gap in African Americans’ voting patterns; nonetheless only about one in ten African American men support Republican presidential candidates. This dramatic statistic suggests the idea—which the main argument in this book reinforces—that it is not “masculinity” which candidate image handlers were packaging and selling until the 2008 elections, but distinctive versions of white masculinity. If not, one would expect men of color to respond in a similar fashion as white men to candidates who perform the type of presidential masculinity that emphasizes “regular guy” qualities, such as knowledge of and interest in blue-collar sports, ease of rapport with the uniformed military, and the willingness to take on our adversaries, as well as to support candidates who will get “tough” on crime, make the “hard” choices on budgetary priorities, etc. But they do not, because for the majority of men of color—not only African American men but other men of color as well—issues of racial identity and solidarity seem to trump issues of “masculinity” when it comes to voting preferences. The implication for the study of presidential masculinity is clear: the entire enterprise needs to incorporate a racialized understanding of gender, not to mention a gendered understanding of race. Political communication researchers, journalists, and others need to look closely at the complexities of multicultural masculinities, especially as they relate to presidential manhood. In other words, it is not enough simply to say that “men” since the late 1960s have favored more conservative candidates; one must say white men, and offer explanations at the intersections of race and gender (and sexual orientation). The election in 2008 of Barack Obama adds another fascinating layer to this area of inquiry: both how he was able to navigate successfully the complex terrain of race and gender—especially against a white male “war hero”—and how his performance as a black man in the office of president is creating a new archetype of presidential masculinity.

During the 2008 Democratic primary season, many critics bemoaned the infusion of identity politics into the presidential race, as if the presence of an African American man and a (white) woman introduced “race and gender” into a heretofore untainted process. What was left largely unsaid is that race and gender have always been critical factors in presidential politics, with one crucial qualification: the race was always white, and the gender was always men. Until 2008, presidential races had always been in part about white masculinity. A major historical barrier was broken that year, when instead of two versions of white masculinity vying for cultural ascendance, the contest featured one version of white masculinity (Republican John McCain) versus one version of black masculinity (Democrat Barack Obama). But it was still a race between men. Barack Obama was not only the first African American person to run as the nominee from a major party; he was the first African American man. Even without Hillary Clinton on the ticket, gender was a critical factor in the general election of 2008—as in every previous election. Gender is a central factor even in races between men.

Unfortunately, few political commentators or theorists describe contemporary presidential elections in this way. Most don’t even mention gender as a central factor—unless a woman is running. The “manhood question” remains hidden in plain sight. Take Drew Westen’s work on the role of emotion in politics. Westen’s book, The Political Brain: The Role of Emotion in Deciding the Fate of the Nation, garnered a considerable amount of attention from Democratic Party operatives and positive reviews in mainstream media during the 2008 election season. The book seeks to explain “how the mind works, how the brain works, and what this means for why candidates win and lose elections.”8 Using the latest research in cognitive neuroscience and psychology, Westen argues that three things determine how people vote: their feelings toward the parties and their principles, their feelings toward the candidates, and their feelings toward the candidates’ policy positions. Westen’s central thesis is that emotions and not rational judgments largely form the basis of people’s political decision making, and that Democrats and progressives have failed utterly in recent decades to package their ideas in a way that resonates emotionally with a majority of voters—even those who generally agree with their policy positions. As Westen writes,


Republicans have a keen eye for markets, and they have a near-monopoly in the marketplace of emotions. They have kept government off our backs, torn down that wall, saved the flag, left no child behind, protected life, kept our marriages sacred, restored integrity to the Oval Office, spread Democracy to the Middle East, and fought an unrelenting war on terror. The Democrats, in contrast, have continued to place their stock in the marketplace of ideas. And in so doing, they have been trading in the wrong futures.9



His argument that liberals and the Left need to develop a heightened awareness of the importance of emotional intelligence to political success in a media culture is a welcome shot across the bow to Democratic Party strategists who after all these years persist in thinking that campaigns are won by people and parties with “the best ideas,” the best debating skills, or the most impressive grasp of the issues. How many presidential elections have Democrats lost with candidates whose erudition and knowledge about policy far exceeds that of their Republican counterparts? Westen’s focus on emotions that are activated by certain political narratives is especially necessary in a political culture that is dominated by mass media coverage, in which the conventions of entertainment and spectacle profoundly influence what gets talked about on television—and how.

But Westen barely even discusses the gendered aspects of emotions, or the way cultural constructs of what is considered “masculine” or “feminine” help to structure how people respond to various messages. He recognizes gender as a politically organizing principle; he discusses issues of particular concern to women voters, and he goes so far as to say that from infancy, women are more attuned to the emotional signals around them than are men. But it is revealing that in a 420-page book, he barely mentions men as men, or offers even a hint that he understands that campaigns between men might have a gender component worth theorizing. Instead, he attributes to other factors in campaign events that are centrally about (white) masculinity. For example, in a discussion about Michael Dukakis’s (in)famous answer to a question about the death penalty in a 1988 debate with George H. W. Bush, Westen maintained that Dukakis answered the wrong question. The moderator, Bernard Shaw, asked Dukakis if he would favor the death penalty if his wife were raped and murdered. Dukakis answered that he would not, as “there are better and more effective ways to deal with violent crime.” Political pundits and academic observers widely believe that at that moment, Dukakis’s chances for victory in November were finished. Westen explains that voters wanted to hear that he understood this was a “moral” question, and Dukakis’s answer spoke in the language of rational utility. This is a perfectly reasonable, if partial, explanation.

A better explanation is that Shaw’s question posed a challenge to Dukakis. The diminutive, cerebral governor was given a chance to prove his masculine bona fides with an expression of controlled violent anger, something that would signal to voters—especially white men—that in spite of his technocratic approach to political problems, at heart he was a fighter. (“Bernie, I would want to kill that man myself, but the question here is whether the death penalty is sound social policy. I don’t believe it is a deterrent—and research confirms this. And what if we convicted the wrong guy?”) Instead, Dukakis failed to rise to the occasion. It is altogether possible that Michael Dukakis recognized the racial subtext of the question, especially in a campaign where his opponent’s chief strategist, Lee Atwater, had been shamelessly exploiting white fear of black men in racially coded appeals about crime and punishment. It might very well be that Dukakis is not the kind of man who would want to exact bloody revenge with his own hands. He might not even fantasize about such things, but would rather see justice served in the context of due process in the criminal justice system. This is honorable and perhaps even praiseworthy; he should be respected for refusing to compromise his core values for the sake of political expediency. But it is just as reasonable to suggest that as a result of his calm, unemotional presentation of a principled stance, millions of American voters—men and women—deemed him insufficiently “manly” to be entrusted with the presidency in a dangerous world, where the Soviet Union was still our archrival and bad men at home and abroad meant to do us harm, and where they desired a president who (they felt) would not hesitate to stand up, protect, and defend them. Dukakis’s answer did not even show that same impulse with respect to his own wife! Dukakis didn’t blow a seventeen-point lead and lose the election to George H. W. Bush because, as he later said, he allowed the Bush campaign to define him. He lost because millions of white men were convinced that he wasn’t man enough for the job. The day after that CNN debate, Dukakis’s favorability rating fell from 49 percent to 42 percent. Bush beat Dukakis among white men by 27 percentage points—the same percentage that Ronald Reagan beat Jimmy Carter by eight years earlier.

It can be quite deflating to think that with so much at stake, modern campaigns for the presidency mimic some of the characteristic features of the classic high school popularity contest, with all of the attendant name-calling and frenzied attention to superficial personality traits. In fact, one measure of the decline of our democracy in the age of media spectacle is that voters routinely tell pollsters that they vote for politicians “who understand people like me” rather than ones whose ideology and governing philosophy seem best to align with their material interests, like access to meaningful employment, health care, and quality education for their children. During the presidency of George W. Bush it became fashionable among liberals and progressives to decry the naiveté of voters who professed to support the candidate “I would most want to have a beer with.”

It is easy to dismiss such sentiments, but those populist metrics actually speak to something deeper at work in American society. As television and other forms of mass media have come to dominate political discourse, and as entertainment values have triumphed over coverage focused on issues, voters have been asked to ratify the rule of political elites based less on rational assessments of their bread and butter interests and more on questions of cultural affinity and group identity. An entire cottage industry has arisen on the left that seeks to explain the seemingly contradictory phenomenon of working-class (white) people supporting the party of tax cuts for the wealthy, even at a time when public education and other services to poor and working families are being routinely downsized and cut from state and federal budgets. Thomas Frank makes the case in What’s The Matter With Kansas? (2004) that the GOP uses “wedge issues” like abortion and gay rights to harvest the votes of working people, but once in office Republican politicians push for economic policies that benefit the rich as working and middle-class people continue to fall behind. Rick Perlstein shows in Nixonland (2008) how Richard Nixon used cultural appeals based in patriotism and American values to peel working-class white male voters away from the Democrats. But Westen (referenced above), Frank, and Perlstein all neglect to discuss or even mention the potential implications of shifting beliefs and identities about masculinity, and how this has affected white men’s gendered voting habits.

The urgency of this conversation is arguably more pronounced in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, when on top of ongoing economic anxieties that have accompanied levels of income inequality not seen since the Gilded Age, modern multicultural women’s movements have repeatedly challenged unquestioned male authority in both the public sphere and the private realm of family relations, and upended traditional notions of manhood and leadership. At the same time, the gay rights revolution has disrupted the heterosexual monopoly on overt human sexual identity and expression. If, as the political scientist Georgia Duerst-Lahti says, “executive political power is the most manly of all areas,” how could popular ideas and expectations about the presidency—and the man who occupies that symbolically potent position—not be affected by the dramatic cultural transformations catalyzed by these profound changes in the gender and sexual order?

Moreover, few of the books, articles, op-ed columns, and blog postings that do discuss issues related to masculinity and politics offer much analysis of media culture and its relationship to gender and presidential politics. This is stunning, because in the contemporary era most people experience presidential campaigns through the televisual performance of candidates and the rhetoric about them generated on cable TV and talk radio, and increasingly on the Internet and social media. As the billions of dollars spent on political ads during presidential campaigns make clear, US presidential politics is first and foremost a media spectacle. With scant exceptions, what has been sorely missing from the copious output of presidential scholarship and journalistic commentary on the presidency is an explanatory framework for how cultural ideas about (white) masculinity have, especially in the television era, played a powerful subtextual role in presidential campaigns and electoral outcomes.

This book explores some of the political developments, news events, campaign strategies, and other factors that have been part of the cultural conversation about manhood and the presidency over the past few decades, with special attention to how this has all played out in media culture. Feminist media scholars have long focused on the role of media culture in the shaping of cultural norms of femininity, and the relation between the representation of women in the symbolic realm versus their progress (or lack thereof) in the material world of familial, economic, and political power. The interplay of these complex gender dynamics is the subject of the 2012 documentary film Miss Representation, which explores how women’s leadership in politics and business is undermined by the rampant objectification of women in entertainment media.

Building on feminist scholarship about the representation of women, men’s studies scholars and queer theorists have taken up the subject of media representations of masculinity, and what these suggest about various developments in men’s lives and identities. This emergent focus on men and media has been part of an outpouring of research and critical inquiry—and to some extent popular discussion—over the past two decades into various aspects of multicultural masculinities.

For anyone who is interested in the American presidency, this move to “pull back the curtain” on cultural performances of manhood raises a number of critical questions about media and politics in the twenty-first century: to what extent are voters’ electoral choices shaped by the televisual performance of candidates and politicians? Which (white) masculine styles or archetypes have been politically successful over the past fifty years, and why? Does the election of Barack Obama change that, and if so, how? How does paid political advertising on television—by far the biggest expenditure of funds in presidential campaigns—shape voters’ perceptions of the relative “manliness” of candidates? What are the similarities and differences between how women and men ascertain whether male political figures measure up to the “masculine ideal” that is circulating in media culture at a given historical moment? What types of gendered language about leadership do journalists and other media commentators use, and how do those language choices affect who is seen as a credible—or electable—candidate? What role does right-wing talk radio play in policing the boundaries of what are considered acceptable “masculine” traits expected in a commander in chief? How do new digital media formats, including YouTube, either reinforce or subvert traditional constructions of presidential masculinity? And finally, how can aspiring women political leaders demonstrate that they are “presidential timber” when the office of the presidency has been throughout American history a key symbolic marker of (white) masculine power and privilege?

It has been clear for some time that the modern electoral fortunes of the Republican Party have been made possible by the party’s skill at playing a sophisticated game of identity politics with white male voters. It’s hard to argue with the Right’s recent track record; they keep doing it because it works. Exhibit A is the Republican Party’s success at winning the votes of blue collar and middle-class white men, and not just in the post-civil rights South. Although the Democratic Party is responsible for most of the political gains for working men and women over the past century, the last Democrat to win the white male vote was Jimmy Carter, in the post-Watergate election of 1976. In 2000 George W. Bush beat Al Gore among white men by 27 points; four years later he beat John Kerry with the same group by 25 points.

The white part of this equation is well-chronicled and was quite predictable: when he signed the Civil Rights Act in 1964, Lyndon Johnson, a white Southerner, lamented that due to white backlash against the civil rights movement, the Democratic Party would lose the South for many years to come. What has been less well understood is the male backlash against the cultural upheavals catalyzed, although not wholly created, by feminism. In retrospect, someone in the 1970s could just as well have predicted that because of their embrace of equal rights and opportunity for women, the Democrats would lose the men’s vote for a generation. There are many complicating factors in this analysis, like the progressive gender politics of some (now endangered) moderate Republicans and the conservative gender politics of many Blue Dog Democrats. But white male backlash against challenges to their power—in the family, the workplace, and in the psychological and symbolic realm—is as good an explanation as any for the persistent gender gap in voting patterns since 1980.

The Democrats’ reputation as the “party of women” hurts them with (white) male voters. But it’s not simply that many white men are alienated from the Democratic Party, which they see as the primary political home for a cultural movement—feminism—that they think has undervalued and derided men and advocated primarily for the rights and needs of women and children. Since the early 1970s, conservative propagandists in media have also waged a campaign to paint liberal Democratic men—and liberal men in general—as neutered, passive, less-than-fully masculine. This strategy has been highly effective in part because of a kind of self-fulfilling prophecy. Conservatives attack liberalism as an ideology of permissiveness and wrong-headed compassion at home and appeasement abroad. But instead of forcefully countering that false and misleading caricature, many liberals have retreated into a defensive stance and sought to either deny or minimize their commitment to progressive principles, including many that have contributed mightily to the success of this country (the eight-hour day, public education, Social Security, Medicare, etc.). Conservatives then point to the timidity of Democrats as evidence of their emasculation: if they can’t stand up for their own beliefs, they won’t stand up for you.

While conservatives relentlessly ridicule the manhood of (male) liberals, it doesn’t work the same way in reverse. Liberals who critique the masculine projections of conservatives are likely to accuse them of being “reckless” or too eager to use force. In other words, they’re too manly. This is one place where the clueless elitism of some liberals creates real communication problems: many of them seem not to get that many male voters consider it a compliment for a man to be accused of being “too manly.” It merely reinforces what relentless conservative propaganda over the past generation has led so many men to believe: Democrats are wimps, and “real men” should vote Republican.

Conservative attacks on liberals also resonate because a key pillar of traditional manhood rests on the continued power of an aspect of misogyny—the devaluation of anything deemed “feminine.” Thus “manhood” consists of a negation: a man is not-a-woman. A real man is not feminine. So when the Right actively tries to feminize left-of-center men by saying they “apologize for America” or they’re “soft on crime” or “soft on terrorism,” they send an implicit message to other men that they’d better move to the right, or they, too, will be unmanned. Men receive this message both consciously and unconsciously. The author of The Wimp Factor, Stephen Ducat, argues that until this gender subtext is debated openly and widely, “men’s fear of the feminine will continue to be central among the various motives that drive electoral campaigns.”10

The deliberate feminization of Democratic men, which is almost always on display in the conservative media, pays added dividends for conservatives, because when liberal Democrats are subjected to what amounts to juvenile name-calling and verbal bullying over the public airwaves, men who take “conservative” positions come off looking strong and manly by contrast. This applies in relation to domestic issues like the economy, but is especially true when it comes to foreign policy. Sarah Palin understands this instinctively, which is one reason she is idolized by otherwise chauvinistic conservative men. They realize, for example, that when she criticized President Obama’s antiterrorism approach by saying “We need a commander in chief, not a professor standing at the lectern,” she was not just attacking his policy approach, she was attacking his manhood—and implicitly praising theirs. (Palin, like others on the Right, had to shift gears on this particular aspect of Obama-bashing after he ordered the killings of Osama bin Laden and Anwar al Awlaki—in Palin’s world, decidedly unprofessorial acts of leadership).

For conservatives, the political calculus of exploiting cultural anxieties about manhood is simple. Because media narratives help shape political identities, to the extent that right-wing politicians and opinion makers in the political media complex can succeed in painting Democratic presidential candidates (or presidents) as “soft,” “weak and indecisive,” or insufficiently bellicose in their projection of masculine authority, the less likely white men are to support them—and white women too. This dynamic is true for domestic issues like street crime, but is especially pronounced on issues of foreign policy. Since the days of class conflict and confrontation stoked by the US war in Vietnam and dissent against it at home, conservatives have effectively impugned the manhood of liberal and moderate Democratic men on issues related to the military budget and national security, especially when it comes to ritualized performances of American manhood on the international stage. Consider how much chatter on talk radio, cable TV, and the blogosphere was sparked by Obama’s diplomatic gesture of bowing to Hu Jintao when the Chinese premier visited the US in 2009. What began, presumably, as Obama’s attempt to demonstrate respect for cultural differences—especially after the disastrous bravado and arrogant unilateralism of the George W. Bush administration damaged the reputation of the US around the world—became an opportunity for right-wing accusations that his eagerness to “kow tow” to dictators communicated timidity and weakness—his and his country’s. Even worse, they alleged, this was further evidence of his supposedly liberal—and therefore wimpy—tendency to “apologize for America.” Not coincidentally, former Massachusetts governor and Republican presidential candidate Mitt Romney titled his 2010 political memoir No Apology: the Case for American Greatness, a transparent attempt to question Obama’s patriotism and simultaneously outman him, in order to bolster his own manhood credentials with GOP voters.

GOP operatives understand instinctively what former President Bill Clinton meant when he said that when people are insecure, they’d rather have somebody who is strong and wrong than someone who’s weak and right. What Clinton neglected to add is that American voters—especially white men—have been insecure for most of the past half-century. In particular what has been happening to working-class men for the last thirty years is unprecedented since the Great Depression, as real wages have stagnated and their standard of living has declined. This, in turn, has prompted a kind of identity crisis: if I’m always struggling just to provide the basics for my family, then what kind of a man am I? In the absence of a strong labor movement that in past decades gave voice to these concerns and supplied the political muscle to advance the interests of working families, many white men have turned to the Right—culturally and politically. In a time of economic uncertainty that is also a time of rapid gender and sexual transformation, millions of white male voters—not all of them conservatives and reactionaries—seem drawn to (male) candidates who can project old-fashioned masculine authority, impose order on the chaos, and make the world right again, like the reassuring patriarchs of Frank Capra movies or old-school football coaches. This longing for a reassertion of old-fashioned white male authority can be seen in a variety of cultural venues outside of politics: in the revival of an explicitly male-dominant and antifeminist conservative Christianity since the Second Wave of the women’s movement in the 1970s; in the continuing popularity of John Wayne, who in polls remained one of the most popular leading male actors more than thirty years after his death in 1978; on right-wing talk radio and cable TV, where bombastic hosts like Rush Limbaugh and Bill O’Reilly perform a cartoonish (white) masculinity replete with simplistic analyses of complex social problems, and dismiss and ridicule liberals or anyone else who fails to see the wisdom of their propagandistic pronouncements; even in Hollywood films, where hypermasculine twentieth-century comic book superheroes like Superman and the X-Men have found expansive new audiences in their continuing quest to save the world from alien invasions, and from nihilist forces on earth.

In this jacked-up cultural climate, it’s no wonder that so many books by Republican presidential candidates unabashedly trumpet their manly virtues: Why Courage Matters (John McCain), The Courage to Stand (Tim Pawlenty), or Time to Get Tough, by the erstwhile candidate Donald Trump. By the same logic, it makes sense that Karl Rove, the preeminent GOP presidential strategist of recent decades, titled his political memoir Courage and Consequences. These men understand that voters—especially but not exclusively white male voters—are concerned less about who knows the most or has the best grasp on policy than about whom they admire and identify with as a leader and as a man. As the social conservative Gary Bauer said, “...what Americans do is take the measure of the candidate. They may not always be able to put into words why they identify with one and don’t with another...for a variety of reasons the Republicans have been putting up manly men and the Democrats have been putting up people who fall quite short from that.”11

Amazingly, conservatives have long held a near-monopoly on this insight, at least in mainstream journalism and politics. But it’s not as if no one on the Left has been paying attention to the centrality of gender. In his 1996 book Moral Politics, the cognitive scientist George Lakoff argued that political differences between conservatives and liberals are linked to ideologies of the family: conservatives adhere to a “Strict Father” model, while liberals believe in a “Nurturant Parent” approach. Over the past couple of decades, feminist activists and academics have focused on women as candidates and voters, and chronicled some of the changes in US politics occasioned by women’s increasing political activity and electoral participation. Books such as Rethinking Madam President: Are We Ready for a Woman in the White House? edited by Lori Cox Han and Caroline Heldman, explored structural obstacles in the political process, as well as cultural stereotypes that have held women back.

More recently, scholars and journalists have turned their attention to the gendered aspects of men’s candidacies and voting patterns. The feminist writer Susan Faludi has been particularly prescient and prolific on this front, publishing numerous op-eds about the politics of presidential masculinity and also a book, The Terror Dream: Fear and Fantasy in Post 9-11 America, which explores the role of men’s and women’s paternalistic rescue fantasies and how they play out in American politics. By now it is common to read in mainstream journalism about the problem the Democratic Party has had for several decades in attracting white working-class male voters. David Paul Kuhn’s book The Neglected Voter: White Men and the Democratic Dilemma puts the onus of responsibility for this on the Democrats themselves, and their inability to see that in their rush to embrace multiculturalism and feminism, they failed to stay connected to the voters who were once central to the old New Deal coalition: white working-class men.

But some Democratic political strategists still seem not to recognize the gendered nature of the terrain on which they toil. The prominent Democratic consultant Robert Shrum, who has run dozens of successful senatorial campaigns but has advised eight losing presidential ones, published a lengthy memoir entitled No Excuses: Concessions of a Serial Campaigner in which he explicitly mentioned masculinity only once. Shrum notwithstanding, some Democratic operatives get the basic idea that presidential campaigns can usefully be understood as contests about manhood. They understand that part of their job is to push Democratic candidates, many of whom in recent elections have seemed to recoil from engaging in this sort of ignoble competition, to give as well as they get.

The celebrated political consultant James Carville always seems to be doling out advice to Democrats to come on strong. In 2003 he wrote a book entitled Had Enough?: A Handbook for Fighting Back, where he was pictured on the cover with a black eye. In Foxes in the Henhouse, Steve Jarding and Dave “Mudcat” Saunders gave the Democrats advice about how to take back the issue of patriotism and national defense:




If the Republicans or their talking heads say Democrats are unpatriotic, the Democrats need to tell them them’s fightin’ words. And we don’t mean slap-across-the-face fightin’ words. We mean black-eye, broken-nose, knock-teeth-out, kick-the-hell-out-of-somebody fightin’ words.”12



Countless liberal and progressive activists and commentators over the past several decades have urged Democratic presidential candidates and sitting presidents to “grow a spine” or “take on” the big banks and corporate lobbyists, such as Washington Post columnist E. J. Dionne, who argued in his book Stand Up, Fight Back: Republican Toughs, Democratic Wimps, and the Politics of Revenge that Democrats are so fearful of looking soft that they abandon their strongest arguments and make whatever claims are in fashion at any given time. But Dionne, like most mainstream political analysts, failed to identify this problem as centrally about gender. It is rare to hear and read analyses from liberal and progressive pundits that demonstrates their understanding of the direct impact that anxieties about masculinity have on electoral outcomes, as millions of working and middle-class white men hesitate to vote for Democratic male candidates who might better represent their class interests but who have rhetorically been feminized in media discourse.

New York Times columnist Maureen Dowd is a notable exception—and she is sometimes dismissed by conventional political sophisticates for “psychoanalyzing” candidates and emphasizing superficial things like the cultural politics of gender and personality. But whatever one thinks of her generally liberal politics and her sometimes harsh judgments about people’s character, she is without a doubt the most attuned person in the mainstream media to the masculinity drama at the heart of American politics. For example, from the start of Obama’s first presidential run, Dowd fashioned an ongoing narrative about Barack Obama’s manhood and how it played out in political rhetoric and discourse. The narrative keeps changing, especially when the focus turns from domestic to foreign affairs. In the fall of 2011 when public pressure was building for Obama to introduce a bold jobs bill, she wrote testily in the New York Times: “People are longing for a president who can understand their pain, mix it up and get action—not one who averts his gaze, avoids conflict, delegates to Congress, wastes time hunting for common ground, cedes the moon to opponents and fails to get anywhere.”13 In an early 2012 column entitled “Who’s Tough Enough?” she noted that Vice President Joe Biden was “talking up Obama’s spine, aiming to show that all traces of Obambi are gone.”14 Dowd praised the president’s “amazing missions accomplished,” contrasted with his predecessor Bush’s “unnecessary missions mangled.”

The majority of this book is focused on presidential masculinity and analyzes a cultural and political system that to date has produced only male presidents. But all of this has enormous implications for women, both as presidential candidates and perhaps even more importantly as citizens. For a generation, feminist scholars have been studying the complex cultural barriers to women’s political leadership. Some of this scholarship is especially revealing not only of the extent to which the presidency has always been a masculine institution, but of some of the mechanisms through which this is achieved. Thus throughout this book I draw on the work of feminist scholars and journalists, and their work on gender and electoral politics. For example, in a later section I outline some of the rhetorical practices in media commentary about politics, especially the gendered binary definitions by which men in politics are often judged as successes or failures: strong/weak; tough on crime/soft on crime; experienced/naïve on foreign policy, etc.; and how those track with traditional sexist binaries (men/rational, woman/emotional). Feminist political scientists have also examined such topics as how women candidates are affected by the use of “masculine” words like “attack,” “strong,” “compete,” and “control” to describe strong leaders. Can women demonstrate those traits without evoking the negative judgment of being an aggressively dominating woman? What are some of the special challenges faced by women candidates for public office, such as cultural barriers to the acceptance of women’s executive-level leadership, and the role of national security in shaping public expectations about the qualities (supposedly) necessary in a president? How much have things changed for women in politics over the past forty years?

It is important to note that while there has been a gender gap in presidential voting since 1980, in every presidential election which Republicans have won since 1980, a majority of white women (although not women as a whole) have also voted for the GOP candidate. This raises questions about white women’s voting behavior, and how it might be affected by the kinds of mediated constructions of presidential masculinities that are the focus of this book. For example, do (white) women admire (white) male politicians for the same reasons (white) men do, or do they find different qualities attractive? Do issues play a greater or lesser role in women’s assessment of candidates? What is the relationship between a politician’s stance on “issues”—including so-called “women’s issues”—and his constructed image in media culture? Since violence plays an important role in shaping cultural definitions of masculinity, to what extent do white women voters respond positively to male presidential candidates whose public personae emphasize toughness and the willingness to use violent force against our adversaries, versus male politicians who are perceived to be more pacifistic?

For that matter, to what extent do men—and women—respond positively to women candidates who display traditionally “masculine” characteristics in questions of foreign policy and the use of force? This question was raised by the groundbreaking candidacy in 2008 of Hillary Clinton, which brought into clear focus some of the ways the American presidency functions symbolically as a bastion of masculine power. Clinton came closer than any woman who previously sought to integrate this historically all-male club, but some of the obstacles she encountered were predictable, and they will be faced by women candidates in future elections. Because the president symbolically personifies not only “America” but American manhood, having a woman occupy that position would, by definition, disrupt the entire symbolic architecture on which the presidency rests. The critical question of when a woman will be elected president is not a question of when a woman will appear who possesses the necessary skills or experience to be a competent chief executive of the country. Over the past couple of generations (and before) there have been many prominent women whose executive talents clearly outshined those of some men who have been elected to the position. The question is when will the country be ready to elevate a woman to the symbolic status of being the public face of a country that has long understood itself as the most potent masculine force in the world, if not in human history? And what are the necessary personal qualities of a woman candidate for that position? The first woman to be elected president will be one who has mastered the complexities and nuances of the symbolism that she is redefining, and figured out a way to gain the support of a critical mass of both women and men in that project. Of course, issues and interests matter, but the symbolic realm is the true Rubik’s Cube of women’s quest for the US presidency.



PRESIDENTIAL CAMPAIGNS SINCE 1980

The cultural conversation about manhood and the presidency that is the subject of this book is a product both of recent changes in American society catalyzed by modern multicultural women’s movements and the increasing centrality of mass media to American politics. These historical processes have been steadily building since 1960, when television first played a decisive role in presidential campaigns. The impact of media in politics, and the influence of entertainment values, accelerated with the 1980 election of the former Hollywood actor Ronald Reagan. In the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, the presidency itself has become a kind of cultural flashpoint about the state of manhood in the US, as media-driven constructions of presidential masculinity have played an increasingly prominent role in contemporary US culture and politics.

Presidential elections are about many things, to be sure. For example, it has long been received wisdom in mainstream political science as well as in the political punditocracy that elections are nearly always about the state of the economy as an election year looms, a position famously expressed by James Carville’s exhortation to Bill Clinton in 1992: “It’s the Economy, Stupid!” But it’s not enough simply to say that elections are about the economy; it is more accurate to say they are influenced greatly by how voters understand their place in the economy, and the complex relationship between government, labor, and the private sector. In other words, what’s more important than “the economy” in voters’ minds is how they connect their personal experiences to larger economic and political processes and developments, and how the stories that circulate in and outside of media help to shape people’s perceptions about these subjects. But regardless of the limitations of strict economistic explanations for voter behavior, the one notable exception to the argument for the primacy of economics was historically that when the country was at war, issues of “national security” trumped all others. Gender matters whether elections are about “economy-first” or “national security.” But for purposes of brevity and clarity, this book focuses mainly on election years since 1980 in which foreign policy issues took center stage.

There are many ways to analyze electoral outcomes, so it is necessary to proceed with caution when offering any theory or framework that attempts to explain how elections turned out the way they did, or why. But my purpose is not to catalog the myriad forces at work in presidential politics. Rather, it is to examine how presidential elections serve as a vehicle for cultural conversations and clashes over changing ideas about masculinity. If US presidential elections are always about masculinity in one form or another, or if, as the political scientist Georgia Duerst-Lahti points out, traditions that dominate the presidency make presidential elections “masculine space,” it follows that some of the key gendered themes, issues, and events that shape those elections merit closer scrutiny.

I have highlighted national security because questions about presidential masculinity rise to the surface of political debate and commentary most quickly when violence is involved. The salience of this frame of reference was driven home by commentary about Barack Obama after he ordered the killing of Osama bin Laden in the spring of 2011. Many liberal and progressive pundits applauded the president and expressed hope that he had retired once and for all the idea that Democrats couldn’t be strong commanders in chief. On the other side, right-wing propagandists like Rush Limbaugh sought to minimize Obama’s role and therefore blunt any manhood chops he might have earned. Some erstwhile right-wing critics of the president did find cause to praise him, such as Rudy Giuliani, the former mayor of New York and former Republican candidate for president, who said that he admired “the courage of the president to make a decision like this.” Whatever their political leanings, virtually everyone across the political spectrum seems to intuitively understand that debates over national security centrally involve cultural questions about national identity and manhood that get played out around the particular strengths and weaknesses of the (man) in charge.

The main body of the book is organized into a series of narratives about key elections in recent decades. After a brief historical summary that makes reference to the masculine projections of Teddy Roosevelt in the early twentieth century, the analysis turns for background to the crucial election of 1972, which featured issues and political developments that have affected presidential politics to the present moment. I then examine the landslide victory in 1980 of Republican Ronald Reagan over the incumbent Democrat Jimmy Carter. The size and scope of Reagan’s victory, as well as the electoral triumph of the conservative movement that it represented, make 1980 a watershed year in American politics. In addition, Reagan was a former Hollywood actor, corporate TV pitchman, and television series host of Death Valley Days who was marketed by his astute media consultants as the political embodiment of cowboy masculinity, an icon of western, rugged individualism, and an old-fashioned champion of law and order. With his telegenic media presence and carefully stage-managed public persona, Reagan not only starred in a real-life version of a movie along the lines of John-Wayne-goes-to-Washington, but also created a powerful template of presidential masculinity that influences US politics to this day.

The next election analyzed is the 1988 race between the incumbent vice president, George H. W. Bush, and Massachusetts governor Michael Dukakis. The 1988 campaign featured the debut in presidential politics of GOP political consultant Lee Atwater, whose tactic of attacking the masculinity of Democratic candidates has been widely adopted by Republicans over the past two decades. The 1992 election was not defined by issues of war and peace. But Arkansas Governor Bill Clinton’s election and presidency were pivotal in the history of the cultural politics of presidential masculinity, in part because of Clinton’s attempts to remasculinize the Democratic Party and also because of the emergence of Hillary Clinton as a feminist cultural icon and lightning rod—and future presidential contender. The next race analyzed is the 2004 race between President George W. Bush and Senator John F. Kerry, in which the struggle to perform a kind of heroic masculinity reached cartoonish proportions, followed by the 2008 race between Senators John McCain and Barack Obama, in which the historic pattern of struggles between competing versions of white masculinity was supplanted by a contest between one version of white and another of black masculinity. The final chapter offers some analysis about the role that presidential masculinity played in the election of 2012.

Several key themes and emphases are woven into the narrative as it progresses chronologically: how the American president functions as national alpha male, and thus serves as the focal point of an ongoing cultural conversation about manhood; the presidency as a contest between competing versions of manhood; violence and the symbolic power of the presidency; how entertainment media contribute to cultural definitions of masculine leadership; the role of sports metaphors in framing presidential politics and campaign coverage as masculine competitions; and implications for women candidates of the masculine nature of cultural meanings ascribed to the presidency. Because the narrative is organized chronologically, I have tried to introduce each theme in the context of an election year in which it emerged as a major force. For example, I discuss the influence of Rush Limbaugh and conservative talk radio beginning with the election and presidency of Bill Clinton in the early 1990s. However, talk radio has been a factor right up to the present, and hence discussion of its role in shaping cultural definitions of manhood resurfaces regularly throughout the book. So it is with each of the major themes. I end the book with some speculation about the implications of my analysis for the future of presidential politics.








Chapter 1

It’s the Masculinity, Stupid

In the US constitutional system, the president wields enormous material power: (he) sets budgetary and legislative priorities for the federal government, appoints Supreme Court justices, and commands the armed forces. But the president also possesses enormous symbolic power, in part because he is under the glare of worldwide media 24/7. On top of that, the US presidency is a political office that also serves a multitude of ceremonial and ritualistic functions, both formal and informal. For example, the president is the “mourner in chief” when tragedy strikes or beloved Americans die: President Reagan delivered a moving and memorable speech after the Shuttle Challenger exploded in 1986. All eyes were on George W. Bush after 9/11. More recently, President Obama’s speech in the wake of the Tucson shooting of Congresswoman Gabrielle Giffords and others in early January, 2011 reinforced this quasi-clerical role and helped to improve his job approval rating. The president and (his) wife and children literally comprise the “First Family.” Their home, the White House, is regarded as the nation’s home, and so forth. Presidential historian Forrest McDonald makes the classical case for the special role of the American chief executive:
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