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  Introduction
Sex Scandals, National Fantasies,  
and the Stories We Tell

On his way to his concession speech last night, Anthony Weiner avoided the media 

by ducking into a McDonalds. Then he created a scene there by saying, “Who 

wants to see a quarter- pounder with two McNuggets?”

— Conan O’Brien1

It’s Bring Your Daughter to Work Day. This tradition began about 25 years 

ago down in Washington, D.C., by a quick- thinking Ted Kennedy who was 

spotted leaving his office with an 18- year- old.

— David Letterman2

[Regarding Hurricane Katrina] This is inarguably a failure of leadership 

from the top of the federal government. Remember when Bill Clinton went out 

with Monica Lewinsky. That was inarguably a failure of judgment at the top. 

Democrats had to come out and risk losing credibility if they did not condemn 

Bill Clinton for his behavior. . . . I believe Republicans are in the same position 

right now. And I will say this: Hurricane Katrina is George Bush’s Monica 

Lewinsky. The only difference is that tens of thousands of people weren’t stranded 

in Monica Lewinsky’s vagina.

— Jon Stewart3
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Calling public attention to the missteps of our leaders is— lit-
erally— ancient history.4 Both the ancient Egyptians and the ancient 

Greeks regularly lambasted politicians and other leaders in ways intended to 
dethrone those very elites (symbolically, if not literally), while the Romans 
decorated their walls with frescoes depicting biting representations of eve-
ryone from their military leaders to fringe religious groups.5 Lest we think, 
then, that partisan politics, scandals, gossip, and election- time drama are 
exclusively the stuff of modern times, perhaps we can take some solace in the 
fact that political scandals have long been like an old drinking song: there 
may be many different verses, but after a while they all end up sounding 
about the same.

For Americans, in particular, there is perhaps no realm of interest 
quite as lurid— even entertaining— as political sex scandals. American na-
tional history is deeply rooted in the presumption that bartering in sexual 
gossip is something of a civic duty. Virtually every antebellum president 
was rumored to be an illegitimate child or a philanderer; similarly, the vast 
majority of twentieth-  and twenty- first- century presidents have been sub-
ject to allegations of sexual indiscretions (backed by varying degrees of ev-
idence).6 Today, estimates indicate that when news of a sex scandal breaks, 
up to a quarter of the nation’s news coverage is devoted to that topic alone.7 
Whether we like it or not, sex scandals appear to be a rather constant thread 
in America’s cultural fabric.

However salacious this public fixation might appear to be, the sex- scandal 
rumor mill is often justified by the long- held assumption that the private 
lives of political leaders are an important indicator of their capacity for public 
leadership. From the beginning of the republic, American leaders have long 
proclaimed that democracy can only be realized if the population is a moral 
one. Their argument was that, in the absence of a common ethical plumb 
line, irrationality and hedonism would kill any hope of a successful govern-
ment based on public opinion. Indeed, today Americans frequently talk as if 
a sexual failure is the rotten apple that spoils the barrel: a politician’s sexual 
practices are often regarded as a barometer of his or her ability to defend and 
uphold American values, making a sex scandal an event that renders one in-
eligible, or at the very least questionably qualified, for public service.

Consider, for instance, former Alabama governor Robert Bentley, who 
resigned from his position in early 2017 amid charges of corruption, misuse 
of public funds, and a host of other legal woes. At the same time that these 
illegalities were brewing, Bentley, an outspoken conservative Christian 
and Republican, was also having a rather open affair with his chief advisor, 
Rebekah Mason, while both were married to other people. What might be 
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most remarkable about Bentley and Mason’s affair is that it was made public 
not because of the leak of sexually explicit tapes (although that did even-
tually happen) but because of a press conference called by Spencer Collier, 
a disgruntled former state official fired by Bentley when Collier refused to 
bow to Bentley’s demands to lie on his behalf.8 Collier, it appears, called the 
press conference solely to expose Bentley and Mason’s affair.9 While many 
other tawdry details surround the case, what is perhaps most instructive here 
is that the method Collier chose by which to undermine Bentley’s political 
legitimacy did not include highlighting his illegal misdeeds (which were 
many) but, rather, focused on the one thing that didn’t involve breaking the 
law: sex.

It probably goes without saying that Collier shone the spotlight on 
Bentley’s sex life because the sensational details of the affair seemed the most 
expedient way to ensure his former boss’s downfall. But it’s worth pointing out 
that sensational behavior alone has never been an automatic disqualification 
for political office. In a 2017 self- made video featuring U.S. Representative 
Mike Moon (a Missouri Republican and chicken farmer), Moon beheaded a 
live chicken in an act intended to promote his anti- abortion position. After 
pockets of public outrage erupted, Moon admitted that he probably wouldn’t 
use that publicity tactic again, but for his career there was relatively little 
pushback.10 A few weeks before Moon’s video went live, Montana Republican 
congressional candidate Greg Gianforte body- slammed a journalist who 
asked him a question regarding a healthcare bill, grabbing the journalist by 
the neck and lifting him into the air before throwing him to the ground, con-
tinuing to hit him.11 Gianforte was charged with misdemeanor assault and, 
nevertheless, went on to handily win the election.12

What these case studies suggest is that it’s not just any moral violation 
nor any untoward behavior that elicits cultural opprobrium. Rather, it seems 
that sexual rule- breaking is an unusually good way to generate public ire. So 
what is it about sex? On the surface, we can point to the enduring presence 
of a type of cultural Christianity that often regards rigid sexual boundaries 
as the foundation of moral integrity, if not national health.13 Most successful 
politicians conform to a certain model of a “Christian American,” whether 
this means sprinkling their speech with popular Christian references (in-
cluding the ubiquitous “God Bless America”) or putting their heterosexual, 
monogamous, married relationship on public display. Regardless of the type 
of public symbol or statement at hand, there is little doubt that Americans 
often view their politicians’ general moral capacity by the degree to which 
they’re able to pass traditional Christian muster. In a terribly ironic expression 
of this sentiment, it was the singer Madonna who was asked by a journalist 
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in 1990 whether millionaire and famous philanderer Donald Trump could 
ever be president; her response, simply, was that he was ineligible because he 
made no secret of his sexual escapades.14

Trump’s eventual presidential win may seem to prove the previous obser-
vation false, for quite obviously his sexual history wasn’t a barrier to elected 
office. It’s worth pointing out that Trump’s sexual past was hardly buried in 
the footnotes, as they say, for Trump himself has published books mentioning 
his sexual exploits, has been at the center of numerous allegations regarding 
sexual assault, and has almost certainly committed adultery while married to 
each of his wives.15 But what is likely a more accurate assessment of Trump’s 
case is that, despite a national disdain for adultery (most Americans report 
that it remains at the top of their list of taboo moral offenses), the public is 
quite quick to forgive serial adultery in the cases of certain politicians.16 In 
fact, what seems true as of late is that politicians who appear to least embody 
“Christian values” when it comes to their personal moral codes are the very 
same people winning over conservative religious voters— those who often 
call themselves “values voters”— at the polls.

Indeed, it is almost impossible to say enough about the veritable cot-
tage industry of media produced by Christian authors and filmmakers that 
sprung up once Trump became a presidential candidate. Most of them touted 
a common theme: God wants Donald Trump in the White House. Popular 
within more mainstream conservative Christian venues, there is the widely 
touted book God and Donald Trump, by Stephen E. Strang (with a foreword by 
former Arkansas governor Mike Huckabee), which posits that Trump’s win 
was only possible with supernatural help.17 For those whose interests extend 
more into prophecy and divine revelation, there is The Trump Prophecies: The 
Astonishing True Story of the Man Who Saw Tomorrow ... and What He Says Is 
Coming Next.18 Former firefighter turned prophet turned author Mark Taylor 
(“the man who saw tomorrow”) claims that, in 2011, God spoke to him of 
Donald Trump’s impending presidency; a movie version of Taylor’s book was 
released in October 2018.19 Themes of revelation, if not secret codes, are 
offered by Jason Alan Hogue, who builds off the “Bible Code” idea, or the ar-
gument that the Bible contains a hidden layer of messages within its texts.20 
Hogue’s essay, “Donald Trump in the Bible Code: New Testament Echoes of 
America’s Future Leader,” claims that hints of Donald Trump’s eventual rise 
to power have long been embedded in the New Testament.21 The following 
is the Amazon.com description of Hogue’s product:

In a breezy pamphlet of just 3,000 words that is sure [to] irk some 
and delight others, statistician Jason Alan Hogue, who is also author 
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of America in the Bible Code, reports his research of what he calls 
the New Testament Code for Bible- based predictions about Donald 
Trump. Using a dynamic algorithm rather than a chain- seeking al-
gorithm, and analyzing the New Testament rather than the Torah, 
the author finds fascinating strings of prophetic utterances in which 
the name Trump emerged, and presents them with a minimum of 
commentary.22

This may feel a bit like a spectacle, but it’s important to remember that, his-
torically speaking, we’ve seen this type of show before. Trump is just one in 
a long line of leaders for whom adultery and other sexual transgressions have 
been no barrier to cheering audiences, electoral victory, and political clout, 
even when these same figures touted “family values” policy as a central part 
of their platforms.23 It may be tempting to read this as a moral indictment 
of Americans themselves, for what some might argue is that they are a hyp-
ocritical bunch willing to look the other way when a politician they support 
misbehaves. But as any social scientist can attest, one of the primary rules of 
studying human behavior is to anticipate inconsistency. Perfect moral uni-
formity is actually often difficult for groups to achieve if they are to sustain 
or improve their social standings and the benefits thereof. For instance, many 
people who identify themselves as generally honest likely wouldn’t hesitate 
to fudge the truth if doing so were to protect them or someone else from em-
barrassment or censure. The moment we recognize that answering Grandma 
truthfully when she asks if we like the sweater she crocheted for us is a mo-
ment where moral uprightness (that is, an honest answer) carries with it a 
significant consequence.

Add to this the complication that we are not always aware of the 
motives behind our moral perceptions and inconsistencies. There are under-
lying reasons why otherwise upstanding people are morally inconsistent or 
idiosyncratic— reasons often rooted in large- scale social phenomena much 
greater than any one individual’s personal decision- making process. For the 
generation or two before mine, for instance, tattoos were interpreted as a 
sign of a morally sketchy person, even though tattooing is an ancient prac-
tice that has been understood in a wildly different number of ways, many of 
them highly positive.24 Nevertheless, plenty of young people wanting tattoos 
today— many of whom generally see tattoos as body art— have been advised 
by older adults to avoid them on the grounds that they look neither profes-
sional nor trustworthy (for evidence of this, one needs only to google “Are 
tattoos sinful?”). The social perceptions that have convinced my parents’ and 
grandparents’ generations that tattoos are some sort of “window to the soul” 
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isn’t particularly rational, but it does exhibit how often certain historical so-
cial practices are transformed into moral principles, apart from any clear sign 
of social or personal harm.

With these thoughts in mind, the goal of this book is to reconsider the 
significance of sex scandals by presuming something that may appear to 
defy common sense: sex scandals are about something other than sex. This 
presumption acknowledges that public campaigns against illicit sexual ac-
tivity among America’s (mostly male) politicians are not designed merely 
to uphold a particular ethical standard nor to defend the public against im-
morality. Rather, Compromising Positions shows how American political sex 
scandals are actually a form of cultural theater— a moment of highly visible, 
public storytelling— the function of which is to use specific raced and gen-
dered symbols to create a collective sense of national worth and strength.

I arrive at this conclusion by examining how gender, race, and religion are 
woven together to create a certain sort of rhetoric about what America is, who 
is eligible to formally represent it, and what types of religiosity such leaders 
must display in order to legitimize their power. My central argument is that 
Americans simultaneously condemn and excuse the sexual indiscretions of 
their politicians depending on the degree to which those politicians rein-
force longstanding, familiar symbols— many of which are heavily raced and 
gendered— that are associated with “American values.” Such values are often 
understood to include not just moral fortitude but also masculine strength, 
courage, and conquest. The upshot of this is that sex scandals are less likely 
to occur in cultural moments when the public is open to reading a politician’s 
moral lapse as a symbolic form of national dominance. Put simply, when he 
is perceived as strong, domineering, and necessary for national health, many 
people will find ways to either forget his illicit sex or somehow read it as an 
American act.

This might strike some as blatantly false, since adultery and sexual as-
sault have never been lauded in stump speeches nor displayed on banners in 
Fourth of July parades. Yet the crux of this book is that white, straight, male 
politicians are often granted access to a variety of conflicting sexual symbols 
not available to many others because of a double standard of masculinity 
within American culture that lauds white heterosexual monogamy, on the 
one hand, but expects male sexual conquest and dominance, on the other. 
As I will discuss in great depth, what is most interesting about the source of 
this double standard is that it seems to be most pronounced within the very 
evangelical Christian circles that often typify the “family values” voter.25 By 
examining the appeal of evangelical ideas about sex, gender, and race and 
their widespread (but often hidden) popularity within American culture, we 
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will uncover a lexicon of gendered and raced symbols so powerful that, under 
the right circumstances, they can situate the sexual promiscuity of certain 
male politicians as something just as American as talk of mom and apple pie.

As a scholar of religion and gender, my interest in the moralistic rhetoric 
of sex scandals lies more in thinking through the social function of religious 
speech rather than in presuming that religion is some sort of portal through 
which we can access eternal or enduring truths. For instance, there is little 
evidence that, in the name of religion, people produce consistent beliefs or 
moral codes; the opposite is true, in fact— unwavering consistency is rarely 
a feature of nimble social groups, as earlier mentioned. Moreover, religious 
language is not unique to “religious people”; rather, it is used by all diff-
erent types of people, and sometimes for different purposes, but it always 
reinforces the message that there is some sort of essential and obvious order 
people should follow. As I will show, the religious rhetoric of any one partic-
ular group doesn’t usually endorse a single, stable position. Instead, appeals 
to religious language often operate over time something like an authoritative 
veneer underneath which any number of behaviors, attitudes, and ways of 
belonging are publicly normalized, even if they are internally contradictory.

Thinking of religion as a rhetorical tool— that is, a mechanism used 
to authorize and thereby naturalize certain behaviors, arrangements, and 
relationships— will thus provide an incredibly helpful method in asking how 
and why certain moral statements are formed, enforced, and then occasionally 
ignored when sex is the topic of conversation. This more functional approach 
will allow us to shift our language from “Why is Senator So- and- so a hyp-
ocrite?” to, rather, “Who benefits when religious/ moral language is used in 
this situation?” and “What social functions are being achieved through the 
use of religious/ moral language in a sex scandal?”

With these insights into the workings of religion in mind, we can more 
accurately consider the role that certain types of Christian rhetoric play in 
shaping how Americans see nonmarital sex, how they choose to apply those 
standards to their expectations for political leadership, and how, more gen-
erally, the image of the nation- state is shaped. As scholar Sara Moslener has 
shown, there is a long tradition of connecting the nation’s security to its 
citizens’ sexual purity, with purity understood in specifically conservative 
Protestant ways.26 While that may sound like an incongruous claim, keep 
in mind that key pieces of social policy produced by America’s most conser-
vative politicians have, for decades, portrayed any sex and/ or gender- related 
practice that violates conservative Christian norms (e.g., teen pregnancy, 
abortion rights, gay marriage, transgender bathroom bills, contraceptive ac-
cess, etc.) as dire social issues of the highest order.
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Thus when I say that sex scandals aren’t just about sex, my presumption 
is that breaking a sexual rule is not sufficient in itself to cause public outrage. 
This lack of a direct connection between a moral violation and a scandal has 
been noted in the work of virtually all scholars who study the phenomenon, 
many of whom point to proper publicity as the missing ingredient necessary 
to stoke the cultural flames that so readily consume our news outlets and so-
cial media.27 But a critical eye toward the mechanics of religion and morality 
largely overturns this assumption since, as I will demonstrate, sex scandals 
do not necessarily materialize even when there is ample publicity of the illicit 
event. The occurrence of a sex scandal is not, in other words, a predictable 
cultural chemical reaction. As Compromising Positions will show, sex scandals 
are much more a function of whether gendered, raced, and nationalist images 
can be convincingly synthesized via certain types of religious and moralistic 
rhetoric, transforming a wayward politician into a masculine icon in that 
particular historical moment.

Some Words About Words (and How We Use Them)

I have introduced the notion that we are best served in the study of sex 
scandals by looking at religion functionally— that is, by examining how cer-
tain types of Christian speech operate in American society, and by looking for 
what tasks they are performing for the people who use them. As mentioned, 
these tasks are usually invisible to individuals who are accustomed to such 
speech, and only become apparent when we look more expansively at large- 
scale trends that occur as a result of that rhetoric’s installation in social life. 
With this background in mind, I want to clarify how I conceptualize a few 
terms that I will use extensively in this study, applying the same functionalist 
perspective:  “conservatives,” “liberals,” and “evangelicals.” Entire chapters 
are devoted to other terms and their conceptual underpinnings (“scandal,” 
“religion,” etc.), and so I will engage those later on.

There is a popular sentiment that understands conservatism and liber-
alism as positions representing people at different ends of a spectrum re-
garding both their comfort with social change and their perceptions of the 
cause of social problems. Generally speaking, conservatives tend to resist cer-
tain types of cultural innovation and difference and, instead, hearken back to 
older, more traditional social institutions as templates for organizing society. 
Conservatives, we are told, are also more inclined to locate the cause of social 
problems with individuals’ moral failures, and often see the very changes 
they commonly eschew (such as the economic equality of women with men, 
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for instance, or the legalization of gay marriage) as signs of such an eth-
ical lapse. Because the changes in question usually challenge existing power 
structures, conservatives often propose solutions to social issues by returning 
to more established cultural patterns that minimize that change, simultane-
ously minimizing their acceptance of various types of social diversity.

On the other hand, liberals (or progressives) are often viewed as being 
more amenable to cultural and social diversity, and thus they locate social 
problems more in society’s resistance to finding ways to fairly accommodate 
diverse experiences and perspectives. As a result, liberals are more likely 
to view social problems as the result of widespread institutional inequities 
rather than with individuals’ or groups’ moral failures. They often see them-
selves as generally open to change because, the logic goes, diversity levels the 
playing field by overthrowing older, entrenched schemes of control and dom-
inance, those usually touted by conservatives. As such, liberal rhetoric tends 
to give less weight to arguments about individual liberties in the interest of 
creating more widespread social equity and diversity.

These common ways of defining these terms have some merit, but I want 
to temper how they are used in this context. In general, rather than viewing 
these as labels that we apply to specific people, it is more accurate to view 
them as tools that a variety of people can use for the type of social outcome 
they are trying to achieve. What this means it that it is entirely possible for 
persons who define themselves as liberals to make conservative statements 
when doing so is advantageous to their cause, and vice versa. As we will 
see in the following pages, this happens repeatedly with “liberal” politicians 
who find it useful to resort to a very conservative type of religious language 
(calling their actions “sin” and asking for the public’s forgiveness) in order 
to explain their sexual affairs. Alternatively, we will also see “conservatives” 
who will attempt to locate responsibility for their philandering onto some 
sort of external, larger social problem (usually an incident of psychological 
trauma or abuse). As such, we should not presume that these types of rhet-
oric are mutually exclusive, or even that they are well defined. Like tools in 
a toolbox, one particular type of rhetoric can be used to get a variety of dif-
ferent jobs done.

This is also the approach I take when I consider definitions of terms like 
“evangelical.” Scholars often draw the boundary markers of such groups by 
looking to self- reported surveys wherein people are simply asked to provide 
their religious affiliation and/ or answer a series of theological questions. In 
traditional conceptualizations of “evangelical,” for instance, the label is de-
fined by specific theological planks such as biblical inerrancy, the divinity 
of Jesus, a “born again” conversion experience wherein one claims Jesus as 
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a “personal savior,” and many other now well- known claims (including, as 
of late, Republican political affiliation) that often remain firmly footed in 
religious language.28 Using measuring guides like these, popular statistical 
surveys put the total percentage of Christians in America at about 70%, with 
more conservative white evangelicals (the group often referenced when the 
word evangelical is generally used) constituting about one quarter of that, or 
about 17% of the total American population.29

Again, these methods of categorization are helpful to some degree, and 
yet they tend to miss the nuances, diversity, and sheer messiness of how social 
labels actually work.30 Thus as with the concepts of “liberal” and “conserva-
tive,” I am interested in approaching the term “evangelical” in this study not 
so much as a clear marker that defines a group of people, but more as a shared 
language centralized on a particular vision of society that is used strategically 
by both individuals and groups, regardless of whether they call themselves 
“evangelical” or even “religious.” For this study, what that means is that 
I will use the term “evangelical” to refer to the various religious groups that 
follow the more traditional markers mentioned earlier, but I will also invoke 
it more broadly to refer to a Protestant Christian flavor of rhetoric involving 
transcendent appeals to white patriarchal heteronormativity that such groups 
have helped popularize.

I recognize that this is not the most mainstream way of defining “evan-
gelical,” and that there are many others who identify as evangelicals 
but do not conform to the white conservative rhetoric I  examine here. 
Nevertheless, I  find this approach is in many ways more closely aligned 
with the very breadth and diversity characterizing those groups that gen-
erate this type of language, as well as the even broader scope of those who 
use it or with whom it resonates. When such a small percentage of people 
make such a huge ideological impact, it’s reasonable to presume that the 
influence of this thinking runs deeper than just with those who claim overt 
membership or who fulfill a particular theological standard. It is thus im-
portant to ask what types of language those who identify as evangelicals 
use that explains their enduring appeal throughout society. A functionalist 
perspective will allow us to examine how evangelical speech operates, how 
it tangibly impacts culture, and what it is about this impact that resonates 
with the wider public.

Critically, it will also allow us to reverse the prevailing assumption that 
a religious or moralistic rhetoric is attractive to a group primarily because of 
its absolute theology or beliefs. As I will elaborate in  chapter 2, any number 
of contradictory theological pronouncements have been made over time by 
groups attempting to navigate a fluctuating social world, so talking about 
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the merits of a particular doctrine or textual interpretation as if they are 
eternal and unequivocal anchors of “truth” is not particularly helpful. Rather, 
as we will see, the theological positions characterizing certain types of reli-
gious discourse will adjust and shift in response to the changes that occur 
within the culture in which they exist. Nor should we assume that the polit-
ical similarities between people who identify by a particular religious label 
renders their subsequent behaviors or attitudes “not religious” because they 
are, rather, “political.” While this labeling is problematic on a number of 
levels, my main concern is that it erases how the political realm is quite often 
the place where religiously legitimized social arrangements become insti-
tutionalized.31 Thus when I use phrases like “evangelical gender norms” or 
“conservative Christian ideals” throughout this book, I am referring both to 
those groups that match the more traditional definitions of the term and to 
the life that such speech takes on as it trickles through, and is adopted by, 
widespread portions of the general public who may very well identify outside 
those traditionally “religious” contexts.

With such examples as our guide, I  will use the terms “religious dis-
course,” “religious speech,” and “religious rhetoric” interchangeably. From 
the social vantage point I employ here, religion is an inherently rhetorical 
phenomenon, for there are few public aspects of religion that do not first 
rest on human claims that, once uttered, have a direct impact on the manner 
in which entire peoples and societies organize and thus naturalize their 
preferences. (Consider, for this study, the many social and legal ramifications 
of statements such as “America is a Christian nation,” “Extramarital sex is a 
sin,” and “Prostitution is a social evil.”) I approach religion as a social tech-
nique used to strongly authorize certain messages via the language of divine 
mandate, absolute morality, eternality, and so on in ways that reflect the 
interests of the social group or people who use it. Although this topic will 
receive substantially more treatment later on, for now we would be well- 
equipped to start this journey by thinking about religious and moralistic 
rhetoric as a type of speech intended to create a specific type of world— but 
one that favors only certain people’s interests.

This perspective is in line with social psychologists’ observations that 
most of what the public identifies as its political and religious beliefs are 
emotional reactions generated by self- interest, with a rationalized narrative 
overlaid after the fact to provide it with some social merit.32 Perhaps needless 
to say, though, that is a perspective at odds with how most religious people 
understand their religious affiliations, and I certainly acknowledge that reli-
gion can serve many different social functions even as it performs important 
moments of self- interested advocacy. But since our goal here is to examine, 
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on the social level, something that remains hidden from most of us on the 
individual level, such points of disagreement are to be expected.

Reflecting the rhetorical methods I use throughout this work, as well as 
the critical and feminist theories that mark my approach, my data consist 
largely of mainstream news accounts about American political sex scandals 
(alongside scholarly commentary) from the late twentieth through the early 
twenty- first centuries.33 For those uninitiated in the academic world of 
methods and theories, a quick note is certainly appropriate. When I say that 
my method is rhetorical, what I mean is that I am conducting this study by 
looking at the words and symbols with which politicians, religious figures, 
the media, the public, and scholars communicatively barter that together 
make this phenomenon called “sex scandal” happen. This method has many 
advantages, not the least of which its accessibility:  virtually every human 
uses some form of communication in order to impact his or her own life and 
the lives of others in some way. A rhetorical perspective is thus particularly 
well suited to an event that takes place primarily through the media, which 
is a communicative institution at its core. I will also, at times, provide some 
historical context in which we might consider this rhetoric, although as will 
become very clear, this book does not attempt to provide a history of any one 
(or series of) sex scandal(s). It is, instead, an attempt at social critique that 
engages historical moments to shine a light on larger cultural events.

In the most expansive sense, rhetorical methods are useful because they 
allow us to see trends in communication that reveal something much larger 
going on than simple idea transmission. For this study, my theoretical 
orientations are primarily critical and feminist, which means that I am in-
terested in exploring and subsequently demystifying how certain rhetorical 
patterns are directly implicated in determining the power dynamics that 
govern society; my interest in demystification indicates that I  am taking 
otherwise very complex, moving social phenomena and revealing the inner 
workings that drive them. While critical theories are generally concerned 
with how authority, legitimacy, and control are generated within a culture’s 
discourse, feminist theories pay special attention to how that power is 
communicated via gendered and sexed (not to mention raced and classed) 
categories. So when, in a sex scandal, numerous gendered, raced, and sexed 
references appear in the speech of politicians and the media, rather than see 
these as simple descriptors of random events, such theories allow us to view 
the larger patterns of identity and power that lie therein.

In this sense, the word theoretical here does not mean “hypothetical” (an 
erroneous equation, at best) but indicates, instead, a large- scale, demon-
strable way of identifying these inner workings that are often visible only 
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from a panoramic view. I realize that I run the risk of belaboring this point a 
bit. I do so, however, because the conclusions I draw about sex scandals are, 
in many cases, counterintuitive, and so I wish to lay all my cards on the table 
at the outset. If one presumes that religion is a stable, enduring entity that 
produces morality (itself popularly presumed to be a beneficial, stable, en-
during entity), then charges of hypocrisy will be the only logical conclusion 
in considering why a sex scandal happens. If, however, one looks at the much 
larger configurations of authority and power produced from religious speech, 
then an entirely new series of presumptions about sex scandals (not to men-
tion religion) are in order.

With this methodological and theoretical framework in mind, it is also 
important to take account of the timing of this book. The majority of the 
manuscript was written in the period from 2016 to 2018, during and imme-
diately following Donald Trump’s run for the White House. This is signif-
icant, at the very least, because the Trump administration presently stands 
as the epitome of how voters who identify as conservative Christians can 
overwhelmingly throw their support behind a person who violates their 
purported moral values. While this is not a book solely about Donald Trump 
and his sexual escapades, he exemplifies so many of the contradictory dy-
namics inherent in political sex scandals that he is frequently featured in the 
following pages.

Another related element of timing was the explosion of the “Me Too” 
movement. In its latest social- media incarnation in October 2017, the 
#MeToo hashtag went viral on a number of platforms when actress Alyssa 
Milano, responding to a landslide of sexual assault allegations against media 
mogul Harvey Weinstein, challenged others on Twitter to type “me too” if 
they had been the victims of sexual harassment or assault.34 Before its so-
cial media fame, the “Me Too” movement was actually begun in 2006 by a 
woman named Tarana Burke, who hoped to provide support and a path to 
recovery to disadvantaged women whose lives had been marred by sexual as-
sault and violence.35 When the hashtag took off in 2017, however, it revealed 
how indiscriminately sexual assault had been perpetrated against all types of 
women. From there, the movement became a media spectacle not just be-
cause of the millions of women worldwide who were sharing their stories of 
abuse and victimization but also because it gave permission to many women 
to expose the powerful men who had abused them.

And expose they did. From Weinstein to actor Bill Cosby to Today 
show host Matt Lauer to actor Kevin Spacey to celebrity chef Mario Battali 
(and the list goes on and on), many famous men who have a long history 
of sexual assault fell in a very short period of time. This is not to say that 
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American culture stands transformed. Rather, a more accurate assessment 
might simply be that it’s arrived at a crossroads, where one path identifies 
unwanted male sexual advances as problematic and another— as represented 
in a #MeToo backlash— leads to the conclusion that “normal” male behavior 
has been blown wildly out of proportion by feminist- minded women who, 
in their militancy, have no tolerance for normal “guy talk” or “locker room 
behavior.”36

Many of these crossroads tensions produced by the “Me Too” move-
ment are discussed in this book, and it is fair to say that the movement’s 
widespread resonance with so many women led to the sex scandals of sev-
eral politicians mentioned here who may not have otherwise been exposed 
(Senator Al Franken and Judge Roy Moore come to mind, in particular). Yet 
the “Me Too” movement also provided a new angle to the shape this book 
would ultimately take by shifting my own expectations on which politicians 
should receive analytical scrutiny. My original objective was to focus on con-
sensual but adulterous sexual practices of male American politicians; because 
my intrigue with the phenomenon lies with the paradox that a fair number of 
politicians avoid political disaster while others are crucified, I assumed that 
consensual sex acts were the only type of illicit sexual encounter that could 
be read by the public in a neutral or even favorable way. To put it bluntly, 
I  expected that cases of pedophilia, sexual harassment, sexual assault, and 
rape— many of which the #MeToo hashtag was intended to expose— would 
be regarded by the public more negatively than consensual sex, and thus 
would be more likely to remove politicians guilty of these crimes from office. 
Trump, I thought, might be an aberration.

I was wrong. As I discovered, there is a long history of voters who are 
willing to stand behind a particular politician when his sexual violations are 
nonconsensual and even illegal, or to outright dismiss allegations of these 
offenses against him, regardless of the presence of hard evidence. Moreover, 
my research revealed that limiting one’s illicit activity to consensual sex was 
no more likely to protect a politician from scandal per se. Thus I chose not to 
limit the scope of the politicians I considered by the legality of the sexual ac-
tivity involved, and this generated another challenge, which was to winnow 
down the truly enormous number of politicians who have engaged in illicit 
sex acts that have received media coverage.

By and large, I stuck to four criteria in narrowing the list of politicians 
on whom I would shine the analytical spotlight. First, I looked exclusively at 
male politicians, since the number of female politicians who engage in a sex 
scandal is extraordinarily small in comparison, for a series of gendered reasons 
that this book will make abundantly clear. As such, I will refer throughout 
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this book to politicians generically by using male pronouns unless, quite 
clearly, I  am discussing a female politician.37 Second, I  considered figures 
who had generated a significant amount of national notoriety, enough to 
spark substantial media response. These tended to be presidents, members 
of Congress, and Supreme Court justices, although the occasional well- 
known mayor, governor, or other elected official makes a showing. Third, 
the allegations against these politicians needed to have surfaced during their 
time in office. This criterion was necessary to gauge the media’s reaction to 
the individual while he was serving as an elected official representing the na-
tion in some capacity, a position which, I will argue, is critical to his ability 
to sidestep sexual philandering. Finally, I aimed to create a picture of this 
sexual double standard as a trend that endures over time, and thus I selected 
scandals from different moments in American political life, starting in the 
early to mid- 1990s and extending through 2018. Even with these criteria 
in place, I could not possibly talk about anything near a majority of the sex 
scandals that transpired during this time, and thus my selections, in the 
end, serve more as case studies of larger social trends rather than as definitive 
conclusions that can be applied to every American political sex scandal.

Finally, a word should be said about political representation in my se-
lection of politicians. I was intentional in my attempt to select candidates 
from both major American political parties, since sex scandals are, after 
all, a bipartisan affair (pun intended). But what came to light as I further 
studied the end result of most scandals was that Republicans seemed to fare 
far better than Democrats in terms of avoiding the in- depth scrutiny that 
an ugly scandal might bring. This does not mean that all Republicans were 
able to sidestep scandal altogether, or that no Republicans were subjected 
to an intricate dissection of their sex lives. It is, however, a common out-
come that makes quite a lot of sense if one takes seriously that a white 
man’s embrace of a hypermasculinized persona in the midst of a scandal is 
often helpful in minimizing the scandal’s damage. This tactic, historically, 
has been more likely to appeal to Republican voters than to Democratic 
ones.38

So while some might read my description of certain Republicans’ ability 
to weather a sex scandal favorably as an example of their heightened hypoc-
risy when compared to Democrats, that is categorically not the conclusion 
of my analysis. Rather, it is the data: it is a symptom of the very dynamics 
that create sex scandals (or that, when the circumstances are right, mitigate 
them). In this sense, my interest lies with understanding how a certain type 
of political rhetoric allows both politicians and the media to convincingly 
deploy a racialized, hypermasculine, heterosexual discourse that is used to 
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generate patriotic appeal and that, in turn, shifts the public’s understanding 
of morality at that particular moment.

What I hope to offer the reader, then, is something like a family album 
of sex scandals if one regards the nation as something like a family (a met-
aphor that I will both address and analyze in  chapters 4 and 5). It is an 
album in the sense that one can flip through the pages, consider the rhe-
torical images therein, and see various trends emerge that tell the story 
of that family over time. Perhaps those trends weren’t evident to those 
witnessing the events live, but they become far more visible with the ben-
efit of a little distance. Although it seems like a sex scandal would be the 
last thing a family would want to enshrine in any official record of its life 
together, the way Americans deal with sex scandals is very much a story 
about the standards that demarcate social value— one that reveals how the 
public is willing to collectively judge those who stand prominently in the 
public eye.

Book Overview

How the public responds to sex scandals, then, is just as much about its own 
identity as it is about the politician who finds himself in the camera’s lens. 
This is because, in great part, it is the public who wishes to use that uncom-
fortable close- up for a variety of cultural ends. With the goal of demystifying 
how and why sex scandals operate in the manner they often do, the reader 
will notice two continuous threads that are woven through this book: a focus 
on the race, gender, and sexual orientation symbols that continuously arise in 
the moralistic discourse so often used in sex scandals; and related, an effort 
to map the variety of forms that a pervasive white male heterosexual double 
standard takes when it occurs in these political contexts.

I’ve entitled each chapter according to a particular type of very popular 
(and also, as I will show, far too simple) story that often animates the cultural 
banter about sex scandals. These stories act as pillars, propping up the larger 
national fantasy that sex scandals are simply unfortunate moral events, that 
they are merely the product of an individual wayward politician who mo-
mentarily confused right with wrong, or that the problem can be solved with 
a bit of social shaming. The content provided in each chapter is thus intended 
not just to refute the chapter title/ “storyline” but also to demonstrate that 
those stories are types of discourse, and their function is to mask a series of 
contradictions that underscore social life. In other words, the plotline is far 
more complex than we often care to admit.
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In four of the six chapters that follow, I discuss at least two noteworthy 
instances of illicit sex that manifested in substantially different ways. One 
example is intended to show the classic scandal, as typified in the resigna-
tion scenario in which we anticipate the end of a political career once word 
of a seedy motel and a prostitute comes under the media’s lens. (I gener-
ally call these politicians the “losers” in the sex scandal game.) I  contrast 
this with a moment of relative non- scandal (those I call the “winners”), or 
a case in which the public knew that a politician violated sexual norms but 
people were extremely slow to react, responded with far lesser magnitude 
than with other similar cases, or as often happens, no substantive scandal 
actually followed. I will argue that the cases of the “winners” are far more 
instructive in revealing the gears that drive sex scandals, for what is most 
visible in such circumstances are the political machinations that they were 
not forced to follow.

With these currents in mind,  chapter 1 grapples with the concept of sex 
scandals as they are treated in current scholarship, arguing for a new, more 
expansive model. Of the existing literature, the two most dominant ways 
that sex scandals are described are as (a) moments of social harm caused by 
a leader’s moral failure; or (b) violations of the norms characterizing major 
identity categories (such as gender, race, sexual orientation, etc.) that thus 
further generate scandal around already illicit sex. A smorgasbord of well- 
known sex scandals are briefly discussed as examples of these models, in-
cluding those of Senator Larry Craig, General David Petraeus, Senator John 
Edwards, and President Bill Clinton.

It is Donald Trump, however, who animates the last portion of this 
chapter. During the 2016 presidential election, Trump’s nonmarital sexual 
escapades and various instances of infidelity were well known to the public. 
Even though he continued to make disparaging and sexualized comments 
about women during the campaign, which flew in the face of the Christian 
“family values” persona his party claimed, I argue that this hypersexualized, 
white, heterosexual masculinity was a strong part of his public appeal. In 
light of this, I make the case for a third model for analyzing sex scandals that 
understands them as specifically nationalist events that draw on the aforemen-
tioned identity categories of gender, race, and sexual orientation in deter-
mining who can be considered a national icon. The rest of the book is devoted 
to fleshing out in greater detail how this model operates.

Chapter 2 starts the book’s descent into deeper waters regarding the me-
chanics of the religious and moralistic rhetoric that drives the sex- scandal 
machine. This chapter is centered on three primary aims. The first is to dem-
onstrate how a functionalist perspective on religion and morality talk lets 
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us see their tangible social impact, thereby allowing us to move away from 
perspectives that tend to overemphasize religion’s role as a primarily cere-
bral exercise. The second aim is to address the commonly held presumption 
that the public’s inconsistent response to sex scandals represents some sort of 
unusual moral lapse. Turning that presumption on its ear, I show that par-
adox and contradiction are par for the course when it comes to religious and 
moralistic claims. The final aim of the chapter is to discuss how much of the 
legacy of religious (and specifically evangelical) rhetoric in American public 
speech has been transformed over time into a seemingly neutral moral plat-
form. Even though it may be stripped of its supernatural elements in much 
common parlance, it still endorses the same types of social order.

These three observations about how religious speech operates makes it all 
the more interesting to consider how such speech is interpreted depending 
on the perceived sexuality and gendered normativity of the figure who utters 
it. To this end, I compare the cases of former congressman Mark Foley and 
former Alabama judge Roy Moore. Foley is perhaps best known for his 2006 
scandal wherein he was caught sending illicit social- media messages to un-
derage male teens. Although that event effectively ended his political career, 
Foley has publicly drawn upon a more sentimental, therapeutically religious 
language to describe his journey back into good public graces. Moore is the 
outspoken Alabama lightning rod who seems to attract controversy wher-
ever he goes. Like Foley, Moore has also faced a sex scandal that focused on 
underage teens, but this time they were girls. I show that Moore’s identity 
as a hypermasculine, heterosexual conservative known for his frequent use of 
Christian rhetoric worked to his overall benefit by transforming his sexual 
offenses into evidence of his “red- blooded American” male credentials.

If  chapter  2 argues that religious rhetoric can be used for a variety of 
purposes in a sex scandal, we can dive even deeper to consider why reli-
gion and moralistic speech are the first authorities invoked when sex is the 
topic. Chapter 3 initiates this conversation with a look at how the white male 
heterosexual double standard is normalized and endorsed in American, and 
particularly in evangelical, circles. As I will show, evangelicalism has long 
provided American culture with the vocabulary (both literal and symbolic) 
through which to talk about sex and who can appropriately engage in it. 
I will briefly discuss six general presumptions of evangelical thinking about 
sex, gender, and race that will help us frame the primary texts we consider 
in this chapter, which are excerpts from evangelical marriage and sexual ad-
vice literature. This literature generally argues that women must engage in 
“male sexual management” to ensure a monogamous spouse while simultane-
ously promoting men as God’s choice for moral leadership. Even though we 
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can call these excerpts “evangelical,” I will discuss how American culture is 
strongly influenced by the presumptions they contain.

The chapter closes with a consideration of four characters who have for-
ever reshaped how Americans think about politics and sex. These figures are 
Anita Hill, Clarence Thomas, Paula Jones, and Bill Clinton. What both the 
Hill/ Thomas and Jones/ Clinton cases have in common is their renegotiation 
of the concept of sexual harassment to prefigure the naturalness of male sexual 
misbehavior. However, my focus is primarily on the women, Hill and Jones, 
who were sexually objectified by the public and media in specifically raced 
and classed ways. Hill was deemed at once hypersexual and sexually uptight 
(the latter owing to her feminism, many claimed), while Jones was regarded 
as “trailer park trash,” to quote conservative Ann Coulter.39 I will argue that 
both were deemed sexual failures by the American public according to the 
evangelical standards for female sexuality that were tacitly used to define 
their worth and credibility.

Chapter 4 situates this popular idea of white masculine sexuality and po-
litical power more explicitly within the workings of the American nation- 
state. The chapter begins by examining how the lingo of a Christian nation 
operates in light of the fact that a number of polls indicate many Americans 
understand patriotism and American identity in specifically white and 
Christian ways.40 I consider this data with a view toward certain types of po-
litical rhetoric popularized in the 1970s and ’80s that described America as 
something like an innocent family being threatened by a variety of enemies 
(foreigners and nonwhites among them). My intention is to demonstrate that 
the success of male politicians since that time has been secured via largely 
white, hypermasculinized, heterosexual rhetoric that posits them as father 
figures who will protect a childlike public; their sexual indiscretions thus 
often do not matter so long as they keep certain “bad guys” away.

The public places considerable trust in these father figures not just to 
fix social problems but also to restore a sense of “the good old days.” I close 
this chapter by considering the sex scandals that accompanied three dif-
ferent politicians to further explore this idea of the politician- savior whose 
use of white heteromasculinity can cancel out his sexual indiscretions. 
Two such national saviors— former Mayor Rudy Giuliani and former 
Representative Newt Gingrich— established themselves as extremely 
strong father figures in nationalist terms even though both were known 
adulterers, yet both had the advantage of having a strong national enemy 
against whom they were perceived to amply fight. For Giuliani, it was the 
Muslim terrorists who precipitated 9/ 11; for Gingrich, it was poor black 
Americans who received government benefits. I  contrast these two with 
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John Edwards, the former senator and presidential/ vice- presidential can-
didate. Edwards had no nationalist, masculine reference point on which to 
rely when news of his affair erupted. In fact, as I will discuss, the media’s 
longstanding characterization of Edwards as a vain, “pretty boy” politi-
cian likely feminized him enough to destroy any hope he had for a strong 
(read:masculinized) recovery.

The sexual indiscretions of politicians have been American media fodder 
for over two centuries, but it was not until relatively recently that sex- scandal 
coverage took on its present shape and scope. While to some degree this 
can be attributed to the insatiable demand for news that today’s 24- hour 
news cycle generates, even before that, certain ideas about what constituted 
a newsworthy event were shifting to include the private lives of politicians. 
Chapter 5 returns to the 1980s context, when much of this shift began, to 
demonstrate how the power of political conservatism and parasocial media 
forms (those involving personalized reporting about the private aspects of a 
celebrity’s life) worked together to justify the media’s sex- scandal coverage as 
a type of necessary social good instead of viewing it as a voyeuristic invasion 
of privacy. Thinking of sex- scandal coverage as something of a moral neces-
sity has also caused changes in the way the media manufacture scandals today. 
By “manufacture,” I  refer to the ways in which contemporary journalists 
frame moments of sexual transgression as national events that draw strongly 
from evangelical sexual and racial ideals. While the overarching argument of 
this book is that some men fair quite well in this image spectacle, it is very 
interesting that most of the women involved (despite whatever role they may 
play) do not.

The case study in this chapter compares the media coverage of Anthony 
Weiner with that of Arnold Schwarzenegger. These specific figures are inter-
esting in comparison because they were both judged by the press according to 
certain hypermasculine gendered standards, and because both men had pow-
erful, high- profile, politically engaged wives. Weiner, the former Democratic 
New York congressman, was sentenced to prison for a nearly nonstop sexting 
habit that ultimately involved a fifteen- year- old girl.41 I  consider how the 
media portrayals of Weiner’s transgressions sounded like moral protests to 
his infidelity when they actually functioned much more as slams against 
his masculinity. On the other hand, when Arnold Schwarzenegger, former 
governor of California, actor, and world- famous bodybuilder, admitted to a 
number of nonconsensual sex acts, his political career was hardly damaged. 
My position is that Schwarzenegger’s American superhero image (despite his 
Austrian roots!) made it difficult, if not undesirable, for the public to think 
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of him negatively in great part because his hypersexuality was already part 
of his persona.

Finally,  chapter 6 offers an examination of how the Supreme Court con-
firmation process of Justice Brett Kavanaugh closely followed the white 
male heterosexual double standard on which this book’s central argument 
hinges. Kavanaugh was the 2018 Supreme Court candidate (and current 
justice) accused by Dr. Christine Blasey Ford of a sexual assault incident 
from their high school days. As I show, one does not need to take a side in 
the case to see the mechanics of a sex scandal at work if we rhetorically ex-
amine the testimony provided by both Ford and Kavanaugh, which is the 
text that underpins this chapter. I analyze the Ford/ Kavanaugh testimonies 
by revisiting some of the analysis from  chapter  3, which includes the 
Anita Hill/ Clarence Thomas case. The Hill/ Thomas hearings provide a 
fascinating foil for Ford and Kavanaugh’s testimonies by highlighting the 
racial and gendered mechanics by which all four characters were judged. 
While Ford was regarded by many as a credible witness from the stand-
point of her demeanor and testimony, I argue that Kavanaugh was able to 
draw on a variety of raced and gendered symbols that solidified the sup-
port of his political peers. More to the point, Kavanaugh’s demeanor as 
a type of white, angry, sexualized adolescent allowed him a considerable 
advantage.

Sex scandals, then, are one avenue through which we tell a type of na-
tional story— one that permeates most every aspect of social existence, from 
ideas about patriotism, to those of citizenship, and still yet, to morality. Thus 
it’s important to pay close attention to feminist scholar Gayle Rubin’s ob-
servation that conversations about sex are almost always about something 
much more:

Because sexuality in Western societies is so mystified, the wars over it 
are often fought at oblique angles, aimed at phony targets, conducted 
with misplaced passions, and are highly, intensely symbolic. Sexual ac-
tivities often function as signifiers for personal and social apprehensions 
to which they have no intrinsic connection.42

Rubin’s insight helps us start the questioning process whereby we ask what 
both words sex and scandal indicate when used together. Those questions are 
complex and multilayered: What events precipitate a scandal? Whose mo-
rality will measure this sort of sex? And who do those moral rules tend to 
benefit? If the issue at stake is the public trust, then why is sexual fidelity 
(often viewed as a more “private” issue) one of the most important kinds 
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of dependability that the public might demand? As this book will argue, 
Americans care so deeply about the sex lives of their politicians— versus, say, 
the neighbor next door— because such scandals reveal, writ large, the shape 
of these national ideals and, by extension, the boundaries of citizenship and 
social value. Put simply, sex scandals tell a story about who holds social im-
portance and why. With that in mind, the next chapter will start by delving 
into the concept of “scandal.”
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 chapter 1 Scandal
The Story of Wayward Men

[Donald Trump] hasn’t gone full Putin and hunted shirtless on horseback 

with his press pool, but he has alluded to the size of his penis from the stage of a 

presidential primary debate.

— James Hamblin1

[P] olitics . . . self- selects for people with risk- taking behavior and a high degree 

of self- regard.

— Kate Zernike2

For those of us who lived through the 2016 U.S. presidential race, 
the thought of pairing the names “Clinton” and “Trump” seems about 

as entertaining as a case of never- ending food poisoning. Perhaps more than 
in any other presidential contest in the recent past, the degree of rancor, low 
blows, and other sorts of political grotesquerie made the campaign feel more 
like a circus than an exercise in democracy. The agony was not just the typ-
ical— but unpleasant— personal mudslinging between candidates in a tight 
race; additionally, it was the uneasy recognition had by many that the next 
president could be a person whose offensive remarks were so profuse that 
some speculated he was intentionally attempting to lose.3
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From his rambling verbal missteps to his openly prejudicial discourse 
that targeted African Americans, Latinos, women, and the disabled, among 
others, it is fair to say that Donald Trump was, in a sense, exceptional. Yet in 
the context of this study, another facet of Trump’s remarkable nature is that 
he failed in almost every way to personify the “family values” that suppos-
edly defined the Republicans he represented. More specifically, his status as 
a person of questionable moral character— and particularly sexual character, 
including marital infidelity, various alleged rape charges, and extremely open 
objectification of women— was very clearly known in the months preceding 
the election.4 Nevertheless, this did not appear to have a significant impact 
on his success in garnering support among the very conservatives who most 
often point to others’ sexual indiscretions as reason for their disqualification 
from political office.

This book’s major aim is to examine what public role sex scandals play in 
contemporary American culture, and this chapter will begin that conversa-
tion by fleshing out what the term “scandal” means, analytically speaking, 
in that context. Paul Apostilidis and Juliet A. Williams write that scandals 
involve widespread attention given to the breaking of a social norm, and that 
ultimately what is at stake in a sex scandal is “the transgressor’s public value, 
that is, his or her reputation.”5 While this is true in one sense, I believe that 
we can also argue that the idea of “public value” travels far beyond any one 
individual’s reputation, and thus I will both explore and rebut the notion 
that what happens during a sex scandal is primarily about how a culture deals 
with a wayward individual. Instead, I will argue that sex scandals are very 
much about how a nation tells a story about itself.

With that in mind, this chapter is devoted to the presentation of three 
models of sex scandals. The first two are composites I have constructed from 
existing scholarship to indicate how many scholars presently understand 
these events; after examining these, I will begin to lay the groundwork for 
the third, which is the wider subject of this book. For each model, I will 
provide an example of scholarship that typifies the presumptions of that per-
spective and I will illuminate how it provides a particular lens through which 
to understand the relationship between the politician and his behavior, the 
public’s response, and the rhetoric of morality (often expressed through the 
language of religion).

The first model, the most straightforward of the three, approaches sex 
scandals as moments of moral failure on the part of public figures and the 
culture’s subsequent decision to pardon (or condemn) such individuals for 
their behaviors. This tends to be a more individually focused model targeting 
a particular politician. According to this vantage point, the reason for a sex 
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scandal is to expose the politician’s wrongdoing so that the public can strongly 
reassert its moral boundaries and thereby guarantee its smooth functioning 
once the scandal is resolved. As such, when morality is discussed here, it’s 
presumed that its referent is sex (a statement that may seem obvious but that 
will be called into question later). To illuminate this approach, I will briefly 
consider a smattering of well- known sex scandals from the last two decades, 
including those of Senator Larry Craig, General David Petraeus, and Senator 
John Edwards.

The second model, which I will discuss in conjunction with Bill Clinton 
and the Monica Lewinsky scandal, questions some of the presumptions of 
the first model while also providing it with more nuanced socio- critical 
perspectives. This approach tends to understand the public’s response to 
a sex scandal largely through the lenses of social institutions such as race, 
sex, class, and gender, for it presumes that the public’s attitudes are deeply 
rooted in its habitus (that is, its normalized systemic prejudices and other 
“taken- for- granteds”), a concept I will shortly introduce.6 What this practi-
cally means is that two politicians who both commit the same taboo act may 
be judged differently depending on the degree to which their offense and/ or 
persona disrupts the social ideals held by the status quo. As we will see, the 
gender dynamics that permeated the Lewinsky scandal, while conservative in 
themselves, received greater publicity not just because of Republicans’ desire 
to cast Clinton in a particularly negative light but also because of what he 
politically symbolized apart from the scandal itself. I will refer to this as an 
institutionally focused model, as it recognizes that the media and the public’s 
response to the individual politician’s deeds may be just as much about what 
he symbolizes from a race, gender, classed, or sexed perspective as what he 
may have done.

Both of these approaches are useful: certainly, sex scandals do, literally, 
involve individuals who are in the public eye because of some sort of taboo 
act; moreover, to overlook the institutionalization of the status quo would 
be to miss what one could argue is a central part of these scandals. Yet I am 
also convinced that these models suffer from limited scope in the sense that 
they fail to answer questions about the role of sex scandals as they specifically 
pertain to politicians, and how such figures are important in maintaining 
certain images of nationalist strength. Thus I will propose a third approach, 
one epitomized by Donald Trump and his rise to political power in the 2016 
presidential election.

This third model will build on the foundation of the first and second 
by demonstrating that the use of moralistic rhetoric to police the sexual 
behaviors of politicians has an explicit nation- building function. Rather than 
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see Trump as simply anomalous, the manner in which his persona represents 
a reversal of many idealized notions of political life actually points us toward 
more nuanced conclusions about how American political representation and 
sexuality together operate, and the role of ethical and religious rhetoric in 
drawing those boundaries. I will propose an outline of this nationalist model 
near the end of this chapter and continue to construct it throughout the 
course of the book. As will become quite evident, the public’s approach to 
sex scandals is rarely radical in any sense of the word, even when it is wildly 
contradictory.

But before delving into the nitty- gritty of that discussion, it would be 
wise to take a moment to grapple with the foundation that lies beneath the 
sex- scandal phenomenon: the principle of habitus, and how it explains the 
shape of morality and normalcy within a culture. Although  chapter 2 will go 
into considerable detail about the relationship between religion and moral-
istic speech as they are deployed in a sex scandal, this brief treatment of hab-
itus will give us something to stand on as we navigate our way toward that 
more in- depth discussion.

A Brief Introduction to Habitus

Scandals are cultural phenomena. By this, I  am referring to the fact that 
scandals occur within specific groups of people who have a distinct set of 
norms by which they organize their social existence; as earlier indicated, 
scandals usually start when a norm is broken (although, as we will soon see, 
breaking a norm alone is not sufficient to cause a scandal). Norms organize 
and control most everything we do in a culture, informing what we think is 
moral, suitable, and appropriate, but not all norms are granted equal status. 
Although it oversimplifies things a bit, we might say that those norms that 
are most critical to preserving a group’s social organization, not to mention 
the social structures and dispositions that promote it, are commonly elevated 
to a category called “morality.” Those that are less vital to that organization 
and the power structures it enables are often simply called “preferences.”

In a pop- culture sense, most of us presume that morality describes a set 
of relatively stable ideals based on unchanging principles that are vital to 
the health and welfare of the social order. According to this concept, morals 
are first individual before they are social— that is, they are something we in-
dividually decide to do for the benefit of society. I should not, for instance, 
shoplift because even though I may personally gain from getting something 
for free, and even if I can demonstrate that the store from which I steal won’t 
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notice the missing item, the entire system cannot withstand everyone’s theft. 
Under this model, morality is the way in which I decide, personally, to con-
tribute to a cause larger than myself for the sake of some sort of collective 
benefit.

While this may be true on one level, morality is a tricky subject, for 
if we consider how it works from a more sociological perspective, sev-
eral terms of this initial definition will have to be reconsidered. First, 
there may not be actual differences between things like “morals” and 
“preferences” when it comes to their ability to help or harm large groups 
of people. Rather, as just mentioned, the importance of the norms in ques-
tion are often gauged more on whether they support that culture’s organi-
zation and power structures rather than providing clear improvements in 
the public’s quality of life. Scholar Gayle Rubin has noted, for instance, 
that while a variety of otherwise consensual sexual preferences are just 
that— preferences— and thus are really not at all different from one’s food 
or music choices in their aesthetic appeal, issues of sex are usually elevated 
to the “morality” category because heterosexuality, in particular, is a fun-
damental feature of the power organization of many cultures (more on that 
in  chapter 3).7

Moreover, even though we often describe morals as relatively stable, it’s 
not particularly hard to recognize that morals can and do radically change 
as a culture changes. In the American context, one very noteworthy ex-
ample is that slavery was once legal and was even justified in explicitly moral 
terms by white Christian slaveholders, who claimed that converting slaves 
to Christianity and thereby rescuing them from their previously “heathen” 
ways was, in fact, a gift. The fact that slavery is not only illegal but now also 
considered blatantly immoral is a shift that came about because a series of 
social and legal changes altered what is considered normal in terms of race 
relations.

Sociologist Pierre Bourdieu has described the tendencies, dispositions, 
and general habits that demarcate one group of people from another as their 
habitus. Although sometimes habitus is used as a synonym for “culture,” 
Bourdieu was interested in getting at more than just simple differences be-
tween groups of people. Rather, he used the term to illuminate the processes 
by which a culture naturalizes the behaviors, sentiments, and prejudices 
of its dominant groups to the degree that individuals who live within the 
group adopt these qualities as simple “reality” (with little awareness of their 
constructed nature); this naturalization is so thorough that Bourdieu fa-
mously described habitus as something that “goes without saying because it 
comes without saying.”8
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Indeed, normativity— that is, a state of being wherein something is 
deemed acceptable or desirable in contrast to things that are not— is an im-
portant part of habitus, as it is a process that makes one thing or practice 
appear naturally better, normal, obvious, or inevitable when, in reality, it is 
just one choice among many. If we ever wonder about the scope of the norma-
tivity process, we need only recognize that what most individuals believe are 
their own personal preferences, attitudes, and general sentiments frequently 
characterize large proportions of the people within their culture, as well.9 For 
instance, many expectant parents often choose a name for their baby based 
on what they perceive to be their own personal likes or dislikes, just to find 
that many other parents chose the same name. Even when parents select what 
they believe is a unique or unusual name for their child, the quality that 
makes them supposedly distinct (a last name as a first name, a gender- neutral 
name, a nontraditional spelling, etc.) is often copied by many others looking 
to accomplish the same “unusual” effect. Bourdieu thus understood culture 
as a force wherein individuals often perceive their preferences to be per-
sonal and local when they are actually rooted in much broader social trends, 
dispositions, and attitudes.

Obviously, however, not all the people in a culture ally with the same 
trends, nor do they all have the same interests. As a result, culture is 
characterized by an ongoing struggle over which groups’ interests— that is, 
whose version of reality— will be naturalized.10 Critically, Bourdieu notes, 
the attitudes embraced by the most privileged people are often regarded as 
the norm for everyone else, and this is how certain types of prejudice or 
discrimination become institutionalized. This is seen, for instance, in the 
ways that racist policing techniques have only recently come under wide-
spread public scrutiny, even as they have been going on for decades (if not 
centuries).11 It is only when a nondominant group gains enough cultural and 
physical capital that it can challenge the initial group’s position that there is 
a chance at meaningfully changing the culture.12 Thus in response to those 
social conservatives who warn of the dangers of social change in the name of 
moral relativism (which is a position that views morals as shifting and con-
textual), Bourdieu might respond that all moral systems are relative, even if 
they are not all naturalized in that cultural moment.

The aforementioned slavery example illuminates well this principle of 
shifting cultures so critical to the habitus concept: because white Christian 
slaveholder culture dominated antebellum America, it became the founda-
tion for how reality was widely defined. In this way, the arrangements that 
were in the economic interests of the dominant group were rationalized as 
both natural and moral— that is, they became normative— because that very 
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group’s interests were taken for granted. Under these terms, the physical en-
slavement of black people not only could be described as a form of rescue or 
salvation, but slave owners could also find ways to justify emotionally and 
physically horrific acts (such as the common practice of breaking apart slave 
families) on the grounds that, as lesser beings, black people did not feel emo-
tional pain in the way that white people did.13

For another example of how one’s habitus alters one’s understanding of 
moral boundaries, consider a recent poll of white evangelicals (a group often 
defined by its moral traditionalism, affiliation with political conservatism, 
and as of late, its general support of Donald Trump) who were asked to com-
ment on how they perceived the competence of a politician who has com-
mitted a prior sexual indiscretion. In 2011, in the midst of Barack Obama’s 
presidency, only 30% of white evangelicals thought that a president guilty of 
immoral personal behaviors had the capacity to behave ethically in his or her 
public duties. But immediately before Donald Trump’s election a mere five 
years later, this same group, which lent substantial support to Trump’s cam-
paign, overwhelmingly (72%) argued that one’s personal indiscretions were 
irrelevant to successful and ethical public service.14

This an incredible shift, statistically speaking, but a rather predictable 
one when we compare it to how most groups make moral claims. The same 
poll also discovered that many in this group were relatively unbothered or 
unaware of these inconsistencies. Elsewhere I have written about how groups 
that hold absolutist positions must change over time in order to maintain 
their social relevance.15 The rhetoric of absolutism and eternality are just 
that— in other words, rhetoric— intended to give an aura of consistency when 
there is no such actual stability to offer. Indeed, whenever Trump departs 
from the party line, significantly backpedals on campaign promises, or makes 
inconsistent statements, the group tends to follow his lead, a trend particu-
larly (and ironically) most pronounced among those who consider themselves 
party loyalists.16 It is thus not too hard to see how a changing cultural scene 
can literally rewrite the terms under which morality is understood, often 
without the awareness of the people engaged in the shift.

To reiterate, the morals of a group often operate in the service of a partic-
ular type of cultural order by which social relationships are determined, and 
not the other way around. This order is shaped by what we are trained to think 
is familiar, natural, or in our best interest, whether or not those ideals are 
objectively fair, logically consistent, or good for everyone involved. This is 
why, as scholar Ari Adut notes, “there is no correlation, no direct relationship 
between rule breaking and scandal,” a point to which we will return repeat-
edly throughout this book.17 Indeed, Adut observes that the relative status 
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and charisma of the person in question strongly impacts the degree to which 
the public feels provoked to censor his or her rule breaking,18 not to mention 
the degree to which the society may be generally tolerant of that violation 
because of how its own interests are served by its leniency.

We should thus avoid presuming that morals are straightforward, un-
changing ideals, or that they always refer back to some sort of absolute ethical 
principle. All three of the models that we will next examine presume a hab-
itus strongly influenced by conservative Christian (and specifically evangel-
ical) presumptions and interests, which are a prominent feature of American 
social life, and which tend to privilege white, patriarchal, heterosexual ideals. 
Yet all three differ in the factors to which they attribute the emergence of 
scandal, as we will discuss at length. When we think of sex scandals, then, 
we should remember that they, like the society that generates them, are often 
about much larger dynamics than may appear on the surface.

The Individualist Model: Politicians and 
Public Harm

With this brief primer on habitus and ethics in mind, we can analyze how 
a variety of scholars have thought about the concept of scandal from a 
more critical perspective. The first, and probably most popular, model for 
explaining the dynamics of a sex scandal involves understanding the event 
as the ethical misstep of a public figure that must be widely publicized be-
cause of the importance of the violation to national life. This is epitomized 
in the apology spectacle, the term I’ll use in  chapter 5 to describe what is 
usually a press conference or other sort of planned, mediated event at which 
a politician typically confesses his illicit relationship. Of course, there are 
also well- publicized events wherein a politician affirms his innocence and/ 
or introduces the notion that he has been blackmailed, and so on. However 
that spectacle proceeds, it is underpinned by the presumption that there 
must be some sort of public reckoning in the name of national integrity. On 
the whole, scholars who use this approach account for a culture’s ethically- 
oriented habitus by arguing that scandals are disruptions of social norms that 
must then be “corrected” through proper social and ethical rituals.

Publicity is, of course, a necessary ingredient in the eruption of a scandal, 
and while we tend to think of the moral violation in question as the sex act 
itself, it is interesting to consider the ethical presumptions that this model 
often makes about public figures’ private lives. There is an abiding notion 
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among both the media and the public that, because of their visibility, certain 
people occupy uniquely moral posts as role models to us all, and thus should 
anticipate greater personal scrutiny. For politicians in particular, such moral 
expectations are wrought as the functional arm of what many Americans 
believe is a distinctively moral nation, one that stands out from the rest in 
its commitment to vaguely Christian principles, in addition to “liberty and 
justice for all.”

As  chapter 3 will discuss at length, sexual infidelity is often portrayed as 
a particularly heinous violation of a culture’s trust even when its more tan-
gible harms are usually isolated to a relatively confined number of interper-
sonal relationships. News of a cheating spouse is often treated with far more 
disgust and anger than is, perhaps, revelations of that spouse’s alcoholism, 
which on its own may have legal and/ or physical reverberations that far out-
weigh a brief sexual liaison (such as drunk driving, jail time, involuntary 
manslaughter, domestic abuse, etc.). Based on the importance that we subse-
quently place on sex, a politician’s intimate life can be construed as a national 
crisis.

While this story about sex is featured plentifully in public discourse, we 
also see it tacitly instantiated in the sorts of presumptions that many scholars 
who study sex scandals undertake in their own analyses. For instance, this 
first model tends to categorize sex scandals as moments of perceived public 
harm, for scholars often describe these events as if there is a perpetrator (the 
politician) and a victim (the public), even when the allegations at hand per-
tain to consensual sex. This is not to say that such scholars necessarily agree 
that public harm has taken place; rather, it is to argue that scholars often 
reinforce this particular framing of events when they presume that the lens 
of public violation is the most analytically sound way to make sense of them. 
As evidence of this assumption, it is not uncommon to find books on scandal, 
generally, list sex scandals alongside other major legal violations, pitting 
one’s regrettable one- night stand alongside Watergate.19

A Violation of the Public Trust

We can see this first model in action in arguments like those of John 
B. Thompson, who contends that the public is generally concerned about 
sex scandals because they generate a series of moral breaks that erode public 
trust. Thompson argues that the first break, hypocrisy, is pertinent partic-
ularly when the politician in question has spoken out boldly against any-
thing but the most conservative types of sexual relationships. A  rather 
noteworthy example is former senator Larry Craig, a Republican from Idaho 
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and a staunch opponent of gay rights, who was charged in 2007 with lewd 
conduct for allegedly soliciting sex from a male undercover police officer in 
an airport bathroom. After news of his arrest went public, several men came 
forward claiming that they had had previous sexual contacts with Craig.20 
The senator went on to plead guilty to a misdemeanor (disorderly conduct) 
for the airport event; he later recanted, claiming not only that he was not gay 
but also that his confession was designed simply to resolve his outstanding 
legal issues and should not have been construed as an actual statement of 
wrongdoing.21

The second type of moral violation, to Thompson, involves conflicts of 
interest, where there is concern that the intimate nature of the relationship 
will either cause the politician to violate confidential information or cloud 
his judgment. Consider the case of David Petraeus, former CIA director 
and four- star general, who stepped down from his post with the CIA in 
2012 when it was discovered not only that he was having an affair with 
his biographer, Paula Broadwell, but also that he had shared classified gov-
ernment information with her during the course of their relationship.22 It 
is not apparent that the information was ever misused. However, it is in-
teresting that the affair was discovered when Broadwell, in what appears 
to have been an act of jealousy, sent another woman a series of threatening 
emails to stop what she feared was that woman’s attempt to start a relation-
ship with Petraeus. The FBI was called in to investigate those emails and 
thus uncovered their ongoing affair, including the revelations of inappro-
priate information sharing.23

This is also an example of what Thompson, in the third instance, calls a 
“second- order” violation, which are sex scandals that involve the breaking of 
actual laws. The most frequent way that such second- order violations happen 
is simply when the politician in question breaks the law for the express 
purpose of covering up his sexual indiscretions, as when he denies sexual 
allegations under oath and/ or otherwise attempts to hide evidence, leading 
to charges of perjury, obstruction of justice, or various forms of financial mis-
conduct. While Petraeus’s incident involved a breach of government intelli-
gence rules, there is also often money at stake, as in the case of John Edwards, 
the former Democratic senator from North Carolina who was also a presi-
dential and vice- presidential candidate. Edwards was charged with illegally 
using campaign funds to pay off his mistress, Rielle Hunter, in an attempt 
to cover up their affair, which transpired while Edwards’s wife, Elizabeth 
Edwards (a public figure in her own right), was dying of breast cancer.24 (We 
will consider Edwards’s case in depth in  chapter 4.)
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Apology Accepted (?)

A different, but still popular, angle for scholars to take under the auspices of 
this first model focuses on whether and how the apology rituals of politicians 
caught in sex scandals are sufficient to undo their public damage. From this 
vantage point, the resolution of a sex scandal is entirely a matter of coordi-
nating a successful public image restoration campaign.25 In her own version 
of this model, Susan Bauer contends that a particular type of public apology 
is essential to rectify a perceived public injury, one that closely follows the 
conventions of evangelical public confession.26 The rhetoric within the con-
fession can occur in several ways, she notes, but in addition to being public, 
it needs to accomplish most of the following things: (a) it must identify with 
the common person; (b) it must construct the world as a place embroiled in 
holy war, of which the current event is evidence; and (c) the speaker must 
take complete and total responsibility for what went wrong.27

This is why, to Bauer, certain politicians and other public figures have 
been successful in their image restoration while others have not been. For 
instance, she notes, Jimmy Carter said the right things but did so from the 
wrong platform when he admitted in a 1976 interview with Playboy maga-
zine that he had mentally committed adultery, thereby diminishing his pop-
ular appeal with the average evangelical.28 On the other hand, televangelist 
Jimmy Swaggart provided a superb and successful confession by engaging all 
aspects of the confessional form and proceeded to revive his career.29 Whether 
or not one agrees with her analysis, Bauer’s theory conforms to the general 
contours of the first model by once again embracing the perpetrator/ victim 
classification, for in each case, the very act of confession presumes wrong-
doing against the public.

The various angles of this first model thus reiterate that scandal is 
warranted because of a violation of a clearly established ethical norm. This is 
quite easy to understand in the case of the hypocritical politician or the misuse 
of campaign funds, for in each of these moments acts have been committed 
that have a tangible effect upon the public and/ or its resources. Tangibility 
aside, however, what this first model overlooks in its simplicity is a series of 
questions that underscore the basis of the scandal’s significance. For instance, 
what about those instances of illicit sex where no laws have been broken and 
where no blatantly hypocritical behaviors have been uncovered? Moreover, 
in the absence of lawbreaking like that of Craig and Edwards, what can we 
say constitutes the source of injury that the public supposedly feels? Finally, 
how can we account for the centrality of sex to this perceived public injury?
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While the answers to such questions will be engaged in the chapters that 
follow, the questions themselves demonstrate that we cannot explain sex 
scandals without talking about the dynamics that make sex a topic of contro-
versy in the first place, one tied to morality in the second, and one supposedly 
connected to public injury in the third. This leads us to another model that 
approaches cultural attention to sex scandals from a wider angle— one that 
has been focused largely on the presidency of Bill Clinton.

The Institutional Model: Clinton and 
the Symbolism of Sex

One of the most remarkable things about the Clinton/ Lewinsky scandal is not 
Clinton’s sexual escapades, for as this book amply shows, serial philanderers 
are quite common. What is more noteworthy is that the public did not ap-
pear to see the scandal as an event so damaging as to remove him from office, 
an attitude that contrasts starkly with the first model’s understanding of sex 
scandals as moments of perceived public injury. Actually, poll numbers in-
dicate that the public was far less incensed by the Clinton affair than the 
conservative politicians driving his impeachment. Right after release of the 
Starr Report (the name given to the investigation of the charges against the 
president) in September 1998, 62% of Americans opposed impeachment; by 
the conclusion of the impeachment hearings in December, that number had 
jumped to 67%. Some might explain this by arguing that Americans resist 
impeachment proceedings in general, but this does not account for how the 
hearings appeared to improve his job- approval ratings during this time, put-
ting Clinton at an extremely high 71%. As a point of contrast, Clinton’s ap-
proval ratings hovered in the mid- 40s to mid- 50s throughout the rest of his 
presidency, a rather typical range for presidents of the recent past.30

We know this interesting information because of another remarkable el-
ement of the Clinton/ Lewinsky scandal, which is that it was the first major 
sex scandal to break in the age of the internet and the 24- hour news cycle.31 
The ability (and pressure) to produce that much news provided the oppor-
tunity for media outlets to magnify and measure every angle of the event. 
If we can locate a unified public response that was generated from all that 
news coverage, it was, ironically, that the public was suffering from a hefty 
case of scandal fatigue; again, most saw Clinton’s behavior as an unfortunate 
moral choice but nothing that would cause them to want to remove him 
from office.32 Would the public’s attitude toward this series of events have 
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been different if it had not been inundated with constant news coverage of a 
stain on a blue dress, secretly taped confessions, and the peculiarities of the 
president’s genitalia? It’s impossible to know, of course, but it has left many 
of us with more details than we might have imagined possible.

Those details include the fact that Monica Lewinsky was a White House 
intern who, at the age of twenty- one, was involved in a sexual relationship 
with then President Bill Clinton that spanned from 1995 to 1997. Both 
before and during his presidency, Clinton faced numerous allegations of im-
proper sexual behavior, but perhaps the most important of these came from 
former Arkansas state employee Paula Jones, who in 1994 filed a sexual ha-
rassment suit against Clinton for exposing himself and making unwanted 
sexual advances toward her while he was governor (we will examine Jones’s 
case in detail in  chapter 2).33

While testifying under oath for that suit, Clinton was asked if he had had 
a sexual relationship with Lewinsky, a question posed by Jones’s lawyers to 
establish a pattern of inappropriate behavior with government employees. 
Clinton flatly denied the relationship. As it turned out, however, Lewinsky 
had confided the details of their affair to a friend (Linda Tripp), who not only 
recorded their conversations but also later disclosed them to Independent 
Counsel Kenneth Starr.34 Of particular interest in these tapes, apart from 
general acknowledgment of their sexual liaison, was Lewinsky’s description 
of Clinton’s advice regarding necessary evasions to avoid prosecution for that 
and other sexually related charges.35

As we now know, the Starr Report provided evidence of lawbreaking, 
but more famously, it offered the American public exceptionally detailed 
accounts of the nature and number of sexual interactions that Clinton and 
Lewinsky shared. Clinton admitted to the relationship after several previous 
denials under oath and was impeached by the House of Representatives in 
1998, based on charges of perjury and obstruction of justice, although the 
Senate overturned impeachment charges later the next year.36 Clinton has 
continued to be heavily involved in political life, although there is no doubt 
that his legacy is largely framed by the Lewinsky affair.

It Was the Lies, Not the Sex

The second, or institutional, model of sex scandals presumes that the events 
that constitute a scandal are far more complex than appearances might sug-
gest, in the sense that the underlying constructs that define social life (race, 
class, gender, sexuality, etc.) are formative pressures that can determine the 
shape and duration of the controversy. What this means is that those who 
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most upset the culture’s habitus— whether before or during the scandalous 
event in question— are more likely to experience the most severe form of 
public scrutiny and subsequent punishment. This is why, for instance, a 
person discovered in a gay or lesbian sexual affair will almost certainly receive 
greater public rebuke than one involved in a heterosexual liaison.

Echoing the importance of those tensions, many scholars have suggested 
that the Clinton scandal clearly encapsulated the confrontation between the 
conservatism of the Reagan years and the changing political conversations of 
the 1990s that Clinton represented.37 Clinton’s saxophone- playing, fast- food– 
eating persona actively reminded the public of his poor Arkansas roots (not 
to mention his pejorative nickname, “Bubba”); it was writer Toni Morrison 
who noted, in fact, that such class markers were the reason Clinton can be 
remembered as America’s “first black president.”38 While many understood 
Morrison’s remark as a compliment referencing Clinton’s appeal with black 
voters, many others— including Morrison herself— later clarified that the in-
tent of that comment was to describe his experiences with constant and un-
forgiving moral scrutiny of the sort that African Americans often face.39

We cannot overlook the fact that there were other stereotypes operating 
as well:  Monica Lewinsky was judged by many according to the Jewish- 
American Princess (“JAP”) trope, the image of a privileged, whining, at-
tractive young woman who uses her wiles for selfish gain.40 As  chapter  3 
will discuss, there is a formidable trend in American conservative thought 
wherein a man’s illicit sex is often blamed on his susceptibility to the “wrong 
kind of woman.” While this stereotyping of Lewinsky may have played a role 
in fueling some of the pop- culture chatter, it is also true that Clinton’s public 
identity was tied up with enough symbols of moral weakness and social de-
valuation that he, alone, could carry the charges of condemnation coming 
from his fellow politicos.

If we look at Clinton’s case as an example of the hegemonic power of 
stereotypes, the cultural associations between poverty, race, and sexual prom-
iscuity are longstanding— and therefore easy— ones from which to draw. 
This stereotype was formative not just in the ways it was used to characterize 
Clinton but also in key pieces of legislation that were passed during his ad-
ministration that relied on the notion that one’s sexuality is a litmus test of 
one’s moral worth. More specifically, much of that legislation created causal 
links between poverty, race, and extramarital sex in the name of welfare re-
form. Clinton’s purported liberalism was tempered by a strongly conservative 
Congress, the watermark of which was the “Contract with America,” the 
name given to a very conservative legal package devised under the leader-
ship of conservative stalwart Newt Gingrich (whose own sexual infidelities 
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will be addressed in further detail in  chapter 4). It is no small irony that 
the centerpiece of this legislative plan endorsed by Clinton (“The Personal 
Responsibility Act”) was a law that not only conflated nonmarital sex and the 
children from such unions (“illegitimates”) as a national crisis, but in the tes-
timony endorsing the need for this type of welfare reform, several prominent 
voices also recommended that the poor black women who were largely the 
target of this legislation attend church so they could reform their sexual, and 
thus reproductive, habits.41

George Shulman takes Morrison’s intended point further to note that 
once a whiff of scandal broke, Clinton experienced the same heightened scru-
tiny of his sexuality and morals that his own legislation had forced on racial 
minorities and the poor.42 This background matters, for while the Lewinsky 
scandal was supposedly about perjury, there was a much larger cultural story 
about the significance of wayward sex that indicated otherwise. For example, 
Starr’s mantra that the investigation had nothing to do with sex per se (per-
jury and obstruction of justice were the real issues, he insisted) became harder 
to believe when Bob Livingston, incoming Republican House speaker, felt 
the need to suddenly and preemptively resign his post because of his own 
marital infidelities, and then called for the president to follow his model.43 
Moreover, while some argued that Clinton’s decision to bomb various targets 
in Iraq was timed so as to distract from both his grand jury testimony and his 
impeachment hearings, it nevertheless stands that it was, in fact, confessions 
of a sexual transgression that proved the worthy distraction.44

Indeed, the Clinton example shows that it is difficult to maintain the 
presumptions of the first model (that simple norm violations cause scandal) 
for the reason that many Americans expect their politicians to lie, and 
sometimes even praise them for doing so when their deceit protects them 
from unpleasant truths.45 There are extraordinary examples from the recent 
American past where honesty has been harmful to presidential appeal or, 
at the very least, where known dishonesty has not turned out as badly as it 
did for Clinton. Quite famously, Ronald Reagan was accused of obstructing 
justice in the Iran- Contra affair owing to his own very public lies regarding 
the trade of arms for hostages and yet was spared impeachment, with this 
incredible error hardly remembered by those who exhort his legacy today. If 
we return again to Jimmy Carter’s claims of “mental adultery,” then we have 
another example of how perfect honesty can engender public ridicule rather 
than produce increased trust, even when what is being confessed is nothing 
particularly remarkable.46

Rather, what the second, or institutional, model allows us to do in the 
case of sex scandals is to account for the complexity of habitus by recognizing 
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that the category of “morality” actually refers to the promotion of certain 
behaviors that normalize or otherwise promote the status quo perhaps even 
more than it references that which ameliorates people’s lives or protects them 
from harm. If, like the above- mentioned politicians, we are all guilty of 
telling “little white lies” in order to protect people’s feelings or preserve our 
own social standings, perhaps we can understand morality talk as a technique 
used by social groups to establish and maintain certain power relationships 
they either find personally favorable or publicly comfortable because such 
concepts maintain power arrangements that are already traditional or 
standard.47 Put differently, this second model gives more weight to the polit-
ical identity dynamics (again, race, gender, class, etc.) behind habitus instead 
of focusing solely on the presence of a norm violation.

Sinners and Saints

As mentioned, the habitus of American culture is shaped by many presumptions 
popularized by evangelical Christianity, something analysts using this second 
model have largely recognized. In the case of Clinton we can see how the 
symbolics of his position turned his use of Christian language into polit-
ical damnation rather than a moment of absolution or forgiveness. Directly 
rebutting Bauer’s model that an evangelical apology will cure all political ills, 
journalist and culture critic Ellen Willis has argued that Clinton opened himself 
up to greater political censure (rather than lessening it) by following that very 
apology model. On those numerous televised occasions when Clinton admitted 
his guilt, called his acts “sinful,” and asked for the forgiveness of the public, his 
strategy for public restoration backfired because he unwittingly placed him-
self within the ethical structure advocated by his Republican opponents, who 
needed to portray him as a Christian moral failure in order to promote their 
own platforms that hinged on the powerful symbol of family values.48 Once 
the conversation turned to talk of sin and forgiveness, Kathleen Sands similarly 
argues, the real political issues at stake were obscured, including:

why he should have been using the language of repentance in the first 
place, what bearing this sexual fling bore on his obligation as President 
or as citizen, what judicial machinations had to be deployed to drum 
these furtive genital acts into a constitutional crisis— these questions 
disappeared whenever religion descended into the discussion.49

And yet, for all the talk of how Clinton suffered for his “liberalized” beha-
vior in the face of a conservative Congress and investigatory panel, there are 
other elements of this scandal that interject the possibility that Clinton’s 
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behavior was, in fact, a rather traditional and conformist move when seen in 
the context of the gendered power that pervades Washington. If this seems 
impossible, consider scholar Janet Jakobsen’s claim (which takes into account 
an evangelically inspired habitus) that Bill Clinton was actually a sexual con-
servative not just in his acquiescence to the language of sin and redemption 
but also because he, as a politician, had an affair.50

Jakobsen refers to this as the “open secret” of an enduring sexual double 
standard that exemplifies the gender persona expected of powerful men in 
modern political life— a double standard upon which we’ll focus across this 
book. The issue with the Clinton investigation was never simply lying, 
Jakobsen argues, for Clinton was just part and parcel of a system that runs 
on two realms of masculinity that need each other at the same time that 
they must necessarily remain dissociated. The first realm promotes the 
rule- following family man whose heterosexual fidelity is often held up as 
a national ideal. Yet the second realm is the “old boys’ club” where sexual 
liaisons, dirty- joke telling, and secret girlfriends reinforce the masculinity 
that rule- following somehow diminishes.51 This is why Clinton managed to 
not be symbolically emasculated by his wife, Hillary’s, feminism, Jakobsen 
notes, because he “cheated on her in time- honored fashion.”52

The Clinton/ Lewinsky affair thus provides a case study for the second 
model by showing how a culture’s habitus can inspire a variety of different, 
often inconsistent “moral” responses that reinforce the power structures of 
the culture that embraces them. True to this institutional approach, Clinton’s 
situation helps to demonstrate that sex scandals: (a) are more than just the 
legal issues that purportedly inspire them; (b) are episodes that reveal both 
larger social tensions and the institutions (sex, gender, race, etc.) that attempt 
to sustain them; and (c) tend to involve the so- called unchanging language 
of religion and morality to give the appearance of stability to a situation oth-
erwise characterized by inconsistency and the vacillation of power. Far from 
being just about a particular ethical lapse, this second model helps us see how 
sex scandals are about shoring up a number of social boundaries in the name 
of preserving existing avenues of authority.

The Nationalist Model: Trump and 
Adulterous Masculinity

Donald Trump has been defined for so long by his both wealth and sexual 
braggadocio that one would think his political fate would have been relatively 
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sealed— and negatively so— if the history of sex scandals we have just sampled 
was any indication. In fact, Trump has been extraordinarily forthright about 
his sexual forays, even using them as evidence of his overall personal suc-
cess. Consider, for instance, this excerpt from his 2008 book entitled Think 
Big: Make It Happen in Business and Life:

The women I have dated over the years could have any man they want; 
they are the top models and the most beautiful women in the world. 
I have been able to date (screw) them all because I have something that 
many men do not have. I don’t know what it is but women have always 
liked it. So guys, be cocky, confident, smart, and humorous and you 
will be able to get all the women you want.53

He follows with this:

Geraldo Rivera is a friend of mine, but he did something which 
I thought was absolutely terrible and he admits it was a mistake. He 
wrote a book naming many of the famous women that he slept with. 
I would never do that— I have too much respect for women in general, 
but if I did, the world would take serious notice. Beautiful, famous, 
successful, married— I’ve had them all, secretly, the world’s biggest 
names, but unlike Geraldo I don’t talk about it54

While it might seem that Trump did virtually everything possible in the 
sexual sense to ethically hijack himself for political life, I want to consider 
his role as a figure who exposes some fundamental dynamics of sex scandals. 
Trump’s case demonstrates that there are times, again, when the first model 
analytically fails, for despite the public’s offense at the details of his sexual 
forays, he was still elected.

Many major elements of the second model are critical to understanding 
Trump’s ability to escape widespread public condemnation of his sexual 
acts, but to get the fullest picture of this phenomenon requires an addi-
tional angle on the dynamics of a sex scandal. This perspective, which I will 
propose as the third model, asks larger questions about what role the gender 
and racial dynamics we saw in the Clinton scandal have played in the devel-
opment of nationalist narratives within the American habitus. As I will sug-
gest shortly, an often forgotten element in a sex scandal is the maintenance 
of a national fiction that must be sustained if Americans are to continue to 
tell themselves the stories they do about their own cultural exceptionalism 
and innocence. Put simply, this story, which we will examine through spe-
cific narratives about religion, sex, gender, and race, hinges on a certain 
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sort of fantasy through which we understand our politicians as the nation 
itself.55

Candidate Trump

As his comments just quoted suggest, Donald Trump has never denied— 
and has even bragged about— his nonmarital sexual engagements before 
his political life began. But once he was officially Candidate Trump, a fire-
storm of questionable comments ensued. Apart from his more typical verbal 
blunders, Trump developed a certain degree of infamy for his open misogyny. 
Highlights included calling journalist and presidential debate moderator 
Megyn Kelly a “bimbo” (while also intimating that her confrontational 
questions about his sexism were a sign she was menstruating), making ref-
erence to fellow Republican candidate Carly Fiorina’s appearance as a reason 
not to vote for her, and calling Hillary Clinton an “enabler” of her husband’s 
infidelity, later claiming that she victimized those women at the center of 
her husband’s sex allegations by threatening them if they were to speak out 
against him.56

From a public relations perspective, however, what appeared to be the 
nadir of Trump’s campaign was the release of a 2005 video from an epi-
sode of Access Hollywood, in which then host Billy Bush casually interviewed 
Trump. Upon seeing a woman he thought attractive, Trump made the fol-
lowing remarks:

I better use some Tic Tacs just in case I start kissing her. You know, 
I’m automatically attracted to beautiful— I just start kissing them. 
It’s like a magnet. Just kiss. I don’t even wait. And when you’re a star, 
they let you do it. You can do anything. . . . Grab ‘em by the pussy. 
You can do anything.57

In a different sort of political climate, these comments would have brought 
most campaigns to a screeching halt because they are seemingly so con-
trary to the ethics of many Americans, let alone the social conservatives who 
greatly influence American politics. Despite this, Trump’s support among 
the ever- important voting bloc of evangelicals did not significantly budge.58 
One would be hard- pressed to say that this incident represented anything 
surprising, for in the months prior to this, incredibly meager attempts from 
stalwarts of the evangelical community to locate Trump as a Christian, al-
beit a very immature one, were largely dismissed by the public.59 Nor can 
we say that the efforts of then- vice- presidential candidate Mike Pence in 
the days following the tape’s release were particularly convincing— efforts 
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wherein Pence argued that the fact that Trump ultimately apologized for the 
comments was a sign of his moral fortitude.60

What is probably the most common argument given for Trump’s success 
with those many “values voters” was that their support was for the party 
or, more pointedly, their concern over specific issues such as abortion or the 
future of the Supreme Court. While this certainly does explain how much 
of the conservative, Trump- supporting public verbalized its position, one 
would have expected at least some variability in the evangelical support rate 
if the candidate’s personal morality were at all an issue. Indeed, for a pop-
ulation that has rejected other Christians because of theological disputes 
(Mitt Romney’s Mormonism comes to mind), something more was going on 
than simply a choice between the lesser of two evils.61 Yet polls show that 
evangelicals were not swayed negatively by Trump’s uncouth comments, and 
that they supported him at the same rate at which they endorsed other, far 
more popular candidates in previous years.62

Of course, a multiplicity of factors determine the outcome of any given 
election, but what I want to consider in the third model is Trump’s ability 
to convince a national public often obsessed with its own morality tales that 
he was, on some level, eligible to be the hero of such a story. This may seem 
a contradiction in terms, but since a very important part of his persona is his 
general refusal to apologize for what others consider his moral indiscretions, 
I wish to entertain the notion that this refusal to acquiesce to the language of 
morality was an indication he used his masculinity as a substitute.

Presidentialism, or the Power 
of Father Figures

Many scholars have argued that nationalism is a gendered affair.63 This means 
not just that nations are led most frequently by men (and thus reflect those 
men’s ideals and experiences) but also that the ways we describe nations often 
take on complex gendered symbolism. For instance, ideal national citizens are 
often described in masculinized terms of fortitude (such as bravery, strength, 
and courage), while nations that have been harmed are often described using 
more feminine terms emphasizing weakness (having been raped, assaulted, 
or otherwise violated).64

If masculinity is positively rendered in nationalist speech, it is also always 
heterosexualized— that is, the patriot is defined in contrast to the enemy or 
traitor, in part, by his righteous, heterosexual virility, which is interpreted 
to be his drive that makes his noble efforts possible. A  frequent theme in 
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military stories is the patriot’s fantasies of his girlfriend, which helps keep 
his spirits up to fight another day. Another common element of such stories 
is aberrant or de- masculinized descriptors of the enemy, who is often identi-
fiable precisely because he wants to rape that very girlfriend or, just as often, 
does not or cannot rape her because he is gay or impotent.65 As  chapter 4 
will detail, it is common for patriotic movements to describe the nation as 
something like a family, with its leader— the father— portrayed at his most 
ideal when he is strong and aggressive and yet able to protect; women are 
most often depicted alongside children as those in need of his masculine 
protection.

As mentioned, I want to entertain the notion that the way we discuss sex 
scandals is more about creating a cultural autobiography that reinforces cer-
tain types of nationalist stories than it is about describing some objective eth-
ical violation. This is not to say that those stories do not reflect the gendered, 
sexed, and raced norms of a culture, as the second model asserts. Rather, my 
point is that framing these identity norms in a national context gives them 
an additional layer of legitimacy that any one of them individually may not 
accomplish. This is because nationalist speech confers upon a group of people 
the idea of a common past and a common future that somehow makes them 
distinct (and, it is often implied, special); this is often by virtue of a shared 
language and culture, or even simply sharing the same piece of land.66

Of course, we could say that gendered, raced, and religious rhetorics, 
among others, serve the same unifying function, and yet nationalist speech 
can seem to perform something different in some of the most common ways 
it is used: first, nationalist identity is often portrayed as a common denom-
inator used to transcend the very differences that are often demarcated in 
raced, gendered, sexed, and religious discourse; second, nationalist speech 
can often fulfill a unifying role for people who do not otherwise find group 
affinity in those other forms of social labeling; and third, the impact of na-
tionalist rhetoric is often synergistic, so that if religious rhetoric reinforces 
the same idea as is promoted in nationalist rhetoric, the persuasive power of 
a religious or exemplary moral nation is greater than the sum of its parts.

In light of the very sexualized, familial way that nation- states are often 
described, it is useful to consider scholars Dana Nelson and Tyler Curtain’s 
understanding of presidentialism, a term for how a certain type of public 
conceptualizes a president or other powerful national leader and their own 
power, in turn. The concept of presidentialism allow us to push past the no-
tion that the reason why we demand certain behaviors from our politicians is 
something rooted in actual ethical concerns. Instead, it locates these expecta-
tions more as acts intended to reinforce specific symbols that the public can 
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equate with certain emotions and figures that they subsequently associate 
with the power of the nation- state.

Presidentialism is, fundamentally, a conversation about feelings and, 
more specifically, the feelings that result from believing, whether consciously 
or not, that a single person (such as a politician) represents the entirety of the 
nation. If the president is at the center of a sex scandal, many will view this 
as an event of tremendous national importance; not only does viewing the 
president’s sexual behavior in this way invest the president with incredible 
power, but this belief also symbolically robs the people of their own power 
(for their own choices are clearly not understood as nearly so impactful or crit-
ical).67 Once the president is granted such power and the people are, subse-
quently, divested of it, the public’s sense that their own involvement does not 
significantly impact public policy leaves their primary contribution in the 
realm of opinion- generation and feeling- formation; they become, in a sense, 
reactionary agents.68 One could, in fact, use this to explain the proliferation 
of “fake news” generated throughout, and even after, the 2016 presidential 
campaign. This “news” served not to provide people with solid information 
that impacted their ability to sensibly respond to real- time events or actual 
legislation. Its sole role, instead, was to generate emotions that were favor-
able to those who spread the propaganda.69

Certain symbols are quite central to presidentialism precisely because 
they generate strong feelings and thus provide the sensation of democratic 
engagement in its actual absence. Family and country are among the most 
powerful of these symbols because they are highly accessible entry points to 
which virtually all the public can relate, therefore allowing the public to be-
lieve that their feelings amount to something akin to political activism. This 
is how issues like “family values” and “patriotism,” while incredibly vague 
labels that can be used for any number of ends, can develop into the central 
language through which individuals come to interpret the significance of 
their own citizenship; such symbols can mean whatever they need to become 
in a particular political moment. This is also how Trump can be transformed 
into a patriotic family man despite his lack of conformity to the more tra-
ditional renderings of those terms. So long as one renegotiates patriotism to 
mean a type of pride in a national “family” that is white, conservative, and 
nativist, then family values are alive and well in the Trump administration’s 
rhetoric.

What Nelson and Curtain thus offer is an understanding of sex scandals 
that hinges more on average citizens’ conceptualizations of their politicians 
as substitutes for the nation far more than it does on the details of sexual rule- 
breaking. They also help us contextualize how we might situate the roles 
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of gender and race within this framework, for the more socially significant 
violation that often occurs is not so much “immoral sex” as it is the desecra-
tion of the raced and gendered identity of the politician, who supposedly 
represents the nation and its protections. This means that how the public 
perceives the politician’s ability to symbolize the nation has much to do with 
how his sex scandal will be received. If Jakobsen is correct that sexual per-
missiveness is just as strong an element of traditional, political masculinity 
as the ideal of the faithful family man, then we can better understand why 
those who actually face prosecution in a sex scandal are typically those who 
surround the politician in question, but rarely the politician himself.70 Put 
differently, if in being prosecuted someone “gets the justice they deserve,” 
as we often put it, then the ubiquity with which politicians in sex scandals 
escape prosecution is a sign that the public is often willing to associate the 
“nation’s corruptions” somewhere away from their most centralized source.

Trump: A Lesson in Contradictions

With this foundation in mind, in this third model I want to suggest that 
displays of hypersexualized masculinity may actually supersede any public 
demand for high moral standards in a national context or, put differently, may 
actually act as a substitute for that very moral code. For if in a culture’s hab-
itus ethical systems are designed to both create and protect inconsistencies 
that reinforce existing avenues of social power, then these politicians have 
already achieved the end— masculinity, read as nationalist power— that the 
ethical display was attempting to produce. I refer to this contradiction as the 
white male heterosexual double standard, and its relative ubiquity in polit-
ical life provides the basis for the third model, which focuses on the ways in 
which gender, race, and sexual orientation (among other identity markers) 
coalesce to create certain stories of national power that dominate Americans’ 
cultural habitus.

Gender scholars almost ubiquitously note that gender norms are inter-
nally contradictory, and often thus produce impossible criteria by which 
people are measured.71 But in thinking about this in a more nationalist sense, 
it is important to note that a double standard does not necessarily result in 
a double- bind. Scholar Marilyn Frye describes a double- bind as a situation 
in which a person has very few options, and all of them are bad in some 
way.72 Although double standards hold us to what may seem to be impossible 
contradictions, they are also designed to reward certain people for engaging 
in that same contradictory behavior. In particular, specific privileged people 
(such as many of the politicians who successfully survive sex scandals) can 
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often perform both angles of the contradiction without ever experiencing 
the “bind” that might otherwise incapacitate less powerful or symbolically 
situated figures, precisely because this is one sign of power: societies tend to 
generate exceptions for powerful people by which they can live outside the 
rules that usually dictate appropriate behavior for everyone else.

While this theory provides us a platform through which to understand 
the public’s underwhelming response to Trump’s sexual affairs, it also helps 
us explain the role of Hillary Clinton in the 2016 race as someone faced more 
with a double- bind. There was a very popular rhetoric circulating throughout 
many different sectors of the American public that Clinton was “just as bad” 
as Trump, which functioned as a rationale for large swaths of people to ex-
cuse Trump’s significant shortcomings. There is no doubt that Clinton was 
at the center of a number of her own political controversies, but very few, if 
any, reputable analysts understood her liabilities to be anywhere as great as 
that of her opponent.73

Of course, Clinton’s own symbolic struggle for the position was an uphill 
battle before it even started; because masculine ideals are strongly linked to 
cultural conceptualizations of the presidency, Clinton’s leadership skills were 
understood by the public as “bitchy” and aggressive rather than assertive and 
competent, precisely because she was female.74 But far from a personality 
problem, these issues of presidentialism and masculinity help us focus on a 
particularly interesting series of events that unfolded during the campaign, 
in which Trump’s off- the- cuff rhetoric against Clinton consistently located 
her and the other women against whom he competed within the sexualized 
masculine framework of which Jakobsen speaks.

Like other women involved in the race, Clinton faced comments from 
Trump about her appearance and body, once again locating her political value 
back within this sexually conservative rubric where men experience power 
through their sexual exploits, and women, on the periphery, are recognized 
for their desirability to such men. When Clinton took a bathroom break 
during one of the presidential debates, Trump described her need to use the 
restroom as “disgusting,” and later that evening went on to describe her de-
feat in the 2008 primaries as Clinton having been “schlonged” by Obama.75 
As earlier mentioned in Trump’s remarks about Megyn Kelly and Carly 
Fiorina, everyone from female journalists to his female opponents were man-
aged by Trump via sexualized rhetoric about the inadequacy of their bodies.

This trend is further evidenced by Trump’s accusations during the second 
presidential debate that Hillary Clinton victimized the women who ac-
cused her husband of inappropriate sexual behavior. Trump maintained that 
Clinton “viciously” attacked these women, a statement that, most sources 
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suggest, significantly exaggerates her response.76 Nevertheless, Trump 
escalated the claim by inviting several of these women to attend the presi-
dential debates as his guests.77 While many understood this as a boldly hyp-
ocritical, if not stupid, move (since Trump has a history of similar allegations 
from other women), we can understand its logic if we presume that, in the 
popular imagination, he operates above both morality and the law because his 
hypermasculine aggression is read by the public as a sign of America’s own 
prowess and strength. Under these terms, one of the nation’s most famous 
sexual harassers can thus also become an outspoken advocate for women.

In other words, if, as Willis suggests, Bill Clinton’s protracted confessions 
and general acquiescence to the standards of traditional morality constituted 
“the rope that effectively strangled his presidency,”78 then Trump’s case may 
show how exaggerated displays of sexualized heterosexual masculinity may 
be desirable to many Americans to the degree that they equate such behaviors 
with a type of strong national identity. Perhaps we can now better under-
stand Trump’s continued insistence that famous people like him “can do an-
ything.”79 Perhaps, according to this model, he is actually right.80

Conclusion: National Fantasies

We can thus best understand the dynamics of sex scandals if we acknowledge 
that they exist in order to permit two different versions of the same national 
story regarding our political leaders. It is a story about national worth and 
strength. One version of that story condemns unfaithful politicians for the 
damage they do to their families— with “family” here a proxy for “the na-
tion”— and thus permits Americans to turn sex scandals into cautionary tales 
that reinforce a sense of national morality and righteousness. Who, exactly, 
gets to count as “moral” and how that meaning shifts with time is one aspect 
of this plotline we’ll explore in some depth.

The other version of this story appears to be quite different, but it works 
according to the same logic. In this tale, the politician’s behaviors may be 
undesirable, but they are tolerable because they are a sign of the vigor, the 
risk- taking, the masculinity required for national strength, for the protection 
and worth that the people expect. In other words, the moral details of our 
leaders’ illicit sex are not only irrelevant to whether he bears power but may 
actually be an indication that he deserves the power he has precisely because 
his sexuality proves his masculinity, and thus his claim to authority. Like the 
lead action figure in a movie, we are not satisfied unless our protagonist has 
brute strength, an anti- authoritarian attitude, and a love interest to boot.
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Both of these enduring versions of the same story constitute a powerful 
double standard that demonstrates the contradiction in how Americans tend 
to understand themselves: good, ethical, and fair people who simultaneously 
must assert their superiority and aggression. Those who argue that there 
is nothing traditional about the Trump presidency thus fail to see that he 
symbolizes the very core of what most Americans have symbolically associ-
ated with national power, as Trump’s nativism and “America First” claims 
amply suggest.81 One does not have to ask about the moral value of what it 
means to “Make America Great Again” (Trump’s campaign slogan) so long as 
one feels emotions that reinforce masculine strength but calls it patriotism. 
The following chapters will elaborate on how such feelings get made and, 
subsequently, how they give an impressive life to this double standard.
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 chapter 2 Religion
The Story of Right and Wrong

[W] e have blacks and whites fighting, reds and yellows fighting, Democrats 

and Republicans fighting, men and women fighting. What’s going to unite us? 

What’s going to bring us back together? A president? A Congress? No. It’s going 

to be God.

— Roy Moore1

Elections that are ostensibly about “God,” therefore, are often really about men.

— Jackson Katz2

As I write this, news broke literally hours ago that Judge Roy Moore, 
a Republican running for the Senate seat in deeply conservative 

Alabama, just lost the election to Democrat Doug Jones. In another polit-
ical moment this victory would have been a near impossibility, for there has 
been little chance of a Democratic Senate victory in decades in the state; since 
at least the Reagan era, every one of its presidential elections have gone to 
the Republican candidate.3 But as he faced numerous and seemingly irrefu-
table allegations of sexual harassment and assault (specifically with underage 
women), many Alabamans still found it tough to decide between an alleged 
pedophile and a Democrat. Indeed, Moore lost by less than 1%, with white 
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evangelicals (those also known as “values voters”) overwhelmingly (81%) 
throwing their support behind him.4

Moore’s near victory in a region— and nation— that has long claimed its 
Christian identity may seem puzzling and, indeed, hypocritical to those who 
make rather standard presumptions about religion and religious people: namely, 
that claiming religion means claiming a consistent set of beliefs and moral 
platforms. Yet this chapter will set out to resolve that confusion by doing some-
thing that may seem quite counterintuitive: I will argue that religious discourse 
and its cousin, morality talk, often operate more as rhetorical tools to help us 
move through the world in a particular way and less as a set of inward traits or 
beliefs that characterize a group of people. Scholars have long engaged in ro-
bust debates about the parameters of the term “religion” and the circumstances 
that have contributed both to the term’s common meanings and its uses.5 Even 
though there is general consensus regarding the liabilities of coming up with a 
single definition of religion, the language of both popular culture and the main-
stream academy tends to talk about religion as a phenomenon involving distinct 
groups of people known for certain theological qualities and, presumably, a se-
ries of related behaviors.6

Using this latter set of presumptions, we might argue that Americans 
are generally upset about political sex scandals because they believe family 
values and the sanctity of marriage are foundational religious concepts that 
must be promoted in a well- ordered society. In statements such as this we 
approach religious group affiliation as some form of personal commitment, 
act, or belief that gives defining shape to a group (disappointed Americans) 
in contradistinction to others (unfaithful politicians). Similarly, when a poli-
tician says he has asked God for forgiveness after being discovered in an illicit 
sexual act, this is also read through the belief/ action motif as a statement of 
religious failure: the politician is identifiably “religious” because he has made 
certain supernatural claims and, we assume by extension, has certain ethical 
expectations that he has failed to meet.

If we imagine that “religion” simply comprises people who have in common 
a series of beliefs and related moral expectations, then one of the only ways 
in which we’ll really ever be able to explain sex scandals is to make ethical 
arguments about hypocrisy (i.e., how people fail at their beliefs): politicians 
are hypocritical because they participate in illicit sex; Americans are hypo-
critical because they behave inconsistently when politicians sexually stray. 
Yet we should not confuse an ethical claim with a critical analysis (that is, 
a perspective that attempts to demystify a phenomenon). For if our primary 
attempts at analyzing religion occur only by defending or delegitimizing 
certain interpretations of religion or morality, then this reveals merely how 
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we verbalize our own interests; it does relatively little to explain the event 
in question. If, however, we can acknowledge that religious claims function 
within a larger social network of legitimacy and power, then we will be able 
to engage in more nuanced inquiries about why politicians and the public 
both use religious speech in specific, and often contradictory, ways.

In short, statements of moral outrage may make us feel good, but they 
are often analytically empty in terms of their capacity to dissect and reveal 
the component parts that together make a social phenomenon (one that fuels 
those very feelings of outrage). My goal in this chapter is thus to consider 
what role religious and moralistic speech plays in a sex scandal and, more 
specifically, to consider why politicians (and the public who support them) 
tout messages of traditional morality but seem to selectively negate those 
commitments when it suits their political or personal interests.

To do this, we must rethink how we understand the social function of 
religious rhetoric. In the last chapter, I mentioned that the concept of hab-
itus helps us see how a culture’s morals are strongly shaped by the domi-
nant group’s interests, attitudes, and prejudices, all of which are naturalized 
and institutionalized throughout that society’s structures. Contradiction, 
I noted, is par for the course. This chapter takes that conversation further 
by discussing how sex scandals reveal the tenuous connection between theo-
logical ideas and moral rules. I understand religious rhetoric in this context 
as the legitimizing speech that validates the moral standards dictated by a 
group, giving those rules a life and importance that they would not other-
wise bear if they were regarded simply as human constructions. As such, 
I often refer to them together in this chapter and throughout the book (e.g., 
“religious/ moralistic speech”) because I view them as a type of authoritative 
couplet in the larger scheme of social control.

We thus miss an important sociological component of religion if we focus 
on the theological rationale behind specific beliefs (such as “I believe that 
homosexuality goes against God’s design for human families”) without first 
asking what basic social functions (enforced via morality talk) such belief 
statements are intended to perform. In other words, what practical changes 
occur if large numbers of people embrace this sentiment? How does it af-
fect notions of law, justice, and ethics? How does it change the way people 
ally with or separate themselves from one another? Who benefits when such 
claims are validated? This is not to say such theological details— usually 
those provided by religious insiders to explain their claims— are not impor-
tant. It is, rather, to acknowledge that religious claims are often doing a dif-
ferent type of work than religious insiders realize, and thus there is usually a 
larger social reason why social actors adopt them.
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I will address these issues by making three claims about how a particularly 
evangelical variety of religious/ moralistic speech tends to operate in public 
discourse that will be helpful in our analysis of its role in a sex scandal. First, 
to highlight this functional element, I will think through how we might 
more effectively conceptualize the category “religion” by looking at the work 
of scholar Bruce Lincoln, whose observations about religion point to its pri-
marily functional, strategic role in social power dynamics. When I describe 
religion’s function, I am talking about how the religious claims that people 
make impact the way they very practically organize the world and grant each 
other value (i.e., who they judge as acceptable/ unacceptable, who they render 
an insider/ outsider, to whom they grant/ deny authority, etc.). Religion, in 
this sense, is a tool used to fulfill certain interests, even if unconsciously so.

Second, acknowledging that religion’s functional role is much different 
from how religious people often describe themselves will also help guide 
us through an exploration of how religious speech is designed to handle 
moments of contradiction. We often register extreme emotions— utter shock 
or knowing disgust— upon hearing that a “family values” politician has 
been caught in a sexually compromising position. Yet as different as those 
emotions may appear to be, both are responses to the presumption that reli-
gion/ morality claims are, at their core, both enduring and consistent, and that 
people habitually coordinate their claims and their behaviors. If we ever hope 
to achieve any sort of critical accuracy then we must dismiss these notions, 
since humans are inconsistent precisely because their interests are both con-
tradictory and changing. Once we recognize this, we can more clearly look at 
how religious claims are, instead, designed to weather shifts and fluctuations 
even as they may portray an exterior of absolute consistency. Thus when a 
group condemns one “family values” politician engaged in illicit sex but 
turns a blind eye to another, I am less interested in how they explain that 
inconsistency and more interested in what larger cultural symbols— and thus 
messages— are silently reinforced in that act.

Third, I will consider how evangelical speech in particular has become so 
naturalized within American culture that it has often been rendered invis-
ible, thus influencing the public’s attitudes toward sex, as well as its response 
to politicians who have been accused of sexual indiscretions. In other words, 
I will examine how Americans can actively use the frames and presumptions 
commonly held by evangelical groups without ever recognizing their source. 
To this end, I will discuss how even though it is quite possible to differen-
tiate morality from religion in the abstract, popular conceptualizations of 
the pair in the American context usually do not entertain such a distinction. 
What this means is that you don’t have to identify as an evangelical— and 
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statistically speaking, probably don’t— to embrace these nearly ubiquitous 
attitudes.

These three observations are intended to point us to this book’s much 
larger theme, which is that the religious/ moralistic contradictions that sur-
round sex scandals exist because Americans (whether unconsciously or not) 
tend to understand their national welfare in terms of the symbols of white 
heterosexual manhood— that is, the very social identity that evangelical 
Christianity tends to functionally promote (more on that throughout the 
book). Many scholars would likely object (some, strongly) to my strategy 
in the name of respecting religious people’s own perspectives on themselves 
and, in what is a parallel point, the manner in which such a strategy excludes 
from my research the ineffable, “personal,” or “spiritual” qualities that reli-
gious people often describe.

As for my response, I must agree with scholar Brett Nongbri’s approach 
that attempting to account for any aspects of religion that are so subjective 
that they are effectively unspeakable is a “conversation ender,” as he puts it, 
since it is literally impossible for critical scholars to address something that, 
by definition, cannot be discussed.7 This is not the same as rejecting religious 
people carte blanche; it is, Lincoln notes, a matter of staying true to the terms 
of critical analysis:

The point of critical analysis, then, is not to question the sincerity or 
the integrity of those who speculate about the nature of the cosmos, 
nor to charge them, ad hominem, with bad faith. Rather, it is to sug-
gest that the nature of their speculation is informed and inflected by 
their situation of interest, which has always already been normalized 
and naturalized by the prior speculation of others like them.8

In this sense, we must carefully consider whether the questions we are asking 
will produce the type of answers we aim to discover. If we want to under-
stand why sex scandals contain contradictions involving religious, moral, and 
nationalistic rhetorics, then our questions, by necessity, will have to be fo-
cused somewhere outside of those points of insider contradiction to provide 
an aerial view of the phenomenon.

With this understanding of religion and its social function in mind, this 
chapter will close with a consideration of two separate but intertwined po-
litical sex scandals. Importantly, both involve allegations of pedophilia from 
politicians who relied heavily on a “family values” brand as part of their polit-
ical identities. The first incident concerns Mark Foley, the former Republican 
congressman who was well- known politically for his leadership on anti– 
child- pornography and sex- offender legislation, as well as his votes against 
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gay rights. Although Foley’s sexuality was already in the public eye thanks to 
rumors that had been swirling for some time about his homosexuality (an al-
legation he called “revolting”),9 it was a series of sexually explicit emails and 
social media messages that Foley sent to teenage male congressional pages 
that ultimately ended his career. The second involves Roy Moore, another 
Republican who was mentioned at the beginning of this chapter. Moore is 
noteworthy for his far- right, strongly Christian rhetoric, which included 
anti- gay rights, anti- abortion, and often explicitly racist positions. But as 
we have seen, he is also known for his alleged womanizing and pedophilic 
tendencies, which were uncovered immediately before a Senate election for 
which he was the Republican candidate. Despite this, he has continued to 
maintain strong support from many Alabama Republicans.

My aim in closing this chapter with this comparison is to consider why 
and how Foley and Moore addressed the allegations against them using 
evangelical- style speech, and more to the point, how the gendered and raced 
symbolism they embodied played a role in how such religiosity was read. It 
might appear on the surface that Moore did not avoid scandal, since news of 
his alleged pedophilic tendencies and sexual assaults were almost certainly 
the factors that lost him the race. Yet I think it’s fair to argue that the fact 
that Moore lost by less than 1% of the vote can be read as a something of 
a victory, one fueled by many of the same forces that would ultimately de-
feat Foley. In that light, I want to consider how Moore’s heavy engagement 
with Christian speech, nativist messages, and his use of masculine symbolism 
might have created a much different rhetorical message than Foley, one that 
would help preserve the ideal of the white Christian family man.

Claim 1: Religion Is a Rhetorical Mechanism 
Designed to Fulfill Human Interests

As I’ve mentioned, thinking of religion as a social force that produces certain 
effects rather than an inward personal commitment will be a shift for many, 
but it is a shift of great importance if we wish to analytically account for the 
dynamics that inform human social behavior. Bruce Lincoln’s framework for 
describing religious phenomena is helpful here, for Lincoln’s primary asser-
tion is that religious discourse is a human act that claims not to be.10 Lincoln 
does not make this statement as an attempt to engage in a battle with reli-
gious people over whether they are right or wrong about their beliefs; rather, 
his interest is in describing the social pecking order that unfolds when people 
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use religion to authorize their messages. The religious assertions that humans 
make are different from others insomuch as they claim to come from a su-
preme authority when compared to the normal rules that govern our affairs; 
they can also elevate the perceived importance of a statement, as seen in 
the difference between “Don’t have premarital sex because you could con-
tract a disease or get pregnant” (an argument often used by abstinence- only 
educators) and “Don’t have premarital sex because you could be damned 
to hell.”

That may sound like a silly example, but it doesn’t take much imagination 
to see the variance in the magnitude of the two explanations. This, Lincoln 
notes, is religion’s raison d’étre— it is, centrally, a way of communicating 
with utmost authority (which is why we use the word higher when referring 
to a “higher power”).11 A key feature of that authority’s scale is that it is 
generally considered transcendent and thus beyond critique, as traditionally 
rendered in concepts such as God, the supernatural, morality, karma, laws of 
nature, and so on.12 Scholar Russell McCutcheon has described this phenom-
enon as the act of granting an extraordinary reason for an otherwise ordinary 
thing.13 Religious speech thus involves amplifying human claims with the 
intended result that such claims are seen as the most authoritative version of 
events when compared to others; such claims become, Lincoln notes, “truths 
to be interpreted, but never ignored or rejected.”14

Since virtually all social groups we traditionally call “religions” have in 
mind an ideal world they wish to create, generating this authority is impor-
tant since such groups have no hope of changing the world in order to fit 
their interests if they are not suitably persuasive. This authority matters, per-
haps obviously, because it is a social effect that is critical to cultural control.15 
But we should not misunderstand religion as something that only applies 
to more stereotypical topics like deities and “the meaning of life”; rather, 
Lincoln argues, religion is an all- purpose strategy— it can “recode virtually 
any content as sacred.”16

For instance, consider the Pennsylvania church that, in 2018, asked 
members to attend a ceremony wearing crowns made of bullets and holding 
a certain type of unloaded assault rifle (according to the group, the rifles 
and bullets symbolize “defending one’s family and community”).17 There’s 
no doubt that this group struck many people as odd if not offensive, at the 
very least because a similar sort of rifle had been used just two weeks be-
fore in a school shooting.18 But instead of arguing that what happened at 
that ceremony wasn’t “real religion” (as many people likely did), Lincoln’s 
point is that even if we don’t like it, a powerful assertion couched in a tran-
scendent authority (“God gave people the right to bear arms,” the church’s 
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leader maintained) clearly works to change the odd and offensive into some-
thing “sacred”— or strongly authoritative— for those whose specific interests 
are promoted through that rhetoric.19

Accounting for the behavior of such groups using a functional approach 
is thus a matter of discovering what larger, often systemic social interests are 
fulfilled in those statements and displays. Assault rifles in church certainly 
seem extraordinary, as does supporting an alleged pedophile politician in the 
name of “family values.” But as we saw in the last chapter’s introduction to 
habitus, society comprises a complicated network of social actors who work 
for and against each other with the hope of getting their interests met— there 
is, perhaps, nothing more mundane than this social fact. Religious rhetoric is 
but one of those techniques used in this social contest, and it lends extraordi-
nary importance to the interests of some people over others in the otherwise 
very routine tug- and- pull of social life.

So, again, if we look past the insider claims about assault rifles and family 
values, and ask deeper questions about what other interests might be served 
in these symbols (both literally and figuratively), then we’ll be further down 
the path to understanding how religious rhetoric can justify a particular so-
cial group’s agenda. In this case, we can trace the connection between religion 
and guns to a type of traditional conservative masculinity in American life, 
the unquestioned authority of which has faded over the past several decades. 
Its newfound visibility has made it more prone to criticism, as in the case 
of conversations on “ ‘toxic masculinity” and the aforementioned critiques 
of sexual harassment. Every other symbol that depends on that now- less- 
naturalized masculine persona is thus also subject to increasing scrutiny, all 
factors that are extremely destabilizing to communities that have depended 
on these and other traditional gender ideals for a sense of order and social 
control.

If we know, then, that part of religion’s authority is that it becomes oper-
ational by being put into practice, this helps us account for the development 
of certain types of dress, food, ethics, and rituals we often think of in a more 
traditional portrayal of religious groups.20 These modes of differentiation, 
Lincoln notes, are efforts to use religion’s authority to create a particular type 
of world in which group members build status in a way they perceive is in 
alignment with their perspectives and interests. While one could give any 
number of reasons why a person or group uses various modes of explanation 
to describe the world, those that make religious claims invoke an extra dose 
of legitimacy for their positions. This not only provides the structure for 
the power arrangements that define their social group but, in so doing, also 
enables that type of order to emerge.



R e l i g i o n   57

      

Claim 2: Religion and Contradiction Are a Match 
Made in Heaven

Up to this point, we’ve examined religion as a primarily rhetorical phenom-
enon. I  earlier suggested that people may engage in religious speech that 
appears to contradict their principles because they have unspoken interests 
that are met via that rhetoric. But we should wade in a bit further, for ad-
mittedly this may sound a little too simple on the surface. After all, we could 
come up with myriad examples of people who appear to adopt a particular 
religion’s discourse about, say, adultery, who understand monogamy as one 
of their “interests,” who openly spread this discourse by speaking publicly 
about the centrality of heterosexual, monogamous marriage to American so-
ciety, but then who later on have an affair, as a very large number of the fig-
ures in this book have precisely done. What do we do with that?

To understand the dynamics and social function of religious speech, we 
must first do away with the idea that people are consistent. Although human 
inconsistency is well documented, accepting this is nevertheless a hard pill 
to swallow, and yet one reason why we can find people working against a dis-
course is that they perceive that their interests are different from what the 
discourse indicates. In some cases, this is because they literally do not find 
the discourse persuasive (anymore, if ever). If a person were to experience 
monogamy as stifling and bad, then perhaps this change in interests would 
explain his or her adultery. But more commonly, the politicians who fill this 
book don’t make that claim; rather, they typically assert that the discourse 
is still really authoritative, it’s just that they screwed up. Simply put, they 
claim to still “believe in” monogamy and “believe” that they have “sinned.” 
They reinforce the religious discourse even as they supposedly violate it.

Yet contradiction is a feature of social life: what a person or group wants 
or needs at one moment is not what they want or need in the next. To meet 
this challenge, religious claims are perfectly suited to both sustain the pre-
sent social order and tweak it incrementally, depending on what sort of ef-
fect is needed to maintain the image of authority.21 As Lincoln notes, when 
contradictions inevitably arise, the language of religion is designed to “tak[e]  
considerable pains to contain, elide, or deny the resultant contradiction, 
which impeaches— or at least complicates— the idealized self- understanding 
religion normally cultivates.”22

Understanding this contradiction means rethinking our conceptualization 
of beliefs. When I teach my students about the role of beliefs in a religion, 
they are quick to think that the word belief refers to a specific statement about 
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the nature of reality, such as “I believe that global warming is a threat,” or “I 
believe that eating a dozen cupcakes will make me sick.” According to this 
model, beliefs operate as something like a rational, unseen actor animating 
the cultural show we see before us; we do things because we have beliefs. For 
instance, the fact that I believe that driving my car above the speed limit is 
wrong leads me to modify my driving behavior.

Except, of course, when I’m running late.
Sure enough, a common retort about my tendency to speed when it suits 

me might be that I’m a hypocrite who obviously doesn’t believe strongly 
enough in my own moral positions, or who perhaps lacks the willpower to 
stick to them. But this perspective on consistency in belief presumes an er-
roneous connection between beliefs and actions, for in claiming that beliefs 
refer to people’s actual perceptions of reality, we fail to ask whether there 
really is evidence to support this cause– effect link. For instance, I  may 
believe that “hard work pays off” (as my students often say, as well), but 
the indications in our culture are that this is true for some people, while 
others can work very hard, long hours without ever seeing much social mo-
bility. Or consider the very common adage popular among the religious and 
nonreligious alike: that “everything happens for a reason.” While this may 
be literally true (in that all effects have causes), the more providential way in 
which it is intended— to say that nothing really bad ever happens because it 
is all part of a divine plan— runs into significant logical barriers, for there are 
some occasions when using that speech would be deeply harmful to others. 
The fact that we do not, for instance, tend to describe child abuse and/ or 
mass murder in this way reveals that perhaps we do not mean this as a literal 
statement of causality.

Rather, we will arrive at a more nuanced and sophisticated conceptualiza-
tion of beliefs if we regard them as statements that support a particular po-
litical project— that is, an idealized notion of how we wish the world would 
be— even if they do not directly reflect it. As scholar Craig Martin argues, 
while beliefs may correspond to what appears to be a self- evident reality (as 
in “I believe that putting my hand in boiling water will hurt”), they are just 
as often something one says in order to fit in or gain social status within a 
group that desires that reality.23 That is, beliefs are statements in line with 
people’s own political projects and interests in the sense that they may re-
flect an ideal world or circumstance for the group of people who embrace 
them, but they do not necessarily mirror the actual circumstances in which 
they live. This may seem self- evident to some who note that religious beliefs 
often point to the notion of a better world or grander ethical system that has 
not yet been realized, but Martin’s idea is actually that the social function of 
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such belief claims lies more in maintaining certain ideas that are important 
to one’s status within a particular group than it does some religious or uto-
pian scheme.

This is why I cannot admit aloud that I believe speeding is appropriate 
if and only if I am running late, because I realize that the social blowback 
from this will hurt my status with others (such as a police officer). This is also 
why the politicians we examine in this book do not say things like “I believe 
that adultery is fine so long as I don’t get caught,” which may be actually 
quite close to where many of their personal desires lie. But of course, their 
larger professional interests mandate that they avoid such statements, since 
their legitimacy as a symbol of national leadership means they must keep 
up appearances of a different type of moral order. Thus when scholar Molly 
Worthen notes that Donald Trump embodies a long tradition of “pastor- 
overlords who anoint themselves with the power to make their own rules— 
and, in the event of their own occasional moral lapses, assure their followers 
that God always forgives,” this is meant as a critique of Trump, and yet it 
is a fairly accurate (and mundane) indication of how belief statements often 
work, more generally.24

In the age of Trump, which has emboldened some people to embrace 
an off- the- cuff, brash honesty, it is possible that some might argue the 
inconsistencies I’m discussing here are a type of “inauthentic belief,” the au-
thentic version of which might be found in people who simply speak their 
mind (and thus we lay the groundwork for what some would argue are “real 
beliefs” and thus “real religion” over against this rhetorical model). But as 
the case of Nathan Larson shows, there are always some types of honesty that 
society cannot handle.

Larson is the former Virginia congressional candidate who openly advocated 
for white supremacy, pedophilia, and certain types of rape during his polit-
ical run. What is interesting about Larson’s case is that if we were to remove 
the pedophilia from his list of traits, many of the things he says, while seem-
ingly outside of the mainstream, are similar to things that President Trump 
has either said, implied through his behaviors, or are claims that many of his 
supporters might find reasonable. Trump is known for his alliances with white 
supremacist groups, has made comments to the effect that nonwhite illegal 
immigrants are morally suspect, has been accused of rape and/ or sexual assault 
by several women (his former wife included), and has exhibited clear misogy-
nistic and objectifying traits toward the women who surround him.25

So when Larson notes that “A lot of people are tired of political correct-
ness and being constrained by it. . . . People prefer when there’s an outsider 
who doesn’t have anything to lose and is willing to say what’s on a lot of 
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people’s minds,”26 it would seem on the surface that he and Trump would be 
close ideological companions and that Larson, therefore, should have had a 
reasonable voter base. Consider several of his public statements:

We need to switch to a system that classifies women as property, ini-
tially of their fathers and later of their husbands.27

Regarding boys who commit school shootings:

Many boys end up fatherless because feminists encouraged female 
sexual promiscuity and undermined husbands’ authority over their 
wives. . . . Guns don’t kill people— feminists do.28

Regarding why whites are superior to other races:

[O] ur cultural creativeness, our willingness to invest in the long term 
rather than living for today, and our conscientious desire to do the right 
thing even if it requires heroic self- sacrifice for the good of society.29

While these comments may appear shocking, they are very close, if not iden-
tical, to comments made by certain sectors of the far right- wing that have 
granted Trump such extensive support.30 Nevertheless, Larson was rejected 
out of hand by virtually all political groups.

It might seem obvious that the reason for this is pedophilia (indeed, most 
of the major news outlets that covered him described him as “Nathan Larson, 
pedophile,” augmenting this with the fact that he is living in his parents’ 
basement31), but as I will discuss later in this chapter, there are instances 
when a politician has had sexual liaisons with underage people and still not 
been seen as completely unsuited for political office. Rather, what makes 
Larson different is that he is rejecting this status- building social function of 
belief statements by commenting on his personal dispositions rather than 
those that drive the habitus of our social machine. We could say that he is too 
honest for his own good, but what we really mean is that he is too honest for 
the social good that has the power to grant him status and value.

If belief statements often contain within them certain necessary 
contradictions and even deceptions that keep the social machine moving flu-
idly, we should also consider the case in which religious groups must change 
their beliefs over time (they must, in other words, acknowledge the presence 
of such contradictions) in order to accommodate the culture they inhabit. In 
his discussion on the mechanics of religion, Lincoln notes that once religious 
discourse becomes institutionalized, one central feature of this institutional 
life is that it must manage a tricky public relations issue: its status has been 
won by citing its “eternal truths,” but when the interests of such groups 
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change, they must now also change those “eternal” positions to remain rel-
evant.32 Sometimes this contradiction is renegotiated by removing religion 
from the rhetoric altogether.

One of the best examples of this is the manner in which many pre-
dominantly white Christian groups have handled various issues related to 
race. Even though interracial marriage was legalized in the United States 
in 1967, many Christian groups strongly discouraged the practice on what 
they claimed were ethical grounds (in 1968, for instance, three- quarters of 
all white Americans opposed it).33 Today, most Christians self- report that 
they have no problem with interracial marriage, to the degree that when 
one holdout, the infamously conservative Bob Jones University (BJU), finally 
removed its interracial dating ban in 2000, it was a newsworthy event.34

What is of especial interest in this case, though, is the manner in which 
BJU described its justification for the ban’s existence. In the late 1990s, when 
even at that point the university was relatively alone in upholding such a 
statement, a spokesperson for the school described the rule as a natural ex-
tension of God’s divine will, which was to draw boundaries between different 
types (read: races) of people. Less than five years later, however, the ban was 
rescinded, and today BJU describes its previous policy in this way:

For almost two centuries American Christianity, including BJU in its 
early stages, was characterized by the segregationist ethos of American 
culture.

Consequently, for far too long, we allowed institutional policies 
regarding race to be shaped more directly by that ethos than by the 
principles and precepts of the Scriptures. We conformed to the culture 
rather than providing a clear Christian counterpoint to it.35

Note that what was previously described as religious is now described as cul-
tural, and in this rhetorical shift we can see the power of religion at work. 
When BJU claimed in the 1990s that their interracial marriage ban was an 
extension of divine will, that religious explanation justified an otherwise or-
dinary phenomenon (racist sentiment, or, more specifically, the racial segre-
gation quite common among conservative white Protestants) by recasting it 
in more socially acceptable terms (“This is not racism, but God’s will”). But 
when the culture’s habitus had shifted significantly enough that fewer white 
Christians were as comfortable with such outward racism, this explanation 
no longer held water, and thus it was rebranded as a bygone cultural practice. 
By removing religion from the explanation, the religious well remained un-
tainted, so to speak: a group’s one- time “eternal” and “divine” mandate could 
be later revoked without appearing to contradict its own theological authority.
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If overtly religious speech was removed in the BJU example, in another 
instance it was added to accommodate and legitimize another major so-
cial shift. I speak here of the iconic case wherein Southern Baptist leaders 
actively spoke out in favor of abortion rights in the 1970s when abortion 
was still largely framed as a medical issue. They quickly reversed that po-
sition, rendering it a religious/ moralistic one, when abortion became more 
strongly associated with feminism, a movement that upended the gender 
roles that defined the more conservative strongholds of American culture in 
which Southern Baptist influence was felt.36 American religious historian 
R. Marie Griffith notes that after the Roe v. Wade decision was announced, 
prominent Southern Baptist leader W. A. Criswell “praised the court’s de-
cision, publicly asserted his view that abortion is not murder, and argued 
that ‘what is best for the mother and for the future should be allowed.’ ”37 
Yet over the next decade, Criswell’s description of abortion as a medical 
issue shifted resoundingly into more overtly religious territory as a con-
servative takeover within the denomination occurred. Within twenty years 
of his comment, Southern Baptist theological educators were required to 
sign statements affirming their opposition to abortion (as well as homosex-
uality and female leadership within churches) as a religious requirement of 
employment.38

While it is, again, tempting to simply chalk this up to hypocrisy, 
such contradictory dynamics are actually systematized parts of all social 
groups, which must continuously change in order to maintain their status. 
McCutcheon notes:

Because no coalition, no conception of “we,” is static, lacking an au-
thoritative, authentic, enduring core, pundits of different political 
stripes have no choice but to continually work to normalize just those 
elements of diverse social movements that serve their own group’s 
interests, picking and choosing along the way in their efforts to 
manage an ever- changing “our.”39

Religious discourse is thus the means by which various groups within a cul-
ture preserve their power structures and norms by giving extraordinary or 
supernatural reasons for maintaining society according to specific standards 
they perceive best suits their interests. But because these standards must 
change over time if they are to remain attractive to larger swaths of the 
public, religious claims can also be used to authorize the moral flexibility 
(if not, at times, outright contradiction) that often occurs if the dominant 
group’s social interests are to be maintained.
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Claim 3: Sometimes Religious Rhetoric Doesn’t 
Sound Very Religious

If we established earlier that the goal of religious speech is to enact a certain 
type of world in the service of a set of specific interests, it’s now time to think 
through why that has taken certain forms in the American context that don’t 
often appear traditionally religious at all, if by “religious” we mean references 
to deities and supernatural statements. Chapter 3 will go into some consid-
erable depth regarding why sex is the perennial choice for religious groups’ 
sights, as well as what that emphasis looks like when specifically evangelical 
speech is deployed. In keeping with the conversation on the mechanics of 
religion, though, our present focus will be on two dynamics that often go un-
seen in sex scandals because they are naturalized: first, as earlier mentioned, 
the rhetoric of evangelicalism is often used by people other than evangelicals 
(which makes the language and references extremely widespread and seem-
ingly common sense); and second, the most persuasive manifestation of this 
rhetoric often minimizes overt references to God or other supernatural claims 
in favor of a more generalized message of morality.40

Earlier I argued that we often talk about conservative Christianity as if 
that label describes a set of convictions that are adopted by a certain group 
of people (“conservative Christians”), and then presume that the culture is 
changed by those people because of their allegiance to that religion. However, 
I find it far more accurate to think of the power of religion not in terms of 
the number of people in a geographic realm who self- select a theological 
label but, rather, in terms of the emotional power of certain religious claims 
to draw in a number of sympathetic people, even if they are not all sympa-
thetic for the same reasons.41 One person may be attracted to a candidate’s 
religious speech because he or she sees it as embodying various symbols from 
“the good old days,” while another may be more motivated by what presents 
as a specific theological issue. If we accept that religious claims are strategies 
that reflect (rather than stand outside of) cultural struggles for dominance, 
normalcy, and order, then we can begin to understand conservative religious 
speech as a tactic that any variety of social actors in a culture might wish to 
use so long as that type of speech potentially meets their goals.

There are several fascinating recent examples that come from the advice 
given to famous men embroiled in the midst of sex scandals that demonstrate 
how readily Americans think of conservative Christianity, and its evangel-
ical brand more specifically, as the universal cure for illicit sex. In response 
to Anthony Weiner’s announcement that he would be seeking professional 
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treatment for the issues that led to his sexting scandals, the Reverend Al 
Mohler, conservative Southern Baptist leader and evangelical spokesperson, 
tweeted that what Weiner really needed was Jesus. When several different 
news outlets pointed out that Weiner was Jewish (and thus a turn to Jesus 
probably wasn’t in the cards), Mohler noted that while he’d said nothing 
about Judaism, the plain facts were that Weiner’s problem was sin, which 
could not be resolved with more therapy.42

The notion that one will undergo a personal, character- changing transfor-
mation as a sign of Christian conversion is a popular theme in the evangel-
ical circles in which Mohler operates, and yet note how various nonreligious 
spokespersons have directly copied his advice.43 Consider the statement of 
Jenny Sanford, former first lady of South Carolina, whose husband Mark’s 
affair hit the headlines when he went missing for days claiming to be hiking 
the Appalachian Trail but was, in fact, with his Argentinian mistress. In 
a 2010 interview with the New York Times, the paper framed her response 
to her husband’s infidelity in this way: “ ‘He’s got to get it right with the 
Big Guy,’ said Jenny Sanford, who starts her days at 5:30 a.m. with devo-
tional readings.”44 How, exactly, Jenny Sanford envisions “the Big Guy” and 
what those devotions offer are of little import; what matters is the vaguely 
Christian advice offered as generally solid moral counsel.

Indeed, seeing evangelical Christianity as a moral “fix- all” for the adul-
terous man is a theme with great purchase, but perhaps no more so than in the 
chatter generated from a comment made by Britt Hume, Fox News analyst, 
who was asked his opinion in 2010 about golfer Tiger Woods’s numerous 
affairs. Hume’s response was that it sounded like Woods needed a dose of 
religion and, specifically, Christianity. When others around him noted that 
Woods was a Buddhist, Hume responded that he wasn’t sure that that would 
cut it since, he noted, “I don’t think that faith offers the kind of forgiveness 
and redemption that is offered by the Christian faith.”45

The criticisms of Hume were swift, but in an op- ed for US News and World 
Report, George H. W. Bush speechwriter Mary Kate Cary made a distinction 
that is quite telling for our purposes here— one that likely represents how 
many Americans viewed Hume’s comments, as well. Cary argued that Hume 
likely just confused “religion” with “faith,” and that if she had been his 
speechwriter, she would have prompted him to encourage Woods to renew 
his faith in God, not his faith in Christianity, and his rhetorical problems 
would have been solved. Cary noted:

Hume’s mistake was confusing faith with religion. The two are very 
different things. It’s unfortunate that he seemed to compare two of 
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the world’s great religions and found one lacking, when he was re-
ally looking at one of the world’s great athletes and found his actions 
lacking. Except for the part about religion, Brit Hume made a valid 
point about faith.46

In Cary’s need to differentiate “religion” from “faith,” we find an insider 
perspective that amounts to a false dichotomy, for when people advocate 
“faith” or “spirituality” over religion, they are still, functionally speaking, 
referencing some sort of transcendent experience that remains beyond 
critique— it’s just an interpretation of that source that they prefer (usually 
one they regard as less rigid and more accepting of various types of diver-
sity).47 So Cary’s statement was not fundamentally different from Hume’s; 
both appealed to an evangelical personal- transformation narrative to resolve 
the problem of the sexually philandering man while remaining extremely 
vague on theological details. The equation that virtually all these speakers 
undertook is fairly straightforward: sex is understood as a moral thing, and 
moral things are religious things, meaning that a religious solution (and a 
fairly evangelical one, at that) is appropriate.

Biblical scholar William Countryman has described this phenomenon as 
it applies to Bible reading as “culture religion,” a term he uses to depict 
how the dominant religion in a culture will often become the interpretive 
lens through which that culture’s moral debates will be fought. More specif-
ically, in the American context, Countryman argues that whatever the pre-
vailing brand of Protestantism has been at any given point in time has had 
a relative monopoly over how to define the ethics and values of American 
culture.48 Speaking as a textual critic, Countryman’s argument is that be-
cause Protestant evangelical ideas are so widespread in American culture, 
an evangelical reading of the Bible is often taken as its “obvious” meaning, 
when in fact such a reading is rather poor when it comes to critical textual 
techniques. So when certain conservative groups claim that the Bible proves 
the sinfulness of homosexuality (as in the story of Sodom and Gomorrah) or, 
conversely, demonstrates the intrinsic design and morality of heterosexuality 
(as in the story of Adam and Eve), these interpretations only make sense if 
one presumes the naturalness of evangelical presuppositions.49 However, if 
one engages in critical textual inquiry without leaning on the assumptions of 
culture religion, one would be very hard- pressed to conclude that homosexu-
ality is even a central part of these stories, Countryman notes.50

The relevance of Countryman’s argument for this study is its ability to 
show that it’s not just religious people who proliferate religious ideas; once 
such ideas take hold, their naturalization ensures that they become a part 
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of the habitus, often without striking anyone as particularly “religious” at 
all, as earlier discussed— they just seem a matter of course. (This is why, 
for instance, countless numbers of Americans presume that one cannot be 
both Christian and homosexual.) Yet apart from the more blatant examples 
of religious leaders who justify demands or claims with the statement “God 
says so,” religious rhetoric often operates in far more mundane ways that, 
at least in American culture, are so common they don’t read as overtly reli-
gious to those who witness such speech— they simply seem a common way 
of communicating. This cannot be overemphasized:  religious speech often 
doesn’t appear religious if we are accustomed to the extraordinary language.

For instance, if a family member dies and I describe this person’s death as 
one caused by cancer, then I have given an ordinary explanation for a rather 
ordinary (albeit sad) thing. The cause of death (cancer) can be objectively 
proven. But if I describe this person’s death as “gone to a better place,” then 
my extraordinary explanation (a positive afterlife) for an otherwise common 
event (death by cancer) not only is attractive because of the psychological 
comfort that such a concept provides, but my statement also cannot be 
critiqued in the way that a more tangible claim can; I  cannot objectively 
demonstrate an afterlife, leaving the authority of the claim to be judged by 
the whim of its cultural popularity. Moreover, since the phrase “gone to a 
better place” would almost certainly be understood by most Americans as 
a euphemism for death, the ubiquity (and ambiguity) of such speech means 
that a variety of people will be prone to use it regardless of whether they per-
sonally claim a theological position on heaven or some sort of afterlife. If this 
seems questionable, keep in mind how often Americans also utter the phrase 
“our thoughts and prayers are with you” when they wish to express their con-
cern, regardless of whether or not they personally engage in prayer.

This displays another tendency of importance to a conversation on natu-
ralization, wherein many conservative Christian groups frequently do not re-
sort to overt religious speech (or do so only briefly) because they can produce 
a more mainstream, and thus persuasive, message if they focus instead on the 
more neutral- sounding language of morality.51 While it is, of course, quite 
possible to embrace a variety of moral codes independent of religious claims, 
the power of evangelical Christianity in the American context is such that 
its particular moral claims often carry significant, if not inevitable, influence. 
In fact, morality in America has for so long been measured in explicitly con-
servative Christian ways that almost all Americans engage these assumptions 
at one point or another, but they largely miss the religious presumptions 
that they serve (namely, seeing one’s sexual choices as a sign of one’s intrinsic 
worth).
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For instance, we can learn a lot from a series of Cornell surveys performed 
across several decades that gauge the public’s attitudes toward premarital 
sex.52 Not surprisingly, these surveys show that Americans have become far 
more tolerant of the act over time. But for our purposes, what is far more in-
teresting is the language of the survey itself. Across the 1930s, ’40s, and ’50s, 
the survey’s phrasing asked whether the participant considered it “wicked” 
that unmarried people had sex, asking also whether it was possible for “any 
decent man” to respect a sexually active, unmarried woman. As time went 
on, the language of the survey softened, eventually asking participants if pre-
marital sex was “acceptable.”

Even though the language grew less emotionally charged, we can still 
see the hand of a strong conservative Christian presumption that sex is a 
matter that requires public deliberation and moral judgment, unlike many 
other things that might be considered mere preferences (such as my personal 
food or clothing preferences, about which major social surveys are less com-
monly conducted). The fact that a very large number of politicians frame 
their public apologies within the language of sin, family, and God regardless 
of their own religious affiliations (or lack thereof) is a sign of the ubiquity of 
this speech. In the move from the terminology “wicked” (an overtly religious 
word) to “acceptable” (a more generalized morality word), we see Jakobsen 
and Pellegrini’s observation that “the assumptions that underlie sexual regu-
lation are so deeply embedded that people no longer recognize them as being 
derived from religious thought.”53

Indeed, conservative Christians have a long history of effacing overt re-
ligiosity by transforming their interests into generally “moral concerns,” 
the supposedly nonsectarian nature of which will hold greater appeal with 
the public. It is interesting that almost every major cultural, political, and 
social shift that the United States has encountered since the nineteenth 
century has been met by religious groups with a sexually related response.54 
As Moslener points out, the logic behind these efforts at social constraint 
has not generally been the belief that sex itself causes an immediate de-
cline but, rather, the larger sense that the violation of a conservative type 
of order (as symbolized by sex) indicates a moral impediment with which 
society cannot function.55 To better understand this, we need to ask what 
events give certain groups the impression that a specific social order will 
bring about national demise and why morality is the language used to ad-
dress that. In the case of Moslener’s research, those shifts have largely been 
moments of instability as they pertain to changing ideas about race, sex, 
gender, sexuality, and nation— all voiced through the more appealing lan-
guage of morality and its cognate terms.
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For instance, Moslener shows that by the late nineteenth to early twen-
tieth centuries, a number of esteemed professional authorities (psychologists, 
social workers, etc.) echoed white Christian speech prominent at the time, 
which argued that society desperately needed to improve its “sexual hy-
giene,” which would, in turn, improve “health” and “moral fiber.” But by 
“health” and “moral fiber,” such authorities were describing their concern 
over interracial sex and marriage, and what they understood to be a decline 
in the dominance of white Americans.56 By the mid- twentieth century, evan-
gelical Billy Graham repeated the equation of sexual immorality with na-
tional decline by listing the nation’s most pressing sexual and gendered sins 
(divorce, homosexuality, premarital sex) and connecting them with the fall of 
the biblical cities of Sodom and Gomorrah.57 He would later assert that rising 
divorce rates were a sign of communism’s influence on the American family.58 
From at least the mid- twentieth century on, other evangelicals were quick to 
associate the homosexuality present during the Roman Empire with its even-
tual collapse,59 a connection linked to the sentiments that led to the firing of 
gay men in the 1950s from State Department jobs on the grounds of their 
moral degeneracy.60 This was the same logic by which school desegregation 
and legalized interracial marriage were understood by many southern white 
Christians as a sign of national demise; it was the thinking that enabled 
evangelical preacher and political activist Jerry Falwell to describe AIDS as a 
curse from God for homosexuality; and it inspired evangelical preacher and 
media mogul Pat Robertson to blame feminists, gays and lesbians, and abor-
tion providers for 9/ 11.61

Notice something here? Almost all of those moments invoked sexual 
morals— as measured by conservative Christian standards— to make a larger 
cultural statement about race, sexuality, or gender in the context of national 
identity. In other words, if we want to be serious about the social function 
of religion as it pertains to a sex scandal, then we need to look past the 
theological intricacies of a religious or moralistic claim to focus on how it 
practically institutionalizes attitudes about social difference in ways that are 
more functionally about gender and race (in the context of this study). My 
argument, then, is that evangelical rhetoric operates here as a specifically 
raced, gendered, and sexed way of promoting a certain kind of world. As I’ve 
mentioned, this argument is the reverse of how many evangelical groups tell 
the story of their own legitimacy, but it is of critical importance here because 
it allows us to understand not just how religious groups may not see the 
connection between their theological commitments and their larger social 
impact but also how this blindness makes possible a variety of contradictory 
vantage points.
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The Cowboy Standard: Mark Foley and Roy Moore

To restate, the perspective I’m using in this book involves identifying what 
we call “evangelicalism” as a set of conservative ideas about social organization 
and power both legitimized and normalized through religious speech; because 
I am thinking of religion as a social strategy and not so much as a “thing,” 
I do not consider this a feature of a specific group alone (“evangelicals”) as 
much as a rhetorical technique used by a variety of people to justify a spe-
cific type of cultural organization. Even though religious identity may serve 
many other types of functions for people who identify as evangelicals, in the 
interest of analyzing how sex scandals operate, my focus rests with how such 
moments of public infamy create hierarchies of white heterosexual mascu-
linity that might go otherwise unnoticed by the public.

With this in mind, there is a certain double entendre that should be noted 
in the opening epigraph from Jackson Katz (“Elections that are ostensibly 
about ‘God,’ therefore, are often really about men”). Someone unfamiliar 
with Katz’s work may read this merely as his statement about how religious 
imagery is often a feature of political contests. As a gender scholar, though, 
Katz is using the word men here literally, for he is referring to the manner in 
which religious speech is often used in elections to specifically support and 
legitimize overt displays of aggression, strength, and masculinity on the part 
of certain candidates.

Chapter 4 will engage in a substantial conversation about the role of mas-
culine symbolism in official nation- building moments. But ahead of that 
conversation, we can still meaningfully consider Katz’s observation that a 
political candidate who works to successfully symbolize the cowboy motif 
has made a wise political investment, for if we recall the beloved Westerns of 
film and stage, the cowboy’s distinguishing marks are his whiteness, mascu-
linity, and righteous violence.62 Ronald Reagan is perhaps the best example 
of this persona. Reagan’s handlers carefully staged his cowboy look, since 
he was actually far more comfortable using an English saddle and wearing 
British- style riding pants while horseback riding, a habit that was quickly 
snuffed out by his media team in exchange for a Western saddle and a pair 
of Levis.63 Had he stuck with his more comfortable British style, he would 
have compromised what Katz understands as a three- part model by which 
the cowboy motif is deployed: a John Wayne persona, where a white patri-
arch restores order in the Wild West; a masculine cowboy image that has a 
rugged but plain- folks appeal; and a strong anti- intellectual bent that values 
gut instincts over book knowledge, the latter of which is seen as feminine and 
the opposite of “real- world experience.”64
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This discussion of cowboy politicians may appear, at first, to be tangential 
to a conversation about religion and politics. But if we can see how readily 
this symbol of American masculinity is equated with strong morals and tra-
ditional gender roles, we will better understand some of the dynamics that 
differentiate the fate of Mark Foley from Roy Moore, both of whose scandals 
typify all three observations about religion earlier discussed. Foley, who is 
known today more for his once- secret homosexuality than anything else, 
stands in stark symbolic contrast to Moore, whose heterosexually aggressive 
style has dovetailed with this choice to ride on horseback, televised, donning 
a cowboy hat to the voting stations on election day.65 If religion is about 
power, and power has traditionally been understood through masculine (and, 
often, racialized) symbolism, it’s no far leap to conclude that religious speech 
is doing a specific sort of gendered and raced work in the public reception of 
a sex scandal. Although Foley and Moore committed similar sorts of offenses, 
the way each used evangelical religious/ moralistic messages in the scandal 
that followed produced different results— those that, in keeping with this 
chapter, generated a series of interesting contradictions.

Mark Foley

In retrospect, Mark Foley perished at least in part because he followed the 
moral rules too closely once his misdeed was discovered. Certainly, it didn’t 
help anything that he was gay, nor that the subject of his romantic interests 
were teenage male congressional pages. But the manner in which he handled 
his scandal stands in such stark contrast to Moore’s method that it deserves 
attention here, for what is most interesting about Foley in contrast to Moore 
is that the former failed to live up to a variety of masculine tropes.

Foley’s political career began essentially with his adulthood, when he 
was elected a city commissioner at the age of twenty- three. By the time 
he was forty, he had become a member of Congress, and his rise to power 
was described by some as “meteoric.”66 He was a member of powerful con-
gressional committees and garnered substantial attention and praise for 
championing legislation such as the Children’s Safety Act, a 2005 bill that 
included, among other things, the foundations of the sex- offender registry 
system that Americans know today.67

Foley’s sexuality had long been under the microscope; he was an unmar-
ried politician who had referred to his sister and campaign manager as his 
“surrogate wife.”68 The regularity with which he was having to answer for 
gay rumors that were continuously overhead weighed heavily in his deci-
sion to drop out of the 2003 Senate race,69 and they continued to punctuate 

 



R e l i g i o n   71

      

his political life after that.70 But still his career was unswayed until 2006, 
when news broke that a series of illicit instant messages (IMs) sent to con-
gressional pages were, in fact, from Foley. As investigators would soon find, 
other Republican leaders were hearing inklings about Foley’s inappropriate 
comments to pages as early as 2000, with some of them warning the teens 
accordingly.71 Republican House Speaker Dennis Hastert would eventually 
succumb as well. Not only does it appear that he knew about Foley’s behavior 
and did nothing but he would also later plead guilty to a series of charges 
surrounding his own molestation of teen boys when he was a wrestling coach 
decades earlier.72

Foley’s apology, though, like his resignation, was swift: he was a six- term 
Republican who resigned in a three- sentence letter. He did not attempt to 
defend himself or deny the charges once suitable evidence was in place that 
he was, in fact, behind the inappropriate IMs. In the wake of the allegations, 
there was no profound political fallout for Republicans, except that some 
American parents remarked that they were increasingly concerned about the 
“moral order” in which they were raising their kids and their exposure to 
social media.73 Many Republicans, and evangelicals more specifically, un-
derstood Foley’s homosexuality as a private sin, not a sign of institutional 
corruption (a fact that might have played out differently had Hastert’s own 
prosecution not taken place almost a decade later); this is important because 
Foley could be quarantined as someone guilty of his own personal failing.74

We’ve already encountered the argument that Bill Clinton was a sexual 
conservative insomuch as he followed a traditional sexual script once his 
philandering was undeniable:  he apologized via religious speech, citing 
his sin, invoking God, and begging for forgiveness. If many commentators 
thought that Clinton effectively signed his own political death warrant, much 
the same could be said of Mark Foley. In fact, there are many things about 
Foley that follow a traditional evangelical redemption narrative of private 
sin, confession, and subsequent rehabilitation. In extremely evangelical style, 
that rehabilitation has been one combining a victimization narrative with 
a “rising from the ashes” return to religiosity, but this time as a recovered 
person.

In a news article published a decade after his scandal and resignation, jour-
nalist Michele Dargan covered Foley’s first public discussion of the conditions 
that led to his abrupt resignation. Speaking to a community group, his pre-
sentation was punctuated by tears. As Dargan recounts, Foley described him-
self in terms of his repeated victimization— first, as a young person at the 
hands of a priest who sexually abused him; then, succumbing to drugs and 
alcohol; then having to live as a gay man in a time when it was impossible to 
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be out of the closet and also be a public figure.75 Ultimately, Foley notes, the 
fact that he never received proper counseling for his childhood abuse was the 
reason why his problems with alcohol and other self- destructive behaviors 
emerged, and this is what led to the inappropriate conduct.

Dargan’s story details a number of difficult life circumstances that follow 
Foley’s public outing, most of which involve loss: first the death of a beloved 
pet, then his father, then his life partner. The dramatic climax of the article 
occurs when Foley, who is portrayed as having been previously traumatized 
by the church, comes full circle by recognizing that his dad is looking down 
on him from heaven as he begins to rebuild his life.76 The path back to a 
public existence is, in the narrative, punctuated with, of all things, a hug: a 
woman asks him for a hug at the grocery store, out of the blue, and he takes 
this as a sign that he may once again have a chance at public acceptance.77

The religious references in this narrative are undeniable; Foley is, in many 
ways, a type of prodigal son. Even though he responded in what might be 
considered an appropriate, moral way to an inappropriate act (by admitting 
his faults, apologizing, resigning immediately, rebuilding his life, etc.), he 
remains victimized and tender, a man whose strength and recovery (away 
from substance abuse and toward self- acceptance of his gay identity) are 
newfound. Mark Foley is a man who hugs and cries, whose first moment of 
full public disclosure about his scandal highlights a redemption narrative 
replete with feelings, weakness, and feminization, even as it is couched in 
an evangelical- style redemption story. This could not be more different from 
never- apologizing, cowboy hat- wearing, horse- riding Roy Moore, whose re-
ligious comments (sprinkled liberally with racist remarks) instantiate his 
claims to white masculine power.

Roy Moore

There is an interesting event that happens with some regularity in sex 
scandals that seems, on the surface, counterintuitive: a politician whose main 
offense was verbal (that is, inappropriate sexual messages via social media 
or in person) will often go up in flames before someone whose offenses were 
physical (we will see this in our comparison of Anthony Weiner and Arnold 
Schwarzenegger). Suffice it to say now that this also describes the juxtaposi-
tion of Foley and Moore. For when we compare Moore’s behaviors to Foley’s, 
they seem much worse if by “worse” we are talking about Moore’s long his-
tory of having nonconsensual or, due to the age of the women he targeted, 
questionably consensual sex. But Moore, as we will shortly see, managed to 
keep so many defenders behind him that when he fell, it wasn’t very far. As 
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I will argue, part of his ability to go down relatively lightly is that he has 
gone down fighting, with religious and racialized rhetoric two of his sharpest 
weapons.

As earlier mentioned, Moore is the former judge turned Senate candi-
date who is probably best known to many Americans outside of Alabama 
for losing a hotly contested senate seat to a Democrat over decades of 
allegations of Moore’s womanizing and his abuse of teenage girls. Beyond 
that, Moore is probably second- most famous for twice losing his job as a 
judge for failure to follow the law. This might seem to make him a poor 
fit for political office, but for Alabamans, it was just what the doctor (or, 
in this case, God) ordered, since Moore claimed in every instance that his 
decision to break the law was the result of his standing for Christian prin-
ciples. The first instance involved Moore’s refusal to remove a 5000- plus 
pound monument of the Ten Commandments erected in the middle of the 
state judicial building, the installation of which was one of his campaign 
promises to put God back in government.78 The second time was when 
Moore, then acting as a state Supreme Court justice, encouraged other 
state judges to defy the 2015 federal Supreme Court ruling legalizing gay 
marriage.

Moore has said openly that homosexuality is akin to bestiality and that 
it should be illegal specifically in order to protect children.79 The reference 
to children is, of course, terribly ironic, for what Foley and Moore have in 
common is their alleged victimization of young people. It was the police 
chief in the small town of Gadsden, Alabama, where Moore got his start as 
a prosecutor, who would later tell the New York Times that it was common 
knowledge in the 1980s that Moore— then in his thirties, home from a tour 
in Vietnam, a West Point grad, and alumnus of the law school at Tuscaloosa— 
had a penchant for young girls.80 He was known to hang out at the mall and 
talk to teenage girls far more than any man his age normally would, to the 
point that mall employees knew to call security when he appeared.81

At the same time, however, he was building a reputation as a relentless 
defender of evangelical Christianity and his conviction that America should 
be a Christian nation through and through. As Moore remarked in 2017, “I 
want to see virtue and morality returned to our country and God is the only 
source of our law, liberty and government.”82 He was so forthright in his the-
ocratic statements that they ultimately became something like a branding 
tool, and when in 2017 he won a contentious primary against a well- backed 
Senate Republican, it was none other than evangelical powerhouses Franklin 
Graham (son of famous preacher Billy Graham) and Dr. James Dobson who 
publicly congratulated Moore on his win.83
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But as we know, the run- off against Jones revealed a side of Moore that 
heretofore had largely been news only in Alabama. The Washington Post 
published an investigative account of over thirty interviews with numerous 
women whose stories corroborated the general theme that Moore had targeted 
them as teenagers for sexual encounters, most of which transpired in the 
1980s.84 By spring of 2018, in an unusual response, Moore sued four of the 
women for defamation, even as all four stood by their claims that they expe-
rienced “repeated sexual predation by a man who built his judicial career on 
his image as a moral crusader.”85 Meanwhile, Moore admitted nothing— in 
many cases denying that he had ever met the women at all— even as members 
of his own party publicly urged him to drop out of the race.

If Moore is famous for lashing out at women who accuse him of past 
misdeeds, he is just as well known for his racist speech. His is the first com-
ment featured in the epigraph to this chapter referring to people of various 
races as “reds” and “yellows”— racial epithets that largely faded from public 
utterance decades ago. He’s been quite clear about his animosity toward 
Muslims, noting that because they do not worship the Christian God, they 
are fundamentally unfit for political office, since he understands American 
politics as a strictly Christian enterprise.86 He has also gone on record calling 
for the abolition of every constitutional amendment past the 10th, which 
includes the following:

Besides the 14th and 17th Amendments, amendments adopted after 
the Bill of Rights include the 13th Amendment, which abolished 
slavery, the 15th Amendment which prohibited the federal and state 
governments from denying citizens the right to vote based on that 
person’s “race, color, or previous condition of servitude,” and the 19th 
Amendment, which extended the right to vote to women.87

With this said, perhaps the most incisive remarks about Moore are about 
how he deals with perceived failure or weakness; as journalist Chris Cillizza 
puts it, “facts be damned— Roy Moore never loses.”88 In two prior political 
contests for the governor’s seat, he would not concede (even with substan-
tial losses); when he recently lost to Jones in the wake of the sex scandal, he 
again refused to admit defeat, blaming his purported loss on voter fraud.89 
Cillizza describes Moore’s mindset as that of a crusader who cannot under-
stand losing because he sees every loss or failure as a mere roadblock in a 
much larger mission.90 For our purposes, however, it might be more useful to 
imagine his inability to acknowledge defeat or wrongdoing as one vital po-
litical implication of masculinity, for the lion’s share of Moore’s persona has 
been built on his resistance to following any path or rule that does not result 
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in his own self- aggrandizement. He is not wrong, he does not lose, and he 
does not apologize.

And— let’s be honest— this is how he has been so relatively successful. 
Moore’s hypermasculine, defensive, tough- guy façade fulfills almost perfectly 
the cowboy persona earlier mentioned: he may well see himself as the white 
savior of the Wild West, which perhaps explains why he has repeatedly gone 
to the voting booth on horseback.91 So long as he can portray American society 
as corrupt (that is, wild) and himself as the masculine leader who will ride 
against the tide of Washington cronies, nonwhites, and liberals, then every 
lewd act he performs can become masculine, and thus moral. In this sense, 
despite his failure to meet virtually all the traditional theological markers 
of evangelical piety (he refuses to apologize for his wrongdoings, faces nu-
merous allegations of racism and sexism, etc.), his insistence that his white 
heterosexual masculine persona is synonymous with the Christian American 
ideal has been highly persuasive for decades to conservative Alabama voters.

Naturalizing evangelical ideals thus means reading white heterosexual 
manhood as a type of moral superiority. In comparing Foley and Moore, we 
can see how there was very little about Foley that could be turned into the 
triumph of masculinity, even though his response to his misdeeds took a 
standard moral tone. But rather than seeing that apology and quick resig-
nation as avoiding the path of deception down which so many go, we can 
only remember this: he was gay, apologetic, and openly described himself 
as a victim. He did not attempt to manufacture an excuse nor talk his way 
into keeping his job. By Moore’s standards, Foley folded. Even though he 
followed the terms of a supposedly superior moral script once his offense 
was public, it was a script for the weak; in the national context, where the 
greatest sin is weakness, honesty may amount to no morality at all. Moore, on 
the other hand, was never not waving the banner of white heterosexual mas-
culinity. In breaking virtually every standard reading of evangelical morality 
he redeemed himself, at least to some degree, and in this light I  interpret 
Moore as a type of political “winner” owing to the extremely close margin 
by which he lost.

Both Foley and Moore show us that evangelical- style speech is a solid 
way to amplify a particular claim, whether that involves social image res-
toration or an attempt to win an election. But what both also demonstrate 
is that religious/ moralistic speech will be positively received by the public 
primarily when it is delivered in the context of white heterosexual mascu-
linity, no matter what contradictions are entailed in that claim. For if others 
use such speech, as we have seen, they potentially admit their weakness and 
open themselves up to public sanction. In short, such “others” become the 
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people on whose back the society can claim its moral merits by punishing— 
or pitying— them for their failure to live up to certain sexual standards. Yet 
when those of greater privilege break the rules no such sanction comes, since 
masculinity trumps morality almost every time.

So how do we account for the existence of a white heterosexual double 
standard of masculinity among the politically powerful? This question 
reveals one of the most basic functions of religion (and its ethical mandates), 
which is that despite their shifting and often inconsistent nature, ethics au-
thorized in the name of religion appear to make the world a stable— and 
thus manageable— place. Religion’s role is not just to give the appearance 
of solidity but also to actually create it by endorsing certain relationships, 
arrangements, and other sorts of social acts that, in the end, reproduce a cer-
tain sort of social power. In this case, it tends to be a conservative power, for 
as we will see in the next chapter, those who violate the prohibitions are often 
the very same ones with the ability to enforce them.92
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 chapter 3 Sex
The Story of Feminists and Whores

[T] here’s no question in my mind she was coached by special interest groups. . . . 

Her story’s too contrived. It’s so slick it doesn’t compute.

— Orrin Hatch, regarding the testimony of Anita Hill1

How a society imagines its sexual order, defines what is proper behavior and what 

is not, and envisions manhood and womanhood says a lot about how it treats its 

citizens in many other aspects of their lives.

— Arlene Stein2

Reading a passage from The Exorcist certainly doesn’t seem like a 
typical practice in the midst of a formal national event. Yet this was, 

in fact, what happened in 1991, when Republican Senator Orrin Hatch 
claimed that a lawyer named Anita Hill was fabricating allegations of sexual 
assault against then- Supreme Court nominee Clarence Thomas. Hill pub-
licly testified under oath that Thomas committed various incidents of sexual 
harassment in the form of lewd sexual talk, including Thomas’s frequent 
references to the pornography he liked to watch (featuring a character known 
as “Long Dong Silver”). Hill also alleged that Thomas bragged about his 
sexual prowess. In one specific remark that would become emblazoned in 
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the minds of many Americans, Hill recounted Thomas’s attempt to engage 
her in a conversation about what he claimed was a pubic hair on a can of 
Coke. His comments, Hill claimed, were predicated on Thomas’s interest in 
dating her.3

Thomas vehemently and publicly denied all of Hill’s allegations. He 
was joined in his retort by Senator Hatch, who went one step further by 
claiming that Hill had not only made up the allegations but also that her 
fabrications were inspired by the book, The Exorcist. Thus it was in the midst 
of Thomas’s televised confirmation proceedings that Hatch read an excerpt 
from The Exorcist, wherein a character notes that something that looks like 
a pubic hair is floating in his gin.4 Hatch presented the passage as if it were 
a legal smoking gun, proof that he had found the inspiration behind Hill’s 
phony testimony. As the televised coverage indicates, he finished his state-
ment with a scoff, remarking, “She would have us believe that you were 
saying these things because you wanted to date her?”5 In an interesting flip of 
the script, Hill would eventually be accused of “erotomania” resulting from 
what some critics believed was her romantic obsession with Thomas, and by 
the time Thomas was confirmed, an entire psychological and sexual history 
was invented to discredit her claims.6

I’ve earlier argued that sex scandals aren’t really about sex, and so it 
may seem ironic that we’re now about to spend an entire chapter talking 
about sex’s significance. But as this excerpt from the Hill/ Thomas testimony 
suggests, sex is hardly understood as a neutral and private bodily act; public 
conversations about sex are almost always about how our social worth is de-
fined and measured. My aim in this chapter is to demonstrate that while sex 
is certainly involved in the scandals that occupy the headline news, what it 
symbolizes more broadly about how Americans fit into their national culture 
is the real reason for the public outcry (or silence, as the case may be) when a 
sex scandal is in the public spotlight.

As background, the last three chapters have introduced the idea that we 
misunderstand what political sex scandals are if we believe that they are 
about self- evident, individual moral violations committed by politicians 
who, by engaging in such behaviors, damage the public trust. Rather, I have 
argued that whether Americans are bothered by the illicit sex of their po-
litical figures has much more to do with the degree to which they prop up 
certain fantasies of an ideal citizen, an argument that the rest of this book 
will continue to develop. “Morality” thus has almost nothing to do with the 
public’s interest in and creation of sex scandals if we use that term to refer 
to a consistent set of rules designed to fend off social harms or preserve fair-
ness or consistency, for as it turns out, many Americans are quite fine with 
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violating such standards as a culture so long as they help maintain certain 
powerful social narratives. As we will see, those who count as cultural role 
models— that is, those who can commit any number of social offenses with 
little ramification— tend to exude a particularly conservative brand of white 
heterosexual masculinity.

Knowing why this relationship between sex and the social interest 
exists is fundamental to understanding the role that sex plays in a scandal, 
and that relationship sits at the intersection of gender, race, and reli-
gion. In the last chapter, we discussed the power of religious and moral-
istic rhetoric to amplify the authority of a claim at the same time that it 
accommodates inconsistencies and double standards. In this chapter, we’ll 
consider how this plays out in the case of popular evangelical ideals about 
sex, gender, and race. My argument, in a nutshell, is that evangelical rhet-
oric provides the cultural template for the moral promotion of sexual men 
and the moral condemnation of sexual women when situated within par-
ticular racial contexts. This influence enables Americans to excuse certain 
politicians for their sexual misbehavior so long as they conform to other 
critical aspects of ideal male identity.

To start this discussion, we must first curb our gut notion that sex is an 
act intrinsically burdened with moral concerns, if we momentarily adopt the 
traditional definition of morality as a set of acts that contribute to social and 
individual well- being.7 Ethicist Peter Singer notes that there is nothing in-
herently ethical about sex in the sense that it does not, by definition, cause 
harm to others.8 Of course, one can be harmed via sex (whether through 
disease transmission, pregnancy, or rape, to provide just a few common 
examples), but the same could be said of eating lunch: while there may be 
nothing ethically significant about my sandwich, it could also be the in-
strument of my death (causing me to choke, exposing me to allergens or 
pathogens, etc.).

And yet, even though some public conversations about sex involve clear 
and demonstrable issues of public concern (such as sexually transmitted 
diseases or sexual harassment), much more of our attention tends to be focused 
on issues where the “harm” is not demonstrable. Such cases often depend on a 
particular theological disagreement or, sometimes, outright misinformation. 
Consider, for instance, the longstanding claim by many evangelical groups 
that the legalization of gay marriage is harmful to society; one of their classic 
arguments is that children cannot be adequately raised by two people of the 
same sex.9 Apart from the offense that such segments of the American popu-
lation feel over the legitimacy of gay marriage, gay and lesbian unions do not 
produce any tangible, demonstrable harms to children (nor to anyone else, for 
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that matter), as many studies have shown.10 This does not stop such claims, 
however, from remaining wildly popular.

In fact, the terrible irony is that the public response to clear (and, in some 
cases, catastrophic) instances of sex- related harm has been slow, if nonexistent, 
when such instances have occurred. The recent attention to the “MeToo” phe-
nomenon notwithstanding, Americans have been largely reticent to consist-
ently address the epidemic of rape and sexual assault happening on college 
campuses in ways that produce meaningful change.11 There is also the fact 
that many politicians continue to moralize about the harms of teen preg-
nancy and yet reject efforts that have been statistically proven to play a role 
in lowering teen pregnancy rates, such as providing comprehensive sexual 
education and widening access to contraception.12 Still yet, sex trafficking re-
mains a persistent national problem, with a 2013 article suggesting that up 
to 50,000 women and girls are brought into the United States annually to be 
sold into prostitution.13 Despite the increased media coverage of this literal 
slavery network, most Americans have not found the issue so compelling or 
personally relevant that it emerged as a key issue in recent election cycles.

Examples such as these help us understand that the public’s fascination 
with its politicians’ sex lives and acts probably tells us little about Americans’ 
actual concern over how sex can cause public harm and far more about what 
various forms of sex symbolize within American culture. In other words, 
people often adopt certain sexual attitudes and practices to conform to a so-
cial worldview that idealizes specific types of partners, acts, family structures, 
and ideas about proper living, among other things. These methods of con-
formity are, ultimately, messages that indicate one’s relative value in the net-
work of human alliances through which one’s own existence is interpreted. 
Since sex is an act so carefully proscribed in many cultures, knowing how 
and why it is linked with one’s social worth will undoubtedly tell us quite 
a lot about its social importance and function as it pertains to political sex 
scandals.

To investigate this, I will start by broadly considering the significance of 
the act of sex from the standpoints of critical and feminist theories, which 
are overlapping and yet diverse branches of scholarship devoted primarily 
to analyzing power relationships and the conditions that create them. We’ll 
spend time thinking through the question, “Who does the sexual norm in 
question serve?” I’ll answer that by examining how conservative evangel-
ical ideals about sex often operate as America’s national, moral conscience. 
As a reminder, our investigation into evangelical perspectives on sex should 
not imply that those who call themselves evangelicals were the theolog-
ical inventors of such ideas. Concepts of male power, leadership, and sexual 
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dominance alongside the presumption of female passivity and submission 
exist the world over, and are endorsed by the conservative wings of a variety 
of religions, not just evangelical Christianity. Keeping consistent with what 
I’ve argued earlier, I  regard evangelicalism, instead, as a type of religious 
language used by groups to endorse a standard of conservatism more gener-
ally, even as they may alter, add to it, and otherwise give it their own unique 
cultural flavor.

This is important to remember because, as the last chapter argued, even 
though a significant number of Americans do not identify as evangelical 
or even religious, evangelical sex and gender norms still serve as the cul-
tural lingua franca in matters of sexual morality and thus strongly influence 
how the public reads political sex scandals. To demonstrate this point, this 
chapter will examine three mainstream examples of evangelical marriage/ 
sexual advice literature to see how they reinforce broadly popular ideas 
about sex and gender today. The first piece is an article authored by Glenn 
Stanton about the relationship between marriage, sex, and national health, 
featured on the Focus on the Family website (a source long considered the 
standard- bearer of traditional gender norms among those who self- describe 
as the “family values” public). The second is an excerpt from evangelical 
psychologist Dr.  Juli Slattery’s book, No More Headaches:  Enjoying Sex and 
Intimacy in Marriage, which is geared toward married Christian women and 
their attitudes toward their own and their husbands’ sexuality. The third is 
an excerpt from John Eldredge’s book, Wild at Heart: Discovering the Secret of 
a Man’s Soul, which has gained considerable fame in a variety of circles (reli-
gious and nonreligious alike).

My interest in these particular works is that they are written for a modern 
audience at the same time that they recycle much older conservative ideas 
about gender and sexuality and, more implicitly, race. This manifests in the 
reinforcement of the white, heterosexual, hypersexually driven man who is, 
simultaneously, a wholesome father figure with great moral integrity. Because 
this double standard is at the center of so many social expectations regarding 
what American politicians should symbolize, the unlikely outcome is that 
evangelical models of sex actually have the potential to promote the gender 
attitudes that make sex scandals happen rather than act as some moral pre-
ventative, as these authors might suggest.

With the sexed, gendered, and raced norms of contemporary evangel-
icalism in mind, I will close this chapter with a brief exploration of how 
some of these very principles took shape in a noteworthy couplet of political 
sex scandals. Such conservative Christian undertones were quite evident in 
the 1990s sexual harassment cases involving Supreme Court justice Clarence 
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Thomas and Anita Hill, and then president Bill Clinton and Paula Jones. 
Although all four of these individuals were subjected to considerable public 
scrutiny, we know that Thomas and Clinton both kept their jobs; they were 
“winners” in the sense I’m using the term in this book. This is because being 
a woman was already a symbolically loaded identity in the religious/ moral-
istic speech used against Hill and Jones, in great part because of certain raced 
and gendered expectations about “proper” female sexuality.

My interest in these cases lies in providing yet another historical example 
of what this racial and sexual double standard might look like— that is, how 
religious speech can be used as a rhetorical tool to legitimize certain so-
cial actors in one moment but delegitimize virtually identical actors in the 
next, even in situations where stereotypical religious speech is not patently 
invoked. It is this chapter’s task to demonstrate that, at least within the 
American context, mainstream evangelical rhetoric and sexual regulation 
have often been synonymous, and have thus substantially shaped how the 
public responds to its leaders’ sexual escapades.

The Backdrop: Manufacturing Sexual Morality

In both  chapters 1 and 2, I discussed how the moral codes embraced by a spe-
cific religious group are the product of the larger cultural habitus at play in 
that moment. To put that simply, what is popular, common, or normative in 
a culture will generally be adopted and sanctioned, if not promoted, within 
that culture’s dominant religion, even when such positions may seem to con-
tradict the religious group’s other theological claims. We might be tempted 
to say that this simply shows how a culture can water down or corrupt a re-
ligion (as religious insiders might argue). But because religions are always 
the products of their cultures, it is far more accurate to argue that theological 
justifications are created to fit momentary cultural interests, even if insiders 
claim that such beliefs conform to “eternal” standards.

This perspective is closely aligned with critical theorist Michel Foucault’s 
work on sex, social norms, and ethics. Foucault is known for having produced 
one of the most incisive contemporary analyses of the connection between a 
culture’s attitudes about sex and the elevation of those attitudes into its social 
power structures; this takes place, more specifically, through that culture’s 
religious and ethical positions. Foucault provides a cultural genealogy by 
which we might better understand the various concepts and social forces that 
have shaped modern ideals about sexual morals, generating categories such 
as “normal” and “respectable” from some types of sexual acts and alliances 
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and, conversely, deeming others “immoral” and “disrespectable.” Rather 
than argue that religion is a special social institution because it deals with 
self- evidently “sacred” things, Foucault understood religious speech as one 
among many tactics or tools in the larger toolbox of human social control, 
with sexual regulation one of its primary areas of constant maintenance.14

Why sex? For Foucault, sex has long been in the crosshairs of moralizers 
because it is so influential in controlling most everything else that people do; 
regulating sex amounts to “a means of access both to the life of the body and 
the life of the species.”15 From one vantage point, Foucault is talking about 
the myriad ways in which sex is involved in everything from how society lit-
erally reproduces to the relational networks through which we live our lives 
(who our families are, with whom we might partner, whether we have chil-
dren, etc.). Yet he is more pointedly arguing that sexual regulation amounts 
to unspoken racial and class regulation insomuch as ideas about “proper sex-
uality” have, historically, prohibited alliances between people of perceived 
racial and class difference as a means of preserving and concentrating 
power and wealth in certain individuals and groups.16 Jakobsen puts it this 
way:  “[Because] bodies literally are the site of intersection for various so-
cial relations— gender, race class, as well as sexuality— sexual regulation can 
carry the stakes for these various relations and the social differentiations upon 
which they depend.”17

As such, there is merit in paying close attention to how religious rhetoric 
works not just in the regulation of sex but also in who, specifically, those 
sexual rules control and to what end. For instance, many have observed that 
the “family values” talk that is ubiquitous among politicians is not actu-
ally a conversation about legislative activity that is beneficial to all families. 
Rather, it is a way of implicitly legitimizing the conservative Christian vision 
of the nuclear family (that is, the white, patriarchal, heterosexual, affluent, 
nuclear form) as the standard against which others are measured as good or 
healthy in the eyes of the law.18 This image of family works something like 
an advertising campaign, providing Americans with a central narrative and 
image of personal meaning and respectability that, while supposedly neutral, 
is very much gendered, raced, and classed.

If we can thus shift our focus to ask whom the sexual rules in question 
benefit, then we will come away with a much clearer picture of the sexual 
criteria by which our politicians are judged in a sex scandal. To do this, I want 
to focus on six elements that frequently occur in evangelical narratives about 
sex that are directly pertinent to how Americans, as a whole, tend to define 
their sexual and gendered norms. These include: radical gender essentialism; 
the justification of male dominance; the presumption of male hypersexuality 
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(and with it, female sexual domestication); the selective praise of male sexual 
behavior; the symbolic association of blackness (and nonwhiteness, more 
generally) with sexual immorality; and the psychological stigmatization 
of homosexuality. To restate, these elements are not uniquely evangelical 
ideas. It is better to think of them as deeply conservative notions that, in 
the American context, have been legitimized precisely because they’ve been 
granted the religious authority in which evangelicals so successfully barter.

Several of these six elements echo aspects of feminist theorist Gayle 
Rubin’s analyses of Western concepts of sexuality and, related, the function 
of heterosexual marriage. As earlier mentioned, Rubin has shown that certain 
sex acts have been granted high or low status (and have thus been considered 
moral/ immoral, accordingly) not based on any demonstrable harm that the 
latter cause, but because “high status” (that is, married, heterosexual) sex 
preserves patriarchal power.19 One of the hallmarks of patriarchal power, his-
torically speaking, has been the transfer of women from one man to another 
through marriage for the purpose of handling domestic duties; this is seen, 
classically, in the tradition of the father of the bride “giving her away” to her 
new husband.20 The fact that women have historically functioned as objects 
traded between men for the purpose of domestic (including sexual) labor, 
Rubin notes, signals the limits of their power.21

This view of marriage may sound archaic, but Rubin’s interest is to dem-
onstrate that no matter the various functions of heterosexual marriage in con-
temporary cultures today, the institution itself tends to create a clear power 
differential, something that continues to be borne out in the considerable 
gaps in wage- earning, child care, and housework between men and women 
in heterosexual relationships.22 While the examples I’ve just provided revolve 
primarily around the gendered division of labor, the six elements also per-
vade much larger attitudes about the organization and idealized forms of sex, 
gender, and family life, as we will shortly see. Thus instead of asking whether 
the type of world that these elements institutionalize is fair, a more critical 
sort of question is how and why Americans naturalize these arrangements, 
and how we might ultimately extract from them certain messages about sex 
and gender that are subsequently used to gauge a politician’s competency.

The first element is the presumption of radical gender essentialism. The 
pieces of evangelical writing that we will shortly address are united in their 
staunchly conservative story that men and women are fundamentally, essen-
tially different by design and thus cannot assume each other’s roles without 
disturbing some sort of divine sexed and gendered blueprint. This sexual 
dichotomy has been described by scholar Michael Kimmel as the “interplan-
etary model” of gender.23 Kimmel’s term is a tongue- in- cheek reference to 
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John Gray’s bestselling relationship guide, Men Are From Mars, Women Are 
From Venus, the main premise of which is that men and women are so very 
different (in everything from communication to sex) that it’s like they’re 
from different planets.24 Virtually every serious gender scholar rejects essen-
tialist claims, since there is no evidence that gender norms are biologically 
predetermined. That doesn’t keep the idea from remaining in circulation, 
however, as many people mistake the social development of gender as a pri-
marily biological event.

As part of this notion of radical, biological difference, the second ele-
ment is that evangelical gender ideals almost always justify male domi-
nance as a fair and balanced arrangement when it comes to leadership of the 
family, religion, and society. Contemporary evangelical rhetoric (and with 
it, very traditional renderings of the ideal American family) very closely 
echoes the structure that Rubin describes in more traditional cultures: men 
are portrayed as leaders while women are seen as their helpers or supports, 
generally speaking. Evangelicals today often attempt to defuse claims that 
such arrangements are unbalanced, harmful, or unfair to women by calling 
this arrangement “complementarian.” The term implies that, owing to the 
purported essential differences between men and women, they need each 
other’s complementary skills and roles in order to live a productive, complete, 
and happy life. Proponents of the concept also point out that since marriage 
is a union, neither side has any more value than the other. However much the 
idea is intended to mitigate a power imbalance, complementarianism almost 
always assumes that men lead while women assist, and that pattern is hardly, 
if ever, reversed.

Third, evangelicals often describe heterosexual marriage as a 
domesticating force insomuch as women are seen as the people who are 
responsible for harnessing the (sexual) energies of men. Consider, for in-
stance, that it’s not uncommon to describe younger male adults with an 
active social and sex life as “red blooded” or “eligible bachelors” who then 
“settle down” when they get married. While it is entirely possible (and 
quite common) for women to engage in the same behaviors, as a culture 
Americans tend to presume, to some degree, that women come “already 
settled,” as in the stereotype of the marriage- hungry woman who wants 
nothing more than a ring and a baby. Moreover, as we will explore, evan-
gelical literature regularly portrays men as struggling with monogamy 
more often than women. In other words, American presumptions of nor-
mative masculinity anticipate a phase of heightened sexual activity with 
multiple partners that comes to rest (even if unsettled, at times) in a state 
of heterosexual monogamy.
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Because women are presumed less sexual and thus more capable of male 
“domestication,” many conservative ways of thinking hold women mor-
ally responsible for this domestication process. The rationale is that since 
men’s sex drives do not diminish once they marry— rather, they are simply 
channeled onto a single person— then women, as the presumed domesticators, 
are responsible for managing the male libido. For instance, a large number 
of popular Christian marital guides today advise women that a man whose 
wife does not fulfill him sexually will experience all sorts of other problems, 
professional and personal, since his sexuality is like a central life force given 
by God that must be maintained lest everything else fall apart.25 This litera-
ture portrays women, on the other hand, as more concerned with emotional 
intimacy than physical pleasure, and this is why they are up for the task 
of taming their husbands, whose priorities are purportedly reversed (again, 
the complementarian theme continues).26 I often joke with my students that 
there is a reason why Victoria’s Secret stores in many American shopping 
malls do not have a male counterpart called “Victor’s Secret”:  women are 
generally expected to be sexual adornments for the visual pleasure of hetero-
sexual men, but there is usually no reciprocal expectation.27 As Rubin puts it 
“Part of the modern ideology of sex is that lust is the province of men, purity 
that of women.”28

But not all men are granted the right to this province, and thus, fourth, 
it is critical to note that the male heterosexual double standard allows sexual 
contradictions for only some men— and white heterosexual Christian ones, in 
particular. Even as modern evangelical ideas about sex often portray men as 
only one sexual fantasy away from infidelity, sexual addiction, or even per-
sonal ruin, they are simultaneously depicted as cool, controlled, able moral 
leaders. This contradiction can be tolerated only to the degree that certain 
men’s sex drives are understood as “natural” or “God- given,” whereas in 
the case of other men, their sexuality is deemed destructive and immoral. 
Whether and how male sexuality is considered good, if not natural, is tied 
largely to notions of the “productive” use of sexual energy (often understood 
as a male “drive” that makes society progress, as we will soon see). If that 
sexuality results in the leadership and control of women and children as their 
patriarch and protector, and if it can be symbolically construed as the force 
that motivates economic stability and affluence, then it is generally viewed 
as ethical. If, on the other hand, it is not patriarchal, heterosexual, marital, or 
even affluent, it becomes more ethically suspect, a move that disproportion-
ately affects poor men and men of color.

Race and sexual orientation are vital elements in the evangelical equa-
tion of sex with social worth, even if they receive different amounts of explicit 
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attention. The fifth element relates to the role of race in evangelical thinking, 
especially as it pertains to notions of gendered sexuality. This is a point that 
deserves a bit more explanation because of the more tacit function of racialized 
imagery in evangelical speech. Most of the evangelical literature of the sort we 
will shortly examine does not engage in overt conversations about race because 
most evangelical spokespersons would, I suspect, presume that race and gender 
or sexuality are separate issues. But if, as earlier argued, taking a rhetorical per-
spective involves examining the symbols and larger currents of social meaning 
from which such rhetoric draws, then it is tremendously important to situate 
this literature in the racialized cultural context in which it is often read.

As sociologists Christian Smith and Michael O.  Emerson have shown, 
white evangelical Christians are disproportionately likely to interpret the 
poverty and social disadvantage that many people of color face as the result 
of individual moral failures (and sexual failures, in these examples) rather 
than as systemic phenomena caused by forces that transcend any one person’s 
circumstances.29 This was born out in former Senator Rick Santorum’s now 
infamous statement about government safety- net programs during a cam-
paign stop in Iowa:  “I don’t want to make black people’s lives better by 
giving them somebody else’s money; I want to give them the opportunity to 
go out and earn the money.”30 Many critiqued Santorum, himself a conser-
vative Catholic, for missing the systemic factors that lead to poverty besides 
a simple failure to work, and for making African Americans the face of pov-
erty in response to a question that was not racially specific. But what is most 
important here is Santorum’s erroneous presumption that black recipients 
of government benefits significantly outnumber their white counterparts.31 
As it turns out, Santorum said these words to a crowd of predominantly 
white evangelical supporters in a place where only 9% of the safety- net funds 
went to black Americans. (The overwhelming majority of government aid 
recipients in Iowa [84%] were white.)32

In other words, Santorum was able to successfully deploy the trope of 
dysfunctional, lazy blackness among a group of white conservatives (from a 
strongly evangelical state) because that image has held such tremendous pur-
chase in white evangelical groups more broadly. Santorum is hardly alone, 
for studies have shown that white evangelicals tend to understand nonwhites 
(and blacks, in particular) as more morally degenerate and less likely to be 
good citizens than the general American population.33 Scholar Joe Feagin 
notes that even though this perspective may be heightened in particular 
groups, it permeates American culture; one of its core characteristics is that 
whites generally give each other the benefit of the doubt in making moral 
judgments, but when it comes to nonwhites (and again, blacks in particular), 
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that benefit is rescinded.34 The result is that whites as a group are far more 
likely to view people of color with suspicion, read their behaviors as mor-
ally problematic, and generate conclusions that invoke moral failure far more 
often than they do for white groups.

Here we embark more explicitly in a discussion of racialized gender, or the 
ways in which racial and gender norms work together to determine a person’s 
position in social networks of power. In its most obvious forms, this happens 
in perceptions of black male sexuality via the stereotypes of the pimp, the 
absent father, or the criminal.35 The black female counterpart is the equally 
pervasive stereotype of the promiscuous “welfare queen” (a term popularized 
by Ronald Reagan in an attempt to rally white evangelical voters to approve 
cuts to the social safety net) who uses her sexuality (and subsequent children) 
to live off of “hard- working [read:white] Americans.” Noted black feminist 
scholar Patricia Hill Collins defines the stereotype (and its rhetorical exag-
geration into a national crisis):

the welfare queen constitutes a highly materialistic, domineering, 
and manless working- class Black woman. Relying on the public dole, 
Black welfare queens are content to take the hard- earned money of 
taxpaying Americans and remain married to the state. Thus, the wel-
fare queen image signals efforts to use the situation of working- class 
Black women as a sign of the deterioration of the state.36

As we will discuss in  chapter  4, a number of laws passed by white male 
politicians in the last several decades regarding poverty and the phenomenon 
of “illegitimate births” presume that black women are especially sexual at the 
same time that they reject marriage to black men. These factors are construed 
by many conservative groups as the moral roots of poverty. Although this as-
sumption misunderstands the economic and social causes of poverty (while 
also ignoring how substantial numbers of women in poverty are not, in fact, 
black, as was the case in Iowa), it is nevertheless pervasive. This notion is 
built on ideas about improper black sexuality among both black men and 
black women, since one reason black women are seen as inappropriately 
sexual (beyond their supposed refusal to marry)37 is that they “desire sex just 
as a man does,” as Collins describes the stereotype.38 According to this image, 
black women symbolically hijack the evangelical ideals of the sexually active, 
yet married man and his sexually more passive wife.39

Again, conversations about race in evangelical marriage literature are 
rarely this explicit, and yet the fact that such presumptions are fundamental 
to American conservatism more broadly means that we are able not only 
to see hints of this rhetoric where it does more subtly emerge but also to 
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presume that many of the people who read this literature process it through 
these widespread racialized gendered tropes.

Whereas the heterosexuality of black men and other men of color is often 
presumed to be linked to some sort of criminal or moral flaw, the sixth ele-
ment of evangelical rhetoric about sex involves the presumption that homo-
sexuality is a type of psychological failure. Because evangelical groups cannot 
endorse the naturalness of male sexuality without grappling with the phe-
nomenon of gay male sexuality, the latter must be explained as the outcome 
of a type of psychological injury or trauma. This is why, as we saw in the last 
chapter, politicians who admit to a gay sex scandal often feel compelled to 
explain their homosexuality as the result of some sort of past abusive event; 
homosexuality must be accounted for in a (pathological) way that illicit het-
erosexual affairs do not demand. Conservative politicians who have spoken 
out against gay rights and gay marriage have often argued that gay men, spe-
cifically, are incapable of having meaningful (i.e., monogamous) relationships 
because they so easily fall prey to the sexual advances of other men.40 It is an 
enormous irony, of course, that those heterosexual politicians who make such 
a claim while struggling with monogamy themselves have never used their 
own logic to question the worth of heterosexual marriage. This is how the 
contradiction can remain but still cohere: double standards work precisely to 
the degree that they do not hold all parties accountable.

This is really the crux of the matter, for both gay men and black men have 
long been morally undercut by their supposed hypersexuality even as this 
principle is deemed healthy for straight white men within the conservative 
undercurrents that punctuate American culture. The issue is thus clearly not 
monogamy but, rather, the moral techniques tacitly used by evangelicals to 
legitimize white, straight male power. More explicitly, to be seen as morally 
sound, gay men must become like straight men (that is, they must enter into 
a patriarchal, sexual relationship with a woman), for heterosexual virility is 
read as a productive, dominant power insomuch as it is power over women 
and children. Straight black men should receive the same social validation 
as their white counterparts by this logic, and yet because they are often ster-
eotyped as poor fathers and providers (no matter their actual role in family 
life), they are not granted the same moral status.41 Similarly, stereotypical 
perceptions of black women’s hypersexuality means that they cannot func-
tion positively in a symbolic world where a woman’s role is to control the 
sexual impulses of men, and thereby generate a productive society.

These six elements help us to see how the white male heterosexual double 
standard is not just predicated on the weakness and submission of white 
women and children but is also designed so that certain white straight men 
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can play both sides of it without too much moral sanction. As a result, the 
ideal family man is epitomized in the white, upper middle- class dad who 
goes to the office during the week, plays football with the kids on Saturday 
afternoons, and has bedroom eyes for his wife that night. We should pay 
careful attention, though, to how the achievement of this balance depends 
on the “right kind of woman” to make it work, for the need for someone 
to manage male sexuality is taken for granted; he cannot manage his sexu-
ality alone, as several of the following authors will argue. Such conversations 
about gender and sex in evangelical (and more broadly, conservative) circles 
do not often outwardly invoke conversations about race and sexual orien-
tation together, and yet the subtext of nonwhite “broken” families and the 
presumed aberration of homosexuality almost always contain within them 
the presumption of poor male sexual management somewhere along the way.

At the risk of being repetitive, let me emphasize that one doesn’t 
have to be an evangelical, or even a self- proclaimed conservative, to have 
adopted some or all of these six elements. In fact, most Americans have 
been so steeped in these notions that they remain largely unspoken— it’s 
the “white noise” (pun intended) running in the cultural background. This 
is important to point out because when such rhetoric is voiced by extremely 
divisive and controversial characters, it is easy to dismiss their influence as 
cultural outliers.

For instance, in her study of controversial evangelical pastor Mark Driscoll, 
scholar Jessica Johnson documented the many explicitly homophobic, 
hypersexual, and Islamophobic statements Driscoll uttered to the throngs of 
people who were his church members. These included the following.
Regarding American masculinity:

We live in a completely pussified nation. We could get every man, real 
man as opposed to pussified James Dobson knock- off crying Promise 
Keeping homoerotic worship loving mama’s boy sensitive emasculated 
neutered exact male replica evangellyfish, and have a conference in a 
phone booth. It all began with Adam, the first of the pussified na-
tion, who kept his mouth shut and watched everything fall headlong 
down the slippery slide of hell/ feminism when he shut his mouth and 
listened to his wife who thought Satan was a good theologian.42

Regarding men’s sex drives and a Christian wife’s appropriate response:

As long as a man is alive he is ready for sex every minute of every 
day. Ladies, listen closely. The guy will never get the big dreams out 
of his head. He can either explore them with his wife, become bitter 
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and sexually repressed, or sneak off to [the strip club] Déjà Vu or log 
on to the net and escape in a moment of adventure. . . . [S] o it would 
behoove a good godly woman to learn how to strip for her husband.43

Regarding the allure of Islam, which Driscoll has called “demonic” on many 
occasions:

We hold masculine leadership in the highest esteem, yet the church is 
almost completely effeminate in America. There has been a wholesale 
departure from masculine leadership in the home and church. Women 
and children go to church, men do not, and those men who do go to 
church are worthless, effeminate men. Christianity is not doing well 
in this country. That is why young men in urban centers are attracted 
to Islam; they want a masculine religion, a powerful God, something 
that gives them truth and calls them a team.44

Driscoll’s comments may take many of us aback, but if one distills their 
message from the shock- jock style of rhetoric, one will find these enduring 
messages of hypermasculinity, a male libido that demands frequent sex as a 
moral requirement of Christian marriage, and a general sense that outsider 
“others” (whether “Islam” or “young men in urban centers,” both of which are 
code for “black men”) are on the enemy’s team. It doesn’t take much imagina-
tion to see that, no matter when and where these elements emerge, the core of 
Driscoll’s comments represent perhaps the most predominant way of talking 
about sex in American culture today. If Driscoll represents one of their more 
extreme manifestations, their mildest forms occur in the concept that “boys 
will be boys”; in every stock media character from the hypersexualized white 
fraternity boy to the black male rapist; and in the assumptions and judgment 
that black women with multiple children receive that white women do not. 
All are manifestations of these motifs that shape American culture, of the 
elements of white evangelical thinking that equate sexual behavior with so-
cial and moral worth.

Sexual Saviors

If the rhetoric of preachers like Driscoll represents one extreme form of what 
are otherwise entrenched sexual ideals, then the next excerpts represent their 
more mainstream manifestation. Even though these selections of evangelical 
advice literature are written from an explicitly religious perspective, they are 
nevertheless very common, palatable, and widely accessible by the public, 
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and thus function as something like a cultural spring that both feeds into and 
creates larger tributaries of gendered, sexed, and raced ideals. Driscoll’s afore-
mentioned critique of Dr. James Dobson as part of the problem of American 
masculinity is certainly intriguing, for whether one agrees with Driscoll is 
secondary to the manner in which his comment speaks volumes to the latter’s 
widespread, enduring appeal.

Earlier we discussed that Dobson is the evangelical psychologist who has 
been incredibly influential in conservative politics (starting, among other 
things, the very powerful activist group, the Family Research Council). But 
he is perhaps most well- known as the founder and long- time voice of Focus 
on the Family (FOTF), eventually becoming one of the nation’s most recog-
nizable evangelical leaders.45 FOTF was started by Dobson in an attempt to 
provide conservative Christian advice to families, and has been in operation 
since its first radio broadcast in 1977.46 While Dobson is no longer at the helm 
of the organization, FOTF remains an authoritative voice not just for conser-
vative Christian audiences, but also for many others who identify as cultural 
traditionalists. Most, if not all, of its contributors predicate their presentation 
of child- rearing, gender development, and family life on the complementarian 
model that presumes the divine design of male leadership and female support 
and/ or submission. Embedded within this model we will plainly find the roots 
of the white male heterosexual double standard, wherein men are expected to 
be paragons of virtue and domestic stability at the same time that they are 
portrayed as strongly, almost uncontrollably, sexual.

When it comes to conversations on gender, a nearly ubiquitous theme 
of FOTF materials is that the feminist movement has ruined the American 
family. As I’ve written elsewhere, for the past two decades there has been 
a formidable body of literature produced by conservatives to describe their 
gender attitudes as more authentically feminist in contrast to those “fake” 
feminists, or those connected to the 1960s and ‘70s call for women’s equality 
and liberation.47 The primary role of this literature is to argue that conserv-
atism is actually more “woman friendly” than is the liberal feminist move-
ment. One FOTF article, entitled “Marriage: A Feminist Institution,” makes 
just this argument. Author Glenn Stanton contends that modern feminism 
hurts society while the traditional complementarian marriage is actually 
more “feminist” because it creates profound social benefits for women that 
they otherwise would not enjoy. We should look at Stanton’s rather odd de-
piction of the liberal feminism he rejects— a movement about “abortion, 
sexual aggression, and cohabitation”— as one that is neither objective nor 
mainstream, but one that certainly represents a more persuasive type of rhet-
oric to those inclined toward conservative thinking.48



S e x   93

      

While Stanton covers a variety of topics in his article, what he repeatedly 
emphasizes is that when women and men deny their essential, interplanetary 
traits, then society quickly begins to crumble. Women who try to act like men 
(his rough approximation of feminism) will only hurt themselves and others, he 
notes. This is why Stanton describes contemporary conservative women as more 
compassionate and beneficial to society overall precisely because they embrace 
their femininity. As a result, they have the ability to recognize that “abortion 
is contrary to their female hearts,” and that “cohabitation hurts both men and 
women— but it hurts women more deeply because the female nature thrives 
within committed relationships.”49 (Note the assumption that men are not 
“wired” for monogamy in the same way women are.)

Stanton declares that genuine female empowerment happens when 
women take control of men, who cannot easily help themselves when it 
comes to their sexual temptations or desires. This happens, he notes, through 
marriage. Women are empowered by complementarian marriage because 
through it they have the power to either offer or deny their man the act of 
sex, which is fundamental to his being; it “drives humanity and shapes its fu-
ture. . . . It is our most natural and powerful drive.”50 Stanton continues with 
an economic metaphor: “In all human cultures, female sexuality has greater 
market value than male sexuality because their sexuality is simply harder to 
get. Thus, women control the market by setting the market price.”51 After 
asserting that “Women Make Men Behave” (a heading at one point in the ar-
ticle), Stanton summarizes that larger economic argument in this way:

Women rule the world, and they do so through the insistence on mar-
riage. Where marriage is weak, women are more likely to be used and 
cast off by men. As a result, a marriage- lax culture is weak and on 
the road to disintegration. As with any market, women become more 
powerful when they dictate that access to their cherished sexuality 
happens only when commitment is high. The higher they set that 
price, the more powerful and influential they become. This is what 
marriage does and why it serves women, as well as the rest of us, so 
powerfully.52

There are two subtexts here that deserve our attention. First, Stanton seems 
to imagine that all cultures embrace the largely Western (if not American) 
perspective from which he writes, wherein women can both choose marriage 
and, ideally, elicit control over the occurrence of sex. From an anthropolog-
ical perspective, this leads him to make some highly specious claims. There 
are, in fact, plenty of cultures wherein women cannot control the occurrence 
and terms of marriage, and particularly sex within marriage; moreover, many 



94   C o m p r o m i s i n g  P o s i t i o n s

      

cultures demand virginity and sexual fidelity from young women upon mar-
riage at the same time that philandering and adultery is a veritable cultural 
institution for their husbands. From a factual perspective, then, Stanton’s 
model leaves much to be desired. Not only do women not “rule the world” in 
any demonstrable, qualitative measure but also the overwhelming evidence 
indicates that women receive the best treatment in cultures where gender 
roles are less rigidly defined, and where they are, as such, viewed more as 
equals with men.53 This is the very opposite of what Stanton advocates overall.

But second, the identity symbolism of the unmarried, sexual woman that 
Stanton mentions deserves further examination, for the manner in which he 
sets up his argument strongly channels 1980s conservative rhetoric of the 
black welfare queen (mentioned earlier) whose wayward sex will cause so-
cial “disintegration” (Stanton’s term). This particular term is important, for 
white unmarried women are rarely if ever described as social threats; pic-
ture, for instance, the manner in which the welfare queen stereotype might 
be juxtaposed with the cast of Sex and the City, a television show featuring 
all white, wealthy, very sexually active unmarried women. Even if one 
disagrees with their sexual choices, only the former is predominantly read 
as a threat whose sex is capable of social destruction, something fueled by 
media stereotypes that disproportionately portray black women as poor (and 
thus a drain on government resources).54 Stanton does not need to use the 
words black or race in his piece, nor even consciously evoke such concepts 
himself, for the images of wayward blackness are already likely a part of the 
symbolic imagery through which many of his conservative readers will digest 
his words.

Overall, Stanton has portrayed men as intrinsically sexual figures who 
can barely control their sexual impulses and who, as such, must be disci-
plined by others (i.e., women) in order to ensure a productive society. As 
might now be obvious, his economic argument about female sexuality as a 
type of currency exchanged between families reads as if he were channeling 
Rubin herself (although Rubin, obviously, is critiquing such a system while 
Stanton supports it). James Dobson has made that economic argument even 
more explicit by describing sexuality as a financial asset that a woman must 
carefully guard because she will offer that in exchange for male security and 
an emotionally fulfilling relationship. Like Stanton, Dobson embraces this 
economic perspective on female sexuality by describing it as an investment 
that has “reached the height of its value on the wedding day,” for once 
they are married, the wife can assert her moral authority at the same time 
that she has the power, via sex, to rein in her husband’s more animalistic 
tendencies.55



S e x   95

      

This is an interesting conceptualization of sexual responsibility within 
the larger scheme of evangelical morality talk, for what it amounts to 
is a confession that men are not fully functioning moral agents because 
they are not independently in control of their sexual behaviors, as voices 
like Driscoll, Stanton, and Dobson have all but said. It is also an atti-
tude that many Christian psychologists say they want to change. One such 
person is Dr. Juli Slattery, clinical psychologist, author, and the founder of 
Authentic Intimacy, an organization that focuses specifically on “helping 
women to understand God’s purpose and redemption related to their sex-
uality.”56 Her 2009 book, No More Headaches:  Enjoying Sex and Intimacy 
in Marriage, aims to help women think more positively about sex within 
marriage.

In what appears to be a forward- thinking move, Slattery argues against 
the older models of traditional marriage that, while still ubiquitous, put at 
least part of the blame for male adultery on women, for it is presumed that 
women who fulfill their marital duties (i.e., sex) will not have husbands who 
stray. Slattery commiserates with women and the difficult (if not unfair) po-
sition that this thinking forces them to assume:

Practically everything a Christian wife hears or reads about sex revolves 
around the message “Your husband needs sex, so give it up.” After a 
hefty dose of guilt, she resolves to make sex more of a priority in her 
marriage. Her resolve lasts a while, but eventually she becomes re-
sentful. She and her husband may be having sex more often, but it’s 
not getting any better.57

But within a paragraph or two, Slattery (I suspect unknowingly) abandons 
her own critique. Her answer is not to convince a husband to compromise, 
nor to see it from the wife’s perspective, for the real solution lies in under-
standing that his sexuality is so central to his being that consistently denying 
him sex when he wants it will compromise everything else that has any worth 
in their life together. If Slattery is attempting to change anything, it appears 
to be only metaphors, for while she rejects the economic conceptualization of 
a sexual exchange embraced by Stanton and Dobson, she trades that symbol 
set for one that evokes a deep- seated, internal sexual struggle that men must 
daily navigate. Slattery notes, “his sexual behavior still has ramifications for 
every other part of his life. . . . A man’s sexuality has a tremendous impact 
on his emotional, marital, and spiritual well- being.”58 This is because, she 
explains, men not only need sex but they also are in a constant struggle to 
keep their sexuality in check. One could easily mistake her advice for drug or 
alcohol addiction literature.
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For instance, Slattery tells a fictitious story about a married couple, Mark 
and Sheila, who don’t have the same desire for sex. Sheila is tired from taking 
care of the kids all the time, and even though she doesn’t mean him harm, 
Mark is hurt from her constant rebuffs and he turns to masturbation and por-
nography, instead. The story is meant to reflect the natural separation that 
can happen with two busy people, but the plotline centers on the centrality 
of sex to Mark: he must be sexual, and if it’s not Sheila, it will be someone 
else. Notice how Slattery’s language tells women that they do not bear direct 
responsibility for their husbands’ behavior at the same time that she portrays 
Mark as helpless without his wife as some sort of sexual savior:

More than anything else, he longed to be pure, to share his sexuality 
only with Sheila. But life was too busy, his desire too strong, his will 
too weak, and the gulf between them too great. . . . [Y] our husband 
depends on you to be his partner in his battle against sexual temp-
tation. Although you aren’t responsible for his actions, you are a key 
component in his victory. You’re the only woman in the world whom 
your husband can look at sexually without compromising his integrity!

Again, please understand: You aren’t responsible for your husband’s 
sexual behavior. Don’t be motivated out of fear that he will act out if 
you don’t meet his needs; rather be motivated out of love and a desire 
to share his spiritual journey with him.59

As might be apparent, the last paragraph in this excerpt contradicts the one 
before it, for although Slattery may be telling women that their husbands 
are independent moral agents, she describes this as a battle that men are 
incapable of fighting alone. Slattery thus presumes that a good wife will 
provide sex as frequently as her husband needs it. What should change here, 
according to Slattery, is a wife’s attitude.

The excerpt ends with the heading “Your Husband’s Sex Drive is God’s 
Gift to You.” Here, Slattery reaffirms men’s need for a partner who will har-
ness their sexual desire in positive (heterosexual, monogamous) ways. And 
the impetus falls clearly on women, for “what can be a source of evil can also 
be a force of great good. Just as twisted women are able to pull men into sin, 
virtuous women can use the influence of sex to call men to morality, love, and 
godliness.”60 The question, then, is whether a man is with a twisted woman 
or a virtuous one. Being middle of the road won’t cut it, for as Slattery advises 
wives regarding their husbands’ sexual drive, “Unfortunately, if you don’t 
claim it, someone or something else will.”61

Contrary to Slattery’s initial comments, then, she continues to rein-
force the evangelical narrative invoked by Driscoll, Stanton, and Dobson, 
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wherein women bear substantial responsibility for men’s sexual behavior. 
Men are not just sexual by nature in this literature; they are also animated 
by a libidinous force that will remain relatively untamed until some outside 
entity— good or bad— comes along to channel it. Because virtuous women 
are generally assumed to be less driven by and interested in sex (for it is the 
sexual appetites of unvirtuous women who will lead their husbands astray, 
and here we once again must pay attention to unspoken racial stereotypes and 
subtexts), they are considered the responsible partner in this instance because 
they are presumed to be better able to withstand its allures.

This is why most evangelical “sexual purity” literature (i.e., abstinence 
guides) presents young women with the duty to suppress their own sexual 
urges, since it is presumed that the young men they date will certainly not be 
able to shoulder the same burden.62 In effect, a large proportion of evangelical 
abstinence literature geared toward young women describes their virginity as 
a rare commodity, a precious gift, or a lovely gem that cannot be restored if it 
is lost or tarnished. No matter the metaphor in use, the message to the teen 
girls and young women at whom such books are targeted is not just that they 
can tame their libidos but also that their failure to exercise sexual restraint 
will blemish them in a way that it will not their male counterparts.63 Even 
if they manage to escape pregnancy or disease, evangelical advice literature 
consistently tells young single women that their lack of virginity will almost 
certainly compromise intimacy with their future spouse, a message that their 
male teen counterparts hear substantially less often.64

But again, we must pay close attention to racial subtexts, for as scholar 
Amy DeRogatis demonstrates, most of the media marketing that goes on 
in purity literature presumes a white reader and is written with classically 
white norms in mind. Not only are terms like “whiteness” and “lily white” 
repeatedly used to refer to a sexually pure young woman, but the pictures of 
teens and young people that fill such texts are also overwhelmingly white.65 
This trend aligns with various studies that indicate white Americans perceive 
black female adolescents as more sexually knowledgeable and sexually active 
than their white counterparts.66 Since the majority of bestselling purity ad-
vice literature is also written by white authors, it stands to reason that the 
intended reader is a young white woman.67

Placing the onus for sexual abstinence on women, with this idealized white 
female reader in mind, is thus a recurring theme in evangelical literature, in 
both the way the material about abstinence is often written for women and 
in the common advice given to mothers that their own sexual background 
should be shared with their daughters to serve as a role model— either posi-
tive or negative.68 Such personal scrutiny is generally not expected of fathers, 
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whose hypersexual past is a given; fathers are understood simply as older 
versions of those younger sex- crazed boys.69 Rather than feel a burden to curb 
their sexual desire or otherwise change their inclinations, then, the general 
message to men is that doing so violates a central part of their humanity.

This comes through quite clearly in John Eldredge’s extremely popular 
book Wild at Heart: Discovering the Secret of a Man’s Soul.70 While Eldredge 
writes from an explicitly evangelical perspective, this has not at all hindered 
his pop- culture appeal: the book is listed as a New York Times bestseller and 
has consistently held the #1 position on Amazon.com under the category 
“Men’s Gender Studies” (which includes both religious and nonreligious 
works).71 Its general theme that men have an intrinsic need for power, ad-
venture, risk, and sex aligns quite well with many nonreligious books in the 
category, such as The Way of the Superior Man (by John Deida) and John Gray’s 
aforementioned and ever- popular Men are from Mars, Women are from Venus. To 
contextualize its competition, consider also that across summer 2018, Paddle 
Your Own Canoe, a masculine parody authored by actor Nick Offerman (who 
played the character Ron Swanson in the hit TV show Parks and Recreation), 
came in at #3.72

Much of the evangelical advice literature written for women sounds like 
a fairy tale, wherein a prince pursues his princess.73 His value lies in his 
domineering spirit, while hers lies in her passivity and purity. Eldredge’s 
book certainly reads with this same tenor but is geared toward men, pro-
viding an action- movie twist documenting the prince’s pursuit; his is a 
toned- down version of the aggressive warrior speech of Driscoll. Indeed, 
Eldredge argues that conquest is part of men’s DNA, for “little girls do not 
invent games where large numbers of people die, where bloodshed is a pre-
requisite for having fun.”74 This is a divine arrangement, he notes, for the 
fact that the Bible indicates that Adam was formed from the clay of the 
earth is equally an indication that “man was born from the outback, the un-
tamed part of creation.”75 Eldredge’s formulaic gender prism indicates that 
all men are desperately and essentially seeking (and these phrases constitute 
the first chapter’s subheadings) “a battle to fight,” “an adventure to live,” and 
“a beauty to rescue”76 Messages of domination could not be clearer.

This background informs Eldredge’s reading of Jesus as a fellow warrior 
and risk- taker; he’s “no pale- faced altar boy with his hair parted in the middle, 
speaking softly, avoiding confrontation”; quoting the book of Revelation, 
Eldredge argues that he is, rather, the lord of vengeance whose presence will 
punctuate Armageddon and signal a final justice.77 In one of many references 
to the movie Braveheart that Eldredge makes, a movie featuring the Scottish 
warrior William Wallace, Eldredge argues that Jesus “sounds a lot more like 
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William Wallace than . . . Mother Theresa.”78 Those familiar with American 
evangelical history will recognize in Eldredge’s comments yet another it-
eration of the rhetoric of Billy Sunday, who was a popular early twentieth- 
century preacher known for his insistence that, simply put, Jesus was no 
“sissy.”

If men are naturally aggressive conquerors, Eldredge warns that various 
people around young boys threaten to emasculate them, almost all uninten-
tionally. Most critically, boys must be initiated into masculinity by their 
fathers, who will show them what it means to conquer and take risks. It 
must be their fathers who show them this because this masculine essence, 
as Eldredge calls it, will only find its most authentic fulfillment when it is 
channeled into heterosexual relationships and a general dominating spirit 
tempered with fatherly compassion and wisdom.79 Fathers who deny their 
sons these lessons by heavy- handedness or absence undercut their masculine 
potential, as do women who attempt to guide their sons singlehandedly. The 
latter’s naturally tender and risk- averse side will deny expression of this cu-
rious, danger- seeking, risk- taking nature that must be allowed to flourish 
if men are not just to be healthy and happy, but to develop appropriately.80

Whether Eldredge, like Stanton, is aware of the potentially racialized 
symbols from which he draws is unclear. Yet the stereotypes of the absent 
black father and the single black mother are virtually embedded in American 
public consciousness. Conservative and evangelical- identified politicians 
have consistently portrayed absentee black fathers as one of America’s 
greatest cultural scourges, this despite some studies that suggest that black 
fathers actually participate in more parenting than fathers of any other race.81 
As evidence of the power of this stereotype, several conservative politicians 
(including Santorum, Judge Roy Moore, and former representative Michelle 
Bachman) have argued that black families were better off under slavery be-
cause at least then they were nuclear.82 The media bias against black families 
is also marked and exists across all news outlets regardless of ideological out-
look. For instance, journalists Nicole Rodgers and Rashad Robinson have 
shown that most news media, in both image and text, disproportionately 
misrepresent black families as poorer, more crime ridden, and more unstable 
than is the reality.83

The stereotype of the broken black family is thus symbolically one of the 
very sites about which Eldredge warns, for its presumed instability sets up 
young men for a type of emasculation. Indeed, emasculation is the under-
lying theme of this book, for Eldredge argues that the reason why a man 
falls prey to pornography, adultery, and the like is that such things validate 
his manhood in a world eager to otherwise tame him; note how men’s sexual 
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failures, again, are connected to some sort of external cause rather than viewed 
as a personal compromise. Echoing Driscoll’s comment that Islam is attrac-
tive to “urban youth” because it is masculine, Eldredge contends that when 
the world tells a man to squelch his masculinity by taming his desires, he 
grows bored, discontent, and even fearful in the world’s constraints because 
he is wired to live out his destiny in a much different way. After describing 
the great lengths to which men have always gone to satisfy that attraction 
(Eldredge implies that major wars have broken out because of the male li-
bido), he reinforces this essentialist message to his reader by situating hetero-
sexuality as the foundation of human meaning: each man who reads his book 
is programmed to “[remember] Eve. We are haunted by her.”84

But since there are men who, presumably, are not “haunted by Eve”— 
that is, gay men— Eldredge must account for this departure from his 
gender- essentialist theory. His answer is that male homosexuality is a de-
velopmental problem related to some earlier type of psychological emas-
culation. Gay men suffer from a masculine absence, he notes, whether 
through being torn down by abusive or absent fathers or destroyed by a 
culture that will not recognize their masculine value. It shows in their 
adult sexuality:

Men who struggle with same sex attraction  .  .  .  know that what 
is missing in their hearts is masculine love. The problem is they’ve 
sexualized it. .  .  . Homosexuality is an attempt to repair the wound 
by filling it with masculinity, either the masculine love they never re-
ceived or the masculine strength many men feel they do not possess. 
When the search becomes entangled with sexual issues, it becomes a 
hopeless search and that is why the overwhelming number of homo-
sexual relationships do not last, why so many gay men move from one 
man to another and why so many of them suffer from depression and a 
host of other addictions. What they need can’t be found there; it does-
n’t bring the healing of the wound.85

Eldredge’s description of male homosexuality as a psychological injury caused 
by external factors echoes contemporary evangelical attitudes about homo-
sexuality, more generally. Whereas in the past evangelical groups treated 
homosexuality as a morally corrupt personal choice or an embarrassing in-
clination, a much more tempered, and (at least on the surface) sympathetic 
conversation reflects the broader American support of gay rights,86 one that 
has carried over into the evangelical community.87

Conservative Christian groups that once regarded homosexuality as a 
sinful deviation began to soften their rhetoric in the 1970s and ’80s in favor 
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of a more therapeutic approach, one that regarded sexual orientation as a 
disorder in need of treatment. By the 1990s, the notion that one could cure 
homosexuality (known today as “conversion therapy”) was in full force.88 
Perhaps the most famous organization claiming that it could sexually “con-
vert” homosexuals was Exodus International, which in 2013 closed its doors, 
offering an apology to the gay community for the damage its brand of conver-
sion therapy caused.89 The fall of Exodus International signaled the beginning 
of yet another shift in evangelical rhetoric, as mounting evidence and cultural 
pressures have challenged the idea that homosexuality is like a wound that, 
with the proper devotion and effort, can be healed.90 As Eldredge’s narra-
tive shows, that rhetoric is still extremely popular, and yet other evangelical 
writers have offered another way to renegotiate that conversation by claiming 
that it is a wound, indeed, but one that will never heal— by design.

What seems most different, if anything, about contemporary evangelical 
rhetoric regarding homosexuality is the recognition that one can’t “pray the 
gay away,” as the saying goes. To make this rhetorical tweak in a manner that 
continues to mesh with evangelical culture’s heteronormativity, homosexu-
ality is “normalized” as a sin like any other. Rachel Gilson is an important 
figure in the wider evangelical world embracing just that sort of rhetoric. 
Gilson is a Christian writer (notably featured in Christianity Today) and min-
ister who describes herself as a “same- sex attracted woman married to man.”91 
In the larger scheme of evangelical rhetoric, she is unique not just in her 
openness about her attraction to and previous relationships with women but 
also in the sense that she describes her same- sex attraction as simply a part of 
who she is, a flaw that she can live with if she is properly devoted to God. In 
fact, she contextualizes her sexual orientation as something that God has not 
taken away, despite her requests, because it is a teaching tool: God uses it to 
teach her to better learn to depend on him.92

Gilson’s arguments are in keeping with a now often- cited blogpost 
from (the very conservative) Liberty University, wherein evangelical author 
Tré Goins- Phillips responded to the demise of Exodus International and 
President Obama’s 2015 move to ban conversion therapies. Goins- Phillips 
agrees with the newer current of thinking that Gilson offers— that changing 
sexual orientation is impossible because one cannot “cure a person from the 
human condition.”93 Yet he insists that it is reasonable to expect LGBTQ 
Christians not to act on their homosexuality, since people must work against 
temptations all the time as part of their Christian effort.94 This sentiment 
is echoed in the words of another Christianity Today writer, Bekah Mason, 
who calls her own same- sex attraction a “struggle.” This is why she asks her 
left- leaning friends who support her homosexuality to stop encouraging her 
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to act upon it, because, as she notes, “your ‘blessing’ to embrace same- sex at-
traction actually places a greater burden on us than the one Jesus gives us in 
our celibate devotion to him.”95

My interest in this conversation on homosexuality in the context of the 
previous gender and sexual advice literature is to demonstrate how even 
as evangelical gender and sex speech continues to shift with the cultural 
winds (insomuch as it offers a novel sort of transparency in this version of 
the “born this way” argument), it relies heavily on old tropes. Gilson, for 
one, contextualizes her sexual orientation in terms of her own experiences 
with childhood sexual abuse, a theme that reinforces the idea that homo-
sexuality is, if not a disorder, at least a psychological maladaptation rooted 
in trauma.96 The option of celibacy has long been the standard advice to 
straight, adult, unmarried Christians as the only appropriate response to the 
lack of a “proper” sexual partner97; we see it here, again, as the expectation 
for those who are “same- sex attracted” but do not wish to enter into hetero-
sexual relationships.

Indeed, an aerial view reveals that very little has changed if we are looking 
at conservative sexual norms from a purely power perspective: men are still 
told that their inborn nature is domination, conquest, and sexuality of/ with 
women; women continue to be advised that their marriage and overall hap-
piness depend at least in part on sexually servicing men. Anyone who cannot 
fulfill these terms is advised to remain celibate. Such messages continue to 
supply the very robust reservoir of cultural symbols that tend to regard the 
sexuality of white straight men as something normal, and the sexuality of 
everyone else as riddled with moral and psychological pitfalls that demand 
greater social scrutiny and control. This is why a predictable storyline in 
political sex scandals often involves intense sexual scrutiny of those who sur-
round the offending politician, even when his indiscretions have been widely 
acknowledged. Because we have come to expect (if not normalize) his bad 
sexual behavior, the blame must be lodged with those who surround him.

These excerpts of evangelical advice literature thus situate heterosexual 
men as natural- born leaders who can maintain their moral integrity even 
as they are dependent upon others for the maintenance of their libido. 
This dependency means that their sexual failures may be readily deferred 
onto others. To further illuminate this dynamic in the context of an actual 
scandal, I close this chapter with a brief examination of the moralistic rhet-
oric swirling around two of the most noteworthy sexual harassment cases 
of the 1990s, those featuring Anita Hill versus Clarence Thomas and Paula 
Jones versus Bill Clinton. What we will find is that the dominant cultural 
response to the women in both instances naturalized conservative ideas about 
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gender and race long endorsed in evangelical circles. The social sanction faced 
by both Hill and Jones closely mimics the evangelical critique of “ungodly” 
women— those who threaten society with either their feminist talk or their 
unbridled sexual wiles. Thus while both of these cases were ostensibly about 
the sexual acts (and subsequent futures) of two very important political men, 
the decisions they rendered became, at least to some degree, statements about 
improper sexuality on the part of the women.

The Tale of the Feminist and the Whore

As we have seen, deeply conservative notions about sexually aggressive men 
and sexually passive women (complete with a variety of racial subtexts) are 
strongly rooted in American culture as one important marker of gender es-
sentialism. This explains in part why social conservatives have found the 
feminist movement so upsetting: it has argued not only that it is normal and 
appropriate for women to experience sexual desire (even, and particularly, 
outside of marriage and childbearing) but also that men can control their 
sexual behaviors. The upshot of these arguments is to relocate the moral im-
petus for male sexual behavior back onto men.

These conservative presumptions were noticeably present when Anita 
Hill, a soft- spoken law professor from Oklahoma, was thrust into the 
public spotlight when she spoke out against her former boss, Clarence 
Thomas, in 1991. At the time, Thomas, a George H. W. Bush– era Supreme 
Court nominee and an African American, sat on the cusp of appointment 
to the high court. Hill, also an African American, came forward during 
Thomas’s confirmation hearings to recount allegations of sexual harassment 
that occurred when she and Thomas worked together at the Department of 
Education and the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC)98; 
ironically, one of the EEOC’s charges is to hear sexual harassment claims. 
As we know, Thomas categorically denied all of Hill’s allegations. He 
couched the charges in the context of race, alleging that Hill was part of a 
larger movement to use the stereotype of the sexually predatory black man 
to thwart his career:

It’s a national disgrace. And from my standpoint, as a black American, 
as far as I’m concerned, it is a high- tech lynching for uppity blacks 
who in any way deign to think for themselves, to do for themselves, 
to have different ideas, and it is a message that unless you kowtow to 
the old order, this is what will happen to you. You will be lynched, 
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destroyed, caricatured by a committee of the US Senate rather than 
hung from a tree.99

This is a fascinating statement from a power perspective, for as former Hill 
lawyer Emma Coleman Jordan would later recount, “Clarence Thomas fa-
mously played the highest race card in the deck of American history:  the 
lynching of black men for real and imagined sexual offenses.”100 In so doing, 
he made the topic at hand appear to be solely about his race (thereby effacing 
the impact of Hill’s own blackness in her testimony), rather than sexual ha-
rassment.101 Hill’s allegations pushed against a formidable Christian conser-
vative offense that was banking on Thomas representing the vote that might 
have the potential to overturn Roe v. Wade.102 Several Christian spokespersons 
responded to Hill’s allegations by simply stating that she must be lying. 
Others didn’t dare oppose a conservative for the Supreme Court, no matter 
their position on Hill’s testimony. As we will see, in an interesting juxtapo-
sition, Hill’s attempts to discuss her allegations against Thomas became a 
referendum on her own race, gender, and sexuality.

At the time of the scandal, many sectors of the American public opposed 
Hill. There was the white conservative audience that tended to hypersexualize 
and disbelieve black women (and who wanted Thomas’s confirmation to pro-
ceed unabated), but there was also a black audience some corners of which 
criticized her for not standing behind a member of the black community who 
was poised to gain considerable political power.103 As Hill would later re-
count, her physical appearance (black and strait- laced) worked against her in 
a number of ways, for she was neither conventionally beautiful nor sexualized 
enough in her presentation to be seen as a “legitimate” object of someone’s 
sexual desire (and thus their harassment).104 Scholar Moya Bailey describes 
Hill’s treatment as a case of misogynoir, a term that indicates the double jeop-
ardy faced by persons who are both female and black in terms of their cred-
ibility and social worth.105 In this sense, as noted in a 2002 interview, Hill 
remarked that her own blackness was likely more on trial than was Thomas’s 
when she asked the question, “How do you think certain people would have 
reacted if I had come forward and been white, blond- haired and blue- eyed?106

“Nutty” and “Slutty”

What is interesting for our purposes is not just that many politicians and the 
public initially rejected Hill’s testimony but, more to the point, the mor-
alistic approaches they took in their rejections, which featured stereotyp-
ical, conservative depictions of racialized gender and improper womanhood. 
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Ten years prior to the Hill/ Thomas testimony, outspoken evangelical ac-
tivist Phyllis Schlafly told a Senate committee that “Sexual harassment is 
not a problem for virtuous women, except in the rarest of cases.  .  .  . Men 
hardly ever ask sexual favors of women from whom the answer is no. Virtuous 
women are seldom accosted.”107 Sentiments like Schlafly’s had considerable 
cultural influence, for this sort of victim (and feminist) blaming permeated 
the responses made by many conservative spokespersons both during and 
after Hill’s testimony. One angle was to portray her as a black woman with 
a sexual wild side. David Brock, then a right- wing journalist, wrote a 1993 
book intended to annihilate Hill’s character (The Real Anita Hill: The Untold 
Story), admitting later that his goal was to portray her as “a little bit nutty 
and a little bit slutty.”108 True to that characterization, the book casts her not 
just as a hypocrite but also as a person with a penchant for pornography who 
frequently engaged in open discussions with friends about anal sex.109 Brock 
would later recant his commentary, admitting that he resorted to outright 
fabrication and deception in describing Hill.

Even though Brock’s book came out two years after Thomas’s confirma-
tion, it is clear that his “nutty and slutty” formula was the dominant nar-
rative used by conservatives to describe Hill during the Thomas hearings. 
If “slutty” was covered by the aforementioned charges of erotomania and 
accusations of a secret sex life (other conservatives floated the idea that, when 
it came to Thomas, Hill was an “obsessed groupie”110), the “nutty” element 
involved portraying her as an out- of- touch feminist. Indeed, Hill’s demure 
clothing and general appearance better fit the uptight feminist stereotype. 
This played out in the moments during the hearing when certain senators 
portrayed her accusations as an oversensitivity to normal male behavior that 
only a feminist would concoct. For instance, former Republican senator Alan 
K.  Simpson is now famous for pushing Hill to account for the “real” in-
jury she faced at Thomas’s hand, arguing that because Thomas never touched 
Hill, he could not have harmed her.111 This was, in fact, a trend: Hill reported 
that in the days leading up to Thomas’s first day on the job, numerous men 
contacted her to “educate” her about the fact that sexual joking and cajoling 
were not harassment but, rather, normal male behavior.112

If the feminist storyline was the most persistent filter through which 
Hill was characterized, a number of conservative politicians took that one 
step further to explain Hill’s testimony as not just the overreaction of one 
woman but also as a planned, strategic attack by the feminist movement on 
an otherwise well- qualified conservative candidate. In a 2010 CNN inter-
view, Republican senator Orrin Hatch (the very same person who made the 
allegations regarding The Exorcist) recounted his memory of Hill’s testimony 
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by positioning her as a confused woman at the mercy of a feminist force she 
could not resist:

I can tell you Clarence Thomas was telling the truth. I believe that 
Anita Hill was an excellent witness. I think she actually believed and 
talked herself into believing what she said. There was a sexual harasser 
at that time, according to the sources I had, and he was her supervisor, 
he just wasn’t Clarence Thomas. I think she transposed that to where 
she believed it because she was outed by the feminist women at that 
time and she couldn’t change her mind after— she couldn’t change her 
tune. And that’s what happened.113

This was the tactic chosen by most conservative Christian representatives 
who spoke out against Hill, as well: to highlight the dangerous role of femi-
nism as an anti- moral, anti- patriotic force driving Hill’s testimony. Christian 
Right leader Chuck Colson, for one, claimed in a Christianity Today article 
that a “diabolical source” (which he later identified as “militant feminism”) 
was influencing Hill’s supporters.114 But perhaps the most interesting piece 
of evidence displaying a synthesis of common Christian sentiments about 
gender, race, and sexual harassment more broadly came from a novel entitled 
The Confirmation. The book was penned by Christian Coalition leader Ralph 
Reed, who is often credited for creating much of the infrastructure that has 
enabled the political power of evangelicals over the past several decades. Reed 
modeled his novel after portions of the Thomas confirmation hearings. In the 
book, a Latina character, Maria Solis, falsely claims that her ex- boyfriend, 
Marco Diaz, a conservative Catholic and Latino Supreme Court nominee, 
forced her to have an abortion. As it turns out, Solis is recruited to deliver 
this lie by an evil and bloodthirsty feminist cabal that motivates much of the 
moral opprobrium driving the plot. In the end, Diaz is confirmed only be-
cause his religious devotion and prayer save the day.115

For his part, Thomas was confirmed by the narrowest margin in more 
than a century, a record broken only by Brett Kavanaugh (whose case will be 
discussed in  chapter 6).116 It would be accurate to attribute Thomas’s close 
call to the credibility of Hill’s testimony, just as it would be accurate to 
presume that his race symbolically worked against him, at least to some de-
gree. Yet because Thomas’s claims about “a high- tech lynching” structured 
their competing testimonies such that they appeared to be about “[his] race 
and my gender,” to quote Hill,117 the Senate was in the position of having 
to prove defensively its lack of racist bias even as the matter of gender bias 
remained uninterrogated. Hill’s race never became an open, forefront conver-
sation in the way that Thomas’s was, and thus it was far easier to use Hill’s 
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gender to reduce her words to a “he said– she said” tussle over a romantic 
miscommunication, something that her own black female identity (and its 
associations with deception and sexuality) further symbolically reinforced. 
Indeed, if public polls at the time are any indication of the power of these 
symbols and stereotypes, the fact that the public believed Thomas by a 2 to 1 
ratio indicates that there was more than just testimony at play.118

“That” Kind of Girl

A year after the Hill/ Thomas hearing, public opinion had shifted in favor of 
Hill, as a growing awareness of the problem of sexual harassment reached a 
critical mass.119 This is an interesting context leading into the Paula Jones/ 
Bill Clinton scandal. My interest in talking about the Jones/ Clinton case 
is not to dissect its jumbled maze of legal details (for there are many) but, 
rather, to consider it in its capacity as a foil for the Hill/ Thomas case, spe-
cifically in the way it shines the spotlight on the treatment of women who 
allege sexual victimization by a powerful political figure. For what it shows 
is not just how religious/ moralistic rhetoric shifts as a group’s interests shift 
but also how that same moralistic rhetoric is designed to reinforce certain 
power relationships.

By the time the Jones/ Clinton scandal hit the airwaves, Americans were 
clearly more aware of what sexual harassment was, ironically, because of Anita 
Hill. Many younger Americans may not know that the details of what is today 
known as the Monica Lewinsky scandal (portions of which were elaborated 
in  chapter 1) came to light in the midst of then President Bill Clinton’s in-
volvement in a sexual- harassment lawsuit filed by a woman named Paula 
Jones.120 Jones, an Arkansas state employee, was working at a state conference 
at a Little Rock hotel when, she alleged, then Governor Clinton’s bodyguards 
requested her presence in his room, whereupon Clinton exposed himself and 
propositioned her.121 As did Thomas before him, Clinton roundly denied the 
allegations, even after paying Jones a financial settlement and later admitting 
to an affair with Lewinsky.

What is so very interesting is that while conservative politicians and 
groups generally rejected Hill’s testimony as the product of delusional fem-
inist thinking, they ran in droves to support Paula Jones. Yet this two- faced 
approach was true of all parties involved, and not surprisingly, their sup-
port divided along party lines. Politically speaking, Thomas’s and Clinton’s 
political situations were quite different: Thomas was a conservative judge 
nominated by a Republican president in a divided Congress; Clinton was a 
Democratic president with a majority Republican Congress, and a vehemently 
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conservative one at that. For their part, liberals were quite hesitant to cri-
tique Clinton in the same way they had Thomas. Writing in 1994, feminist 
writer Anna Quindlen confronted this contradiction:

There’s no doubt liberal ideology plays a clear role in all this, making 
feminists less eager to embrace the accuser of a pro- choice President 
than that of a conservative jurist. There’s no doubt feminist ideology 
should make us demand that Ms. Jones not be crucified on the altar of 
rumor and sexual innuendo, as Ms. Hill was.122

As Quindlen observed, liberals were stunningly silent regarding the validity 
of the Jones allegations while simultaneously insisting that Clinton’s private 
life should remain private. This argument made somewhat more sense when 
Monica Lewinsky became the center of media attention, for theirs was seen as 
a consensual relationship (even if, as many now note, their age and power dif-
ferential make notions of consent problematic). But that response was hard to 
defend as it pertained to Jones unless one presumed that she was fabricating 
the tale. One especially infamous statement from a liberal invoked very pe-
jorative gender and class slurs, when Clinton aide James Carville implied 
that Clinton was being framed by (blue- collar, rural, white, female) Jones: “if 
you drag a hundred- dollar bill through a trailer park, you never know what 
you’ll find.”123

If Democrats struggled with managing the contradictions in their rhet-
oric, the same was true for Republicans. When sexual harassment was a 
topic that seemed “liberal” and “feminist,” conservatives weren’t much in-
terested in supporting Hill, but when they might possibly undercut a 
Democratic president, they were quite willing to use feminist rationales to 
support Jones.124 Jones was, for a moment, the darling of various conserva-
tive Christian media outlets, but for reasons that, on the surface, were read in 
classically liberal ways.

For instance, a number of keywords important to feminist advocacy 
featured prominently in the conservative circles that lent Jones the most 
support— circles in which such concepts were hardly ever uttered except in 
the pro- woman way they were tailored for Jones. Jones gave an interview 
to Pat Robertson’s 700 Club, telling the TV audience that “she felt raped” 
when Clinton exposed himself to her.125 Patrick Mahoney, former head of 
the Christian Defense Coalition and later the leader of anti- abortion group 
Operation Rescue, explained his involvement in the case as motivated by his 
desire to make it clear that “sexual harassment is wrong.”126 At one stage in 
the legal battle, Jones’s support came directly from an extremely conserva-
tive group called The Rutherford Institute (TRI), described by the New York 
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Times as “a kind of evangelical Christian civil liberties union.”127 When 
asked if he had any sort of political agenda in taking Jones’s case (the first 
sexual harassment case that the institute had ever handled), TRI leader John 
W. Whitehead was adamant that the thought had never crossed his mind. He 
was simply concerned with righting gender injustice.128

One of TRI’s most interesting efforts on Jones’s behalf was a letter- writing 
campaign to offset Jones’s legal fees. Whitehead had described Jones as “quite 
believable. A real country girl, with a kind of Will Rogers quality,”129 and in 
turn, the fundraising letter, printed on pink paper and written from the per-
spective of Jones, portrays her as a wholesome, upright woman. In the letter, 
“Jones” tells the audience that she will spare the illicit details of Clinton’s 
proposition so as to protect their sense of decorum, but ends with her sup-
posed final words to the president: “I’m not that kind of girl”— followed by 
a request for prayer and a donation.130

As a bricolage of conservative Christian organizations added their in-
fluence to Jones’s case, it became clear that she was something of a pawn 
in a much larger game, as it was her symbolic power, and not her actual 
accusations, that proved to be of greater value. Jones would admit as much 
in a 2000 interview wherein she recounted what happened during her legal 
defense when a series of nude pictures of her emerged, taken years before by 
an old boyfriend. It is interesting that when her lawyers referred to Penthouse 
magazine’s decision to publish the pictures against her vehement wishes as 
“a functional rape,” many of those same conservative voices earlier concerned 
about Jones’s victimization and protection dropped her almost immediately 
(“like a hot potato,” Jones recounted) when her own sexuality was on public 
display.131

The final break in Jones’s relationship with conservative groups came 
when Penthouse later asked Jones if she would pose for a nude photo shoot 
(which was published in its December 2000 issue). She explained her deci-
sion to pose based upon her status as a cash- strapped single mother.132 Any 
degree of desperation on Jones’s part seemed unfathomable to many of the 
conservatives who had previously supported her because they had backed her 
“good girl” image; once she decided to pose for Penthouse, in other words, 
many people obliterated the possibility of her victimization.

Ann Coulter’s article about Jones’s centerfold decision offers a most 
pointed example. Coulter, a conservative firebrand, lawyer, and political ac-
tivist, is well known today for her direct (and often controversial) political 
commentary, but relatively less known is that she was an instrumental part 
of Jones’s legal defense. Until the Penthouse incident, Coulter recalls that 
she considered Jones a “good Christian girl.”133 Coulter tells the story of 
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how she worked tirelessly not just to defeat Clinton but also for Jones, who 
was “this totally powerless nothing.”134 After recounting all the conserva-
tive legal minds who came to her aid, asking for little compensation but 
winning her back her reputation, Coulter described Jones as “throw[ing] it 
away. . . . Now she’s just the trailer park trash they said she was.”135 Clearly, 
in Coulter’s mind (and, we can extrapolate, many of the conservatives who 
find Coulter’s comments authoritative), Jones’s legitimacy as it regarded the 
Clinton allegations hinged on maintaining her own image of sexual purity.

While it may appear that there were no clear winners and losers in the 
Hill/ Thomas and Jones/ Clinton cases, it still stands that Thomas triumphed 
politically, as did Clinton in most measures. As earlier mentioned, the public 
did not back Hill until at least a year or two after her allegations were made 
public, and the same trend is generally true for Jones.136 Clinton, interest-
ingly, maintained relatively good numbers the entire time, and although 
Thomas’s claims have been subjected to further scrutiny (as more women 
have alleged that he victimized them, as well), this does not seem to have 
substantially altered public opinion about his position.137 Put differently, 
when two women made allegations of sexual assault against powerful men, 
they were immediately disbelieved for reasons that focused on their perceived 
sexuality, as filtered through their race and class.

These two sex scandals may not appear to have much to do with reli-
gion in the pop- culture sense of the term, unless we hearken back to the 
definitions of religion posed earlier by Lincoln, whose observations push 
us to examine religion’s function. If religion involves authority claims that 
promote their own self- evidence (if not outright transcendence), and if such 
claims are intended to organize the world in a specific way and for specific 
aims, then considering who was empowered and in what way in these cases 
is an important analytical exercise in understanding religion’s role in both 
creating and resolving a political sex scandal.

In other words, feminism can turn an upstanding black lawyer into a 
woman prone to delusional sexual fantasies if and only if one presumes that 
feminism is a type of obvious ethical lapse, or that female blackness is syn-
onymous with sexual immorality. Similarly, nude pictures of a woman do 
not preclude her from experiencing sexual victimization unless one presumes 
that her sexuality is, itself, some kind of moral stain or anti- truth serum— a 
liability that is augmented if she is cast as poor and white. Even though 
blatantly religious language was only occasionally a feature of the very 
public brands of humiliation and scrutiny that Hill and Jones experienced, 
the moralistic standards that set specific sexed, gendered, and raced expec-
tations normalized by evangelicals, and conservatives, more broadly, were 
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omnipresent.This is evidenced by the attention given to Hill’s and Jones’s 
supposed sexual “violations.” Keep in mind that neither one was accused of 
the same sort of illegal harassment that Thomas and Clinton faced; they were 
accused simply of being inappropriately, publicly sexual.

Whether it was the physical power of nude pictures or the symbolic power 
of the uptight feminist stereotype, the subtle suggestion of a type of female 
sexuality that did not follow the conservative gender narrative was enough 
to substantially overwhelm and distract from what were otherwise serious 
and legitimate harassment allegations. As the next chapter will show, the 
sexual expectations of American male politicians closely follow these sexual 
norms and may even promote the archetype of the politician caught with his 
pants down.
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 chapter 4 Nation
The Story of American Values

The weather is warming up, the days are getting longer, and you can’t even fully 

enjoy it because you’re spending an inordinate amount of time thinking about 

Rudy Giuliani’s sex life.

— Gabriella Paiella1

For many who live outside of New  York City, it might be hard to 
remember the city’s former mayor, Rudy Giuliani, before 9/ 11. Prior 

to that pivotal day, Giuliani was the city’s controversial and crusty leader 
known most for his “law and order” rhetoric and for his unscripted displays 
of anger and bluster.2 Just a little over a year before he was propelled into the 
national spotlight, he was receiving another type of attention, and for a much 
different reason: his masculinity was under attack.

One reason was theater. Another was vaginas.
Giuliani’s estranged second wife, Donna Hanover, appeared in an off- 

Broadway performance of The Vagina Monologues mere weeks after her mar-
riage publicly unraveled when Giuliani informed the public of their divorce 
at a press conference before informing her of the same (more on that later). 
Although Giuliani’s infidelities were well known, Hanover’s time on stage 
bemoaning men, sex, and love put Giuliani squarely in the hot seat.3 There 
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was little that could have been more embarrassing or more compromising to 
New York’s tough- guy leader. As journalist Nina Burleigh put it:

Where is the rule for this moment in the Rudy Giuliani playbook? 
That manly creed that sets forth the axioms of New  York’s macho 
mayor: Never apologize. Never explain. Take no half- measures.  .  .  . 
Now he’s trapped in a perfumed nightmare, his own wife soon per-
forming orgasmic moans off- Broadway.4

Almost a year and a half later, 9/ 11 occurred. It was as if Giuliani’s infidelities 
and his marital meltdown had been erased from public memory as he became 
a national hero, representing leadership and strength in the face of the attacks

That cultural amnesia held until about fifteen years later, when in 2016, 
a then thrice- married Giuliani became part of presidential candidate Donald 
Trump’s legal team. On national TV, Giuliani was forced to respond to 
Trump’s unsubstantiated and off- the- cuff remark that Hillary Clinton was 
likely unfaithful to her husband. As Giuliani stuck to the script, continuing 
the attack on Clinton, journalist Chuck Todd questioned whether Giuliani 
was the best person to lodge such a claim in light of his own infidelities. 
Giuliani’s response, remarkably, was that “everyone” deals with charges of 
infidelity, and since he’d confessed such things to his priest, his own circum-
stance was a non- issue.5 Giuliani later attempted some reputational recovery 
by saying that he was using the term “infidelity” to refer to the entire pan-
oply of human mistakes that he, as a human, had committed.6 For Giuliani 
and Trump, both self- professed humans, there was no fallout, politically 
speaking. The cultural amnesia returned.

The American preoccupation with the sex lives of its politicians may seem 
salacious or preposterous, or any number of other belittling adjectives, but 
the fact that it suspends attention, determines votes, and otherwise colonizes 
cultural chatter is of no small analytical significance. And as ridiculous as 
Giuliani’s response may sound, its rhetorical success indicates a delicate bal-
ancing act that only a few men of national political importance have man-
aged to strike, and yet it is a feat that is hardly accidental. In fact, rather 
than being a dumb distraction, the American cultural fascination with sex 
scandals is just a hint of far larger and more powerful social dynamics at play, 
for the presumption that it is something of a patriotic duty to focus on (or, at 
other times, ignore) the sexual indiscretions of certain politicians is rooted in 
specific public attitudes about America as a nation.

Benedict Anderson is now famous for his observation that a nation is, in a 
sense, the product of its citizens’ imaginations. By this, Anderson means that 
because one cannot personally experience the nation’s totality— that is, one 
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cannot know each person within its geographic boundaries, cannot see every 
inch of it, nor experience all its cultural nuances— most simply resort to their 
musings about it as the only available resource at hand.7 The very reason that 
people care about national identity, he notes, is that thinking of themselves 
as a coherent group elevates their otherwise temporal, specific, individual 
concerns into some sort of seemingly important destiny.8 It’s one thing if I’m 
willing to fight for a cause, and yet the significance of my own concerns takes 
on what appears to be a much greater magnitude when I’m joined by an army 
(sometimes literally) of others. Situating a concern as a national one is, then, 
a sort of power move, a promotion of status and prominence not unlike the 
one that religious rhetoric accomplishes. It’s no surprise, perhaps, that the 
social rhetoric of many cultures frequently features religious and nationalist 
images together, for they can operate like a “one- two punch” that delivers a 
particularly powerful impact.

In the last chapter, I established that conservative evangelical social norms 
pertaining to sex, gender, and race prime us to anticipate the hypersexuality 
of certain men and the sexual passivity of certain women as not only nat-
ural, but moral, states of being. These judgments were undoubtedly at play 
in the public interpretation of the women in the Hill/ Thomas and Jones/ 
Clinton scandals. In this chapter, my aim is to push that conversation one 
step further to examine how such attitudes have colonized Americans’ po-
litical imaginations regarding their male politicians. This is, fundamen-
tally, a conversation about how one envisions the nation and its citizens. 
As several historians have argued, Americans have a history of thinking of 
themselves less as diverse members of a democracy and more as members 
of an intimate national family under attack. While the family symbol is a 
longstanding trope in political rhetoric, I’m interested more specifically in 
its contemporary manifestation in conservative political thinking since the 
1980s, a point in time when the political power of evangelicals was substan-
tially heightened, and which continues to have tremendous impact today 
in the crafting of Americans’ collective cultural imagination in primarily 
conservative terms.

Historian Natasha Zaretsky notes that various social tensions emerging 
during the 1970s portended the political family imagery so popular among 
1980s conservative politicians by juxtaposing two contradictory messages that 
persist today: first, that the nation is like a “good family” (often envisioned 
as white, conservative, Christian, and patriotic) being unfairly attacked by 
immoral outsiders; and second, that it is plagued internally by “bad families” 
(often portrayed as nonwhite, poor, and non- nuclear or “broken”) whose in-
filtration compromises its integrity.9 In this double- edged message, certain 
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types of literal American citizens have been prefigured to be members of the 
“bad family” and thus symbolically lay outside idealized notions of proper 
American citizenship, a symbolic landscape that, as we have seen, has often 
been shaped by evangelical ideas about sex and gender, and more implicitly, 
race. In light of this dichotomy, much of the way Americans venerate polit-
ical leadership depends on whether the politician in question can talk about 
the nation as a “good family” and can, himself, appear to be a “good father,” 
a topic briefly introduced in  chapter 1 in our discussion of presidentialist 
attitudes. We will continue that discussion here, exploring how fatherhood 
functions as a symbol that indicates a degree of protection and care that 
defends many Americans’ sense of national innocence while also implying a 
measure of masculine aggression and virility that reassure them he is capable 
of such defense.

If this has been a rather consistent formula for winning votes among the 
“family values” public, it also explains quite a lot when the topic is illicit sex. 
The culminating argument of this chapter is that when a politician commits 
a sexual transgression, whether or not a career- ending scandal ensues hinges 
largely on whether he symbolically embodies certain masculinized character-
istics often associated with national identity (such as strength, aggression, 
and virility). Religion and moralistic speech are strategically deployed in dif-
ferent ways throughout this process depending on the outcome: If he doesn’t 
clearly fit a highly masculinized, guardian image, then religious rhetoric can 
be used to tell a moralistic story about how weak, immoral leaders will get 
what they have coming to them, and the public can shake their heads and 
feel morally righteous. But if he does represent an aggressive masculinity 
that also denotes fatherly protection— one that reassures certain sectors of the 
public that they are safe because he is powerful— then that same sort of mor-
alistic rhetoric can be used to understand his sexual peccadillos as a bit un-
desirable, perhaps, but as a sign of the raw energy and drive it takes to make 
a nation great. Put bluntly, there are circumstances when the public might 
read a politician’s illicit sex act as something almost patriotic.

This chapter is ultimately, then, about Americans and their national 
fantasies. I do not use the word fantasy lightly, for while these are not sexual 
fantasies in the traditional understanding of the word (although that subtext 
admittedly permeates this entire discussion), they definitely are in another 
sense, for they are extremely persuasive fictions about who Americans’ so-
cial idols are and what role their sexual, gendered, and raced bodies play in 
making them worthy of such status. As the last chapter showed, the evangel-
ical fantasies of white, powerful men who rescue their passive, virginal prin-
cess have come to define a national sense of gendered and sexual normalcy, 
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although when we consider it here in its broader cultural context, it will 
assume various iterations apart from this fairytale theme.

I will explore the forms that this fantasy takes by featuring two parallel 
storylines that help promote the gender normativity we’ve already discussed. 
The first is the notion that America is a Christian nation. It’s important to 
point out that this story is only occasionally told using explicitly religious 
language, as when, for instance, we hear a group argue about the “real” reli-
gious intentions of the Founding Fathers as a way of supporting their political 
positions. Instead, staying true to the functionalist perspective I established 
in the introduction, my argument is that Christian- nation arguments are, at 
their center, narratives of social legitimacy intended to lend value to some 
citizens and deny it to others. This evaluation of citizens produces a partic-
ular type of social organization and hierarchy, and we can witness it in widely 
used (but vaguely rendered) concepts like “good old American values” and 
the populations who supposedly represent them.

The second storyline involves the reinforcement of white patriarchy as 
the prototypical American identity. As we will shortly see, politicians and 
the media both use predominantly white masculine symbolism in polit-
ical image- building. The second storyline thus builds upon the first by 
portraying the public as an innocent victim of outside aggression that needs 
the white masculine politician as its father or rescuer. Here we will consider 
Lauren Berlant’s model of infantilized citizenship, which relies heavily on 
the family motif. Berlant argues that many otherwise privileged Americans 
(who, in this context, are predominantly white) often see themselves much 
like children who are victimized by a type of ongoing cultural trauma at the 
hands of those they deem cultural “others,” and who feel they need a strong 
father- figure to protect them.

Finally, the chapter will conclude with a consideration of three different 
politicians who admitted to adultery, two of whom, I will argue, managed 
to avoid much scandal at all because of what they politically symbolized. 
The two “winners” of this chapter are the aforementioned mayor Rudy 
Giuliani and former Republican senator Newt Gingrich. My contention is 
that Giuliani and Gingrich were able to sidestep attention to what is, in both 
cases, a considerable history of serial adultery because they were positioned 
as white, masculinized protectors in times of cultural upheaval working 
against what were portrayed as morally reprehensible, nonwhite opponents. 
Giuliani, as we have briefly discussed, was the mayor of New  York on  
9/ 11, and his generally strong, even handling of the terrorist attacks won 
him bipartisan praise and the nickname “America’s mayor.”10 Gingrich was 
extremely effective at giving the white conservative public what it wanted 
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in his development of the Contract with America, the aforementioned legis-
lative package from the Clinton era that linked American decline with poor 
black citizens and that relied heavily on conservative Christian ideals as its 
philosophical foundation.

This pair stands in contrast to John Edwards, the former Democratic sen-
ator from North Carolina and former presidential candidate. Edwards is the 
“loser” in this chapter because although he generally experienced national 
popularity like both Gingrich and Giuliani (and he shares an interesting link 
with Gingrich in that both committed adultery while their wives were pub-
licly ill with cancer), his sex scandal abruptly ended his career. Gingrich’s then 
wife would survive, but the death of Edwards’s wife, Elizabeth, transformed 
his scandal into a seemingly more heinous sort of deception, particularly 
since Edwards’s mistress became pregnant with their child. As we will dis-
cuss, despite his popularity, Edwards did not have at his disposal the same 
sort of protection that Gingrich and Giuliani had from their symbolic mas-
culinity. What this means is that Edwards’s adultery could only render him a 
moral failure instead of a masculine, fatherly icon.

The Family Symbol and the Christian Nation

Scholar Steven Green has called the idea that America is a Christian nation 
“a grand and uncomplicated story about the nation’s beginnings.”11 Indeed, 
the idea of a country founded under the auspices of a divine hand, guided 
by a superior moral code, and which subsequently promises its citizens that 
they can all experience “the American Dream” has tremendous allure. In 
one study, over 50% of Americans reported that they believed that the U.S. 
Constitution lays out a specifically Christian plan for the nation, this despite 
the presence of the First Amendment to the Constitution, which demarcates 
a separation between church and state.12 In another poll, general sympathy 
with the concept of a Christian nation was even higher, approaching two- 
thirds of the public.13

But what the concept wins in popularity it loses in specificity; like a lump 
of modeling clay, it can be shaped to fit the needs of the group handling it at 
the moment. It is important to consider how the Christian- nation idea has 
been used to both portray and judge the ideal American citizen, for how a 
male politician is received by the American public in a sex scandal is closely 
related to how he fits within this always- shifting nationalist narrative. Thus 
rather than a statement about a cultural commitment to morality, or a dem-
ographic reference to the most common religion of a population, we should 
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think of the Christian- nation idea more as a political slogan that is used by 
various groups to meet their particular social aims.14

This is borne out in Green’s historical analysis, which shows that the 
Christian- nation idea as it is conservatively rendered today was certainly not 
present among the Founding Fathers, but is a concept that emerged in dif-
ferent forms at strategic points in the country’s early history as a way to unify 
a fragmented, fledgling nation. Green demonstrates how the idea arose with 
the death of George Washington, who was, in a sense, deified through the 
rhetoric. It emerged again in accounts of the American Revolution wherein 
the speakers who used it attempted to forge some type of national destiny 
from that conflict.15 Across the decades, more conservative politicians consist-
ently drew from the imagery for a variety of aims, although, as Green notes, 
it did not congeal within evangelical frames until the 1830s, and even then, 
that was an evangelicalism quite different from the one we know today.16

Examining it from within a different time frame, historian Kevin Kruse 
has shown how a group of wealthy business leaders put the Christian- 
nation idea to use again in the 1930s, this time with explicitly economic 
goals in mind. This group, which was looking for ways around the govern-
mental regulations intended to help repair the damage caused by the Great 
Depression, found a solution in pairing capitalism with Christianity. This 
symbolic marriage helped them sell the public on an anti– New Deal ec-
onomic plan, marketed with the promise of “faith, freedom, and free en-
terprise.”17 Their work effectively became the progenitor of contemporary 
Christian fiscal conservatism (made famous in the Reagan era), an economic 
philosophy that draws links between one’s personal morality and one’s eco-
nomic success.18

If we are to better understand the function and forms of more recent 
Christian- nation rhetoric, though, it will be helpful to take a short histor-
ical stop to examine some of the dramatic political and social upheavals that 
took place in the 1970s and ’80s, when the Christian- nation idea took on 
raced and gendered forms that persist today. The 1970s, in particular, was 
marked by a wide variety of new instabilities, including the Vietnam War, 
a series of oil crises, rising inflation and unemployment, changing gendered 
and raced family structures, and in what perhaps felt like the ultimate blow 
to nationalist pride, Watergate.19 While any one of these events alone might 
not have been entirely unusual, what made them so disruptive together was 
that they occurred almost relentlessly, amplifying a sense of national attack.20 
These changes hit many Americans in sensitive places— the family and the 
pocketbook— whether it was a son or husband sent off to war, or a mother 
who was now the primary wage earner. “Taken together,” Zaretsky notes, 
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“these developments not only undermined the postwar order. They also chal-
lenged the exceptionalism at the center of American identity.”21

Two dynamics that arose in the midst of this tumult enabled the family 
rhetoric popular at the time while also paving the way for the rise of 1980s 
“family values” conservatism. The first dynamic was the sense had by many 
white, middle- class Americans that they had been collectively and unfairly 
victimized by a variety of corrupting forces.22 When politicians talked about 
the nation as something like a family under attack, it allowed them to por-
tray America as an innocent entity undeserving of such treatment by effec-
tively erasing their own policy decisions in a variety of global and domestic 
affairs.23 Second, the use of family imagery in political rhetoric helped to jus-
tify various discriminatory perspectives that took place among large swaths 
of white Americans by transforming the rejection of certain nonwhite groups 
into a type of national self- defense.24

Both dynamics took place by way of attitudes and policy that specifically 
demonized blacks, the poor, and women. As mentioned in the last chapter, 
the American media have disproportionately linked poverty with blackness 
to the degree that such representations have substantially misconstrued not 
just the actual number of poor blacks but also poor whites; this trend has 
been in place since approximately the 1960s. Prior to this point in time, 
scholar Martin Gilen argues, poverty was often portrayed as a white, rural 
problem, and far more sympathetically, at that.25 But with a series of social 
shifts (including changes in the racial makeup of the American North, the 
increased visibility of civil rights– era activism, and changes in the social 
safety net26) also came an increase in the media’s attention to blackness as 
a type of economic liability, and thus a moral problem. This media angle 
helped fuel much of the political imagery that defined “bad families” as those 
that were not just poor or non- nuclear but also black, and it reinforced the 
idea that the poverty they experienced was the result of their own personal 
failures.27

This equation of a fatherless family with a black (and thus immoral) family 
was what allowed many Americans to read the news of American POWs in 
Vietnam as a type of national failure, in part because it was creating a fa-
therless generation.28 Moreover, the rise of the feminist movement and its 
challenge to the traditional patriarchal structure struck many observers as an 
attack from within designed to further demoralize fathers and an innocent 
nation, by extension. Many Americans saw women who demanded equality 
under the law, in their jobs, and in their homes as a force literally unraveling 
the fatherly authority on which the nation had defined its ideals.29 For many 
white, middle- class Americans, in particular, the nation was being besieged 
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in wave upon wave of anti- American sentiment coming from inside its own 
borders, and that attack was happening at the very core of culture: the family.

Thus by the time Reagan was running for the presidency in 1980, 
Zaretsky notes, “the psychic fears and needs surrounding family life that 
had exploded in the 1970s were so fractious that Reagan was able to win the 
presidency across a number of different demographics.”30 This occurred even 
though “the Republican party adopted one of the most socially conservative 
platforms in its history,” rejecting the Equal Rights Amendment (which it 
had supported for forty years prior) and promoting a constitutional ban on 
abortion.31 In a time when so much that had been taken for granted was 
destabilized, many welcomed this particular iteration of the Christian nation 
that Reagan promised— and the traditional white, Christian, middle- class 
family structures upon which it was built.

Much of Reagan’s appeal lay in his ability to metaphorically fuse Christian 
imagery with family imagery in talking about the nation. He delivered 
countless speeches with overt religious content, as epitomized in his famous 
line that “If we ever forget that we’re one nation under God, then we will be 
a nation gone under.”32 Consider, for instance, how family imagery is at work 
in two separate Reagan speeches that conflate certain types of families with 
the Christian nation. The first, delivered in January 1984 to the National 
Religious Broadcasters Association, displays a more overt religiosity of the 
type that one might expect of a speech designed for a predominantly Christian 
audience. Reagan refers to the event as a “homecoming . . . some 4,000 of us 
are kindred spirits united by one burning belief: God is our Father; we are 
His children; together, brothers and sisters, we are one family.” He continues:

Being family makes us willing to share the pain of problems we carry 
in our hearts. But families also come together in times of joy, and we 
can celebrate such a moment today. Hope is being reborn across this 
land by a mighty spiritual revival. . . . God’s most blessed gift to His 
family is the gift of life.33

In this speech, Reagan taps into the symbols of family and life to pro-
mote his anti- abortion policy.34 But in the second speech in 1986, which 
constituted the public remarks delivered before signing a tax- cut bill, the 
overt religious rhetoric is downplayed, rendered in economic terms (“faith in 
the individual”), and punctuated with multiple references to the Founding 
Fathers who, he notes, would be dismayed at America’s then tax policy. Note 
that the references to the “individual” over against “groups or classes” is a 
longstanding conservative way of deflecting attention away from systemic 
issues of race and class. Reagan remarks:
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But for all tax reform’s economic benefits, I believe that history will 
record this moment as something more: as the return to the first prin-
ciples. This country was founded on faith in the individual, not groups 
or classes, but faith in the resources and bounty of each and every sep-
arate human soul. Our Founding Fathers designed a democratic form 
of government to enlist the individual’s energies and fashioned a Bill 
of Rights to protect its freedoms. And in so doing, they tapped a well-
spring of hope and creativity that was to— to completely transform 
history. . . .

It’s in our families that America’s most important work gets 
done: raising our next generation. But over the last 40 years, as infla-
tion has shrunk the personal exemption, families with children have 
had to shoulder more and more of the tax burden. With inflation and 
bracket- creep also eroding incomes, many spouses who would rather 
stay home with their children have been forced to go looking for jobs. 
And what of America’s promise of hope and opportunity, that with 
hard work even the poorest among us can gain the security and happi-
ness that is the due of all Americans? You can’t put a price tag on the 
American Dream. That dream is the heart and soul of America; it’s the 
promise that keeps our nation forever good and generous, a model and 
hope to the world.35

As Kruse’s earlier analysis suggests, Reagan’s fiscal conservatism represented 
a longstanding trend embraced by the wealthy to cut taxes and roll back gov-
ernment regulations in the name of these “first principles.” But note here, as 
well, that in the midst of what appears to be a conversation about economic 
freedom, the Founding Fathers, and the American Dream, Reagan tips his 
hat to “spouses who would rather stay home with their children” (i.e., white 
women). This is no accident, since the 1970s lightning rod of the working 
woman threatened to dislocate traditional white stay- at- home motherhood 
from this particular version of the American family’s idealized origin story. 
The racial subtext should also not be lost, since Reagan’s frequent references 
to poor black women who stayed home with their children (as most nega-
tively typified in those “welfare queens” discussed in the last chapter) clearly 
excludes them from this vision of the proper American family.

It is fair to say that many Americans’ national consciousness today has 
amounted to a way of trying to make sense of a series of contradictions about 
American life that have been particularly pronounced since the Reagan 
era.36 Reagan’s fiscal conservatism and his equation of poverty with moral 
failure became trademarks of his campaign’s rhetoric (and, for that matter, of 
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national rhetoric ever since). This meant that “the American Dream,” which 
was once understood as an economic promise of financial stability, had to 
become something much more intangible if it was to reach a wide variety 
of people for whom those financial promises would never materialize. Thus 
Reagan’s conservative social campaigns centralized both religion and family 
imagery as a way of remaking American identity. His conservative listeners 
could be reassured that they were the upstanding moral family facing at-
tack on all sides by a variety of miscreants (liberals, nonwhites, homosexuals, 
abortion rights activists, the poor, etc.) who wanted to compromise and tear 
down both their innocence and integrity.

(Straight, White) Christian America

If one element of Reagan’s rhetorical strategy was delivering emotional 
rewards when economic ones were scarce, it is important to consider what 
shape that takes today. This is a process, Berlant notes, that involves noticing 
the “kinds of domination [that] are being imagined as forms of social good” 
and from which are forged the images of the “ideal American.”37 In some 
instances, this process has been explicit, as in cases where private consensual 
sex between the “wrong kind” of people has been legally prohibited. For in-
stance, while most Americans know that homosexual relationships were once 
illegal throughout portions of the United States, many may be unaware that 
as recently as 1986, in the famous Reagan- era case of Bowers v. Hardwick, 
the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that the anti- sodomy laws enacted by many 
states were legal because sodomy was an act that violated traditional (that 
is, conservative Christian) notions of morality and family.38 This rejection of 
sodomy as a sexual act unworthy of legal protections (and thus the mark of 
a “bad American”) ended with the decisions of subsequent cases, including, 
most recently, the 2015 Oberfell v. Hodges decision to legalize gay marriage. 
Interracial marriage has also long been legally proscribed. Consider that 
it was 1967 before interracial marriage was legal across the United States; 
prior to that point (and as early as the colonial period), interracial intimate 
relationships could be punished with everything from forced annulments to 
imprisonment to death.39

Yet, as we know, overturning legal forms of prejudice does not stop the 
persistence of prejudicial attitudes. For our present conversation I  am in-
terested in thinking through how such attitudes are central to ideas about 
who can be considered a “good American” (that is, “part of the family”), and 
by extension, how we apply those same moral standards to our politicians. 
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To do this, I  want to consider three groups of contemporary studies— we 
might consider them something like “social snapshots”— that pertain to race 
and perceptions of American citizenship. These snapshots provide some cul-
tural data to help us think through this fusion of racialized family imagery 
with Christian- nation rhetoric in a contemporary context. Part of that con-
text involves understanding the racial divisions in American evangelicalism 
today: whites account for 64% of the evangelical movement,40 with white 
evangelicals presently constituting a full third of the Republican Party.41 As 
we know, white evangelicals as a bloc are significantly less likely to believe 
that African Americans face significant racial discrimination when compared 
to the members of other religious groups, an attitude that tends to inform 
their rejection of candidates who talk about systemic social problems such as 
poverty and racism.42

The first study involves a survey conducted several months after President 
Trump’s 2016 inauguration; its goal was to locate the connection between 
Trump supporters and their allegiance to the Christian- nation idea, with an 
eye toward how “values voters” could support a president with such a bla-
tant record of sexual indiscretions. In addition to factoring in voter attitudes 
about a series of other issues (the economy, race, immigration, etc.), pollsters 
asked participants to respond to the following statements related to the 
Christian- nation idea:

 • “The federal government should declare the United States a Christian 
nation.”

 • “The federal government should advocate Christian values.”
 • “The federal government should enforce strict separation of church 

and state.”
 • “The federal government should allow the display of religious 

symbols in public spaces.”
 • “The success of the United States is part of God’s plan.”
 • “The federal government should allow prayer in public schools.”43

What the survey found is that, across all party political affiliations, the 
more strongly that the respondent agreed with these statements, the more 
likely he or she was to vote for Trump. Other noteworthy findings included a 
correlation between the Christian- nation idea and anti- Muslim sentiment.44 
The study concluded, then, that apart from simple demographic indicators 
(being a white male and a Republican), a vote for Trump was strongly tied 
to one’s attachment to the concept that America should be a Christian nation 
and, concomitantly, with anti- Muslim attitudes.45 Rather than being an out-
lier, the findings of this study have been reinforced by myriad others.46
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The second series of studies that spanned the 2010s examined the par-
allel between white consciousness and perceived patriotism, an issue that has 
recently emerged with particular importance in regard to the uproar over 
NFL players who kneeled during the American national anthem in protest 
of racialized police brutality. These studies suggested that, for many white 
Americans, patriotism and whiteness go hand in hand because many whites 
see themselves as ideal, if not prototypical, Americans.47 More specifically, 
white respondents who saw themselves as very patriotic (many of whom also 
tended to understand this patriotism in religious ways) were more likely 
to see black Americans as people who “violate  .  .  .  traditional American 
values.”48

Finally, a third series of studies examined what some commentators 
have called “status threat,” or how a group responds to the perception 
that their privilege or other sort of status will soon be lost. Status threat 
is important in the contemporary American context because some data 
suggest that nonwhite Americans will outnumber white Americans as 
early as 2050.49 One study demonstrated that when whites were given 
this information before answering a survey about their attitudes toward 
racial diversity, they were substantially more negative about such diversity 
than was another white group that had no exposure to such data.50 One of 
the most pronounced groups suffering from white status threat, another 
study indicates, is white evangelicals, who in a 2015 poll were the only 
major religious group in the United States for which a majority under-
stood immigrants in a generally negative way.51

These snapshots clearly point to the conclusion that many Americans, 
and white Americans in particular, tend to see whiteness as a moral virtue 
consistent with ideal citizenship, and nonwhiteness as some sort of existen-
tial national threat. It is also reasonable to conclude that, for many in these 
groups, “Christian nation” is equivalent with “white nation.” This correla-
tion is why we should be very careful not to assume that the Christian- nation 
idea is only at work in rhetoric that talks about the religion of the Founding 
Fathers or of some sort of essential sacred national character. Nor should we 
assume that every American who engages in such rhetoric’s many forms is an 
evangelical Christian or even a conservative. Rather, a more accurate obser-
vation is that any number of groups can (and have) deploy(ed) the Christian- 
nation idea with competing interests in order to perform a specific type of 
cultural work. What almost all of them have in common is that they envision 
the nation’s “true citizens” as those who conform to the raced, gendered, and 
sexual aspects of these longstanding conservative family ideals, and they see 
the nation’s enemies as those who in any way question or challenge them.52
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For scholars of gender and race, pointing out the nexus between ideas of 
Christian nationalism and exclusionary politics is far from earthshattering; 
it is, in fact, relatively obvious. This is not to say that the people who em-
ploy the Christian- nation rhetoric (as well as those who did so in the past) 
do not “believe in it,” are attempting to be openly manipulative, or do not 
have good intentions. Rather, it is to acknowledge that all speech is political 
in the sense that it is intended to elicit some sort of outcome, even if it is 
performing multiple social roles at once. We should thus always be looking 
to the function of these strategically rendered words about Christian nation-
alism rather than focusing only on their content. If the ideal citizen has, in 
recent memory, been cast as the white middle- class straight Christian, we 
will see how this works next as we consider both the gendered and the raced 
presumptions that we make about “ideal” political candidates.

Masculinity, Race, and the American Icon

For most people, asking why they do or don’t support a particular po-
litical party seems like a straightforward question; most can articulate 
reasons that inform some sense of political affiliation (or lack thereof). 
Yet research indicates that we miss something important in conversations 
about political affiliation if we presume that how people vote and/ or po-
litically identify is a fully rational, conscious process that starts with an 
individual political philosophy or an objective ethical stance. Instead, a 
more accurate assessment of political alliance takes into account a basic 
economy of feelings— those of affinity (“like me”) and estrangement (“not 
like me”)— that are not even necessarily reflective of the desires of certain 
individuals as much as they are the products of socialization.53 In other 
words, for most people, their feelings about their choice of candidate and/ 
or political position are much more about what such people or issues emo-
tionally symbolize— and how they can hitch their cart to a candidate or 
party’s affective wagon.

This is where the politics of masculinity and race matter substantially in 
the American context, helping us better understand many Americans’ at-
tachment to certain politicians. Political scientists Christopher Achen and 
Larry Bartels have shown that citizens in democracies choose how to vote for 
reasons often unrelated to a coherent political ideology. Rather, they show 
that if one charts the cognitive processes by which most people arrive at 
a political decision, most adhere to a particular party because of how they 
perceive their own identity and interests (this is the party for “my people” 

 



N a t i o n   127

      

or “my family”; this candidate “understands us”). Once they’ve made that 
distinction, they parrot the party views or ideological details after the fact.54

Psychologist Jonathan Haidt also drew this conclusion in his study of 
the processes that inform moral reasoning. Haidt discovered that when 
researchers asked subjects to assess the ethics of a situation where they al-
ready have a preconceived bias, the subjects would repeatedly attempt to “in-
vent victims” even when the scenario in question could not possibly produce 
harm. The “invention of victims” is the phrase Haidt uses for the tendency 
to imagine a harm where it may not exist so as to reinforce the superiority 
of one’s interests or attitudes.55 Thus the policy talk in which people often 
barter in political conversations is usually just the legitimizing language 
that makes them look logical and well- reasoned, Haidt notes, since, for most 
people, “moral reasoning [is] mostly just a post hoc search for reasons to jus-
tify the judgments people had already made.”56

This economy of feelings is, in great part, a symbolic exchange:  it 
indicates who people think should symbolize the nation or, more bluntly, 
who symbolizes legitimate power. This goes far in helping to explain the 
public’s response to sex scandals, for it can account for how people who call 
themselves “values voters” can consistently support candidates and/ or parties 
that appear to depart sharply from the moral standards that supposedly define 
them. Moreover, if we take seriously that the concept of a Christian nation 
can function more as a statement about the normalcy of white heterosexual 
power than anything else, we can begin to envision removing that discussion 
from the realm of theological and moral orthodoxy and more properly place 
it, instead, in the realm of symbols, feelings, and perceptions of social status.

This reliance on emotion over policy is one feature of presidentialism, 
a term introduced in  chapter 1. Although this concept is designed to spe-
cifically describe American attitudes toward the presidential role, it has 
widespread purchase for politicians generally, for a wide swath of the public 
expects national leaders to act as guardians who will lead and take care of 
them, placing relatively little sense of obligation on the voters. Nelson and 
Curtain see this as a rather undemocratic sentiment on the part of the public 
in the sense that it relieves them from having to be informed and accountable 
citizens. The result is that the public’s individual engagement can hover at 
the level of feelings and opinions, all while placing responsibility on a po-
litical authority figure for the very real policy implications of their votes.57

The American public is thus often reduced to thinking of their politicians 
in much the same way as children often perceive their parents:  they may 
grumble about them, but generally they tend to defer to their power. Indeed, 
it was Bill Clinton who once observed, “when people are insecure, they’d 



128   C o m p r o m i s i n g  P o s i t i o n s

      

rather have somebody who is strong and wrong than someone who’s weak 
and right.”58 If part of the allure of presidentialist attitudes involves the sur-
render of control to someone else, then it may be symbolically useful to think 
of politicians— and particularly the president— as something like a national 
father whose role lies in both leadership and protection.59

As we will soon see, understanding how this fatherly role symbolically 
emerges via the bond between political engagement and emotion is vital to 
understanding how and why the public may repeatedly throw its weight be-
hind a politician guilty of a sex scandal even when they would otherwise report 
that such behavior should disqualify him for public office. They have other 
reasons, and those reasons are much more about how he makes them feel. So 
when scholars and political commentators express concern that sex scandals 
draw undue attention away from “real politics,” or that the public fretting 
they generate distracts from issues that “really matter,” they misrecognize 
the sentiments driving political life, which are often quite disconnected from 
clear policy knowledge. Rather, if we take into consideration Jackson Katz’s 
claim that politics are a fight over who gets to control the official American 
story, then another angle emerges.60

“Red Meat Moments”

We have already seen how many Americans have a robust history of associating 
patriotism and ideal citizenship with heterosexuality and whiteness. Still 
another important element of symbolic citizenship emerges when we con-
sider American cultural ideals from the perspective of racialized gender. As 
mentioned in the last chapter, this is a term used to designate how dominant 
classifications of race and gender intersect and are synthesized, so that it is 
neither one’s racial identity nor gender alone that is being socially judged 
but, rather, how the two interact (as we saw in the cases of Anita Hill and 
Paula Jones).

This is not a new type of classification, for the United States has long used 
racialized gendered ideals in the literal construction of Americans— that is, 
in deciding which immigrants may become legal citizens. Echoing rhetoric 
common today, anti- immigrant rhetoric across the nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries referred to virtually all immigrant men as either too wild, 
animalistic, or violent to be good citizens, or too weak and ineffectual to 
contribute productively to society; there has been virtually no type of non-
white, non- American masculinity that has been acceptable in the moment, in 
other words.61 Historian Margot Canaday has shown how this obsession with 
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admitting the “right kind of citizen” in early twentieth- century America 
grew to the point where immigrant men whose bodies appeared overly ef-
feminate (i.e., they were small- framed, had jutting hips, did not grow large 
amounts of body hair, etc.) or whose genitalia were atypical in some way were 
often excluded from entering the United States on that basis alone.62

If the white, strong, heterosexual American male ideal has been, at times, 
a formal part of the official criteria by which the American citizenry is formed, 
this might help us better understand how patriarchies operate. Patriarchy is 
not just about the physical, tangible control that men exert through leader-
ship positions but also about the fact that the core values of the society that 
are most lauded or praised are almost always affiliated with men or mascu-
line identity, as well.63 Simply, the public often describes a “true patriot” 
or “upstanding American” as someone who is strong, brave, honest, and 
courageous— all words that we most commonly use to describe men— and 
white men, in particular. If this seems questionable, consider that there are 
rarely times in nationalist discourse when we discuss the country’s merits in 
terms of its softness, docility, nurturance, or passivity— all elements much 
more likely to be associated with women, “undesirable” immigrants, and a 
host of others who have been relegated to the cultural margins.

In his analysis of the gendered dynamics characterizing American presi-
dential contests over the past fifty years, Katz argues that most have been won 
or lost based on the success with which various candidates were able to sell 
themselves as more masculine than their opponents, independent of policy 
or party. This analysis also works with politicians outside the presidency, for 
insomuch as a politician symbolizes the nation- state, the same masculine 
imagery remains important. Because voters tend to support a taller, slimmer 
(not to mention whiter) person, this means that women and people of color 
are, in many cases, not just written out of the political script, so to speak, but 
are also caught in a catch- 22, for no matter how they behave they will rarely 
be seen as “good political material.” For instance, black male candidates must 
often work against the stereotype of the violent or overaggressive black male, 
and thus ironically they must appear much more docile even though such 
a persona is often politically disadvantageous, in general.64 This fact alone 
demonstrates a fascinating perspective on the role of racialized gender in po-
litical contests, for, as we will shortly discuss, there is virtually nothing that a 
white male candidate could do that the public would read as “too aggressive.”

But for women, acting aggressively is another story altogether. The public 
will often reject a female candidate for being “too feminine” for the job, but 
if they find her unfeminine in her competency, they will reject her on those 
grounds as well (think of Hillary Clinton, who was many times considered a 
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“ball- breaker”).65 Psychologist Stephen Ducat, who studies the psychology of 
gender bias, has noted that an entire media industry was born when Hillary 
Clinton entered the political spotlight, for “nearly all the rhetorical assaults 
against Ms. Clinton directly or indirectly concerned her failure to be a prop-
erly subordinate female.”66 In addition to the numerous references to Clinton 
as a castrator of men, conservative media in particular depicted her in various 
phallic ways. There were not only cartoons that portrayed her with a notice-
able bulge in her pants but also numerous other jokes, such as the two that 
follow, implying that she was the “real man” in the family and, as such, was 
to be viewed with disgust:

Q: Why do the Clintons only have one child? A: Because Hillary had 
a vasectomy.

Q:  Why doesn’t Hillary Clinton wear mini- skirts? A:  So her balls 
don’t show.67

Because women (of all racial groups) and men of color are seen as less right-
eously aggressive, their ability as political candidates to handle “tough is-
sues” such as domestic crime, national security, and foreign terrorism is often 
called into question in ways that white men tend to experience less often. 
Indeed, there is probably nothing worse for a political candidate than to be 
perceived as “soft on crime.” But this, too, is a gendered (as seen in the term 
“soft”) but also raced category, for the “crime” referenced by those who claim 
a “tough on crime” approach is usually a reference to violent acts often asso-
ciated with nonwhites as opposed to white- collar crimes, or to the violence 
that proliferates just as often in white communities (e.g., domestic violence, 
sexual assault, etc.).68

This trend is borne out in the predictable pattern of racialized gen-
dered messages characterizing American presidential races. Since the 1960s, 
elections have pivoted just as much on what Katz calls “God, guns, and gays” 
than on policy matters intended to concretely ameliorate voters’ lives (such 
as healthcare, jobs, etc.). The “God, guns, and gays” motto is a symbol set 
that is so emotionally evocative because all three together represent the issues 
that have so often culturally defined white heterosexual male power: “God” 
references those evangelical groups that tend to support patriarchy as a divine 
plan; “guns” is a symbol of not just masculine aggression but also the need to 
defend one’s family against violent crime (often imagined to be perpetrated 
by nonwhites); and “gays” refers to the increasing visibility of LGBTQ groups 
that call into question the naturalness of the heterosexual norm.69 The three 
together transform masculinity into a type of cultural currency that one must 
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amply spend in order to be rewarded at the ballot box. Lest we think this 
claim is somewhat overblown, we should remember that, in 2004, Montana 
governor Brian Schweitzer, who at one point had been trailing with male 
voters, successfully closed the gender gap simply by appearing in a television 
ad that featured him carrying a gun while on horseback.70

These themes of “righteous” male aggression turned into a longstanding 
political trend with the 1972 presidential race between Richard Nixon and 
George McGovern, wherein Nixon connected patriotism with white hetero-
sexual masculinity.71 Part of his ability to forge this connection involved ap-
pealing to the racist sentiments of white voters who were seeing the impact 
of the civil rights movement come to fruition, and who were thus open to 
moving away from the Democrats, since they saw them as the party of ra-
cial minorities. The 1960s anti- establishment movement provided just the 
degree of instability to make this symbolic partnership alluring to many 
conservatives; McGovern was feminized insomuch as he had to defend him-
self against being the candidate of “acid, amnesty, and abortion” (that is, 
the candidate of anti- establishment culture, anti- Vietnam protestors, and 
women, more generally), a jingle that would set the stage for “God, guns, 
and gays.”72 Nixon pounded home the message that real men were patriots 
who not only adhered to traditional moral foundations and attitudes (that is, 
pre– civil rights era norms) but would also die for their country. Anyone else 
was a counterfeit citizen or a traitor.

If “anti- men” on the domestic front were feminized, brown, or 
questioned blind patriotism, this stereotype was solidified in the minds of 
many American conservatives with one particular foreign policy conun-
drum that proved particularly embarrassing for the United States. It is now 
a common presumption that President Jimmy Carter lost his attempt at a 
second presidential bid because of his handling of the Iranian hostage crisis, 
the 1979 event wherein a group of revolutionaries took hostage the staff 
of the American Embassy in Iran. The media juxtaposed virtually ubiqui-
tous pictures of a stern- faced Ayatollah Khomeini, then Iran’s revolutionary 
leader, with pale- faced Carter (known for his mild demeanor), making it ap-
pear that the problem was Carter’s manhood rather than years of problematic 
foreign policy.73 Regardless the cause, the optics were hard to miss: a brown 
man attacked the white leader of the free world, and in the former’s presence 
the white man appeared to falter.

In this sense, we can think of presidential elections as something involving 
actors auditioning for a part, with voters playing the role of casting di-
rector.74 The role being cast is the American ideal of the masculine, dominant 
protector whose masculinity can be proven by engaging in what journalist 
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Maureen Dowd has called “red meat moments,” or displays of aggressive 
masculinity or chest- thumping.75 Once we know a little bit more about what 
happens behind the scenes of those productions, it’s difficult not to agree 
that our evaluations of leaders centers prominently on their masculinity, 
and specifically on displays of masculinity that tend to be practiced more by 
white men.

We know, for instance, that John Kerry’s handlers played down his soccer 
background in favor of amplifying his hockey experience during his run 
for the presidency, playing into stereotypes that soccer is not as manly as 
hockey.76 Mitt Romney, who publicly wavered in an interview when the con-
versation turned to hunting (he mentioned that he’d mainly shot rodents), 
was scheduled ASAP for a big- game hunting expedition.77 The elder George 
Bush was coached by his staff to eat pork rinds and throw horseshoes with 
“the boys” in ads set to country music, depicting the cowboy motif earlier 
discussed in  chapter 2.78 And when Trump made the 2015 comment that he 
would “Bomb the shit out of ISIS,” his poll numbers immediately jumped 
five points, making it hard not to see that “a significant percentage of the 
population still sees chest- thumping displays by (white) men as evidence of 
‘strong leadership.’ ”79

We might thus say that “hockey, hunting, and horseshoes” has been the 
way that “God, guns, and gays” has played out in the national political con-
text; together, they have been the antidote, so to speak, of “acid, amnesty, and 
abortion.” The ideal candidate is not just white and masculine, reinforcing 
this via behaviors more stereotypically associated with white men (the hockey 
player, the hunter, the cowboy) but is also understood as moral precisely be-
cause of his capacity to keep both feminization (read as weakness) and black-
ness/ brownness (read as corruption) at bay.

This theory may seem to be blown apart by the presidency of Barack 
Obama, the first black American president, particularly as he was accused of 
being “soft” on a number of issues across his time in presidential office. Yet 
there were very particular moments during both of his presidential elections 
(in 2008, against John McCain, and in 2012, against Mitt Romney) when 
he was able to convey a symbolic message that promoted a masculinized 
motif, even if it did so in a slightly alternative way. For instance, Obama’s 
calm, cool demeanor was likely a welcome image of control and emotional 
detachment when the financial collapse of 2008 occurred in the midst of 
the general elections, rendering McCain’s military record less symbolically 
interesting since all eyes were on the economy.80 Obama’s youth was almost 
certainly read as more virile and energetic when compared to the much older 
McCain, something amplified by Obama’s penchant for frequent and highly 
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competitive basketball games. (Once he won office, the White House tennis 
courts were converted to basketball courts, where the games continued.)81 As 
for his opponent four years later, Romney had his own masculinized liabil-
ities, as the “rodents” incident reinforced. The public saw him as a wealthy, 
out- of- touch elitist who appeared stiff, uncomfortable, and almost comedic 
in moments when he needed to turn on a sense of aggression and strength.82 
Even though neither the media nor the public tended to associate Obama 
with displays of aggression, by the time Romney and Obama were opponents, 
Obama had already ordered the killing of Osama bin Ladin, whose death, one 
observer noted, transformed Obama “from Urkel to Shaft.”83

But on the topic of race, we should turn our attention to the critique 
coming from several prominent voices in the black community that Obama 
was not “black enough.”84 The fact that many saw Obama as detached from 
the experience of growing up poor and black in the urban core no doubt 
bolstered his general popularity with whites. This is one reason why several 
speakers called Obama a “white man with black skin,” to quote one of his 
critics, activist and black scholar Cornel West.85 Although there are a number 
of nuances to this critique, West, along with others, was generally concerned 
that Obama was not aggressive enough in taking action to fundamentally 
correct social power imbalances that disenfranchised nonwhite and other un-
derprivileged citizens because he was far too cozy with predominantly white, 
capitalist interests.86 Yet the white public would almost certainly have read 
such moves as too aggressive, as motivated by “identity politics.” Obama 
thus represented a sort of racial difference that the white populace could di-
gest precisely because it was nonthreatening, one that could also make them 
feel as if they— personally and collectively— had put racism behind them.

In fact, Obama’s biracial heritage and his generally cool demeanor likely 
appealed to the white public because they counteracted the most common 
symbols of black masculinity, which have long been built on stereotypes 
of violence and instability. The 1988 defeat of white presidential candi-
date Michael Dukakis can be credited, in great part, on the strategic use of 
these very symbols in a case that still stands today as one of the most epon-
ymous examples of the deployment of racialized gender in a political con-
test. Dukakis, a Democrat, was the Massachusetts governor who ran against 
Republican George H.  W. Bush. During Dukakis’s time in state office, a 
black man named Willie Horton, convicted of and given a life sentence for 
murder, was released several times from prison on the state’s furlough pro-
gram (which was enacted by a previous governor).87 On one such furlough, 
Horton attacked a white heterosexual couple as he carjacked them, beating 
them both, binding the man, and raping the woman.
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Horton’s case became, in many ways, Dukakis’s downfall, for his 
opponents cast it as one of many “liberal experiments” by which Dukakis 
would poison American culture. But the racial and gender overtones of this 
supposed poisoning were palpable, for numerous political ads and cartoons 
capitalized on the image of the violent black man terrorizing innocent white 
women while equally innocent white men were rendered helpless. What was 
perhaps Dukakis’s most formidable barrier was the veritable fiction factory 
that manufactured new racialized angles and details of the Horton story that, 
while untrue, held considerable persuasive purchase with the white public’s 
fear of male emasculation at the hand of a violent black criminal.88 It was 
Lee Atwater, chairman of Bush’s presidential campaign, who would describe 
Horton’s first crime— a stabbing— as also involving the victim’s dismember-
ment and his penis being cut off and placed in his mouth.89 The dismem-
berment and castration actually did not occur, and yet the message of white 
male emasculation was clear:  the American public could not be led by a 
person who had indirectly permitted the castration— literal or symbolic— of 
white men.90

A Nation of Children

As we’ve seen, the symbol of the strong white male politician who functions 
as something like a national father operates by providing a sort of protection 
from various social “enemies.” These enemies earn that title, in part, due to 
their symbolic ties with the emasculation of white men and the sexual com-
promise of white women. This provides us helpful context through which 
to consider another angle of Berlant’s conceptualization of American na-
tional life, which she calls “infantilized citizenship.” This model synthesizes 
the previous moving parts of this chapter by demonstrating how common 
presumptions about the symbolic morality and patriotism of whiteness can 
be located onto a politician/ father figure whose own sexual morality can be 
defended or denied in a series of contradictory ways.

Since at least the 1980s, Berlant argues, the American culture industry 
has shifted such that “a nation made for adult citizens has been replaced 
by one imagined for fetuses and children.”91 Americans have developed an 
attitude toward public life that continually looks to the private, intimate 
realm of family and children as its standard for goodness and, in connected 
fashion, have often used a rather childlike standard regarding the topic of 
sexuality by which to determine their threshold of comfort. This is part and 
parcel of a certain type of trauma rhetoric that has become so endemic to 
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American culture that it functions as a metaphor for citizenship:  to be an 
American, Berlant argues, is to talk about oneself as a traumatized person, 
one who is harmed, disgusted by, and otherwise subjected to the immorality 
of others. This trauma rhetoric occurs, first, within groups that have experi-
enced demonstrable prejudice of the sort that can be objectively documented 
(via racism, sexism, homophobia, etc.). But a second type of trauma rhetoric 
comes from otherwise privileged people who are attempting to find a lan-
guage for the discomfort they feel at having their own racist, sexist, homo-
phobic tendencies— and thus their privilege— exposed.92

Many privileged people rightly understand that their discomfort is 
coming from conversations about racism, sexism, and the like, but they con-
fuse their discomfort with underprivilege, as in the argument that holding 
white people accountable for racism is itself an anti- white, racist move. Much 
as the presidentialist idea argues, a certain economy of feelings takes over 
that makes discomfort something impolite, mean, or unfair. This produces 
the rather common trait of conservative thinking wherein one sees oneself as 
a victim of unwarranted social change at the same time that one consistently 
repudiates a victim mentality.93

It is this newfound visibility that make the privileged so uncomfortable— 
it lies most centrally in the recognition that the white, heterosexual, conser-
vative, and often male identity is no longer instantly legitimized.94 But to 
elicit cultural sympathy and attention for this discomfort, the visibility of 
privilege must also be described as a type of trauma by those who experience 
it, the damage from which is “proven” by focusing on subjective feelings 
and sensations as types of injury or harm.95 Moreover, focusing so much on 
feelings allows Americans who engage in this speech to return the conversa-
tion to the individual level, overlooking the very real socio- structural forces 
that cause widespread oppression.96

This background on how many Americans describe themselves as 
traumatized is important because it portends what many conservatives and 
other traditionalists understand as the solution to their discomfort, which 
is to return to the past. In contemporary America, this appears in Trump’s 
slogan, “Make America Great Again.”97 We can know this utopia precisely 
because it reestablishes the lost “greatness” that is desired “again,” which is 
that privilege, that taken- for- grantedness, the very sort of default white het-
erosexual manhood that many cultural critics argue was upended somewhere 
in the 1970s.98 Conservative calls for this restoration of the golden days often 
imagine this as a time when today’s corruptions and problems did not exist. 
They also frequently invoke youth culture, as seen in the still- numerous 
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references to 1950s teens attending sock- hops and watching Leave it to Beaver 
or Father Knows Best.

The discomfort that many privileged segments of American culture feel 
thus drives them to want to restore the past and, specifically, the way they 
felt in their own childhoods:  innocent, free of any real responsibility, and, 
simultaneously, invisibly privileged. While such times were never as ideal as 
many citizens remember them— and, in many cases, they were legitimately 
terrorizing to many others— complete and accurate data is not the sort being 
fed into this particular nostalgia machine. Rather, many privileged people 
experience a longing for the seeming ease and innocence of youth that has 
formed one of the most cogent symbols through which they have understood 
themselves as children: tacitly white, pre- sexual people free of responsibility 
for virtually every social crisis that may appear.99 So long as they are “like 
children,” in this sense, their homophobia, racism, sexism, and other preju-
dicial behaviors cannot be read as harmful, since one cannot be guilty of these 
things so long as one meant well.

A critical step in creating an infantilized citizenship thus involves pow-
erful people working to divorce themselves from the recognition of their 
own privilege by insisting upon their childlike innocence. The symbol of the 
child functions on several levels, for it is a testament to the degree of anx-
iety and helplessness (rendering them “like children”) many feel about the 
changes that have occurred in American culture at the same time that the 
child figure has become the ideal type to which many policymakers point as 
they envision the model citizen.100 The topic of sex often involves an invo-
cation of the child symbol, and a female child, in particular, is a gendered 
position that amplifies her innocence to the degree that she is seen as sexually 
naïve and simultaneously defenseless.101 This portrayal of a young girl as the 
ultimate innocent subject is perhaps nowhere better epitomized than in the 
1964 “Daisy Girl” ad that helped propel Lyndon Johnson’s presidential win 
over Barry Goldwater. The ad depicted a young girl counting backwards 
while picking daisy petals; her voice is superimposed over the full- screen 
explosion of a nuclear bomb that Goldwater’s presidency, the ad leads us to 
believe, would have enabled.102

This sort of rhetoric reaches its height, and is most applicable to our 
present conversation on sex scandals, when the public conversation turns to 
politics and sex. One of the most common, and powerful, uses of the “good 
little girl” motif is in anti- obscenity or anti- pornography legislation. In this 
circumstance, little girls are often portrayed as innocents who are sexualized 
by predatory pornographers. Such legislation, Berlant notes, often focuses 
on the “minor, female, youthful victim who requires civil protection by the 
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state whose adult citizens, especially adult men, seem mobilized by a sex-  and 
capital- driven compulsion to foul their own national culture.”103 It is ter-
ribly ironic, of course, that the supposed naturalness of male hypersexuality 
is taken for granted, if not sanctioned, within conservative cultures except 
when it isn’t in the person of the pornographer; Berlant seems to recognize 
this in her pithy observation that this is “heterosexuality, but not the sacred 
kind.”104

Critically, it is in conversations about a male sexual predator that the 
contradictions embedded in the male heterosexual double standard are 
exposed. What makes this pornographer a different sort of man— a bad one— 
is not his libido, nor that his libido’s object is women, nor even young women 
(for all of these things are already presumed in many conservative family 
ideals). Rather, the pornographer is a man who “produces” sexual females 
who, precisely because they are sexual, cannot sanctify (and thereby excuse) 
male hypersexuality; instead, they cause his sexuality to stray. Put differently, 
the sexually restrained woman is precisely what makes certain heterosexual 
arrangements “the sacred kind” because she provides the moral justification 
that holds together the entire evangelical family structure, including (and 
especially) its overt power differentials. As we will see in the next chapter, 
this is why virtually all women who are involved in a sex scandal are faulted 
on some level for a failure of “male sexual management,” as one might call it; 
it is also why Paula Jones (as discussed in the last chapter) lost all credibility 
once her own sexuality was visible.

In this way, we can see how the “good little girl” motif epitomizes the 
asexual or sexually restrained female as the cultural standard- bearer for what 
is good or appropriate, for it is precisely the fixed nature of her identity 
that justifies virtually every other aspect of conservative family ideals because 
it gives them moral sanction. It also permits perfectly grown adults to be 
shocked and stunned by the otherwise mundane sexual acts of other perfectly 
grown adults, for so long as the criteria for what is good in a culture is what is 
appropriate for “good little girls,” any “adult matters” can be deemed outra-
geous and inappropriate as the political winds dictate. To reiterate this claim 
to innocence thus requires Americans to talk about themselves as if they are 
all a collective group of (white, female) children constantly being attacked by 
some nefarious outside force.105

And yet, paradoxically, this is also the same dynamic that permits certain 
Americans to look the other way when politicians engage in illicit sex. For 
while some politicians who fail to properly prove their masculine credentials 
can be located as this nefarious force, others who are seen as suitably strong 
and aggressive function much like the evangelical father figure who will 
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protect the innocent society from threats both inside and out; his sexuality is 
simply a part of the manhood that makes his protective powers possible. In 
this way, the public’s sense of its own blamelessness and even childlike good 
will position it much like the women and children in evangelical narratives 
who are granted protection by the father or husband so long as they submit 
to his authority. As may be apparent by now, the other version of that story— 
one with a more romantic twist— is that the public is the princess waiting 
for its prince.

Either way, if Americans together culturally function as an infantile type 
of nation, the outcome is that their populist attitudes will consistently re-
main open to a strong man’s aid so long as he promises to protect and reassure 
the public of its value. It might seem odd to counterpose the princess with 
the child, or even to presume that the public is symbolically like the trope 
of “women and children.” And yet, keep in mind that one consistent factor 
that disqualifies someone from public office, symbolically speaking, is the 
appearance of being too feminine, too weak to handle the rigors of public life 
(recall how Donald Trump accused Hillary Clinton of “not having a presiden-
tial look” and not having “the stamina” for the job, in the same sentence).106 
Indeed, if one vital function of patriarchy is to infantilize women insomuch as 
they are thought to be incapable of power for many of the same reasons chil-
dren are (they’re too emotional, they’re not physically strong enough, they 
can’t handle the hardship of the “real world”), then this story of traumatized 
citizens is just a different version of the evangelical fairytale discussed in the 
last chapter.

Again, the flexibility of this storyline is of crucial importance in a sex 
scandal, for it explains the tolerance of the white male heterosexual double 
standard. Americans tend to expect that their politicians will be “upstanding 
men” in the sense that they will embody the conservative family ideal. On 
the flip side, as we’ve earlier noted, it would be terribly naïve to remain blind 
to the myriad ways in which sexual philandering is a Washington institu-
tion.107 What this means is that Americans are often willing to treat their 
politicians as fathers and husbands so long as they prove themselves suitably 
strong and masculine and, more to the point, their philandering can be read 
as some sort of necessary force that has both sexual and protective powers. 
If they succeed at this, then the public can vicariously read their strength 
as national strength, which means that the threat du jour can be relocated 
onto another person or group. But if that politician is not convincingly, 
overwhelmingly masculine, then he is revealed to be the threat himself. He 
becomes the sexual tarnish on the edges of the national family portrait.
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Father Knows Best

To examine this dynamic at work, we can study the sex scandals of former 
New York Mayor Rudy Giuliani, former Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich, 
and former Senator John Edwards. I’ve chosen this trio because of the manner 
in which their success in surviving a sex scandal hinged largely on whether 
they were judged suitable masculine protectors and, related, whether the 
public associated their political work as a type of national defense to pro-
tect “upstanding Americans.” All three held a degree of national popularity 
within their parties, entertained a run for the presidency, and had their adul-
tery publicly outed. Two of them (Gingrich and Edwards) conducted affairs 
while their wives at the time were dealing with serious illnesses; two others 
(Giuliani and Gingrich) were named Time’s “Man of the Year.”108 Only one of 
them politically perished.

Rudy Giuliani

Rudy Giuliani has been no traditionalist Republican. The former New York 
City mayor, presidential candidate, and current advisor to President Trump 
has identified himself as a Catholic, pro- choice, pro– gay rights, and pro- gun 
control politico.109 He began his career in the U.S. Attorney General’s of-
fice as a prosecutor working high- profile cases, ultimately moving to politics 
with his first run in the New York City mayoral contest in 1989, which he 
lost in a close race.110 But he would triumph in the 1993 election, remaining 
mayor of New York through 2001. Before his handling of 9/ 11, he was likely 
best known for cleaning up New  York’s crime problem, even though his 
critics questioned both the ethics and the efficacy of his tactics.111

Yet there is a reason why former Vice President Joe Biden once humor-
ously complained that “[There are] only three things [Giuliani] mentions 
in a sentence: A noun, a verb and 9/ 11.”112 It is because Giuliani’s indelible 
stamp lies with the fact that he was the mayor of New York when the ter-
rorist attacks of 9/ 11 happened, and it is this legacy that has completely 
redefined virtually everything else about his symbolic weight in American 
culture. When he announced his candidacy for president in the 2008 elec-
tion, the New York Times ran a lengthy story recounting Giuliani’s every move 
on that day and for weeks afterwards, most of which was brimming with 
praise for his calm, his strength, and his unyielding ability to take charge 
when, it seemed, an entire nation needed him most.113 Political analyst Joe 
Scarborough would later remark:
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Before President George W. Bush found his voice on top of a pile of 
rubble at Ground Zero, it was Giuliani who projected compassion, 
determination and defiance during those trying times. Giuliani struck 
nothing less than a Churchillian pose when that inspired leadership 
was so necessary for New York and the rest of the world.114

For the sake of accuracy, it’s important to note that Scarborough’s praise 
came in an otherwise scathing 2018 article about Giuliani’s alliances with 
President Donald Trump. But if our topic of concern is the public response 
to Giuliani’s active sex life, that was not Scarborough’s complaint. Giuliani’s 
popularity was so great that a populist groundswell for a third term (an im-
possibility according to New York state law) emerged in the weeks after the 
9/ 11 attacks.115 While that did not materialize, a November 2001 New York 
Times story about Giuliani’s departure from office depicted him as a person 
whose popularity, decency, and competency were so universally understood 
that he could do anything he wanted once he “return[ed] to mere mortal 
status.”116 The man known as “America’s Mayor” was shortly named Time 
magazine’s 2001 Man of the Year, and the article announcing this accolade 
was entitled “Mayor of the World.”117 Put bluntly, Giuliani was understood 
by many as the American who showed Muslim terrorists that Americans 
were stronger than their attacks.

But it was not always that way. As Time tells it, up until 9/ 11, most 
New Yorkers thought that Giuliani was a “great mayor, not- so- great guy,” 
owing to his temper, his vicious attacks of his enemies, and his protracted 
battles characterizing his rather ugly personal life.118 The saga of his personal 
relationships begins with his first marriage to his second cousin which, while 
surely intriguing, is perhaps not exactly sex- scandal fodder.119 But as earlier 
mentioned, his relationship with second wife Donna Hanover would take a 
bitter— and for New Yorkers watching it— extremely lurid turn when, in a 
televised May 2000 press conference, Giuliani announced the end of his mar-
riage to Hanover, which is how she, like the public, learned of their divorce, 
as well.120 Giuliani, who was then suffering from prostate cancer, mentioned 
during the same televised event that he would turn for support during his 
illness to his “very good friend” Judith Nathan (who would become his third 
wife and, as of 2018, third ex- wife).121 A stunned Hanover released a state-
ment a few hours later, noting that Giuliani’s history of numerous infidelities 
was a barrier to their marital resolution.122

Their breakup would become exceedingly ugly as Hanover refused to 
leave Gracie Mansion, the mayor’s official home, and as she also sought a 
court order that would bar Nathan from entering the residence. Giuliani’s 
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lawyer, in a poorly timed taunt lobbed on Mother’s Day, 2001, referred to 
Hanover’s resistance to Nathan’s presence in Gracie Mansion as her “howling 
like a stuck pig.”123 Almost exactly seventeen years later, Judith Nathan filed 
for divorce from Giuliani, claiming similar allegations of infidelity.124

Of all the potentially intriguing details here, what is perhaps most im-
portant for our purposes is the way in which, as writer Gail Collins puts 
it, “when terrorists attacked the World Trade Center, Giuliani became a 
hero and Time’s Man of the Year. His marital misbehavior was utterly for-
gotten.”125 Indeed, as earlier discussed, when Giuliani became an advisor to 
then candidate Trump in 2016, he did not hesitate to take part in Trump’s 
critique of the Clintons and former President Bill Clinton’s marital unfaith-
fulness, in particular. Giuliani remarked that Hillary Clinton was too stupid 
to be president if she really didn’t know about her husband’s infidelities; he 
also questioned her feminist credentials in her personal critiques of Monica 
Lewinsky.126 The New York Times writer Jim Dwyer noted the irony of this 
attack, since “Between Mr. Giuliani and Mr. Trump, their marriages out-
number the Clintons’ six to one.”127

But this more recent spate of strange missteps and alliances cannot erase 
the fact that Giuliani was portrayed as the face of American triumph in the 
wake of Muslim terrorists, the man who once asked former President Bush 
if he could be Osama bin Ladin’s executioner.128 Thus, for many Americans, 
Giuliani will be permanently remembered as something like a superhero, as 
recounted by writer Eric Pooley:

Sixteen hours had passed since the Twin Towers crumbled and fell, 
and people kept telling Rudy Giuliani to get some rest. The indom-
itable mayor of New York City had spent the day and night holding 
his town together. He arrived at the World Trade Center just after the 
second plane hit, watched human beings drop from the sky and— 
when the south tower imploded— nearly got trapped inside his make-
shift command center near the site. Then he led a battered platoon of 
city officials, reporters and civilians north through the blizzard of ash 
and smoke, and a detective jimmied open the door to a firehouse so 
the mayor could revive his government there. Giuliani took to the air-
waves to calm and reassure his people, made a few hundred rapid- fire 
decisions about the security and rescue operations, toured hospitals to 
comfort the families of the missing and made four more visits to the 
apocalyptic attack scene.129

Giuliani’s place in America’s national narrative as the mayor who stood in 
the face of brown, foreign, Muslim terrorists has a symbolic counterpart in 
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Newt Gingrich’s legacy. Gingrich was the conservative politician working 
against what many conservatives had already described as another type of 
national enemy.

Newt Gingrich

Gingrich’s career as an elected official began with a successful congressional 
run in 1978. Prior to that he was an academic who taught at the univer-
sity level, but always had dreams of a political life and, specifically, being 
the Speaker of the House. With what appeared to be a laser- sharp profes-
sional focus, Gingrich ascended quickly within Washington political life 
after leaving academia. Much like Giuliani, Gingrich’s personal life was 
characterized by several interesting foibles. As an eighteen- year- old he fell in 
love with his high school geometry teacher, Jackie Battley. He was secretly 
dating her by the next year, and the year after that (1962) they were married, 
with a baby shortly to follow; the couple would eventually have two chil-
dren.130 Their marriage lasted almost two decades, but a matter of months 
after their divorce in 1981 (they divorced while Battley was suffering from 
cancer, which is a source of some family controversy), Gingrich married a 
woman named Marianne Ginther.131

Gingrich and Ginther were together for eighteen years until, she reports, 
he came to her to ask for an open marriage with Callista Bisek, a congressional 
aide with whom he had been conducting a six- year affair.132 Two specific 
things are interesting about this: first, Gingrich was conducting the affair at 
the same time that he was publicly condemning Bill Clinton for his relation-
ship with Monica Lewinsky133; and second, Marianne Ginther Gingrich had 
recently been diagnosed with multiple sclerosis, with her doctors warning 
that she should not experience undue stress for the sake of her health.134 
Nevertheless, their divorce proceeded in 1999, and by 2000 Gingrich and 
Bisek were married.

Even though Gingrich had a chronic problem with philandering in both 
his first and second marriages, “his political stance on the nuclear family as 
the essential ethical and moral unit of society was stronger than ever.”135 
That would be important context for September of 1994, when Gingrich, 
along with three hundred other Republicans, signed the Contract with 
America, an omnibus legislative package that was something close to a con-
servative manifesto.136 Two particularly well- known parts of the Contract in-
cluded the “Personal Responsibility Act” (also known as “Welfare Reform”) 
and the “Taking Back Our Streets Act,” which sought to expand the prison 
system and mandate minimum sentences, among other things; both acts 
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“disproportionately affect[ed] black citizens in the highest numbers.”137 
Although Clinton would sign into a law a different variation of the policy 
from Gingrich’s initial proposal, the symbolic gist of the legal message 
remained intact:  poor blacks were undercutting American values through 
their sexuality, criminality, and creation of broken families.

In light of our earlier conversation about sex from  chapter  3, the 
presumptions of the “Personal Responsibility Act” (PRA) are particularly 
noteworthy. The PRA was described as a “welfare- to- work” initiative that set 
out to stop “illegitimate” births for the sake of returning families to financial 
independence; it also denied certain minors who were mothers government 
support. It relied overwhelmingly on the Reagan- era stereotype of the “wel-
fare queen,” a black woman whose unbridled sexuality and subsequent child-
bearing, combined with her laziness, made her dependent on the state.138 
Although there were a number of planks to the initiative, critics charged 
that the overwhelming Republican focus prioritized punishing unmarried 
motherhood rather than effectively dealing with extreme poverty.139 The 
moralizing tone was not lost in the opening lines of the act, which read “mar-
riage is the foundation of a successful society,”140 nor was the racial one, since 
the statement was intended to speak directly to black mothers, who tended 
to be unmarried at much higher rates than the white women who were also 
dependent on the program.141 Gingrich’s perspective was that public support 
programs were “bringing the once all- conquering American civilization to 
its knees, by increasing poverty and dependency and encouraging permissive 
values.”142 Critically, for the GOP and its largely white voting base, it was 
black women who were debasing the “all- conquering” American civilization.

By 1995 Gingrich was the Speaker of the House, and was nominated 
Time’s Man of the Year, an award that indicated the magnitude of his polit-
ical power.143 Yet just two years later, he became the first Speaker punished 
for ethics violations stemming from federal tax- law abuses and a number of 
other related offenses. He faced an official reprimand from Congress and a 
$300,000 fine.144 This did not substantially derail him; even though he went 
on to several non- elected political roles after his stint as Speaker was over, he 
retained sufficient amounts of conservative legitimacy to be a Fox News com-
mentator for over a decade. He was subsequently able to drum up enough 
support to run for the presidency in 2012, and was on Donald Trump’s short 
list for the vice- president role in the 2016 election.145

Gingrich’s legacy, then, is one punctuated by his insistence that pov-
erty and race correlated with “permissive values,” even as his own personal 
life was, by most accounts, serially permissive. Yet the fact that he was able 
to employ evangelical ideals of marriage and family while violating them 
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consistently in his own private matters indicates his success in deflecting the 
public’s attention onto poor, black, unmarried mothers, the symbolic antith-
esis of those very ideals.

John Edwards

Despite some noteworthy similarities to both Giuliani and Gingrich, John 
Edwards is a different type of character in the national sex- scandal story. It 
is telling that Edwards’s legacy is defined by writer Frank James using one 
word: “tragedy.”146 James points to the misfortunes against which he litigated 
as a personal- injury attorney, followed by the loss of one of his children in a 
car accident. Next, as we know, there was the death of his wife, Elizabeth, 
from breast cancer, an event overshadowed by the fact that Edwards had not 
only been unfaithful to her while she was living but also had fathered a child 
from that affair.147

This is certainly an interesting frame, for as we’ve just seen, both Gingrich 
and Giuliani have certainly experienced, if not directly caused, plenty of suf-
fering, if not “tragedy,” themselves. But in rendering Edwards a victim of 
tragedy rather than someone who could rise from the ashes (as both Giuliani 
and Gingrich have been portrayed), there are indications that what has 
happened with Edwards has been more a story of improper masculinity than 
the tale of an unusual type of harm Edwards caused. One could point to his 
eventual criminal charges for conspiracy, illegal campaign contributions, and 
false statements (charges for which he would eventually be found not guilty or 
which ended in mistrial).148 But Gingrich was actually found guilty of charges 
similar in nature, and yet endured to a degree that Edwards could not.

John Edwards’s career began as a successful lawyer who was elected to 
Congress in 1998. His personal life was far less sexually provocative than 
either Gingrich or Giuliani; unlike either one, there is only one affair that 
is publicly known, and it is the one that led to his downfall. If he was con-
sistently flirting with anything, it was the presidency; he was a candidate 
in 2004 (eventually becoming John Kerry’s vice- presidential candidate) and 
again in 2008, when news of his affair became public. This is important con-
text, since it indicates that he had widespread national appeal.

Edwards was well known for his concern for the poor (one of his points of 
legislative interest), yet what perhaps defined him most in media portrayals 
is that he was seen as traditionally good- looking. Indeed, it is surprisingly 
difficult to find in- depth media representations of Edwards that do not 
invoke his appearance in some way. He has been described as a “smooth- 
talking, preternaturally handsome son of a mill worker” whose pairing with 

 



N a t i o n   145

      

intelligent wife Elizabeth indicated that “he was deeper than his pretty boy 
looks suggested.”149 While on trial for the secret funding offered to his mis-
tress, Rielle Hunter, to cover up their affair, one writer noted that he was 
“the man who once worked a rope line with a toothy grin.”150 Edwards has 
also been called “well- coiffed, easy- on- the- eyes” in numerous news stories.151 
In an exposé- style interview with Hunter and the daughter she shares with 
Edwards, journalist Lisa DePaulo remarked “The child is gorgeous and, yes, 
looks exactly like John Edwards.”152

One might date Edwards’s political downfall to 2006, when he met 
Hunter, a filmmaker who was hired by his political action committee to 
produce a series of documentary shorts.153 By 2007, the National Enquirer 
was reporting that Edwards had a lover, a charge he vehemently denied as 
he insisted on the integrity of his then thirty- year marriage to Elizabeth.154 
Later that year, pictures of a pregnant Hunter made the cover of the tab-
loid again, as would allegations that Edwards made a trip to visit Hunter in 
California in 2008.155

As the evidence mounted against him, Edwards conducted a one- on- 
one interview with ABC’s Bob Woodruff during which he admitted to 
the affair but insisted he was not the baby’s father, also taking great pains 
to clarify that his wife’s cancer had been in remission when the affair 
began (a point to which we’ll return shortly). A series of further exposing 
events followed: Elizabeth held her own interview on Oprah to talk about 
her husband’s infidelity; a former Edwards aide wrote an exposé about 
Edwards’s career, confirming, among other things, that Edwards was the 
baby’s father; and shortly thereafter Edwards was indicted for the finan-
cial gymnastics he conducted to keep news of the affair and child quiet 
during his presidential campaign, although as we know now, he was never 
convicted.156

The role of Elizabeth’s cancer as part of her husband’s developing scandal 
is extremely intriguing, even though her first cancer announcement took 
place two years before Edwards ever met Hunter.157 As far as timing goes, 
her cancer was diagnosed and, after a period of remission, recurred roughly in 
time with Edwards’s presidential runs; the 2004 announcement of her illness 
was tempered with news of its remission, with its recurrence in 2007, several 
months after Edwards announced his intentions to run for the 2008 presiden-
tial bid.158 It is certainly possible that situating Edwards as a smooth- talking 
playboy made news of his wife’s cancer seem even more cruel (as we’ve seen, 
Gingrich was married to critically ill women while also conducting affairs); 
this well explains why Edwards himself was emphatic that his affair began in 
a period of time when it seemed her cancer was no longer an issue.
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But as most observers likely recognize, attempting to mitigate the 
reputational damage of one’s illicit affair by insisting that it was conducted 
at a time when one’s wife was not known to have cancer is the chilliest form 
of cold comfort. Scholar Misty Knight notes that this, combined with his re-
fusal to (initially) admit paternity of Hunter’s child, strongly separated him 
from the “family man” image.159 Edwards’s fall was likely thus a synthesis of 
several things: he was attractive enough to be feminized; Elizabeth’s illness 
allowed a tragedy frame to turn their story into one of weakness instead of 
triumph; and his repeated lies regarding family matters reduced him to a 
moral target, all before he was slapped with actual criminal charges.

His anti- hero, anti- masculine downfall was, in a way, symbolically 
portended in 2007, when right- wing commentator Ann Coulter publicly 
called Edwards a “faggot.”160 When pressed on the offensive nature of the 
term, Coulter remarked “ ‘Faggot isn’t offensive to gays; it has nothing to 
do with gays. . . . It’s a schoolyard taunt meaning ‘wuss,’ and unless you’re 
telling me that John Edwards is gay, it was not applied to a gay person.”161 
Coulter was contributing to a longstanding and yet effective trend wherein 
conservative politicians have tended to attack their liberal opponents by 
describing them as effeminate or gay— not necessarily as literal descriptions 
of sexual orientation but, rather, as a way of indicating general weakness. 
Coulter’s offensiveness aside, her comments point to a larger sense that there 
was no bastion of masculine bravado that could prop up Edwards’s attempt at 
a comeback: there was no 9/ 11, no Contract with America, no radical Muslim 
terrorists, no hypersexual black women. In fact, Edwards’s advocacy for pov-
erty aid and a number of other measures geared toward helping the under-
privileged further separated him from a masculinized protector persona, since 
the type of “protection” he offered was not for social elites. Instead, Edwards 
was rendered a feminine, tragic moral failure who had no masculine toehold 
from which to reinterpret his fall.

As Giuliani and Gingrich show, one prominent reason why Republicans 
may tend to recover from sex scandals so much more readily than Democrats 
is that their rhetoric tends to have an identifiable enemy more easily available, 
one whose power is viewed as something antithetical to national preservation. 
This “enemy” is often women, minorities, and immigrants, among others, 
the advocacy for whom has been bundled and subsequently demonized under 
the heading “political correctness” as of late. Thus while Edwards did not 
commit acts that were significantly ethically or legally different from those 
of Giuliani and Gingrich, the symbolic weight of certain facets of his iden-
tity made his social scapegoating far easier to rhetorically produce. The cases 
of Gingrich, Giuliani, and Edwards thus demonstrate that the public’s felt 
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sense of moral outrage over philandering and adultery is not nearly so much 
about the actual occurrence of nonmarital sex, but more about how certain 
politicians make the public feel. The presence of hypermasculinized speech 
and a clear, stereotypically familiar enemy reassures the public that the afore-
mentioned father or prince is always there to protect. The next chapter will 
delve into the role of the media as a guide that promotes specific versions of 
that story, providing an imaginary, intimate realm within which Americans 
can individualize their own sense of ideal citizenship.
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 chapter 5 Media
The Story of Just Desserts

[I] n a twist of ironic fate, [Anthony] Weiner was brought down by tweeting 

his wiener, which we sincerely hope is a sentence that someday appears in history 

textbooks.

— Ross Luippold1

It’s been a great week for penis puns, but guys, it’s time to stop. No more dick 

jokes. Seriously. Stop. We’re trying to work here.

— Arit John2

Perhaps it goes without saying that Anthony Weiner has a very 
unfortunate name.

Weiner is the now infamous former Democratic representative from 
New York City whose ongoing sex scandals have provided almost unlimited 
fodder for everyone from late- night comedians to documentary filmmakers. 
Across several years, Weiner’s habit of sending sexually explicit photos and 
messages to numerous women via social media and texts managed to destroy 
his political career, even when at certain moments it appeared that its resus-
citation was possible.
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Like a terrible car accident in which one simply cannot look away, Weiner’s 
unraveling grew more sensational by the minute. His downfall began in 
2011 when he sent a picture of his barely covered erect penis to a woman on 
Twitter (an event that New York Magazine dubbed “Weinergate”).3 Although 
he initially explained the photos by saying that someone had hacked his 
Twitter account, within a matter of days he admitted that they were, in fact, 
taken and sent by him.4 Under pressure, Weiner resigned from Congress, 
and while other compromising photos emerged in the following days and 
months, Weiner and his representatives insisted that they were all from the 
same earlier episode for which he had already apologized.5 As we’ll later dis-
cuss, things only got worse from there. But suffice it to say that Weiner’s fall 
was full of the very sort of lurid details that audiences love to consume.

Rather than presume that the media’s role is to simply report events that 
occur, or even to do so from a particular partisan perspective (accusations 
that now dominate our present cultural conversations), we should take se-
riously the argument that the media’s larger function is to tell us specific 
stories about our relationship to the nation- state.6 Previous chapters have 
shown that how we understand sex scandals has quite a lot to do with how 
Americans conceptualize their cultural ideals and, more specifically, attitudes 
about proper gender, race, and sex that they equate with American national 
identity. We have also discussed the role that religious/ moralistic rhetoric 
plays in both naturalizing and endorsing those standards. But most impor-
tant, we have seen how those ideals can be used in the service of an en-
during double standard that maintains white male power by excusing certain 
politicians for their sexual improprieties if they come across as very mascu-
line (as defined in stereotypically white ways), or that will crucify them on 
moral grounds if they don’t.

Literary theorist Hayden White has famously argued that the manner in 
which we hear and tell cultural stories (such as those in the media) hinges 
on preconceived templates within the narrative itself that frame how we hear 
it. Such mechanisms determine everything from how and in what order “the 
facts” are presented to us, what similarities or differences such stories strike, 
and even what data are deemed worthy of inclusion at all, rendering the 
media (and all cultural narratives, for that matter) an interpretive process 
long before we ever hear or read the first word.7 In this sense, the stories told 
through the media operate something like self- fulfilling prophecies in that 
they are always, already framed by that culture’s power dynamics.8 Thus, to 
White, the question that surrounds any interpretation of events is not “What 
are the facts?” but, rather, “How are the facts to be described in order to sanc-
tion one mode of explaining them over another?”9
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Taking a page from White, this chapter will consider the assumptions at 
play in the framing and contextualizing of the media coverage of political 
sex scandals. My argument returns to the evangelical sex and family ideals 
featured in  chapter 3, which portray the white male libido as a positive, vital 
social force that men cannot entirely control without the help of a “good 
woman” to channel it into constructive social forms (the heterosexual nuclear 
family being foremost among them). This way of thinking has translated 
into attitudes toward male sexuality that often assume men are ravenously 
sexual, but naturally so.10 As we have seen, these generally more positive 
connotations of male sexuality are reserved largely for white men, since many 
men of color, and black men in particular, are seen as dangerously or crimi-
nally sexual, or as simply unwilling to create the stable family and economic 
structures that supposedly justify the male libido’s existence.

As I will discuss, the media tend to echo this sentiment by portraying the 
largely white male politicians at the center of sex scandals as only partially 
responsible for the illicit events in question, generally by shifting the blame 
onto the women around them. This does not happen as much textually as 
it does subtly and symbolically, often using various media frames to por-
tray such men as silly, helpless, and overall rather benign buffoons. Virtually 
all the women involved in the scandal, on the other hand, are defined by 
conservative tropes of improper female sexuality, for it is hard to miss the 
contrast between dowdy, nagging political wives and their supposed sexual 
competitors (including, among others, the hypersexualized “vixens” who lure 
their husbands away), both motifs that reinforce the notion that for every 
virtuous man who has strayed there is a woman behind him who is respon-
sible. Racial and gender considerations are thus central to conceptualizing 
the manner in which the media undertake their narrative tasks when a sex 
scandal is in play. But we should take care to note that this is not just because 
of the racial and gendered identities of the people who make the headlines; it 
is also a function of the narrative frames used by the media to determine what 
is “objective” and “mainstream.”

In the last chapter I discussed the role of masculinity as a sort of currency 
used by politicians in their on- camera moments to communicate strength 
and vitality to the electorate. As we will see shortly, portrayals of a candidate’s 
masculinity (or lack thereof) are presumed part and parcel of the manner in 
which he is described as a suitable political candidate. Whiteness figures 
prominently in the media’s framing techniques, as well, as most major media 
outlets presume a white audience and consider that audience’s perspectives 
and norms as relatively bias free.11 The presumption of white impartiality is 
described by scholar Joe Feagin as an important part of the worldview held 



152   C o m p r o m i s i n g  P o s i t i o n s

      

by most whites (Feagin calls this the White Racial Frame), a model earlier 
described in  chapter 3 to explain how whites tend to grant each other the 
moral benefit of the doubt or otherwise elevate their positions or motivations, 
all while disproportionately tending to demonize, second- guess, and morally 
critique nonwhites.12 It is precisely such a framing technique within sex- 
scandal coverage that allows many white male politicians to become hapless 
clowns (rather than viable social or public threats) when under the media’s 
lens, if they are even negatively affected by such coverage.

This chapter thus provides some concrete examples of the previous 
chapters’ arguments by showing how the media both create and respond 
to the public’s desire to see the white male heterosexual double standard 
played out on the national stage. To accomplish this, I will start by con-
sidering some of the historical events that have characterized the American 
public’s demand to achieve an intimate proximity to their politicians, which 
became far more important in late twentieth- century politics. Thinking of 
politicians parasocially— that is, as if one knows them personally— creates 
an emotional currency used by the media to justify both their coverage and 
the public’s consumption of stories about sex. This allows Americans to treat 
their politicians as something like family members and sexual predators at 
the same time, legitimizing a degree of probing by the media that can be 
read, on the one hand, as “family business,” and on the other, as a matter of 
national security.

Next, I will use Foucault’s concept of the public torture spectacle to con-
textualize the media’s heavy emphasis on sex scandals, which constitute a 
disproportionately large amount of news coverage when they erupt. Foucault 
argues that in times when public torture was the standard method of dealing 
with criminality, the public nature of these rituals was a critical part of their 
efficacy: they had to be seen by all to be felt by all. Echoing this, I will main-
tain that sex scandals are publicized because they constitute an act of social- 
norm maintenance, but not one designed to administer “morality” as it is 
commonly defined. Instead, the function of this spectacle is to reinforce the 
aforementioned double standard. To be exceptionally clear, I am not saying 
that the media’s decision to publicize allegations of sexual improprieties 
among politicians is tantamount to literal punishment or torture. Rather, my 
argument is that the publicity process itself bears some striking resemblances 
to how Foucault describes a longstanding, powerful method of social control.

Much of this public visibility happens in the ritual of the public apology, 
a spectacle that regenerates some of these Foucaultian elements of torture and 
punishment, as we will see. But perhaps even more powerful, if only because 
they are more widespread, are the many news stories, jokes, and political 
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cartoons that employ framing techniques to reinforce traditional, conserva-
tive racial and gender standards even when such molds may appear to be 
openly eschewed. Just as Foucault argues that public spectacles have ritual-
istic, theatrical elements, I will contend the same about news coverage of sex 
scandals: they are a type of theater in that they follow a particular unspoken 
script, employ certain rituals and rhetorics, and are conducted with the au-
dience (that is, the public) in mind. The public witnesses these moments 
of dramatic spectacle, Foucault notes, because watching pain performed in 
the name of social order gives the public the sense that it has neutralized a 
cultural danger.13 When we understand the white male heterosexual double 
standard as this very order, we can better understand why public apologies 
and media framing techniques tend to demean certain men, protect certain 
others, and condemn virtually all the women who surround them.

Finally, I  will close with a consideration of the sex scandals of 
Anthony Weiner and Arnold Schwarzenegger. It is difficult to find two 
more different scenarios, and yet the candidates have some interesting 
commonalities that make their cases an intriguing foil for one other. Both 
Weiner (a Democrat) and Schwarzenegger (a Republican) were married to 
powerful Democratic women who were pregnant during at least one por-
tion of their sexual liaisons (Weiner to Huma Abedin, aide and advisor to 
Hillary Clinton; and Schwarzenegger to Maria Shriver, Kennedy family 
member and progressive political activist). The role of their high- profile 
wives provided a more pronounced visibility to their scandals. At the same 
time, gendered, racial, and ethnic stereotypes strongly affected the public 
conceptualization of each man’s masculinity, for as is utterly apparent to 
anyone who tracked the news on either individual, how the public sought 
to punish (or not!) each man was largely dependent on media tropes of 
strength and weakness.

We should not diminish the potential seriousness of Weiner’s deeds, but 
as I  earlier mentioned with regard to Mark Foley (who was the subject of 
 chapter 2), it is interesting that although Weiner’s offenses were virtual (that 
is, they occurred via screens and texts), his often ridiculous missteps were 
judged far more seriously than Schwarzenegger’s, who admitted to numerous 
instances of sexual, physical harassment of women. Schwarzenegger suffered 
virtually zero consequences for his misbehaviors because, as I will discuss, his 
legacy as a white heterosexual masculine icon (“the Terminator”) protected 
him from any real censure. The fact that Schwarzenegger won his election as 
California governor while admitting days before the race that he was, in fact, 
guilty of such abuses is, perhaps, the epitome of the politician whose illicit 
sex can be read as patriotic.
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The Parasocial Media

Intimate acts have never been guaranteed privacy, whether by the public, the 
government, or other ruling parties.14 Many legal and critical scholars have 
noted, in fact, that the concept of privacy ironically applies only to those 
things that have already been carefully examined and publicly approved.15 
Scholar Juliet A.  Williams argues that privacy, in this sense, has become 
“an instrument used by government to promote socially desirable ways of 
life, rather than a source of protection for those seeking relief from official 
coercion.”16 In the last chapter, I mentioned how this played out in the pre-
sumption that, in the name of “traditional morality,” it was the government’s 
mandate to regulate private, consensual sex, an arrangement that remained 
intact until very close to the turn of the twenty- first century.17 Even as such 
totalizing forms of legal and judicial scrutiny have begun to somewhat 
lessen, there continues to be plentiful cultural discourse claiming that pri-
vate instances of anything but married, heterosexual sex can still have dam-
aging public impact.

We have just explored the notion that when Americans picture them-
selves as a nation with the innocence and good will of a child, they can allow 
themselves to keep the emphasis on issues such as sex at the realm of feelings 
and emotions rather than having to critically account for their origin. In 
other words, the public can be offended or titillated (or both) by sex scandals 
so long as they think of themselves as too sensitive to tolerate certain types 
of cultural discomforts. If they can maintain this façade, they will never have 
to examine— nor be held accountable for— the deeply ingrained sexed, gen-
dered, and raced tropes that shape their attitudes about political life. Their 
feelings, instead, will seem like political activism.

One important nexus of emotion and politics is in what communication 
scholars have called parasocial relationships, a term that describes the public’s 
sense that they know a famous figure personally by virtue of that person’s 
media exposure, and which thereby engenders the public’s desire to know 
more intimate aspects of her or his life. This relational tendency is even more 
heightened on social media, where back- and- forth interaction is possible, 
or at the very least, where audiences can log a personal comment, even if no 
response follows.18 Fueling the American parasocial phenomenon is the fact 
that today’s politicians are now far more eager and willing to share details 
of their private lives than their counterparts of the past in order to improve 
their relatability and public appeal.19 Although presidential candidates John 
F. Kennedy and Richard Nixon were both guests on The Tonight Show in 1960, 
the trend of featuring such candidates in that more entertainment- based 
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setting didn’t really take off until 1992. This was when Bill Clinton very 
memorably appeared on the Arsenio Hall Show, playing the saxophone for the 
American people20; from that point on, major presidential candidates have 
consistently filled late- night and daytime entertainment guest slots.21

While the early 1990s signaled the start of this more decisive mediated 
shift in parasocial coverage, tracing some of the earlier history of that type 
of reporting may provide interesting insights into how sex scandals have 
become a legitimate realm of journalistic inquiry. Scholar James Stanyer 
argues that the more intrusive style of journalism that began to capitalize 
on the formation of parasocial feelings can be dated back to Chappaquiddick 
(1969), the scandal involving the death of Mary Jo Kopechne, companion of 
Senator Ted Kennedy. The pair were involved in a car accident that resulted 
in Kopechne’s drowning while Kennedy was at the wheel, and the many pe-
culiar details of the case inspired intense public interest, including whether 
Kennedy and Kopechne were involved in a secret romantic relationship. 
Others argue that Watergate— what scholar Jeremy Varon describes as the 
“original type” or “master code” of political scandals22— was a pivotal turn 
in investigative reporting insomuch as it revealed not just that a politician 
could pull the wool over the eyes of an entire country but also that probing 
journalism could protect the public from such deception.23

But if these events heightened a parasocial impulse, Stanyer notes that the 
decade from roughly the end of the 1980s to the end of the 1990s constituted 
a turning point wherein parasocial types of reporting became so common-
place that they signaled an end to the previous ambivalence about whether 
American news outlets could or should cover sex scandals.24 Presidential can-
didate Gary Hart and President Bill Clinton were the first victims, we might 
say, of this shift. I’ve earlier mentioned that Clinton’s position as the insti-
gator of the first political sex scandal after the invention of both the internet 
and the 24- hour news cycle was particularly damning. Even though Hart 
was not subjected to the same type of “all scandal, all the time” coverage, 
he certainly didn’t help himself when he dared the press to catch him in an 
affair after adultery allegations surfaced during his 1988 presidential run. 
Perhaps the lesson to learn from Hart’s example is that one should think 
carefully before taunting the press, which in short order uncovered compro-
mising pictures of him with a woman not his wife on a boat named, of all 
things, Monkey Business.25

The larger dynamics that framed the coverage of both Hart and Clinton 
represented something like a perfect storm of cultural trends that tend to 
heighten sex- scandal coverage when they emerge concurrently. These factors 
include the strong influence of social conservatives; weak laws regarding 
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media coverage of the private lives of politicians; and a large presence of 
tabloid- style media outlets that are more willing to break controversial or 
scandalous stories without fear of ethical or journalistic judgment.26 When 
taken together, these three factors not only help to generate a highly partisan 
atmosphere but also tend to bolster a conservative base that is more prone 
to interpret wayward sex as a contaminating moral problem worthy of in-
tense public scrutiny. At the same time, the strength of such a conservative 
base often tends to produce an anti- conservative countermovement eager to 
expose the hypocrisy of the former when they inevitably fail to meet the 
demands of their own rhetoric.27

Many of these features characterize the present political scene, and yet 
those familiar with the history of the Christian Right in the late twentieth 
century may recognize that these historical trends also very closely mapped 
the movement’s rise during the Reagan era. If an increasingly fractured 
sense of national unity is an important ingredient in sex- scandal coverage, 
we should consider the impact of the revocation of the Fairness Doctrine in 
the late 1980s. A policy enacted in 1949 by the Federal Communications 
Commission, the Fairness Doctrine held that companies with a broadcasting 
license had to present multiple sides of a controversial issue in their news re-
porting.28 When the policy was discontinued by Reagan in 1987, an army of 
Christian radio broadcasters, TV ministries, and religious media entities were 
thus able to conduct journalism using whatever political frame they wished 
without being held to the common standards of journalistic objectivity. 
Many argue that this low- restriction environment enabled the emergence of 
figures such as right- wing radio host Rush Limbaugh and the conservative 
Fox News.29 As we know, both have contributed to heightened partisan iden-
tity, rely heavily on “family values” rhetoric (which is often racially coded 
speech, as we will soon discuss), and have enabled a general right- wing shift 
in American cultural sentiments.30

A second prominent event was the rise of televangelism. Televangelism 
is a particularly parasocial media form that reached its height in the 1980s; 
it provided the experience of a caring, supportive minister broadcast di-
rectly into one’s living room. Far from being preachers alone, these minis-
ters were also influential political voices; scholar Jeffrey Hadden argues that 
televangelists were not only vital to the electoral support of both Ronald 
Reagan and George H.W. Bush but they were also pivotal players in defining 
what social issues would define public policy across the decade.31 Their po-
litical agenda fueled the “family values” rhetoric we have examined in earlier 
chapters, with especial focus on anti- gay rights and anti- abortion platforms. 
Figures such as Jim Bakker, Jimmy Swaggart, Jerry Falwell, Oral Roberts, 
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and Pat Robertson were household names, and by the mid- 1980s, 25 million 
Americans were viewing televised religious programming.32

Yet it was in the midst of this remote intimacy that the story turned sour, 
for by the late 1980s, several of these televangelists were implicated in highly 
sensational sex scandals of their own. While there were a number of different 
characters involved, Bakker and Swaggart, in particular, became the scandals’ 
poster children, epitomizing the wealthy TV preacher caught with his pants 
down. Bakker, the former head of PTL (“Praise the Lord”) Ministries, had sex 
with former church secretary Jessica Hahn, using church funds to pay her 
hush money.33 Bakker would later claim that, rather than a simple fling, Hahn 
was part of an elaborate trap laid by others to sully his reputation. Swaggart 
was caught on tape on repeated occasions at a seedy motel where he used the 
services of various prostitutes. Publicity of Swaggart’s behavior was an act of 
retaliation by another televangelist whose own sexual infidelities Swaggart 
had exposed the year before.34 If this melodrama provokes questions about 
just how central Bakker, Swaggart, and others were to American cultural and 
political life, we need only remember that various media outlets today con-
tinue to describe Bakker and Swaggart’s cases as “political” sex scandals, even 
though neither one held political office.35

In the years immediately after the televangelist sex scandals, viewership 
dropped by almost 40%; while this was due to a number of factors, the scandals 
were a large part of the public’s waning interest.36 Even if fewer Americans 
were watching figures like Bakker and Swaggart preach, virtually everyone 
was aware of both men’s spectacular responses to publicity of their guilt. For 
Swaggart, this took place in now iconic televised coverage of his screaming, tear- 
stained public apology that journalist Joanne Kaufman described as “the most 
tortured public display of contrition in recent memory,” one wherein “[h] is 
audience, plainly moved by his copious tears, wept with him, interrupting 
him twice with standing ovations.”37 By 1991, however, Swaggart was again 
keeping company with prostitutes.38 For his part, Bakker referred to his rela-
tionship with Hahn as “an isolated incident. . . . I was wickedly manipulated 
by treacherous former friends and then- colleagues who victimized me with 
the aid of a female confederate.”39 After a few years of jail time (Baker was 
convicted of defrauding PTL investors), he softened this language to describe 
their relationship as a “15– 20 minute tryst.”40

The context in which Swaggart and Bakker enjoyed their meteoric rise 
(and subsequent fall) was one immersed in rhetoric about America as an 
endangered family, which, as we have seen in the last chapter, was one of 
Reagan’s favorite rhetorical tropes.41 It is also tremendously ironic: “America’s 
preachers” were violating “family values” even as Reagan drew strongly on the 
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aforementioned White Racial Frame by continuing to use anti- black (not to 
mention anti- gay) imagery to persuade his white voters that the real enemies 
to the American family were “welfare queens,” “ghetto hoodlums,” and las-
civious perverts.42 Yet plenty of Americans saw Bakker and his colleagues as 
immoral forces of their own kind— something most famously documented 
in the very large sentence that Bakker received for his financial misdeeds 
(45 years) by a judge who publicly proclaimed that “Those of us who do have 
religion are sick of being saps for money- grubbing preachers and priests.”43 
(Citing the judge’s bias, that sentence was later overturned.)44

A counterforce against many conservatives was built across the late 1980s and 
1990s in the name of shining the light on their sexual hypocrisy. This tension was 
front and center with the televangelist scandals, and it continued to grow across 
several years as inklings and rumors of conservative politicians’ sexual escapades 
were leaked. The result was a small industry of sex- related media devoted to 
unearthing the perceived hypocrisy of evangelicals, and of Republicans more 
generally.45 One of the most famous examples of this may be The Flynt Report, the 
name given to the 1999 magazine- style exposé created by adult- entertainment 
guru and Hustler magazine creator Larry Flynt (which is still available for pur-
chase today).46 Flynt compiled a list of Republicans behind Clinton’s impeach-
ment who were guilty of their own sexual transgressions; his discoveries would 
eventually end the career of Bob Livingston, incoming Speaker of the House 
during the Clinton affair, whose demise was earlier mentioned.

Scholar Theodore Lowi notes that “In politics, scandal is, in fact, a com-
modity, and as a commodity it has market value.”47 One could argue that this 
perfect storm of political dynamics in the 1980s and ’90s created the contem-
porary template by which illicit sex is treated in news coverage as a type of 
currency. I’ve provided this historical thumbnail sketch to demonstrate that 
the media frames and general spectacle we see in contemporary sex scandals 
bear the imprint of their 1980s and ’90s incarnations insomuch as they re-
gard sex as a type of ammunition, while also highlighting the popularity 
of conservative familial, parasocial attachments. Whether it was Democrats 
working against Reagan- era Republicans or, later on, the same Republicans 
who were at odds with Clinton, all sides continued to reinforce the very same 
conservative story: sex is the way you can tell a good leader from a bad one.

Media Framing and the Public Spectacle

If the conditions popularizing more recent forms of parasocial journalism 
emerged from cultural struggles over whether and how to cover the illicit 
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sex of national leaders, we must also consider how the media have presented 
those social impulses in a way that reinforces their own legitimacy. In other 
words, even as media outlets provide the public with information about sex 
that the public appears to desire, they must also conduct a careful balancing 
act in their presentation of these stories so as not to appear too lurid or sen-
sationalist in their reporting.48 Varon argues that while this is a perennial 
concern among media outlets, their legitimacy is relatively guaranteed when 
they portray sex scandals as cautionary tales— that is, something like public 
service announcements (PSAs) that can warn a culture about the many ways 
in which wayward sex can lead to a spiraling social disorder.49

Certainly, this sounds like the most common rationale for why a media 
outlet might choose to give sex scandals the often inordinate attention that 
most do. But as we established in  chapter 1, the public’s relative lack of con-
cern over the sexual morality of certain politicians should cause us to chal-
lenge that more common view, as should the recognition that illicit sex goes 
on all the time and the threat of a scandal hardly seem a deterrent or correc-
tive. Instead, as we have seen in the previous chapters, the way Americans 
respond to sex scandals is much more about their desire to maintain certain 
ideals about the nation- state than it is to serve any sort of consistent ethical 
function.

In the interest of further understanding the media machine as something 
that both reflects and generates these powerful social emotions that are osten-
sibly about preserving some self- evident moral order, we can turn to some of 
Michel Foucault’s most famous observations about how certain types of public 
pain and humiliation function in the support of larger power structures.50 In 
one of his most famous works, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, 
Foucault sets out to theorize the function of public pain and humiliation, 
which he calls the “political technolog[ies]” that make possible modern 
concepts of justice and punishment.51 Today, across most Western cultures, 
a person found guilty of a crime is likely to be put through a long process 
of investigation, trial, and rehabilitative efforts, the function of which are to 
promote social conformity, Foucault notes.52 But in the last few centuries, the 
approach was different; there were many occasions when extreme public, cor-
poreal punishments for perceived serious offenses were enacted by sovereign 
powers that emphasized public humiliation and torture (i.e., a public execu-
tion, being “drawn and quartered” or “tarred and feathered,” etc.).53 Looking 
to seventeenth- century Europe for his data, Foucault notes that these types 
of punishments bore three characteristics:  (a) they were intended to cause 
the criminal public pain; (b) the pain was portrayed as equal to the crime, 
and therefore deserved; and (c) they ritualistically created a spectacular show 
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intended to pose the tortured criminal as the antagonist and “the law” (i.e., 
the king’s will) as the protagonist.54

Even though Foucault sees these older, more visceral forms of punishment 
as the product of a largely bygone past, I believe we may find that a kernel 
of their more shocking elements is present in contemporary forms of sex- 
scandal coverage. For what Foucault argues is that even though the rhetoric 
surrounding such events was ostensibly about public safety or the mainte-
nance of social ethics, they were really about reinforcing the absolute power 
of the king who orchestrated the spectacle. This is why, Foucault notes, the 
spectacle’s power was not dependent on a confession from the criminal— the 
spectacle was never about discerning the “truth” of the charges. Rather, the 
point was to reiterate the power of the king’s will, something accomplished 
simply by watching the inevitability of the spectacle and its tortures unfold.55

Of all the lessons we might draw from Foucault’s observations regarding 
public pain, one of the most evident is that the torture would have been 
useless if no one had been watching. The public was a critical part of an ex-
ecution or punishment, Foucault reminds us, because the function of such 
acts was not just to punish a particular person but also to remind the public 
who was in charge: the public’s “real and immediate presence was required 
for the performance” to ensure that the totality of state power and vengeance 
would be seen by all.56 In kind, watching the spectacle of a sex scandal un-
fold is much more about the media providing the public with certain images 
that it desires to see in order to reinforce some of its core values (white het-
erosexual masculinity, among them) than it is about the misdeeds of any 
one individual. I don’t intend to imply that the American media as a social 
institution are a direct extension of state power, nor that the media are analo-
gous to the sovereign in Foucault’s telling. Rather, my point is that the rein-
forcement of power (in this case, the raced and gendered stories we tell about 
powerful men) requires a public audience. Power is a social event.

Foucault’s observations about public torture are thus instructive because 
even though sex scandals are often not a matter of legality or criminality, they 
still depend on the watching eye of the public, the presumption of some type 
of guilt (one that justifies the often extremely probing journalism), and the 
general sense that a powerful type of authority has been violated and must 
be appeased. If the public of old was present in order to be reminded of the 
king’s authority, it might seem a bit puzzling to consider what lesson the 
modern media viewer learns from watching the spectacle of a sex scandal. But 
if we engage Foucault’s idea that authority often operates under the auspices 
of one rationale while tacitly promoting another, our answer is close at hand. 
Indeed, the most critical takeaway is that the media (that is, the agent of 
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publicity) reinforces these types of raced and gendered stories because they 
are symbols of the social order that many mistake for a consistent and unbi-
ased ethical stance. In other words, the media provide the public with both 
the material and the context through which the white male heterosexual 
double standard may take on its varied, authoritative roles.

This happens largely through media framing. As the interpretive lenses 
through which a media outlet reports on a particular story, frames can in-
clude issues of content, including which details of a story are selected 
for publication, the nature of the headlines (positive, negative, etc.), the 
probable outcome/ recommended judgment of the event in question, and 
even the frequency of the coverage a particular story receives.57 There is a 
strong correlation between the amount of publicity a sex scandal receives 
(either through repetition or high- impact time slots) and the public’s 
perception of its significance.58 Consider that even though it was an oth-
erwise slow news cycle when John Edwards’s sex scandal hit, that alone 
cannot account for the fact that it constituted 81% of cable news coverage 
that day.59 Similarly, Monica Lewinsky’s famous interview with Barbara 
Walters was watched by 74 million people, second in viewership only to 
the Superbowl.60

It might be tempting to think of media frames as instances of nothing but 
overt bias, but this is somewhat true of all communication forms insomuch 
as they must selectively include some things while leaving others out. There 
is no doubt that a variety of media outlets can and do make certain ideolog-
ical presumptions in both the form of their reporting and its content. Yet in 
response to the oft- repeated conservative claim that the American media are 
“liberal” (as reinforced by the popular bumper sticker, “I don’t believe the 
liberal media”), it is extraordinarily difficult to dignify the argument that the 
American media represent a stark departure from conservative thinking, for 
if anything, the media often reports on, and thereby reinforces, the status quo 
as a mechanism to appeal to the average viewer. The fact that journalists are 
themselves influenced by the traditionalist social norms that infuse American 
culture, alongside the fact that the public tends to legitimize news stories 
that reinforce those familiar tropes, means that American media outlets often 
also contain a conservative bent insomuch as they tend to reinforce many tra-
ditional ideas about race, ethnicity, and gender.

Presuming that bias is inherent in all types of news reporting, then, we 
can consider frames as guides that favor one mode of selection and interpre-
tation of certain events over another, and which are infused with a variety of 
ideological positions and attitudes. To explore this, we’ll first examine more 
subtle, often tacit frames (and specifically, those that invoke race), and next 
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consider those with more overt messaging. Regardless of the type, however, 
it is virtually impossible to tell a story without the use of some type of frame.

Racialized and Gendered Media Frames

The success of frames as mechanisms for effective storytelling often depends 
on the degree to which these frames mesh with the longstanding symbols 
and tropes we’ve come to expect from social life, and this is why, as Berlant 
and Lisa Duggan argue, people in a culture are rarely able to digest the infor-
mation they receive outside the media frames they are offered.61 Candidates 
also create media moments that provide framing functions. We saw in the 
last chapter how political candidates are encouraged to strongly shape their 
public personas via symbols of racialized gender. In other words, the most 
successful candidates are often the ones who best typify white rugged mas-
culinity and aggression, even arrogance (as epitomized in the cowboy motif 
earlier discussed), all in order to maximize their public appeal. The degree to 
which they fail to meet this masculine archetype is frequently the source of 
laughs in comedic venues (whether this involves political cartoons or a TV 
show like Saturday Night Live), which is also why moments of exposure or 
weakness (crying, apologies, etc.) are often comedic fodder: vulnerability is 
not masculine.62

These highly gendered performances are certainly familiar to many of 
us. However, the impact of specifically racialized media framing deserves 
additional attention since its most influential forms are often invisible to 
large portions of the white public. While mainstream journalists today are 
often relatively aware (and avoidant) of openly racist or ethnocentric frames, 
the fact that white perspectives are still presumed the vantage point from 
which “objective” reporting is generated means that the more conservative 
racialized presumptions that underscore American life are embedded in a 
large proportion of news reporting.63 Two frames, in particular, are most per-
tinent in our treatment of sex scandals here: recoding and denial of race.

Recoding involves the use of neutral- sounding descriptors that, never-
theless, draw heavily on certain raced or ethnic symbols to the degree that 
one need not mention the racial subtexts they imply because they are simply 
assumed by the public.64 Such recoding was at play in the equation of broken 
(read: black) families with social disintegration, as discussed in  chapter 3, and 
in the media’s use of “tough on crime” language (which is often code for black 
criminality) discussed in  chapter 4. In political contests, however, one way 
this language takes shape is in the suggestion that a nonwhite candidate will 
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receive support primarily from people of his or her own racial group, but that 
white candidates can represent everyone. This presumption is demonstrated 
in studies showing that candidates of color are often more popular with the 
(white) public the less their race or ethnic identity is mentioned.65 Yet many 
news outlets forefront race by using neutral- sounding terms that nevertheless 
symbolically invoke racial stereotypes. Such was the case in questions about 
whether “hockey moms” and “the average working- class American” (all code 
for “white people”) would vote for Barack Obama.66 In another example, 
famed black politician Jesse Jackson’s early successes in the 1988 Democratic 
primaries was so shocking to the largely white male press corps (who had 
dismissed Jackson’s appeal because they framed him as a candidate unable to 
speak to issues outside of race) that it prompted the Washington Post to run a 
story about the role of racial bias in political reporting.67

If recoding in the case of politicians of color tends to accent their race, as 
well as presume their automatic rejection by large sectors of the white public 
as Jackson’s example shows, the opposite type of recoding tends to occur for 
white male politicians (and particularly those caught in a sex scandal). In 
line with popular conservative ideals that render white male heterosexuality 
a generally positive force that simply sometimes gets “out of hand,” white 
politicians are largely portrayed as silly, stupid, or even pathetic when their 
illicit sex is discovered, as we will shortly see. This generally benign treat-
ment of white politicos may explain the genuine shock many Americans felt 
when several powerful (mostly white) men fell in the wake of their “MeToo” 
movement exposure; the white public simply did not associate problematic 
moral frames with such powerful white men. This contrasts strongly with 
more overtly violent frames usually used to describe nonwhite men engaged 
in nonconsensual sex acts, including animalistic imagery that portrays men 
of color as bearing a sexuality that is wild and dangerous.68 Consider that the 
recent practice of white people calling the police on law- abiding blacks be-
cause they anticipate some sort of criminal violation is so common that it has 
its own hashtag: #livingwhileblack.69

Recoding is an important and often- used frame, and yet I want to point 
our attention to what is, in this context, perhaps the most important frame 
of all:  denial of the involvement of race. In this frame, race constitutes a 
noteworthy difference deeply rooted in longstanding social prejudices and 
yet is not understood as relevant. This happens notably when whiteness is 
coded as a type of non- race,70 as seen in the widespread journalistic prac-
tice of mentioning the race or ethnic identity of nonwhite or non- Anglo 
politicians in situations where such labels are not directly pertinent, but 
omitting that information (or otherwise noting its irrelevancy) with their 
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white, Anglo counterparts.71 This type of treatment was active in several 
media portrayals of Brett Kavanaugh, whose case I  describe in  chapter  6, 
when various journalists wrote that because both Kavanaugh and his accuser, 
Christine Blasey Ford, were white, race wasn’t a factor in their treatment 
(which, as I will show, is hardly accurate). This is also at play in the aforemen-
tioned portrayals of white men’s illicit sex as a pathetic, rather than socially 
threatening, behavior, for in failing to note that it is largely white men who 
are treated that way, we do not acknowledge that the social symbols of white 
manhood that make this portrayal possible have powerful counterparts that 
demonize the sex acts of nonwhite men. We must take seriously, then, that 
when it comes to both race and gender, media frames operate just as much by 
what goes unsaid as by what is forthrightly spoken.

Patriots, Buffoons, and Vixens

If we have touched upon their more tacit or symbolic work, in their most 
overt forms frames can operate as factual statements that lead the reader to 
various types of conclusions that appear objective and well reasoned not just 
because of how those conclusions are offered but also because of what facts 
are used in their service. Let’s examine how this looks in light of former 
senator and presidential candidate John Edwards’s affair in major news 
media headlines. On day one of the breaking news, the New  York Times, 
the Washington Post, and CNN all ran headlines that went something like 
“Edwards Admits to Affair.” USA Today, however, ran “Edwards’ Future in 
Doubt After Admitting Affair,” adding the implication that the affair could 
be career ending. Fox News focused on the child who is the product of that 
relationship, including headlines that used the phrases “Lover’s Child” and 
“Paternity Test.”72 While the headlines changed as the days went on, they all 
developed different interpretive trajectories for the reader to engage.

But frames do more than just draw a direct line between the reader and 
a conclusion; the symbolic stature of the person in question is also a part of 
the framing process, wherein both overt and tacit framing forms coalesce. For 
instance, while media scholars often contend that the “lying” and “abuse of 
power” frames can be quite damaging,73 it is also the case that certain types 
of racialized gender performance can be protective from their fallout. Simply 
stated, if one can be portrayed as suitably white, Christian, and masculine, 
then any number of norm violations can sometimes be deemed acceptable.

We can see this at work in a case of overtly partisan framing wherein 
white masculine imagery transformed lying into patriotism. This framing 
took place in James Dobson’s portrayal of two very politically controversial 
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men who were charged and sentenced with serious legal violations in their 
own political scandals. In one of his right- wing radio programs, Dobson, 
the aforementioned Christian Right patriarch and founder of the Focus on 
the Family empire, construed Oliver North (of the Iran- Contra scandal) and 
Chuck Colson (of Watergate fame), both white conservative Christian men, 
as moral role models by framing their dishonesty and lawbreaking as neces-
sary elements of their patriotism and/ or Christian identities. In 1987, North 
admitted to helping create a secret network for the sale of weapons to the 
Iranians, the proceeds of which were funneled to further American interests 
in Nicaragua; the involvement with both countries was explicitly illegal.74 
Colson, known as Nixon’s “hatchet man,” was implicated in a number of 
unsavory activities surrounding the Watergate incident, but the one that 
resulted in jail time was his defamation of a Pentagon official who leaked the 
politically damning Pentagon Papers.75

In his interviews with the pair, Dobson framed his conversation with both 
men in such a way as to cast their illegalities as moral dilemmas with which 
each one had to wrestle in promoting the good of his country. Colson admits 
to having been the victim of “blind ambition,” but ultimately justifies his 
behaviors on the grounds of “national security.”76 North uses a similar ex-
planation, arguing that he had to lie to Congress in order to protect those 
fighting for freedom against communist forces.77 If we can understand how 
the White Racial Frame as a concept tends to diminish the wrongdoing of 
white people (and white Christian men, in particular), then we can better 
understand these narrative gymnastics. Ultimately, everything that played 
out— from their lawbreaking, to their respective punishments, to their lives 
today— was presented by both men as providence, a redemption narrative 
involving the triumph of “true” justice.78 Both North and Colson were 
thus transformed via Dobson’s framing in such a way that their scandalous 
behaviors could be read as acts of national security or moments of Christian 
forgiveness.79 By positioning their decision- making according to well- loved 
tropes that tap into white, Christian, populist appeal (including references 
to patriotism, providence, courage, sacrifice, forgiveness, and redemption), 
Dobson was able to transform what in one decade had been near treason to 
something closer to Christian martyrdom in another.80

The frames often used in political cartooning are quite different, but can 
yield similar results in the sense that they minimize the perceived harm of 
certain politicians. We have come to expect that cartoons constitute a type of 
storytelling that is clearly more satirical and often performed at the subject’s 
expense.81 In this sense, cartoons usually bear an editorial quality at the same 
time that they are explicitly intended for widespread consumption as a form 
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of educated entertainment. This novel mix couched in a presumably fact- 
oriented setting gives cartoons the capacity to draw in readers who may oth-
erwise not find themselves engaging in politics.82

Cartoons of politicians engaged in alleged sexual scandals amplify a 
number of different tropes, but all can be understood as symbols that dis-
play the white male heterosexual double standard even as they may appear 
to speak only to one side of it. By this I mean that cartoonists largely focus 
their written critique (that is, the cartoon’s text) of politicians in terms of 
moral failure at the same time as the animated text (that is, the image it-
self) attempts to humiliate them by diminishing their virility and attrac-
tiveness. Many politicians are portrayed stripped down to their underwear, 
often knobby- kneed, robbed of the buttoned- up suit that marks their pro-
fessionalism.83 They are ridiculous, nerdy, and unattractive, and thus body- 
shaming becomes the channel through which character assassination is often 
achieved.84 A large part of their weakness is that they are portrayed as benign.

Perhaps this is why, in one study of political cartoons that targeted sex 
scandals, the dominant frames employed were the idiocy and ignorance of 
the politicians for having been caught; moral outrage and hypocrisy themes 
occurred far less often.85 In the Anthony Weiner case in particular, Weiner 
was criticized by the media not just for his ridiculous antics but also and 
mainly for being stupid. Many of the dominant media frames asked questions 
regarding why a guy with this much power could have made the technolog-
ical errors he did (remember that Weiner was brought down by a serial case 
of sexting).86 For Weiner, the critique was amplified by his Jewish identity, 
which, as I will shortly discuss, invoked stereotypes of his underwhelming 
masculinity. Interestingly, the “too stupid to be in power” humor further 
demasculinizes politicians by implying that the opposite of “good male” 
is “public idiot.”87 What this amounts to is a type of moral sanction that 
reinforces the presence of the white male heterosexual double standard: We 
should not despise him because he has broken the sexual rules; rather, we 
should despise him because he could not successfully manage to cover up his 
breaking of the sexual rules. If the lessons on the leeway given to white men’s 
sexuality is any indication (as discussed in  chapter 3), then this is a specifi-
cally white masculinized type of framing.

In cartoons, then, the male politicians in question are largely shamed on 
account of their looks and intelligence— that is, their failure to live up to 
certain sexualized, masculinized tropes— and yet the women who surround 
them in the scandal’s narrative arc are also diminished in similar ways. This 
may seem incredibly ironic considering how very few of the women who are 
in the midst of a sex scandal would have any cause to be publicly blamed for 
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the reasons we often claim are pertinent to politicians: almost none of them 
are politicians themselves; almost none hold elected office in another capacity 
(judges, etc.); and only some are committing or enabling adultery. Despite 
this, the wives and lovers who add to the narrative arc of a sex scandal uni-
formly come out the other end smelling nothing like a rose.

Again, we can explain this by pointing to the conservative tropes 
embedded in evangelical rhetoric. While contemporary evangelical 
explanations for (symbolically white) men’s propensity toward adultery is 
careful to place responsibility on men, it does so only half- heartedly, as we’ve 
seen, for problems with monogamy are often explained by pointing to (sym-
bolically white) women who insufficiently support men’s sexual needs, or 
to bad women who openly tempt otherwise good men into sexual failure. 
This motif of a failed woman directly echoes the treatment of political wives, 
lovers, and prostitutes in media frames, amounting to what I will call a “fe-
male sexual contamination model” wherein the women within proximity of 
the offending politician are considered at least partially, if not entirely, at 
fault, no matter their actual implication in the events. Perhaps this helps 
to explain why cartoons are more likely to depict male politicians as idiots 
rather than moral failures, for this morally protective move treats them closer 
to children rather than adults who are responsible for their behaviors. On the 
flip side, political wives in these cartoons— and in the wider media, gener-
ally speaking— do not become the hero, nor the object of pity, despite what 
most would agree is their position as a type of victim. They are presented, 
generally, as angry nags who are just as likely to evoke the ire of the pen for 
speaking out against their husbands’ behaviors as they are for standing si-
lently by him.88

In cartoons, in particular, this plays out in the ways that wives are 
represented as shrill, angry, and vengeful.89 In more traditional written re-
porting, they are more likely to be portrayed in one of two ways:  as ma-
tronly and silent, or as power- hungry and vindictive. Significantly, neither 
depiction is particularly attractive, as evidenced by the frequent depiction 
of Hillary Clinton in sex- scandal cartoons in oversized male suit pants, a 
statement about both her perceived sex appeal and her encroachment on 
the realm of masculine power.90 This desexualization of political wives is, in 
some ways, a symbolic necessity within a system of male dominance because 
there must be a way to explain why the politician gravitated to someone else 
while maintaining some semblance of his moral politesse. If his wife can be 
portrayed as suitably unattractive, inattentive to his needs, or nagging, then 
the archetype of the sexy, scandalous vixen often performs this political work 
by providing the narrative lure that drew him away.
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In scholar Joshua Gamson’s study of Jessica Hahn (the woman with whom 
pastor Jim Bakker had adulterous sex) and the symbolic ways in which 
mistresses are depicted, Gamson notes that Hahn was transformed into some-
thing akin to a sexual predator by media that portrayed her as a vixen (that 
is, a type of hypersexual female “marriage wrecker”). Even though this was 
a far cry from her actual demeanor, this interpretation was readily consumed 
by the American public.91 A vital part of crafting the vixen frame depends 
on representing the woman in question as one who has such strong sexual 
wiles that she can easily overwhelm an average “red- blooded man.” We need 
not be surprised by how canned and stereotypical this sounds, for as Gamson 
notes, “Contemporary sex scandals are shocking less for the sexual behaviors 
involved than for the ways they replay stock female roles that ‘enlightened’ 
societies often claim to have outgrown.”92

It might seem that a woman who claims sexual victimization (like Paula 
Jones, discussed in  chapter 3) would be somewhat more immune to being 
cast in the vixen trope. Yet Jones was framed in this way because she, like 
Hahn, engaged in a series of behaviors that, Gamson notes, almost always 
delegitimize women’s ability to maintain victim status in the mind of the 
public. The first behavior that often discredits women by transforming them 
into vixens is agreeing to appear in the public spotlight, which is often un-
derstood by the public as an attention- seeking act that undermines their 
claims to victimization.93 The second involves looking sexy or appearing in 
tight or revealing clothing, as is admitting that one enjoys sex. Finally, per-
haps the most damning event that can brand one a vixen is posing nude in an 
adult magazine, as several women at the center of sex scandals have done.94 
This act is often translated by the public as the sign of one’s utter moral 
worthlessness, as we saw in Ann Coulter’s response to Paula Jones’s choice 
in the wake of the Clinton sex scandals (Coulter called Jones “trailer trash”). 
While decisions to pose nude are often contextualized by the women who 
make them as a financial necessity (Jones), or as a reclaiming of the sexuality 
they felt was lost or otherwise manipulated by the politician or the media 
(Hahn), the public is not at all interested in either frame.95 No matter her 
rationale, any sense that she is willing to be public with her own sexuality 
(and particularly if she might stand to financially gain from that relationship) 
renders her a symbolic prostitute.96

But even when none of these factors are at play, the vixen trope can still 
perform its work. Consider the treatment of Paula Broadwell, the lover of 
General David Petraeus mentioned in  chapter 1. Broadwell’s case is particu-
larly interesting because even though she did not fit the common stereotypes 
by which lovers are transformed into vixens, she was still rendered a highly 
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sexualized figure who, subsequently, was forced to endure many serious 
ramifications that Petraeus did not, reinforcing the power structure of the 
traditional gendered hierarchy.

Both Broadwell and Petraeus were members of the military, both were ex-
emplary leaders (although Petraeus significantly outranked Broadwell), and 
both apologized for their consensual affair, ultimately reconciling with their 
spouses. And yet, when news of their affair broke, the frames used to de-
scribe the events took incredibly gendered and raced turns. As one journalist 
describes it, Broadwell’s physical acumen was immediately on display. The 
triathlete and former military intelligence officer had her six- minute mile 
and body- fat percentage placed under the microscope, as well as the rela-
tive clinginess of her clothing. She was called a “shameless self- promoting 
prom queen” with “expressive green eyes,” unafraid to show off her curva-
ceous figure.97 Petraeus, on the other hand, was cast in the language of white 
male respectability as “the consummate gentleman and family man” who 
had simply “let his guard down” and had subsequently done the “ ‘honorable 
thing’ by quitting.”98 Journalist Jessica Bennett puts it best in her remark 
that, “for him, the affair is a footnote to an otherwise celebrated career. But 
for her— not as decorated, not as public, but still accomplished in her own 
right— it has become a lasting stain.”99

This, of course, is the double standard quite visibly on display, and if we 
require any more reminders about what that looks like in media framing, we 
need look no further than a 2012 ABC News article about the spouses affected 
by the Petraeus/ Broadwell affair. In the article, various psychologists are 
asked about the potential outcomes in each marriage. There is repeated em-
phasis on how hard it will be for Scott Broadwell to forgive his wife because 
she has damaged his reputation; remaining with her will be something like a 
personal blemish. On the other hand, Holly Petraeus is portrayed as rightly 
furious, but her own reputation does not emerge as a conversation point. 
Instead, there is simply a comment made that she should have anticipated 
that something like this could happen since she does have a very powerful 
husband who travels a lot.100 For General Petraeus to have withstood the 
temptation to commit adultery would have been next to impossible, one psy-
chologist notes— he would have to have been “an iron man.”101

The public’s assumption that immoral female identity manifests in spe-
cifically sexual ways is why there is almost always an investigative reporter 
working behind the scenes when a woman alleges sexual assault or harass-
ment by a famous man. This investigator’s role is to find college friends 
who remember her drunken benders at the fraternity house, her multiple 
boyfriends, or former lovers who can attest to her interest in any type of sex 
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deemed “kinky” at that moment (remember Paula Jones); if such friends 
cannot be found, then they can be easily fabricated (remember Anita Hill). 
By investigating the sexual pasts of many women who claim sexual victimi-
zation, almost all women who are the sexual objects of politicians are cast not 
just as consenting partners but also as hypersexualized themselves. This has 
begun to shift slightly with the advent of the “MeToo” movement, but the 
rape culture paradigm of a woman who says no but means yes is still deeply 
ingrained in many cultural conversations.

Women who can be cast as sexual in any situation outside of monogamous 
heterosexual marriage— and unashamedly sexual, at that— are thus portrayed 
as a type of social contaminant, for there is no realm within the conservative 
currents underpinning American culture that can accommodate public fe-
male sexuality without moral sanction. This is particularly interesting in sex 
scandals that involve prostitution. Here we see what is perhaps the most di-
rect manifestation of the female sexual contamination notion, for prostitutes 
involved in a sex scandal tend to bear the brunt of criminal punishment. In 
fact, while there are laws on the books that could lead to many politicians’ 
prosecutions for illicit sex and its cover- up, the most common legal outcome 
for the politician is a slap on the wrist (usually via a fine or suspended jail 
time), or no legal penalty at all.102 For instance, Eliot Spitzer, former gov-
ernor of New York, resigned from his job in 2008 after being outed as “Client 
No. 9” in an upscale New York City prostitution ring.103 While Spitzer was 
never prosecuted, an entire series of people involved in the prostitution ring 
that he used were sentenced to jail time.104 This is, indeed, the norm: the last 
man standing at the end of a sex scandal is often “the man” himself.

Political Wives and the Apology Spectacle

If the “other woman” is faulted for her rampant sexuality, the matronly wife 
motif offers little reputational improvement, as I’ve briefly mentioned, for 
the fact that her husband has strayed often symbolically works to signal her 
marital failure. To flesh out the symbolic role of the political wife more thor-
oughly, I want to focus specifically on the media portrayal of political wives 
as they appear in the “apology spectacle,” that well- trod ritual that involves 
carefully staged public apologies as primarily a public relations move. But as 
we will shortly discuss, moving through this ritual is not a requirement for 
all politicians caught in a sex scandal, as some exude a brand of masculinity 
so closely associated with the normative social order that their offense is not 
read as a noteworthy violation. The mediated act of apology is, itself, part 
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of the political process that constitutes one of our central cultural narratives 
about wayward sex, which is that someone must take the blame when order 
has been (purportedly) disrupted. Invoking our earlier discussion of Foucault, 
one writer described the post- apology spectacle in this particular way: “It’s 
time to cover up the carcass so everyone can just move along.”105 We can see 
in this otherwise facetious comment the sense of social death— that is, the 
political execution— that the media spectacle demands.

Indeed, apologies are a particularly good site where we can see the double 
standard exposed, for even as we may read apologies as the “moral way” out 
of a mistake or problem, their public occurrence often heightens a sense of 
wrongdoing and harm that must be avenged. This is a parasocial setting 
deeply imbued with nationalist symbols, and it’s one we’ve all seen be-
fore: days, perhaps weeks, after news of a sex scandal breaks, a miserable- 
looking man approaches a podium with flags erect in the background. Beside 
him is his wife, whose misery is on a par with his. Both purse their lips as 
their public humiliation is orchestrated to the sound of camera shutters. The 
man engages in the time- honored tradition of apologizing to the country, 
his family, and to God for his sexual indiscretions. He mentions taking more 
time to be with his family. In virtually all cases, his wife says nothing. The 
man invokes the religious language of sin and forgiveness, after which he 
describes the present time as “painful” and asks for privacy. Of course, what 
we all know is that once you’re begging publicly for your privacy, it’s long 
gone. In this sense, that request represents more an admission of powerless-
ness than it does the possibility of lessening intense public scrutiny.

If we are now more familiar with the parasocial emotions that justify 
sex- scandal curiosity in the name of national ethics, then we can perhaps 
better understand the dynamics that go into the apology spectacle. Most 
scholars describe the function of the apology spectacle as a type of image 
restoration. Rhetorical scholar William Benoit has described image repair as 
a process that, structurally speaking, contains a series of modular parts that 
can be assembled according to the situation to effect the best outcome. These 
include denial (“I was falsely accused” or “This is a political conspiracy”); 
evasion of responsibility (“I was provoked” or “I meant to do one thing but 
ended up doing another”); reducing offensiveness (“It’s not as bad as it seems” 
or “My success has been so great that it should diminish this failure”); cor-
rective action (“Here’s how I will fix it”); and mortification (“I am extremely 
sorry,” or “I know I have hurt people.”).106

While it is true that politicians engaging in a public apology do tend 
to use such techniques, their actual utility in the circumstance to achieve 
the public relations goals they set out to meet may be limited if we look at 
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the context in which they are deployed. First, many of the politicians whose 
apology includes the “corrective action” technique correct the problem by 
resigning. Perhaps obviously, this is not the path that image repair is most 
often intended to pave. Second, as I will shortly discuss, we should not pre-
sume that when one does apologize (but does not resign), the problem is 
somehow resolved. Because it typically emphasizes corrective action and mor-
tification, we should note that the apology spectacle is intentionally designed 
to depict weakness and humiliation, and is thus not always a good public 
relations move for those politicians who can otherwise ride the coattails of 
their masculine or aggressive personas. For just those type of men, denial, 
evasion, and a diminishment of offensiveness often works much better— all 
techniques that far less often accompany an actual apology.107

We can thus better contextualize the strategically poor (but well- 
intentioned) advice given to Donald Trump in a 2015 Time magazine opinion 
article written by Rabbi David Wolpe. In it, Wolpe urged then candidate 
Donald Trump to learn how to apologize for things like his boorish beha-
vior and history of derogatory statements about women. He wrote this in 
response to Trump’s steadfast position that he had nothing to apologize for, 
and that those who said otherwise were victims of the political correctness 
machine. Wolpe’s tone is clearly pastoral, but he tempers the potential soft-
ness of his recommendation with examples of how political apologies can ac-
tually strengthen candidates and help cultures heal from various divisions.108 
In other words, Wolpe’s argument was that apologizing would make Trump 
more of a peacemaker, a healer, a better version of himself.

But if we look at the manner in which we judge politicians, with par-
ticular sights for the sexual double standards we use for that judgment, 
what Wolpe was recommending to Trump was political suicide. Trump 
has remained the “Teflon Don” in great part because he rarely acquiesces to 
statements that would make him appear weak (which an apology often does). 
This is one great indication that what happens in sex scandals is not about a 
morality violation, as morality is traditionally understood, for there is con-
siderable evidence that appearing as strong, masculine, aggressive, and even 
defensive as possible is often a reliable way that white male politicians can 
sidestep certain types of damaging journalistic frames.

But finally, there is the longstanding conviction by many public observers 
that the press conference and apology spectacle are completely disingenuous 
rituals, amounting to a show that renders the politician’s apology and mar-
riage a farce, even if full responsibility is taken via corrective action and 
mortification techniques.109 This is why, as far as the public is concerned, 
invective is often the order of the day for both politicians and their wives 
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after an apology press conference, for the public eagerly takes it upon itself 
to parasocially judge the “real” motivations of people they literally do not 
know. Even though the presence of wives can soften the blow for their po-
litical husbands, wives are usually condemned, as well, on the grounds that 
they were too stupid to recognize infidelity or, related, if they really were ig-
norant, it was because they were themselves so power hungry that they failed 
to notice their husband’s dalliances.110 The critique of wives can, at times, 
sound quite similar to the critique of lovers, in that both are portrayed as 
accomplices to some sort of sexual crime.

To this point, scholar Hinda Mandell conducted a study of participants 
who watched the apology spectacle of Eliot Spitzer, in which his wife, Silda, 
stood by his side. When participants were asked about their reactions to the 
press conference, they were overwhelmingly condemning of the couple as a 
unit. As might be expected, Eliot Spitzer was seen as a lying cheat, but Silda 
Spitzer was cast as a “greedy,” power- hungry person for staying with such a 
man, or else she was critiqued for diminishing the dignity of all women for 
publicly standing by him.111 What the participants considered undignified 
behavior for a modern woman is, in a sense, a statement about her making 
herself vulnerable. As one journalist noted, watching these apologies makes 
the public uncomfortable because the wife’s powerlessness is palpable. As 
journalist Robin Givhan memorably notes, “The wife has the awkward ap-
pearance of someone dressed for the wrong occasion. It’s as if she primped 
for Sunday school or got dolled up for a society lunch but has arrived to find 
herself standing on the edges of a mud pit alongside the lead pig.”112

In a separate study, Mandell examined how the news media framed polit-
ical wives and found, again, the emergence of a sexual double standard, par-
ticularly in the cases of Silda Spitzer and Jenny Sanford. Sanford was the wife 
of Mark Sanford, then governor of South Carolina at the time his affair was 
discovered. As earlier mentioned, he is most memorable for claiming to have 
been hiking the Appalachian Trail when he had really been in Buenos Aires 
with his Argentinian girlfriend.113 Jenny Sanford’s case is indeed unique be-
cause she was one of the first political wives in recent memory to refuse to at-
tend her husband’s apology press conference, and to then speak subsequently 
to the press openly in a way that did not defend him.

In the national and regional newspapers Mandell examined, the contrasting 
public attitudes between Spitzer and Sanford appeared significant on the sur-
face. The dominant frames through which Silda Spitzer was interpreted were 
fairly uniform; she was described as a powerless figure who was “voiceless, 
clingy, and without agency,”114 and by and large she was critiqued for her 
silent support. On the other hand, Jenny Sanford was praised for her refusal 
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to acquiesce to her husband’s weepy, rambling confession, a display New York 
Times columnist Maureen Dowd described in this way: “He got into trouble 
as a man and tried to get out as a woman.”115 Jenny Sanford was, in fact, 
praised via largely masculine imagery for her poise, determination, and inde-
pendence in rejecting the supporting role in her husband’s saga.116

Except when she wasn’t. Even when Jenny Sanford was seen as right-
eously pushing against the submissive- wife motif, she also faced consid-
erable critique for doing so, often from the very same journalistic corners 
that previously offered their support. For instance, Sanford and a number of 
other “political wives wronged” were the focus of another article by Dowd 
in which she offered advice to the group about how to handle the media 
when one’s famous husband has an affair. Although Dowd makes many of 
her recommendations in a salty, tongue- in- cheek way, the tone of the article 
is clearly admonitory: if you can’t say something nice, don’t say anything at 
all. Indeed, Dowd rebukes Sanford for talking publicly about her children 
and her husband’s disappointing role as father; reminds Jenny Sanford and 
Elizabeth Edwards that they should have known that their choice to give up 
their own high- powered careers to live vicariously through their husbands 
could end just like this; and reminds all political wives (with attention to cer-
tain statements from Sanford) that no matter how terrible their husbands’ be-
havior might be, there is no excuse for being passive aggressive in public.117 
While I  doubt that this was Dowd’s intention, what she effectively did 
was deflect some of the moral burden from the politicians in question (by 
anticipating their infidelities), while simultaneously chiding the wives for 
failing to look properly supportive. In many ways, Dowd sounded quite close 
to the spirit of the evangelical marriage advice offered to women that we 
examined in  chapter 3.

Dowd’s comments came in 2009, but other writers continued the senti-
ment during the 2013 South Carolina congressional run when Mark Sanford 
was a candidate, which is also when some of the nastier aspects of the Sanfords’ 
divorce agreement emerged. The Atlantic posted an article (entitled “Stop 
Feeling Bad for Jenny Sanford”) encouraging the public to stop praising the 
former South Carolina first lady, arguing that she probably stayed with her 
husband to bolster her own political possibilities.118 In a related article (“How 
Savvy Jenny Sanford Sabotaged Ex- Husband Mark’s Political Comeback”), 
New York magazine claimed that Jenny Sanford might have strategically filed 
various divorce papers and let slip unsavory facts about her former husband 
because she wanted to jeopardize his standings in the race.119

Whether or not any of these more speculative allegations are true is really 
beside the point, for what is overwhelmingly clear is that certain journalists 
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were not comfortable with political wives either as silent supports or as out-
spoken defenders of their own dignity. As much as many commentators may 
thus recognize the archaic nature of the gender roles that define American so-
cial interactions and judgments of public value, it is hard to deny the power 
of this double standard that finds fault in wives no matter how they respond.

Carlos Danger versus The Terminator

As we have now seen, the media frames through which political sex scandals 
have been manufactured are far more likely to police failures in gendered, 
raced, and sexual norms than to function as any consistent moral compass. 
This is perhaps nowhere better seen than in the trope of the “red- blooded 
American male,” a label that presumes a strong, rugged man with a libido 
to match; in his most iconic form he is a white, muscular, “meat and pota-
toes” kind of guy. This is hardly a neutral descriptor, however— it is not, in 
other words, a simple list of what he likes and how he likes it. As the next 
pair of politicians will show us, there are often invisible boundaries at work 
in this ideal.

Anthony Weiner, representative from New  York’s ninth congressional 
district, was in office for over a decade before his first round of scandal hit. 
That involved the “Weinergate” incident mentioned at the beginning of this 
chapter, which Weiner first called a prank before ultimately admitting to 
sending sexually illicit images via social media. Again, as context, Weiner 
had just entered into a high- profile marriage to Huma Abedin, close advisor 
to Hillary Clinton, just a year before the scandal hit.120 So when news of the 
second round of illicit pictures broke in 2013, just a couple of months after 
his announcement that he would run for mayor of New York, Weiner at first 
claimed that this was the dreaded but expected recycling of photos from his 
previous lapse. Yet these photos and illicit text exchanges dated from 2012— 
well after his first public apology— and revealed not just another explicit on-
line relationship but also one wherein he had been operating under the alias 
of “Carlos Danger.”121 Things eroded swiftly from there. Politically, his career 
appeared to be at its end, as he finished a distant fifth in the run for mayor.122 
Personally, however, the story was not over. In 2016, Weiner sent an erection- 
themed photo to yet another woman, with his young son, asleep by his side, 
visible in the picture.123 Shortly after, Abedin announced their separation.124

What made the Weiner story seem more sensational than others is not 
just its many “How can it get any worse?” iterations, but also that Weiner’s 
scandal very likely impacted the 2016 election. Investigations into the 
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Weiner/ Abedin family computer were part of an ongoing controversy re-
garding Hillary Clinton’s use of a private computer server while she was sec-
retary of state.125 When news broke of the link between Weiner and Clinton 
just days before the election, the media firestorm was instantaneous. In a head-
line entitled “Carlos Danger Really Is Dangerous,” the editors of USA Today 
wrote (eight days before the November 7th presidential election), “Carlos 
Danger just blew up the presidential race. T- minus eight days.”126 A political 
cartoon depicting the gravity of the situation shows Donald Trump shaking 
hands with a mostly naked Weiner, saying, “Thanks for giving us a hand, 
Tony! Great job.”127

As for Weiner, he had another episode of sexually explicit communica-
tions in 2017, this time with a fifteen- year- old girl, although the judge in 
the case noted that he had been in contact with nineteen other women at the 
same time.128 Weiner, who was apologetic and referenced his problem with 
sex addiction, was sentenced to twenty- one months in prison on charges of 
transferring obscene material to a minor,129 and upon his release from prison, 
was required to register as a sex offender.130 But no matter the seriousness of 
his behaviors, with the exception of a documentary (simply entitled Weiner) 
that examined painfully raw moments of Weiner’s personal and professional 
downward spiral,131 the media reception and interpretation of Weiner’s illicit 
acts have been overwhelmingly (and relentlessly) comedic. In fact, the sheer 
number of phallic jokes was so prolific that articles appeared in widely read 
news venues to address the media’s inability to talk about anything else (as 
the epigraphs to this chapter indicate).

When, after Weiner’s first scandal, it appeared that his resignation had 
put an end to his public life, the Huffington Post published a memorial to 
wiener/ weiner jokes. The headline read “Goodbye Anthony Weiner Jokes 
(IN MEMORIAM),” and the first line— dated to the time of Weiner’s first 
resignation speech— read:  “A nation mourns as ‘Weiner’ jokes died today, 
Thurs. June 16, at 2:22 p.m.” The piece continues:

After today, it will no longer be inherently funny when someone 
says that the scandal caused Weiner to explode. It will not be funny 
when Weiner gets a package, or when Weiner orders his pizza extra 
thick, or when Weiner looks deflated. Silence will befall the room, 
even if someone says that “Weiner is thrust into a dark chasm, and 
while Weiner will rise, Weiner has a long and hard journey ahead of 
him.”132

When news of Anthony Weiner’s second sexting scandal emerged, Daily Show 
commentator John Oliver remarked that the emergent comedy “rekindled 
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my faith in God.”133 For its part, the New York tabloid Daily News headline 
read “Same Old Schlong and Dance.” In response to that headline, one writer 
from The Atlantic noted that for tabloid papers, the renewal of Weiner’s 
sexting was like “Christmas came early, you inherited a billion dollars and 
you won the 20 years of free Chipotle burritos contest, all in one day.”134

But there are two vitally important elements to this comedy that may 
go unnoticed by some, elements that exacerbated Weiner’s humiliation. The 
first pertains to how illicit sex is contextualized by both the public and the 
media in a certain type of gendered hierarchy that may, on the surface, seem 
peculiar, but that is actually reflective of the heterosexuality that imbues the 
white male heterosexual double standard. Gamson has argued that, in the 
cases of Weiner and football icon Brett Favre, who was also embroiled in a 
sexting scandal, the media did not consider texts and photos as having any 
redeeming sexual value as a healthy mode of erotic expression. They were 
framed, rather, as pitiful, desperate, “flasher in a raincoat” style moments of 
perversion, and so were transformed into jokes with greater ease than other 
types of sexual offense.135 This is consistent with the observations of other 
scholars who have noted that men whose sexual dalliances are virtual (i.e., so-
cial media images, sexting, etc.), as well as those who engage in anything but 
penetrative, heterosexual sex with women (e.g., oral sex, watching strippers/ 
prostitutes), are often portrayed as less masculine, perhaps desperate, and 
even silly.136 Men who don’t have “real” sex are half- men; those who “go all 
the way” have validated their masculinity.

Second, for Weiner, who is Jewish, this framing likely evoked a number of 
ethnic stereotypes, for his demasculinization was no doubt helped by popular 
male Jewish stereotypes of “nice boys” known more for their awkward, scrawny 
sort of aesthetic than for their muscles and machismo. While such ethnic 
slurs were in play, an explicitly racial subtext is important to note, as well.137 
As journalist Lev Raphael observed, the frequency with which Weiner’s body 
was described as ugly or disgusting since the scandals’ break is in line with 
how frequently Jewish men are “Woody Allens all, with no chance of being 
Robert Redford.”138 In a similar vein, scholar Eric L. Goldstein has shown 
that from the late nineteenth century on, Jews in America have historically 
struggled to locate themselves within the racial schema preferred by white 
(largely Christian) Americans, which has placed all non- Anglo and immi-
grant groups into either the “white” (like white people, and generally good) 
or “black” (like African Americans, and therefore generally bad) categories.139 
Jews, Goldstein tells us, have long been seen as “somewhat” white; the ec-
onomic success of many Jewish immigrants secured their “white” status in 
the minds of many white Americans; yet their retention of a separate, shared 
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culture (as often demarcated in pseudo- scientific terms like “Hebrew blood”) 
made them seem racial “others.”140

If Weiner’s Jewishness was symbolically associated with a type of di-
minished masculinity, then it is one that is more noticeable because it is 
perceived as not- quite- white, diminishing him further still. And yet we 
cannot overlook how his Jewish identity has also been used to cast him as a 
moral failure in one particular event in the last days of his campaign. About 
a week before he was to utter his concession speech, Weiner was publicly 
harassed by an Orthodox Jewish man who was angry about Weiner’s sexual 
behaviors; the man also lobbed a racist insult regarding Abedin, who is 
Muslim. Weiner fired back rapidly, shouting, among other things, “What 
rabbi taught you that you’re my judge?” and at one point called the man 
a “jackass.”141 While one can certainly understand Weiner’s anger, what is 
interesting is the frequency with which various news sources overlooked 
the racial slur and instead focused on Weiner’s retort as a pitiful type of 
lashing out. For instance, Politico writer Katie Glueck described Weiner 
as having a “meltdown” directed at an “observant Jewish man on the eve 
of a major Jewish holiday.”142 Importantly, the man’s racial slur regarding 
Abedin is largely ignored. As Glueck tells us, we can know this man is 
observant because he is a “man in a yarmulke” standing in a bakery.143 To 
the presumably non- Jewish majority reading Politico, the man’s garb, his 
religion, and his “observant” nature make him something like the moral 
truth that hits Weiner where it hurts, rendering his anger more a temper 
tantrum than a righteous sort of retort.

In this sense, while Weiner certainly performed a number of careless 
and ridiculous acts, and while the combination of his ethnic identity and 
longstanding racial symbolism likely played a role in that framing, we 
should note that he is, in the end, regarded more as a bumbling, pathetic 
idiot than as a substantial social threat— this despite the fact that he very 
likely impacted the outcome of a presidential election. However, Weiner is 
not the only public figure with an explicit and public sex life, a claim to sex 
addiction, and a history of cheating on his pregnant political activist wife. 
For that other guy, however, things have gone much differently.

Mr. Universe

As one bodybuilding magazine put it, “Some people need absolutely no 
introduction to the inhabitants of planet Earth. Arnold Schwarzenegger 
is one of those people.”144 The Austrian- born bodybuilder is a seven- time 
Mr. Olympia winner, a five- time Mr. Universe winner, and is probably best 
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known for his role as Conan the Barbarian (1982), and then later in the iconic 
Terminator movies (1984– on).145 During those years, Schwarzenegger spoke 
candidly about his many appetites. In a 1977 interview with an adult mag-
azine entitled Oui (the article is entitled “Arnold Schwarzenegger on the Sex 
Secrets of Bodybuilders”), the reader is informed all about his penchant for 
orgies, how receiving oral sex immediately prior to bodybuilding contests 
made him feel like “King Kong,” and his history of drug use (“grass and 
hash— no hard drugs”).146

Schwarzenegger’s movie roles have been varied, but in his most common 
onscreen persona he is a muscular machine who can take on almost any force 
(even traveling across time to do so, as in the Terminator movies). Outside 
of the Terminator franchise, his starring role in True Lies (1994) won sub-
stantial acclaim even as it provoked considerable controversy. In the film, 
Schwarzenegger plays an undercover government agent whose job is to pre-
vent Muslim terrorists from detonating nuclear missiles. One observer called 
it “one of the most racist movies Hollywood has ever produced” for its uni-
dimensional portrayal of Arabs as violent, irrational zealots looking to incite 
mayhem in every way possible.147 The movie’s stereotypes were so offensive 
that nationwide protests ensued in the days after its release.148 Nevertheless, 
the film won numerous awards and grossed over $380 million worldwide, 
winning the #3 spot for films that year and earning an “A” grade from 
CinemaScore.149 Audiences loved watching their adopted American action 
hero smash, shoot, and flex his way through almost every stereotypical bad 
guy possible.150

Prior to his entry into the California governor’s race in 2003, 
Schwarzenegger’s political career was limited to a three- year appointment by 
President George H. W. Bush as chair of the President’s Council on Physical 
Fitness and Sports.151 Schwarzenegger won the governor’s race in what might 
rightly be called one of the state’s— if not the country’s— strangest moments 
of political theater:  it was a special election to recall then governor Gray 
Davis, and a “fight to the death” style secondary election wherein, presuming 
Davis’s recall, the contender with the largest number of votes in a field of 135 
candidates would win.152 His competitors included several adult- film stars 
(one of whom called for a tax on breast implants and lap dances), child actor 
Gary Coleman, and former baseball commissioner Pete Ueberroth, among 
many, many others.153

Schwarzenegger won the 2003 California governor’s election handily, and 
was particularly successful in winning the female vote, even amid serious 
allegations of groping and sexual harassment. The week before the elec-
tion, sixteen women came forward with allegations against Schwarzenegger, 
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including everything from unwanted sexual advances to sexual assault. Yet 
polls indicated that just as many women supported him as didn’t, leading 
several media outlets to call him the “Teflon Terminator” (because no 
allegations stuck).154 In response to accusations of harassment and infidelity, 
Schwarzenegger’s then wife, Maria Shriver, called the publicity “gutter poli-
tics” although she did not deny the allegations, referring to the claims as “a 
family matter.”155

What is intriguing about those lingering days before the early October 
2003 election was not just that many women came forward with reputable 
claims of abuse but also that Schwarzenegger himself admitted they were 
true.156 And yet, in an extremely ironic twist, many of his supporters refused 
to believe him.157 This manifested in a mishmash of responses. Some faulted 
the Los Angeles Times for reporting the story, either on the grounds that the 
allegations were fabricated (again, despite Schwarzenegger’s admission) or by 
insisting that because such things happened in the distant past, they weren’t 
relevant.158 Others floated the hypothesis that Schwarzenegger was probably 
first groped by the women in question, and he simply responded in kind.159 
In fact, in what would seem an unlikely event prior to the Trump adminis-
tration, large groups of Schwarzenegger supporters (many of them women) 
gathered for a public protest against the Los Angeles Times, accusing the paper 
of creating “fake news” more than a decade before that label had become a 
cultural trend.160

Once elected, what Schwarzenegger probably did most successfully to 
handle political life was to resume his role as a hypermasculine actor. At one 
point he referred to Democrats struggling with the mired California budget 
as “girlie men.”161 He also used almost embarrassingly obvious rhetoric drawn 
from his muscular movie characters. In one particularly noteworthy example, 
Schwarzenegger promised to “terminate terminate terminate” the “tax tax 
tax,” referring to the car tax causing substantial upset in California. At a 
similarly themed event rally in Costa Mesa, Schwarzenegger’s team dropped 
a wrecking ball on an old car on which the word “car tax” had been spray- 
painted. As journalist Steve Lopez tells it, “The ball fell. The car exploded. 
The crowd roared.”162

Schwarzenegger’s term ended in January 2011; by that July, Shriver had 
filed for divorce after learning that Schwarzenegger had fathered a child 
with the family’s maid, Mildred Baena.163 Baena and Shriver were preg-
nant at the same time with Schwarzenegger’s children, delivering their sons 
within days of each other.164 In a 2012 interview in which he recounted his 
missteps, Schwarzenegger apologized several times, but did so in a more ca-
sual way, noting that he doesn’t particularly dwell on his mistakes.165 He 
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returned to Hollywood after leaving office, but this has not quelled the sex 
talk. Indeed, there is enough internet reading material for a lifetime about 
Schwarzenegger’s post- political libido and hypothesized sexual addiction.

How did Schwarzenegger avoid public sanction? He said— and did— what 
would in another person’s shoes prove virtually impossible, particularly when 
we compare him with Weiner. Both had their sexuality on public display, both 
were described as “sex addicts,” and both undercut any serious family- man 
image by having affairs while their wives were pregnant (not to mention a va-
riety of other things). But what is critical here is that Schwarzenegger was never 
really compelled to move through the same sorts of apologetic machinations— 
nor the denial— of Weiner. New York Times columnist Gail Collins has observed 
that outrage toward a celebrity is generated only when his behavior calls into 
question his public reputation.166 Schwarzenegger’s entire career, as we know, 
has been devoted to the worship of a white hypersexualized male body. Writer 
Michael Wolff described Schwarzenegger’s sexual dynamic this way:

In my brief survey, Arnold is the first major- party candidate for high 
office to have discussed in public the various aspects of group sex. He 
seems definitely the first to do it with some psychological insight— it 
surely does take a certain kind of man, as Arnold’s observed, to be able 
to have sex with an audience. . . . Quite possibly, no one has ever even 
tried to make Arnold feel terribly guilty. He seems beyond hypocrisy 
(even as he tries on Oprah to be a traditional American hypocrite)— a 
truly novel category in American politics.167

While Schwarzenegger did apologize, what Wolff describes here is his lack 
of conformity to the sin- shame- weakness script. He was, in a sense, above 
the standard moral rules because the public had already presumed his sexu-
ality, linked it with a robust type of masculinity, and thereby sanctified it as 
a proper qualification of national leadership. Weiner’s attempts at apology, 
on the other hand, while supposedly the manner in which one rectifies a so-
cial wrong, only further compromised his political recovery. This is perhaps 
why those interpretations of sex scandals as moments of public, moral con-
science make very little sense when we look to a person like Schwarzenegger, 
but particularly when we contrast him with Weiner. Only some men are the 
main character in our morality tales by becoming the public laughing stock, 
and even then, they are rendered relatively harmless. But when your entire 
public persona drips white masculinity and sexual prowess, it turns out that 
the jokes don’t stick.

I opened this chapter with the observation that the media’s job is to tell 
us how to imagine our relationship to the nation- state. As it turns out, that 
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message is imbued with tropes of white masculine power as juxtaposed with 
overall feminine weakness. A major part of the spectacular element (meant 
literally) of sex scandals thus involves the public’s participation in the hu-
miliation (or valorization) process. As  chapter 6 will further elucidate, the 
case of Brett Kavanaugh shows that there are specific American cultural dy-
namics that perpetuate the cult of white masculinity and youth, which not 
only provide the framing for sex scandals but also serve as the foundation of 
American culture.
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 chapter 6 Epilogue
Brett Kavanaugh and the Contradictions of 
American Masculinity

No one has more respect for women than I do.

— Donald Trump1

This is a circus. The consequences will extend long past my nomination.

— Justice Brett Kavanaugh2

No rhetoric functions on an empty stage or with a single character.

– — Mark Jordan3

I was recently sitting in a school auditorium watching one of my sons 
perform in an all- boys choir. The program included a variety of songs, 

but it was the lyrics of one in particular that caught my attention. The song 
“Next to Lovin’ I Like Fightin’ Best” is one of the more well- known songs 
from Shenandoah, a Broadway musical set during the Civil War, when a group 
of brothers consider their relationship to war on the eve of the battle. In the 
song, the brothers contrast their skill at fighting with their love of, well, 
“lovin’.” One section of the lyrics goes like this:

Next to lovin’ I like fightin’
I like fightin’, it’s excitin’
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Next to lovin’ I like fightin’ best.
Next to bein’ hugged and kissed

I like making me a fist
Next to lovin’ I like fightin’ best.4

While the song is intended to be comedic and foot- tapping, as far as audi-
ence engagement is concerned, it was an interesting thing to watch my early 
pubescent son— smaller than many of the other boys, far more gender- fluid 
in personality and interests— sing this song and subsequently engage in a 
planned fake fight scene during a musical interlude. The audience roared 
with laughter at watching the boys’ antics.

As a person who studies gender, I realize that I’m often seen as a killjoy 
in terms of analyzing and deconstructing otherwise popular cultural 
moments, for pointing out deeply rooted acts of socialization that others 
tend to read as largely irrelevant. But what struck me as incredibly in-
triguing in that moment was that there was no scenario I could imagine— 
on either the Broadway stage or in that school auditorium— where the 
audience would have responded so positively to a fake sex scene (or if we 
take these words in their most literal, pollyanna sense— a “hugging and 
kissing” scene), one that would have been entirely consistent with the 
lyrics. We can watch our boys sing about sex and aggression, watch them 
play- aggress, and then allow the sexual subtext to remain suspended in the 
background. In this way, aggression and libido become one and the same, 
and so the former can stand in for the latter. In fact, we often culturally 
presume that it is the latter’s precursor: a rough- and- tumble boy is, later 
on, a virile man.

***

This chapter, like the chapters that precede it, is about contradictions— about 
the processes by which, as a culture, Americans both invite and simultane-
ously recoil from images of sexuality and power. We can understand the very 
inconsistent public response to sex scandals by demonstrating that American 
culture’s vacillating horror, apathy, and defense of its politicians’ illicit sexual 
behaviors are not moves that are “anti- religious,” uniquely hypocritical, or 
counter to the standard ways in which moral codes operate. Instead, in the 
American context, the social function of religious and moralistic speech in 
a sex scandal operates by reinforcing a powerful double standard designed 
to protect and promote deeply entrenched symbols of white heterosexual 
manhood and strength. These symbols are emblematic of longstanding con-
servative ideals regarding both race and gender and have been popularized 
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through a language shaped strongly by white evangelical interests, invoking 
ethics, “family values,” and national strength. To reiterate, evangelicals were 
not the inventors of these ideals, but they have simply been one of the loudest 
conservative voices promoting them through the powerful vehicle of reli-
gious authority.

These forms of nationalism are the foundation of a culture that tends to 
believe strongly in its innocence, morality, and childlike good intentions, 
deferring authority for the nation’s activities to powerful political figures 
who can stand in as superheroes and fathers simultaneously. The public 
supports them not because of what they know, or even so much for what 
they can do, but because of how they make them feel. This emotional de-
ferral of authority allows many Americans— often those with considerable 
privilege— to remain consistently unaware of the contradictions they readily 
support, because such contradictions can be used for any number of ends to 
promote a sense of their own cultural exceptionalism (and simultaneous pro-
tection from harmful “others”).

As we have seen, politicians who have engaged in illicit sex acts have been 
treated in radically different ways depending on how they (or the others sur-
rounding them) are read in an often unspoken hierarchy of proper citizenship, 
a hierarchy measured in gradations of appropriately raced, gendered, and 
sexual behavior. When a sexually cavorting politician symbolically assumes 
the role of a strong, white, masculinized figure who is a father in the con-
servative symbolic sense earlier discussed, then that sexual cavorting (even, 
at times, when it legally becomes sexual assault) can be construed merely as 
a sign of his strength and masculinity, which can be read vicariously as the 
nation’s strength and protection.

On the other hand, those politicians who do not display the same sorts 
of white masculinized personas are often cannibalized so that the nation can 
display a thing it calls ethical integrity; every society must have a scapegoat, 
and there are few more effective than those in whom the public has placed 
its trust, leaving them feeling personally slighted and righteously angry. 
A politician’s failure in that political moment to depict aggression and/ or a 
sense of vitality that seems tied to the collective worth makes that politician 
appear like more than just a personal failure; rather, he’s a national failure. 
In this symbolic economy of feelings, this attitude toward political life helps 
large sectors of the public feel like they win either way:  simultaneously 
cheering on one figure in the name of national strength while condemning a 
virtually identical other in the name of Christian ethics has been one of the 
most indelible marks of American nationalist rhetoric.
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It is against this backdrop that I  offer some observations on the 
September 27, 2018, testimonies of Dr. Christine Blasey Ford and Supreme 
Court justice nominee Brett Kavanaugh. Days before Kavanaugh’s confir-
mation to the U.S. Supreme Court, various media outlets broke the story 
that Ford, who was Kavanaugh’s high school peer, alleged that Kavanaugh 
sexually assaulted her while they were teens. Ford was permitted to testify 
in front of the Senate to detail her allegations; Kavanaugh’s own testimony 
followed.

Of course, the parallels with the Anita Hill/ Clarence Thomas case were 
forefront in the minds of many, and as I will discuss, the testimonies of Ford 
and Kavanaugh bore several striking points of commonality with those of 
Hill and Thomas, even as they may appear to be quite different in some sub-
stantial ways. As I believe this comparison will show, the public reception of 
Ford and Kavanaugh hinged on the white male heterosexual double standard 
discussed in the previous pages, and the Hill/ Thomas hearings can give us a 
foil to see this double standard at work.

With that context in mind, my intention here is to situate the 
testimonies of both Ford and Kavanaugh as if they are parts of a larger 
national story to which we are witness, continuing this perspective on sex 
scandals as a type of cultural theater or storytelling. I  am interested in 
thinking of this as a dramatic performance because if one simply looks at 
the statements that Ford and Kavanaugh made in isolation, much of the 
nuanced and highly relevant context through which their statements be-
come intelligible is lost. Other characters, as we will see, share the stage 
with Ford and Kavanaugh, and while they play somewhat lesser roles, they 
are also vital to the plotline.

Before delving in, I offer an important note: I suspect some readers will 
be confused, if not frustrated, that I am not using this space specifically to 
provide a commentary on the injustice of Kavanaugh’s eventual appointment 
to the Supreme Court. To some degree I take for granted that the proceed-
ings were handled in a deeply problematic way— something felt by both 
sides (although for entirely different reasons) if one reads the testimony in its 
entirety. This is also borne out by the number of nonpartisan and bipartisan 
groups who objected to Kavanaugh’s nomination, suggesting that the wide-
spread unease with his nomination was not simply a partisan affair. But at 
the same time, my point is that one doesn’t have to take a firm position on 
the truth or substance of either Ford’s or Kavanaugh’s testimonies to see the 
aforementioned white male heterosexual double standard at work. It is not, 
in other words, so much a matter of facts and truth as it is of rhetoric and 
feelings. These are hardly opposites.
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The Professor and the Judge: A Play in Two Acts

In light of the widespread explosion of the “Me Too” movement, it is diffi-
cult to find a mainstream group today that has not spoken out against sexual 
harassment. As the introduction to this book mentioned, the advent of the 
#MeToo identifier appears to have performed revolutionary work, and the 
fact that several powerful men have been held publicly accountable for their 
harassment and assault of women is a noteworthy social event.

But it would be extremely naïve, if not simply objectively wrong, to 
believe that cultures resolve longstanding forms of oppression with the 
speed and relative ease with which the “Me Too” movement seems to have 
progressed. Rather, a more accurate description of social change is that sys-
tems of oppression shift and reemerge in different forms, reinforcing the 
same attitudes, habits, and behaviors, even as their older manifestations ap-
pear unjust, unethical, or even simply uncouth. For instance, while it is no 
longer appropriate in most circles to say “Women should not work outside 
the home,” one can politically talk about the moral dangers that transpire 
when women approach economic equality to men (latchkey children, greater 
divorce rates, etc.) and achieve the same effect.5 Our interest here, then, is to 
look at the social outcomes delivered by a particular type of speech, rather 
than to simply note the presence of a rhetorical pattern.

When President Trump named Brett Kavanaugh as a nominee to the 
Supreme Court in summer 2018, the nomination was mired in controversy 
from the start, but for what appeared at the time to be entirely mundane, 
partisan reasons. This is because Kavanaugh’s confirmation would shift the 
court toward a conservative majority at the hands of a highly controversial 
Republican president who retained the support of his base, at least osten-
sibly, for promising to install a conservative court. Kavanaugh, it appeared, 
was a conservative’s conservative. Before his eventual confirmation to the 
High Court, he had clerked for Justice Anthony Kennedy, later worked with 
Kenneth Starr in the investigation of President Bill Clinton in the Monica 
Lewinsky scandal, and went on to become a member of the George W. Bush 
administration.6 His Republican credentials were considered so solid that 
many have speculated that his membership on the court will signal the 
end of Roe v. Wade (something also discussed in the nomination of Clarence 
Thomas).7

In the fall of 2018, word broke mere days before Kavanaugh’s confir-
mation hearings that a letter had been submitted over the summer to the 
top Democrat on the Senate Judiciary Committee, Senator Dianne Feinstein, 
from a woman named Dr. Christine Blasey Ford. Ford, a Stanford professor 
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of psychology, alleged that Kavanaugh sexually assaulted her at a party that 
they both attended when she was fifteen and he was seventeen.8 Although 
the letter clearly contained serious allegations against Kavanaugh, Feinstein 
had not mentioned its contents at the direction of Ford, who had expressed 
her desire to remain confidential because she was relatively certain that her 
testimony would not influence the final outcome (as expressed in her remark, 
“Why suffer through the annihilation if it’s not going to matter?”9). Much 
like Anita Hill before her, Ford was extremely reticent to speak publicly 
about her experiences and she delayed coming forward as long as possible in 
the hope that the information could be shared without public exposure.10 But 
as news of the letter’s existence and author were leaked, Ford found herself in 
a position where she could no longer remain anonymous.11

Many conservatives cried foul at Feinstein’s handling of Ford’s confiden-
tiality, claiming that she was the one responsible for strategically leaking 
information regarding the letter at just the right moment to cause the most 
damage to Kavanaugh’s chances of confirmation (an allegation she addressed, 
and subsequently denied, during the testimony).12 But many others were 
sensitive to the dynamic created by #MeToo, noting that if Feinstein and 
Ford’s accounts were both correct, the public had a right to know. I will not 
recount the many steps and stages of controversy that were involved in the 
planning of Ford’s public testimony, nor will I  attempt to address even a 
majority of what was discussed in the hearings, if only for the sake of focus. 
Rather, my emphasis here is more on the gender and racialized performances 
that constituted the Ford and Kavanaugh testimonial narrative. If one did 
not watch the proceedings, or has not read the transcript in its entirety, it 
would be easy to be unaware of the political maneuvers and mini- speeches 
that surround the statements and questioning of each participant. Indeed, 
reading (and especially watching) the spectacle in its totality is important 
from a rhetorical perspective, for it provides a contextual framework through 
which we might make sense of both Ford’s and Kavanaugh’s appearances not 
just as individuals but also as characters in a national drama.

The Professor

If we can imagine that this is a something like a play, and a Greek tragedy at 
that, then the chorus narrating the events comprises the members of the Senate 
Judiciary Committee. They are led by Republican Senator Chuck Grassley of 
Iowa, chairman of the committee, whose lines give order to and otherwise or-
chestrate the hearings. Grassley’s opening comments reiterate the seriousness 
of the hearings. They also note that both Ford and Kavanaugh have endured 
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a “terrible couple weeks [sic]” filled with death threats, invasions of privacy, 
and overall public scrutiny.13 Yet these statements are just the precursor to 
his larger point that the most serious injustice that has happened has been 
the one directed at Judge Kavanaugh by what Grassley perceives to be the 
Democrats’ willful desire to hijack the career of an upstanding man.

While Grassley’s opening comments do not personally implicate Ford in 
the hijacking, the very fact that hearings have to occur at all is framed as a 
miscarriage of justice, because justice, he notes, has already been served in 
the extensive process of review and questioning through which Kavanaugh 
has by this time passed, which Grassley lists in detail.14 And so immediately 
before the introduction of Rachel Mitchell, the Arizona sex- crimes prose-
cutor chosen to question Ford on behalf of the Republican senators (so as not 
to repeat the highly raced and gendered inquisition that accompanied Anita 
Hill’s testimony), Grassley reminds all those present that the hearings will 
represent a “stark contrast to the grandstanding and chaos that we saw from 
the other side during the previous four days in this hearing process.”15 In 
the narrative thus far, Grassley, the narrator, reveals two things: first, he is in 
charge of the movement away from “grandstanding and chaos” and thus, by 
negation, represents facts and order; second, the fact that this is happening at 
all signals a miscarriage of justice for which the Democrats are responsible.

Already, then, the stage is somewhat set, for we know that perhaps we 
have been drawn together under false pretenses; something is amiss. And 
so when Feinstein, acting as another voice in the chorus, is next given 
the chance to speak, she, as one would expect, directly attacks Grassley’s 
claims that the case has been mishandled, as does almost every Democrat 
who is subsequently granted the floor. Feinstein reiterates the seriousness of 
Ford’s allegations, describes similar claims from two other women against 
Kavanaugh, and here foreshadows a plot twist by introducing the notion 
that Kavanaugh often drank to excess. She doesn’t go so far as to say that 
Kavanaugh drunkenly assaulted Ford and subsequently doesn’t remember, 
but she doesn’t have to— it is implied here and in later questions that other 
senators ask.

Grassley, taking back the mic for Ford’s swearing in, retorts to Feinstein, 
“I’m sorry you brought up about the unsubstantiated allegations of other 
people, because we’re here for the sole purpose of listening to Dr. Ford.”16 Of 
course, everyone knows that Grassley’s position is at least somewhat disin-
genuous, for this isn’t the singular purpose of the proceedings, and virtually 
all people present know that the result is probably already decided. Yet one 
could take Grassley’s words in an extremely literal way, for in retrospect, the 
purpose is to give Ford a hearing, not necessarily to act in response to that 
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hearing. Either way, Ford’s words are rendered impotent because, as we will 
soon find out, these hearings aren’t so much about the testimony as they are 
about winning; this is something like a game.

This becomes exceedingly clear when an unnamed Republican, upon 
hearing Ford’s convincing testimony, recognizes its persuasive value and 
sends a text that reads “Disaster.”17 Trump, sharing the same concerns, phones 
Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell after Ford speaks, and both agree 
that she was credible. But rather than causing them to question their choice 
of candidate, we have confirmation that there is nothing she could say that 
would matter— something that becomes evident when McConnell reassures 
the president that it’s not yet time to fret, for this is just “halftime.”18 The 
Republicans likely have enough votes to confirm Kavanaugh, and most of 
them have already said that they support him. This is a case of strategy, a 
game of optics. Since all parties know this, we can boil down the significance 
of the testimonies to the optics themselves.

So what was the devastation, the “disaster” that Ford wrought? From most 
accounts, the disaster was her credibility and her composure. When Dr. Ford 
is introduced and begins her testimony, it may be at first unclear whether she 
is protagonist or antagonist: Is she the hero of this story, or does she represent 
something else entirely? The confusion is amplified by her opening remarks, 
which tell us that if she is the hero, she is an unusual one when compared 
to the storied tropes, for she is marked by vulnerability and fear: “I am here 
today not because I want to be. I am terrified. I am here because I believe it 
is my civic duty to tell you what happened to me while Brett Kavanaugh and 
I were in high school.”19 As she explains, her allegations involve attending a 
party as a teenager at a house in the early 1980s; she walks upstairs to find a 
restroom. On her way she is ambushed, pushed into a bedroom, forced onto a 
bed, and sexually assaulted by Brett Kavanaugh and his friend, Mark Judge. 
Ford mentioned that when she tried to scream, Kavanaugh put his hand so 
forcibly over her mouth that she was almost unable to breathe, and she feared 
he would accidentally kill her.20

Ford notes that it was in a May 2012 therapy session that she first pro-
vided complete details of the assault to her therapist, which included a state-
ment that “the boy who assaulted me could someday be on the U.S. Supreme 
Court.”21 She also recounts, at some length, her agony over the decision re-
garding whether to say anything at all, although she notes that her civic duty 
to tell the truth compelled her to speak confidentially to her congressperson 
and to ultimately write the letter at the center of this hearing. She isn’t un-
aware of those who could oppose her (“I believed that if I came forward, my 
single voice would be drowned out by a chorus of powerful supporters”), but 
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she hoped that the confidential nature of the communication would keep the 
worst from happening.22

And yet, it didn’t, for once her identity was leaked, Ford notes, “my 
greatest fears have been realized and the reality was far worse than what 
I expected.”23 She recounts terrible treatment by the public, including death 
threats, having to move out of her home, the hacking of her email, and 
having her personal information (including her home address) shared widely 
on the internet. She reiterates her duty to tell the truth, the same duty that 
motivated her to speak in the first place. But she is careful to state, in closing, 
that her motivations aren’t political: “I am a fiercely independent person and 
I am no one’s pawn.”24 She, too, is aware of the gamelike strategy, but insists 
that she’s not playing along.

From a performance perspective, Ford provided incredibly reputable tes-
timony. This was, writer Jessica Bennett notes, because she performed white, 
upper- middle- class femininity in an exceedingly proficient way. Ford did all 
of the right things— she walked “the tight rope” that women must navigate 
in order to seem strong and credible and yet not threatening. She wore the 
right clothes, she smiled (but not too much), joked a little, was a little teary, 
and was otherwise academic and serious, but was, most of all, composed. 
She was, Bennett argues, not just ideally female, but “everything a victim 
is supposed to be.”25 She appeared in a demure navy suit, wearing glasses, 
framed by her shoulder- length blonde hair. Throughout the testimony she 
was referenced by her professional title (“Dr.”) and at several points, she 
answered questions by providing the psychological explanations for how 
memory and emotion coalesce, functioning as both the victim and the expert 
witness simultaneously.26

In addition to being extremely composed, Ford came across as personable 
and likeable, if not at times clearly deferential: she jokes with Grassley about 
her need for some coffee; asks the senators if they are okay with the timing 
of a break that was hers to determine (noting that she’s “used to being col-
legial”); and promises to read her statement quickly so as not to hold up the 
proceedings. She repeatedly invokes the word “helpful” to describe how she 
wishes the committee to understand her presence and role. In one particu-
larly intriguing commentary, she takes pains to draw attention to the fact 
that she’s uncertain whether it was Kavanaugh or Judge who pushed her into 
the bedroom, because for the sake of getting the facts right, she doesn’t want 
to unfairly pin that act on Kavanaugh when she, herself, doesn’t remember.27

Mitchell (speaking for the Republicans), Grassley, and a variety of 
Democratic senators’ voices both surround and punctuate Ford’s testimony. 
A wide variety of topics are covered, including the details of the party, Ford’s 
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plan regarding when and to whom she should speak about the allegations, 
and the ramifications of the attack on her personal life. Ford is asked point- 
blank about her certainty that Kavanaugh was her attacker (her answer is 
“100%”), but this isn’t simply a rote question.28 In the days leading up to 
Ford’s testimony, a conservative legal activist proposed that, based on what 
Ford could recall, the house at which she was assaulted may actually have 
belonged to a classmate of Kavanaugh’s, and that she must have simply con-
fused the two. The activist later recanted, but this became another plot twist 
with some sticking power.29

Grassley reenters the scene to handle the parliamentary procedure that 
punctuates the narrative. He also retorts anytime his Democratic colleagues 
critique the manner in which he and the Republicans have handled Ford’s 
allegations, with specific focus on the necessity of an FBI investigation and 
the failure to interview certain key witnesses.30 He asserts that he has bent 
over backwards to give the Democrats what they wanted and yet they refused 
to participate; they respond that they were never invited to do so and were 
kept in the dark. And so this battle rages on in the background, and yet when 
the questions cease but the parliamentary procedure doesn’t, Ford’s attorney 
attempts to end the session by citing her fatigue.31

***

Unlike with Anita Hill, commentators of all political stripes found Ford rep-
utable and credible, which may seem on the surface an odd thing since the 
outcome was the same (that is, Kavanaugh, like Thomas, was confirmed). This 
is further interesting because Hill and Ford are very similar characters in the 
narratives they occupy, at least on the face of it: they’re both female, they’re 
both professors, they both resisted coming forward, they both attempted to 
do so confidentially, and they’re both stunningly professional and composed 
during their public testimonies. In fact, the necessity of Mitchells’s presence 
is one sign of the many ways in which they are comparable: Mitchell is there 
to be ensure that certain parts of history do not repeat themselves.

As I’ve earlier discussed, that history involved claims that Anita Hill’s 
allegations of sexual harassment against Supreme Court justice nominee 
Clarence Thomas were fueled by her own psychological fantasies and/ or 
scheme of political deception. The primary attacks against Hill positioned 
her, on the one hand, as a hypersexualized delusional woman (an “erotoma-
niac”) who became angry when Thomas rebuffed her sexual advances and, on 
the other hand, part of a liberal feminist conspiracy to bring down conser-
vative politicians.32 Ford was never directly accused of the former (although 
there are some interesting parallels that we will shortly discuss), and was 
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only indirectly implicated in the latter. If we can, however, boil down the 
accusations against Hill to the “nutty and slutty” formula (to invoke writer 
David Brocks’s characterization of Hill), we have an interesting juxtaposition 
between sanity and sex that will take both different and yet similar forms in 
Ford’s public reception.

The “Me Too” movement stands in as the backdrop of this drama and, 
undoubtedly, is one major difference between Ford’s and Hill’s treatments. It 
made overt sexism of the sort that Hill faced less socially appropriate, and it 
put far greater pressure on Republicans to dignify Ford’s words (as intended 
in Grassley’s opening comments to Feinstein, and as noted in Mitchell’s pres-
ence). Yet we must note that, in addition to this, there were rather pointed 
moments when Ford’s whiteness was at play in symbolically mitigating the 
negative, hypersexualized retorts that Hill experienced. Senator Orrin Hatch 
referenced Ford as “pleasing” and “attractive” (immediately before voting 
for Kavanaugh), and yet we will remember that it was the same Senator 
Hatch who called Anita Hill’s political motives into question during the 
Hill/ Thomas testimony.33 This is not because there were clear differences in 
the credibility of the evidence provided by Ford and Hill; moreover, these are 
odd adjectives for Hatch to use unless he is clearly assessing some element of 
Ford’s appearance. Those commentators who thus claim (and there are many) 
that race wasn’t a crucial element of the Ford/ Kavanaugh testimony are dead 
wrong, if only because they presume the invisibility (and thus irrelevance) of 
whiteness.34

Youth (and racialized youthfulness, in particular) also likely worked in 
Ford’s favor. Unlike Hill, who was recounting her experience as an adult, in 
Ford’s story she is a white, upper- middle- class suburban teen. Many can re-
late to her childish concern that she could not tell her parents that she was 
at a party where alcohol and boys were present, and so her sexual innocence 
is symbolically presumed. As earlier discussed, the type of youthful inno-
cent child that so often features in national narratives that sound the alarm 
against those who would harm American culture (the black male rapist, the 
illegal immigrant criminal, the pornographer) is the young white girl upon 
whose innocence they prey.35 Ford was, in many ways, the embodiment of 
that symbol, and the widely publicized pictures of her blonde, feathered 
hair and the mention of her extracurricular activities (she is a cheerleader, a 
member of the swim and dive team) help to reinforce that image.36 We are 
able, then, to narratively situate Ford as the sexually naïve, innocent white 
teen who blamelessly moves through the story she recounts. From a cultural 
perspective, her story draws so deeply from the white social ideals that fill 
the well of our national archetypes that we are able to readily drink from it.
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But if Ford, by virtue of youthful whiteness, is supposedly more symbol-
ically blameless, and if this can be translated into a type of credibility, how 
do we account for this hearing’s outcome? Even if we conclude that Ford 
was more credible than Hill owing to the symbolics of age and race, perhaps 
credibility was never the issue. To argue about Ford’s reliability and her facts 
indulges us, again, in a conversation about human behavior that mistakes 
so many of our motivations. As we have seen, the ways that large num-
bers of people generate entirely contradictory positions about their polit-
ical figures— if not the category “morality” itself— has very little to do with 
an objective, self- reflective process, and everything to do with deep- seated 
feelings that are often associated with conservative renderings of symbols 
and ideal types that are comfortable safety nets in situations of tension and 
change.

To understand the scene before us, then, we must turn our conversation 
to other forces— the aforementioned rhetoric and feelings— that will show us 
how Kavanaugh’s demeanor made the strong pressures of political conformity 
so much easier to justify. The reigning narrative in support of Kavanaugh was 
that the week- long FBI investigation into Ford’s allegations showed no hard 
proof against him. That it was a controversial and incomplete investigation 
almost goes without saying, since several central figures who were named by 
both Ford and Kavanaugh were never interviewed for a variety of reasons (a 
fact discussed at some length in the testimony transcripts).

But even if “the facts” had not been problematic on a number of levels, we 
should take note that when Hill and Thomas were in this same position more 
than a quarter of a century earlier, they were surrounded by the specter of 
deception. If one looks back to the 1991 media framing of their testimonies, 
the phrase “one of them is lying” appears with great frequency in most major 
news coverage.37 And yet, for Ford and Kavanaugh, the trope of deception 
makes an appearance far less often. Put simply, whereas mainstream media 
sources repeatedly proclaimed the blatant dishonesty of either Hill or Thomas 
(both black), they overwhelmingly framed Ford and Kavanaugh (both white) 
as forgetful or confused.

I will return to perceptions of Kavanaugh’s credibility (and the theory of 
his drunken forgetfulness) in a moment, but what appears to be the dominant 
narrative regarding Ford is that she is undoubtedly a victim, but she is a con-
fused victim because of the trauma she has faced. Like the psychologically dis-
traught Hill, who must have confused Thomas with a former boss or who got 
in too deep in a political hit job and then couldn’t get out (hypotheses offered, 
respectively and in combination, by writer David Brock and Senator Hatch), 
we can remove the negative intentions from younger, whiter, wealthier Ford 
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and arrive at a somewhat similar outcome.38 She is confused not because of 
her secret lust, nor her politics, but because she is fragile and damaged. In 
this way, the narrative trajectory for Ford becomes one of victimization and 
pity; whether it was the mysterious classmate or someone else, the problem 
is simply that she wasn’t attacked by Brett Kavanaugh.

So when Ford describes the trauma she has experienced as a result of her 
own attack, the end result of her trauma proceeds much like allegations of 
Hill’s own psychological compromise— both are seen as people who are not 
only psychologically injured but also incapable of reliably assessing the past 
as a result. Thus we arrive at the dangers of “testifying while ideally female,” 
for if Ford’s composure was credible, then it must be her memory, if not her 
psyche, that’s to blame. Her composure is important to point out, again, be-
cause if there was one thing that was quite odd about the Ford/ Kavanaugh 
testimony from the standpoint of emotions, it was that, of all of the main 
characters in this metaphorical play, the only person who didn’t display vis-
ible anger was Ford.39

The Judge

Indeed, Ford’s tempered, controlled speech was nothing like the tsunami 
of emotion that struck when Kavanaugh’s own testimony began— weeping, 
yelling, and angry. Yet it would be naïve to think that this was Kavanaugh 
losing control on a whim, even though it appeared this way to many observers 
(several of whom, on the basis of demeanor alone, called his nomination into 
question).40 Kavanaugh had been advised during “halftime” by White House 
Counsel, Donald F. McGahn II, that the only way to recover after Ford’s very 
compelling testimony was to let his rage show.41 In the very moment when 
one would have expected that composure and control would have been the 
most anticipated, prototypical role to play, Kavanaugh’s team understood the 
power of the optics. White masculine anger could propel him into the pro-
tagonist role, making Ford and her supporters into narrative challenges to be 
overcome in his transformation into a Supreme Court justice.

As he did with Ford, Grassley narrates Kavanaugh’s emergence into the 
plot, opening with his omnipresent theme that the Democrats’ failure to 
deal fairly with the issues at hand is what has produced this unnecessary 
hearing. After Grassley swears in Kavanaugh, the latter’s remarks are im-
mediately, negatively emotional. He faults a number of entities within the 
first few minutes of his opening remarks:  the committee for its failure to 
handle the situation swiftly in the hours after Ford’s allegations emerged; 
the Democrats for plotting a variety of ridiculous schemes to sabotage him 
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despite his integrity; and liberal politicians, more generally, for how they 
have inflamed the public against him, resulting in his own and his family’s 
harassment.42 Positing a conspiracy to smear his name, he notes, “Some of 
you were lying in wait and had it ready.”43 Kavanaugh then gets specific 
about who he perceives has placed a target on his back:

This whole two- week effort has been a calculated and orchestrated 
political hit, fueled with apparent pent- up anger about President 
Trump and the 2016 election. Fear that has been unfairly stoked 
about my judicial record. Revenge on behalf of the Clintons. And 
millions of dollars in money from outside left- wing opposition 
groups.44

This assertion of aggressive power is significant, for he reaffirms the battle/ 
game motif, as exhibited through one noteworthy line: “You may defeat me 
in the final vote, but you’ll never get me to quit. Never.”45 He is owed this 
righteous anger, as we follow the story, because he lays out his impeccable 
record, his personal concern for sexual assault allegations, and the flaws in 
Ford’s testimony. Here we begin an interesting, but vital part of Kavanaugh’s 
opening narrative wherein we see how Kavanaugh approaches the question of 
Ford herself, for as he makes clear repeatedly throughout his opening state-
ment, he is “not questioning that Dr. Ford may have been sexually assaulted 
by some person in some place at some time. But I have never done this. To 
her or to anyone.”46

Kavanaugh’s assertion of Ford’s confusion regarding her victimization 
at the hands of another person and his lack of ill will against her set the 
more paternalistic tone that he and the committee will both assert as the 
narrative pushes forward; as we will hear from many voices, we must re-
spect that she is a victim (and subsequently protect her, as we shall see). 
But in these opening statements, Kavanaugh juxtaposes the possibility of 
Ford’s victimization with two other moments that symbolically weaken 
Ford and simultaneously strengthen him. In the first instance, he recounts 
how his ten- year- old daughter told his wife that they should pray for “the 
woman” as they performed their evening prayers. In this sense, Ford is a 
person who should be pitied, and thus deserves not just a child’s compas-
sion but also her moral, religious intervention. The second is the comment 
of a father wrongfully accused, one that comes after he lists his own role 
in endorsing women in law, if not women in general. These examples cul-
minate in a statement he makes about the pride he takes in coaching his 
daughters’ basketball teams. Kavanaugh notes that “I love coaching more 
than anything I’ve ever done in my whole life. But thanks to what some 
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of you on this side of the committee have unleashed, I may never be able 
to coach again.”47

With that, the menace of the righteously angry father, falsely accused of 
sexual misdeeds, hangs in the air. Regardless of whether one believes that 
Kavanaugh is speaking accurately about his treatment (and the impact on his 
coaching career), we must nevertheless consider the comment in the larger 
cultural context in which it will be read. For what certain committee members 
have “unleashed” are false allegations of a sexual attack, a position that often 
garners the widespread attention of many conservative men who have organ-
ized against women’s rights advocates by arguing that women often gen-
erate false claims of rape and sexual assault for some sort of personal gain.48 
However, of particular import in this portion of the script is that Kavanaugh 
does not blame Ford for these allegations; to retain her victimhood (and the 
political considerations that accompany its #MeToo context), the blame is 
shifted to the committee.

We thus know Kavanaugh is righteous not just because of his stellar ju-
dicial record (the quality of which is assumed). Additionally, he has dropped 
every possible symbolic image of upstanding moral manhood possible: he 
has mentioned his daughters twice in the opening minutes, discussed the 
family prayers, his advocacy for women, and his clockwork attendance at 
church— so regular, in fact, that across his well- documented teenage life 
they do not appear on his otherwise complete personal calendars because 
“going to church on Sundays was like brushing my teeth, automatic. It 
still is.”49

But if he is a righteous father, he also often comes across as something like 
an angry teen. Just like Ford, a large proportion of the questions Kavanaugh 
faces are factual details surrounding the notes on his calendars and memories 
of specific events; he is also grilled numerous times regarding why he does 
not personally request an FBI investigation if he is committed to transpar-
ency. It is in this context that Kavanaugh engages in a type of aggressive 
banter unusual for this setting. Here I reference two specific moments when 
Kavanaugh refuses to answer several questions coming from the committee- 
turned- chorus. He engages in this refusal more than once by volleying the 
question back to the senator who asked it, an act that would be read by 
most parties as profoundly disrespectful and unprofessional, especially in this 
highly publicized, formal, televised setting.

The context for this scene is the investigation of Kavanaugh’s yearbook, 
an artifact of his youth that receives considerable attention, treated by most 
Democrats present as a barometer of his truth telling in regard to his teenage 
demeanor. In this first exchange, Senator Sheldon Whitehouse (D– RI) asks 
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about whether a word in the yearbook relates to alcohol. Kavanaugh had 
portrayed himself as a moderate drinker, at worst, during his teen years, 
something that other sources deny:

Whitehouse: Did it relate to alcohol? You haven’t answered that.
Kavanaugh: I like beer. I like beer. I don’t know if you do . . .
Whitehouse: OK.
Kavanaugh: . . . do you like beer, Senator, or not?
Whitehouse: Um, next . . .
Kavanaugh: What do you like to drink?
Whitehouse: Next one is . . .
Kavanaugh: Senator, what do you like to drink?50

Later in the testimony, Senator Amy Klobuchar (D– MN) inquires about the 
possibility that Kavanaugh drank until he blacked out, and thus may not 
remember attacking Ford, which was a tacit hypothesis that Democratic 
senators appeared to pursue:

Klobuchar: So you’re saying there’s never been a case where you 
drank so much that you didn’t remember what happened the night 
before, or part of what happened.

Kavanaugh: It’s— you’re asking about, you know, blackout. I don’t 
know. Have you?

Klobuchar: Could you answer the question, Judge? I just— so you— 
that’s not happened. Is that your answer?

Kavanaugh: Yeah, and I’m curious if you have.
Klobuchar: I have no drinking problem, Judge.
Kavanaugh: Yeah, nor do I.51

As Alexandra Schwartz notes, these moments manifested as distinctly teenage 
behavior:

When Kavanaugh is not crying or shouting, he uses a distinctly 
adolescent tone that might best be described as “talking back.” 
He does not respond to senators. He negs them. His response, 
when he is asked about his drinking, is to flip the question and 
ask the senators how they like their alcohol; his refusal to say 
whether he would cooperate with an F.B.I. investigation brings to 
mind a teen- ager stonewalling his parents. If Kavanaugh is trying 
to convince the public that he could never have been capable, as a 
teen- ager, of aggression or peer pressure, this is an odd way to go 
about it.52
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Indeed, as if projecting the high school evidence that the committee considers, 
Kavanaugh’s role at times is to become a teenager again. This happens not 
just in his demeanor, as the previous emotional outbursts indicate, but also 
transpires in a more factual way, as he is asked by the committee to “trans-
late” his yearbook’s abbreviations, nicknames, and private jokes, treating his 
yearbook like a time machine that will present the truth of his teenage self. 
This is a process that ends up referencing flatulence and cussing, producing 
laughter from the committee, but it also describes a (purported) sexual con-
quest. In multiple yearbooks owned by Kavanaugh’s peers, a girl named 
Renate Schroeder is referenced in the phrase “Renate Alumni,” and this 
phrase also serves as the official yearbook caption underneath a picture of a 
group of smiling football players (including Kavanaugh).53 In Kavanaugh’s 
own yearbook, the phrase “Renate Alumnius” appears as a descriptor of 
Kavanaugh himself.54 Certain classmates of Kavanaugh’s describe this as a 
disrespectful term of sexual conquest; others insist that it was an innocent 
reference to dating.55 Kavanaugh’s take is that it was just youthful masculine 
bravado, even if a bit cringe- worthy in retrospect, and that he was a virgin 
long after high school ended, a point to which we shall later return.56

So it is an interesting element of the story that, while Ford’s discussion 
of the details of her youth is controlled and amiable, Kavanaugh’s is filled 
with anger and bluster. As if the committee is somehow a mirror of the main 
characters, they begin to mimic the temperaments of the people they’ve sup-
posedly come simply to hear. One of the more noteworthy roles was played by 
Senator Lindsey Graham (R– SC), who appeared to lead what journalist Susan 
Glasser has called a “parade of alpha- male outrage.”57 Graham unleashed 
a torrent of rage against the Democrats, expressing a degree of anger that 
most veteran congressional watchers attest they had never before seen.58 His 
emotion was so startling, in fact, that in the transcript, another senator asks 
Grassley whether there should be a short break in the questioning to “let 
things settle a bit.”59 Graham’s performance alludes to the uncorroborated 
allegations by another high school peer of Kavanaugh, Julie Swetnick, that 
Kavanaugh had participated in a gang rape at a high school party, couching 
it as a ridiculous allegation60:

Graham [to Democrats]: If you wanted a FBI investigation, you 
could have come to us. What you want to do is destroy this guy’s 
life, hold this seat open and hope you win in 2020. You’ve said 
that, not me . . .

 When you see Sotomayor and Kagan, tell them that Lindsey said 
hello because I  voted for them. I would never do to them what 
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you’ve done to this guy. This is the most unethical sham since I’ve 
been in politics. And if you really wanted to know the truth, you 
sure as hell wouldn’t have done what you’ve done to this guy.

 [to Kavanaugh] Are you a gang rapist?
Kavanaugh: No.
Graham [to Kavanaugh]: I cannot imagine what you and your 

family have gone through.
 [to Democrats] Boy, you all want power. God, I hope you never get it. 

I hope the American people can see through this sham. That you 
knew about it and you held it. You had no intention of protecting 
Dr. Ford; none.

 [to Kavanaugh] She’s as much of a victim as you are. God, I hate to say 
it because these have been my friends. But let me tell you, when 
it comes to this, you’re looking for a fair process? You came to the 
wrong town at the wrong time, my friend.61

As Graham’s speech alludes, the victim motif is important symbolic terri-
tory, if not the most important, throughout both Ford’s and Kavanaugh’s 
scenes. If we have already seen the plotline of a confused and traumatized 
Ford who has perhaps mistaken Kavanaugh for someone else, it is partnered 
with another plotline that locates Kavanaugh and Ford as victims of 
the Democrats. Several of the senators who will soon vote in favor of 
Kavanaugh reassert Ford’s victimhood at the same time that they impli-
cate the Democrats in her victimization; it was they who leaked the letter, 
they who could have handled things differently, they who could have kept 
her identity confidential. Thus by the time Graham’s paternalistic concern 
(“you had no intention of protecting Dr.  Ford; none”) is expressed, we 
can better understand that she is no hero in this play. To Kavanaugh and 
his supporters, she has become the tragic character that the Democrats 
sacrificed.

This is perhaps one of the most critical narrative turns in the performance 
because, as the testimony nears its end, the trauma that Ford has endured 
is cast not as a sexual attack but, rather, as a national, political one. To the 
Republicans telling the story, this has occurred at the hand of Feinstein and 
the Democrats, who now assume the role of antagonists; Ford is their un-
fortunate scapegoat. If Kavanaugh is also a victim of the Democrats, and if 
Ford and her family have been similarly hurt by the same type of publicity, 
then it is possible to shift the conversation to reinterpret Ford’s trauma as 
something like Kavanaugh’s:  it is a political one, a matter of publicity, an 
uncomfortable but temporary loss of privacy. This is not to say that Ford’s 



E p i l o g u e   201

      

original allegations have been entirely forgotten; it is to recognize, rather, 
that they threaten to recede, for now that storyline has a narrative competitor. 
Her initial allegations of sexual assault can be more readily dismissed pre-
cisely because the “circus” and its antics are the thing to which Kavanaugh, 
Grassley, Graham, and a variety of others point as the real travesty unfolding 
on the national stage.

If, as Lauren Berlant argues, a vital part of American national identity is a 
sense of victimization (whether real or imagined, as she might put it), then all 
we are left with is a series of victims by the time the show is over.62 As we will 
shortly discuss, Americans’ outlook as infantile citizens— those who want to 
retain their innocence and privilege by appointing a strong and aggressive fa-
therly leader who can take charge and fix their various discomforts— provides 
us with only one possibility when it comes to deciding between Ford and 
Kavanaugh. While Ford seems concerned with offering facts (facts about the 
location of the house, what she was wearing, what she told her therapist, 
and when), Kavanaugh’s contribution is one primarily of feelings (rage, anti- 
authoritarianism, and youthful, even if disrespectful, vigor). Because white 
masculine sexuality so readily associates rage with strength— because they 
stand in as types of credibility on their own— it is far easier to see Ford as 
the weak link. Kavanaugh hints as much in his final words to Senator John 
Kennedy (R- LA):

Kennedy: I’m going to give you a last opportunity, right here, right 
in front of God and country. I want you to look me in the eye. Are 
Dr. Ford’s allegations true?

Kavanaugh: They are not as to me. I have not questioned that she 
might have been sexually assaulted at some point in her life by 
someone, someplace. But as to me, I’ve never done this; never done 
this to her or to anyone else.63

***

It’s here we should pause to consider the scene before us, for just as with 
Anita Hill and Ford, there are many parallels between Clarence Thomas and 
Kavanaugh that are worth our attention. Similar to Thomas’s statement more 
than twenty- five years earlier, Kavanaugh positions the hearings as a form 
of political sabotage that uses prejudicial tropes to eviscerate an otherwise 
upstanding man. For Thomas, race is the overtly prejudicial realm. As we 
know, Thomas referenced race and gender directly in his defense, accusing 
his liberal adversaries of a “high- tech lynching” accomplished by the sex-
ualization of black men. For Kavanaugh, the issue is unfair claims of male 
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sexual aggression alongside unsavory politicking, although these are themes 
underscored by race and gender claims as well, even if in ways far less explicit.

These themes are tacitly referenced by Kavanaugh’s endorsers, who re-
peatedly mention his “golden resume”: as one journalist noted, he had “the 
right schools. The right friends. The right clerkships. The right mentors. 
The right White House experience. The right appeals court slot,” all of 
which were a hint at the rarefied white, wealthy circles in which he trav-
eled.64 For others, this is spoken via the language of reputation, as seen in 
former Senator John Danforth’s comment that “I just feel so terribly sorry for 
Kavanaugh and what he’s going through. . . . Here’s a man who’s had just a 
marvelous reputation as a human being and now it’s just being trashed.”65 
(In an interesting note, it was Danforth who first offered up the “erotomania” 
idea to explain Anita Hill’s allegations.66) Kavanaugh himself reiterates that 
the hearings have “destroyed my family and my good name. A good name 
built up through decades of very hard work and public service at the highest 
levels of the American government.”67 So while it may appear that race and 
gender do not readily play into Kavanaugh’s treatment in the way it did for 
Thomas, this is only because Kavanaugh’s embodiment of power— a white 
male with enormous privileges and resources, whose morality is presumed— 
is so inscribed in American cultural ideals that it is, again, mostly invisible.

Invisibility is an important concept here, for if his raced and gendered 
identity exudes strength and trustworthiness without ever having to justify 
itself, we must also consider why Kavanaugh’s emotional outbursts were not 
regarded as weakness. Conveying emotion has long been associated with “a 
feminine constitution” unable to handle the rigors of public life; it has been 
the prominent gendered logic behind why women are ill- suited for political 
roles.68 But the audience will permit Kavanaugh’s display without relegating 
him to the realm of hyper- emotionality where women and nonwhites are 
often harshly judged because we presume that his is righteous anger and thus 
deserves our attention.

Gender scholar Michael Kimmel has shown that there have been note-
worthy moments in right- wing media when men who are otherwise 
displaying signs of vulnerability (fear, sadness, problems with their own self- 
esteem, etc.) are described as “angry” when that is not the actual emotion 
they are expressing in the moment. This is because anger, he notes, is read 
not only as masculine but also, and more to the point, powerful69:  it is an 
emotion that demands a response in a way that vulnerability and sadness 
may not. To illustrate this, Kimmel notes that the teens who commit school 
shootings in America are almost always middle- class white males, and yet 
Americans rarely, if ever, ask what role whiteness, anger, masculinity, and 
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middle- class identity have in common, compared to the way they view other 
groups.70 If any other group were this visibly angry, it would be researched 
incessantly, he argues. But because white male anger is seen as a natural state, 
a generally acceptable way of relating to others except in its most violent 
forms, its presence is taken for granted.71

Kavanaugh is thus saved from the very pity he offers to Ford— from ter-
minal victim status, to put it differently— precisely because he is angry, 
and in a way that a woman could never be while also preserving her credi-
bility. This was one of the more immediate observations made by a variety 
of commentators, including Anita Hill.72 Many others shared Hill’s shock 
at the openly belligerent nature of Kavanaugh’s behavior. Journalist Alicia 
Menendez noted that “If he were a woman we’d be questioning if she were 
unhinged.”73 Bennett summed it up like this:

It was like years of academic research on display in real time, in which 
women who express anger will be dismissed as hysterical but men 
who express anger are perceived as “passionate” about the job. . . . By 
day’s end, though, we had another glaring double standard: a woman 
who gained trust by maintaining ultimate composure— by balancing 
her expertise with being unthreatening— and a man who tried to con-
vince the world, or at least the president backing him, of his fitness 
by losing it: waffling between anger and tears, red in the face, and 
declaring himself a victim of “revenge on behalf of the Clintons.”74

Clarence Thomas was visibly angry at the allegations he addressed back in 
1991, and yet his emotional display came nowhere close to Kavanaugh’s and 
Graham’s, whose whiteness was likely protective in allowing them the ability to 
scream and weep without rendering them irrational, volatile, or even violent— 
all associations commonly linked with black male anger.75 (Keep in mind that 
while Graham’s outburst was so over- the- top as to invoke a discussion about 
whether to momentarily halt the proceedings, his professionalism has not been 
called into question as a result.) Moreover, whiteness was likely at work in the 
way that the media handled the “he- said, she- said” nature of both testimonies. 
Remember that Hill and Thomas were described more through the tropes of 
deception than were Ford and Kavanaugh, and thus in a discussion on perceived 
credibility, we cannot overlook the fact that the dominant theory implicating 
Kavanaugh does not accuse him of overt deception (which was on the table for 
both Hill and Thomas), but of simply blacking out.

It is this talk of reputation and resume that provides a bit of narrative 
background for what comes next, for when Kavanaugh refers to the hearings 
as both a “circus” and “national disgrace” (two phrases also used by Thomas 
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in his own opening statement), the narrative function of these phrases is not 
just to express anger at the barriers that have been erected to his success, or 
to state his intense discomfort with the various allegations and endless scru-
tiny. Instead, it is to interject an explicitly moral sanction on the process by 
someone who is presuming his right to ethically indict it.76 Kavanaugh’s 
moral authority is forthrightly reinforced by Graham, who tells Kavanaugh 
(and the American public) that this has not been a “fair process”; it is also 
Graham who forges the image of Kavanaugh as a moral father for teaching 
his daughter to have “the good character to pray for Dr. Ford.”77

By directly critiquing the Senate Judiciary Committee, Kavanaugh may 
seem to bite the hand that feeds him, but again, this is an optical move, 
for as we have already established, he is not there so much to share facts 
as to play a specific role. If he has already proven himself sufficiently mas-
culine through his aggression and anger, and if he can now refer to his re-
ligiosity, his daughters, his family, and his fatherly persona, then we can 
understand better, perhaps, how he may be one of those characters who suc-
cessfully embodies the contradictions of the white male heterosexual double 
standard: he is a protective, religious father at the same time that he is a 
virile, heterosexualized white angry fighter. Because these factors are so crit-
ical to the construction of American national identity, many who hear him 
will permit the contradiction.

Some may object to my portrayal of Kavanaugh as a character exuding 
sexualized masculine power, for they may claim that this depiction is true 
only if one believes every word of Ford’s (FBI unsubstantiated) testimony. 
My interest in proposing this narrative frame, however, does not stem as 
much from Ford’s testimony as it does from the public commentators and 
Kavanaugh supporters who appeared rather comfortable with Kavanaugh’s 
guilt as the expression of normal teenage sexual hijinks. Consider the words 
of then congressman Dana Rohrabacher (R– CA): “This guy who’s going to 
be our Supreme Court justice,” he said, “and he better be our Supreme Court 
judge, he’s a perfect candidate. And what do they say? ‘Well, in high school 
you did this.’ High school? Give me a break.”78 As one Fox News contributor 
put it, Ford’s allegations were likely nothing other than “drunk teenagers 
playing seven minutes of heaven.”79 Another exceedingly common argu-
ment supposedly in support of Kavanaugh, was that, in its 1980s context, 
Kavanaugh’s behavior was bad but certainly not atypical in light of his priv-
ilege.80 It is not difficult to imagine that those senators who did find Ford 
convincing, but ultimately voted for Kavanaugh, presumed that a drunk, 
horny male adolescent made an unfortunate choice many years ago, but now 
it’s time to move on.



E p i l o g u e   205

      

This is an interesting line of retort, for as I have shown, there are a series 
of necessary contradictions that underpin the white male heterosexual double 
standard. The central one is that upstanding moral men can also break the 
sexual rules. If, as we have seen, one sign of a politician’s relative social power 
is his ability to embody this contradiction without much social sanction, 
then Kavanaugh’s case certainly seems to apply. His insistence on his high 
school virginity contrasts markedly with the way his supporters often depict 
him as a sexualized adolescent male; the ability for the contradiction to hang 
in the air without being checked is a sign of Kavanaugh’s power.

Thus what I am intrigued with here is that even as Kavanaugh asserts his 
innocence, several loud voices in the public that support him attempt to ab-
solve him precisely by casting him as guilty, but only youthfully so.81 This might 
explain why, in one study, a majority of Republicans agreed that Kavanaugh 
should be confirmed even if he did sexually assault Ford.82 More generally, 
it suggests that, as a culture, Americans tend to understand male adolescent 
sexuality as so natural that it attains moral neutrality. This attitude comes 
from a persistent failure of many men to notice what is harmful to women. 
Feminist writer and culture critic Jessica Valenti notes:

A cruel irony of sexual assault and harassment is that the traumas 
which frequently determine the trajectory of women’s lives are just 
as often unremarkable to the men who have inflicted them. . . . This 
is why, I  suspect, these men become so shocked and enraged when 
they’re asked to answer for their actions:  When they say “nothing 
happened,” it’s not just a denial —  it’s that they truly believe the inci-
dent was not a big deal.83

We must take seriously how the symbol of white youthfulness often confers 
a particular type of innocence on those to whom we apply it; this sense of 
blamelessness is heightened when the person in question conforms to deeply 
held tropes and symbols that represent security and stability to the privi-
leged people of the present and past. If, in this idealized past, we presume the 
normalcy of a sexually aggressive white male teen, as earlier discussed, then 
his youthful sexuality is only a precursor to his moral and religious stability. 
As a result, there seems to be no disconnect when Kavanaugh references reli-
gion, morality, and reputation as juxtaposed with the public’s presumption of 
his adolescent sexual bravado, for in the conservative symbolic universe I’ve 
earlier described, these are not oppositional values.

Logic, however, dictates that if Kavanaugh is guilty of what he 
perceives to be an insignificant sexual encounter of the past, then his pre-
sent deception is the real problem, since it is his adult self who will serve 
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on the court and who is the subject making the denial. But in this conserv-
atively rendered narrative, Kavanaugh can justifiably lie about his past by 
excusing it as an act of self- defense against the Democrats who are respon-
sible for what is already a miscarriage of justice— for a hearing that never 
should have happened, to repeat Grassley’s frequent invocations. When 
Trump tweeted immediately after Kavanaugh’s testimony that “Judge 
Kavanaugh showed America exactly why I  nominated him,” Glasser 
responded by saying that “it was one of the least arguable things Trump 
had said all week.”84

The Ovation

Trump is, in a sense, the audience watching this play alongside the rest of 
us, but we should think of him as a theater critic, or perhaps some sort of 
wealthy benefactor in the throes of deciding whether to continue to support 
this troupe’s activities. As one observer noted, the only audience member 
who likely concerned Kavanaugh was Donald Trump, “so he would not drop 
him cold and move on to the next on his list.”85

Characteristically, Trump’s public commentary in the days after the Ford/ 
Kavanaugh testimony shocked many. But what is perhaps more extraordi-
nary is the manner in which his speech lauded male hypersexuality and ag-
gression in a way so resonant with the Kavanaugh display that it appeared 
as if he, too, were reading from a shared script. Just a few days after the tes-
timony, Trump openly mocked Ford at a campaign rally in Mississippi, in a 
way that journalist Eric Lach notes was like “he [was] playing both roles in 
a vaudeville routine”:

How did you get home? “I don’t remember.” How did you get there? 
“I don’t remember.” Where is the place? “I don’t remember.” How 
many years ago was it? “I dunno, I dunno,” What neighborhood was 
it in? “I dunno.” Where’s the house? “I dunno.” Upstairs, downstairs, 
where was it? “I dunno, but I had one beer, that’s the only thing I re-
member.” And a man’s life is in tatters.86

By portraying Ford as a type of careless woman whose thoughtlessness 
reduced a man to “tatters,” Trump foreshadows his comments later that 
same day that it is a “very scary time for young men in America . . . you 
could be somebody that was perfect your entire life and somebody could 
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accuse you of something.”87 What had been granted to Ford by the Senate 
Judiciary Committee— a type of victim status, even if it came with the 
presumption of damage or unreliability— had now been rhetorically 
transformed by Trump into heinous female behavior— that which makes 
“a very scary time for young men.” Ford had, in a sense, become a type of 
predator.

This statement morphing the assault of women into the victimization 
of men was followed the next day by a comment at a campaign rally, where 
Trump publicly mocked former Senator Al Franken for resigning in the face 
of sexual harassment allegations against him in 2017. Trump noted that 
Franken folded “like a wet rag” when he admitted to the allegations and sub-
sequently resigned; as he continued to poke fun at Franken, he implied that 
being guilty of such offenses was no reason to remove oneself from public of-
fice.88 This was interesting timing, again, seeing how Kavanaugh’s nomina-
tion still hung in the balance, and especially in light of Kavanaugh’s assertion 
that he was not guilty of such things.

Three weeks later, in a statement that, in some ways, takes this book full 
circle, Trump praised Republican Greg Gianforte (the Montana politician 
mentioned in the book’s introduction) for his 2017 physical assault of The 
Guardian journalist Ben Jacobs.89 Gianforte was apparently upset with The 
Guardian’s recent reporting about him, and took it out on the reporter.90 
From the back of an ambulance, Jacobs noted that Gianforte “took me to 
the ground. . . . I think he whaled on me once or twice. . . . He got on me 
and I think he hit me. . . . This is the strangest thing that has ever happened 
to me in reporting on politics.”91 The comment praising violence against a 
member of the press (Trump called Gianforte “My guy”) came at the same 
time that the president was under considerable pressure to acknowledge the 
involvement of Saudi officials in the gruesome killing of Washington Post jour-
nalist Jamal Khashoggi.92

Rather than viewing Trump’s comments as simply an outrageous case of 
insensitivity, we should also take seriously that populism is a feeling rather 
than a political platform.93 By this I mean that while Trump may fail re-
peatedly to think about the logical consistency of his words, he appears pro-
foundly aware of their incredible impact to enliven many white American 
conservatives. What the crowds who come to hear him repeatedly assert 
is that he is their hero precisely because he is willing to reestablish the 
longstanding white heterosexualized tropes by which they have under-
stood their own symbolic superiority, often legitimized through “Christian 
America” speech. This was the same strategy used by Ronald Reagan (even 
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if deployed via a much different sort of demeanor) to attract a wide variety 
of voters to whom he could not promise economic benefits: only the wealthy 
would end up gaining from “Reaganomics,” but people who supported him 
could count themselves symbolically as being members on the upstanding 
side of the American family tree.94

These same symbolic rewards drive the slogan “Make America Great 
Again,” which, we should note, most of Trump’s supporters do not recognize 
as an explicit economic plan. Rather, the operative word in “Make America 
Great Again” is not great but again, for it invokes the idea that a point in the 
past was better than the one we have now.95 It doesn’t take much historical 
wherewithal to figure out that the only population in the past who experi-
enced a better life than they might be experiencing now is white men, who 
even if they still remain at the top of all indexes regarding physical, cultural, 
and material power, no longer have their authority taken for granted. Lest 
we mistake this as a movement of men only, we must also remember how 
many white women have staked their own identities on the very conservative 
gender ideals that have granted them a particular type of status over the past 
several decades.96

I mentioned briefly in the introduction that the slogan “Make America 
Great Again” involves the feelings of masculine power that are then equated 
with white Christian patriotism, much like the kind Reagan promised his 
supporters. I recognize that the phrase “White Christian patriotism” is actu-
ally more than just a description of a group or a sentiment, however, for all 
three of these words embody notions of distinction that are accompanied by 
a related sense of moral worth. As I have shown, being two of these things 
individually (white and Christian) implies the third (patriot), to many; this 
is why a significant number of Trump- style conservatives are more likely 
to understand nonwhites and non- Christians as people unable to be good 
citizens.97

We might thus conclude that the emotions that fuel white Christian 
patriotism in the American context are relatively indistinguishable from 
those that drive white male heteronormativity, for while it is technically 
possible to separate these ideas, that is not how they practically function. 
If we take seriously that the form of evangelical Christianity (white, con-
servative) that has long been the moral stronghold of American culture 
has been a deeply entrenched, patriarchal, heteronormative force by which 
very specific notions of race and gender have not only been sanctioned but 
also sanctified, then we can better understand how Trump’s racialized, 
hypermasculinized talk on the national stage can become synonymous with 
“traditional morality.”
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A Contest of Pain

I want to close this chapter with a final element of the Ford/ Kavanaugh testi-
mony that centers, in a word, on pain. Earlier I mentioned that the narrative 
thread that connects both acts of this national show is the transformation of 
Ford and Kavanaugh together into victims of the Democrats. In this reading 
of the storyline, both are targets for the same reasons: they have been used for 
political gain and have been subjected to uncomfortable public scrutiny to 
this end. This erasure of Ford’s actual testimony regarding the source of her 
pain (i.e., a sexual assault at the hands of Kavanaugh) may seem confounding 
until we recognize that there is another audience at hand— the American 
public— and there are only certain stories that this audience can palate if it 
is to fall back on the familiar, conservative tropes by which it makes sense of 
social life.

I refer to these hearings as “about pain” because even as their osten-
sible rationale was investigatory, what emerged at the end was a conversa-
tion about who should have to endure certain types of discomforts, and why. 
Senator Graham offered a post- testimony remark that, although a single sen-
tence, speaks volumes:  “I’m just being honest.  .  .  . I’m not going to ruin 
Judge Kavanaugh’s life over this.”98 This notion— also echoed by Trump— 
that Kavanaugh is living a life “in tatters” that will spiral into “ruin” if not 
confirmed is an interesting rhetorical move. Keep in mind that there is no 
parallel conversation about what will happen to Ford’s life if Kavanaugh is 
confirmed. He is presumed, from the beginning, to be the more worthy asset.

Some might argue that this is simply because she wasn’t the one up for 
the job; she was not the figure, in this sense, of national importance. But we 
must take seriously here the national context in which this testimony takes 
place. For what Ford has offered us is, to some degree, a culture critique, for 
when she speaks publicly she is requesting that the nation be something dif-
ferent from what it is.99 She is asking, in this sense, to have her pain dignified 
in a public way for national reasons. This is not to be understood on the in-
dividual level; this was not, in other words, the unintentional magnification 
of a private lawsuit or interpersonal struggle between Ford and Kavanaugh 
(as it also was not with Hill and Thomas). For both Ford and Hill, their rea-
soning in speaking is explicitly national; their private experiences indicate a 
violation of what they believe is the “American way,” an idiomatic marker by 
which both of them claim the right to speak.100

However, the effective outcome of Graham’s comment is to create something 
akin to a competition of pain (an Olympics of pain?), wherein Kavanaugh’s 
discomfort proves more cutting, more awful than Ford’s if, in part, because the 
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injury to Ford is presumed over. Ford’s pain has already been minimized by 
transforming it into a sort of preexisting psychological wound that has merely 
become a publicity problem. She is portrayed to some degree as “damaged 
goods,” for this is how one can believe but disbelieve her all the same: the pain 
is real, but her memory is not, and so her present anguish comes from a past 
that cannot be undone. Kavanaugh’s pain, it seems, also springs from unwanted 
publicity, but the allegations that have brought him suffering can be overcome 
with his confirmation. His pain, in other words, can be erased, and thus he ag-
gressively rejects these allegations that his memory is faulty or was chemically 
altered. By fighting back in these white male heterosexually intelligible ways he 
does not come off as defensive but as certain: he reassures us that the resolution 
to his pain is still floating somewhere in the future.

To consider why a failure to be confirmed to the Supreme Court results in 
a ruined life, or why someone who is going to serve on the highest judicial 
body in America need not anticipate uncomfortable personal scrutiny (par-
ticularly in highly partisan times), one additional moment in Kavanaugh’s 
testimony might prove helpful. Of course, we can recognize that the prior 
claims about Kavanaugh’s suffering (“ruins” and “tatters”) are filled with 
hyperbole— this is part of the political theater. But in considering this, we 
should remember that exaggeration has never been empty of symbols; it only 
involves their relative magnification.

This excerpt is located at the beginning of Kavanaugh’s opening remarks, 
coming after a series of statements intended to factually invalidate Ford’s 
claims regarding his attendance and activities at the party in question. 
Kavanaugh then switches to a political critique aimed at the Senate Judiciary 
Committee when he says the following:

This confirmation process has become a national disgrace. The 
Constitution gives the Senate an important role in the confirmation 
process, but you have replaced advice and consent with search and 
destroy. . . .

 A Democratic senator on this committee publicly— publicly 
referred to me as evil— evil. Think about that word. It’s said that 
those who supported me were, quote, “complicit in evil.” Another 
Democratic senator on this committee said, quote, “Judge Kavanaugh 
is your worst nightmare.” A former head of the Democratic National 
Committee said, quote, “Judge Kavanaugh will threaten the lives of 
millions of Americans for decades to come.”101

After this, Kavanaugh tells the senators that although he understands “the 
passions of the moment,” it is because of this exceptionally strong language 
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that he and his family have been threatened by a public that took those words 
too far, again confirming his victimization at the hands of the Democrats.102 
But what I find interesting here is that Kavanaugh seems shocked by the 
polarized political language that others use against him, just as he himself 
engages in the same speech. He is stunned that others would call him “evil,” 
just as he himself describes a mission of “search and destroy,” “a political hit 
job,” and perhaps most quotably, “revenge on behalf of the Clintons.” This 
is not political naiveté; he is not shocked because he has never witnessed 
heightened partisanship. Besides, it is impossible to overlook the fact that 
Kavanaugh’s primary backer— Donald Trump— has no political career out-
side of such hyperbole and the clear, unequivocal damage it leaves in its 
wake.103 Rather, this is Kavanaugh’s demand to be vetted outside the polit-
ical dynamics through which his national elevation happens. It is, in a sense, 
a mandate for an exception to the rules because of what he perceives to be his 
exceptional pain. This is not to argue that those “rules” are good, or noble, 
or even fair. It is not to claim that the fear and unwanted publicity that 
Kavanaugh (and Ford, for that matter) faced was “what they deserved.” It is 
simply to acknowledge that what Kavanaugh demands is a political environ-
ment that is not, in a word, political.

I’ve earlier discussed how a narrative of trauma is used widely by many 
Americans to describe their discomforts. For many who use this rhetoric, 
the discomfort does not come from demonstrable, institutional prejudices 
but is, rather, the realization that they can no longer easily use their privi-
lege as a shield to deflect their implication in that system. With this state of 
affairs in mind, I wish to close this chapter by considering scholar Marilyn 
Frye’s definition of oppression, which provides some helpful direction on how 
to consider claims to pain and, particularly, the pain that is generated by 
contradictions and double standards. That conversation holds critical pur-
chase here because Frye argues that the nature of one’s pain can reveal much 
larger dynamics about where one sits in the constellation of social power.

Frye approaches this conversation from the vantage point of gender roles 
and the often- repeated phrase that men experience gender discrimination 
“just like women do.” Here she tells us that her attentions are “macroscopic” 
and not “microscopic” in the sense that the feelings and frustrations of indi-
vidual people (the microscopic perspective) may blind us to the larger web 
of power by which such social expectations operate (the macroscopic one).104 
This means that individual men may, in fact, experience tremendous dis-
comfort with the contradictory roles and expectations foisted upon them, 
but so long as those roles are policed by and ultimately serve the interests of 
men more broadly or systemically, they do not constitute oppression, as Frye 
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defines it, for they still contain within them the possibility to germinate into 
avenues of social authority.105

For Frye, someone is oppressed not just because there are contradic-
tory ideals by which the person is expected to live, and not just because 
those contradictions are sometimes confusing or uncomfortable. Rather, she 
notes, oppression is characterized by a double- bind, which she describes as 
a person’s existence in a situation he or she did not choose, one with very 
limited options, and all of which result in significant types of personal 
(and, indeed, social) harm.106 Her example of the sexual expectations often 
anticipated from women demonstrates the double- bind at work, and is prime 
fodder for the analysis that has filled these pages: if a woman is public about 
her sexuality, she is rendered a whore; if she is too matronly, she must have 
driven her husband away.107 No matter how she is categorized, the outcome 
of a sex scandal will always be at least partially, if not entirely, her fault.

A popular perspective argues that men face a similar contradiction: if 
they are too sensitive and caring, they will be seen as wimps; if they act 
in alignment with the sexuality they are expected to depict, then they’re 
suddenly immoral.108 This type of argument has been used to discuss 
Kavanaugh’s predicament, for presuming that he did assault Ford (as, 
again, many of his supporters appear to believe), his “good behavior” now 
and his “bad behavior” then are portrayed by many as simply acting ac-
cording to the very same script that virtually all American men have been 
given for decades. But Frye’s point is that while less powerful people will 
be trapped in the contradictions that define their lives (those whom she 
generally regards as “oppressed”), more powerful people are rarely impeded 
or trapped. Their lives may feel “destroyed,” “ruined,” or “in tatters,” to 
use the often- cited descriptions of Kavanaugh’s predicament, but these are 
not actual depictions of their social power. They are momentary concerns 
over temporal discomforts.

To put it differently, powerful people almost always find a way out, and 
if they do incur some damage, it is neither totalizing nor insurmountable. If 
Kavanaugh’s case is any indication, most of the male politicians who assumed 
his guilt, not to mention his lying about his guilt, still found him entirely 
qualified, based on their assumptions that “boys will be boys.” To restate 
Valenti’s earlier argument, the incident with Ford, even against his own in-
sistence that it never happened, had already been deemed unfortunate but 
insignificant by his supporters. We should thus never forget to ask who has 
the power to police prohibitions, for those who violate them are often the 
very same ones with the power to enforce them. Women, as a group, are 
rarely those people.109
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We can know, then, the degree of power that a person holds as a subject in a 
society not by whether the individual is subjected to contradictory ideals (for all 
of social life is marked by loopholes and exceptions) but by how he or she is typ-
ically treated despite and even through them. Kavanaugh’s case proves that even 
if one does catch some flack for past, contradictory behaviors— and even if, for a 
time, it is very unpleasant— the contradictory symbols of “appropriate” manhood 
are still upheld in some of our most high- profile national figures. Inconsistencies 
are at the heart of dominance; they constitute regimes of power. They are the 
mechanism by which the entire population can be convinced to act in one way 
but make special permissions for a select few to break the rules. There might be 
specific moments when they become more obvious than in others— when the 
legitimations become somewhat harder to logically sustain. But they are funda-
mental to the entire enterprise rather than an episodic phenomenon.

As I  have established, emotionally driven, symbolic associations strongly 
determine the public’s political consciousness. For many Americans, those 
associations come from conservative attitudes toward race and gender— 
attitudes that have been both mainstreamed and legitimized by many conserva-
tive Christian groups, not to mention American culture, as “moral” positions. 
Whether news of illicit sex will be upsetting or a non- issue depends on the 
degree to which the situation in question disrupts a narrative of national inno-
cence or whether it enables a story of national power. Innocence and power may 
appear at odds with one another, but as the aforementioned model of infantilized 
citizenship (and the larger nationalist vision it enables) helps us to see, they are 
actually two sides of the same coin.110 If we envision the nation something like 
an innocent child who is constantly under threat from those who wish to in-
cite her downfall, then we can imagine a strong, highly masculinized figure as 
a welcome social icon and read his enthusiastic heterosexuality as a sign of his 
strength. If, however, that male figure does not come across as suitably strong 
and defending, then his sexual displays can be transformed into a type of perver-
sion, and we can see him as the corrupting influence we’ve long feared. Sex, once 
again, becomes the litmus test for so many other cultural things.

Contradictions, then, are critical to the bricolage that is culture. This 
character analysis of Christine Blasey Ford and Brett Kavanaugh is but one 
example of how the contradictions embedded in the white male heterosexual 
double standard operate. For many Americans, the “truth” of a sex scandal 
can be discovered in what is visibly aggressive and conservatively familiar, 
even when it involves breaking the ostensible moral rules. So when we must 
navigate through a variety of moral positions and ideological leaders— not 
to mention feelings, symbols, and stereotypes— the obvious choice for many, 
culturally speaking, is the devil you know.
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