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Thesis Statement 

Exploring the Influence of Increased Representation in Film on Society and Presidential 
Candidates 

 

This thesis studies the increase in films with underrepresented leading characters in the 

last five years compared with the last 20 years, to examine if this has led to an increase in 

underrepresented presidential candidates in the same time period. Determining if there is 

a connection to the influence of film on society and demand for representation can help 

inform political parties as they choose future candidates. An assessment of 15 of these 

films in the last five years explores presidential personality traits demonstrated by 

underrepresented leading characters compared with U.S. presidents. The results suggest 

that the influence of film may play a causal role in normalizing and increasing the 

number of underrepresented presidential candidates.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

As the race for the President of the United States of America in 2020 nears its 

conclusion, one thing is certain: it has been a historically unparalleled presidential 

election cycle. Although many discuss the unique divisiveness in the country during this 

time, this researcher finds the unprecedented positive increase in underrepresented 

presidential candidates most intriguing. At the beginning of the campaign cycle, the 

televised primary presidential debates provided a scope of representation for traditionally 

underrepresented groups that has not been seen before. What could influence such 

diversity in candidates running for the highest office in the land?  

 This study explores the influence of film on society as it pertains to 

representation of traditionally underrepresented groups in film and presidential 

candidates participating in the 2020 election. Investigating the increase in 

underrepresented led films is important to determine if that increase has also led to an 

increase in underrepresented presidential candidates. An examination of the top five 

domestic box office films and Academy Award nominees for Best Picture from the last 

20 years shows an increase in the percentage of underrepresented lead characters and 

presidential candidates in the last five years (See Figure 1). For the basis of this study, an 

underrepresented led film is a film with a lead character who can meet one of the 

following criteria of not being either white, heterosexual, or male. Additionally, the 

character must have decision-making power to be considered the lead character in the 

film. 

Figure 1 

Underrepresented Percentages in Film & Presidential Candidates Over Election Terms 
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Note: Data for Figure 1 is pulled from four sources: Kondik, K. & Skelley, G. (2015). Eight Decades of 

Debate, A brief history of presidential primary clashes. [Data set]. UVA Center for Politics. 
https://centerforpolitics.org/crystalball/articles/eight-decades-of-debate/.; BallotPedia. (n.d.). Democratic 

presidential primary debate. Retrieved November 11, 2020, 
from https://ballotpedia.org/Democratic_presidential_primary_debate_(June_26-27,_2019).; Academy of 
Motion Picture Arts and Sciences (2020). The Official Academy Awards® Database [Data set]. Academy 
of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences. http://awardsdatabase.oscars.org/.; The Numbers®.(n.d.). Domestic 

Cumulative Box Office Records [Data set]. Retrieved November 11, 2020. https://www.the-
numbers.com/box-office-records/domestic/all-movies/cumulative/. (See Appendix A for details) 

 

It is this researcher’s contention that the increase in films with the leading 

character being from an underrepresented group in the last five years compared to the 

previous 15 years has had an influence on the increased number of underrepresented 

presidential candidates in the 2020 cycle (See Figure 2). Films with underrepresented 

leading characters have helped normalize the idea of an underrepresented presidential 

candidate. Each of the underrepresented-led films examined in this study have leading 

characters demonstrating presidential character traits that are juxtaposed by historical 

examples of those same traits in former U.S. presidents. Understanding the support of 
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diversity in representation from the influence of film on society could help political 

parties better determine future presidential candidates.  

Figure 2  

Underrepresented Vs. Traditional Presidential Debate Candidate Percentages in Election Years 

 

Note: Data for Figure 2 is pulled from two sources: Kondik, K. & Skelley, G. (2015). Eight Decades of 

Debate, A brief history of presidential primary clashes. [Data set]. UVA Center for Politics. 
https://centerforpolitics.org/crystalball/articles/eight-decades-of-debate/. ; BallotPedia. (n.d.). Democratic 

presidential primary debate. Retrieved November 11, 2020, 
from https://ballotpedia.org/Democratic_presidential_primary_debate_(June_26-27,_2019). ; 

 

In the following chapter this study will explain the methodology used in 

conducting this exploration of films and their influence on society. The research will then 

spend the next three chapters assessing films with underrepresented leading characters 
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based on gender, race, and sexual orientation. Lastly, a discussion of the implications of 

this research, future studies, and concluding remarks will be provided. 

 

Chapter 2: Methodology 

 

According to a study of 41 U.S. presidents, the two personality traits most 

indicative of excellent presidents are Achievement Striving and Assertiveness (Rubenzer 

et. al, 2000, p. 417). The definitions to be used for those terms comes from the NEO PI-R 

manual (Costa and McCrae, 1992, pp. 22 - 24): 

• Achievement Striving – “Individuals who score high on this facet have high 

aspiration levels and work hard to achieve their goals. They are diligent and 

purposeful and have a sense of direction in life. Very high scorers, however, may 

invest too much in their careers and become workaholics.” 

• Assertiveness – “High scorers on this facet are dominant, forceful, and socially 

ascendant. They speak without hesitation and often become group leaders.” 

 

Evidence supporting the claim that underrepresented led films have helped normalize 

the idea of an underrepresented president comes from 15 films selected to highlight 

characters by gender, race, and sexual orientation. Each of these films meet the criteria of 

either being a top five domestic box office earner or Academy Award Best Picture 

nominee from 2010-2019. Furthermore, each film provides examples of presidential 

personality traits in their lead characters, thus showing non-presidential characters acting 

presidential. Each film is evaluated using the following format for consistent results: 
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• An overview of the film and its significance to the study. 

• Exploration of the scene that demonstrates Achievement Striving for the main 

character while comparing or contrasting it with a former U.S. President 

demonstrating the same trait in history. 

• Exploration of the scene that demonstrates Assertiveness for the main character 

while comparing or contrasting it with a former U.S. President demonstrating the 

same trait in history. 

• Conclusion on how the lead character’s representation in the film can influence 

American society to view underrepresented characters as presidential after 

demonstrating presidential character traits.  

 

Chapter 3: Critical Essays of Films on Gender 

 

 Films evaluated based on gender all feature a non-male decision-maker as the lead 

character that viewers are meant to support as the protagonist. These films help audiences 

to consider women as being presidential by providing opportunities for them to 

demonstrate presidential personality traits. The lead characters in these films are women 

in various settings showcasing their ambition and capability to take charge of given 

situations.  

 

Wonder Woman 

 2017’s Wonder Woman delivers the origin story of the DC Comics superhero of 

the same name, set against the backdrop of World War I. The film begins and ends with 
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Wonder Woman, also known as Diana (Gal Gadot), in present day reminiscing about her 

past. The audience is clued into the past experiences that has forged Diana today. She 

grows from being a shielded princess on a hidden island to a fearless warrior willing to 

forgo the life she’s ever known to help a stranger who washes upon their shores.  

The stranger is Captain Steve Trevor (Chris Pine), an American spy working for 

the British against the rising threat from the German military. He pleads with the 

Amazonians to help him get back to London so he can share intelligence that could turn 

the tide in the war. Diana agrees to escort him, believing it is her calling to help fight for 

the innocent against Ares, the god of war and main antagonist of the film, whom she is 

certain is behind the war. The remainder of the story follows Diana as she makes her way 

to the battlefront with Steve Trevor as her guide to help end the war.  

 In Wonder Woman, Hippolyta (Connie Nielsen) routinely attempts to dissuade her 

daughter, Diana from learning the Amazonian ways of defending herself against the 

potential risks on their island, and the outside world. In one specific scene, Diana is with 

her mother looking at the weapons vault and asks about “the god-killer” weapon and who 

would be able to wield it. Hippolyta attempts to discourage her daughter, saying, “I pray 

it will never be called to arms. But only the fiercest among us even could. And that’s not 

you, Diana (Jenkins, 2017).” Young Diana pays no attention to her mother’s direction but 

instead demonstrates Achievement Striving by visibly illustrating her determination to be 

worthy to wield the “god-killer” weapon in the future. Additionally, we see Diana 

express throughout the film her desire to achieve her goal to defend and save mankind by 

defeating Ares.  
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 George Washington, Diana’s presidential counterpart, also wanted to leave his 

mark on the history books. Ellis (2004, p. 20) describes an example of Washington’s 

Achievement Striving in 1755 when requesting to be selected to serve under British 

General Braddock. Washington based his appeal out of his desire to learn military 

strategy from someone he regarded as the best source of the education and to increase his 

own standing by aligning himself with a respected leader. Diana associates herself with 

the most prolific general her people have ever known to prepare herself for her goals in 

the same way that Washington aligned himself with General Braddock. Both Diana and 

Washington showcase high levels of aspiration in pursuit of their own goals. 

 Diana displays Assertiveness in arguably one of the most powerful sequences of 

the film. The following sequence is so highly regarded that it made film review 

aggregator website Rotten Tomatoes’ “21 Most Memorable Movie Moments” list 

(Meares, 2019).  To set the scene, Diana and her team made up of Steve Trevor, Sameer 

(Saïd Taghmaoui), Charlie (Ewen Bremner), and Chief Napi (Eugene Brave Rock) are 

arriving in the trenches with “No Man’s Land” between them and the German-held 

village of Veld. Trevor and the rest of the team express to Diana that they must keep 

moving and stay on task by going around and not getting involved in Veld. Trevor 

explains how this area came to earn the moniker of “No Man’s Land,” meaning “that no 

man can cross it” and many have died for several months attempting to gain ground 

(Jenkins, 2017).  

In this moment, Diana acknowledges Trevor’s caution but then asserts herself into 

the situation by stepping onto the battlefield. She continues pressing forward, building 

her determination, confidence, and pace. Diana draws all of the enemy fire, allowing her 
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allies to flank the enemy and cross “No Man’s Land.” Her actions in this moment not 

only display her Assertiveness but her sheer will to push forward the action she believes 

to be right.  

George Washington like Diana exhibited countless examples of Assertiveness 

throughout his tenure. His historic surprise capture of Trenton after crossing the 

Delaware River is one instance reminiscent of Diana’s “No Man’s Land” scene. Leading 

up to this moment, the Continental Army has just been beaten down but not completely 

destroyed by British General Howe. Like Diana when she encourages the troops in the 

trenches, Washington forcefully brought his troops back from the edge of hopelessness 

against the impending enemy. Ellis (2004, p. 97) suggests that most in Washington’s 

position would have spent time recovering from the wounds just inflicted on his forces by 

Howe, but instead, Washington took control and mounted a surprise attack on Howe’s 

forces at Trenton.  

Crossing the Delaware is a distinctive image of Washington’s leadership in the 

War of Independence against the British. When the American military hope was on the 

verge of being snuffed out, Washington led his troops across the icy water and made the 

first proactive move in the war by the Continental army (Ellis, 2004, p.97). Diana’s 

situation is similar; there is a stalemate between the two sides that seems unlikely to end 

until she crosses the winter battleground the same way Washington crossed the river. 

Like Diana, Washington’s daring and assertive leadership led to a was a decisive turn of 

the tide in conflict between two sides.   

Wonder Woman signals to all genders alike that it is possible for women to 

demonstrate the same traits we look for in a great president. In fact, this film showcases a 
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woman who possesses Achievement Striving and Assertiveness in ways comparable to 

that of the legendary George Washington.   

 

Star Wars: The Rise of Skywalker 

 Star Wars: The Rise of Skywalker had enormous success with viewers in the 

United States, who helped the film pass the domestic box office mark of $300 million in 

only eight days (McClintock, 2019). It is the final film of the latest Star Wars trilogy as 

well as the final film in the Skywalker saga that has spanned more than forty years, 

capturing the hearts and imaginations of generations. The Rise of Skywalker sees the 

conclusion to the story of the sequel trilogy’s female star, Rey (Daisy Ridley), a female 

leading character who demonstrates presidential personality traits to a wide audience. 

 The Rise of Skywalker begins with the iconic opening crawl that sets the stage for 

the film, informing the audience that Emperor Palpatine (Ian McDiarmid) has survived 

his fall from Return of the Jedi. Stepping up as the primary villain of the film, he has sent 

out a message of his impending vengeance against his enemies (Abrams, 2019). Both 

Rey and Kylo Ren (Adam Driver) seek to find and stop the Emperor on Exegol for 

differing intentions; Rey to save the galaxy and Ren to thwart any opposition to his rule 

as Supreme Leader of the First Order.  

In The Rise of Skywalker, Rey has accepted her role as the revival of hope for the 

Resistance in the same way Luke Skywalker was for the Rebellion in the original trilogy. 

Rey’s first scene in the film reveals her commitment to Achievement Striving as she is 

seen mercilessly training on Ajan Kloss, a Resistance base where Leia Organa (Carrie 

Fisher) has brought her to finish her Jedi training (Gemmil, 2019). Rey matches her 

physical and force training with mental training consuming the sacred ancient Jedi texts. 
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This sequence of scenes on Ajan Kloss showcase Rey’s diligent striving to achieve her 

goal of becoming the next Jedi to be a symbol of hope and to help lead the Resistance 

against their enemy the Sith.  

 Rey’s Achievement Striving via relentless pursuit of knowledge through books 

and training mirrors one of the most iconic U.S. presidents, Abraham Lincoln, and his 

thirst for information. Young Lincoln was an incredibly driven man, committed to putting 

in the work to reach his goals. As Rey is seen as constantly training and pushing herself 

while others are off on missions, in the same way, while Lincoln’s peers were playing 

around, he was engrossed in advancing himself through reading and education (Goodwin, 

2018, p. 6).    

The most visual representation of Rey’s Assertiveness comes when she clashes 

with Kylo Ren at Kef Bir (Gemmil, 2019). She takes control of the situation while 

engaged in a battle to the death with Kylo Ren and avoiding the elements of waves 

crashing all around her. Glieberman (2019) of Variety describes the scene: “After much 

fateful combat, a saber is plunged, and there’s a clear victor — but then something quite 

unexpected happens. It’s game-changing, it’s powerful and moving, and at that moment 

it’s everything you want from a Star Wars film.” Rey decisively defeats Kylo Ren, but 

then takes control of the situation further by refusing to allow him to succumb to his 

otherwise mortal wounds by using the force to heal him. Rey’s demonstration of 

Assertiveness by taking control of a situation and then going above and beyond to show 

kindness in that moment bears a resembles a story about Abraham Lincoln. 

Lincoln again provides a valuable comparison to Rey in one of his own 

demonstrations of Assertiveness, which is likewise coupled with empathy and kindness. 
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Lincoln, in his youth, saw a man in dire need of assistance as Lincoln traveled home with 

a friend in winter time. According to Goodwin (2018, pp. 7-8), the incredibly strong and 

determined Lincoln took control of the situation as he pulled the “nearly frozen” man out 

of the elements, and then went the extra mile by literally carrying the man the full 

distance to a Lincoln family member’s home to provide safety, shelter, and a warm fire.  

The Rise of Skywalker depicts a woman as presidential by including scenes where 

the lead character, Rey, exemplifies Achievement Striving and Assertiveness in a manner 

to the 16th President of the United States.  

 

Hidden Figures 

2016’s highest grossing Best Picture nominee had not just one but three strong 

female lead characters (Huddleston Jr., 2017). The main storyline of the film follows the 

life of lead character Katherine Johnson, formerly Goble (Taraji P. Henson) as she plays 

an integral role in the American space race, demonstrating both Achievement Striving 

and Assertiveness. Hidden Figures offers a real-life example of a woman who displays 

presidential personality traits. 

Hidden Figures begins in Virginia in 1961 and by Giardiniere’s (2016) account, 

“shows the three determined women battling various socio-economic issues of the 1960s, 

from racial tensions to gender inequality, and the general idea that women are intelligent 

as men - all set against the background of current civil unrest.” The film follows 

Katherine’s career at NASA, including the challenges she faces while providing her 

gifted contributions of mathematical computations that helped put Americans into outer 

space. 
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Katherine Johnson begins the film as Katherine Goble, a widowed mother of three 

and math genius working at NASA as a “computer,” NASA’s term for a specialist in 

mathematical computing before the dawn of machine computing (Melfi, 2016). Tobias 

(2016) describes the portrayal of Katherine in the film as a, “a quietly insistent woman 

who made herself so indispensable that her presence in otherwise all-white offices and 

high-level meetings could not be denied.” Katherine demonstrates her ambition and goal 

of playing a role in helping her country get men into space. One very specific scene that 

exemplifies her Achievement Striving is her conversation with Lieutenant Colonel Jim 

Johnson (Mahershala Ali) at a community barbecue. In this scene, Jim expresses his 

interest in Katherine by attempting to understand her role at NASA. Jim inadvertently 

insults Katherine by showing surprise that they allow women to do the important 

mathematical work at NASA. In this moment Katherine pulls back, advises him to quit 

while he can, and articulates her extensive understanding of mathematical practices and 

academic accolades she has earned to deserve the role she is in. She also demonstrates 

her goal of being a critical part of the team serving her nation to put men into space. 

Katherine’s strong and detailed vocalization of her ambitions thus fulfills the definition of 

Achievement Striving.  

Characters in the film are surprised by Katherine’s ambition in the same way that 

political leaders were unaware of Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s ambitions when he first 

accepted the opportunity to campaign for a seat in the State Assembly (Goodwin, 2018, 

p. 40). Until this moment, Roosevelt had kept his political aspirations to himself. 

Katherine and Roosevelt were both surrounded by those who doubted their ambition and 
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drive, and both answered with an emphatic conviction of their own sense of Achievement 

Striving and resolve to reach their goals.  

Katherine presidentially asserts herself during a scene in the Space Task Group 

Command Center, where she has been assigned to this group to help with analytic 

geometry. She is only the second woman and the sole African American woman in the 

room. Every day when she needs to use the restroom, she has to run a considerable 

distance each way to use the “Colored” restroom. This scenario creates frustration and 

concern for her boss, as he continually sees her missing from her desk throughout the 

day.  

 This scene is incredibly powerful because Katherine has just left for a daily 

bathroom break to make the mile-long trek across campus in the pouring down rain. 

When she returns to the office her boss, Director Al Harrison (Kevin Costner), attempts 

to scold her for being absent in front of all of the others. Harrison begins the barrage of 

questions about what could cause her to be gone so long every single day, not expecting 

her to have a valid answer. The tone of the scene shifts as Katherine decides she has had 

enough and responds to his barrage of questioning. She starts off slow and steady, 

explaining the ridiculousness of her circumstance just to find a restroom to use due to her 

skin color. Her voice then surges in passion and volume, commanding the attention of 

everyone in that room full of all-White men and one woman while detailing the prejudice 

she has endured as a Colored woman. Her emphatic appeal leaves them all speechless. 

She then collects her purse and leaves for the day.  

 Katherine’s Assertiveness scene draws strength from how indispensable she has 

made herself to the team. In a slightly different example of Assertiveness, President 
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Franklin D. Roosevelt stepped into the role of leading the country at a time when things 

could not have seemed worse. In this moment, Goodwin (2018, p. 274) states that 

Roosevelt was able to “assert himself as a vital human need” to meet the challenges of 

the nation and lead the American people to better days. Roosevelt, like Katherine, made 

himself indispensable to the nation by focusing on transforming the national sense of 

desperation, getting the financial system back up and running, and building safeguards 

through reform to prevent this from happening again (Goodwin, 2018, p. 276). 

However, unlike Katherine, whose impact had national ramifications but nearly 

no one knew her role in the Space Race until years afterward, Roosevelt’s Assertiveness 

was on full display to a nation counting on him to turn things around. Distinctively, 

Katherine takes control of a moment mostly to serve her own best interests, whereas 

Roosevelt’s decisions were to serve the interests of the entire country.  

Hidden Figures has many influential scenes that showcase the strength found in 

empowered women and the inherent drawbacks of depriving opportunities to those 

women. This film is a non-fiction example of a female leading character exhibiting the 

presidential personality traits of Achievement Striving and Assertiveness. Katherine lived 

a life of service elevating the success and opportunities for women and according to 

Tobias (2016) “lived long enough to receive the Presidential Medal of Freedom from 

President Obama and have a computational facility named after her at Langley.” Hidden 

Figures depicts women capable of rivaling their male counterparts in this film and 

capable of jobs that were previously believed to be only for men of great intelligence, like 

the Presidency.  
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The Post 

 The Post is another biopic that follows the life of an incredibly successful woman 

who, like Katherine Johnson from Hidden Figures, was also recognized in July of 2002 

with the revered Presidential Medal of Freedom (Associated Press, 2002). This film 

contrasts other films in this list because the female lead does not start out as a strong and 

assertive character, but transforms into one during a pivotal moment that changes the 

course of her life and history. In fact, Katharine Graham (Meryl Streep) demonstrates a 

painful sense of deference and near panic in the midst of the male dominated company 

she is thrust into when her father and husband passed away and leave the newspaper 

company to her. The Post delivers a brilliant example of a woman finding and asserting 

her voice in a place of power in a previously male-dominated enterprise.  

 The Post takes place in 1971 when both Katharine, who interchangeably goes by 

Kay in the film, and The Washington Post experience a watershed moment. According to 

Macdonald (2018), the film is focuses on a week where Kay has to decide what her 

company should do with the infamous Pentagon Papers exposing the federal 

government’s hidden agenda in the Vietnam War including Nixon’s administration by 

using their own leaked documents as evidence.  Kay’s backstory with The Washington 

Post, which is alluded to throughout the film, is that she inherited the company’s 

executive responsibilities from her husband when he passed away (Darling, 2018). 

Before that, the company was given to her husband by Kay’s father who acquired the 

company in the 1930s (Macdonald, 2018).  In the present setting of the film, Kay needs 

to take the company public to raise funds to elevate the company’s reputation so she can 

hold on to the company. At the same time, The New York Times, which has been 
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publishing portions of the Pentagon Papers, has been ordered to cease and desist by the 

federal government (Phillips, 2018). The Washington Post is given access to the same 

documents, which forces Kay to make a dramatic decision of either printing the Pentagon 

Papers and jeopardizing the company’s IPO or not printing them and risk all sense of 

credibility and journalistic integrity with the public.  

 Katharine debuts in the film demonstrating a high level of Achievement Striving. 

This is exemplified by the film’s opening shot, a close up of Kay waking up in a panic in 

her bed. The camera transitions to a wider shot of the room where the audience sees her 

bed is covered in books, folders, and documents. The audience can infer that she has been 

studying relentlessly into the night, preparing for the goal of successfully taking her 

company public. In the following scene, Kay is in her home office asking Fritz Beebe 

(Tracy Letts), Chairman of the Board for The Washington Post, to go over the numbers 

again. She has Fritz ask several mock questions to prepare her for the impending IPO 

meeting with the board.  

 Theodore Roosevelt, similar to Kay Graham, did not see himself as a leader early 

on and came from a prominent family that provided him an exceptional education 

(Goodwin, 2018, p. 26). Like Graham, Roosevelt possessed an inimitable drive to study 

and consume as much information as possible to prepare himself for the goals in front of 

him. Whilst preparing for the admissions examinations for Harvard, his level of focus and 

determination was so unwavering that a peer once stated they believed that “the house 

might fall about his head,” and “he would not be diverted” from achieving his goals 

(Goodwin, 2018, p. 28).    
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 The defining moment of Kay’s assertiveness arrives when she is forced to decide 

on whether or not to give the approval to post the Pentagon Paper stories or not before the 

print deadline. In this scene the company’s board, company attorneys, and executive 

editor have all gathered at Kay’s residence with the clock ticking to get her final decision 

on whether or not to publish the controversial documents. Arthur Parsons (Bradley 

Whitford), a vocal board member who has lorded his sense of superiority over Kay the 

entire film, is condescending to her about the risk she is putting the company in by 

considering publishing.  

After making the group believe that she will turn to their side on the decision, she 

pivots and rises from the chair stating the core values of the company are to deliver news 

to the public and that is a part of the prospectus shared for the IPO so the investors cannot 

say she is acting outside of the goals of the paper. She moves across the room and asks 

her editor to make sure he can guarantee the article will not jeopardize any U.S. soldiers 

overseas. Arthur interrupts, assuming he has power to rule over her as he has in the past, 

but in this moment, Kay musters a newfound strength to the amazement of everyone in 

the room. She turns around in a position of power, cuts him off midsentence, informs him 

that the adults are talking, and he can cease interrupting her conversation. Arthur’s look 

of utter confusion and shock at how Kay speaks to him is palpable.  

An unhappy Arthur attempts to overrule her with the chairman of the board, but 

Fritz is supportive of Kay. Arthur persists, stating that she will hurt the reputation of The 

Washington Post, to which Kay informs him that she knows the reputation of the The 

Washington Post since it has been her life. Kay makes it clear that it is not her late 

husband’s company anymore, nor her father’s company, but hers now, and if he 
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continues with any further questions, she has no need for him on her board (Spielberg, 

2017). The scene concludes with Kay making the final decision to go to print and then 

informing everyone she is going to bed.  

One of President Theodore Roosevelt’s moments of Assertiveness that resembles 

to Graham’s moment arrived when he had to make a decision about releasing the Wright 

report to the public during the Great Coal Strike of 1902. Like Graham, Roosevelt had 

advisors suggesting that doing so would be dangerous and detrimental because the facts 

provided about both sides of the strike were initially intended for the President only. 

Roosevelt’s concern and desire to take action toward the resolution of the Great Coal 

Strike of 1902 was viewed by some as none of his business and overstepping in the same 

way that Graham’s decision to publish the Pentagon Papers was seen as controversially 

crossing a line for the sake of informing the public. In the end, Roosevelt demonstrated 

Assertiveness by going with his gut and publishing the report despite the risks advised by 

his team (Goodwin, 2018, p. 254), not unlike how Graham’s decided to print the 

Pentagon Papers as part of a duty to inform the public. 

 Kay Graham’s portrayal in The Post is essential because it shows a strong female 

lead who does not start out in a position of strength in the film but finds her voice along 

the way and never lets it go. According to the National Women’s Hall of Fame (n.d.),   

Her story and actions stand as an example for all women that anything is possible. 

Describing herself as originally a shy, insecure woman, unprepared for the 

responsibilities she inherited, she became successful and one of the most powerful 

women of the century. 
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Through the lens of this film, the audience is given the opportunity to see a woman 

succeed in the most senior executive role at a major media corporation showcasing both 

Achievement Striving and Assertiveness. Telling the non-fiction story of women from 

the past who succeeded in traditionally male-dominated roles the viewer to consider 

that the right woman could be elected as the President of the United States if she also 

expresses these presidential personality traits.  

 

Beauty and the Beast 

 The final film in this section exploring the representation of female leading 

characters is the Disney live-action film Beauty and the Beast. The film centers around 

the life of Belle (Emma Watson) as she yearns for life outside of the small village her 

father, Maurice (Kevin Kline), brought her to as a child. There are many instances 

throughout film where Belle demonstrates both Achievement Striving and 

Assertiveness in ways similar to former President Lyndon B. Johnson.  

 Beauty and the Beast begins in a palatial estate when a young prince (Dan 

Stevens) is transformed into a Beast as a form of punishment for his vanity and lack of 

compassion upon refusing shelter to an Enchantress (Hattie Morahan). The 

Enchantress extends the curse to his entire staff and estate as well, dooming them to 

live in these conditions until he is able to learn how to find love and beauty on the 

inside instead of through outward appearances. The Beast is given a rose by the 

Enchantress to serve as a measure of time for how long he has to reverse the curse 

before its hold becomes permanent. As time and hope is deteriorating for the Beast and 
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his estate, the film cuts to the lead character, Belle, and her father, elucidating their 

roles in the film’s story.  

 Belle’s father goes on a journey to sell his products outside of the village when 

he is sent on a detour that leads him to the Beast’s estate, where the Beast holds him 

captive for trespassing and stealing a rose for Belle. After her father does not return 

home with his horse, Belle sets out in search of her father and finds him trapped in the 

Beast’s prison tower. Belle takes her father’s place as captive in the Beast’s estate. 

Belle pleads with the Beast to show compassion and let her father go. When the Beast 

refuses, she offers to take her father’s place in exchange for her his freedom. After 

agreeing to this exchange the remainder of the film focuses on the relationship 

between Belle and the Beast transforming from hostility to genuine affection and 

ultimately love for each other.  

 Belle’s scene demonstrating her Achievement Striving is unique among 

examples in other films because she sings about her aspirations. During her song, she 

indicates that she wants more than just the rural life that she has been given and 

everyone else is satisfied by (Condon, 2017). She goes further by visibly yearning for 

an adventurous lifestyle. Her song concludes with her looking out over the open 

horizon imagining of what could be.  

 Lyndon B. Johnson did not sing during an example of his Achievement Striving 

but he had a similar experience where he passionately expressed his aspirations. 

Goodwin (2018, p. 79) shares that while initially catching a glimpse of the Capitol 

dome, Johnson was so moved that he determined he would “become a congressman in 
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his own right.” Both Belle and Johnson were able to physically see the potential on the 

horizon and resolved within themselves that they would achieve it someday.  

 Belle’s defining display of Assertiveness sets the stage for the rest of the film 

when she takes her father’s place in the Beast’s prison tower. Her father was given a 

life sentence for the crime of stealing a rose from the Beast’s garden. When Belle 

comes to rescue him and the Beast refuses to let him go but allows her to say goodbye 

to her father, she takes command of the situation by speaking up for him when no one 

else would and forcibly takes her father’s place in the prison.  

 Lyndon B. Johnson did not put his life on the line but did demonstrate 

Assertiveness when speaking up in 1930 at an event in Texas for Pat Neff who was 

seeking the office of railroad commissioner. Goodwin (2018, pp. 68 - 69) shares that at 

that time, Texas at the time had a tradition of allowing regional and state officials the 

opportunity to campaign directly with the people at this one centralized annual event. 

Neff’s opportunity to speak was up and when no one was there to speak on his behalf 

and Neff’s chances at election were fading, Johnson broke through the crowd to 

advocate on his behalf. Welly Hopkins (as cited by Goodwin, 2018, p. 69) said, “I saw 

coming through the crowd a young fellow, kind of waving his arms about, calling out: 

By God, I’ll make a speech for Pat Neff!” Johnson, like Belle, arrived at just the right 

time to assertively intercede on behalf of someone else.  

 As the second-highest domestic box office film in 2017, Beauty and the Beast 

offers yet another example of a box office success that features an Assertive and 

Achievement Striving female leading character. Belle’s Assertiveness ultimately puts 

her in a position to truly accomplish her ambitions of life on a grander scale than the 
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local village she was raised in. This film helps normalize the idea of a female president 

by showcasing a female leading character exhibit the presidential personality traits to 

the extensive Disney audience. 

    

Chapter 4: Critical Essays of Films on Race 

 The films selected for this section of analysis have been chosen to highlight films 

involving leading characters who are people of color. These films help audiences 

contemplate people of color as being presidential by encouraging them to view the 

leading characters as possessing presidential personality traits. In each of these films the 

leading character demonstrates Achievement Striving and Assertiveness in scenarios that 

are comparable to historical examples of American presidents demonstrating those same 

traits.   

 

Black Panther 

2018’s Black Panther was a cultural phenomenon that achieved both domestic 

box office dominance (earning over $700 million domestically) and the prestige of an 

Academy Award nomination for Best Picture (Whitten, 2019).  The film’s success was a 

moment of truth for the film industry and society to see that having a person of color as 

the lead character and model is something that can be financially beneficial. Underneath 

the film’s financial and critical success are deeper connections to a story that dignifies 

and represents a community often underrepresented or misrepresented (Jenkins, 2018). 

Unlike prior films, Black Panther bestows representation to a wide cast of Black 

characters, especially a leading character who substantiates the presidential personality 
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traits of Achievement Striving and Assertiveness. Its main character’s exemplified traits 

can be compared with experiences in Lyndon B. Johnson’s life. 

The film picks up where Captain America: Civil War ended. King T’Chaka (John 

Kani) has been murdered and the mantle of king is expected to pass to his son, Prince 

T’Challa (Chadwick Bosemen), who already holds the title of the national protector 

known as the Black Panther. Throughout the film, T’Challa is forced to decide how he 

will lead his country forward while confronting multiple challengers to his throne. 

Among these challengers is the furtive consequence of one of his father’s past missions, 

Erik Killmonger (Michael B. Jordan). The first battle between T’Challa and this new 

rival, Killmonger, leaves the nation of Wakanda to believe that T’Challa has been killed 

in ritual combat. However, T’Challa miraculously survives and must rely on new and old 

allies to help him defeat Killmonger and the extreme danger he poses to Wakanda and the 

outside world.  

T’Challa exhibits Achievement Striving in a scene after he earns the title of king 

on challenge day, a day in which any warrior from the five tribes of Wakanda is given the 

opportunity to challenge the heir apparent for the right to be the leader of Wakanda. 

T’Challa is victorious and rewarded through a spiritual exercise, ingesting an herb that 

transports him to the “ancestral plane” where he can speak with his deceased father, 

while also restoring the abilities of the Black Panther to T’Challa. During his 

conversation with his father, T’Challa expresses that he wants to be an excellent monarch 

and wants to know the key to accomplishing that goal from his father, who had 

successfully held the title for decades (Coogler, 2018). The scene also makes note of the 
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extensive training and education he has undergone to prepare him for this goal of being 

an excellent sovereign.  

 Lyndon B. Johnson’s Achievement Striving and sense of motivation, similar to 

T’Challa, was heavily influenced by his father. Johnson looked up to his father as the 

example of leadership and beliefs, which influenced him to focus his attention and 

inexorable drive to get legislation passed that would truly help people. Goodwin (2018, p. 

309) details three aides bearing witness to Johnson’s drive; Johnson stayed in the office 

until 3 a.m. working on plans to make his vision reality. Johnson wanted to be a great 

leader and was willing to put in the hard work to achieve that goal in the same way that 

T’Challa spent his entire life learning from his father to be a great leader.  

To truly accomplish their visions of leading their nations well, both men had to 

adopt progressive ideas. In Johnson’s case, the ideas were ones proposed by his 

predecessor, President John F. Kennedy. T’Challa begins his rule by maintaining the 

status quo and traditions of his predecessors but takes an opportunity to correct past 

mistakes of his nation with new policies and takes action. 

 A pivotal demonstration of T’Challa’s Assertiveness is his second time entering 

the “ancestral plane.” After suffering the defeat to Killmonger, T’Challa is in a coma 

clinging onto life and his allies administer the mythical herb in hopes of restoring his life 

and the power of the Black Panther within him. Once the herb has entered his body, 

T’Challa wakes up in the “ancestral plane” where his father seeks to greet him in joining 

his ancestors in death. T’Challa challenges his father about his past mistakes which 

forged Killmonger and brought his dangerous rule to Wakanda. T’Challa also refuses to 

join his ancestors at this time because he believes he must return to Wakanda to save his 
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people, stop Killmonger from inflicting further carnage, and retake his rightful place on 

the throne.  

 Johnson analogously expressed Assertiveness during a transition of power, but 

unlike T’Challa, did not have to seize that power from someone else claiming to be the 

leader of the country. In the wake of President Kennedy’s assassination, Johnson knew 

that there was a vacuum of leadership that needed to be filled to ensure the security of the 

nation. Johnson (as cited by Goodwin, 2018, p. 307) defined this moment by stating, 

“The times cried out for leadership,” and further saying, “it was imperative that I grasp 

the reins of power and do so without delay.” Johnson knew that in this moment 

Assertiveness was what was required to lead without hesitation and rise to the highest 

position of power to accomplish this goal.  

 In the end, T’Challa and Black Panther serve as an ideal example of normalizing 

the idea of a presidential candidate who is a person of color and demonstrates the traits 

sought after in a great president and leader. Unlike the U.S. presidency, T’Challa has a 

birthright and line of succession to the throne and the position of king. However, in the 

film, he still has to earn the titles of king and Black Panther. By preparing his entire life 

to be king, T’Challa demonstrates both Achievement Striving and Assertiveness to seize 

the opportunity when it arrives.  

 

Furious 7 

 Furious 7 is the seventh installment in the financially successful and fan 

supported Fast and Furious franchise that has collectively has grossed more than $5 

billion globally (Clark, 2019). The franchise primarily follows the ever-growing crew of 

Dominic Toretto (Vin Diesel) as they evade the law and enemies whilst pulling off heists 



 27

in dramatic fashion with fast cars and adrenaline. Part of the endearing nature of the film 

series is Toretto’s undying loyalty to his crew and friends who he establishes are more 

family than they are colleagues or acquaintances. Furious 7 features Toretto as a person 

of color in the leading role who asserts control of his team and the film while striving to 

achieve his goals. 

 Furious 7 begins with the primary antagonist, Deckard Shaw (Jason Statham), 

seeking revenge on Toretto’s team for injuring and imprisoning his younger brother in 

the prior film. Shaw is a former black operative for the British Special Forces and 

intelligence community, considered to be a ghost who has been on the run ever since he 

killed all of the government agents sent to capture or kill him. Deckard Shaw quickly 

goes to work putting one of Toretto’s team members in the hospital with injuries, kills 

another, and attempts to kill Toretto and others with a package bomb early in the film. 

Toretto vows to take exceptional measures to take Shaw down for coming after his 

family. This sets up an opening for an off-the-books government agency led by a 

character only known as Mr. Nobody (Kurt Russel) to approach Toretto with a quid pro 

quo opportunity to help him catch Shaw.  

Mr. Nobody’s organization offers Toretto their nearly limitless resources for 

Toretto and team to conduct a special heist to retrieve a hacker, known as Ramsey 

(Nathalie Emmanuel), and her cutting-edge technology. Specifically, a tracking system 

that can use every available technology around the world to locate targets anywhere. 

Toretto’s seeks to locate and retrieve Ramsey and her technology so Mr. Nobody will 

again lend his considerable resources including this new technology to Toretto to locate 
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and hunt Shaw. The film follows every twist and turn in the quest as Toretto leads his 

team to recover Ramsey and take down Shaw. 

In a progression of scenes with Mr. Nobody, the audience is able to get a glimpse 

of Toretto displaying the presidential personality trait of Achievement Striving. Toretto is 

convinced to join Mr. Nobody at his undisclosed base of operations where he explains to 

Mr. Nobody his goal to capture Shaw to protect and avenge his family. In this sequence, 

Toretto exudes high levels of aspiration and resolve to accomplish his goal by his 

willingness to levy every available resource toward his ambition. Toretto is so focused on 

his task that he is willing to partner with Mr. Nobody and creates a plan to retrieve 

Ramsey for Mr. Nobody. Toretto reveals a clear sense of direction while utilizing the 

help of his team to develop an elaborate strategy to reclaim Ramsey, which leads to 

Shaw’s defeat.  

Toretto is certainly ambitious in achieving his goals but they are more personally 

focused in comparison to Lincoln’s goal of preserving the Union from destruction by the 

Civil War. Lincoln, similar to Toretto, was forced to take actions he was not initially 

anticipating on taking to accomplish his long-term goals. Lincoln realized that he had to 

create and issue the Emancipation Proclamation first in order to give his forces an 

advantage against the Confederacy. Comparatively, Toretto creates the plan to locate 

Ramsey with her unique tracking technology first, in order to give him the upper hand in 

locating and defeating Shaw. Lincoln’s planning to achieve his aspirations of 

implementing the Emancipation Proclamation took months of hard work and revision to 

realize the ideal version of the edict (Goodwin, 2018, p. 221). In contrast, Toretto takes 

several days to achieve his goals.   
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 The key components of the definition of Assertiveness for this study are 

dominance, forceful action, and perception as a group leader (Costa & Mccrae, 1992, p. 

22). Furious 7’s Toretto embodies these components throughout the film, especially 

during Ramsey’s rescue. At one point, a member from Toretto’s team throws Ramsey 

from the transport vehicle onto Toretto’s car while both are traveling at high speeds. 

Toretto takes control of the situation by pulling Ramsey into his vehicle through the 

sunroof. Toretto then secures Ramsey in the vehicle and begins the extraction strategy 

involving a dumbfounding descent off of a cliff in an excessively reinforced vehicle. 

After this daring escape, Toretto’s team pull them all to safety and Ramsey begins to 

accurately assess and define each team member’s role. Ramsey immediately concludes 

that Toretto is the clear “alpha” of the group, to which everyone in the group agrees 

(Wan, 2015). This characterization serves to reinforce the demonstration of Toretto’s 

Assertiveness in the film as the dominant group leader.  

 Another aspect of what makes Toretto such a clear leader is that throughout the 

films leading up to Furious 7, Toretto expands the number of team members in his crew. 

Some of the current crew are former rivals and outsiders whom Toretto is confident he 

can lead to aid his cause with their strengths. Likewise, Lincoln was not afraid of rivals 

and thrived on recruiting the best and brightest to his team to reach his goals. When 

describing the rationale behind the team Lincoln assembled for his executive leadership 

team, Goodwin (2018, p. 212) states that Lincoln was not threatened by these rivals 

because he was convinced of his own ability to assert himself as the leader of the group. 

 Ramsey’s recognition of Toretto as the leader reinforces Toretto’s Assertiveness 

after taking control of the situation. The rescue is a team effort with input and planning 
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from each member but Toretto is the one who bears the responsibility and who Ramsey 

and ultimately the audience recognizes as the leader. Lincoln, when deciding to move 

forward with issuing the Emancipation Proclamation, took into account the advice and 

counsel of his team of rivals, but was the one who also took responsibility, forcing those 

around him to acknowledge his Assertiveness at the time (Goodwin, 2018, p. 222).  

 Furious 7 was the fifth highest domestic box office film of 2015 and reached a 

wide range of audiences, suggesting a notable influence on society. This film is able to 

deliver the message of a strong person of color in the leading role who sets goals and 

diligently labors to accomplish them. Additionally, the film establishes Toretto as a 

leader who is able to unite outsiders and formal rivals to his cause in the same way that 

Lincoln is able to galvanize his rivals to his cause during his administration.  

 

BlacKkKlansman 

BlacKkKlansman was a critical success receiving six Academy Award 

nominations in 2019, including for Best Picture, which earns it admission into this study. 

The film is based on a true story and follows the unbelievable career of Ron Stallworth 

(John David Washington) during his time at the Colorado Springs Police Department. 

Stallworth serves as Colorado Springs’ cardinal hiring of a Black police officer (Brody, 

2018). On multiple occasions throughout the film, Stallword expresses Achievement 

Striving and Assertiveness as the lead character.  

BlacKkKlansman uses Stallworth’s memoir, “Black Klansman,” as the source 

material for the film and according to the film’s director, Spike Lee (as cited by Din, 

2018), the film can be summed up in just six words: “Black man infiltrates Ku Klux 
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Klan.” Stallworth begins his journey in the police department in the records room waiting 

to seize his moment for more. The opportunity arises when Chief Bridges (Robert John 

Burke) needs someone to go undercover to a Black Student Union event hosting the 

controversial guest speaker, Kwame Ture (Corey Hawkins), to see if he is inciting 

violence. Stallworth’s success gathering intelligence leads Chief Bridges to move him out 

of the records room and into the Intelligence Division. This new assignment gives 

Stallworth the occasion to build an investigation into the perpetration of hatred and 

violence by the KKK, which is the focus of this film. 

Early in the film, Stallworth takes a chance answering a recruitment 

advertisement from the local chapter of the KKK which leads to a productive phone 

conversation with the chapter’s leader. Stallworth portrays a very vocal and unfiltered 

racist over the phone which delights and motivates the chapter leader to request an in-

person meeting to discuss the membership process. For unmistakable reasons Stallworth 

would not be able to attend that meeting in person so he enlists the help of Flip 

Zimmerman (Adam Driver), a White colleague, to portray the undercover White version 

of Ron Stallworth. The two police officers collectively make up the Ron Stallworth who 

foists his way into the KKK both over the phone and at face to face meetings. 

Throughout the tenure of the investigation, Ron Stallworth has frequent conversations 

with the Grand Wizard of the KKK, gaining his trust and assistance in expediting his 

membership card (Waxman, 2018). Stallworth and his team’s efforts lead to the 

successful prevention of violent crimes and intimidation tactics like cross burnings from 

the KKK.  
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The path to accomplishing these feats for Stallworth demonstrate his 

Achievement Striving. Stallworth showcases his high-levels of aspiration and diligence 

by signing up to be the “Jackie Robinson of the Colorado Springs Police Force” as Mr. 

Turrentine (Isiah Whitlock Jr.), one of Stallworth’s interviewers, describes the position 

(Lee, 2018). Turrentine and Chief Bridges both express to him the challenges that lie 

ahead will be similar to the challenges Robinson faced in being the first Black man in 

Major League Baseball and they need to verify he is up to the occasion. Stallworth 

acknowledges the risks and goes forward with the job not willing to let his goals be 

deterred by possible dangers. Later, Stallworth confidently asks Chief Bridges for any 

possible assignment to promote him out of the records room. This sense of aspiration 

helps leads to the opportunity for his first undercover assignment, setting him up to be 

transferred to the Intelligence Division. 

Both Stallworth and Franklin D. Roosevelt deliver moments that demonstrate 

Achievement Striving through action as well as strategic planning and waiting. Roosevelt 

took strategic actions to prepare himself for the path of high political office through 

education and employment as a law clerk. Roosevelt possessed an advantage that 

Stallworth does not have, by having someone pioneer the way for him to his goals. 

Roosevelt followed the nearly identical path of his relative Theodore Roosevelt leading to 

the highest office in the land. Stallworth navigates the uncharted waters of upward 

mobility on his own. Similar to Stallworth biding his time in the records room, Roosevelt 

made the most of his time clerking at the law office of Carter, Ledyard, and Milburn until 

the timing was right for him to catapult himself to the next role inching closer to his 

ultimate goal (Goodwin, 2018, p. 55). 
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The film depicts Assertiveness from its leading character during the scene when 

Stallworth takes control of preparing the men who will be assisting him on the KKK 

investigation. Here, Zimmerman comments to his fellow senior officer, Jimmy Creek 

(Michael Buscemi), about how unusual it is to have a junior officer run point on an 

investigation. This comment alerts the audience to the fact that Stallworth is the group 

leader for this investigation. Then, without hesitation Stallworth takes control of the 

situation by making sure everyone on the team knows their roles and is prepared for the 

upcoming operation.  

 Franklin D. Roosevelt also expressed Assertiveness as the leader when he took on 

his new role as the Governor of New York. Like Stallworth, Roosevelt met some 

hesitation and questioning of his leadership capability as he replaced a more tenured 

statesman. In Roosevelt’s scenario, the former Governor of New York, Al Smith, had 

recruited Roosevelt to replace him while he ran for president. Ultimately, Smith lost and 

returned to New York, intending to pull the strings of power through the new rookie 

governor. Roosevelt made it clear that he was the Governor of New York and was 

responsible for commanding the office, not Smith (Goodwin, 2018, p. 175). Stallworth’s 

colleagues questioning is not contentious, whereas Roosevelt faced a more volatile 

response from Smith when asserting control of his new leadership position. 

 BlacKkKlansman provides a non-fictional account of a Black man in the leading 

role of a film who is imbued with American presidential personality traits. Stallworth is a 

valuable character who takes great risk to become the first Black police officer in the 

Colorado Springs Police Force, showcasing Achievement Striving and Assertiveness in 

the process. This film allows the audience to see a person of color call the shots while 
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aspiring to foil the plans of the Ku Klux Klan from a position of governmental power. A 

film presenting these components can positively influence viewers to consider a person of 

color as a presidential candidate. 

 

Selma 

Selma is a tour de force recounting the quest to fight for equal voting rights by Dr. 

Martin Luther King Jr. (David Oyelowo) in Selma, Alabama. This film presents another 

real-life hero and leading character who allows the audience to consider a person of color 

behaving presidentially. King offers moments of Achievement Striving and Assertiveness 

in the film during a critical political and social moment in the United States, including 

clashing goals with President Johnson.  

This film focuses on the call for equal and fair voting practices in Selma, 

Alabama. Early in the film, Annie Lee Cooper (Oprah Winfrey) attempts to register to 

vote and is met with despicable disdain from the registrar. The registrar makes her 

answer absurd governmental questions that most Americans don’t know the answer to so 

he can deny her the ability to be a registered voter. This and literacy tests were a common 

practice in the South to prevent people of color from being able to vote (History.com 

Editors, 2009). Upon hearing about this incident, the leadership of the Southern Christian 

Leadership Conference (SCLC) decides to get involved and make equal and fair voting a 

battleground cause.  

King and his SCLC leadership team make their way to Selma in 1965 to draw the 

attention of the national news to the issues going on there. The majority of the film is 

centered on the drama that unfolds in Selma as they attempt to protest for equality in 
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voting rights. Initial protests are met with violence, drawing even more national attention 

and allowing King to call upon all allies of equality, especially clergy, to journey to 

Selma to rally with them. This sequence of events leads King to champion a march of 

thousands of supporters from Selma to Montgomery to make their case in the capital of 

the state and force President Johnson to consider federal action in the cause. 

 King’s demonstration of Achievement Striving in the film is somewhat unique. 

At the beginning of the film, the audience sees him sharing the dreams and aspirations he 

is working toward with his wife, Coretta Scott King (Carmen Ejogo). He states that he 

envisions being a local preacher who delivers public speeches for special circumstances. 

This moment is fascinating because he is discussing humble aspirations as he is about to 

be presented with the Nobel Peace Prize. Even as he expresses these modest aspirations, 

King knows there is a higher calling on his life that he must answer because he is an 

emblem of the civil rights movement.  

 Washington exhibited a similar sense of Achievement Striving during his life. 

Before he became the nation’s inaugural president, Washington expressed an aspiration 

to return to his Mount Vernon estate to enjoy the shade of his trees after the conclusion of 

the American Revolution. This more modest dream, like King’s, had to be delayed when 

destiny called on him to lead the nation to ensure its survival out of infancy. In 

Washington’s case, according to Ellis (2004, p. 183), he wished to avoid the office of 

president but rose to the occasion as he had before for the sake of the country.  

King showcases Assertiveness in a powerful faceoff with President Johnson over 

the march to Montgomery to peacefully protest the suppression of voting rights for 

people of color in Alabama. President Johnson implores King not to make this march and 
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to delay actions that can get more people injured or killed. King sternly responds to the 

president saying that he (the president) can make it stop by taking action on the bill to 

protect equal voting rights now instead of a year or more from now. He then challenges 

the president by stating that he is merely a minister from Georgia, but Johnson is the 

President of the United States, elected with overwhelming support just months earlier, so 

Johnson has all of the authority he needs to do the right thing and take action (DuVernay, 

2014). Regardless of Johnson’s decision, King takes action and leads the march for the 

just cause of equal voting rights.  

A comparable example of Assertiveness by Washington was his action against 

General Charles Lee, one of his own generals, during the battle at Monmouth Court 

House. According to Ellis (2004, p. 120), Washington found Lee leading a retreat in a 

pivotal moment of the conflict and relieved him of his command immediately, seizing 

control to lead the Continental army to victory. Just like King castigates President 

Johnson for his lack of action on the issue of equal voting rights, Washington exacted 

reproof on Lee for his retreat from the battle. Both men dominated with their actions and 

did not hesitate to push their cause forward toward victory.  

Selma establishes a setting where a person of color is the lead character in a 

position of power, capable of forcing the will of Lyndon B. Johnson, the President of the 

United States. King’s actions in the film are also able to be juxtaposed against real-life 

examples from George Washington. Audiences get to see King, a person of color, take 

action and provide a vision that people of all races can rally behind, offering abundant 

examples of Achievement Striving and Assertiveness.  
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Lion 

 2016’s Lion discusses the importance of social identity for the leading character 

grappling with the dueling perspectives of being born Indian but after significant events 

growing up embracing his adopted family’s Australian culture. This film allows the 

audience to consider the concept of a presidential candidate who does not identify their 

race as White or Black but rather Asian. The lead character exhibits the presidential 

personality traits of Achievement Striving and Assertiveness in ways that are similar to 

President Theodore Roosevelt.  

 Lion follows the heart-breaking story of young Saroo (Sunny Pawar) as he 

wanders away from his brother, Guddu (Abhishek Bharate), late at night in the local 

village train station resulting in his displacement. While young Saroo looks for his 

brother in an idle and empty train with no success, he takes shelter aboard the train. Saroo 

awakes confined to an empty and moving train that does not stop for several days until 

reaching its destination of Kolkata. Saroo is overwhelmed by this new and alien city 

which does not speak his language and only receives disdain from the local citizens and 

officials. The first half of the film follows Saroo’s survival on the streets until local police 

relocate him to an orphanage that attempts to help him. After failing to find Saroo’s 

family, the orphanage finds him a loving family in Australia that adopts him and raises 

him as their own.  

 The second half of the film picks up with an older Saroo (Dev Patel) as he is 

navigating the beginning of his career moving to Melbourne to start hotel management 

school. While in class, he becomes friends with students from all around the world, 

including those with family connections to India. At a party with these friends, Saroo sees 
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an Indian dish that elicits overpowering memories of the family he lost due to the train 

displacement as a young boy. Saroo’s friends empathize with him and offer ideas of how 

he can use new technology to reverse engineer his journey to Kolkata and locate his 

original home and family. The remainder of the film surrounds Saroo’s epic and 

emotional pursuit of home and hope in finding the family he lost there. 

The film’s presentation of Saroo’s desire to become a hotel manager demonstrates 

his character’s Achievement Striving. Saroo’s adoptive parents, Sue Brierley (Nicole 

Kidman) and John Brierley (David Wenham) celebrate the achievement of him being 

admitted and going to the hotel management school with a lavish meal at a swanky 

restaurant. This scene also visualizes how Saroo is moving away to pursue this goal, 

sharpening his sense of direction in life.  

Saroo’s ambitious career plan takes a detour due to the triggered memory of his 

lost family and he goes to great lengths to locate them. One characteristic of 

Achievement Striving is purposeful diligence that can lead to becoming a workaholic. 

Saroo displays this characteristic in spades by taking time off from work, spending 

countless hours obsessing on the computer, and then charting a search grid on a large 

map looking for his old home.   

Theodore Roosevelt also took a detour from his political aspirations after family 

tragedy impacted his life. Roosevelt was known for his great levels of ambition and drive 

but after his mother and wife died in the same day, he too stepped away from his original 

aspirations to do some much-needed soul searching. Like Saroo, Roosevelt was 

overwhelmed by the memories of loss within his family, but according to Goodwin 

(2018, p. 127), decided to take a “sojourn to the western frontier.” Roosevelt knew that 
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he needed to venture somewhere new to find restoration and solace from his grief. He 

spent this two-year period honing his diligence and work ethic to achieve his goals.  

Saroo embodies Assertiveness in a scene with his girlfriend Lucy (Rooney Mara), 

who is asking Saroo to be present and open up to her. Saroo powerfully communicates 

the agony he endures every moment worrying about how heartbroken his lost family 

must feel daily over his disappearance decades earlier (Davis, 2016). Saroo shares that he 

has to find them and will be unrelenting in his pursuit to that end. He takes control of the 

situation without hesitation and breaks up with Lucy, believing she deserves more than he 

can give her until he finds his family.   

Theodore Roosevelt had a similar moment of Assertiveness to Saroo, when he 

also cut ties of relational responsibility with someone he loved. After enduring the 

traumatic events of losing both his mother and then his wife after childbirth, Roosevelt 

made the decision to give all the duties of caring for and raising his newborn daughter to 

his sister (Goodwin, 2018, p. 125). Roosevelt, like Saroo, knew he could not responsibly 

give the proper attention to his loved ones due to the great grief he bore. Saroo has 

moments of isolation from friends and family after his assertive decision, but he 

eventually repairs his broken relationships after finding his lost family. Roosevelt was so 

determined to throw himself into work to avoid processing his trauma and seeing his 

family, he also ended up damaging his standing in the state legislature and did not return 

to politics for over two years.  

The true story of Saroo Brierly portrayed in the film Lion presents a person of 

color, a person with an Asian background, as the leading character conveying presidential 

characteristics. Another non-fiction example of a person of color demonstrating these 
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traits provides an example of racial representation in reality for audiences to connect 

with. When juxtaposed with moments from Theodore Roosevelt’s life, Saroo’s moments 

of Achievement Striving and Assertiveness can be seen to further widen an audience’s 

perspective of a non-presidential character acting presidential.  

 

Chapter 5: Critical Essays of Films on Sexual Orientation 

 

The films selected for this section of review highlight films involving leading 

characters who are from the LGBTQ community. The relative lack of starring characters 

in films openly identifying with the LGBTQ community is also representative in the 2020 

election cycle which only featured one openly Gay candidate, Mayor Pete Buttigieg. 

While these films do have leading characters who demonstrate the presidential 

personality traits of Achievement Striving and Assertiveness, they are different from the 

prior two categories of race and gender films. Each of the other categories included a 

superhero film with the lead character who openly their identities. In these films with 

LGBTQ leading characters, the characters are not as open about their orientation and 

often feel the necessity to keep it a secret.  

Harvey (2014, p. 1341) states that “many factors encourage its members to remain 

unforthcoming about their identities.” In fact, all of the leading characters in these films 

avoid sharing their sexual orientation by either actively denying it or passively avoiding 

answering questions and keeping their orientation a secret. Still, these films help 

audiences to contemplate people from the LGBTQ community as being presidential by 

providing opportunities for them to view the leading characters demonstrate the 
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presidential personality traits. These films allow the audience to see the incredible 

contributions from, and relate to the humanity of the leading LGBTQ characters.  

 

The Grand Budapest Hotel 

 The Grand Budapest Hotel promotes a member of the LGBTQ community as a 

lead character and primary decision-maker in the story. It is worth noting that The Grand 

Budapest Hotel’s lead character, Monsieur Gustave H. (Ralph Fiennes), does not overtly 

state his sexual orientation in the film. According to Harvey (2014, p. 1341) this is 

because it is often problematic or dangerous for one to define or put a specific label on 

their sexual identity and orientation. In fact, during one pivotal scene regarding the main 

character’s sexual orientation, the leading antagonist, Dmitri (Adrien Brody), uses 

multiple derogatory slurs about homosexuals against the Monsieur Gustave in an 

aggressive manner. Dmitri goes even further and accuses Monsieur Gustave of sleeping 

with Dmitry’s mother. An insulted Monsieur Gustave asks which is it, is he gay or 

sleeping with Dmitry’s mother, to which Dmitri says, “both, you’re bisexual” (Anderson, 

2014). Monsieur Gustave does not deny this accusation but instead insists on leaving this 

environment. 

 There are other subtle nods to Monsieur Gustave’s sexual orientation throughout 

the film. On one occasion, he identifies that he sleeps with all of his friends, implying 

that he does not discriminate against partners based on gender. On another occasion, 

while Monsieur Gustave is wrongfully imprisoned, an inmate he befriends compliments 

him by calling him “a really straight fellow” to which Monsieur Gustave responds by 

saying “well, I’ve never been accused of that before” (Anderson, 2014). All of these 
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moments and more together add up to the conclusion that Monsieur Gustave does not 

identify exclusively as a heterosexual.  

This film encourages audiences to consider an LGBTQ presidential candidate 

based on the prominence of its main character’s presidential personality traits. By 

providing scenes where the bisexual leading character showcases the traits of 

Achievement Striving and Assertiveness the audience can begin to imagine LGBTQ 

candidates demonstrating those same traits as positive presidential candidates. An 

interesting component of this film is that it does not focus the attention of the film on 

Monsieur Gustave’s sexual orientation but rather his development as a leading character 

who just so happens to identify as having a sexual orientation other than heterosexual. 

 The Grand Budapest Hotel takes viewers on a unique storytelling journey with 

multiple time periods and layers. The film opens with a character known as the author 

(Tom Wilkinson), who is looking back on his experiences as a young writer (Jude Law) 

interviewing Mr. Moustafa (F. Murray Abraham) about his life at the once acclaimed 

hotel. The film primarily follows Mr. Mustafa’s accounts of his time at the hotel as a 

young man going by the name Zero (Tony Revolori) and his adventures being mentored 

by the leading character, Monsieur Gustave H.  

 When the film shifts the primary attention on Zero and Monsieur Gustave H., 

Monsieury Gustave H. is revealed to be in command of the Grand Budapest Hotel as the 

concierge calling all of the shots like a general, with a strict adherence to hotel values and 

respect to the patrons. Monsieur Gustave is known to have personal and sexual relations 

to meet all the needs of his high-profile guests of the hotel who are usually needy, 

elderly, and wealthy women (Anderson, 2014). One of these guests, Countess Madame 
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Celine Villeneuve Desgoffe und Taxis (Tilda Swinton), or Madame D., is found dead at 

her estate after a recent stay with Monsieur Gustave at the Grand Budapest Hotel. 

Monsieur Gustave goes to pay his respects with his protégé Zero when the reading of the 

will establishes Monsieur Gustave as the recipient of a very valuable painting from her 

estate. Dmitri, Madame D.’s heir and son, accuses Monsieur Gustave of taking advantage 

of his mother while also throwing derogatory slurs at him about his sexuality. Dmitri 

states that he will not allow the painting to go to Monsieur Gustave and will fight it out 

with the estate lawyer. This leads Zero and Monsieur Gustave to preemptively take the 

painting and return to the Grand Budapest Hotel.  

 When Monsieur Gustave arrives at the hotel, he is met by military police who 

inform him that Madame D.’s death has now been deemed a homicide and that Monsieur 

Gustave is the primary suspect. Monsieur Gustave is thrown in prison where he befriends 

inmates who concoct a plan to escape together. After escaping, Monsieur Gustave and 

Zero work to solve the mystery of Madame D.’s murder and who Monsieur Gustave was 

framed by. Throughout this adventure the audience gets to see the character development 

of Monsieur Gustave and Zero’s father-son-like relationship. Throughout this wild and 

whimsical story, Monsieur Gustave exhibits the presidential personality traits of 

Achievement Striving and Assertiveness on multiple occasions.  

 Monsieur Gustave is transfixed on the status and reputation of the hotel and 

requires all those who serve there to live up to the steep standards of the institution, 

leading by example. There are moments throughout the film where Monsieur Gustave as 

the leader of the hotel exemplifies diligent and calculated commitment to achieving the 

goal of upholding the pristine reputation of the hotel. One specific scene of Monsieur 
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Gustave demonstrating Achievement Striving when he is in prison and writes a letter to 

the staff back at the hotel. In the letter, Monsieur Gustave discusses his aspirations for the 

hotel to strive to maintain the standards he has set at the hotel and to continue working 

hard to assist the guests while he is gone. Gustave suggests that the staff should act on 

their best behavior as if he is there watching them because he has sources who will notify 

him if the standards begin to slip. Even while he is in prison, Monsieur Gustave is 

focused on the status of the hotel. 

 Abraham Lincoln also embodied Achievement Striving through a sense of 

direction and diligent work towards realizing his goals. Lincoln’s ambitions were focused 

on the legacy and impact he would have on those he would lead as a politician. 

According to Goodwin (2018, pp. 3 - 4), “He wanted to distinguish himself in their eyes.” 

Monsieur Gustave shares a similar desire to be a distinguished leader to the staff he is 

entrusted with directing. Whereas Lincoln engaged in politics to lead the people in his 

community and earn their trust through service, Gustave demands excellence from his 

staff. Lincoln and Gustave are also both known for utilizing captivating storytelling to 

engage the communities they lead to achieve their goals.  

 As previously noted, key elements of the definition of Assertiveness for the 

purpose of this thesis are those who are dominance, influence, and recognition as group 

leaders who take command of their situations. Monsieur Gustave personifies this very 

definition while walking through the hotel lobby with Zero early in the film. As he is 

proceeding through the lobby, everyone in the hotel gravitates to him as if he is the center 

of the hotel’s universe. Monsieur Gustave has the ability to engage with guests of the 

hotel while constantly on the move because he is part of the reason they come to stay at 
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the hotel. Staff members are similarly drawn to Monsieur Gustave to present their 

problems or questions. Monsieur Gustave does not hesitate or miss a beat commanding 

his staff and offering solutions, all while continuing his path through the lobby with a 

focused direction.  

 Lincoln, like Monsieur Gustave, was also recognizable as a group leader with a 

gravitational pull, drawing people who wanted to gain wisdom and insight from spending 

time with him. Goodwin (2018, pp. 13 – 14) tells of a time when people came from all 

over the state willing to do whatever work was necessary just so they could be near 

Lincoln and hear him tell stories while helping the communities he visited. Lincoln took 

action to help those who requested his assistance when he visited them in the same way 

that Monsieur Gustave assists guests and staff alike in the hotel lobby scene.  

 Illustrations of the presidential personality traits in The Grand Budapest Hotel 

subconsciously normalize the audience’s assessment of a bisexual presidential candidate. 

The film spotlights Monsieur Gustave as a bisexual main character with Achievement 

Striving and Assertiveness traits comparable to those of Abraham Lincoln. Monsieur 

Gustave’s characterization in the film is more focused on his influence on the story as a 

person rather than just his sexual orientation. This represents optimistic progress to 

society seriously considering future presidential candidates from of the LGBTQ 

community and not reducing them to one component of their identity.  

 

The Imitation Game 

 The Imitation Game presents a real-life story with a homosexual male leading 

character demonstrating Achievement Striving and Assertiveness. Alan Turing (Benedict 
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Cumberbatch) is the non-fictional leading character of the film, which tells the real-life 

story of Turing’s previously classified brilliant cryptology and computing contributions 

which helps turn the tide of World War II for the Allies. The film identifies Turing as 

being homosexual in several scenes: a relationship he has as a young man with male 

classmate, a conversation where he openly admits his orientation to a colleague under 

secrecy, and an interrogation by a detective who questions him about his sexuality, which 

was a crime during the time period of the film. Cumberbatch’s portrayal of Turing offers 

audiences several scenes of a homosexual leading character behaving presidentially.   

 The Imitation Game begins during World War II beginning with Turing’s 

interview to join Bletchley Park, a clandestine group attempting to decipher the German’s 

unbreakable Enigma machine. Throughout the film, the Germans are depicted as 

incredibly confident that their daily military intelligence briefings cannot be cracked due 

to the sophistication of their Enigma machine which changes the cypher codes daily and 

requires another Enigma machine to read the briefings. Every day that the Enigma 

remains unbroken means significant casualties to the Allies. Turing is added to the team 

of Britain’s most gifted linguists, mathematicians, and cryptologists to discern a way to 

decipher the Enigma.  

 All of the team, save Turing, work on deciphering the daily messages intercepted 

by the British from the Germans. However, Turing instead spends his time working to 

break the larger problem of the actual Enigma machine, believing if he can break solve 

the larger problem then every subsequent message can be deciphered. To accomplish this 

goal, he works to build an innovative machine that will be able to process the 159 million 

million million, which is not a typo (159,000,000,000,000,000,000), possibilities of codes 
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from the Enigma and provide the daily solution to the code (Tyldum, 2014). The film 

focuses on Turing’s relationship with his colleagues in the intelligence community as he 

leads them to break the Enigma and revolutionize cryptology and computing for 

generations to come. Sadly, among moments of great triumph, the story also tells of 

Turing’s prosecution for being a homosexual, resulting in him being chemically castrated 

due to the laws of the time.  

 Turing epitomizes Achievement Striving throughout the entirety of the film with 

his dedication and drive to keep pushing the world forward with technology and 

computing. Several scenes display heightened examples of Turing’s drive and dedication. 

In one scene, Turing is shown tirelessly working at his desk in the corner processing 

mathematical computations and engineering plans to design his machine that will defeat 

the Enigma. In another scene, Turing pins his computations and designs on a wall as he 

formulates his plans. He routinely skips opportunities to have lunch or participate in 

social activities with colleagues because he is so focused and determined to reach his 

goal. Turing’s vision for the future is seen as impossible and problematic by his superior 

and colleagues, until it begins to take shape and they eventually see the brilliance of his 

idea.  

 Franklin Roosevelt’s time as assistant secretary of the navy is a comparative 

example of Achievement Striving to Turing. Roosevelt also had an initially contentious 

relationship with his superior and the two had clashing visions for the future. Unlike his 

peers or predecessors, Roosevelt possessed an incredible sense of direction to 

revolutionize the navy’s operational strategy and development (Goodwin, 2018, pp. 60 – 

62). Furthermore, like Turing, Roosevelt put up a massive map of real-time 
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representations of the navy around the globe on his workspace wall, displaying his 

aspirations and envisioning them each day until he was able to accomplish his goals 

(Goodwin, 2018, p. 62). 

 In a series of connected scenes, Turing exemplifies the forceful and socially 

ascendant components of Assertiveness which catapults him to becoming the leader of 

the team of cryptologists. First, Turing pleads his case to Commander Denniston (Charles 

Dance) to approve his request for supplies to build his machine to crack the Enigma but is 

refused by Denniston because he does not like Turing. Denniston informs Turing that 

Hugh Alexander (Matthew Goode) is currently the team leader and Alexander is denying 

the request for materials to build the machine. Denniston goes further to inform Turing 

that he agrees with Alexander’s decision and Turing must respect the chain of command, 

to which Turing asks who Denniston reports to in the chain of command. Denniston 

condescendingly responds that he reports to Winston Churchill and essentially dares 

Turing to try and persuade Churchill to his cause.  

 Turing is unrelenting in his determination to accomplish his goal his way, so he 

goes around and above Denniston with a letter delivery to Churchill requesting that he be 

put in charge of the team to make the decisions going forward. Turing’s letter is 

decisively convincing because Churchill issues the command that Turing lead the team of 

cryptographers and make executive decisions, including funding requests. As soon as the 

change of command has been issued, Turing immediately fires two of the teammates for 

not keeping up which in turn frees up funding for his machine materials. In the final 

scene of the series, Turing establishes himself as the leader of the group through 
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determination and willingness to go around people he sees as hindrances to take 

command and reach his goals.  

 Franklin Roosevelt acted analogously when he seized command of his role as the 

assistant secretary of the navy. To accomplish his goal of revolutionizing the navy to 

prepare for the future, Roosevelt took matters into his own hands and went around the 

official chain of command in comparative manner to Turing. Goodwin (2018, p. 63) 

describes Roosevelt as understanding that, “when something had to be done, there was 

always a way to do it, whether it involved bypassing regulations, cutting through red 

tape, or breaking precedent.” Roosevelt’s subversion of the chain of command went a 

step beyond Turing’s in that his steps could have been considered as dubious since he 

took preemptive action before it was officially approved (Goodwin, 2018, pp. 63 - 64). 

The results speak for themselves: Turing assumes leadership of his team and builds the 

machine that defeats the Enigma, and Roosevelt modernized the navy through 

Assertiveness.  

 The Imitation Game invites the audience to glance through history and see the 

achievements of a brilliant man who dedicates his life to protect his nation and save the 

world in the process. The film does not shy away from the fact that Turing is a 

homosexual; if anything, it draws attention to it and highlights the mistakes made by past 

generations to vilify differences in sexual orientation. The Imitation Game normalizes the 

idea of a member from the LGBTQ community being a worthy presidential candidate. 

Turing’s role as a homosexual leading character in the film undoubtedly challenges 

viewers to consider the example of a non-traditional character demonstrating presidential 
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personality traits who, like Roosevelt, reveals Achievement Striving and Assertiveness 

during a critical time in national history.  

 

Bohemian Rhapsody 

 Bohemian Rhapsody celebrates the life and legend of Queen frontman, Freddie 

Mercury’s (Rami Malek), his origin story, and rise to prominence. This film audiences to 

partake in the struggles, joys, and relationships, both healthy and harmful, that take place 

off the stage for Mercury. Mercury is a massively successful and charming homosexual 

leading character and his aspirations paired with his dominant ability to lead helps to 

normalize the idea of a similarly driven and commanding homosexual presidential 

candidate.  

 The film begins as the camera follows Mercury taking centerstage at the epic 

1985 Live Aid concert at Wembley stadium. The film then backtracks to Mercury’s 

beginnings and tells the story of how Mercury got to that famous Wembley stage. 

Mercury is first seen in the film is working as a baggage handler at the airport and writing 

songs. In a fortuitous turn of events, the band he admires and wants to write music for 

needs a frontman, prompting Mercury to audition for the role in a parking lot. The band 

hires Mercury and a bass player and sets their sights on the future. The rest of the film 

follows the band’s rise to fame with the emphasis on Mercury’s personal life and 

interactions with the band.  

 Bohemian Rhapsody portrays several aspects of Mercury’s personal life, including 

his stressed, sometimes argumentative but still loving relationship with his father. The 

film also delves into Mercury’s sexual orientation starting with a heterosexual 



 51

relationship with his first love, Mary Austin (Lucy Boynton). As time goes on, Mercury 

confesses to Mary that he thinks he is bisexual, to which she answers she knows that he is 

homosexual and that she accepts him. Afterwards, the film follows Mercury’s various 

homosexual flings and relationships, focusing on his toxic relationship with Paul Prenter 

(Allen Leech) and positive relationship with Jim Hutton (Aaron McCusker). However, 

the film establishes Mercury and the rest of Queen as the most important relationship, 

which Mercury considers to be familial and pivotal to achieving success. 

 Early in the film, Mercury showcases a strong sense of Achievement Striving 

with his aspirational vision to take the band to the next level of success. In one scene, the 

band’s van is broken down on the side of the road, causing the other bandmates to 

complain about their destitute situation. The bandmates are especially frustrated with how 

they are stranded on the road despite successfully selling out every major university and 

college venue and drinking establishment in the region (Singer, 2018). In this moment, 

Mercury tells the band that they must dream on a grander scale than just these regional 

performances and that the first step is to record an album to achieve their goals. Mercury 

vocalizes a very ambitious dream for where Queen can go as a band and that he knows 

the path to get them there. He convinces the band to sell their van to fund their first studio 

album recording. As a result, the band positions themselves in the right venue, the 

recording studio, at the right time, which leads to their discovery and the beginning of 

their success. 

 In a similar fashion, Lyndon Johnson strategically positioned himself near those 

who could facilitate his success so he could achieve his aspirations of greatness. Johnson, 

like Mercury, saw beyond just the moment and toward reaching for greater goals. 
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Goodwin (2018, pp. 73 – 74) surmises that Johnson was strategic in taking jobs that 

positioned himself closer to power and gradually built a strong friendship with the 

president of Southwest Texas State Teachers College, where he attended. Mercury takes a 

bold risk in sharing his aspirations with the band and persuading them to dream bigger, 

which leads to them selling the van to make an album. Comparatively, Johnson 

understood that just attending college like everyone else was not enough and sought to 

meet and befriend the most powerful person on campus to help achieve his aspirations. 

 Freddie Mercury not only evidences high levels of aspiration and direction but he 

also knows how to forcefully takes control of situations to achieve his aspirations on 

multiple occasions throughout Bohemian Rhapsody. A prime example of Mercury’s 

Assertiveness is the scene where he directs the recording studio for Queen’s second 

album. The audience sees a confident leader calling the shots with the trust and 

participation of his bandmates who follow his vision. At one point, the band is exhausted 

from having to rerecord the same section of a song over and over because Mercury wants 

it to be better. The bandmates show signs of fatigue and frustration, but once they start to 

see the results of Mercury’s perfectionism, they develop loyalty to his infectious 

commitment to excellence.  

 Lyndon Johnson was similarly capable of displaying captivating dominance 

through Assertiveness with his staff while working in the Senate. Johnson, like Mercury, 

had an incredible commitment to his goals and set ruthless expectations and demands of 

the people he led to accomplish said goals. Johnson’s meticulous work ethic often 

exhausted his staff, just like Mercury’s demands sometimes overwhelmed the other 

members of Queen and recording studio staff. According to Goodwin (2018, p. 197), 
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members of Johnson’s staff sometimes found themselves on the brink of quitting, but 

Johnson had a way of breaking through with a grand accomplishment that made their 

frustrations fade away. Both Johnson and Mercury imposed forceful requirements on 

those around them, but in both cases, it led to irresistible results. 

 In the end, Rami Malek’s mesmerizing performance as Freddie Mercury in 

Bohemian Rhapsody embodies Freddie Mercury’s presidential traits. Mercury is alluring 

not just because of his musical genius, but because the film takes the audience through 

the trials that he and Queen have to overcome to reach their goals. Mercury’s 

Achievement Striving and Assertiveness culminate in the final performance of the film 

with Mercury leading an enthralled audience of nearly 2 billion tuning in globally 

through song after song (Thomas, n.d.). The global promotion of a homosexual leading 

character demonstrating presidential traits allows the audience to be receptive to a 

homosexual presidential candidate who can demonstrate these same traits.  

  

The Favourite 

 The Favourite, a critically admired period piece from 2018, is loosely based on 

parts of English history. The film serves as a dark comedic perspective on the power 

dynamics at play in a love triangle between Queen Anne (Olivia Colman), Lady Sarah 

(Rachel Weisz), and Abigail (Emma Stone). All three women display leading presidential 

attributes by making decisions and wielding power through influence over others. 

However, the argument can be made that, as the film title suggests, the film’s focus is on 

Abigail’s character arc rising from ruin to become the queen’s favourite in court, 

supplanting Lady Sarah.  
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 As the film follows Abigail’s journey, the audience learns more about her as a 

character, through her sexual behavior and engagement. In The Favourite, Abigail has a 

heterosexual relationship with Colonel Masham (Joe Alwyn) as a means for marriage and 

security and a lesbian relationship with Queen Anne for favor and power. She states in 

the film that she has affection for Masham, but not the same level of love that she has for 

the queen (Lanthimos, 2018). Abigail’s pursuit of love is interconnected to her adept 

ability of artfully navigating the politics of power in the queen’s court. Abigail’s 

maneuvering to ascend the social ladder through strategic action is an example of a 

homosexual female leading character demonstrating the presidential personality traits.  

 The Favourite begins with a destitute Abigail riding by carriage to the queen’s 

court to beseech her cousin, Lady Sarah, to help her. Abigail was formally a noblewoman 

but is now just a commoner after her father gambled away their nobility. Abigail wants 

the opportunity to become a servant in the queen’s court to gain security, which Lady 

Sarah permits. As the film progresses, Lady Sarah takes Abigail under her wing, raising 

her status and providing her a more comfortable lifestyle as her servant. While 

performing her duties, Abigail is able to observe and study the political atmosphere in 

court and obtain state secrets that she uses to her advantage, the grandest being that the 

queen and Lady Sarah are sexually intimate. 

 Lady Sarah starts out as the queen’s most trusted advisor on all matters of state 

and the film makes it clear that the prime minister and opposition party leader must go 

through Lady Sarah to fulfill their requests. Lady Sarah educates Abigail on the way 

things are done in court to her own detriment as Abigail begins to maneuver to take her 

place as right hand to the queen. The remainder of the film follows the power struggle 
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between the two cousins with a complicit queen who relishes the attention she receives in 

the process.  

 In the ongoing battle for the queen’s favor, Abigail exudes Achievement Striving 

in succession of scenes in the film. Abigail strategically marries Colonel Masham to 

obtain rising power. Although the marriage can only happen if the queen approves it, 

rather than request it herself, Abigail convinces Harley (Nicholas Hoult), the leader of the 

opposition party, to do it for her, showing a keen sense of savviness. If Abigail were to 

request the marriage herself, she would seem obviously self-serving but instead, she 

manages to persuade the queen through Harley to arrange the marriage as if it were the 

queen’s own idea. Abigail understands that to fulfill her aspirations of true security and 

power in England, she must take the first crucial step of marriage above her current 

station. 

 George Washington took similar actions in his calculated marriage to Martha 

Dandridge Custis, a woman also above his station. Washington aspired to elevate his 

stature in Virginian culture, knowing that wealth was the primary path forward, so he set 

his eyes on Martha. Unlike Abigail’s character who is limited in her options to gain 

stature as a woman, Washington was a man of an era where he had multiple options of 

earning esteem such as through military service, business, and marriage. Washington had 

already proven himself through military service, earning the title of Colonel as a young 

man, but knew that Martha was the key to fulfilling his loftier aspirations of success. Ellis 

(2004, pp. 35 - 40) describes how Martha was the “prize catch of the Chesapeake 

society” and worth an incredible fortune that could instantly skyrocket Washington’s own 
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stock. Washington, like Abigail, strategically pursued and attained an elevation in social 

stature through marriage.  

 Abigail takes great delight in her ascension to dominance over her cousin, Lady 

Sarah. One of Abigail’s most obvious moments of Assertiveness is when she takes Lady 

Sarah’s former position and revels in her new role. In addition to Lady Sarah’s former 

position, Abigail has also claimed its benefits like the literal key to the kingdom and Lady 

Sarah’s former apartment in the queen’s palace. As Lady Sarah is forced to leave the 

palace, Abigail is recognized as the new leader in court and she orders the servants 

around, specifically commanding that items Lady Sarah was planning to take with her 

will actually be staying because she wants them, reminding the servants that they obey 

her now. Abigail also does not hesitate in a conversational sparring match with her 

cousin, declaring her victory over Lady Sarah in their struggle for the queen’s favor.  

 Washington had a converse experience of asserting himself over those who would 

seek to take away his power. While Abigail successfully maneuvers to take away Lady 

Sarah’s power and position through cunning tactics gaining favor with the queen, 

Washington was able to squash those who threatened to usurp his power like Abigail did 

to Lady Sarah. According to Ellis (2004, pp. 117 - 118), the “Conway Cabal” and 

“Mifflin Maneuver” were prime examples of people who thought they could replace 

Washington by spreading rumors about him, but quickly found out that he was far craftier 

in outwitting them. Similar to Abigail, Washington was able to assert dominant victory 

over his rivals and was unmistakably recognized as the leader by the people in society.  

 The Favourite delivers representation for homosexual women by showcasing 

three powerful and developed characters involved in lesbian relationships. Abigail’s 
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climb to power and social status illustrates a confident woman who enjoys her 

homosexual relationship with the queen and is adept at using it to her own benefit. To 

gain the love and favor of the queen, Abigail expresses a strong sense of direction for her 

ambitions to rise above her station. Abigail’s display of presidential traits help audiences 

expand their scope of what a presidential candidate could look like, to include a 

homosexual woman if she can demonstrate these same traits.  

 

 Call Me by Your Name 

 The 2017 film Call Me by Your Name was not only nominated for three Academy 

Awards, including Best Picture, but is also listed as fifth on Rotten Tomatoes’ list of the 

200 Best LGBTQ Movies of All Time (Rotten Tomatoes, n.d.). This film distinguishes 

itself by its leading character expressing the desires of his heart as he pursues high 

aspirations of love in a presidential manner with a male doctoral student who moves to 

town for the Summer. The story provides the opportunity for the main character to 

demonstrate the presidential personality traits in a relational manner not present in the 

other films. Unlike other films, the leading character’s aspirations are not in pursuit of 

goals of power, prestige, or innovation, but in pursuit of perhaps the loftiest goal of all, 

authentic love. Diligent and focused quests for love in a partner is also an attribute that 

was present in former great presidents.  

 The setting for Call Me by Your Name is a small Italian town in the Summer of 

1983. The story centers around Elio (Timothée Chalamet), a brilliant young academic 

mind gifted in music studies as he and his family spend their time at their Summer home. 

Elio’s father is a professor who provides lodging for a new research assistant every 
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summer to aid in his area of study. The professor’s new research assistant for the 

summer, Oliver (Armie Hammer), disrupts Elio’s normal life. At first, Elio resents 

Oliver, calling him the “usurper” because he has to give up his bedroom for Oliver while 

he stays with Elio’s family (Guadagnino, 2018). As time goes on, the two young men 

spend more and more time together platonically, which incites new emotions and 

questions to arise in Elio regarding Oliver.  

 The film is a coming of age story about Elio learning about who he is, what he 

wants in love, and how to get it. At the start of the film, Elio begins his sexual 

exploration with the girl he has grown up with over the years as they have both matured 

since last summer. However, as he spends more time with Oliver, Elio yearns for 

something more than the sexual encounters he has with the local girl. Tension grows as 

Elio searches for a way to express his desire for Oliver, not knowing if the affection will 

be reciprocated. Because the film takes place in the 1980s, the two have to be careful 

with how they express their affection publicly. The final act of the film hones in on Elio’s 

pursuit of and eventual romantic success with Oliver.  

 Elio displays strong Achievement Striving through his diligent efforts to be with 

Oliver. Early in the film, Elio also demonstrates this trait through his relentless study of 

music, but he later switches his focus and desire to pursuing Oliver and in multiple scenes 

he visibly aspires to be with Oliver and win his affection. For example, Elio shifts his 

schedule around so that he can spend more time with Oliver and volunteers to go with 

Oliver to town any chance he gets. In one particular scene, Elio volunteers to go on a trip 

with his father and Oliver to see a newly unearthed historical statue. During this trip, Elio 

gazes at Oliver as though he is unaware of anything else going on.  
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 Theodore Roosevelt expressed a resolute focus on winning the affection of Alice 

Hathaway Lee in a similar manner. Like Elio, Roosevelt became so entranced by the 

allure of his new love interest that he put all other ambitions, interests, and studies on 

hold to pursue his new ambition of pursuing Alice’s affection. Goodwin (2018, p. 30) 

explains that Roosevelt reprioritized his life and considered “everything subordinate to 

winning her.” Roosevelt spent every opportunity attempting to woo Alice by spending 

time with her, just as Elio does with Oliver. Roosevelt, like Elio embodied the 

presidential personality trait of Achievement Striving in his pursuits of love.  

 Elio also expresses Assertiveness in a number of scenes by speaking confidently 

and convincingly inspiring others to follow him. In one such scene, Elio is showing off 

his musical talents with a guitar to garner Oliver’s attention. Elio then beckons Oliver to 

follow him into the house and Oliver follows Elio without question to a room in the 

house with a piano. Once inside, Elio commands Oliver’s attention by performing a 

series of musical pieces on the piano. After sparring over the music, Oliver is overcome 

with admiration for Elio’s musical aptitude and begins to see him in a new light.  

 Theodore Roosevelt comparably asserted himself to win the admiration of those 

around him in his early years. Like Elio, Roosevelt’s initial presentation to people at this 

time sent an off-putting signal but over time with persuasive action could be rectified. 

According to Goodwin (2018, p. 34), “once the oddity of first impressions faded, 

perspectives shifted and people strongly connected,” to Roosevelt at Harvard, on 

camping expeditions, and at Morton Hall. Taking action to deeply engage with people 

helps Roosevelt to be recognized as an authority in the same way that Elio’s assertive 

demonstration of his abilities earns him recognition from Oliver.  
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  Call Me by Your Name delivers a leading homosexual character exhibiting 

presidential personality traits in his social relationships and learning to take decisive 

actions to achieve his goals while growing up. Elio’s presidential traits are also seen in a 

similar capacity in a young Theodore Roosevelt as he inexorably pursued his future wife, 

Alice. Elio’s demonstration of the presidential personality traits can help to further 

expand audiences’ perception of a leading from the LGBTQ community as capable of 

being a good presidential candidate.  

 

Chapter 6: Discussion 

Overview 

 This thesis suggests the importance, power, and influence of film on society in 

considering diverse presidential candidates. The data shown in Figures 1 and 2 

demonstrate that there has been an increase in the number of underrepresented leading 

characters, with the number nearly doubling in the most recent five-year period. Figures 1 

and 2 imply that there is an associative connection between the increase in representation 

of traditionally underrepresented groups as leading characters in film and the increase in 

underrepresented presidential candidates in 2020. Critical examination of 15 films in the 

previous chapters attempts to verify that these films with underrepresented leading 

characters potentially normalize the idea of underrepresented presidential candidates.  

However, it is not enough to merely identify an increase in both film 

representation and presidential candidates; there needed to be a direct connection 

between the two statistics. This study utilizes results from Rubenzer et al. (2000, p. 417), 

which determined that Achievement Striving and Assertiveness have been the most 
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consistent and successful indicators of excellent presidents, as a lens for evaluating the 

film characters. Additionally, each underrepresented leading character in the films had to 

not only exemplify the presidential traits of Achievement Striving and Assertiveness, but 

also be successfully comparable with historical U.S. presidents demonstrating the same 

traits in similar ways. Previous chapters analyzed five films for each underrepresented 

category of gender, race, and sexual orientation with examples fulfilling these 

requirements.  

The 2020 presidential candidate pool that participated in the televised primary 

debates also had candidates from the same underrepresented categories. In terms of 

gender, Representative Tulsi Gabbard, Senator Kirsten Gillibrand, Senator Kamala 

Harris, Senator Amy Klobuchar, Senator Elizabeth Warren, and Marianne Williamson 

offered female representation. In terms of racial diversity, the 2020 election cycle saw 

candidates like Senator Corey Booker, former Secretary Julian Castro, Representative 

Tulsi Gabbard, Senator Kamala Harris, and Andrew Yang provide representation for 

races other than White. However, there have not been nearly as many films with leading 

characters who identify as sexual orientation other than heterosexual. For example, 

gender and race film categories each had at least one film with a superhero from their 

category. No studio has produced a superhero film featuring a main character from the 

LGBTQ community. This could explain why 2020 only had one presidential candidate 

from the LGBTQ community, Mayor Pete Buttigieg. However, there has still been an 

increase in representation of each diversity category in films and among presidential 

candidates.  
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Implications 

 This study presents implications for political parties to consider when choosing 

candidates to run for higher office and for advocates of underrepresented communities. 

This study also highlights the critical and box office successes of films with leading 

characters from underrepresented communities. The connection of these successes to the 

characters who exemplify the presidential personality traits of Achievement Striving and 

Assertiveness suggests a demand for diverse presidential candidates with the same traits. 

This can be useful for political parties when they are identifying and selecting candidates 

to encourage to run. Additionally, advocacy groups for underrepresented communities 

can utilize the power and influence of film over society and politics and use their 

resources to lobby for continued increases in representation in film.  

  

Future Studies 

 The intention of this thesis is to explore the possible beneficial outcomes from 

positive representation of traditionally underrepresented communities through film in 

contrast to the more numerous studies on the detrimental impact of lack of representation 

or negative representation for these same groups. The research completed for this thesis 

unearthed additional questions that deserve further scrutiny.  

 As the results from the 2020 election are finalized, there have already been 

several examples of the increased diversity representation in candidates and victories for 

political offices outside the race for the presidency. An expanded study on the increase in 

these underrepresented candidates running for office across the country should be 

explored to examine the larger impact of representation in film on society. Additionally, 
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the scope of influence could be widened to broader media representation including 

television and streaming services over a longer period of time than this study’s scope.  

 This study found that there was evidence of increased representation for the 

LGBTQ community, but it is still lacking compared to the other two categories of gender 

and race. It would be interesting to explore the LGBTQ candidates who have run for state 

and federal political office in the last ten years to investigate personality traits 

comparative to the presidential personality traits explored in this study. There is also an 

expectation for film studios like Marvel to introduce superhero characters who are from 

the LGBTQ community in the next phase of film releases. A study could be built around 

the existing number of candidates running and monitor to see the increase if any 

correlated to the release of that first superhero film. There would likely be an increase in 

the number of LGBTQ candidates, similar to that from the influence of films like Wonder 

Woman and Black Panther. 

 The findings of this study could be further enhanced by a sample focus group that 

watches all of the films included in this study and provide qualitative feedback of their 

impression of the leading characters. A more rigorous study using psychology researchers 

certified in NEO PI-R evaluation could have researches create an assessment of each of 

the characters from the selected films to establish a concrete connection between the lead 

characters and presidential personality traits.  

 As mentioned before, there are already several studies detailing the negative 

impact of underrepresentation and misrepresentation of characters from traditionally 

underrepresented communities. It is this researcher’s suggestion that further study be 

conducted on the constructive outcomes connected to identity found from 
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underrepresented groups being given positive representation through media beyond 

political offices. Additionally, there is an opportunity for further research on the power of 

proper representation through film and television to break down harmful stereotypes in 

society.  

 

Chapter 7: Conclusion 

 

 The findings in this study explore the authority of film over society, specifically 

regarding representation of traditionally underrepresented groups in film and presidential 

candidates leading to the 2020 election, which featured one of the most diverse group of 

candidates in the history of the United States. Further study is required to fully 

understand the correlation between increased representation in film and presidential 

candidates. Understanding the connection and power of influence film has on voters 

could be critical to protecting democracy and enhancing political outcomes.  
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Appendices 

 

 

Appendix A  
Oscar Nominations for Best Picture 

YEAR Nominees 
Underrepresented 

Lead 

2000 American Beauty N 

2000 The Cider House Rules N 

2000 The Green Mile N 

2000 The Insider N 

2000 The Sixth Sense N 

2001 Chocolat Y 

2001 Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon Y 

2001 Erin Brockovich Y 

2001 Gladiator N 

2001 Traffic N 

2002 A Beautiful Mind N 

2002 Gosford Park N 

2002 In the Bedroom N 

2002 The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring N 

2002 Moulin Rouge N 

2003 Chicago Y 

2003 Gangs of New York N 

2003 The Hours Y 

2003 The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers N 

2003 The Pianist N 

2004 The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King N 

2004 Lost in Translation N 

2004 Master and Commander: The Far Side of the World N 

2004 Mystic River N 

2004 Seabiscuit N 

2005 The Aviator N 

2005 Finding Neverland N 

2005 Million Dollar Baby Y 

2005 Ray Y 

2005 Sideways N 
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YEAR Nominees 
Underrepresented 

Lead 

2006 Brokeback Mountain Y 

2006 Capote N 

2006 Crash Y 

2006 Good Night, and Good Luck N 

2006 Munich N 

2007 Babel N 

2007 The Departed N 

2007 Letters from Iwo Jima Y 

2007 Little Miss Sunshine Y 

2007 The Queen Y 

2008 Atonement Y 

2008 Juno Y 

2008 Michael Clayton N 

2008 No Country for Old Men N 

2008 There Will Be Blood N 

2009 The Curious Case of Benjamin Button N 

2009 Frost/Nixon N 

2009 Milk Y 

2009 The Reader N 

2009 Slumdog Millionaire Y 

2010 Avatar N 

2010 The Blind Side Y 

2010 District 9 N 

2010 An Education N 

2010 The Hurt Locker N 

2010 Inglorious Basterds N 

2010 Precious: Based on the Novel "Push" by Sapphire Y 

2010 A Serious Man N 

2010 Up N 

2010 Up in the Air N 

2011 Black Swan Y 

2011 The Fighter N 

2011 Inception N 

2011 The Kids Are Alright Y 
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YEAR Nominees 
Underrepresented 

Lead 

2011 The King's Speech N 

2011 127 Hours N 

2011 The Social Network N 

2011 Toy Story 3 N 

2011 True Grit  N 

2011 Winter's Bone Y 

2012 The Artist N 

2012 The Descendants N 

2012 Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close N 

2012 The Help Y 

2012 Hugo N 

2012 Midnight in Paris N 

2012 Moneyball N 

2012 The Tree of Life N 

2012 War Horse N 

2013 Amour N 

2013 Argo N 

2013 Beasts of the Southern Wild Y 

2013 Django Unchained Y 

2013 Les Misérables N 

2013 Life of Pi Y 

2013 Lincoln N 

2013 Silver Linings Playbook N 

2013 Zero Dark Thirty Y 

2014 12 Years a Slave Y 

2014 American Hustle N 

2014 Captain Phillips N 

2014 Dallas Buyers Club N 

2014 Gravity Y 

2014 Her N 

2014 Nebraska N 

2014 Philomena Y 

2014 The Wolf of Wallstreet N 

2015 American Sniper N 
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YEAR Nominees 
Underrepresented 

Lead 

2015 Birdman N 

2015 Boyhood N 

2015 The Grand Budapest Hotel Y 

2015 The Imitation Game Y 

2015 Selma Y 

2015 The Theory of Everything N 

2015 Whiplash N 

2016 The Big Short N 

2016 Bridge of Spies N 

2016 Brooklyn Y 

2016 Mad Max: Fury Road N 

2016 The Martian N 

2016 The Revenant N 

2016 Room Y 

2016 Spotlight N 

2017 Arrival Y 

2017 Fences Y 

2017 Hacksaw Ridge N 

2017 Hell or Highwater N 

2017 Hidden Figures Y 

2017 La La Land N 

2017 Lion Y 

2017 Manchester By The Sea N 

2017 Moonlight Y 

2018 Call Me By Your Name Y 

2018 Darkest Hour N 

2018 Dunkirk N 

2018 Get Out Y 

2018 Lady Bird Y 

2018 Phantom Thread N 

2018 The Post Y 

2018 The Shape of Water Y 

2018 Three Billboards Outside of Ebbing, Missouri Y 

2019 Black Panther Y 
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YEAR Nominees 
Underrepresented 

Lead 

2019 BlackkKlansman Y 

2019 Bohemian Rhapsody Y 

2019 Favourite Y 

2019 Green Book N 

2019 Roma N 

2019 A Star is Born N 

2019 Vice N 

 
Note: Data for Appendix A is pulled from: Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences (2020). The 

Official Academy Awards® Database [Data set]. Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences. 
http://awardsdatabase.oscars.org/. 

 

 
Appendix B 
 

Top Five Domestic Box Office Sales 

 

BOX 
OFFICE 
SALES 

Top 5 Films 
Domestic Box 

Office Numbers 
Underrepresented 

Lead 

2000 How the Grinch Stole Christmas $260,044,825  N 

2000 Cast Away $233,632,142  N 

2000 Mission: Impossible 2 $215,409,889  N 

2000 Gladiator $187,683,805  N 

2000 What Women Want $182,805,123  N 

2001 Harry Potter and the Sorcerer's Stone $317,871,467  N 

2001 
The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship 
of the Ring $315,544,750  N 

2001 Monsters, Inc. $290,149,425  N 

2001 Shrek $267,655,011  N 

2001 Rush Hour 2 $226,164,286  Y 

2002 Spider-Man   $403,706,375  N 

2002 The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers $342,548,984  N 

2002 Star Wars Ep. II: Attack of the Clones $310,676,740  N 

2002 Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets $262,233,381  N 

2002 My Big Fat Greek Wedding $241,438,208  Y 

2003 Finding Nemo $380,529,370  N 

2003 
The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the 
King $377,845,905  N 
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BOX 
OFFICE 
SALES 

Top 5 Films 
Domestic Box 

Office Numbers 
Underrepresented 

Lead 

2003 
Pirates of the Caribbean: The Curse of 
the Black Pearl $305,410,819  N 

2003 The Matrix Reloaded $281,553,689  N 

2003 Bruce Almighty $242,704,995  N 

2004 Shrek $441,226,247  N 

2004 Spider-Man 2 $373,524,485  N 

2004 The Passion of the Christ $370,782,930  N 

2004 Meet the Fockers $279,167,575  N 

2004 The Incredibles $261,441,092  N 

2005 Star Wars Ep. III: Revenge of the Sith $380,270,577  N 

2005 
The Chronicles of Narnia: The Lion, the 
Witch, and the Wardrobe $291,710,957  N 

2005 Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire $290,201,752  N 

2005 War of the Worlds $234,280,354  N 

2005 King Kong $218,080,025  N 

2006 
Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Man's 
Chest $423,315,812  N 

2006 Night at the Musesum $250,863,268  N 

2006 Cars $244,082,982  N 

2006 X-Men: The Last Stand $234,362,462  N 

2006 The Da Vinci Code $217,536,138  N 

2007 Spider-Man 3 $336,530,303  N 

2007 Shrek the Third $322,719,944  N 

2007 Transformers  $319,246,193  N 

2007 Pirates of the Caribbean: At World's End $309,420,425  N 

2007 
Harry Potter and the Order of the 
Phoenix $292,137,260  N 

2008 The Dark Knight $533,720,947  N 

2008 Iron Man $318,604,126  N 

2008 
Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the 
Crystal Skull $317,101,119  N 

2008 Hancock $227,964,274  Y 

2008 WALL-E $223,808,164  N 

2009 Avatar $760,507,625  N 

2009 Transformers: Revenge of the Fallen $402,111,870  N 

2009 Harry Potter and the Half Blood Prince $302,089,278  N 
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BOX 
OFFICE 
SALES 

Top 5 Films 
Domestic Box 

Office Numbers 
Underrepresented 

Lead 

2009 The Twilight Saga: New Moon $296,623,634  Y 

2009 Up $293,004,164  N 

2010 Toy Story 3 $415,004,880  N 

2010 Alice in Wonderland $334,191,110  Y 

2010 Iron Man 2 $312,433,331  N 

2010 The Twilight Saga: Eclipse $300,531,751  Y 

2010 
Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows: 
Part I $296,131,568  N 

2011 
Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows: 
Part II $381,193,157  N 

2011 Transformers: Dark of the Moon $352,390,543  N 

2011 
The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn, Part 
1 $281,287,133  Y 

2011 The Hangover Part II $254,464,305  N 

2011 
Pirates of the Caribbean: On Stranger 
Tides $241,063,875  N 

2012 The Avengers $623,279,547  N 

2012 The Dark Knight Rises $448,139,099  N 

2012 The Hunger Games $408,010,692  Y 

2012 Skyfall $304,360,277  N 

2012 The Hobbit: An Unexpected Journey $303,003,568  N 

2013 The Hunger Games: Catching Fire $424,668,047  Y 

2013 Iron Man 3 $408,992,272  N 

2013 Frozen $400,738,009  Y 

2013 Despicable Me 2 $368,065,385  N 

2013 Man of Steel $291,045,518  N 

2014 American Sniper $350,126,372  N 

2014 The Hunger Games: Mockingjay - Part 1 $337,135,885  Y 

2014 Guardians of the Galaxy $333,172,112  N 

2014 Captain America: The Winter Soldier $259,746,958  N 

2014 The Lego Movie $257,784,718  N 

2015 Star Wars Ep. VII: The Force Awakens $936,662,225  Y 

2015 Jurassic World $652,270,625  N 

2015 Avengers: Age of Ultron $459,005,868  N 

2015 Inside Out $356,461,711  Y 

2015 Furious 7 $353,007,020  Y 

2016 Rogue One: A Star Wars Story $532,177,324  Y 



 72

 

Note: Data for Appendix B is pulled from: The Numbers®.(n.d.). Domestic Cumulative Box Office Records 

[Data set]. Retrieved November 11, 2020. https://www.the-numbers.com/box-office-records/domestic/all-
movies/cumulative/. (See Appendix A for details) 

 

Appendix C 

 

Supporting Candidate Names 

N=Traditional    Y=Underrepresented 

2000    

Al Gore N     

Bill Bradley N     

Gary Bauer N     

George W. Bush N     

John McCain N     

Malcolm Forbes N     

Orrin Hatch N 7   

Alan Keyes Y 1 8 

BOX 
OFFICE 
SALES 

Top 5 Films 
Domestic Box 

Office Numbers 
Underrepresented 

Lead 

2016 Finding Dory $486,295,561  Y 

2016 Captain America: Civil War $408,084,349  N 

2016 The Secret Life of Pets $368,384,330  N 

2016 The Jungle Book $364,001,123  Y 

2017 Star Wars Ep. VIII: The Last Jedi $620,181,382  Y 

2017 Beauty and the Beast $504,014,165  Y 

2017 Wonder Woman $412,563,408  Y 

2017 Jumanji: Welcome to the Jungle $404,508,916  N 

2017 Guardians of the Galaxy Vol 2 $389,813,101  N 

2018 Black Panther $700,059,566  Y 

2018 Avengers: Infinity War $678,815,482  N 

2018 Incredibles 2 $608,581,744  N 

2018 Jurassic World: Fallen Kingdom $417,719,760  N 

2018 Aquaman $335,061,807  Y 

2019 Avengers: Endgame $858,373,000  N 

2019 The Lion King $543,638,043  N 

2019 Star Wars: The Rise of Skywalker $515,202,542  Y 

2019 Frozen II $477,373,578  Y 

2019 Toy Story 4 $426,829,839  N 
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2004    

Bob Graham N     

Dennis Kucinich N     

Dick Gephardt N     

Howard Dean N     

Incumbent -George W. Bush N     

Joe Lieberman N     

John Edwards N     

John Kerry N     

Wesley Clark N 9   

Al Sharpton Y     

Carol Moseley Braun Y 2 11 

2008    

Chris Dodd N     

Dennis Kucinich N     

Duncan Hunter N     

Fred Thompson N     

Jim Gilmore N     

Joe Biden N     

John Edwards N     

John McCain N     

Mike Gravel N     

Mike Huckabee N     

Mitt Romney N     

Ron Paul N     

Rudy Giuliani N     

Sam Brownback N     

Tom Tancredo N     

Tommy Thompson N 16   

Alan Keyes Y     

Barack Obama Y     

Bill Richardson Y     

Hillary Clinton Y 4 20 

2012    

Gary Johnson N     

Jon Huntsman N     

Mitt Romney N     

Newt Gingrich N     

Rick Perry N     

Rick Santorum N     
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Ron Paul N     

Tim Pawlenty N 8   

Herman Cain Y     

Incumbent - Barack Obama Y     

Michelle Bachman Y 3 11 

2016    

Bernie Sanders N     

Chris Christie N     

Donald Trump N     

George Pataki N     

Jeb Bush N     

Jim Gilmore N     

Jim Webb N     

John Kasich N     

Lincoln Chafee N     

Lindsey Graham N     

Martin O'Malley N     

Mike Huckabee N     

Rand Paul N     

Rick Santorum N     

Scott Walker N 15   

Ben Carson Y     

Bobby Jindal Y    

Carly Fiorina Y    

Hillary Clinton Y    

Marco Rubio Y    

Ted Cruz Y 6 21 

2020    

Bernie Sanders N     

Beto O'Rourke N     

Bill de Blasio N     

Eric Swallwell N     

Incumbent - Donald Trump N     

Jay Inslee N     

Joe Biden N     

John Delaney N     

John Hickenlooper N     

Michael Bennet N     

Michael Bloomberg N     

Steve Bullock N     
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Tim Ryan N     

Tom Steyer N 14   

Amy Klobuchar Y     

Andrew Yang Y     

Cory Booker Y     

Elizabeth Warren Y     

Julian Castro Y     

Kamala Harris Y     

Kirsten Gillibrand Y     

Marianne Williamson Y     

Pete Buttigieg Y     

Tulsi Gabbard Y 10 24 

 

Note: Data for Appendix C is pulled from two sources: Kondik, K. & Skelley, G. (2015). Eight Decades of 

Debate, A brief history of presidential primary clashes. [Data set]. UVA Center for Politics. 
https://centerforpolitics.org/crystalball/articles/eight-decades-of-debate/.; BallotPedia. (n.d.). Democratic 

presidential primary debate. Retrieved November 11, 2020, 
from https://ballotpedia.org/Democratic_presidential_primary_debate_(June_26-27,_2019). 
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