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Dilma Rousse�’s presidency ended in controversial form. The first woman

elected to the position in Brazil, Rousse�’s 2016 impeachment was seen as

a coup by her supporters and as a necessary step for democracy by her

detractors. With the Brazilian economy facing its worst recession in history and

the Car Wash corruption scandal ravaging the political class, critics continually

raised questions about Rousse�’s leadership style and abilities. This article

analyzes how this criticism in part can be attributed to gendered subjective

understandings of preferred leadership traits. Using a thematic analysis of

interviews with political actors in five di�erent Brazilian states conducted in

2017 and 2018, we demonstrate that gender stereotypes and sexism fueled

criticisms about women’s political leadership. While Rousse�’s presidency

was riddled with problems, the president’s leadership style and abilities were

scrutinized in distinct gendered ways, indicating a gendered double bind and

a backlash against women in politics.
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Introduction

In March of 2009, during a conference called “More Women in Power,” then Chief

of Staff Dilma Rousseff addressed her infamous brash personality: “In the spheres of

power, a woman stops being seen as fragile, and that’s unforgivable. This is where the

history of the tough woman starts. It is true. I am a tough woman surrounded by

tender men” (de Gois, 2009)1. At that time, Rousseff held Brazil’s most powerful cabinet

position, and rumors of a presidential run were gaining traction. Seven years later, after a

successful presidential election campaign in 2010 and a victorious though contentious

reelection in 2014, Rousseff was impeached and ultimately removed from power in

1 The expression used by Rousse� in Portuguese was homens meigos. There are di�erent ways to

translate the word meigo to English, including tender and gentle. There is a gendered component in

this expression, where men showing tenderness/gentleness may be seen as less masculine.
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2016. Throughout Rousseff ’s tenure and especially during the

impeachment proceedings, political actors and the general

population questioned her leadership skills and fitness for office

(Zdebskyi et al., 2015; de Bolle, 2016; Dantas, 2019; dos Santos

and Jalalzai, 2021).

Using a thematic analysis of original interviews with political

actors, we demonstrate that gender stereotypes and sexism

fueled criticisms of Rousseff, constituting a backlash against

women’s political leadership more broadly. Presidents of Brazil

regularly face intense scrutiny. Fernando Collor de Melo’s 1992

impeachment proceedings (Villa, 2016) and Jair Bolsonaro’s

current confrontations (Hunter and Power, 2019) are just two

examples. While Rousseff ’s presidency was riddled with issues,

including one of the largest corruption scandals ever uncovered

(Watts, 2017; Ellis, 2018) and a severe economic crisis (de Bolle,

2016; dos Santos and Jalalzai, 2021), the President’s leadership

style and abilities were scrutinized in distinct gendered ways,

suggestive of backlash against women in politics.

Male dominated systems have slowly ceded women political

rights, first with suffrage followed by formal and informal

procedures solidifying women’s rights to hold elected office

(Towns, 2019). The modern political system has allowed for

a gradual increase in the number of women in politics: as

of 2021, women hold 25 percent of parliamentary positions

worldwide, including 28 percent of women holding deputy

speaker of parliament positions and 21 percent of speaker of the

parliament positions (Inter-Parliamentary Union, 2021). While

gains have been constant since the second half of the twentieth

century, these numbers are still disappointing given that women

constitute roughly half of the world’s population. The figures

are more skewed when analyzing elected national executive

positions. A mere 54 women have been elected to such posts in

modern history, meaning the ratio of women elected to men is

derisorily low (Reyes-Housholder, 2021). Even when including

non-elected executive positions, far<10 percent of all presidents

and prime ministers worldwide are women, which reinforces

the masculine nature of this institution (Baturo and Gray, 2018;

Jalalzai, 2019).

This research contributes to the growing literature

on women in executive power worldwide (Genovese and

Steckenrider, 2013; Jalalzai, 2013; Thames and Williams, 2013;

Skard, 2014; Montecinos, 2017; Baturo and Gray, 2018; Wiltse

and Hager, 2021) and in Latin America (Jalalzai, 2015; Reyes-

Housholder, 2016, 2019; Waylen, 2016; Reyes-Housholder and

Thomas, 2018; dos Santos and Jalalzai, 2021). Globally, numbers

of women presidents and prime ministers have more than

tripled since 1960, the first year a woman governed as a prime

minister (Jalalzai, 2019). In Latin America, women started to

make noticeable presidential gains; in 2010, four countries in

the region had female presidents and all were elected by the

popular vote (Jalalzai, 2015). The “wave” of women presidents

in Latin America, however, proved short-lived. When Michelle

Bachelet’s second term in Chile ended inMarch 2018, no women

presidents remained. It was not until January 2022 that another

(elected) woman served as president (Ernst, 2021).

By focusing on the gendered obstacles women confront

once in power, this article expands the literature on women

executives. Scholars have addressed conditions facilitating

or obstructing women’s ascensions such as institutional

arrangements and structural factors (Jensen, 2008; Jalalzai, 2013;

Lee, 2017; Baturo and Gray, 2018; Wiltse and Hager, 2021).

Increasingly, explorations assess whether and howwomen prime

ministers and presidents affect women’s political empowerment

as policy makers, cabinet selectors, and symbols (Jalalzai, 2015,

2019; Reyes-Housholder and Schwindt-Bayer, 2016; Adams,

2017; dos Santos and Jalalzai, 2021). We aim to contribute to

the relatively understudied area of gendered perceptions and

governance for women presidents.

Gendered double bind and
misogynistic backlash

Given recent setbacks of women presidents including

Park Geun-hye of South Korea and Dilma Rousseff, both

impeached, scholars must better understand whether women

face greater scrutiny for lackluster performances in their

leadership capacities or alleged engagement in inappropriate

behavior. Some evidence suggests that women executives indeed

are judged more harshly. Carlin et al. (2019) find that women

presidents are less popular and face more extreme approval

changes than their male counterparts, especially in issues

related to security and corruption. Reyes-Housholder (2019)

provides confirmation that women presidents of Latin America

encounter greater pressure to offer moral leadership, being

viewed more negatively than their male colleagues in contexts

of presidential scandal and executive corruption.

Our study extends research on the double-bind and

misogynistic backlash women in politics face, specifically

women presidents. The double bind “emerges when desirable

traits require more investment or are associated with different

burdens, for members of non-dominant groups” (Teele et al.,

2018, p. 525). Manne (2018, p. 34) defines misogyny as “a system

that polices, punishes, dominates, and condemns those women

who are perceived as an enemy or threat to the patriarchy.”

Women challenging the status quo are punished for deviating

from the prevailing norm.

The gendered double bind is a complex phenomenon that

likely influenced the behavior of President Dilma Rousseff in

distinct ways, including her attempts to comply with gendered

assumptions of leadership and to challenge or defy these

assumptions. In that context, the consequences of complying

and challenging gendered assumptions led to very distinct

reactions from political actors. Another theme connecting

Rousseff ’s presidency to the gendered double bind was the

constant comparison between her leadership (and leadership
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style) to that of the men preceding and following her in the

presidency, as well as comments about how Rousseff would have

been treated differently if she was aman. In our thematic analysis

we observed a pattern where comments relating Rousseff ’s

challenge of gendered assumptions and those emphasizing the

comparison of her leadership to that of men were followed

by or included discussions about the backlash suffered by the

President, overwhelmingly defined as misogyny or misogynistic

acts against her.

Rousseff was not the only president who has endured

the challenges of being a woman in a position of executive

leadership. Other women presidents such as Michelle Bachelet,

Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, and Laura Chinchilla dealt with similar

issues. One of the many challenges women presidents face is

gaining a seat at the table in the first place. As Schwindt-Bayer

puts it, “Women face a political environment long dominated by

men in which it is difficult for women to break into the informal

networks that underlie the power structure” (Schwindt-Bayer,

2010, p. 32). This makes it difficult for women to gain access

to essential political resources and keeps them marginalized in

the political world. Jalalzai expands on this stating, “executive

power arrangements are masculine because they are centralized

and hierarchical, making it difficult for women to break into

these roles” (Jalalzai, 2010, p. 140). The structure of executive

leadership positions itself hinders the ability of women to get

positions of executive leadership, but this does not mean that

women have not attempted to win executive elections. For

example, by 2013 at least 38 women in 25 African countries

had sought the presidency but only one was successful, Ellen

Johnson Sirleaf (Jalalzai, 2013). As mentioned, in 2014, there

were even four women presidents governing at the same time.

Now in 2022, only one woman holds a presidential position in

Latin America. The presidency has been a historically masculine

office. Although more women are changing this narrative, this

does not constitute a significant shift in roles and expectations.

Electing a few women to the highest office “might be seen

as achieving some cracks in the ceiling...to eliminate the glass

ceiling completely will take much more than women reaching

the highest office” (Cortès-Conde and Boxer, 2015, p. 65).

Societal gender dynamics dictate expectations for political

leaders as well as understandings of leadership traits in

politics and beyond. In any position, women must break

down barriers and demonstrate their belonging (Ragins

et al., 1998; Jalalzai, 2013; Baumann, 2017). Long established

gendered logics determine professional expectations ascribing

certain “feminine” and “masculine” behaviors as acceptable or

unacceptable (Acker, 2012), normally placing ascribed positive

masculine traits and behaviors as desirable leadership traits.

The gendered institutions and norms shaping society, and

more specifically, influencing our understandings of leadership,

lead to distinct expectations for women (Jamieson, 1995).

Individuals prefer leaders who possess stereotypically masculine

“agentic” traits (such as assertiveness, confidence, forcefulness,

dominance) rather than communal traits associated with women

(Eagly and Karau, 2002; Eagly and Carli, 2007; Koenig et al.,

2011). When women demonstrate masculine traits, they face

backlash for violating expected gendered behaviors (Jamieson,

1995; Rudman, 1998; Eagly and Karau, 2002; Valdini, 2019).

The national executive political space has been historically

constructed for men and by men, evident by the lack of

women as prime ministers and presidents (Jalalzai, 2013).

Women’s presence in political leadership creates a social role

incongruency that impacts how individuals evaluate and react

to a woman leader’s performance (Rosette et al., 2015). Status

incongruity describes the resistance individuals experience when

they act contrary to social role expectations (Rudman et al.,

2012). This can lead to a double bind. And while some

evidence suggests that women in politics are not necessarily

more likely to receive negative reactions due for displaying

assertiveness (Brooks, 2011; Karl and Cormack, 2021; Hargrave

and Blumenau, 2022), there is limited research on what happens

when the national chief executive is a woman and displays such

characteristics. These gendered assumptions about leadership

traits place unique pressures on women, often putting them in

an irreconcilable place in this rhetorical space where women’s

identity construct exists as only one of two alternatives: feminine

or competent. “To be a woman (i.e., to have a womb) and

to perform feminine qualities conflicts with the perceptions of

competence” (Harp et al., 2016, p. 195). Power is attributed to

men, meaning that to be a woman is to lack power. As Jamieson

(1995, p. 14) states, the double bind is “constructed to deny

women access to power and, where individuals manage to slip

past their constraints, to undermine their exercise of whatever

power they achieve.” Women must then keep an “appropriate”

attitude to be considered qualified enough to do their job. They

carry the daunting task of acting somewhere between masculine

and feminine, but it “is challenging and often at odds with

women’s identity and experienced conflicts between life and

work” (Bierema, 2016, p. 119). Therefore, “every woman is

the wrong woman” (Anderson, 2017, p. 132) because women

cannot find the right balance to femininity and masculinity to be

considered competent. “Women who are considered feminine

will be judged incompetent, and women who are competent,

unfeminine” (Jamieson, 1995, p. 16).

Misogyny is a characteristic of social systems in which

women face hostilities because they are women in a man’s world

and fail to live up to specific gendered standards (Manne, 2018,

p. 34). Misogyny tends to be personal (i.e., targeting very specific

women) but it is in its essence political, because it can be seen as

an attempt to send a broader message that women as a group

should have no part in the political process or should at least

act in accordance with their expected gender roles (Krook, 2017,

p. 75). Backlash against women in politics and specific cases of

misogyny in the political arena can, therefore, be associated with

attempts to increase women’s empowerment.

The gender and politics literature has focused especially on

the ways the gendered double bind and misogynistic backlash

affect voter’s perception of women politicians and the prospects
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of women’s election. Scholarship on women executives examines

factors that may help or hinder women’s ability to gain foothold

as well. But what happens after a woman president gets elected?

How do the double bind and gendered backlash affect a woman’s

ability to lead? To answer these questions, we focus on political

actors’ perceptions of the presidency of Brazil’s first woman

president, Dilma Rousseff. This is an important case study

because Rousseff led a strong presidential system for 6 years, was

democratically elected and re-elected, and was impeached and

ultimately removed from her position. This means that Rousseff

was able to transcend the obstacles women traditionally face but

was forcibly removed from office, allowing us to analyze her rise

and fall through gendered lenses.

Materials and methods

We use a thematic analysis of interviews with political actors

in Brazil (for a detailed discussion, see the Appendix). Thematic

analysis attempts to “arrive at an understanding of a particular

phenomenon from the perspective of those experiencing it”

(Vaismoradi et al., 2013, p. 398). It facilitates identifying themes

arising in interviews and others forms of data collection,

providing a rich context to expand on complex concepts and

recognize patterns that can strengthen conceptual and empirical

discussions (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Terry et al., 2017).

Thematic analysis captures nuanced concepts. The various

steps in coding the data allow researchers to refine their

approach and to find patterns and themes not previously

identified. Here, we develop a thematic analysis focusing on

the gendered double bind and backlash and then systematically

follow best practices suggested by Braun and Clarke (2006) and

Terry et al. (2017). The interview data we use was originally

collected in 2017 and 2018, transcribed (in Portuguese) and

translated to English. A group of seven researchers (including

all co-authors) worked in different stages of the project to

develop a thematic analysis of 90 interviews (see Table 1 and

Appendix). The profile of interview subjects (mostly women2)

helps us identify themes related to the gendered double

bind and backlash since the subjects themselves experience

and think about the topic regularly. Using this data, the

goal of the process is to develop a conceptualization and

2 It is important to note that while most of our interviewees were

women, not all fully supported president Rousse�. Interviews were

conducted with journalists and academics who were critical of her

government, and with politicians from the opposition. Moreover, as

discussed in dos Santos and Jalalzai (2021) many of the women

interviewed experienced a complex relationship with Rousse� and

her administration: activists and political actors directly involved in

the policymaking process were very critical of many of Rousse�’s

policies while emphasizing the role of misogyny and gendered backlash

throughout her presidency and especially during the impeachment

process.

qualitative measure/discussion of the gendered double bind and

gendered backlash.

Part of the research team (two of the co-authors and

one research assistant) spent the summer of 2019 exploring

the literature on Dilma Rousseff ’s presidency and identifying

possible themes related to Rousseff ’s leadership. While other

themes stood out (Phase 3 on Table 1), the gendered double

bind appears directly and indirectly throughout the interviews,

while misogynistic backlash appears most times in connection

and relation to the gendered double bind. Phase 4, conducted

by three co-authors and one research assistant, involved

identifying sentences and paragraphs connecting to a broad

conceptualization of the gendered double bind and misogynistic

backlash in a random sample of the interview dataset. Data

strings broadly defining these concepts were analyzed for nuance

inside these data strings. For Phase 5 the researchers (all of the

co-authors) developed subcategories (or sub themes) present

inside the previously coded data, using a consensus model to

identify the subcategories present in all 90 interviews conducted.

The increasing familiarity with the interview data over

various phases was vital to the analysis, as thematic analyses

require researchers to deeply engage with data (Terry et al.,

2017). Researchers first coded interview transcripts for the

double bind and then reread quotes selected for the double

bind to code for subcategories. The researchers’ close work

and immersion in the interview transcripts helped highlight the

complexity of the gendered double bind and its connection to

misogynistic backlash. The transition of focusing on themes

initially selected, to the themes explored by three researchers

(Phase 3 in Table 1) to finally the focus on subthemes of the

gendered double bind (including misogynistic backlash) also

highlights the importance of viewing analysis as a flexible and

interpretative process as emphasized by thematic analysis (Terry

et al., 2017).

From gendered double bind to
misogynistic backlash

Once they get a foot in the door, women still face various

challenges in their positions. One of these is the gendered

double bind. Because men have dominated presidencies,

there are certain gendered expectations. The public often

associates leadership with traits like aggression, competitiveness,

dominance, and rationality. For women, it may be harder

to demonstrate these qualities because constituents have

specific expectations of men and women. More specifically,

they tend to associate men with “masculine” traits and

women with “feminine” traits. Male traits typically include

the qualities envisioned with political leadership such as

aggression, competition, dominance and rationality. Feminine

traits typically include being more caring, compassionate,

nurturing, and emotional. When women do demonstrate

“masculine” traits, it has the potential to undermine their
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TABLE 1 Thematic analysis—phases and best practices [Adapted from (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Terry et al., 2017)].

Thematic analysis

phase

Best practices Process

Phase 1: Data collection Transcription of interviews (checking for accuracy) Interviews professionally transcribed and translated

Phase 2: Generalizing

initial codes

Code interesting features of data in systematic fashion,

comprehensive coding

Coding of entire dataset developed by two of the co-authors while a

research assistant read a sample of interviews looking for possible

themes not addressed by the original researchers

Phase 3: Searching for

themes

Collate codes into potential themes, gathering more relevant

information

Themes identified: Double Bind, Backlash, Discussions about

Leadership Style, Discussion of Competence/Incompetence. Ten

interviews coded by one researcher

Phase 4: Reviewing

themes

Checking how themes work in relation to coding extracts

and entire dataset. Check themes against each other

Theme narrowed to focus on Gendered Double Bind and Backlash.

Four researchers code interviews focusing solely on themes

Phase 5: Reviewing and

naming themes

Defining and naming themes, generating clear definitions

and names for each theme

Group of five researchers develop categories and relationships with the

themes from Phase 4

Phase 6: Producing the

report

Analysis of data, looking for coherence and logical

interpretation (not just paraphrasing). Produce compelling

narrative

Co-authors meet to discuss dataset consisting of four themes identified

and cataloged (Phase 5) and develop narrative outlining the

relationship between data

See Methodological Appendix.

leadership. Burns and Murdie explain, “women are perceived

more negatively by the public for exhibiting the same behaviors

as men. This means that women acting assertively violate

gendered expectations and may be penalized more for this

behavior” (Burns andMurdie, 2018, p. 473). Not only are women

in positions of leadership viewed negatively for behaving in the

same manner as men, but when they do behave the way they

are expected to as a woman, they aren’t seen as fit to lead. For

example, “In her first campaign in 2005, Bachelet was routinely

criticized for her more consensual approach to leadership that

differed from an authoritative, directive style strongly associated

with presidential power. Her opponents claimed that she simply

was not “presidential” or lacked competence” (Schwindt-Bayer,

2018, p. 24).

The gendered double bind not only makes it difficult for

women leaders to get a spot at the table in the first place, but

it also creates challenges during their time in office, as evidenced

by our findings. Rousseff had to navigate a political terrain that

faulted her for acting too feminine. Yet, if she behaved in a

masculine manner, she was labeled as harsh and overbearing.

In some instances, the consequence of the double bind was

misogynistic backlash targeting President Rousseff, a gendered

backlash affecting women because of their gender identity.

Discussions about Rousseff ’s impeachment and the sexism

andmisogyny behind the process have been discussed in popular

media (Hao, 2016; Hertzman, 2016; Romero and Kaiser, 2016)

and in scholarly works (Zdebskyi et al., 2015; Cardoso and

Souza, 2016; Santiago and Saliba, 2016; dos Santos and Jalalzai,

2021). In this work we will focus on misogyny as identified by

our interviewees in the context of Rousseff ’s 6 years in power,

specifically emphasizing the connection between misogynistic

backlash and the gendered double bind dynamics identified. The

themes identified in our analysis will serve as the driving points

for the remainder of this paper. In the following section we

provide a more nuanced definition for each of the subcategories

identified (see Table 2), providing stand-alone definitions and

examples from the data combined with descriptive analyses

of key moments in Rousseff ’s presidency that exemplify the

dynamic between our nuanced proposal for analyzing the

gendered double bind, misogynist backlash, and its consequence

on Rousseff ’s presidency.

The four subcategories identified appeared in the data at

varying levels (see Tables 3, 4). Two themes appeared in higher

proportion: Comparison to Men and Misogyny. Comments

themed as comparison to men appeared in almost half of all

interviews and represented 36 percent of all comments codified.

Comments themed as misogyny were the majority comments

(38 percent) and appeared in 44 percent of all interviews. In

other words, interviewees were most cognizant of Rousseff ’s role

as president in comparison to other male politicians and former

presidents, as well as the ways Rousseff was punished during her

administration because of gendered expectation and backlash.

While appearing with less frequency in the interviews, the

other two themes provide important context to understanding

possible sexist backlash during the presidency of Brazil’s first

woman president. Discussions on how Rousseff attempted

to comply with gendered expectations ascribed to women

(Complying with the Double Bind) appeared in over 10

percent of the comment coded and interviews conducted.

Meanwhile, discussion on how Rousseff challenged the gendered

expectations of her position (Challenging the Double Bind)

appeared in over one fifth of all interviews, constituting 16

percent of all comments coded.

The description of the numerical occurrence of the thematic

analysis provides a starting point to a qualitative analysis of

each theme, focusing on the connection between each theme,

Frontiers in Political Science 05 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpos.2022.926579
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science
https://www.frontiersin.org


Jalalzai et al. 10.3389/fpos.2022.926579

TABLE 2 Gender double bind and the dynamics of backlash: from

double bind to misogyny.

Double bind “Desirable traits require more investment or are

associated with different burdens, for members of

non-dominant groups” (Teele et al., 2018, p. 525)

Gendered double

bind

“Female leaders face two expectations: They must meet,

first, their roles as leaders and, second, their roles as

women... If they act in an assertive, dominant, and

aggressive manner, they are being a good leader—but

this also violates assumptions about them as women”

(Burns and Murdie, 2018, p. 472)

Comparison to men “Because, in fact, the idea that women when they arrive

is as if they have to always prove something beyond

what it would require of a man” (Respondent 33, July

26, 2017)

Compliance with

double bind

“Anyway, right, Dilma in the electoral program, she

was presented cooking, the grandson... again the very

question of motherhood” (Respondent 9, July 9, 2017)

Challenging the

double bind

“She did not need a man on the side to be legitimate as

president of the Republic, because she takes power

without being married, without having a man on her

side” (Respondent 85, July 30, 2018)

Consequence of

double bind

Misogyny

“And I think that Dilma paid a very high price for being

a woman. It is visible the disrespectful way the

population treated her, a reasonable portion of the

Brazilian population and the Brazilian elite treated her

disrespectful” (Respondent 36, July 27, 2017)

especially the connection between the three themes directly

related to the gendered double bind (comparison, complying,

and challenging) and the misogynistic backlash that followed.

Comparison to men

One of the subcategories identified was comparisons of

Dilma Rousseff to men, both comparing Rousseff to male

political figures and describing how things would be different

if Rousseff were a man. Thus, we found that there is both an

abstract component and practical component to her comparison

to men. In an abstract sense, we often saw the phrase, “if

she were a man” to describe how a situation would have

played out differently had Dilma not been a woman. The

narrative portrayed in our interviews is of a system that “favors

men” (Respondent 88, July 31, 2018), with “no open gender

discrimination, but the fact that [a politician] is a man is

a plus” (Respondent 8, July 5, 2017). When discussing this

comparison more concretely, there is a focus on Rousseff ’s

abrasive personality, the “tough woman around tender men.”

The quote below provides more context:

Yes, and they said that she was a hard person, that

she could not talk to anyone, that she had an authoritarian

way of speaking. Everything that for men appears as a

compliment “no, he is a hard person, a self-confident person

who knows what he wants.” To her was presented as negative

“no, she does not know how to talk, she is hard, she is

this” in a negative way. How they talk to us, women. We

have reached a certain position, we are being harsh, we

are deviating from to how to be a woman, who is sweet,

transparent, quiet and such. The form of Dilma being is

the form of women who manage to be strong within a

completely patriarchal world, facing this order that exists

(Respondent 79, July 25, 2018).

Various interviewees also directly compared Rousseff to

male political leaders. Some comparisons questioned the unfair

treatment Rousseff received, especially in comparison to Michel

Temer, themanwho succeeded her in power.More interestingly,

with Lula as her same party predecessor, comparisons between

Rousseff and Lula were common and gendered in distinct ways.

One interviewee says, “Lula was also charismatic, and she is

not, and it was never required of her to fulfill this role, to be

charismatic” (Respondent 3, June 30, 2017). Others state that

“Lula was a political animal, he could have a Dilma in the

center, more technical. Dilma was not this political animal, she

had to have that political animal underneath and she did not

have it” (Respondent 22, July 18, 2017). So, while comparisons

between Rousseff and her successor (who was vilified by Rousseff

supporters throughout) emphasized the double standard women

face, comparisons between Rousseff and her predecessor subtly

questioned Rousseff ’s political abilities, indicating that the

gendered double bind affected even how her supporters viewed

her leadership skills.

Complying with the double bind

Another theme that arose was how Rousseff complied

with the double bind during her campaign and presidency.

To gain popularity or appear more likable, Rousseff adopted

a “Mother of Brazil” persona in the media (dos Santos and

Jalalzai, 2014). During the campaign, the birth of her grandson

allowed Rousseff ’s campaign to emphasize her motherly (and

grandmotherly) role (mentioned in five interviews a total of

thirteen times). But Rousseff also emphasized motherhood

and gendered traits throughout her presidency. For example,

in Mother’s Day speeches, Rousseff emphasized the role of

motherhood and motherly traits as essential to the development

of the country (dos Santos and Jalalzai, 2014). Another

interesting political moment was shared by an interviewee:

“I think sometimes she used the female condition in

a positive way. When there was that Brazilian who was

between life and death in Indonesia for drug trafficking, the
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TABLE 3 Total comments and ratio.

Comparison Complying Challenging Misogyny Total

Unique comments coded 67 19 30 72 188

Percentage of total comments % 36 10 16 38 100

TABLE 4 Comments in unique interviews.

Comparison Complying Challenging Misogyny Total

Unique interviews 42 10 20 39 89

Percentage of all interviews % 47 11 22 44 100

guy was going to be executed and there was an appeal and

she contacted the president of Indonesia and spoke: ‘I appeal

as president of the republic and asmother.’ She tried tomake

a humanitarian appeal, but also of a woman, has a greater

weight so. And at the same time, she used this condition of

woman, but I think in that context was very appropriate, you

try to sensitize a president of the republic as president and as

mother has a greater weight” (Respondent 9, July 9, 2017).

While this was the least common category of analysis (see

Tables 3, 4), complying with the double bind once again provides

evidence of the impossible task for women executive leaders.

Women must appeal to feminine traits and other gendered

identities such as mother and grandmother but must do so in

the context of a political role that requires leadership traits that

undermine the importance of feminine traits and identities. In

complying with the double bind, Rousseff, and arguably other

women leaders, must navigate a difficult political landscape,

emphasizing gendered roles when deemed (or calculated as)

appropriate without letting go of masculine leadership traits.

In other words, they must comply with gendered expectations

even though their political role and their presence in this role

fundamentally challenges the status quo.

Challenging the double bind

Although, at times, Rousseff chose to exhibit traditional

feminine traits to avoid criticism, our analysis suggests she

often went against these norms. The researchers identified

passages where interviewees talked about Rousseff acting in

ways that differed from traditional gendered (feminine) norms.

These statements emphasize instances where Rousseff exhibited

stereotypical masculine traits and/or did not follow traditional

feminine expectations. Several interviewees emphasized

Rousseff ’s career trajectory and personal life as transgressions

to established gendered norms. For example, on the day of her

inauguration, “She paraded in an open car with her daughter,

without a man on his side, without a male figure. And an adult

daughter, so it was not a child, it was a woman, a professional,

an adult daughter that did not depend on her” (Respondent 34,

July 26, 2017). Rousseff ’s decision to participate in the parade

broke away from a traditional family structure, instead showing

her independence as a divorced mother, as a woman who does

not need the help of a man. “It was not an image reinforcing the

image of mother, it was reinforcing the image of woman, but I

do not know how that was seen in the world” (Respondent 34,

July 26, 2017).

Some interviewees explained how Rousseff ’s personality

and style transgressed expected feminine traits and prevented

her from connecting with other female political figures and

women in general. One interviewee expressed this opinion:

“women complained, for example, is that women could not

talk to Dilma about her being a woman” (Respondent 21, July

17, 2017). Another interviewee expanded: “People didn’t see

Dilma as a woman because the way she presented herself, or

in a meeting. She was a person who swears a lot (. . . ). If she

was in a meeting with other people, not just subordinates,

anyone, she was swearing, you see all the time” (Respondent

87, July 31, 2018). Here the interviewee suggests Rousseff ’s

swearing was more masculine, and that it was her choice to not

appear as a woman. Although some of the interviews simply

highlighted how Rousseff was “strong,” “firm,” or “hard,” others

seemed to criticize her inability to express female and maternal

characteristics, such as being “caring” or “sensitive.” Respondent

87 continued, “I am not blaming her for doing that, but by doing

that I think she was not seen as a woman, like these caring or

sensitive women, that was looking for children, as they would

expect a woman would be. She was seen as this strong, actually

even as not a polite person” (July 31, 2018).

Rousseff received criticism for choosing not to fulfill

traditional feminine roles. Although these behaviors are

acceptable for men, even the women we interviewed (including

women who supported Rousseff) sometimes struggled with

the interpretation of these transgressions: some saw Rousseff ’s

transgressions as a negative aspect of her leadership style. “She

was a woman alone, she was a woman without a man, without

a husband. This was quietly used against her. When she was

tough in the meetings, it was common to say: now she has

PMS” (Respondent 63, July 19, 2018). The connection between
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her arguably masculine leadership style to an age-old sexist

trope regarding women’s mental state and their menstrual cycle

exemplify the kind of backlash that women can receive when

transgressing/not complying with expected gendered traits.

Backlash: Misogyny as a consequence

Our thematic analysis emphasized three ways in which

the gendered double bind influenced Rousseff ’s presidency:

comparisons to men, compliance with gendered expectations,

and challenging gendered expectations. We identified another

themed related to the gendered double bind: the misogynistic

backlash Rousseff endured during her presidency. The

researchers coded for misogyny when passages discussed hatred

for women and specific prejudice against Rousseff related

to the fact that she is a woman. These references emphasize

Rousseff being treated differently than her male counterparts,

specifically in relation to being treated with disrespect, ridicule,

and being dismissed because she is a woman. As one interviewee

stated, “the fact that she was a woman was used against her”

(Respondent 88, July 31, 2018).

We identified the misogyny theme, keeping in mind

the conceptual and empirical debates surrounding the term

today. We conceptualize misogyny as a “system that punishes,

dominates, and condemns those women who are perceived as

an enemy or threat to the patriarchy” (Manne, 2018, p. 34). The

ways the system punishes, dominates, and condemns women

varies, but the intent is to put women in their place. In the context

of women in executive positions, the masculine and masculinist

mature of presidencies across history implies a system that is

overtly and covertly patriarchal, meaning that any attempt to

transgress pre-established expectations based on gender identity

is likely to be perceived as a threat to the “way the systemworks.”

Hence, in systems dominated by men such as executive politics,

misogyny will work in overt and covert ways (see also Krook,

2020).

Our thematic analysis identified a connection between

misogyny and two of the gendered double bind categories:

comparison to men and challenging the double bind. In other

words, when interviewees discussed these two aspects of the

gendered double bind,most also identified a connection between

them and misogynist responses toward President Rousseff.

In the two types of comparisons to men, the abstract and the

practical, misogynistic outcomes followed different logics.When

comparing Rousseff to men (“if she were a man”) interviewees

are alluding to the subtle misogynistic nature of politics, often

emphasizing that Rousseff would be “punished” for actions and

behaviors that would not warrant the same reactions if she was a

man.When directly comparing Rousseff to other men, especially

Lula, interviewees were often engaging in gendered rhetoric

that ascribed to Lula (and other men) a kind of leadership

that is seen as masculine and more competent/capable, while

downplaying Rousseff ’s own leadership abilities. It is interesting

to note that some of our subjects criticized the comparison to

men in the abstract but would then participate in this gendered

rhetoric ascribing to Lula (and other men) leadership traits that

emphasize their ability to lead over Rousseff ’s own ability. For

example, an interviewee stated: “Lula was a political animal (. . . )

Dilma was not this political animal” Respondent 22, July 17,

2017). In other words, when comparing Rousseff to men and

ascribing to these men “better” leadership qualities, subjects are

at a minimum ascribing to subtly sexist narratives.

When addressing Rousseff ’s challenges to the gendered

double bind, connections between them and misogyny were

easily identified by our interviewees. This is especially present

when connecting Rousseff ’s abrasive leadership style to the

impeachment process. Rousseff ’s demanding leadership style

established a clear transgression by the president toward the

patriarchal structure: she dared to interrupt men, to yell at men,

and to make decisions that went counter to what some of her

allies and opposition believed were best for the country. As

one interviewee put it, “men do not like being led by women.

They can be led by a scumbag like Michel Temer, Aécio. But a

woman may even be correct, but she will always be diminished”

(Respondent 6, July 4, 2017). Rousseff ’s disregard toward the

patriarchal structureled her to lose some support inside her own

party and galvanized the opposition to pursue an impeachment

process that had clear misogynistic elements into it, such as the

Tchau, Querida (Goodbye, Dear) chants and constant questions

about Rousseff ’s intelligence and appearance (dos Santos and

Jalalzai, 2021).

In sum, our thematic analysis showed that the gendered

double bind manifests itself in different ways, and that the

consequences of such manifestations also differ. When Rousseff

attempted to comply with the gendered double bind, our

interviewees sometimes criticized her for doing so or argued

that such compliance is part of the political process, but rarely

connected such actions with an attempt to put Rousseff in

her place. Conversely, discussions surrounding comparisons

of Rousseff to men and examples of Rousseff rejecting or

challenging the gendered double bind tended to link these

actions with misogynistic responses to Rousseff ’s leadership.

Discussion

This article examined how the gendered double bind

manifested itself in Dilma Rousseff ’s presidency. As the first

woman president of Brazil, Rousseff ’s time in office provided an

appropriate case study. Using a thematic analysis of interviews

with political actors in Brazil, we discovered that the double

bind resulted in Rousseff ’s comparison to men, Rousseff

complying with the double bind to gain political support and

Rousseff challenging the double bind. Throughout it all, Rousseff

experienced misogyny as Brazil’s first woman president. This
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dynamic suggests that the gendered double bind is rooted in

misogyny. While Rousseff may not have faced outright gender

hostility in all aspects of her presidency, she had to navigate

the political landscape in a way that men simply do not. She

had to walk the fine line of being not too caring but not

too firm, not too passive but not too decisive, not too quiet

but not too loud. Like countless other female leaders, Dilma

Rousseff had to work against the barrier that is the gendered

double bind.

Although Rousseff overcame many barriers to become

president in the male-dominated sector of politics, our findings

suggest she continued to face challenges while in office. In

fact, the gendered double bind likely influenced Rousseff ’s

presidency in several ways. The subcategories of the gendered

double bind illustrate the complexity to this phenomenon. The

findings show how Rousseff faced many challenges because of

her gender, as she both challenged assumptions of leadership,

fulfilled typical female roles, and was continually compared to

men. Furthermore, her competence as a political leader was

repeatedly questioned while in office.

Due to this negative treatment from being a woman, another

way Rousseff reacted to the criticism was by adhering to

traditional feminine and maternal traits. In other instances

the interviewees discussed show how she also chose to

break away from female norms by displaying strength and

independence from men. Rousseff ’s ability to both go against

gender expectations, while also at times adhering to typical

female traits, implies she recognized how her leadership was

being negatively affected by the gendered double bind. It also

implies that women must be flexible and respond in many ways

to criticism to be successful. Rousseff ’s ultimate impeachment,

however, may indicate that it is ultimately very difficult to

overcome these criticisms.

Backlash against Rousseff that led to her impeachment

ushered in an era of major policy setbacks for women. Programs

that especially benefitted poor women that Rousseff expanded

during her tenure were completely eradicated, unenforced or

underfunded (dos Santos and Jalalzai, 2021). Levels of women in

the cabinet had reached historical highs under Rousseff. When

Michel Temer took over as president, he failed to appoint a

single woman to the cabinet (Garcia-Navarro and Geo, 2016).

His successor, Jair Bolsonaro’s misogynistic rhetoric may have

contributed to rising rates of violence against women (Lavinas

and Correa, 2020). Backlash against an individual woman in

power can lead to far-reaching negative impacts on women

more broadly.
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