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planet, or galaxy? He’s got the charisma and that indefinable personal presence that Ameri-
cans expect in their presidents. And who better than a legendary starship captain to serve 
as commander in chief of the U.S. armed forces? But then again, Kirk’s a hotheaded, impa-
tient cowboy with a flagrant disregard for procedure, process, and propriety. He’s been 
demoted or disciplined more often than they changed the oil on the Enterprise. And just like 
Bigfoot, he isn’t married. Americans expect their presidents, even the ones who are “dating” 
their interns, to be properly spousified. And when Kirk actually gets into office, things will 
probably get a bit rough. As a starship captain, he’s used to unquestioning loyalty and imme-
diate responses to his every command, and that’s not the way the whole checks and bal-
ances, separation of powers structure of a modern democratic government works. Kirk 
really isn’t the kind of person who is going to work well with Congress, and when he gets 
frustrated with the bureaucracy, he’s likely to set his phaser to liquefy and blast away, which 
really, really isn’t ideal. Besides, he’s a fictional character. If there’s even the slightest chance 
that Bigfoot exists, that’s still more real than a fictional character that everyone knows for 
certain is completely and totally made up.

Even though Kirk would make a lousy president, the U.S. presidency still provides a 
perfect example of the contrast between the reality and the ideal of the executive struc-
ture of government. Through fiction and the idolization of many past presidents, we have 
built up an ideal and impossible image of the presidency as a political institution. In truth, 
there are no superhero politicians who can step into the White House and get what they 
want accomplished while simultaneously staying above the fray of politics and occasion-
ally leaping tall buildings in a single bound.* Instead, there are genuine human beings who 
operate within real and very imperfect political systems. Since the New Deal and World 
War II, the nation has expected a great deal out of its presidents—far more than is real-
istically possible—given the limitations of the office. Still, Americans want their presidents 

* Arnold Schwarzenegger does not count. First, he is not human; he is an android sent back from a heavily accented future. Second, 
all that bulletproof super-robot stuff was actually performed by a bulletproof stunt robot named Larry. And, as California politics have 
repeatedly demonstrated, not even “the Governator” can stay above the political fray.

ON THE OTHER SIDE OF THE BIFRÖST
A Norse god may ask you to ...

•• Identify the differences between the head of government and head of 

state—neither of which concern a head of hair.

•• Describe the institutionalization of the early executive, something that does not include padded walls in  

a white cell.

•• Explain how natural law makes the monarchy accountable only to GODTM.

•• Explain democratic constraints and accountability for presidents and prime ministers.
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