
 

Opinion: Frontrunner status means  Gov. Chris Christie must run 
the media gauntlet
Times of Trenton guest opinion column B y Times of Trenton guest opinion column  

on Decembe r 03, 2013 at 5:45 AM, updated Dec embe r 03, 2013 at 8:05 AM 

By Carl Golden

I n the midst of a media frenzy over whether he in tend ed to chal lenge Pres ident Jimmy Carter for the 

Democratic nominati on in 1980, the late Sen. Ted Ke nnedy causti cally obse rve d: “The press always crea tes 

a frontrunner; who else are they goi ng to turn on and savage?” 

Kennedy, of course, by his often reckless personal beha vior, provi ded plent y of material to reporters who 

wished to sava ge him, but his assess me nt of the medi a went to a large r point, one that has bede v i l ed and 

frustrated candidates and publ ic offici als alike; namel y, why doe s the medi a seem so obse ssed with 

personality flaws and foible s whil e large ly ignoring those qualiti es that matter: experie n ce, depth of inte llect, 

ability to persua de and strength of ide as?

Whil e Kenned y ’s sarcasm may have been over the top, its unde rlying mess age surface s from time to time in 

campaigns and in the offices of ele cted government, usually in response to revelations electe d offi cials 

consider margi n al rather than meaningful and not connect ed to their ability to carry out the ir publ ic 

res ponsibilitie s. 

The media respond that unea rthing personal indis cretions is a cruci al eleme n t in fully defining candidates or 

elected offici als who are, after all,  seeki ng the votin g supp o r t of the publi c. A drunk drivi n g arres t or 

pos sessi on of marijuana — youthful offenses though they may be — are relevant in the overall cont ext of 

indivi dual behavior, they say. The same applie s to an  extramari tal affai r, a contest ed divor ce, financia l 

Gov. Chris Christie, fresh off his decisi ve re-election vi ctory, may want to keep Kennedy’s warning in mind as 

he navigat es the coming yea r and remains coy about his fut ure. 

He’s been the sub je ct of speculat ion nearly since the da y he took offi ce, fuele d by his blunt style and pub lic 

scraps with anyone who stood in the path of his pol icy agenda. 

His town hall meetings, in which he alternately charmed and confronted his audiences, and the 

admi nistration ’s aggre ssive use of social media — Yo uTube, Twitter, Facebook — as promotional tools, 

attrac ted media attent ion beyond New Jersey and plac ed him in the top tier of potentia l presi denti al 

conte nders.

He’s appeared on beha lf of congressional or gubernatori al candid a t e s around the countr y, raisin g money and 

establis hing a network of contacts that will come in hand y should he deci de to move onto the national stage. 
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His elevat ion to cha irman of the Republ ican Governor ’s Associa tion next year will give him the opportunity to 

raise his profile eve n higher.

Since his 22-point re-elec tion vic tory, he’s been a ub i quito u s presence on the Sunday morning news show 

circui t, a rite of pass age for anyone wit h nationa l ambitions. 

He has not yet been designat e d the frontrun n e r, desp i te a number of nati onal polls showing him leading 

other potential Republican candidate s and holdi n g hi s own against Hillary Clinto n, deemed the stronge st 

Democratic cand idate.

If he does n’t yet full y apprec iate th e relentle ss foc us tha t await s him, he’ll quickly discove r it’s similar to 

walking point on a jungle reconnaissance patrol: Whe n the bullets start flyi ng, you’ re the mos t visi ble and 

vulnerable target.

Remembe r 2012, when Rep ubli cans were introd uc ed — in no particula r ord er — to wanna-be pre sid ents 

Perry, Gingri c h, Cain, Bac hman n and Santor u m ?

All enjoye d their moments as frontrunners and all crumbl e d under the burden of proving they fully earned 

the right and legitimat e l y deserved to be there. 

Christie has care ful ly cra fte d an image as some one unafraid to compromi se, reach accommodat ions and 

emb race a bipartisa n approac h to res olve differenc es. He’s  used it to draw a contras t with the atmosph e r e in 

Was hi n gton, D.C. — a toxic blend of grid lock and part i san bitte rness that is producing his torically low 

approv a l rating s for Congre s s. 

Even though he has engaged in simi lar slashing partisans h i p, he’s tried to balance it by asserting that his re-

election is a les son and a model for Congress to use to  make progress and compile a record of achieveme nt 

Ame ricans expect from the ir ele cted official s.

In the meantime, Christie must sti ll manage a state government facing serious problems — slow economic 

rec ove r y and job creati o n, an unempl o yment rate higher than 8 percent and a budget that appears at this 

earl y stag e to be in deficit.

He’s given no indicati on that he intends to ceas e flir ting with national ambitions or take steps to dampen 

media speculation.

He rece ived an inkling of what he face s in the chap ter devoted to him in “Double Down,” the bes t-sell ing 

boo k about the 2012 president i a l election, in which th e authors write that Christie was eliminated as Mitt 

Romney’s running mat e bec ause of “politica l land mines” in his history.

Sho ul d the nationa l media descend in force on New Jersey for a closer examination of a front-running 

Christie, it’s certain they’ll be poking at thos e land mines, hoping for a detonation.
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New Jersey may turn out to be the provi n g gro und for the Kennedy theory of media relations.

Carl Golden is a senior contributing analyst with the William J. Hughes Center for Public Policy at the Richard 

Stockton College of New Jersey. 
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