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Introduction

1

In the contemporary era the political identity and character of a 
 political leader is pivotal in dictating the success and failure of govern-
ment and opposition. In both the United Kingdom and United States 
attention upon political leaders has become saturated, with issues above 
and beyond their political and ideological objectives becoming subject 
for discussion and debate. Indeed across a broad and diverse array of 
media productions significant attention is now directed at politicians 
as much for who they are and how they socially and morally conduct 
themselves as for their policies or executive or legislative skills. This has 
been fuelled by changes in media coverage across time, the evolution of 
celebrity culture and its interplay with politics, alongside a willingness 
by the political elite to use their personal backgrounds and circum-
stances as political tools to be utilised to compete for power.

In the realm of political marketing and in the selling of the mod-
ern politician to the electorate, leadership has had a significant role 
to play in shaping popular interpretations of modern politics. Across a 
broad swathe of theory on political marketing, leadership is only one 
component part amidst a broader array of policies and ideas advanced 
to a demanding voting public. However, the increasing prominence of 
 leaders who are cast as both political leaders and as individuals suggests 
that, at the least, the voter is likely to take instruction and guidance from 
the social attributes of a political leader as much as from an in-depth 
study of their policy issues or from long-term retrospective consider-
ations. This in part helps to explain why short-term poll fluctuations 
are common irrespective of whether policy announcements have been 
made and why leaders, such as the leader of the Conservative party in 
Britain David Cameron, could manufacture changes in poll  statistics 
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2 Marketing the Populist Politician

even though new explicit policy directions were not spelled out for 
some time after his successful party leadership election in 2005.

This text evaluates the relationship between wealth, social class and 
leadership and how it is interpreted by the electorate. It argues that in 
the modern political era candidates and leaders, across a spectrum of 
political dispositions, have attempted to portray themselves as repre-
senting an imaginary and largely artificial class niche. They have used 
this portrayal so as to give themselves social and emotional ties with 
both mass and niche voting blocks. This has taken place across sev-
eral decades with leaders generally trying to suppress the features that 
elevated them to high levels of power and potential leadership, such as 
elite education and economic well-being, in favour of stories of hardship 
and struggles against adversity. There have been pronounced changes 
across time in this area of political presentation. There has been a trans-
formation from a period in 1960s America, where the American voter 
witnessed Camelot and the election of the ‘best and the brightest’, to 
a political culture which now seeks to elect candidates who, although 
they are largely from the same stock of society, seek to accentuate issues 
of hardship and ordinariness rather than issues of elitism or exception-
alism. The paradox here is clear. In order to get to positions of political 
power leaders need to avail themselves of the facilities offered by elite 
positions and status. Thereafter, in order to address the needs of the 
mass public the appearance of elitism is marginalised in favour of a 
manufactured position grounded upon market considerations. This has 
been a challenge for both presidents and prime ministers and for leaders 
of governments and opposition parties. The marriage of elite and ordin-
ary is prevalent on both sides of the Atlantic through the interaction 
and communication between political parties and, as a consequence 
the exchange of political advisors and information, the approach to 
the political marketing of the elite nature of political candidates has 
become similar in both countries.

This work evaluates how political leaders have addressed the prob-
lem of class portrayal since the 1960s in the United States and United 
Kingdom and have used social and emotional issues to form meaning-
ful bonds with the electorate. It does this by looking at a select number 
of political leaders and addressing how they manufactured changes in 
their public image and rhetoric, or accentuated points of weakness, in 
order to be more palatable and marketable to the electorate. In doing 
this it provides information on the comparative strategies used in both 
countries, allows an appreciation of which strategies worked and which 
did not and, through a chronological evaluation, charts how and why 
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Introduction 3

an evolution in this approach to political leadership and marketing has 
taken place.

The selected political leaders in this text are those who tried to mar-
ket themselves as ordinary when, in large part, they emerged from 
traditional political backgrounds, that is they were wealthy and had 
lifestyles which were not typical of the general populace. Even in cases 
where the political leaders, such as John Major and Richard Nixon, were 
from relatively ordinary backgrounds they endeavoured to market their 
childhood experiences as points through which they could advance 
images of their past as political assets. The intent and purpose of this 
work therefore is to give a general profile of how the political market-
ing of individual character, especially that related to elitism and wealth 
in politics, has evolved on both sides of the Atlantic through selected 
case studies. Naturally in a study of this type many political figures 
who might have been appropriate for consideration have to be left out 
of discussion. Individuals such as Prime Minister Harold Wilson and 
Presidents Ford and Carter all have attributes and aspects of the mar-
keting of their identity which would have made for meaningful case 
studies. However, in order to allow an appropriate combination of both 
breadth and depth, concentration has been directed at political leaders 
who give meaning and in some cases, such as John F. Kennedy, provide 
contrasts in the issue of political marketing and wealth. There are also 
omissions in the chronological evolution, but the candidates and polit-
ical leaders who are discussed provide adequate coverage of the nature 
of, and problems posed by, the issue of marketing wealthy individual 
politicians to an electorate which perceives itself as detached from, and 
doubtful of its associations with elite society.

Political marketing with respect to political identity and socio-
 economic standing has long-standing roots. In the nineteenth century 
in the United States several presidents made play of their humble ori-
gins in the prelude to political office. The pursuit and acquisition of 
the presidential office was advanced as one based on individual merit 
rather than elite standing or personal wealth. Although these market-
ing roots are important, this text takes as its foundation the politics 
of the 1950s and 1960s and the emergence of mass communication to 
inform voters of candidate attributes. This analysis of leadership and 
wealth initially looks at the leadership strategies employed by Kennedy 
and contrasts the presentation of his leadership and his emotional 
connection with the voter with the strategies employed by Richard 
Nixon. Across the period in question political presentation changed, 
albeit slowly, with a greater consideration of the visual image and an 
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4 Marketing the Populist Politician

enhanced appreciation of voter expectations about how the identity 
of the political candidate could be marketed so as to satisfy perceived 
voter demand. Much has been made of the 1960 election contest, and 
the communications strategies adopted by Kennedy and Nixon. In part 
these were about conveying political platforms but, in addition to this, 
efforts were made to accentuate some of the trials the candidates had 
endured in their personal lives. Kennedy was forced to address quer-
ies about the impact of his religion upon his political responsibility, 
and played tactfully to the elite standing of his family background and 
military experience. By contrast Nixon was largely unable to market 
his genuinely regular background, and while internally holding some 
resentment against the ‘eastern liberal elite’, was unable to transform 
this into a tangible and meaningful political criticism of Kennedy. He 
was unable to demonstrate that elite social standing was detrimental 
to the marketability of a political candidate. In this context, as a snap-
shot, elitism and the elite social position of candidates appeared to be 
of little consequence in the electoral process. This is in stark contrast 
to the contemporary era, where perceptions of elitism are consistently 
and actively suppressed, for fear that associations with elite standing 
and the wealth that accompanies it may have a corrosive impact on the 
relationship between the elector and the elected.

There have been significant changes with candidate portrayal and its 
association with wealth and social class in both the United States and 
United Kingdom. Not all candidates are suited or comfortable with a 
manufactured or re-branding of their character, and some have proven 
to be uncomfortable with the utilisation of their private lives as facets 
for political advancement. This has presented marketing issues related 
to family, with concerns about exploitation and matters of privacy com-
ing to the fore. However, even given the reservations it is clear that the 
evolution of modern politics demands a combination of the selling of 
the personal and the political, with consideration about the message 
that is delivered to the public, and its salience, being important in shap-
ing the political fortunes of both political parties and their leaders.

In advance of changes in communications and the exposure of the 
private lives and private wealth of political figures there appeared to be 
an acceptance on the part of both those who were elected and those 
who elected them that there was a social and class gap between the 
two groups. However, it is evident that by the 1970s there was a slow 
and gradual change in how the political establishment was viewed and, 
accordingly, its key players were forced to address and accommodate 
changing societal views about the personal profiles of those subject to 
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Introduction 5

election. Wealth appeared to be an issue which shaped perceptions of 
how political figures might understand the electorate, and conversely 
how the electorate perceived the character and political identity of pol-
iticians. For example, a slow but purposeful modification by Margaret 
Thatcher of her image and background was implemented so as to pre-
sent her as a female political leader in keeping with the experiences 
of both men and especially women, in the 1970s. This incorporated 
discussion of her past, her homelife, and her experiences as a woman 
and mother. These had emotional salience and played to stereotypical 
images of a woman working to conquer a predominantly male environ-
ment. Social and class issues were managed so as to portray Thatcher as 
a political figure who was legitimate and authentic as a voice for ordin-
ary Britons. It involved an effort to market a modified class position and 
to downplay any accusations of elitism. A ‘them and us’ environment 
was to be avoided, and a classless one accentuated. This was not only 
directed at contemporaneous political campaigning and marketing, but 
towards shaping Thatcher’s permanent political legacy.

This is in keeping with a broader remit within political marketing 
where the image of social inclusiveness and ordinariness is continued 
into the period following the occupation of the political office. In the 
memoirs of virtually all politicians who have left office, and those dis-
cussed in this text who have produced memoirs, suggestions are made 
that they were of a lower social standing than they actually were, or 
that they, on the grounds of character, could associate easily with mem-
bers of all social classes. In 2008, Barack Obama continued this trend 
with discussion of his humble roots and financial difficulties prior to 
his legal and political career. This further enhances the general concept 
of a reworking of class interpretations and emotional connections with 
the voter and social positioning as a central component in the market-
ing of a political identity.

In both British and American politics there has been a marked and 
rapid evolution in image manipulation and political marketing directed 
at conveying manufactured political identities. Through the 1980s on 
both sides of the Atlantic the preferred political image, and the one that 
has remained into the contemporary era, has been one where the elected 
politicians have been portrayed as ordinary and unexceptional in their 
origins, yet exceptional and gifted in their leadership. This is borne 
out through the analysis of a number of political figures addressed in 
this work. John Major presented himself as the son of circus performers 
and the product of a working-class background. President Clinton cast 
himself as the product of a problematic and disrupted childhood and 
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6 Marketing the Populist Politician

as a politician who could empathise with the problems of recession hit 
America. He conveyed issues to the electorate that gave a profile of him 
as a person as well as a political leader. Only a limited political know-
ledge was needed in order to form a bond with the candidate, and this 
played heavily upon weaknesses in the 1992 re-election campaign of 
President Bush. Blair followed suit in the United Kingdom by casting 
the Conservative party as out of touch with ordinary people and elit-
ist in its membership and leanings. He engaged personally in a series 
of populist oriented actions designed to make him and his entourage 
appear at one with the interests and emotions of 1990s Britain. This 
was achieved by using focus groups, spin-doctors and effective media 
presentation. Blair’s elite background, which had helped to elevate him 
to assume the leadership of the Labour party in the first place, was 
downplayed, while his family activities, social meetings and interests 
were accentuated to give a him universal appeal. Efforts were made 
by the Conservative party to follow this lead, but the legacy endured by 
the party and its leadership from its prior time in government during 
the 1980s and early 1990s, alongside prevailing stereotypes concerning 
its elite interests, ensured that it was hard to convince voters that the 
leadership had undergone a personality change or that the party repre-
sented and understood the needs of the ordinary person.

By 2000 the benchmark in the political marketing of class and social 
origins was clear in British and American politics. Candidates and lead-
ers could no longer afford to be perceived as elite or products of wealthy 
backgrounds, nor could they be perceived to be out of touch with the 
daily concerns of the electorate. Conspicuous wealth and the lifestyle 
that it offered was thought to be a potential barrier to gaining affin-
ity with the voter. The political response was balanced and considered, 
reflecting extensive research into what voters wanted, and what candi-
dates could realistically offer in presenting themselves at one with the 
populace. Underpinning the need of the political elite to understand 
the electorate was the use of poll statistics, market research into the 
nature of the voter as a consumer, media investigation into the role 
of character in political life, and the treatment of the political candi-
date as a ‘celebrity’, as well as a political figure. Often issues were raised 
for discussion that were not part and parcel of political debate, with 
political leaders and opposition challengers appearing on daytime chat 
shows, discussing lifestyle habits and family issues designed to make 
them appear at one with the nation. This was important in shaping 
David Cameron’s challenge for the Conservative leadership in 2005, 
and in the re-branding of Gordon Brown following Blair’s decision to 
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Introduction 7

relinquish his leadership position during 2007. Both played down their 
pasts, accentuated trying personal issues, particularly involving health 
care, and fought to hold to a social, emotional and political position 
which would endear them to the British public.

The development of a manufactured political identity has followed 
a relatively predictable path in the contemporary era. Both Gore and 
Bush, alongside the other candidates in the 2000 presidential primaries, 
sought to cast themselves as ordinary and regular Americans. This con-
tinued into 2004, when Bush and Kerry cast themselves as sharing the 
interests, feelings and emotions possessed by ordinary Americans. All of 
the major candidates in 2004 read from the same hymn sheet, identify-
ing areas of hardship, impoverishment and trying circumstances which 
aligned them with the American people. Personal childhood hardship 
and family health concerns were favourite areas for political reinven-
tion and exploitation. This was achieved through strategic and select-
ive presentation, no candidate overtly criticising any other on account 
of their wealth or social background, and all candidates casting them-
selves as being from similar backgrounds or in one form or another as 
not having been affected by wealth in an untoward manner. The result 
was a competitive endeavour to highlight personal characteristics, past 
troubles, social habits and the ordinary attributes of each candidate.

The presentation of leadership identities, both political and personal, 
as major components in modern marketing is evidently a component 
of modern politics that now occupies a prominent role in political com-
munication. An emergent feature is that political leaders may be judged 
for who they are and the lifestyle choices they make, rather than for the 
policies they advocate. The concentration on the selling of political iden-
tities, rooted in the presentation of ordinariness, gives the opportunity 
for the voter to determine political outcomes having considered issues 
that have little political meaning. Yet, social and emotional presenta-
tions, conveyed with authenticity and legitimacy, allow voters an add-
itional component through which to make a political choice. In an era 
where concentration in the centre-ground of politics is commonplace 
and policy differentiation between political parties in terms of policy 
may be difficult, this may give additional indicators which enhance 
the information available to the voter. Evidently wealth and trappings 
of elite society are factors that appear to alienate the voter. Because the 
social origins of most notable political figures are still from esteemed 
and wealthy sections of society, it has become the norm to reinvent 
the pasts of candidates and convey selected aspects which will resonate 
with the voter. While class, wealth and social standing are presented as 

9780230_522275_02_int.indd   79780230_522275_02_int.indd   7 5/26/2009   4:33:30 PM5/26/2009   4:33:30 PM



8 Marketing the Populist Politician

being issues which no longer create a divide between electors and the 
elected, part of the reason for this is that it has been marketed so as to 
be an issue which no longer matters. That the political strategists and 
politicians themselves give the issue considerable time and attention 
suggests that it is an issue which does matter and is an important com-
ponent in the modern search for popularity and power.
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1
Leadership and Ordinariness

9

The evolution of political marketing in the modern era has been rapid, 
with significant study of its practice, significant investments in its 
refinement, and marked improvements in its implementation taking 
place over the last 20 years. A large proportion of the marketing changes 
have taken place against a mixed background of political successes and 
failures, and these have informed its evolution. It is clear that changes 
in the demands of the electorate and understandings of what might be 
desired from a political candidate have had a meaningful role to play 
in determining the type of leadership candidate required in western 
democratic societies.

There are limitations in the type of candidate that can be marketed 
to an electorate. For each political party involved there are limitations 
in the ideological disposition of the candidate that can be chosen on 
account of their political allegiances, voting record and their chosen 
mandate, particularly relating to issues considered important by the 
party elite and political membership. For example, candidates must 
choose domestic and foreign policy positions in keeping with the gen-
eral ideological thrust offered by the party which has elected them as 
leader. While ideological or platform reform can take place with respect 
to overall party disposition, sometimes rapidly, often it is slow to change 
and is subject to internal debate and dissent about abandonment of 
tradition or deviation away from party roots. The challenges faced by 
Bill Clinton and Tony Blair in creating the New Democrats and New 
Labour are testament to this with respect to party modernisation and 
change.

Although traditional party frameworks create a number of marketing 
constraints one area that can be addressed with much more freedom is 
that of the character and the socio-demographic profile of the  candidate. 
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10 Marketing the Populist Politician

In theory candidates will be drawn almost exclusively from elite social 
positions where individuals have the connections and wealth to access 
political institutions and have the social networks necessary to pervade 
party structures. Indeed, historically that has been the case in both the 
United Kingdom and, to a large part, in the United States. Yet in the 
contemporary era there has been a pronounced effort to distance can-
didates from their social and economic roots and to cast them as some-
thing other than their real selves. To be seen to be of the elite is to be 
seen to create a political liability and an impediment to elected office. 
This has had pronounced consequences for political marketing as this 
outcome gives candidates a challenge in accentuating the parts of their 
social and economic background that can honestly and legitimately be 
marketed to the mass, but it also adds an additional component. Parts 
of the candidate’s background will be purposefully manufactured so as 
to present a political product that appeals to a significant majority of 
the population. This creates an ironic scenario where the product that 
is being marketed is one that is purposefully modified to present it as 
something less than its true potential value, and individual flaws and 
lesser social standing are pushed to the fore at the expense of excellence 
and exceptionalism. This is founded largely on political pragmatism, 
with an ability to alter the leadership product available in accordance 
with perceived public demand.

This chapter addresses several issues important to an appreciation of 
the role of a candidate’s social and economic background in the realm 
of political marketing. It considers firstly the theory on political mar-
keting, and thereafter addresses the role that leadership is considered to 
play in shaping political marketing and popular support for candidates. 
It is a factor that appears increasingly important to political culture and 
has a significant bearing upon the type and nature of media coverage 
afforded a candidate. It is now also pivotal in determining the type of 
candidate who can advance themself as a viable contender for leader-
ship, and determines to a great degree the extent to which they will 
have to reinvent themselves in order to appeal to the voting mass.

Consideration thereafter is given to a number of the variables relat-
ing to the marketing of candidates on both sides of the Atlantic. At first 
sight the United States has led the way in marketing candidates in an 
effective manner to the voter, with advancements in communications 
technology and market research into voter preferences playing a key role 
in the modern political era. Part of the reason for this was the advent 
of mass ownership of televisions in the 1950s and 1960s and the ability 
of the American voter to witness a visual image whilst also consuming 
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Leadership and Ordinariness 11

material on the substance of policy. This approach to consumer culture 
accentuated America’s progressivism, alongside the structural needs of 
America’s presidential political system. Across time, evidence, research 
and experience demonstrated that the visual image and personal char-
acteristics of the individual leader could be important in shaping voter 
preferences and they, accordingly, have become central features of the 
modern political campaign. In addition there is now comprehensive 
research into voter preference through conventional market research 
strategies and the use of focus groups to observe how the characteristics 
and appearance of political figures are greeted in public circles.

Political systems are significant in shaping the opportunities avail-
able to candidates when seeking to manufacture their image to suit the 
voter. In the United States the electoral system employed to elect the 
president naturally makes it an imperative that the candidate tries to 
appeal to a majority of voters across the nation, each individual having 
an ability, theoretically at least within the limitations of the electoral 
college system, to influence the outcome of the election within their 
state. In the United Kingdom the dynamics are fundamentally differ-
ent. The British public do not have a direct voice in determining the 
specific person who will potentially be a prime minister, but rather are 
expressing a desire to have a constituency representative and, through 
that, a particular party elected to government. The leader of the party is 
chosen by the political party members and is not subject personally to a 
national election or mass popular referendum. The role of marketing in 
Britain is therefore directed at a different political base. It confers legit-
imacy upon a party choice, and has significance in symbolically selling 
national values through a political platform. However, there is also a 
contemporary move towards personification in politics where the indi-
vidual is thought to encapsulate the values entertained by the political 
and party movement as a whole.

A significant issue with respect to candidate election is the role of the 
party and its membership in helping to select a candidate who gener-
ally reflects its views. The preferences in the type of candidates parties 
wish to have are based partly upon the historical tradition of the party, 
alongside the type of person who will appeal to its core membership. 
In determining the characteristics of the candidate, parties run risks 
in portraying themselves as elitist, out of touch with voting blocks or 
simply unattractive to the voting block as a whole. This has been an 
ongoing feature of British politics for some considerable period of time. 
In particular this has been a problem for the Conservative party which 
has been perceived to have an exclusive and elite identity and to have 
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12 Marketing the Populist Politician

an elderly and largely aloof party membership. In the contemporary era 
efforts have been made to distance Conservative leadership candidates 
from this profile, yet this has proven difficult to achieve. In part this 
has arisen because the opponents and critics of the Conservatives are 
happy to play the class card in trying to distance the Tory party from 
swing voters and to portray its leaders, in particular, as socially dis-
tanced from the electorate. In America the tension, on class grounds, is 
marginally less apparent, yet both parties have roots and associations 
with voting blocks associated with ill-defined but nevertheless applic-
able socio-economic and demographic patterns. The Democrats are still 
associated with voters who have a lower socio-economic profile than 
the Republicans, who are in turn associated with moneyed and elite 
interests.1 The introduction of social and moral issues however distorts 
the relationship between wealth and partisan support. Thomas Frank 
argues that this aspect serves to provide the backdrop for the support 
for the conservative movement in America, which hides its true eco-
nomic intentions behind an array of value laden rhetoric, its ‘leaders 
systematically downplay the politics of economics. The movement’s 
basic premise is that culture outweighs economics as a matter of public 
concern’.2

An emergent feature of debate concerning political marketing is the 
extent to which party leaders actually reflect their party’s traditional 
background. In an era where the centre-ground of politics is increas-
ingly congested, and the fight for swing voters has become intense, alter-
ations in the presentation and marketing of both party organisations 
and candidates has occurred. With the reinvention of the identity of 
both the New Democrats in America in the early 1990s and New Labour 
in the United Kingdom in the mid-1990s there has been pronounced 
alterations in political and ideological placement. Contemporary evi-
dence would suggest that candidates still come from traditional routes 
in seeking the nominations of their respective parties. They are com-
monly wealthy (Kerry and Bush), have experienced outstanding educa-
tions (Blair and Cameron) and have social connections to the political 
elite in society. However, on a national stage the economic and social 
attributes they hold are altered to try to convey meaningful bonds with 
the voter. Conspicuous wealth, elite education and social contacts are 
suppressed, and this has been a feature for leaders across the breadth 
of the political spectrum. The route to power and the attributes neces-
sary to be an eligible candidate are manifestly different to the skills 
considered essential to holding office and execute power, and the mar-
keting strategies differ accordingly. Ordinariness appears to be a feature 
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demanded of those seeking office, while exceptional political ability 
appears to be demanded of leaders once they have achieved office. This 
appears uniform irrespective of party identity, and the outcomes in pol-
itics are plainly visible. Identikit candidates, who reflect one another in 
the presentation of their social lives, interests and backgrounds are now 
commonplace in politics. This is not only a product of centre-ground 
congestion but also of market-based research which identifies the char-
acteristics and appearances which are likely to have resonance with the 
voting public. In effect partisan affiliation is a feature which can be 
downplayed or minimised by accentuating leadership attributes which 
overtly appear to have no significant linkage to traditional class-based 
politics.

Political marketing and leadership: The issues

The evolution of research on political marketing is relatively recent. 
Its emergence has coincided with an enhanced appreciation of market-
ing techniques to sell commercial products, the emergence of a com-
munications age and an appreciation of the consumption habits and 
preferences of voting blocks. The usefulness of marketing techniques in 
politics is pronounced, with the voter being considered as a consumer 
who will generally make rational choices based on the type of product 
that is available, and its appeal transcends parties, institutions and in 
many cases national borders. The importance of political marketing has 
not been lost on the political establishment, with considerable time and 
resources being given to enhancing research into voting preferences 
and habits.

At the heart of marketing is the political consumer. They drive the 
market, taking stock of the political products on display and making a 
selection based on their contemporaneous needs. Marketing research 
suggests some degree of sophistication on the part of the consumer, 
their being able to consider a large number of components when select-
ing their desired products. The communication of information works 
two ways. Lilleker and Lees-Marshment assert, ‘Political marketing is 
the study of how politicians interface with their electorates’.3 Voter 
decisions are made through retrospective evaluations and the antici-
pation of future political actions. However, in multiparty democracies 
the voter is commonly presented with a choice between competitive 
parties, where some degree of sophistication is required to make an 
informed decision about likely voting outcomes. In the context of this 
study, with media saturation concentrated largely on complex policy 
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positions, party leaders are the central focus of inquiry, their promin-
ence, encapsulation of party identity and their personal characteristics 
all having importance in conditioning voter response. Party profiles 
are linked to the identity of individual political leaders and candidates. 
Increasingly in the contemporary era, when the boundaries between 
celebrity and politics have become blurred, the nature of the charac-
ter of the political leader and how it is received by the public has an 
increasingly important role to play. Selling candidates to the populace 
marries the political environment, at least superficially, with sales activ-
ity encountered in commercial activity. It is not a new phenomenon, 
but has been enhanced and modified across time. In 1956 Leonard Hall, 
the Republican National Chairman claimed, ‘You sell your candidates 
and your programs the way a business sells its products’.4

A large part of the research into political marketing has advanced 
parties as the key vehicles through which voters shape their political 
identification. Historically, this is persuasive and gives a clear indica-
tion of voter choice and political ideology. In the contemporary era 
traditional party identities have become blurred, particularly with a 
concentration of politics on both sides of the Atlantic in a congested 
middle ground. While the absence of clear water between parties may 
now make  political choice a challenging task, the advent of a commu-
nications revolution enhances the volume and detail of information 
available to the political consumer. This has gone hand-in-hand with 
the willingness of political leaders to expose themselves to media cover-
age of their personal lives, accommodating personal biographies and 
family experiences into the political theatre. This has added a further 
issue for the voter to consider at the ballot box.

Party organisations have to market their ideas and political ideology 
via a number of means to the mass market, to niche groups and to indi-
viduals. The materials that can be marketed are broad and include pol-
icy, political legacy and reputation, personality and identity. Given its 
prominence and seemingly persuasive impact on voter choice, the char-
acter and identity of leadership is one of the core emergent themes of 
marketing and political research. In 1990s Smith and Saunders argued 
that there were potential problems if there was party movement to the 
centre-ground in politics, specifically with respect to political market-
ing and the maintenance of a discernable political identity. They con-
tended, ‘The idea of product positioning also warns against the “flight 
to the middle ground”. This will make differentiation around Unique 
Selling Propositions difficult to achieve.’5 In terms of policy the case 
advanced may well be true, yet the advent of a concentration of party 
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platforms and profiles in the centre makes the characteristics of lead-
ership ever more important in the marketing framework, with a need 
to give distinctive identity to a party structure where the parties strug-
gle to differentiate themselves from one another on the basis of pol-
icy or platform alone. This concept is endorsed by Billig in an analysis 
of the importance of political rhetoric: ‘Because the ideological differ-
ence between political parties are often small and because many of the 
issues are highly complex, personalization can be expected. Voters are 
looking for leaders whom they feel they can trust and who will have 
the character to react well to unforeseen crises.’6 If policy divisions are 
increasingly difficult to differentiate and advance to the populace then 
leadership can be used as an effective tool through which to levy popu-
lar support. Moreover, in addition to the identity and visual image of 
the political leader, the political rhetoric used by leaders has ramifi-
cations above and beyond the simple advancement of policy themes 
to the public. Nicholas Jones argued that the sound bites employed 
in the modern era are ‘a highly individualistic form of expression. At 
their most effective they not only convey political messages but also 
say something about the person who utters them. The most memor-
able seem to reinforce already well-known personal characteristics.’7 
Furthermore Pancer, Brown and Barr argued, in 1999, ‘that perceptions 
of candidates’ personal characteristics can even affect party popularity 
and, occasionally, even election outcomes’.8 If policy and platform dif-
ferences are now blurred then character becomes a core vehicle through 
which to carry party identity, however much this might be considered 
to introduce celebrity to the overall democratic policy process and be 
detrimental to its credibility.

Lilleker and Lees-Marshment have identified a number of products, 
including leadership, which can be marketed by a political party to the 
electorate. Leadership is defined as: ‘Leadership: powers, image, charac-
ter, support/appeal, relationship with the rest of the party organisation 
(advisers, cabinet, members, MPs), media relationship.’9 While recog-
nising the policies and identity of a party, this text concentrates upon 
how this leadership has been marketed across time via an evaluation 
of selected political leaders. It addresses in particular socio-economic 
standing and efforts to present candidates attuned to the social, eco-
nomic and emotional attributes of the nation they seek to represent. 
The evolution of leadership and the methods of presentation to the 
public merges public relations, media role and function, popular receipt 
of messages based on the perception of character, and the reinvention 
of the lives of candidates and leaders to suit prevailing popular moods. 

9780230_522275_03_cha01.indd   159780230_522275_03_cha01.indd   15 5/26/2009   4:34:05 PM5/26/2009   4:34:05 PM



16 Marketing the Populist Politician

At one and the same time it has a simple objective, to cater for the 
preferred character, leadership and emotional attributes desired by the 
voting mass, alongside a complex series of measures and public rela-
tions exercises through which to try and satisfy market conditions via a 
 constructive political presentation.

There are several different types of political marketing through which 
political policy and identity can be sold to the electorate. These include 
existing concepts of product oriented marketing, sales oriented market-
ing and market oriented strategies.

Product oriented strategies contend that a strong political product 
will attract voters towards a political identity, and that the product will 
essentially sell itself on the basis of its lure and attractiveness. The voter 
is drawn to the political product on account of its merits. This model 
has marginal resonance with concepts and arguments based on the 
nature of character and leadership. In essence it argues that the selected 
leadership candidate or leader will have to compete to sell himself as he 
is, and that in a competitive market the voter will need to be persuaded, 
but not manipulated, towards favouring a particular individual. In this 
model the candidate need not gravitate towards mirroring the voter, 
rather the voter is expected to find the leadership skills and charisma 
displayed by the candidate appealing and form social and emotional 
connections as a consequence.

Sales oriented strategies are designed to prompt voter activity by 
addressing voting blocks and catering to the needs of the interested 
parties via strategic presentation and communication. This strategy is 
persuasive when considering issues of character and leadership in the 
modern era. Selective presentation of aspects of the leadership candi-
date’s past, in an autobiographical context, and the highlighting of 
difficulties which allow social and emotional connections allows a mar-
keting strategy based upon both mass and niche markets, and caters to 
prevailing social and economic conditions. The voter is presented with 
materials attuned to their perceived needs and expectations.

Market strategies are based largely on research and in trying to under-
stand voter preference via the liaison between the public and the polit-
ical realm and evaluating niche groups who can be persuaded on social 
and emotional grounds. They are at their most appealing when consid-
ering leadership, and how leaders have advanced themselves success-
fully, as politicians and people, to the populace. In large part this has 
manifested itself with party leaders seeking to portray themselves as 
derived from mainstream society. Parties have identified, primarily via 
focus groups and market research, the desired image, presentation skills 
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and attributes which appeal to voting groups, including those closely 
affiliated to a party identity and those swing voting blocks necessary to 
claim political power. In general the market preference is identified and 
then the candidate is shaped to convey the desired image and express 
the desired views of the electorate.10 The candidate moves to give an 
impression, generally a manufactured one, that they mirror the lives 
of the voter and that socially and emotionally they are at one with the 
populace.

Leaders are advanced, via marketing techniques, as possessing per-
sonal criteria which are deemed representative of the voting block, 
and as commodities which can be sold to the public so as to allow an 
emphasis on certain characteristics which appeal to market forces. 
Presentation of issues universally experienced by the populace are cen-
tral to the matter – health, hardship, associated aspects of impoverish-
ment, and family life coming frequently to the fore. Elitism, wealth and 
class division are minimised as features of a political identity.

Leadership and political parties

Marketing the person

The presentation of leadership is significant within the realm of polit-
ical marketing, yet when compared with research on party and policy 
it lags behind. In the United States, political, academic and media con-
centration upon the policy orientation and election activities of the 
president is now a familiar and commonplace element of contempor-
ary scrutiny. Concentration upon character as an issue which affected 
leadership was enhanced in United States following Barber’s prominent 
discussion of the issue, particularly relating to the Nixon presidency, in 
the early 1970s.11 In Britain too, in the modern era, increasing attention 
is being given to the character of the occupant of number 10, but as a 
first among equals the prime minister is seen to be largely beholden to 
the interests of the party they represent and less prone to be scrutinised 
as a person. Character counts but it has, thus far, been a secondary fea-
ture in the evaluation of a marketable and effective political leadership, 
and marginal to party politics and the advocacy of a political platform. 
Historically in Britain there have been muted efforts to convey charac-
ter, and ordinariness in particular, as an attribute of leadership, Stanley 
Baldwin making it known that he lit a pipe as he gave his radio broad-
casts, and Harold Wilson claiming that he put HP sauce on his food. 
These were tangential to political policy, but conveyed an individual 
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personal identity as a component of leadership.12 Even given the mod-
ern trend towards celebrity politics and the personification of politics 
at the expense of party politics, leaders and media commentators assert 
that it is policy that counts, that a beauty contest is to be avoided for the 
sake of the process of democracy.13 However, as Leo McKinstry argues, 
‘ “Let’s concentrate on the policies, not personalities,” is the greatest 
piece of humbug that a politician can utter. That’s like expecting book-
ies not to discuss form.’14

While there are institutional and party limits to the flexibility a 
leader, on both sides of the Atlantic, can display with respect to pol-
icy there are also significant variables which affect how a leader acts 
and how the party and populace react to them. The marketability of 
a leader can be exploited to suit prevailing environmental concerns or 
party needs. They, as an individual, can give attention to aspects of life-
style choice, and accentuate their understanding of issues which affect 
the voting block. When doing so they generate media coverage which 
conveys the impression that they are in touch with prevailing political 
themes. In this context the marketability of a leader, in terms of who 
they are, becomes one of the great assets for a political organisation as 
it offers a number of presentation options and great flexibility, flexi-
bility that is not necessarily offered in the realm of party or policy. At 
odds with this however is the fact that a wrong choice for a position 
of leadership can have an impact upon the fortunes of a party that is 
significant and detrimental. The Conservative party, following a crush-
ing defeat in 1997, struggled to find a candidate who could challenge 
Blair and his efficient New Labour spin machine. Similarly in the 1980s 
the Democrats in America struggled to advance a candidate to seriously 
challenge either Reagan or George Bush Sr. Policy issues were a con-
sideration but so was character. The strategic choice of a marketable 
candidate offers an opportunity to break out from constraints of party 
tradition and policy, and to unshackle, to a great degree, the burdens of 
institutionalised politics. Marketing strategy facilitates in making the 
choice an informed one, given the research into public preferences and 
consumption, and enhances opportunities for power to those parties 
which seek to maximise intelligence and prevailing popular market 
choice. In the contemporary era Nixon, Bush, Thatcher, Blair and cur-
rent British party leaders Brown and Cameron have all adapted their 
personal images to reflect prevailing political marketing needs. They 
have relied on research and focus groups to give their respective pub-
lics the type of character and leadership attributes thought advanta-
geous in the struggle to acquire and retain power. Much of this has been 
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 non-political in nature, concentrating on the lives, social habits and 
past circumstances of candidates. This has added an additional dimen-
sion to the presentation and marketing of political identities.

Political leadership and the selection of leaders is a process which 
does not allow a wholly unrestricted choice from a free market. As lead-
ers are manifestations of the parties they purport to represent, and 
while they may display distinctive character traits and react personally 
in different ways to environmental concerns, they are bound and con-
strained by the party organisations that elevated them to prominence 
in the first instance. However, each leader, or aspiring leader can dis-
play an array of characteristics and skills which can differentiate them 
from their opponents and try to gain a marketing advantage in the 
electoral stakes, irrespective of their ideological disposition. Even with 
respect to physical appearance or social presentation an advantage may 
be gained, with no immediate reference to policy or ideological intent. 
This has been evident with the election of new leaders who received poll 
bounces in advance of any political proposals of note, or any prolonged 
critical evaluation of their leadership. A prime example is the election 
of David Cameron as Conservative party leader in 2005. In advance 
of policy directive or announcements the standing of both Cameron 
and the Conservative party as a whole increased notably. Opponents 
charged that the poll bounce relied on image as opposed to substance, 
that Cameron’s core appeal rested on his character and its presenta-
tion, and that neither management of government or substantive policy 
could be legitimately bedded upon such flimsy foundations. However, 
as Anne Perkins pointed out in the Guardian, ‘An engaging individual 
who personifies the fresh start, leading a party not overburdened by 
doctrine, is a strong base from which to launch a bid to capture the 
post-Blair era. ... He has used the long leadership contest to establish the 
empathetic persona of a politician who understands’.15 In response, as 
Chapter 7 of this text makes clear, Labour attacked Cameron as super-
ficial, lacking in substance and prone to change his albeit unarticu-
lated policies to align himself with the popular mood. A ‘Dave the 
Chameleon’ advertising campaign was subsequently launched to try to 
exploit any popular cynicism about the politics of image and political 
pragmatism over the politics of ideological principle. It was critical of 
the onset of character-based marketing in the modern era, suggested 
that Cameron was elitist and stressed his disconnection from the ordin-
ary modern voter.16

Leadership has been regarded as an influential factor in shaping 
 policy direction and party ideology. Party management is  undoubtedly 
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 pivotal to political success and advancement, with selection of candi-
dates largely taking place within the party fold. In this context voter 
opinion on the merits of a candidate need not initially take centre stage. 
However it is important that the leaders themselves are seen to be part 
and parcel of the broader community, in terms of their appeal to both 
their party peer group and also to the voting segments they wish to 
court. Part of this emanates from their social and emotional disposition, 
and interpretations of who they are, and how and why they achieved 
positions of prominence within their party organisations. Party leaders, 
who may suit party needs and have the elite connections to sustain influ-
ence within party organisations, do not necessarily have the character 
make-up or disposition to link effectively with the public. Conversely, 
individuals who may court the public and be charismatic may lack 
the elite connections, elite credibility or party credentials to sustain a 
continued leadership bid. For several individuals, such as Conservative 
leaders William Hague and Iain Duncan Smith, and in the United States 
George Bush Sr in 1992, the lack of emotional resonance among the 
public was a problem. In Britain it was an ongoing concern that, for all 
the revision of policies and Conservative party reform little headway 
was made in the polls in an effort to unseat Blair and the New Labour 
government. Conservative communication strategies were altered in a 
significant manner, policies reconsidered and remarketed. Yet the mar-
keting of Hague as an ordinary Yorkshireman and Duncan Smith as the 
‘Quiet man’ failed to give the policies the launch pad they required and 
both leaders were unable to connect in a meaningful manner with key 
segments of the electorate. They were also in competition with New 
Labour, and its much heralded spin machine, which presented Blair as 
a man of the people and as the embodiment of popular discontent with 
the Conservative government and the ideology of the early 1990s. As 
the focal point of popular attention, leaders and their ability to connect 
socially and emotionally with the electorate substantially condition the 
impact of policies and the willingness of the public to embrace reform 
and new ideas, which might engage marginal or swing voters towards 
the political product of leadership.

The playing field of political marketing is littered with obstacles which 
have to be overcome if a credible claim of effective and representative 
leadership is to be made. Leaders on both sides of the Atlantic have 
confronted burdens which have impacted upon their ability to mar-
ket themselves to the electorate as people unencumbered by the insti-
tutional trappings of politics. The convergence of party ideology with 
niche voting groups frequently comes into conflict with  proclamations 
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by leaders that parties are universally inclusive, and reach out to new 
voting groups. An inclusive communication strategy works to theoret-
ically broaden party appeal but the party leader, through social class 
and traditional party connections, as well as party history, is at risk 
of abandoning stereotypical party roots and being perceived to have 
compromised the core ideology that underpins party membership and 
tradition. Cameron’s move to appeal to a younger more progressive audi-
ence threatened to alienate the traditionalists within his Conservative 
party in 2005, both in terms of his demeanour and his ideological per-
suasion. Blair and Clinton both faced similar concerns in the 1990s. 
Leaders  naturally run risks in this realm, yet in trying to win elections, 
and undertake strategic party reform, it is clearly a route that has had 
its benefits across time. There are also relevant issues within the socio-
economic realm. The attraction of voters to party platforms and leaders 
that have not naturally reflected their own socio-economic backgrounds 
is testament to this. Reagan’s ability to attract Democrats to his fold 
and Thatcher’s ability to attract ‘Basildon Man’ to her Conservative 
party were testament to an ability, partly through the leadership skills 
and charismatic personal qualities, to produce unlikely deviations in 
electoral partisanship. Although this type of defection from traditional 
voting blocks is infrequent, it suggests that it is  possible to limit socio-
 economic party associations within the electorate if  policies and leader-
ship are interwoven with emotional and social associations and marketed 
appropriately. Traditionally parties have attracted a core stock of voters 
who are influenced by party  ideology, party tradition and ongoing inter-
pretations of party strength and trust. The Republican party stereotyp-
ically safeguarded the interests of the free market and of business, and 
advanced the causes of substantial elements of the American  middle 
class. Conversely, the Democrats traditionally advanced the interests 
of blue-collar America and minority interests. Similar stereotypes have 
been prevalent in the United Kingdom. The Conservative party is 
 generally considered as being  integral to the interests of the business 
community and upper and middle class, while Labour, particularly in 
its pre-Blair era, was considered to represent the socio-economic and 
emotional needs of the working class in Britain. The economic asso-
ciations of the parties are important to political marketing. In large 
part they simply reflect stereotypical interpretations of party identity. 
There are other social associations however which cloud the picture 
and whether traditional economic stereotypes are still valid is open to 
question with the convergence of the parties in the  centre-ground in 
the contemporary era. Republican appeals to moral considerations and 
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social themes beyond the realm of economic interests have forged a 
complex voting coalition which is now only partly based on economic 
criteria. The presentation of the Democrats as the product of a cultured 
eastern liberal elite, removed from the trials of American working-class 
life also clouds the picture of the party model as being simply rooted 
in economic grounds. Social and moral considerations interwoven with 
populist rhetoric have come to characterise a more intricate electoral 
backdrop in the contemporary era.

Images and candidate portrayal

The importance of an image, both physically and in terms of making 
symbolic connections to the voter, is obviously key in terms of coming 
to an understanding of how wealth and social standing are manipulated 
by candidates and leaders to embrace voter needs. Part of the image 
presented will indeed be a true one, a manifestation of the best charac-
teristics that a candidate can offer. However, in large part the modern 
presentation is a compilation of what can be offered by the candidate 
and what is desired by the voter. Because of the desire to shape vot-
ing behaviour the presentation is played out on a public stage, giving 
maximum contact between the voters’ minds and the presentation of 
a preferred candidate image. Kernell suggests, with specific reference to 
the American presidency, that leaders now go public and utilise popu-
lar opinion as a core tool in the advancement of not only their chances 
of election or re-election, but also to influence others in government. 
Image has become a core political weapon in establishing influence, 
power and credibility in the legislative process.17

Attention to visual image and branding has become a necessity for 
political leaders, replete with rhetorical devices to create a manufac-
tured identity which encapsulates the political product. This is import-
ant to the manufacturing and cohesion of political communities and 
the identification with political groups which might be pivotal in the 
creation of workable majorities. Huddy argues that political cohesion 
‘can be influenced by the political environment and manipulated by 
political rhetoric, to constitute an additional powerful ingredient in 
the development of group loyalties and their political manifestation’.18 
Of key note for this study are the connections which try to emphasise 
close social and emotional associations between the candidate and the 
voter, particularly those which transcend narrow voter segmentation 
on class or socio-economic grounds. The identification on a personal 
basis is important because it creates a linkage that can transcend both 
personal identification and thereafter have ramifications into the realm 
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of  policy. Thomas, Sigelman and Baas argued, as far back as 1984, that, 
‘The idea of presidential identification holds that, consciously or not, 
most citizens harbour deep-seated feelings of a personal – possible even 
an emotional – nature towards the nation’s most visible leader. The feel-
ings can be compared with parallel representations of how one “would 
like to be personally in an ideal sense.” ... presidential identification 
betokens a sense of “psychic proximity” between citizen and president. 
As such, its implications are straightforward: the greater the identifica-
tion with the president, the more likely that his performance will meet 
with approval.’19 Newman has identified two core areas which give 
 political leaders an opportunity, with great inherent flexibility, to influ-
ence how they are perceived by the voter. Firstly, there exists a social 
connection with the voting block. Leaders seek to cast themselves, pri-
marily in the realm of socio-economic identity, at one with the core 
voting blocks in the electorate. This is achieved through an identifica-
tion with general and ill-defined socio-economic group memberships 
and the cultivating or deflecting of party associations that are wealth 
related, with an objective of appearing to be similar to a desired target 
audience. The foundation of this strategy, as this text identifies, has 
been to plead impoverishment and to downplay any suggestion that 
the candidate has achieved office on account of wealth or privilege. 
Associations are made with respect to hardship, financial adversity and 
aspects of a candidate’s life where impoverishment can be accentuated. 
These are presented as central to a political identity. Two aspects of the 
presentation of an ordinary existence are important to mention. The 
associations between elector and elected are formed through a num-
ber of bonds, some of which are grounded on impressions of the pol-
itical standing of the candidate. Importance is given to authenticity, 
that the candidate is actually who and what they claim to be. A lack of 
authenticity, or the exposure of its use as a mask of reality has undercut 
the marketing efforts of many candidates, exposed as having fabricated 
their past for political gain. William Hague, as discussed in Chapter 5, 
was compromised after having made claims of his Yorkshire past which 
did not hold up to scrutiny. In a political theatre replete with an abun-
dance of information about policies, parties, ideology and intrigue, the 
simplicity of a perceived personal association between the candidate 
and the elector is important. Ordinariness and the experience of the 
mundane are issues that the voter can associate with, irrespective of 
their subjective economic position, or their ability to understand and 
decide on policy considerations. As a consequence, the importance of 
the creation and presentation of ordinariness gives a bond that is, in 
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theory, universal, classless and allows all voters to create a relationship 
with the candidate on grounds that they can understand. The polit-
ician and leadership candidate does not have to promise any policy in 
this area or cultivate a progressive or insightful ideology. Rather they 
simply have to be ‘themselves’, demonstrate that they are part and 
parcel of mainstream society and highlight that they understand and 
can market ordinariness. In large part, because of the contradictions 
between the platform needed for the elevation to political leadership, 
and the social origins of the candidates who acquire leadership, market-
ing strategies are needed to enhance the presentation of the candidate 
as an ordinary person. There is also a contextual aspect where leaders 
and candidates can use environmental circumstance to further endorse 
their claims of authenticity. Recessions, for example, invite associations 
with the plight of those adversely affected by economic conditions, a 
fact not lost on leaders such as Clinton in 1992 when he shared the 
‘pain’ experienced by the voters, or Thatcher in 1979 who exploited the 
winter of discontent. A core problem for most candidates is that they 
possess significant wealth, and occupy a socio-economic position far 
above that of the general populace. This in itself is not harmful within 
elite political circles, but can be used to suggest that candidates are out 
of touch with the experiences and day-to-day lives of ordinary voters. 
As a consequence embellished or manufactured impressions are neces-
sary to suppress popular interpretations of elitism.

Newman’s second component of note when marketing the character 
of a leader is the construction of an image which suggests a sharing 
of feelings and emotions with the electorate. Newman suggests that 
‘the candidate emphasises his personality traits to reinforce an image 
in the voter’s mind and, by doing so, makes an emotional connection 
with the voter’.20 This offers the opportunity to either complement or, 
if necessary, bypass any problems with socio-economic standing and to 
empathise and sympathise with the mindset held by voters. The issue 
of personal wealth is minimised and aspects of personality are maxim-
ised. The candidate can portray oneself as one with a broad selection 
of voting blocks, depending upon the type of psychological association 
that is deemed necessary and appropriate. Drew Weston captures the 
spirit and importance of the emotional appeal to the voter: ‘Winning 
elections requires crafting messages attentive to the disparate emotional 
meaning of words, phrases, images, and symbols to different emotional 
constituencies.’21 Additionally he believed that it was the Republican 
party which had captured this spirit in the modern era, accentuating 
emotional attributes at the expense of rational policy objectives, and 
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for good reason. ‘Republicans understand what the philosopher David 
Hume recognized three centuries ago: that reason is a slave to emotion, 
not the other way around.’22 The advent of new media has enhanced 
the opportunity for political figures to go on talk shows and discuss 
their personal lives, as opposed to their political positions, with an 
emphasis on who they are rather than what they stand for. Again, lit-
tle political knowledge on the part of the voter is required. Commonly 
issues advanced are devoid of specific socio-economic meaning, such as 
health issues, relationship themes and the challenges faced within the 
modern family unit.

There are prominent issues in this regard with respect to socio-
 economic status and the position of the individual voter as both the 
creator of the market through perceived demand, and the recipient of 
its political product. One of the core problems is how socio-economic 
status interplays with party support and identification with leader-
ship. Traditionally this has historically been manifested in party sup-
port for class positions, with Labour and the Democrats perceived to be 
supportive of working-class issues and Republicans and Conservative 
parties thought to be defenders of moneyed interests. However, there 
are additional issues of note. Increasingly the rhetoric and personal 
 recollections advanced by political leaders has been directed at voters 
in a classless context. Issues of presentation are purposefully inclusive, 
earmarking the character of the candidate as transferable across social 
groups. This furthermore allows an appeal that transcends traditional 
party divides. A core theme which assists in understanding why a con-
cept of ordinariness is important in political marketing of candidates 
and their wealth is self-identification. Voters appear to place them-
selves in self-appointed positions, which do not necessarily represent 
their economic status. As indicated by Sears, Huddy and Jervis, ‘When 
respondents were asked whether they identified with the middle, lower 
working or upper class, their sense of subjective identification was a far 
more powerful indicator of their conservative-radical orientation, pos-
ition on socioeconomic issues, and voting preference than objectively 
determined membership in a socioeconomic class based on factors such 
as income and occupation.’23 This assists in an understanding of why 
political leaders appeal to a sense of ordinariness. It can be a very potent 
political tool. Irrespective of their true wealth, or identity as working or 
middle class, many individuals consider themselves as ‘ordinary’, giv-
ing the concept of ordinariness a breadth of appeal with great cross-
class flexibility. Thereafter, there is an emotional aspect which gives an 
additional bond to the impact of self-identification. Tajfel argues, for 
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example, that a social identity involves an individual’s ‘knowledge of 
his membership in a social group (or groups) together with the value 
and emotional significance attached to the membership’.24 The modern 
marketing of the political candidate revolves around two core concepts. 
Firstly, the eradication of a specific class-based appeal can be achieved 
through a campaign directed at the ‘ordinary’ voter. This exploits self-
reference criteria used by the voter. Secondly, the interplay across an 
appeal devoid of class specifics and the advancement of an emotional 
discourse creates the opportunity for further bonds with an expansive 
and flexible mass audience.

The social and emotional issues most frequently advanced are those 
which have high salience factors, health, emotional trials and tribula-
tions, and if those have not been experienced by the candidate per-
sonally, then family members or friends can be utilised to fulfil the 
necessary emotional connections. The outcome of this type of can-
didate presentation has several consequences above and beyond the 
mere highlighting of the personal experiences of candidates. Firstly, 
the type of leader desired by the electorate hinges upon perceptions 
of the background of the candidate as opposed to the political skills or 
diplomacy that a candidate may entertain. Secondly, in pushing for-
ward this type of association an emphasis is frequently placed upon 
the candidate as a product of social and emotional adversity. Indeed 
it appears preferable politically to have been subjected to adversarial 
circumstances, to having had a smooth and seamless transition to a 
position where one can challenge for power. Thirdly, candidates with 
no adversarial concerns which can be marketed socially or emotionally 
are prone to create or manufacture such problems. Given the stock from 
which  political elites are garnered this can prove problematic and lead 
to accusations that candidates are deceitful when advancing a public 
face which does not equate to the true context of their personal and 
historical  circumstances.

In the contemporary political environment the private realm of the 
politician is now advanced as a core element in creating a politically 
beneficial asset in the public realm, and an individual’s autobiograph-
ical past is now part and parcel of the public domain. Concentration on 
a number of issues which seem tangential to serious politics are to the 
fore in popular discussion. In particular, presentation and rhetoric tends 
to highlight how an individual has overcome poverty and has risen to a 
position of prominence. At the same time candidates entertain the idea 
that they have not lost touch with the mundane and the challenges of 
hardship and impoverishment. This is particularly true of candidates in 
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the 1990s and onwards. Clinton advanced his personal problems, and 
those of his family, as issues which gave him additional connections 
with the economic and emotional trials endured by American voters 
in the run-up to the 1992 election. In 2000 George Bush Jr emphasised 
the problems posed by the classless affliction of alcohol dependency. 
In the United Kingdom Blair emphasised the problems he faced as a 
parent, although not always successfully, and accentuated his tenuous 
connections to working-class Britain through discussion of his pastimes 
and his non-political interests, particularly in music and sport. In the 
contemporary era in Britain, Brown and Cameron have played an emo-
tional chess game, both emphasising their involvement with aspects of 
the British health care system as evidence of their understanding of its 
practical and symbolic importance. This emerged on account of their 
experiences with it as individuals and parents. All portrayed themselves 
as being in touch, as individuals who could empathise and sympathise 
with the membership of target voting blocks on universal and salient 
issues, and thereby demonstrate demographic inclusivity. Increasingly 
the political context is one where candidates are considered victims 
of circumstance and through the overcoming of adverse conditions 
social connections are established. Again, wealth, particularly personal 
wealth, is not perceived as an issue or a topic for debate unless claims of 
impoverishment can be advanced.

A feature of importance in the marketing of leadership is to be per-
ceived as ordinary rather than exceptional. This is itself is an unquan-
tifiable aspect of political image and presentation, but its strength 
lies not in being able to specifically pinpoint what ordinary or aver-
age is, but rather in the flexibility of the notion of what is ordinary 
in political theatre. The ordinary factor of politics, or as expressed in 
the United States the notion of being ‘regular’, is a voter centred issue 
which has evolved into an essential component of political marketing 
and in shaping the characteristics of leadership. In Policy Today Aker 
assessed the nature of the American political character and the con-
cept of ordinariness as a politically beneficial facet. ‘At the very least, 
among politicians, appeals to ordinariness sound pretty familiar. How 
many public officials work harder than their opponents every election 
season to present themselves as just like everyone else? In 2004, for 
instance, John Kerry wind-surfed, snowboarded and rode Boston fer-
ries in a struggle to craft himself as an ordinary guy. This, in response 
to George Bush’s powerfully crafted persona of the wood-chopping, 
brush-clearing, pickup truck-driving rancher. The legacy of this “ordin-
ary people” idea ... is that it has become one of the most important for 
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crafting our sense of the American character, and we want our lead-
ers to be ordinary as well.’25 This is not merely restricted to the two 
countries discussed in this work. In European politics similar dilem-
mas have existed for political leaders. French President Valéry Giscard 
 d’Estaing was accused of being too ‘grand bourgeois’. In response he 
tried to change perceptions of his image by learning to play the accor-
dion.26 However, when asked, he was unable to give the price of a Paris 
metro ticket, signalling to the media that he was not in touch with 
the day-to-day activities of ordinary people. This perceived detachment 
and a lack of commonplace knowledge was considered detrimental to 
his political standing. A similar concern existed in 1976 for Swedish 
Prime Minister Olaf Palme, who was unable to state a reasonable figure 
for an average flat rental.27 No justifications were advanced as to why a 
political leader should know facts such as these, nevertheless the lack 
of a precise response was considered to be a negative mark against cred-
ible leadership. Swedish politics offers a further, more contemporary, 
indicator of the power of the ordinary in political life. In the mid-1990s 
a prominent female politician, Mona Sahlin, who had enjoyed polit-
ical success partly on account of perceptions of her ordinary identity, 
faced challenges to the image she had conveyed. She was challenged 
over discrepancies in her financial standings and alleged abuse of gov-
ernment finances. She had previously made great play of her connec-
tions to mainstream Swedish society, ‘Filling the attractive image of a 
modern handsome young mother, she managed to transform politics 
into something which most people could recognise as relevant to their 
own lives. This was accomplished successfully by using the language 
of everyday life, especially the communicative idiom of young urban 
mothers.’28 However, the exposure of the nature of Sahlin’s personal 
finances drove a gulf between the conveyed, and desirable, political 
image of ordinariness and her popular image. She played to the image 
of her being the mother of four children combined with a heavy work-
load to try to explain the charges of financial impropriety, but with 
little success. The image of her ordinariness had been undermined by 
the ‘inherent mismatch’ between her claims of being so, and the allega-
tions concerning her misuse of her wealth. This proved detrimental to 
her political position.29

Poll questions frequently ask voters about whether the candidates 
understand the needs of, or can associate with, ordinary people. This 
suggests that to both candidates and voters, expectations and percep-
tions of ordinariness are important. Similarly, candidates in American 
presidential election races are asked about whether, if they have not 
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experienced them, they can understand how ordinary or regular people 
are affected by the problems in society, as highlighted in Chapter 4 
of this text. The stereotypical questions in this context are normally 
whether a political figure knows the price of everyday commodities, 
and whether they are in touch with the day-to-day experiences and 
mundane aspects of life. The perception and portrayal of ordinariness 
is not without its problems. On account of its being ill-defined, but 
much used, it has become entwined with political stereotypes and is 
now part and parcel of the public relations machine of politics. It does 
however impact more heavily on one side of the political spectrum 
than the other. The core problems have been faced by political parties 
on the centre-right. Both the Conservative party in Britain, and the 
Republican party in the United States have been historically portrayed 
as parties which have preference for, and have been supported by, those 
in the higher income brackets. Candidates who have been forwarded by 
those parties in the modern era have frequently been accused of being 
out of touch and lacking the connections with ordinary people to allow 
them to make emotional or socio-economic bonds. This has presented 
problems in marketing candidates who have strong associations with 
privileged elites and higher social class standing. At the same time they 
are asked to show, in order to market themselves effectively, that those 
connections are minimal, and that the pitfalls of an ordinary existence 
are part and parcel of their upbringing and make-up. Nevertheless, in 
the United States it has been the Republican party who have success-
fully embraced the concept of forging social and emotional bonds and 
minimising the impact of the perception of wealth and elitism. Frank 
Rich, writing in the New York Times, pinpointed the cultural pitfalls 
facing leaders who desire to run for office, and need considerable wealth 
to do so: ‘Our conflicted attitude about money, old and new, runs deep. 
There is nothing more American than piling up wealth, and yet noth-
ing more un-American than showing it off.’30 This has proven to be an 
issue where there is hard evidence in the form of opinion poll statistics 
which highlight how party stereotypes play a role in conditioning indi-
vidual interpretations of candidates.

One of the central aspects which characterised this feature is the idea 
of political life as being distanced and removed from the experiences of 
the ordinary person, and this has further ramification with the idea of 
political party placement. In 1986 William Schneider argued that anti-
establishment populism was ‘the most important feature in our politics 
in the last twenty years’. Furthermore he claimed, ‘It is ideologically 
ambivalent. And it has displaced progressivism as the dominant motif of 
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American politics. Elites tend to be rich and well-educated, hence, eco-
nomically conservative and culturally sophisticated. Populism is anti-
elitist and therefore just the reverse – left-wing on economic issues and 
right-wing on social and cultural issues.’31 This poses a clear challenge to 
those who aspire to power, with this inherent contradiction at the heart 
of the marketing challenge. Several politicians of the modern era have 
advanced populist messages and presented themselves as representative 
of grassroots society despite their significant personal wealth. Reagan 
argued in favour of powerless elements of society against the institu-
tions of government for example, as outlined in Chapter 4. However, 
in the main, populist declarations have been varied in their impact 
and their scope in the contemporary era. Part of the reason for this is 
that they still maintain a class-based element in their construct and the 
main thrust of modern political marketing concerning the individual 
has been to minimise class-based political perceptions, certainly with 
respect to leadership portrayal.

A further consideration of leadership, which is discussed in further 
depth when the contest between Clinton and Bush Sr is discussed in 
Chapter 4, is whether the perception of ordinariness is actually a pre-
requisite for election to office. In essence the voters appear to desire a 
candidate drawn from their own ranks, and consequently the candi-
date is theoretically better placed to understand the policy needs of the 
electorate. However, this argument is grounded on a flimsy assumption 
that in order to cure social ills it is an asset to have possessed those ills 
in the first instance. As President Bush argued in 1992, it erroneously 
suggests that to cure an illness doctors must have had the illness them-
selves, so as to properly understand and appreciate it. While there was 
logic in Bush’s response and an appreciation of a specific interpretation 
of leadership, it lacked both a social and emotional connection and 
was used by the media, as well as by Bush’s opponents, to suggest that 
Bush was out of touch and could not empathise with the plight of those 
affected by recession.

Preparation and presentation

The presentation and branding of candidates as ordinary is advanced 
via a number of platforms. It is manifested through the presentation 
of leisure and social habits as a facet in demonstrating that the hobbies 
and pastimes of candidates are similar to those of the population as a 
whole. Pastimes perceived as elite or exclusive in nature are removed 
from popular view. Candidates such as David Cameron, Tony Blair and 
Bill Clinton accentuated their preferences in sports, music and personal 
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interests so as to demonstrate that they were in tune with contempor-
aneous social preferences and interests. Again, although tangential to 
the formation and execution of policy, it gives each voter, irrespective 
of their preferred political ideology or personal wealth, an opportunity 
to associate with candidates on a personal level, and to form the strong 
bonds of a relationship which transcends political party affiliation. 
This issue can also have social and visual foundations. For example, 
Newman points out that in 1992 ‘Clinton and Gore generated images 
of themselves as ordinary people by surrounding themselves with aver-
age looking voters on their bus trips in small towns around America’.32 
Political knowledge was not required, or necessary, to form bonds with 
the candidates.

The adoption of an ordinary or regular profile when gaining identifi-
cation with the voting block is not accidental, but is in large part based 
upon research into the type of candidate who will appeal to the mass, 
and the type of voter who can be swung behind a party, platform or indi-
vidual. In America both the Republicans and Democrats have extensive 
information on voter characteristics which allow detailed understand-
ings of the preferences of each voter on an individual basis.33 The socio-
economic make-up and lifestyle preferences of voters can be analysed 
to determine a profile of the type of consumer the voter is likely to be. 
Thereafter a political message which adheres to the voter preference 
can be delivered to suit their personal political and emotional needs. 
There are however concerns that this creates a political environment 
where political needs are satisfied, but not in a fashion where the voter 
is asked to actively contemplate a spectrum of political ideas or options. 
The outcome is that the public, when defined as ordinary or when they 
perceive themselves as such, can and will receive simplified messages 
which portray a candidate in a similar fashion. Political knowledge and 
understanding is not a necessity on the part of the voter. Character-
based marketing creates a political environment where perceptions 
dominate over substance, as through active research and understand-
ing of the electorate each candidate can portray oneself as ordinary to 
any given audience. The presentation of the candidate is, theoretically, 
always attuned to the needs of the voter.

There is a difference between campaigning for power and actually 
administering a leadership position. On the one hand candidates in 
pursuit of office must assert authority and leadership, and prove them-
selves politically fit to lead the nation. However, at the same time there 
has to be a sense that leaders are derived socially from mainstream 
society and that they, in large part, demonstrate the same values and 
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characteristics as the voting block. There appear to be values that are 
considered common to the elected and the elector, and some that are 
enhanced or are the preserve of the political leader with respect to the 
exceptional characteristics. As Bruce Miroff says of the American presi-
dent, ‘The president’s character must not only be appealing but must 
also be magnified by the spectacle. The spectacle makes the president 
appear exceptionally decisive, tough, courageous, prescient or prudent. 
Whether the president is in fact all or any of these things is obscured. 
What matters is that he or she is presented as having these qualities, in 
magnitudes that ordinary citizens can imagine themselves to possess. 
The president must appear confident and masterful before spectators 
whose very position, as onlookers, denies the possibility of mastery.’34 
In simple terms the American President, and in essence the Prime 
Minister of the United Kingdom, must play to two political audiences 
at the same time, one that is exceptional in the political realm and 
one that is ordinary in the public realm. Mary Stuckey underscores this 
when discussing the American President, ‘They must appear to be of 
the mass and, at the same time, above it’.35 This is the marketing chal-
lenge that faces those intent on refining the image of candidates, and 
in essence it is one that has been addressed successfully across time. 
Writing in the Independent newspaper in Britain, Peter Wilby observed 
the challenges of modern leadership: ‘In theory, we should be look-
ing for the things that make them [leaders] special: magic and mystery 
among the Royal Family, wisdom and foresight among presidents and 
prime ministers. In fact, we want to feel that, underneath, they are just 
like us ... in our democratic age, we want a president, a prime minister 
or even a monarch to be what the Americans call a regular guy. So we 
were thrilled to learn that the Queen can make tea, that Bill Clinton 
went on camping holidays, and that the teenage Tony Blair wanted to 
be a rock singer.’36 The British media also picked up on the transfer-
ence of the idea of ordinariness from popular culture into the realm 
of politics. ‘Today it is more important to be “grounded” than to have 
ideas ... .Ordinariness wins votes; it makes the ordinary feel better about 
themselves. When someone on a reality TV show is revealed to be more 
than normally dumb ... the public immediately warms to him. It is no 
coincidence that the most spectacularly gormless of Big Brother con-
testants, Jade Goody, is the one who has effortlessly attained celebrity 
status.’ Furthermore, ‘Authenticity suggests a person uncontaminated 
by excessive knowledge or educational overqualification. Those with 
above-average knowledge and intellect are deemed to be essentially 
inauthentic and therefore not to be trusted – it was the reason why 
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David Willetts and Oliver Letwin were quickly ruled out of the [2005] 
Tory leadership contest.’37 Conventionally this quandary, between the 
presentation of elitism and ordinariness, has been addressed by divid-
ing the marketing strategy of leadership into two distinct parts, which 
address where a candidate has come from and, thereafter, how their 
experiences are manifested in the active or potential practice of their 
leadership. The hardships and ordinariness of the candidate’s early years 
are the foundation for the promise of both informed and exceptional 
leadership in later years. Rich argues, ‘faux populism has become de 
rigeur among the wealthy in the public eye. We are awash in ambitious 
rich people, from the political arena on down, who play up their hum-
ble roots and home-down habits, however few or fictional in reality, to 
sell us products or themselves.’38 This allows the marketing strategy to 
address the interests of a range of voting blocks, and gives candidates 
the leeway to be selective in pinpointing the issues and aspects of their 
past that are best suited to demonstrate the salient themes which allow 
connection with the voter. It also allows a separation of the candidate 
from the electorate when political issues demand that the leadership 
skills they possess are utilised. In those instances candidates can both 
be ordinary, but can also become exceptional. Furthermore, it allows 
candidates to retain the elite associations essential to the informal and 
internal workings of government.

Leadership, marketing and the media

The media are instrumental to the portrayal and marketing of candi-
dates in the modern era, and changes in media presentation and media 
activity have had a significant influence upon how the political mar-
keting of candidate wealth has been conducted. In part the media, and 
its ability to disseminate information to both mass and niche markets, 
explains why political marketing is now fundamental to the conduct 
of politics and explains why there have been changes in perceptions 
of voter preference with respect to leadership, political marketing 
and identity. It appears that in the modern era a greater importance 
has emerged with respect to the weighting assigned to a candidate’s 
image and character. This is partly shown via research undertaken by 
Scott Keeter who looked at how voter activity influenced preference 
for  candidates. He compared how television watchers and newspaper 
readers evaluated candidates’ personal qualities. Addressing a number 
of variables, important in political marketing, such as attitudes towards 
parties, age, education and income he found that those who derived 
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their political news from television gave a greater weighting to the indi-
vidual characteristics of candidates than those who derived their pol-
itical news from printed mediums. Additionally this appeared to be an 
enhanced feature in the 1970s as opposed to the position in the 1950s.39 
He found that ‘voters choose as best they can. Television makes infor-
mation about candidates’ personal qualities cheaper to obtain than 
information about issues. And regardless of its accuracy, such informa-
tion obtained through television seems more credible.’40 This is not to 
say that personal characteristics were, or are, deemed to be singularly 
pivotal to voter assessments of candidates, but rather that across time 
the visual image and characteristics have become more accentuated in 
shaping voter opinions. Character counts and, it appears, as image has 
come to play an influential role in politics, it has become an increas-
ingly influential factor.

In a study of leadership traits undertaken by Ohr and Oscarsson in 
2003 attention was directed at how political performance related cri-
teria were perceived by voters and how personal attributes and physical 
image impacted upon voter choice. They identified that politically rele-
vant issues and characteristics had received more attention, and were 
considered more important, than personal criteria such as family life 
or physical appearance. However, their study uncovered several points 
of note when comparing a number of parliamentary and presidential 
systems of government and how political leaders were perceived. With 
respect to the emotional connection between elector and elected that is 
central to this text, they found that ‘ ‘‘empathy” is a stronger determin-
ant of a leader’s overall judgement than “trustworthiness” ’.41 They also 
found ‘performance related leader traits such as leadership qualities, 
trustworthiness, reliability, and empathy clearly have a discernable 
impact on the voting decision in Western democracies’.42 What appears 
to be increasingly clear is that the attributes of leadership and the 
 personal presentation of candidates, in both parliamentary and presi-
dential political models, are of note in how the leaders are perceived 
and that changing habits in communication enhance these factors. 
Ohr and Oscarsson found that for German leader Gerhard Schroeder 
there was a ‘strong effect of his family life on his overall judgement, a 
trait which is not directly performance related’.43 This however was not 
considered to be a strong or universal determinant of voter choice or 
bias, although the political situation in Germany appears to be chan-
ging somewhat and was becoming more reflective of the interweav-
ing of the private and the public found in other liberal democracies.44 
Nevertheless, while Ohr and Oscarsson cast doubt on ideas that voters 
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make assessments and judgements based on perceptions of the lifestyle 
and social habits of political figures it appears clear that there are two 
issues which arise from their study and are of relevance to this text. 
Firstly, there are emotional traits which appear to have resonance with 
the voter, particularly empathy, and an ability to be seen to understand 
the emotions of the voting block. Secondly, although potentially less 
important, the personal characteristics of candidates can play a role in 
how the political figure is entertained as a political leader. The political 
marketing of leaders, across political systems increasingly plays heav-
ily on personal characteristics which are important to leadership, such 
as trust and emotional connection. Whether this is futile when con-
trasted with policy and party considerations, in terms of the acquisition 
of votes, is open to question. Nevertheless, as this text makes clear, this 
has not restrained political figures or their advisors from presenting 
personal lives and character attributes as important to an understand-
ing of candidates and how they can interact and appear genuine and 
authentic to the voter.

In undertaking a comparative study of candidate portrayal on the 
grounds of wealth and leadership, the nature of the media in both 
the United Kingdom and United States has to be acknowledged as its 
style and approach to political issues has some bearing upon how vot-
ers gather information. In the modern era, the voting public, of all 
social classes and backgrounds, have widespread access to both old and 
new media devices. While the volume of political material available to 
enhance political understanding increases, the breadth of credible and 
legitimate political options appears at the same time to be decreasing 
with the congestion of parties in the centre-ground of politics.

There are aspects of media presentation worthy of consideration with 
respect to candidate wealth and its portrayal. The British tabloid media 
are deemed, more often than not by themselves, to be important to the 
outcomes of elections and instrumental in shaping popular thought 
about candidates and parties.45 This in true in as far as they are influ-
ential in presenting politics to specific social groupings and have an 
impact on how elections are viewed, as the consumption of the written 
tabloid media is essentially class based. The tabloids are also largely con-
sumed by the politics of sleaze and a large part of the political coverage 
is based upon the portrayal of political figures in an unflattering and 
simplistic light. This further emphasises a concentration upon political 
figures based upon personal conduct rather than institutional activity. 
While it is not suggested that wealth and corruption are the sole focus 
of the sleaze enquiries by the ‘gutter press’ it nevertheless  accentuates 
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the political figure as an individual whose character is pivotal to the 
impressions that they create socially. There are, naturally, political 
leaders whose identity is shaped by the tabloid press or by the strategic 
manipulation of the media so as to construct a positive political image. 
Margaret Thatcher’s identity as the Iron Lady is a prime example, testa-
ment to her strong and resolute political character. However, in a simi-
lar ilk John Major suffered in the United Kingdom as a consequence of 
being portrayed, in the tabloids and through other media outlets, as a 
grey and characterless figure who lacked political charisma.

Similarly, wealth is a salient topic of note for the media, with a focus 
on the issues which might cause disparity between electorate and 
elected. In the contemporary era much play has been made of the edu-
cation, family background, wealth and standing of the vast majority 
of candidates emerging to contest party leaderships on both sides of 
the Atlantic. Much was made for example, in the United Kingdom of 
Conservative leader David Cameron’s education at Eton, one of the 
most prestigious public schools in the United Kingdom. In a similar 
vein however, Blair attended a school in Scotland of comparable elite 
standing. This type of social background was picked out in a story by 
the BBC which examined a report on education by the Sutton trust. 
This report is discussed further in later chapters. It argued that the edu-
cational attainment and background of MPs was different from that 
of the population as a whole. The trust’s chairman argued that there 
existed an ‘educational apartheid’ and that the education of the pol-
itical elite was based on an ability to pay. Sir Peter Lampl stated ‘The 
education profile of our representatives in Parliament does not reflect 
society at large’.46 Why it should have mirrored society was not made 
clear, but the profile and tone of the story was symptomatic of a wider 
suggestion that both a social and socio-economic gulf existed between 
representatives and those represented. In a similar vein, virtually all 
of the candidates standing for the American presidential primaries in 
2004 shared similar characteristics. The uniformity of their wealth and 
prestige contrasted significantly with the socio-economic and demo-
graphic make-up of the electorate, a point seized on by the media and 
one addressed prominently and defensively by the candidates. These 
issues, highlighted by media interests, were components which formed 
the basis for discussion in both the mass and elite media during periods 
when candidate and leadership selection was ongoing. During the 1992 
presidential election George Bush Sr and Dan Quayle were criticised for 
being seen as aloof from the prevailing recession on account of personal 
wealth and family standing.47
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In the United States the value and impact of tabloid style media cover-
age is less pervasive and prevalent. However in the realm of new media, 
Internet coverage of leaders and their campaigns has opened up new 
avenues of political marketing which can be exploited to try to entice 
voters to a candidate. This, as explored in later chapters, is a double-
edged sword with respect to the positive portrayal of candidates based 
on their social class. On the one hand the new media offers an oppor-
tunity to portray a candidate in a direct and unadulterated fashion to 
the electorate. This allows concentration upon aspects of candidate 
characteristics selected by their campaign team. Clinton was particu-
larly adept at exploiting this format via confessional performances on 
talk shows. The Internet also allows for the marketing of the political 
candidate, but allows intrusion into the personal lives of candidates 
that can prove to be destabilising, alongside an opportunity to research 
candidate wealth. Naturally negative advertising exists in a format 
 similar to that traditionally displayed in the written press and on tele-
vision, and web sites can enhance the dissemination of these types of 
messages. However, in addition to this there now exists the opportunity 
for the voter to actively investigate the past, activities and families of 
candidates so as to see whether the image advanced is indeed a genu-
ine one. Personal recollections, weblogs and investigative journalists 
allow for the comparison of the presentation of the political identity of 
the candidate with alternative viewpoints and factual material that can 
call into question the authenticity of the message. This serves to cloud 
understanding and complicate the process of the marketing of an indi-
vidual political identity.

Conclusion

Contemporary party leaders read off a common hymn sheet. In virtu-
ally every modern case study all candidates, whether they possess an 
ordinary or elite background, accentuate their humility and ordinari-
ness rather than portray themselves as socially exceptional or divorced 
from mainstream society. Across time the marketing techniques asso-
ciated with character and the portrayal of wealth have become more 
refined and a uniformity has emerged. Political candidates advance 
interpretations of their pasts as being laced with impoverishment and 
social attributes which suggest forms of hardship. However this uni-
formity in social and emotional presentation has also coincided with 
a period when the major parties in Britain and America are compet-
ing for a congested centre-ground in politics with respect to policy. As 
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a  consequence, the fight to advance social characteristics which may 
appeal to the voting mass is important, for it serves as an additional 
outlet through which to offer party and political differentiation and 
enhance political choice.

Clearly political marketing deviates from commercial or business 
marketing. While in commerce weight is placed on presenting the 
populace with the best product available, and one which will at the 
least satisfy the needs of the consumer, character-based marketing and 
the portrayal of wealth and elitism is an altogether different product. 
Rather than offering a pristine and flawless product, the recent evo-
lution of character-based marketing has sought to provide the public 
with political leaders eager to accentuate a number of issues which show 
them in a less positive light, and accentuate the mundane. The major-
ity of the problems come from experiences that have been overcome 
and cast aside, albeit with some difficulty. Family problems, alcohol-
ism, the pressures of bringing up a family, disability, impoverishment; 
all are political tools through which to connect to the voting mass and 
suggest that emotional and social connections can be forged to give 
an identification with a candidate. The resolution of these problems 
largely confirms a merit for office. Exceptionalism in office can then 
be used to provide a mandate for continued leadership. Sophisticated 
political knowledge on the part of the voter is not a necessity. Images 
and identities can be created to give appeal to a candidate, devoid in 
large part of their political ideology or standing. Naturally, in the main, 
the marketing of candidates as socially and emotionally in tune with 
the populace goes hand-in-hand with the presentation of policy and 
party ideology. Nevertheless the increasing focus on the private lives 
and social attributes, and how these interplay with the activities of the 
ill-defined ‘ordinary’ person has taken an increasingly central role in 
political presentation in the modern era.

In the 1960s Kennedy portrayed his administration as one composed 
of the best and the brightest, one where excellence was deemed to be 
essential in shaping popular perceptions of government. Although 
aspects of Kennedy’s character and private life were hidden from public 
view, and he emerged into politics from a position of elite standing, the 
general objective was to advance him as the best candidate available to 
the American public at that time irrespective of his background. His 
wealth was portrayed as a feature that conferred on him celebrity status. 
There were attempts to market him positively, particularly with respect 
to his military record, but his elite family position, wealth and social 
relations were not considered an impediment for office. Fundamental 
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changes have occurred across time in this area. Candidates now seek 
to obscure perceptions of elitism and reinvent their image to be more 
attuned to popular sentiment. It is clearly debateable as to whether this 
is advantageous or problematic for democracy. While the consumers, 
across time, now receive portrayals of the candidate they are deemed 
to want, the impression is that a large part of politics is now founded 
upon simply presenting candidates tailored to identified social profiles, 
 irrespective of their true origins or their social and emotional under-
standings of the electorate.
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2
Cloth Coats and Camelot

The evolution of political marketing with respect to political identity 
and socio-economic status originated before the onset of the com-
munications age and the advent of mass communication in American 
 politics. Although its pace accelerated considerably, and it has been 
refined substantially in the contemporary period, in the post- Second 
World War era there was already an appreciation that divisions 
between a political elite and the voting mass might be perceived as 
a political liability. Spin control and public relations techniques were 
present and considered important to conveying an image of candi-
date ordinariness to the public, replete with a press corps that were 
largely respectful of political wishes and intent. Franklin Roosevelt’s 
disability and its masking from public view is testament to the pre-
television understanding that image might be considered important 
when presenting a political identity to the public. Nevertheless the 
advent of television and the introduction of marketing and advertis-
ing techniques into the realm of politics was to bring about changes in 
the format and portrayal of political figures. This was not restricted to 
the physical image alone, but also with regard to the concept of priv-
acy and the slow exposure of political biographies, families and pri-
vate pastimes for public scrutiny. Associated with this of course was an 
understanding of the lifestyle habits of the political class, with oppor-
tunities to observe class and social disparities between those elected 
to public office and the voting mass.

Through the nineteenth century the emergence of political identities 
rooted in the log cabin to White House myth was prevalent and cel-
ebrated in popular culture and embraced by presidents from both pol-
itical parties. Political leaders were keen to be seen to be of the masses, 
and embraced both wealthy backgrounds and a public presentation of 
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a mythical and rustic America, suitable for public consumption. There 
were also several presidents in the twentieth century who embraced the 
idea of ordinary backgrounds and tried to convey images of ordinary 
lifestyles and backgrounds, several of whom are discussed in this text.

This chapter considers how political marketing and the creation of a 
political identity was undertaken by Nixon and Kennedy. Other polit-
ical figures adopted strategies reflective of these two significant figures 
in American politics; however, given the available space and the media 
coverage afforded both Kennedy and Nixon it is appropriate to primar-
ily consider how they approached the issue of wealth and cultivated 
social and emotional associations with the voting block. At the centre 
of the debate is the effort to convey, on the one hand, a sense of social 
and emotional communication with the voting block and, on the other, 
to market social and socio-economic origins as deemed necessary to 
advance an image beneficial to the politician’s interests. This was prac-
tised via the advancement of personal issues, the identification of the 
type of candidate desired by core voting blocks and market research 
to define contemporary voter needs. Although somewhat haphazard 
in its early evolution there was a clear effort to portray candidates as 
being at one with the voter and to be seen to be associated with their 
needs. The efforts by Nixon to refine and advance a political identity 
rooted in the ordinary are first considered. Nixon had difficulty in 
the latter stages of his political tenure in separating himself from his 
earlier political career and this proved to be a challenge for his aides, 
ultimately culminating in the reinvention of Nixon’s identity in the 
1968 election campaign. Kennedy’s position is less clear cut. Although 
his wealth and elite status is, and was, well known it was not an issue 
that was shielded from  public view to any great extent. Rather other 
issues, including his religion, were considered to be a greater potential 
liability than the Kennedy family wealth. While others charged that 
Kennedy’s wealth was an impediment to his electoral credibility his 
own embrace of Camelot suggested that the candidate and the media 
thought  otherwise.

Nixon: Ordinary and exceptional

The emergence of advertising was important to Eisenhower’s 1956 cam-
paign but, at the time, was not considered to be a critical component in 
the arsenal of weaponry needed to win an election. Eisenhower turned 
to Walt Disney to assist in producing an advert which had a simple mes-
sage, one grounded in commercial branding. The message was ‘You like 
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Ike, I like Ike, everybody likes Ike’. No message was conveyed concerning 
Eisenhower’s wealth or social position, his policies or ideology; rather 
an objective position was adopted to give universal appeal and voter 
coverage. As Eisenhower was reluctant to appear in advertisements per-
sonally, slots were created where he could be seen to answer questions 
from the public regarding his leadership and policies. Roster Reeves, who 
created slogans for M&M, among other brands, created an ‘Eisenhower 
Answers America’ slot. An evaluation by ABC of the advertising used 
argued that ‘Those ads attempted to show Eisenhower as a man of the 
people who cares about the people’.1 When Nixon and Kennedy became 
involved in politics in the post-war era they became entwined in the 
already existing political sphere of advertising, marketing and personal 
presentation. Although Nixon was credited with reforming the realm of 
political communication during his time as President between 1968–74, 
and for having altercations with the media corps on a number of prom-
inent occasions, as he arrived onto a national political stage the core 
essence of political marketing and the selling of the individual polit-
ician as a marketable commodity was already in place.

Nixon could approach post-war American politics from a position 
of political strength. He was widely regarded as an earthy individual 
who had endured a breadth of experiences and was not derived from 
an elite political stock. This was important as it allowed him to play a 
populist card and argue that he stood firmly against an eastern liberal 
elite, against whom he would struggle for much of his political life. 
Nixon’s early life was removed from elite society and this gave him a 
pronounced political asset when running for office. He could portray 
himself as a person in touch with the problems encountered in towns 
across America, and fought hard to retain this image as he ascended the 
political ladder. Theodore White, in The Making of the President 1960, 
captured the core essence of Nixon and his past: ‘Poor from boyhood, 
able, intense, dark and watchful as he surveys the world about him, 
Richard M. Nixon has brought from his impoverished middle-class 
youth many strange qualities. ... He has had to realize how vulnerable a 
naked man, without money or family prestige, can be in a hostile world 
that over and over again savages him for no reason he can define.’2 
Although a somewhat romanticised notion it conforms well to Nixon’s 
general profile as a person removed from the wealthy and elite, and as a 
man who had to fight to get an ordinary voice heard in politics. Nixon 
himself, in his memoirs, relates an upbringing and a childhood classic-
ally in keeping with the log cabin to White House stereotype. His life 
in Yorba Linda, California was ‘hard but happy’. He also attributed his 
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 success and values to the lessons he learned observing his father, particu-
larly with respect to a populist oriented conception of America. Nixon 
argued, ‘My father had a deep belief in the “little man” in America. He 
opposed the vested interests and the political machines that exercised 
so much control over American life at the beginning of the century.’3 In 
later years political figures would routinely use the family, and particu-
larly the instructions received from parents to justify and shape their 
political ideology. For example, in Britain both Thatcher and Brown 
commonly used the instructions received and the moral lessons gained 
from their fathers to highlight the underpinnings of their personalities 
and political ideologies. Nixon also endured the loss of several family 
members when young, and went through a number of life trials and 
challenging circumstances, although unlike contemporary candidates 
he did not seek to overtly exploit this as a feature which would under-
score his emotional credentials.

Nixon’s career was founded on strong political principles, and strong 
moral values, derived from his Quaker upbringing. Following elec-
tion to the House of Representatives he made his name through strong 
anti-communist measures and took a prominent role in the House 
Committee on Un-American Activities. He was later elected to the 
Senate and was chosen to be Eisenhower’s running mate in the 1952 
election. Nixon’s career appeared to be on the rise with an emergent 
national profile and a golden opportunity to assist Eisenhower in the 
White House. The transition from ordinary person to political figure, 
in keeping with the core thrust of this text, was one based on a percep-
tion of the mix of the ordinary and the exceptional, as related in a 1969 
reflection on the 1968 election. ‘If it is true that the ideal politician 
is an ordinary representation of his class with extraordinary abilities, 
Richard Nixon was never more exemplary of the thesis than when he 
finally “made it.” ’4 Although in 1952 Nixon’s standing appeared to be 
strong, it threatened to deteriorate on the grounds of questions about 
his personal wealth and how it might impact upon both his moral prin-
ciples and how he related to the electorate. Nixon was accused of using 
campaign funds for his own personal use, and of amassing a secret 
fund to support a comfortable lifestyle. This went against the grain of 
a political figure who portrayed himself as an ordinary American, yet 
the media headline of the New York Post gave an alternate impression. 
‘Secret Nixon Fund! : Secret Rich Men’s Trust Fund Keeps Nixon in Style 
Far Beyond His Salary’.5 Nixon was aggrieved that the story had been 
run, and alleged that the funds his campaign possessed had been mis-
represented. Further, he contended that his Democrat opponents tried 
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to give the story added credibility so as to make him appear both cor-
rupt, living in comfort on money that was not rightfully his, and an 
electoral liability. Calls were made in the media for Nixon’s resignation, 
amidst internal queries from fellow Republicans that he was sapping 
strength from the campaign by not taking a decisive step and resigning. 
Nixon resolved to fight the allegations, on the grounds that he believed 
them not to be true and to have given way to the media and Democrats 
would have been personally and politically catastrophic. Seventy five 
thousand dollars was advanced to purchase a half hour slot on national 
television for Nixon to address the allegations of wrongdoing.

In preparation for the address Nixon pinpointed several topics to 
counter the allegation of corruption and to sell himself as a person who 
lived to his means and was attuned to the American people and the 
national mood. He considered a scandal endured by the Truman admin-
istration where a $9,000 mink coat had been given to a secretary and 
considered how public funds should be properly managed. Thereafter, 
he considered ways to relate to ordinary people, thinking ‘I made a note 
to check out a quotation from Lincoln to the effect that God must have 
loved the common people because he made so many of them.’6

Nixon approached the presentation by associating himself with his 
wife and creating a family oriented experience. His wife Pat accompan-
ied him onto the stage and became part and parcel of the presentation. 
The televised presentation was a risk. While it tried to address the alle-
gations of financial mismanagement directly, in part it lent credence to 
the attacks from the Democrats and sections of the media. Moreover, 
Nixon was taking his message to the entire American people, and 
additionally in 1952 television presentation was not a well-practised 
 political art and Nixon consequently would expose himself to a decisive 
blow to his political reputation if it were to go badly. Nixon rebutted the 
allegations of corruption and set clear guidelines for what was accept-
able and what might be considered unethical with respect to campaign 
finance. Thereafter he considered aspects of his own personal finance. 
Although this occurred in the era before political marketing strategies 
with respect to wealth and socio-economic standing had matured, it 
nevertheless indicated that Nixon was earnestly aware of how he might 
associate closely with the populace, and thereafter distance the viewing 
public from the allegations advanced by his accusers. Nixon addressed 
several questions relating to political business, stated that there were 
ways that money could be used to advance individual interests, and 
then rebutted allegations by stating ‘The first way is to be a rich man, 
So I couldn’t use that.’ Secondly, Nixon discussed his wife, conveying 
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a social bond between himself and Pat Nixon that appeared to suggest 
that they, as a team, were above corruption. Thirdly, Nixon offered to be 
open about his finances to display to the public that he was not wealthy, 
suggesting that this was a move of unprecedented significance, ‘And so 
now, what I am going to do – and incidentally this is unprecedented 
in the history of American politics – I am going at this time to give 
this television and radio audience, a complete financial history, every-
thing I have earned, everything I have spent and everything I own, and 
I want you to know the facts.’7 Nixon then related his humble origins, 
his family wealth and his marriage to Pat. The objective of the narrative 
was simple. Nixon appeared to be of the same stock as middle America, 
had endured the same life experiences and had worked honestly to get 
himself into a position from which to run and compete for political 
office. He sought attachment with the electorate on social grounds, and 
related the tale of how the family received a pet dog, Checkers. It was 
from this reference that this specific televised address received its nick-
name. ‘It was a little cocker spaniel dog, in a crate that he had sent all 
the way from Texas, black and white, spotted, and our little girl Tricia, 
the six year old, named it Checkers. And you know, the kids, like all 
kids, loved the dog, and I just want to say this, right now, that regardless 
of what they say about it, we are going to keep it.’ This had little to do 
with allegations in the national media of corruption, however, it made 
Nixon look like a caring and ordinary person, more in association with 
his family and children than a man beset by detailed campaign finance 
concerns.

When discussing the family wealth and finances Nixon alluded to 
specific detail regarding the history of his own and his family’s finances. 
In particular he portrayed himself as largely a person who had no sig-
nificant wealth. As a way of branding his wealth, personally and pol-
itically, he pointed out the contrasts between wealth and the position 
of the ordinary American, ‘Well, that’s about it. That’s what we have. 
And that’s what we owe. It isn’t very much. But Pat and I have the satis-
faction that every dime that we have got is honestly ours. I should say 
this, that Pat doesn’t have a mink coat. But she does have a respectable 
Republican cloth coat, and I always tell her she would look good in 
anything.’8

The television audience for the Checkers speech was the highest 
recorded for a political broadcast, with approximately 60 million view-
ers, until it was surpassed in 1960 by the presidential debates between 
Nixon and Kennedy.9 Nixon’s speech was greeted enthusiastically by 
those in the Republican party, and although there were reservations 
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at first, was considered to be sufficiently satisfactory to Eisenhower so 
as to convince him to retain Nixon as his vice-presidential nominee in 
1952.10 Nixon saw himself as an ordinary person fighting against con-
spiratorial forces which would dog his entire political career, the elite 
media from the East coast and Democrats determined to undermine his 
character. Part of Nixon’s skill in advancing himself as a person as well 
as a politician was that he accommodated ideas of other politicians, 
among them Roosevelt and Truman, and assembled a text which tried 
to evoke the necessary public and political support. Although some 
authors, such as Bruzzi, have expressed a critical evaluation of Nixon’s 
speech and its hollowness, it was greeted, both by Nixon and his con-
temporaries as a mark of esteem and a signal that Nixon could fight his 
corner in elite political circles.11 It also suggested that emotions had a 
resonance among the public, as recited in An American Melodrama, ‘The 
emotional tone of the Checkers speech has clearly stayed in people’s 
minds longer than the facts – such as they were – about the fund. 
Perhaps it was assumed that emotion, in the unyielding interrogator 
of Alger Hiss, must be synthetic – but there is much testimony that 
Nixon, for all his normal containment, is full of emotion. It is some-
times thought that emotions long pent up must be of the grander kind, 
but they may be something as commonplace as self-pity, which was 
the dominant tone of the speech.’12 The lesson of the Checkers speech 
for Nixon, and for the relationship between the elected and the elect-
orate, was that emotional bonds and relationships could be used to 
obscure factual issues. To be seen to be part of wider society was pos-
sible through considered selling of a message based on issues tangential 
to the central charges laid against a candidate. That Nixon, an individ-
ual ill at ease with the media could create associations of this nature 
was notable as it suggested that opportunities to build upon a non-
policy agenda and to divert popular attention to issues of an emotional 
content existed.

When approaching the 1960 election Nixon was aware of his personal 
standing in national circles with the electorate, but he also had had a 
career parallel to that of Kennedy. Both entered politics in the post-war 
era, both had waged successful political careers, and both were strong 
individuals who demonstrated political ambition. In shaping coalitions 
of voters both anticipated that specific demographic groups might be 
pivotal in getting them elected. For example both avoided explicit criti-
cism of Senator Joseph McCarthy for fear of alienating his supporters. 
Although Nixon was known for his strong anti-Communist stance, 
McCarthy’s crusade was left to falter under its own momentum.
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When approaching the 1960 election Nixon was aware that Kennedy 
possessed considerable strength in contesting the campaign. According 
to his own memoirs Nixon ‘considered Kennedy’s biggest assets to be 
his wealth and the appeal of his personal style’.13 As related later in 
this chapter the wealth held by Kennedy was as much about the family 
resources and connections as it was about available campaign finance. 
Nixon recognised the threat posed to his campaign by Kennedy, and 
the risk entailed by agreeing to take part in the much written about 
presidential debates of that particular campaign. In the first instance 
Nixon had much to lose as he was in a position where he would have 
to defend his position in the aftermath of his tenure as vice president. 
He was in essence the incumbent of the White House and the attendant 
risk in participating was greater for him than it was for Kennedy.

Nixon, in seeking to address the needs of the nation, made several 
errors in the conduct of the 1960 campaign. He agreed to visit every 
state in the Union in his election campaign, and following a knee 
injury found himself to be tired and ill in the run-up to the debates. 
As is commonplace knowledge Nixon found that politics had entered a 
new era with the debates. He recognised that Kennedy’s appearance had 
a bearing on the campaign presentation and that in preparation for the 
first debate ‘Kennedy arrived ... looking tanned, rested, and fit’. Nixon, 
by contrast, came over badly on the television, conveying a sense of 
unease. This had a significant impact upon who he could appeal to and 
shaped perceptions of his political identity. Although much is made of 
the fact that those who listened on radio thought Nixon a more con-
vincing  performer, the fact remained that more Americans watched 
the debate on television and the audience figures reduced significantly 
as the second, third and fourth debate progressed. Nixon pointed out 
that the poll statistics did not move markedly in the aftermath of any 
of the debates and they worked as a visual spectacle, rather than as 
a method or means for the persuasion of the mobile or swing voter. 
They served to consolidate opinion rather than alter it. In this sense, 
the singular presentation of the candidates was not a feature that gave 
a distinct advantage to one candidate over another. Rather, after 1960 
it became a necessity to consider physical appearance as an issue which 
might, although not perhaps turning voters to a candidate, be suffi-
ciently impressive so as not to turn voters off or alienate them. Nixon, 
reflecting on the overall experience of 1960 saw it as a transient period 
for political presentation. He commented, ‘As for television debates in 
general, I doubt they can ever serve a responsible role in defining the 
issues of a presidential  campaign. Because of the nature of the medium, 
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there will inevitably be a greater premium on showmanship than on 
statesmanship.’14 He also felt that there was a shift in control, away from 
campaign managers and the candidate to the media, commentators and 
producers. This invariably changed the nature of political marketing. 
From the 1960 election onwards the direct personal link between can-
didate and voter, as spurious as it was, was fractured and Nixon’s prom-
ise and attempt to visit all 50 states to reach out to voters became a 
feature consigned to the history books. Thereafter the point of contact 
between candidate and voter was largely in a stage-managed environ-
ment or via electronic communication. Marketing was not closed how-
ever by Nixon’s 1960 experience, rather the nature of the target audience 
was altered, and the mass audience was, in Nixon’s mind at least, to be 
reached through more subtle means. An accentuation on the social and 
emotional position of the candidate was needed, and the creation of an 
autobiographical narrative to which the audience could relate.

Nixon’s approach to selling himself as an individual encountered 
mixed fortunes as he considered his political opportunities in the 
aftermath of the 1960 loss to Kennedy. He had clearly understood how 
to convey himself as a person on a number of levels, from Checkers 
through to the most narrow of defeats against Kennedy, but he under-
stood that problems existed with his image, particularly in the after-
math of the defeat for the Governorship of California in 1962. In the 
prelude to the decision on whether to run in the 1968 election he con-
sidered the problem of the ‘loser image’ that now cast a shadow over his 
campaign and his personal political identity. However, Nixon appeared 
to learn the lessons from past defeats and was given advice by a for-
mer advertising agency worker, Bob Haldeman, who would later form 
part of the Berlin Wall with John Ehrlichman, that would shield the 
future President from unwanted intrusions into his working life. The 
marketing and presentation of the individual would now hinge upon 
the interpretation and intervention by individuals adjusted to commer-
cial selling practices and entertaining customer preferences. As such, 
the pressure was now for the candidate to shape their personal position 
to suit that of the voter, and be less inclined to try to persuade the voter 
to move to their position.

In an internal memo to Nixon, Haldeman argued that the strategies 
that had been pursued thus far were ill-disposed to bring about the 
type of political control that might be needed to address the chaos that 
existed, according to Haldeman, in the political arena. This marked a 
more pronounced effort to exclude criticism, both personal and political 
of the candidate in question, allow the candidate to convey a  message 
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on their own terms and thereafter exert control over  presentation, par-
ticularly given the personal experiences of Nixon’s past. Haldeman 
advised Nixon, ‘The time has come for political campaigning – its tech-
niques and strategies – to move out of the dark ages and into the brave 
new world of the omnipresent eye’. Casting a critical eye over the adver-
tising, marketing and presentation of candidates Haldeman further 
remarked, ‘No wonder the almost inevitable campaign dialogue borders 
so near the idiot level’.15 The impact of Haldeman and others trained 
initially in advertising, rather than politics, brought about a revision 
of marketing in American politics. Much has been made in literature 
of the ‘selling of the President’ and the emergence of a manufactured 
image  following Nixon’s election in 1968. It marked the  emergence 
of presidential  candidates sold on who they were, the ‘new’ Nixon in 
this instance, as much as what they stood for. Nixon embraced the 
 reinvention of his character and political persona, assisting in identify-
ing how he performed best, the preferred forums for clarity of message, 
how his family and personal life could best be sold to the public, and 
how  strategic research of opposing candidates might make it hard for 
them to follow suit. Other factors were important to the reinvention of 
Nixon, and the consequent selling of a candidate who went on to win 
comfortably in 1968 and then by a landslide in 1972. Internal cam-
paign memorandum confirmed to Nixon that politics in the 1960s had 
changed. Gone were the smoke-filled rooms and mass appeals to a uni-
versal voting mass. Nixon invited a reconsideration of how he might be 
made more appealing to a variety of demographic groups. Accordingly 
his willingness to understand but not always accommodate change, 
placed alongside his experience of political loss, and the involvement 
of individuals who were initially engaged in marketing and advertising 
rather than politics created a potent mix which assisted in catapulting 
Nixon to the presidential office.

The emergence of a new Nixon, suited to the political ‘arena’ – one 
of Nixon’s preferred gladiatorial terms, was directly linked to changes 
in the nature of communication. Although Nixon remained sceptical 
of media in virtually all its forms, part of his political aptitude was to 
allow others, better versed in the subject than he, to assume command 
of the variety of mediums and mount a concerted challenge for political 
power in the late 1960s. Far from being a person who failed to grasp the 
nature of television, a charge laid at Nixon’s door following 1960 and 
1962, Nixon appeared to be a political candidate suited to accommodat-
ing a variety of different mediums and, prior to Watergate, exploiting 
them in a successful manner. One of the key texts which addressed 
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political marketing was The Selling of the President by Joe McGuiness. He 
dissected the Nixon campaign of 1968, giving praise and cynicism in 
equal measure to a transformation in politics and how candidates were 
marketed to the populace. McGuiness argued that the Nixon election 
team were well versed in the changes in presentation across the 1960s 
and ‘once they recognised that the citizen did not so much vote for 
a candidate as make a psychological purchase of him, [it is] not sur-
prising that they began to work together.’16 The fusion of advertising 
techniques and popular interpretations and consumption of a candi-
date created a position where personal emotions counted. Rather than 
intransigent political and ideological positions coming to the fore, the 
post-1960 era witnessed a fundamental change in the consumption of 
politics, one based primarily on the visual, as opposed to the written, 
exchange of information. In large part this was attributable to increased 
concentration on the person, alongside consideration of a slow decline 
of political party identification. An acceleration of the personification 
of politics entailed a move from the selling of policy to the selling of an 
individual character, one removed in part from strong bonds of socio-
economic party affiliation. Additionally, a marketable political charac-
ter had to be seen to be derived from the populace and not as a person 
who stood above the fray and observed the problems besetting society 
from afar. Anticipating Nixon’s effort to contest the presidency in 1968 
Marshall McLuhan argued, ‘In all countries the party system has folded 
like the organizational chart. Policies and issues are useless for elec-
tion purposes, since they are too specialized and hot. The shaping of a 
candidate’s integral image has taken the place of discussing conflicting 
points of view.’17 Nixon’s position as a person, in conjunction with his 
physical image and managing his legacy, became central to the election 
effort. It became a feature of the campaign, with Nixon pinpointing 
who he wanted to identify with, how he wanted his personality to be 
conveyed, and how the selective audiences chosen for his interactive 
liaisons and debates would represent the target markets in the United 
States.

The problem for Nixon’s campaign staff in 1967–68 was that he had 
a track record by which he could be judged both politically and per-
sonally. His entry into the 1968 race was conducted against the back-
drop of his past successes and failures. While he could not be charged 
with entering the 1968 contest with a lack of political experience, his 
image and its reinvention was hard given his prior political promin-
ence. As mentioned earlier in this chapter with respect to the Checkers 
episode, he had already advanced his personal credentials in the 1950s, 
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 however that episode was sufficiently far behind him that there were 
new voters and new coalitions to appeal to in a different political envir-
onment. While Checkers had saved Nixon’s career in 1952, in many 
respects it had little influence in dictating the outcome or conduct of 
1968. Nixon was to be reinvented for 1968, presented as a person largely 
 disconnected from the past and refreshed for a new political fight. He 
was presented as having the experience needed for office, and as  having 
an earthy quality which allowed him to relate to, as Kevin Phillips 
termed it, the emerging Republican majority. Prior to his remodelling 
Nixon was viewed as a political individual who, in stark and unmodi-
fied terms lacked the resonance to relate to the public and the ordinary 
American. McGuiness argued that as 1968 approached ‘Into this milieu 
came Richard Nixon: grumpy, cold, and aloof’.18

The reinvention of Nixon was in large part about marketing a Nixon 
that America was thought to want. He played off and exploited racial 
and urban tensions in society, cast audiences that mirrored the demo-
graphic sensibilities of America, and cast himself as an individual who, 
through a number of stock answers, understood the issues of 1968. 
Discussion largely centred on whether there was a new Nixon, who 
accommodated a broad cross-section of social interests, or whether the 
main thrust of 1968 was mere packaging and that the Nixon of 1960, 
with both his strengths and faults, existed. A large part of the concern 
within the Nixon team, and an issue of tension between his political 
and media advisors, was whether Nixon could be portrayed as a emo-
tive and warm person, rather than merely as a political figure who had 
a number of policies which might appeal to the public. This marked a 
change from the past and tried to take an experienced politician and 
transform him as a person who could be sold as a political commodity. 
Politics by 1968 was rooted in perceptions of individuals and Nixon, for 
all his skills and political experience, appeared to be challenged when 
conveying a personal association with the electorate.

One of Nixon’s media advisors and a core architect of Nixon’s cam-
paign strategy, Gene Jones, argued ‘My one qualm about Nixon is that 
I’m not sure he’s got the sensitivity he should. To Appalachia, to the 
slums, to the poverty and destitution that reside there. I don’t know 
whether as a human being he’s actually got that sensitivity.’19 One of 
the reasons for the concern was that although Nixon could refer back 
to the ideal of the cloth coat, his political associations had seemingly 
created a gulf between himself and the voter. As part of the campaign 
literature of 1968 Nixon’s authorised biography emphasised his elite 
relations and connections, citing that ‘Nixon belongs to impressive 
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in-town clubs – Metropolitan, Links, Recess – and fashionable coun-
try clubs – Blind Brook in Westchester, Baltusrol in New Jersey.’ This 
of course emphasised his association with elements central to his fund 
 raising and  status. The paradox between the elite standing of the polit-
ical  figure and the need to associate with the ordinary voter was clear. 
Joe McGuiness was highly critical of Nixon’s campaign which appeared 
to pretend to befriend the impoverished and the needy, when it appeared 
to him that socio-economic relations between candidate and the elect-
orate were strained: ‘And now this Nixon came out of his country clubs 
which he had worked so hard to make and he waved his credit cards 
in our face.’20 In keeping with the overarching argument of this text, 
efforts to recast Nixon as a person who was the product of mainstream 
society were clearly strained. This was exacerbated in the spring of 1968 
by the campaign of Bobby Kennedy who appeared, irrespective of his 
own personal wealth, to represent the cause of those at the lower end of 
the socio-economic spectrum. This underscored questions about who 
Nixon really stood for and where he considered his voting base to be. In 
particular this was even more problematic because of the racial tensions 
of the era and the challenge posed by George Wallace in the South. As 
a consequence many of Nixon’s portrayals in sensitive areas such as 
race were non-committal and allowed a subjective interpretation on the 
part of the recipient. Although poll after poll showed that Nixon had a 
healthy lead in the campaign when facing Humphrey, there remained 
an undercurrent of discontent that he, for all the communication and 
revision of his image, was still socially and emotionally distanced from 
the voter. Nixon may have possessed appealing policies, but he fre-
quently was perceived to have had lacked the warmth needed to convey 
a sense of emotion needed to connect to the American voter.

This was emphasised in the realm of the political campaign com-
mercial. Nixon’s advisors had toyed with a number of different for-
mats through the campaign and had achieved success with most of 
their presentations – including the overlaying of the candidate’s voice 
on top of a collection of photographic stills, to emphasise a connec-
tion between the visual image and the candidate’s beliefs. Intensive 
examination of the reaction of focus groups and internal criticism led 
to refinement of the material and how it might be interpreted by the 
populace. In essence market research had engrained itself into polit-
ics. Consideration was given to accurate assessments of Vietnam and 
undermining the Democrats while defending the national interest, and 
being seen to be supportive of the armed forces. The underlying prob-
lem with the  campaign communication appeared to be Nixon himself. 
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His  advisors were disappointed that he failed to watch his own perform-
ances in order to learn from his strengths and weaknesses, and would 
not use an autocue for presentations. He was personally quite adverse 
to the reformation of his own personal position arguing, ‘I’m not going 
to have any damn image experts coming telling me how to part my 
hair’.21 Poll statistics were gathered to further intelligence and research, 
and to try to ‘discover how Nixon’s image differed from Humphrey’s’.22 
However, even though Nixon wanted to know the findings, he did not 
wish to wholly sacrifice himself to the image makers whom he had 
brought to his political team. Although communications strategies were 
modified, they could not, it appears, modify Richard Nixon’s personal-
ity to any significant degree.

By way of direct contrast his opponent Hubert Humphrey was thought 
to have a folksy personality, but his position was undermined by internal 
party disorder and policy indecision which, in effect, undermined his 
candidature for office. Naturally there were concerns that Humphrey 
was not the ideal candidate for the Democratic party. The decision of 
Johnson, in March 1968, not to contest the presidency, alongside the 
assassination of Bobby Kennedy, left Humphrey as a default candidate, 
left to deal with national rioting and the increasing problems posed by 
the Vietnam conflict.

The Nixon campaign team encountered problems in 1968, but 
problems unexpectedly posed by the use of marketing techniques to 
advance the cause of their candidate. As addressed in Chapter 1, a dis-
tinction between commercial marketing and political marketing is that 
the candidate is not necessarily advanced as a person who is faultless. 
The Nixon campaign was guilty of, if anything, over-glossing the image 
of their candidate. ‘The American people had been presented with the 
supercandidate, the supercampaign, yet – even faced with the sweaty, 
babbling alternative of Humphrey – they showed signs of discontent.’ 
Humphrey’s team produced a half-hour campaign commercial entitled 
the ‘Mind Changer’. It concentrated on Humphrey as a person, and cast 
him as an ordinary individual who enjoyed pastimes of a similar ilk to 
many across the American nation. While the commercial was flawed in 
many ways, it is also notable as its themes, content and the emotive tone 
have been replicated, on both sides of the Atlantic on a number of occa-
sions, as later chapters of this text make clear. McGuiness observed that 
‘It showed Humphrey wearing a stupid fisherman’s hat and getting his 
lines snarled on a lake near his home and it took shameless advantage 
of the fact he has a mentally retarded granddaughter. It was contrived 
and tasteless. But it was the most effective single piece of advertising of 
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the campaign.’23 This, although quite distinctive, presented Humphrey 
as being accomplished in conveying a sense of ordinariness, one that 
was both accessible and authentic. In contrast to Nixon however, he 
was perceived to be lacking the core element of political exceptionalism 
that was also needed to successfully challenge for power. This had been 
a problem in the primary races for Humphrey in 1960 and was a feature 
which suggests that the creation of a political identity requires both 
popular perceptions of ordinariness and exceptionalism rolled into one 
political character.

The lessons derived from Nixon’s portrayal of his candidacy across 
time are many. At an early stage of his political career Nixon understood 
the need to exploit his social standing and to accentuate his ordinari-
ness, with respect to wealth and his social habits. However, this on its 
own, as communications evolved, was insufficient to propel him to the 
White House. In the latter stages of his political career he resolved to 
present a New Nixon to the populace, one based as much on a refor-
mation of presentation techniques as a reinvention of the individual’s 
political character. Nixon, as a politician, was portrayed as being con-
nected to the policy needs of the nation, and as a person was more 
comfortable with the political environment. That said, he remained 
uncomfortable with attempts to alter his political character. His contri-
bution to the marketing of politics in the realm of wealth was import-
ant, particularly as the Checkers speech suggested an importance to the 
downplaying of wealth and how television might be used to give this 
image. Thereafter, although increasingly a wealthy individual, the task 
for Nixon was to maintain the impression that he was derived from the 
populace and had not abandoned his social origins. Although largely in 
its infancy with respect to the communications age, this was achieved 
through presentation strategies and gave the populace, particularly in 
1968 the type of candidate it was thought to desire as pinpointed by 
market research. Nixon, unlike the folksy Humphrey, combined polit-
ical experience and exceptionalism with elements of ordinariness, and 
this combination would, in time become a potent mix and a great asset 
in the pursuit of the presidential office.

John F. Kennedy

Kennedy, as a person and a candidate, is important to an understand-
ing of wealth and how it impacts upon perceptions of a political leader. 
The grandeur of Camelot and the public understanding of the elite 
nature of the Kennedy family contrasts with the modern convention 
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whereby elite leaders seek to play down and diminish the consequences 
of their economic standing. Although conferred with great wealth, and 
attacked, as discussed later in this chapter by his opponents on those 
grounds, Kennedy accentuated other issues in his candidacy and was 
cast by media observers as someone who could, despite his social stand-
ing, understand and address the issues facing the United States.

Kennedy’s victory in the 1960 election witnessed a change in the 
nature and conduct of the presidency. It was considered that it contrib-
uted to the ability to ‘substitute image for substance’ and to advance 
messages which were spun to the American public.24 Moreover, he con-
tributed to an altering of the nature of the presidential office, whereby 
the character of the leader became a feature to which the electorate 
could more easily relate, the ‘personalization of the presidency’.25 This 
was not merely about Kennedy, but came hand-in-hand with the advent 
of new developments in communication and media practices. There 
were however notable features that differentiated the Kennedy presi-
dency from others that would follow when marketing is considered. 
Kennedy’s personal life was not open to scrutiny in the way that later 
presidential candidates would experience. While aspects of Kennedy’s 
relationship to his wife were publicised and his autobiographical past 
was exploited to demonstrate his patriotic duty to his country, the epi-
sodes chosen for election purposes were specific in nature, and media 
respect for more sensitive areas of the President’s life were, contempor-
aneously at least, shielded from public view. The President’s health, 
 specifically that he suffered from Addison’s disease, and that he strayed 
from his marriage were issues that only belatedly came into the pub-
lic sphere and were subject to popular debate. His marriage had to be 
carefully managed, although Jackie Kennedy was able to create her own 
political identity both in a domestic and international capacity. As a 
senator, a presidential candidate and finally president, his ill-health 
was shielded by a number of protective claims, including that he had 
flu, suffered from malaria, and that he ‘injured his back on some rocks 
while swimming off Cape Cod’.26 Part of the reason for the acceptance 
of information that may not have squared with the truth may have 
been the perception, certainly among his Republican opponents, that 
he was given positive and sympathetic press coverage.27 Even given the 
belated exposure of many of Kennedy’s personal issues he has retained 
his standing as one of the most popular presidents when polls are 
 conducted to evaluate the historical context of leaders.28 Kennedy had 
an 84 per cent approval rating in a poll taken in 2006, 13 per cent higher 
than his nearest challenger.29 This suggests, perhaps only superficially, 
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that although preferences have changed with respect to the presenta-
tion of socio-economic identity, the allure of Camelot, and a president 
clearly divorced economically from the rest of the populace, can be seen 
as an issue which is not necessarily a liability.

Kennedy’s attempts to push himself to the fore as a political can-
didate rested upon a number of issues related to the marketing of his 
 personality and the identity he conveyed. One was his wealth, his fam-
ily fortune allowing him a lifestyle far removed from that of main-
stream America. In contrast to other candidates discussed in this text, 
and certainly with the marketing of wealth and political identity in the 
contemporary era, Kennedy was quite forthcoming about the financial 
standing of his family, even during the election year of 1960. When 
asked by a Time journalist about the impact of the Great Depression 
Kennedy responded by stating, ‘I have no first-hand knowledge of the 
depression. My family had one of the great fortunes of the world and 
it was worth more than ever then. We had bigger houses, more ser-
vants, we travelled more. ... I really did not learn about the depression 
until I read about it at Harvard.’30 Secondly, there was the issue of reli-
gion. Kennedy’s Catholicism was perceived to be, by his own camp 
in particular, an issue which might condition the votes of a number 
of key states and so shape the primary races, and thereafter give his 
opponents a prime  target during the national campaign. His father 
Joseph P. Kennedy argued, ‘Let’s not con ourselves. The only issue is 
whether a Catholic can be elected President.’31 Kennedy used televi-
sion to offset potential doubt about his religiosity and challenged nega-
tive perceptions: ‘There is no article of my faith that would in any way 
inhibit – I think it encourages – the meeting of my oath of office.’32 
He also asserted, ‘I am not the Catholic candidate for president. I am 
the Democratic Party’s candidate for president who happens also to 
be a Catholic’.33 However, while it dominated internal considerations 
and concerns within the Kennedy camp, it partly shielded other issues, 
including the wealth entertained by Kennedy personally and the means 
he could use in order to advance his campaign agenda.

Part of the allure of Kennedy as a political candidate, at all levels of 
his political career, was that he advanced himself and his political pos-
ition to be one where he as a person mattered. Policies were significant, 
and he was wholly able to advance his cause in this regard, but who 
conveyed them did too. Kennedy has been identified by Newman, a 
key writer on the marketing of political figures in America, as the first 
‘celebrity president’.34 He received a media coverage and popular stand-
ing in keeping with that enjoyed by music and media figures of the 
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time, partly obscuring weak job approval figures as his presidency pro-
gressed. Kennedy’s presidency, once he had settled into office, was one 
of grandeur and one where ‘the coming together of vast media cover-
age, inflated popular expectations, and talent at producing spectacle 
began’.35

In the overall context of this text the Kennedy period, and his 
 candidacy, appeared to mark the closing stage of an era where can-
didates could easily accommodate elite social origins as part of their 
political candidacy. In later elections candidates emphasised how their 
humble origins prepared them for office, and political aptitude granted 
them political opportunities based on merit. In White’s The Making of 
the President 1960, which provides an all-encompassing narrative of 
the 1960 contest for leadership, he evaluated how Hubert Humphrey, 
discussed earlier in the context of the Democratic campaign of 1968, 
appeared to have the personal attributes to relate to the general popu-
lace but lacked elite  credentials which separated him from the mass, 
and thereby undermined his credibility to lead. ‘What spoiled the 
Humphrey campaign – apart from the underlying fact that this coun-
try, Democrats and Republican alike, was unwilling to be evangelized in 
1960 – was the very simplicity, the clarity, the homely sparkle he could 
bring to any issue. He could talk on almost any subject under the sun – 
to farmers, to workers, to university intellectuals. And when he fin-
ished there were no mysteries left; nor was he a mystery either. He was 
someone just like the listeners. There was no distance, no separation of 
intrigue, none of the majesty that must surround a king.’36 Humphrey 
appeared to be a candidate who was before his time. His ability to com-
municate across social groups and to be of the masses was a skill and 
an aptitude that was later replicated by candidates such as Clinton and 
George Bush Jr. However, although in the 1990s a folksy approach was 
seen to be a pronounced asset to a campaign, in the 1960s it was con-
sidered problematic. The passage of time and the increasing transpar-
ency of candidates’ lives accentuated the ordinary at the expense of 
elite considerations, and Humphrey largely set a tone that, although 
not successful at the time, would be a profitable strategy to employ in 
future decades.

The perception that personal wealth created a gulf at the elite level as 
well as on a personal level was evident with the involvement of Kennedy 
in the 1960 Democratic primary race. Although in modern politics the 
employment of vast campaign funds and resources is commonplace, 
particularly when individuals such as Ross Perot could employ their 
own personal fortunes, in the 1960s campaign management and finance 
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were by contrast simplistic in their construction. Humphrey found that 
paying for television commercials stretched his finances and that he 
struggled to challenge Kennedy’s financial bandwagon. Humphrey 
argued that it was like a ‘corner grocer running against a chain store’.37 
Theodore White believed that it was not simply down to money that 
Kennedy could have a better campaign organisation with more offices 
in key voting districts and more staff to advance his campaign agenda, 
but also because ‘the long-established connection of Kennedy’s friend-
ships and social background that provided his [campaign] with the 
talent’.38 The portrayal of Kennedy during the primaries was that of 
a candidate who was accomplished on many fronts, his elite standing 
bestowing him with several advantages in the political arena.

Kennedy was subject to media criticism about his wealth and queries 
about how much he was actually worth. This came largely in the after-
math of the 1960 election and had little bearing on discussion during 
that particular contest. As the Kennedy family kept the exact nature 
of their wealth private, much of the discussion rested on speculation 
rather than established fact. One such discussion was entertained by 
US News & World Report in an article entitled ‘The Richest President, 
How Much He Has, How Much He Gets’. Kennedy’s aide Ted Sorensen 
claimed that Kennedy was not prone to read that particular publica-
tion.39 Additionally, when in office Kennedy offset charges about his 
wealth, giving his salary for being president to charity and giving the 
royalties from his writings, particularly for Profiles in Courage, to other 
similar organisations. Although not flouted as an issue which could 
be considered as an asset, wealth, and its relationship to politics was 
something that was central to the impression of political success for 
the Kennedy family. A cousin of Kennedy’s father, Joe Kane, who intro-
duced Kennedy to politics in Boston, observed: ‘Politics is like war ... it 
takes three things to win – the first is money and the second is money 
and the third is money.’40

Kennedy was attuned to many of the political marketing techniques 
as practised by other politicians of his time, and in key areas which 
were to be enhanced and expanded by others in future years. In polls 
his team looked to enhance his position by identifying the type of pol-
icies which would be popular and the type of person who might be 
swung behind his particular cause and ideology. In using Louis Harris 
to provide information and accelerate the onset of a sophisticated pol-
itical marketing machine the Kennedy team tried to pinpoint how and 
why individuals voted for them.41 Political marketing rested on internal 
understandings of voter desire. This was replicated by the Republicans, 
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who employed Claude Robinson to aid Nixon. The research was utilised 
by each party. Indeed the opponents secretly traded poll research infor-
mation to allow internal results to enhance their intelligence. Although 
cast as fractious opponents each side realised that the majority of the 
core voting groups they sought to persuade were rooted in specific 
camps and that information might be traded for mutual benefit.42

Kennedy was considered to be both ordinary and exceptional by 
his aides. In an enlightening and informative book on Kennedy by 
his Special Counsel, Ted Sorensen, a subjective interpretation suggests 
that in terms of the conveyance of social and emotional information 
Kennedy transcended the problems posed by perceptions of Camelot. 
Appropriately, Sorensen began his text with the marriage of the ordin-
ary and the exceptional, ‘ “The truly extraordinary man is truly the 
ordinary man.” The first time I met John Kennedy I was immediately 
impressed by his “ordinary” demeanour – a quality that in itself is 
 extraordinary among politicians.’43 Kennedy did not advance himself 
publicly as a victim of circumstance in an overt manner, his family 
having had a number of bereavements and one of his sisters being con-
fined to an institution on the grounds of her mental health. He was 
considered, by Sorensen at least to be able to make a connection with 
the voter, personally and politically. Sorensen argued that ‘When I first 
began to work for him, it seemed we had nothing in common. He was 
worth an estimated ten million dollars, owing primarily to the vast 
trust funds his father had established many years earlier. ... My own 
background was typical of a middle-income family’. Thereafter there 
were differences in education too. ‘He [Kennedy] had attended the 
exclusive Choate Preparatory School for boys, graduated with honors 
from Harvard, and studied briefly at Princeton. Stanford and London 
School of Economics. My [Sorensen] total tuition in six years at the 
University of Nebraska, from which I received my degree in law, could 
not have paid for a single year at Harvard.’44 That Kennedy was not, 
in material terms, an ordinary person was clear. He was from an elite 
social group in the United States, had been pushed to the fore in the 
realm of politics by his father and enjoyed a lifestyle that was removed 
from the mainstream of American society. Although he had served in 
combat in Second World War and was clearly a patriotic American will-
ing to serve his country, other factors particularly his religion appeared 
to pose problem of an association between candidate and electors.

Sorensen thought that the issues which might potentially prove 
 divisive were not ones that posed problems for Kennedy as a per-
son or candidate ‘Yet all these differences made very little difference 
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in his  attitude. He was not simply a sum of all the elements in his 
 background – a Catholic war veteran from a wealthy Boston family 
who had  graduated from Harvard. His most important qualities he 
had acquired and  developed on his own, and those who attempted to 
pigeonhole him according to the categories in his case history were 
sadly mistaken.’45 Although Sorensen considered Kennedy’s wealth to 
be a minimal issue in the campaign, it was largely this way as a conse-
quence of a focus on his religion and policy, and his opponents were 
unable to push the issue of wealth to the fore as an issue of social and 
emotional division, and exploit it to their own gain.

Through the primary campaign Humphrey tried to press Kennedy 
on the perception that personal wealth created socio-economic div-
isions between the candidate and the electorate. Sorensen argued that 
‘Humphrey, meanwhile, asserting desperation for funds despite his 
 continued confidence of victory, pushed the poor boy vs. rich boy theme 
to new heights. He went beyond stressing his own humble origins and 
Kennedy’s wealthy background and began charging the Kennedy’s with 
illegal acts.’46 Ultimately Humphrey failed to get his message to reson-
ate. Media and political commentary upon the wealth of the Kennedys 
appeared to be more an issue of celebration than condemnation, and 
was a feature of the Kennedy family aura that was later magnified as 
the ‘Camelot’ myth once the candidate had reached the presidential 
office. Kennedy’s need to present himself to the public in a particular 
way is clear from the approach his campaign team adopted in the elec-
tion campaigns he engaged in. The emphasis on religion presented his 
opponents and the electorate with the predicament that to address the 
issue directly was to suggest that it mattered, and hence to avoid it was 
to suggest, as the Kennedy team desired, that religion had no bearing 
on the debate concerning the election.47 Kennedy used events to popu-
larise himself and his campaign and to create the necessary image to 
engage with the electorate on an emotional level. His 1953-wedding 
was presented as a ‘storybook’ event with guests from all political pos-
itions.48 It was portrayed as the union of two historic families and the 
creation of a realm of monarchical proportions.

The lessons from the Kennedy experience were that wealth could be 
considered an issue that was not a pronounced problem for a political 
candidate. In keeping with many of the political leaders in the United 
States in the twentieth century Kennedy was from an elite background, 
with a lifestyle far removed from the mainstream of that society. While 
muted in its profile during Kennedy’s campaign, his wealth and the 
chic it brought to the White House once elected was openly celebrated 
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in the media. Caution must be exercised however when simplifying 
Kennedy’s overall position. The Kennedys did not openly disclose their 
wealth and his religion was seen to be more of an impediment to office 
than financial acumen. Kennedy’s wartime exploits were accentuated 
to highlight his patriotism and his commitment to American values. 
However, Kennedy was perhaps the last president who could view 
wealth as an issue which would not be problematic when entertain-
ing a candidacy for the White House. Following his tenure wealth was 
gradually considered to be a handicap. It still was an essential aspect of 
mounting a campaign, with personal and campaign finance in abun-
dance, but it could no longer be considered to be an element that would 
be beyond critical media scrutiny or that could be used to provide emo-
tional associations with the electorate. Across time, it became impera-
tive to show that even if a candidate had enormous wealth, it was not 
an impediment to their understanding of and social awareness of the 
plight of the ill-defined ‘ordinary’ person. Camelot appeared to be, for 
the contemporary era at least, the last time a President could appear to 
live differently from society and be celebrated for doing so.

Conclusion

The experiences of Kennedy and Nixon in the 1950s and 1960s showed 
that while there were a number of areas of political marketing that were 
established, candidates had different fortunes in trying to advance their 
positions. Clearly both came from vastly different social backgrounds, 
but notably neither tried to mask their origins to any great extent. They 
sought, while accentuating their different respective strengths, to con-
vey their worthiness for election to office and to accentuate and utilise 
their social positions as best they were able to.

Marketing techniques of advertisement placement, strategic poll-
ing and market research, and presenting the populace with a product 
thought to suit their needs was firmly in place by the late 1960s. The 
evolution of political campaigns based on the individual as much as the 
ideological position of the parties was an undercurrent which has con-
tinued into the contemporary era. In reviewing the changes wrought 
on the presidency during the tumult of the 1960s George E. Reedy, in 
his largely pessimistic work the Twilight of the Presidency, captured the 
tone of the changes brought about by the personalisation of the office 
and the concentration on the individual as the enshrinement of the 
political product. Writing in 1970, Reedy argued that the occurrence of 
change in the American political system was in some ways responsive 
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to popular needs, ‘The personal campaign is not to be despised, des-
pite its carnival air and the mindless character of the slogans and pol-
itical speeches. ... Even more important, however, it represented a form 
of communion between a leader and his people, a communion that was 
a two-way street. Voters who could see a man in person, perhaps even, 
with a little luck get to touch him, somehow felt that they shared in the 
processes that governed them. Candidates, on the other hand, received 
a sense of drawing strength from the great mass.’49 The interchange of 
information, whereby elements in the electoral process fed of the pos-
ition of the other was important for the nature of democratic politics, 
and underpinned the political marketing ethos.

Rather than persuading the electorate to move to a political position 
desired by the candidate, candidates would now across time attempt 
to understand the electorate, and move, as much as was ideologically 
 possible, to the position thought to be the most politically advanta-
geous to gaining an electoral victory. Part of this was policy based, 
but part too was to replicate the social and emotional understanding 
possessed by the voting body. By the turn of the millennium this was 
considered to be a position in the centre-ground of politics. In terms 
of policy the challenges of a fundamental move were difficult to over-
come, particularly in the midst of the Cold War and concerns over 
the volatility of specific groups within America. It proved easier and 
more profitable to cast the candidate in a specific light and to convey 
images of political figures who seemed to emotionally understand the 
electorate and who were perceived, through the manufacturing of an 
image, to socially, in terms of political marketing and the individual, 
be at one with America. While the experiences of Nixon and Kennedy 
were largely unrefined in comparison with contemporary candidates 
they provided a backdrop to future enhancements and changes in the 
presentation of candidates to the American people. Their experiences 
proved instructive in giving guidance, in both the United States and in 
Great Britain about how individual political identity might be used to 
persuade voters to a particular cause. Even in the short term Wilson, in 
1963 and 1964, considered the strategies used by Kennedy in his 1960 
presidential campaign and thereafter Edward Heath examined Nixon’s 
election strategies of 1968 to inform his own election campaign.50 The 
structure and contrasts between the US and UK political systems has 
meant that there has been something of a lag in the replication of 
marketing strategies in the United Kingdom. Writing in the 1970s Lord 
Longford claimed that the ‘use of money and the cult of the family 
cannot be easily paralleled in England’.51
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Nixon attempted to use his autobiography as an asset to convey bonds 
of association with the electorate. This worked in part, but he modified 
his approach in the late 1960s, when maintaining any form of stark 
pretence that he still was part and parcel of mainstream society was 
difficult to convey. Sold as the ‘New Nixon’ his marketed position relied 
as much on creating a perception of a refreshed individual, as it did on 
claiming that Nixon was a new person. Although Humphrey made a 
number of claims about the superficiality of Nixon’s new image and the 
problems encountered by this type of marketing, he was unable, largely 
on account of the predicaments faced by his party, to convince voters 
that Nixon’s political identity was one that had been artfully created so 
as to make him appear accessible and in tune with the voting block.

Kennedy ran largely on a ticket that did not shield the fact that he was 
from a wealthy family, but his wealth was not flaunted either. Rather he 
tried to advance the idea that although from an elite background this 
did not stop him from understanding the needs of the dispossessed and 
the poor, a feature carried forth with greater meaning by his brother 
in the 1968 campaign. He had also served his country with dignity. 
Kennedy’s wealth and social position would be mirrored by a number of 
the candidates who would contest the presidential office in later years. 
However, they would approach the issue of wealth and its presentation 
in a fundamentally different way. Kennedy did deflect attention from 
the issue of wealth partly because at the time other issues were per-
ceived to be potentially more divisive. At an early stage in the evolution 
of political marketing Kennedy did not try to pretend to be poor or 
accentuate aspects of his childhood to exploit public sympathies. He 
did accentuate his military career to highlight that his social class was 
not an impediment to his serving his country, and utilised his family to 
provide a backdrop to his campaign. In later years candidates would be 
more pronounced in selecting autobiographical characteristics which 
would mask any notions of privilege or wealth, indeed the marketing 
of impoverishment would become the uniform position from which to 
create a political identity. There were efforts to mirror Kennedy’s pol-
itical identity in later years and be the ‘next JFK’, most notably in the 
campaign waged by Gary Hart in 1984, however they failed to recreate 
the Kennedy ‘charisma’ and the outcome was one which appeared to be 
artificial in its construct.52
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3
Thatcher and Major: Marketing 
a Conservative Identity

Political marketing with respect to the portrayal of class and wealth was 
present in British politics in advance of the rise to power of Margaret 
Thatcher in 1979. It was only brought to the fore however as an essential 
aspect of political presentation with a popular appreciation of the use 
of advertising agencies by the Conservative party in 1979.1 Thatcher’s 
ascendancy through the ranks of the Conservative party and final rise 
to the position of prime minister marked a clear breakthrough in the 
realm of political marketing. Not only were advertising agencies used 
to advance the Conservative cause in the 1979 general election, but 
Thatcher carefully portrayed herself as a product of lower-middle class 
Britain, as a woman in tune with the needs of those who were adversely 
affected by industrial disputes and the winter of discontent which had 
afflicted Britain at that time. This image was slowly deconstructed dur-
ing Thatcher’s time in office, culminating in her being ousted by her 
party in 1990 in anticipation that she was an electoral liability in any 
forthcoming general election, and that she had become aloof and dis-
connected from the voting mass. Her successor, John Major, followed 
a familiar furrow to that ploughed by Thatcher in the creation of a 
political persona designed to appeal to popular sentiments. He accentu-
ated his working-class roots, played heavily upon his social connections 
with the British people and had both the skill and good fortune to lead 
his party to a narrow victory in the 1992 general election. Although 
not always greeted enthusiastically by the candidate himself, Major’s 
election campaign commercials unashamedly pushed his social and 
 emotional attributes as centre points in his political identity. By the 
time the Conservatives left office in 1997 the party had transformed 
political marketing and had, in many respects, changed the nature of 
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the presentation of British politics. This was not merely an issue to do 
with the passage of time, but had its roots in research, the utilisation 
of factors in the marketing realm previously outside the remit of British 
politics, and in the resultant success enjoyed by the Conservative party. 
This success ensured that both Labour and the Conservative party 
would see presentation and political identity as central to the success-
ful capture of power in future election and campaign challenges. This 
was understood by those associated with New Labour, and Tony Blair in 
particular, in the run-up to the British general election of 1997, and his 
political identity was largely based on learning from the successes and 
failures of his predecessors. The issue in British politics was one of both 
the manufacturing of the candidates, as well as the marketing of them. 
This challenge was not consigned neatly to an election cycle or a short-
term campaign, but had to be advanced persuasively and frequently 
across a long period of time to assist in conveying the type of candidate 
thought to appeal to the British public.

This chapter considers how political marketing engrained itself 
into British politics. It firstly examines the dilemma that faced the 
Conservative party, a party on the centre-right of the British political 
spectrum. The party faced, and continues to face, challenges in dis-
pelling impressions that it favours elite and moneyed interests and is 
divorced from the interests of the ordinary person. Thatcher had to 
create a party image and personal identity which would allow her to 
entertain a broad demographic support among the populace, and show 
an appeal to persons on a diverse range of income levels. She marketed 
her character to this end, reinventing her personal background when 
becoming party leader and then prime minister. Also under consider-
ation in this chapter are issues such as the strategic use of her gender, 
her portrayal of wealth and her effort to socially and emotionally con-
nect with the voter. It briefly addresses how the efforts to maintain 
Thatcher’s connections with the voter in these areas disintegrated as the 
1980s progressed. Thereafter consideration is given to how John Major 
created a political and public identity which exploited his background, 
and how he utilised and exploited specific aspects of his past once in 
power. However, he was unable, across the long term, to create suffi-
cient ties with the voting public so as to ensure that the Conservative 
party was perceived to identify with ordinary people. The underlying 
problems it faced in identifying, both subjectively and objectively, with 
ordinary people when Thatcher took office remained in place when 
Major left office 18 years later.
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Elite or ordinary: A Conservative dilemma

In the 1970s British politics had clear water between left and right, and 
bore the traditional overtones of a left leaning Labour party, supportive 
of industry and the unions, and a Conservative party supportive of busi-
ness, opposed to union strength and comfortable with the principles of 
free market capitalism. Initially the Conservatives were thought to have 
a strong role to play in siding with middle-class interests and oppos-
ing working-class interests, however perceptions of the Labour party as 
 representatives of the working-class interests were damaged by the onset 
of strained industrial relations, culminating in the winter of discontent 
in 1979. The class-based foundations of British politics appeared, at least 
temporarily, to have been set aside, albeit during a period of unconven-
tional and bitter industrial relations. At a superficial level at least the 
Conservative party were perceived to have transformed their relation-
ship with at least part of the British political community, although the 
change was essentially superficial in nature. The brief association with 
working-class voters, and especially skilled manual workers, who essen-
tially voted against their own rational economic issues, often titled 
Basildon or Mondeo man, was transient. Nevertheless, Thatcher had 
been at the forefront in making the party appear more inclusive and 
giving it a more universal appeal, taking swing voters from the centre-
left of the political spectrum and creating across the short term a new 
political coalition.

Through the 1980s poll statistics suggested that the 1979 election, 
and the presence of Margaret Thatcher as a political leader, had little 
bearing on the underlying long-term interpretation of the Conservative 
party. Although Margaret Thatcher argued vehemently, as detailed later 
in this chapter, about her class origins she was perceived to have little 
credibility when contending that she was in touch with the populace, 
and the party was not thought to have much to bond it to the ill-defined 
concept of ‘ordinary people’. As Green argued in the work Thatcher, the 
distinctive role of class and political affiliation was largely entrenched in 
the period in advance of Thatcher’s assumption of national leadership: 
‘The period from when Thatcher first became politically active to her 
election as Conservative leader was the time in British political history 
which saw the closest correlation between class and voting allegiance.’2 
With respect to the period of office for Thatcher, commencing with 
questions first asked in 1983, MORI polls asked about statements which 
were considered appropriate to the identity of the Conservative party. 
In 1983, 48 per cent of respondents thought the party to be out of touch 
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with ordinary people, the figure rising to the mid-fifties during the 
later part of Thatcher’s time as party leader. Similarly, only 23 per cent 
thought that the party looked after ‘people like us’ in the early 1980s, 
falling to 9 per cent in 1989 and a meagre 8 per cent in 1990.3

It is evident that the Conservative party, during Thatcher’s era of lead-
ership, struggled to have resonance with any broad demographic group 
which might express or categorise themselves as having their interests 
advanced to a positive end. This was in stark contrast to the impres-
sion entertained by Thatcher herself. Shortly after her acquisition of the 
prime ministerial office she argued ‘the Conservative Party has demon-
strated that it is the party of all the people’.4 Thereafter, it is clear that a 
similarly bleak position existed, across the decade, with respect to those 
who might consider themselves to be both ordinary and Conservative 
party supporters. Additionally ordinariness is not a feature or attribute 
that is specifically class based. As Chapter 1 indicated, it is largely dic-
tated by self-reference. As Thatcher’s tenure progressed a decreasing 
number considered her party to be in touch with their own subjective 
interests and increasing numbers considered the Conservatives to be a 
party that was out of touch with mainstream society. The party stereo-
type of it being one which represented narrow interests appears to have 
been largely unaltered by either environmental events or by the evolu-
tion of new policies, leadership or revised marketing strategies.

With specific reference to Margaret Thatcher, the marketing of her 
personal political identity did not succeed when advancing inclusive-
ness and her political marketing did not, it appears, succeed across time 
in making her appear to be genuinely at one with the British people. In 
keeping with the problems encountered by the party in socially asso-
ciating itself with the populace, poll samples made for similarly grim 
reading with respect to Thatcher’s association as an individual. In 1981 
poll statistics showed that 43 per cent thought her to be ‘out of touch 
with ordinary people’. Across the 1980s this figure, although prone to 
marginal alterations, slowly deteriorated. By 1990, 62 per cent consid-
ered her to be out of touch.

The marked deterioration in the perception of Thatcher as a leader 
who could be identified with ordinary people was pronounced by the end 
of the 1980s. By the time of her departure from office she appeared to be 
a leader to whom few could relate personally, and led the Conservative 
party as an individual who seemed detached socially and emotionally 
from the public. In short, both her socio-economic  class-based asso-
ciations and social and emotional connections with the voter were a 
 political liability by the time her party decided to remove her as leader. 
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The explanations for the deterioration appear to be grounded upon fac-
tors which are central to the marketing of an individual and their wealth. 
Ordinariness appears to be a factor considered significant in earmark-
ing a candidate’s suitability for election to office. However, once the 
candidate has occupied political office, the opportunities and ability of 
the candidate to convey a sense of ordinariness appears substantially 
reduced. In turn, attempts to play an autobiographical card appears to 
become more difficult the longer the leader has been removed from the 
rigours of mainstream society.

By way of contrast, and to emphasise the party gulf between the 
Conservative and Labour party in the realm of voter association, there 
were pronounced differences between the parties in terms of their popu-
lar associations. Through the 1980s the highest figures for those who 
thought the Labour party out of touch with ordinary people was a mere 
17 per cent. Similarly, Neil Kinnock, the Labour leader through much 
of the 1980s, was thought to be more in touch with the experiences of 
British people. For most of the 1980s he entertained single figures when 
poll samples asked if he were out of touch. This is largely unsurprising 
given the social background and make-up of the Labour party at that 
time. However, on their own, social origins and emotional connections 
were insufficient to allow Kinnock, or his predecessor Michael Foot, to 
seriously challenge Thatcher across the decade. Part of this was rooted 
in the problems that had faced Labour with respect to policy in the late 
1970s, and part was an acceptance, in the short term, that although 
Thatcher did frequently come across as aloof and managerial, these 
were admirable character attributes to possess when holding a political 
office. When seeking office she was the Grocer’s Daughter, when in 
office she was the Iron Lady. In getting to the office ordinariness was 
an important factor to convey; when in office decisive leadership was a 
similarly desirable feature.

At first sight the Labour party might be thought to have held the win-
ning hand with respect to political marketing. However, Thatcher was 
also thought to be a decisive leader, and revolutionised British politics 
with the reform of a number of institutions. She addressed industrial 
relations and waged effective general election campaigns which pre-
sented her with three general election victories. In keeping with the 
general thesis advanced in this study she used social and emotional 
issues to elevate her to a position of Conservative party leader and then, 
when in office, accentuated the decisive and authoritative qualities 
that, it could be argued, she was elected specifically to display. That her 
image during her time in office was one that gave her a political identity 
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that was aloof from the mainstream voter was partly a product of her 
time in office, with a natural outgrowth being that she would not be in 
a position to partake in an ordinary life or existence. As a consequence 
both she and the Conservative party as a whole were never able to cast 
off the perception of the party as an elitist institution. That is not to 
say that the political marketing undertaken by Margaret Thatcher was 
wholly unsuccessful, or was markedly inferior to that advanced by her 
political opponents. Rather it is to argue that the aspects of political 
marketing which helped elevate Thatcher to power in the first place 
were effective in enhancing her appeal, but across the long term the 
erosion of the Thatcher image was one that could not be forestalled 
meaningfully by marketing strategies relating to her individually or 
counteract the stereotypical image of her party.

The remainder of this chapter considers how Thatcher created a polit-
ical identity that sought to portray her as one with the British people in 
her pursuit of the party leadership. It then considers how she marketed 
herself as a potential prime minister and how she diminished percep-
tions of her wealth and social standing so as to enhance her electabil-
ity. Thereafter the position of John Major is considered. His position 
contrasts with that of Thatcher as he could genuinely contend that he 
had humble origins. He assumed aspects of Thatcher’s initial market-
ing strategies to portray him as a leader who could associate with a 
cross-section of the British people and presented himself as a product 
of a working-class environment, with campaign commercials which 
unashamedly accentuated this facet.

Margaret Thatcher

The political context

In evaluating Margaret Thatcher’s position as a political candidate who 
entertained market-based concepts it is evident that she tried, as with 
the other candidates and leaders in this book, to accentuate a number 
of core features central to her political character and to stress, for public 
consumption, personal criteria which might be entertained positively 
by the public. This was particularly evident in two areas, her background 
and her gender, areas which were cultivated, modified and manipulated 
so as to give Thatcher an association with the British public, and also to 
give her a distinctive edge over her opponents.

Thatcher’s political career has been extensively researched and 
chronicled, with an array of associated discussions on the regional 
and national ramifications of her policies. She was born in 1925 in 
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Lincolnshire, went to Oxford University and then worked as a research 
chemist, later studying law and qualifying as a barrister. She was inter-
ested in political issues from an early age, and was attracted by the 
ideology of Conservative party. She was elected to represent Finchley, 
a suburb of London, in 1959 and had time in both government and 
opposition holding several important posts. Following the Conservative 
 election victory in 1970, she became Secretary of State for Education 
and Science. She courted controversy by being accused of ending the 
 provision of free school milk for children over 7, leading to negative 
publicity, ‘Mrs Thatcher Milk Snatcher’, and a perception that she 
remained largely immune to public opinion and cared little on issues 
perceived to have strong social and emotional content.5

Following the loss of power in 1974 by Heath and the Conservative 
party Thatcher saw her opportunity to challenge for power and to take 
her brand of leadership to the heart of British politics. She campaigned 
with vigour, albeit merely within her own party, as the leadership post 
was one decided internally within Conservative ranks. She defeated 
Edward Heath by 130 votes to 119, and then in a second ballot received 
146 votes to William Whitelaw’s 79, becoming the first woman to lead a 
major political party in British political history.6 Thatcher campaigned 
against Labour under its two prime ministers of this period Harold 
Wilson and James Callaghan. At the forefront of her leadership were 
the values of the free market, questions about the role of the state and a 
deeply ingrained dislike of socialism and its inherent values.

Thatcher’s opportunity to practice her values in government came 
with the disintegration of Labour’s political authority in 1978–79. Denis 
Healy, Chancellor of the Exchequer, implemented a number of eco-
nomic reforms which included cuts in spending in key areas of public 
provision, most notably in the areas of health and education. Union 
discontent was manifested with the onset of the ‘winter of discontent’, 
a term employed by the editor of the British tabloid newspaper the Sun 
to describe a wave of popular dissatisfaction with the path taken by 
a number of generally unionised interests in the nation at that time. 
High unemployment, strikes and wage freezes alongside a press sym-
pathetic to the idea of ideological chance presented Thatcher with the 
opportunity to present an alternative vision for Britain if she were able 
to sell both her own character and policies to a national audience.7 Poll 
statistics suggested that much of the opportunity presented to Thatcher 
arose from ineptitude on the part of Labour rather than a determined 
swing behind the Conservative party. As environmental conditions 
worsened so did the fortunes of Labour.
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Marketing a political identity

Thatcher had two distinct challenges in presenting her character and 
identity as attributes which mirrored those possessed by the mainstream 
population. Two issues were of importance. Firstly, she needed to appeal 
to the political and social identity of the Conservative party member-
ship and be perceived to reflect its make-up and identity. Secondly how-
ever, she also needed to have a broader appeal to entice swing voters 
and those alienated by the political environment and other political 
parties to her cause. Her political character and identity were marketed 
primarily as products of her own impressions of her childhood and 
background. These were pivotal in placing her in a position where she 
advanced and understood moral values, felt herself to be part of ‘Middle 
England’ and allowed her to contend that she was the product, polit-
ically and personally, of hard work and endeavour. She recalled in her 
memoirs, The Path to Power, ‘Nothing in our house was wasted, and we 
always lived within our means’.8 Placed neatly alongside the cultivation 
of an identity shaped by a personal history was her perception that she 
was a woman who had entered a previously male bastion, namely that 
of politics. Her gender became significant in shaping her identity, but 
not entirely in a fashion which allowed her to contend that she was 
a woman who could attract, on its sole account, other women to her 
political cause. Her strategy involved pointing out the hardships faced 
on the grounds of her gender and, in accentuating the will and deter-
mination needed to advance her position, she addressed one of the core 
remits of political marketing outlined with respect to leadership. Being 
a woman was an asset to Thatcher as it was a tool she could utilise polit-
ically. Coming from an ordinary background she demonstrated that she 
had socially and emotionally experienced the same lifestyle as the voter. 
In rising as a woman, to the head of her chosen political party, she had 
shown that she had an exceptional talent in politics. These issues had 
to be sold to the populace to create a political image which would prove 
attractive to the voter, and marketed in such a way so that it looked 
as though Thatcher could appeal to a broad range of socio-economic 
groups. The combination of the political and social, her gender and 
determination, alongside her ability to address the class-based structure 
of British society made for a complex make-up of a candidate who was 
multidimensional in her construct, but appeared simple in her mes-
sage and identity. Wendy Webster, in Not a Man to Match Her observed 
of Thatcher, ‘The individual mobility that Mrs Thatcher presents as a 
matter of talent, energy and ability was much more than this, it was 
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to do with manners, style, money, marriage, ballroom dancing classes, 
accent, clothes and an acceptance which she was never given by much 
of the establishment, particularly by the intellectual establishment’.9

Emerging from an ordinary background

Interpretations of Margaret Thatcher’s life rest upon a number of 
 romanticised ideas, impressions central to an understanding of 
a desired image rather than a real and stark impression of how she 
entered into politics. John Campbell, in a key work on Thatcher, The 
Grocer’s Daughter, argued that from the outset Thatcher’s background 
was consumed by idealism and spin.10 Thatcher’s interpretation of her 
own  political identity was formed by her social environment and her 
interaction with it. She perceived herself as the product of the corner 
shop, and as a person immersed in the dynamics of market econom-
ics. Playing to the areas which would naturally be expected in polit-
ical  marketing on socio-economic issues she stated, ‘I had the most 
 marvellous upbringing. It stayed with me the rest of my life. ... My 
goodness it was hard as a young person, it was hard, but it was right.’11 
As with each candidate mentioned in this text she entertained a col-
lection of social and moral concepts she believed would enhance her 
 political position and used her autobiography as a tool through which 
to describe the  evolution and maturity of her political character.

Central to political marketing is the use of the past to justify the 
present and provide a political narrative to which the audience can 
relate. Thatcher used her personal history both when competing for 
office and when in office, to shape her political identity and popular 
appeal. In a keynote speech to the Conservative Party conference in 
1981 she alluded to the impact of her personal life upon the political 
philosophy she advocated to the nation. ‘First among these is the deep 
and heartfelt concern for the personal hardship and waste reflected in 
every factory closure and redundancy. I learnt from childhood the dig-
nity which comes from work and, by contrast, the affront to self-esteem 
which comes from enforced idleness. For us, work was the only way of 
life we knew, and we were brought up to believe that it was not only a 
necessity but a virtue.’12 Several core themes emerged with respect to 
Thatcher’s memories of her past. They cast her as an ordinary person 
accustomed to hardship and commonplace experiences, far removed 
from wealth or elite society. She accentuated her childhood interaction 
with the corner shop environment, enhancing her awareness of pub-
lic service, financial management and the workings of the housewife’s 
purse. Furthermore she adulated her father in particular, and stressed 
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the importance of family stability to her perceptions of her ethics and 
morality.

On its own the concept of an industrious and engaged childhood 
would not have much resonance. However it was mentioned frequently 
in media opportunities by Thatcher and raised in interviews by those 
intent on uncovering her political motivations and political ethos. For 
example, in an interview conducted on Channel 4 television, the inter-
viewer cast Thatcher’s childhood in the following form, ‘you mentioned 
just now Grantham and your childhood in a relatively modest home in 
Grantham’.13 This played, at least theoretically, to a realm where she 
could present herself as ordinary and inclusive within mainstream 
British society. The concept of ordinariness on account of social and 
geographical origin were also present in advance of Thatcher’s elevation 
to a position of national office. In 1975 she was asked about how her 
geographical origins might impact upon her support across the nation, 
a radio interviewer arguing, ‘but you always had the image of a lady of 
the south’. Thatcher responded, ‘Well, I was born and brought up for 
the most telling years of my life in Grantham, Lincolnshire. ... all my 
ideas about life, about individual responsibility, about looking after your 
neighbour, about patriotism, about self-discipline, about law and order, 
were all formed right in a small town in the Midlands, and I’ve always 
been very thankful that I was brought up in a smaller community so 
that you really felt what a community could be.’14 Overall Thatcher’s 
upbringing and the impact of her Lincolnshire past was advanced by 
her as a topic with some frequency. As leader of the opposition she 
brought Grantham and its impact upon her character into discussion 
11 times, and when prime minister 28 times.15

Thatcher’s identity was also shaped by media profiles which con-
veyed her as a woman who, in keeping with an increasing number of 
women in the country at the time, shared the demanding task of jug-
gling work and domestic life. She had two children to raise in the early 
part of her political career, and both in the media and through her own 
efforts to shape an image, her role as a mother was an integral part of 
an identity marketed to appeal to women, and professional women in 
particular. She did however employ a ‘nanny-housekeeper’ to assist her 
in her domestic duties immediately after their birth, and this allowed 
her to return to full-time study and later full-time work.16 By the time 
of her position as leader of the opposition in the mid-1970s her chil-
dren were in their twenties and were not part of the daily challenges of 
motherhood for Thatcher. Her media profiles however played upon her 
position as a mother and accentuated her position as an  instrumental 
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figure in her household, one constructed around conventional and 
ordinary routines. Thatcher sold different images of her as political 
circumstances demanded. In 1970 she declared in a television inter-
view, ‘When the children were young I always had an English nanny’. 
Yet in a newspaper article in 1979 she painted a different portrait of 
her domestic arrangements, ‘Bringing up a family gives you a lot of 
experience of coping with instant crises ... because in most cases, it’s 
your job because Dad has gone to work and Mum is left to cope. So you 
do cope.’17 At a later stage of her career, in 1975 the Times reported: ‘She 
is up at half-past-six every morning to get her husband Denis his break-
fast before he leaves for his job. ... Thatcher gets to her hairdresser for a 
set once a week about half-past-eight.’18 On its own this type of report-
ing might not have had much resonance, but it served as a prelude to 
a more cohesive image where Thatcher was portrayed as organised and 
authoritative while retaining a number of homely features which cre-
ated social bonds. It was later used to embellish her political as well 
as her personal identity with discussions on ‘handbag diplomacy’. The 
long-term opportunities presented by social marketing are clear. They 
allow a permanent campaign of image and identity building which 
can be maintained to press home to the voter a set of attributes which 
make the candidate appealing, largely in a non-political capacity. In the 
absence of policy declarations, or the pressing glare of a general election 
campaign, they offer the opportunity to connect to the voter on issues 
which can form meaningful bonds, and inform later decisions involv-
ing party affiliation and political identification. Additionally they offer 
a political component that is tangential to policy, and an issue that 
allows the voter to relate to the candidate when possessing only mar-
ginal political knowledge.

Thatcher also made light of conditions of impoverishment and an 
awareness of the need to be thrifty and considerate of the prevailing 
economic climate. Again in the prelude to holding a national office she 
aimed to be perceived as a person who had experienced normality and 
could mount a campaign for office based upon an appreciation of the 
pressures facing those on a budget. In the midst of a winter of discon-
tent and widespread social disrepair this type of message was import-
ant. When asked about whether she adhered to the stereotype of a ‘lady 
of suburbia’ she responded that ‘I learned to have a jolly good store 
cupboard, again by virtue ... of being the daughter of a very prudent 
[Beatrice Roberts] housewife. And we did then, I mean we used to bottle 
things when they were cheap and put them in your store cupboard and 
you could in fact that way see yourself through the winter, frequently 
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with your bottled fruit.’19 The association with the workings of the home 
naturally portrayed her as a person who was in touch with the politics 
of ordinariness and the mundane aspects of day-to-day life, particularly 
with respect to issues affecting women. The use of a housewife image 
as an electoral tool was advocated in advance of her leadership contest 
for the Conservative party by Gordon Reece, a media advisor. Thatcher 
assumed the role with enthusiasm and some aplomb. She told the Daily 
Mirror ‘What people don’t realise about me is that I am a very ordinary 
person who leads a very normal life. I enjoy it – seeing that the family 
have a good breakfast. And shopping keeps me in touch.’20 Indeed it 
was women who formed the ‘backbone’ of support for Thatcher and 
were significant in her accession and retention of power.21 Thereafter, 
Thatcher could play to men on the grounds of her resolute character, 
strength and association with class groups who thought she advanced 
their interests. The presentation of an austere and thrifty background 
was conditioned however by the underlying nature of Thatcher’s rise 
to a position of power and influence. Although she emphasised issues 
of personal economics, as Webster highlights, ‘Few of the tickets for 
Mrs Thatcher’s journey away from Grantham were bought with money 
from her own earnings. The state funded her first step, her grammar 
school education, and her father paid for her Oxford education. ... It was 
Denis Thatcher’s money which financed her move to the bar.’22 The 
marketed image and the financial reality were somewhat removed from 
one another.

The duality of Thatcher’s presentation, as a person grounded ini-
tially in the traditions of Lincolnshire, aware of the strengths of fam-
ily and relationships, strategically placed alongside her reputation of 
being a conviction politician was not lost on the media, or on Thatcher 
 herself. Her image altered radically across her time as a political figure 
and reflected in large part her efforts to convey the impression that 
she was emotionally at one with the British people. Webster observed, 
‘In the 1980s images of Mrs Thatcher proliferated, and she was under-
stood in many guises – as nanny, warrior, queen, Iron Lady, house-
wife, Boadicea – but in the early 1970s her image was much more 
unitary. The words most commonly used to describe her were “smug”, 
“self-righteous”, “condescending”, “snobbish”. ... it was the idea that 
she was remote from the concerns of ordinary people, that she had 
no  understanding at all of their everyday lives that was continually 
reproduced.’23 In keeping with the argument advanced in this text that 
there are two marketing strategies, one which accentuates hardship as 
a grounding for office, and a second which advocates  exceptionalism 

9780230_522275_05_cha03.indd   759780230_522275_05_cha03.indd   75 5/28/2009   5:25:13 PM5/28/2009   5:25:13 PM



76 Marketing the Populist Politician

as a  justification for office an interviewer, Gill Nevill, asked, ‘that talk-
ing to people about you in preparation for this interview that I have 
come across two Mrs. Thatchers. One of them very firm, very resolute, 
the strong leader with the economic principles – and I think prob-
ably that is how a lot of the nation, friend and foe, sees you. But then, 
talking to your close advisers, the image was completely different: 
warm, thoughtful, approachable, immensely considerate.’24 The multi-
dimensional approach evidently allowed Thatcher to seek to  market 
the elements of her personality deemed suitable to attract  voters to 
her cause. However, there were problems for Thatcher across time as 
her authoritative command of her party and its agenda seeped into 
public perceptions of her as a leader. She was increasingly considered 
to be uncaring and disassociated from the interests, experiences and 
position of ordinary people. Memories of Thatcher’s advocacy of the 
hardships she faced faded. The changes in perceptions of her across 
time were notable and reflected changing successes and failures in her 
 marketing strategy. In 1987, during the general election campaign, 
she was asked about how perceptions of her had changed across time. 
Robin Oakley, interviewing her for the Times asked about whether 
Thatcher was worried about being thought of as ‘uncaring’ or being 
talked of as ‘that bloody woman’. Thatcher responded by claiming that 
she was concerned about conveying this type of impression but again 
used her childhood to underline her general approach and philosophy 
in politics. ‘I sometimes feel it would be better if I talked more and did 
less – but of course it wouldn’t. We do a lot more and talk a lot less and 
that’s the way I was taught from childhood.’25

Thatcher’s failure to fully convince the electorate across the long term 
of her ordinariness rested largely upon variation in the marketing of her 
as a party leader and her associations with a party that was identified 
as a vehicle for middle-class and elite interests. Indeed, Thatcher did 
not shy away from appealing directly to that body, identifying her own 
background as part and parcel of Middle England. However, she did 
appeal to sections of the populace who were enticed by both her status 
as a conviction politician, her portrayal of herself as a woman who had 
faced commonplace challenges when juggling a career and domestic 
life, and opposed the political interests advanced by the Labour party. 
Although she addressed how she was perceived as a person and how 
this might be sold in the political realm, her image as a person who 
could sympathise with the populace on emotional issues was overshad-
owed by images of her authoritarian presence within politics. In large 
part this emerged on account of changes in political marketing and in 
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the manner in which she portrayed herself to the electorate, ‘in the 
1980s the idea that Mrs Thatcher was an ordinary woman just like any 
other became noticeable mainly by its absence in her publicity, and 
increasingly gave way to a quite different emphasis on her extraordin-
ary qualities and abilities’.26 Thatcher failed to expose her private life, 
particularly when in office, to the full glare of the media and this cre-
ated an impediment to the marketing of her in a social and emotional 
context. All of the prime ministers, however reluctant to do so, who 
followed Thatcher in British politics were much more dynamic in seek-
ing to create profiles of themselves which incorporated overt social and 
emotional dimensions, both in advance of their assuming office and 
during it. While Thatcher struggled to make indents in the polls in this 
area her legacy and the problems faced by a leader on the right of the 
political spectrum informed British political marketing and the inter-
weaving of personal and political components.

John Major

A product of Brixton

John Major assumed the office of prime minister following the deci-
sion of Margaret Thatcher to resign her position in 1990. He had pre-
viously been Chancellor of the Exchequer and had risen through 
the ranks of the Conservative party in a quiet and unassuming way, 
influencing the elite party membership and avoiding open and direct 
 controversy. Major appeared to be largely unknown by large sections of 
the British public upon his appearance at number 11, and later number 
10, Downing Street. In this sense his ability to present himself as an 
ordinary person, unaffected by the trappings of office was a realistic 
objective. This was enhanced by the fact that, having operated under 
the shadow of Thatcher he could try to distance himself from her on 
character grounds, if not policy issues, and create meaningful compari-
sons between their political and autobiographical identities. As Ivor 
Crewe identified, ‘Major was never the “son of Thatcher”, as his oppon-
ents initially claimed and his Thatcherite supporters hoped. His social 
background was very different – insecure, déclassé, metropolitan, and 
secular; hers was secure, petit bourgeois, provincial, and Methodist. He 
shared her passion for sound money, but for little else.’27 This  difference 
would be marketed to provide ideological distinction, while giving the 
voter a fresh start with respect to the identity of the leader and the 
party. In an international context Major was presented as a man of 
the people. For example, three months after becoming prime  minister 
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the New York Times said of him: ‘Though he lacks the upper-class pri-
vate school or university education most recent Conservative Prime 
Ministers have had, his working-class roots and manner of speaking 
have endeared him to many voters who hated Mrs. Thatcher.’28 In the 
transference of power, social and emotional connections were import-
ant facets of a sea-change in British politics.

Major was born into a family which had a background that he could 
later use to demonstrate his associations with those who faced hard-
ship under his government. He was born in 1943 to parents who were 
involved in the entertainment profession, his father being a showman. 
His parents moved accommodation when he was young, but settled in 
Brixton, a working -lass area of London, in 1955. A principal reason for 
this move was the failure of the family garden gnome business. The 
Brixton location was to have an impact upon Major, and more import-
antly in the context of this text, on how he could portray himself to 
the public.

Having acquired a moderate but unexceptional education Major 
applied to take a number of jobs which did not suggest that he was 
from an elite stock. He was turned down for the position of bus con-
ductor, worked with his family in the garden ornaments business and 
spent a period as a clerk; however he personally chose to terminate his 
employment in the position. He spent time unemployed and worked at 
the London Electricity Board. Thereafter, following a correspondence 
course in banking he worked at the Standard Chartered Bank. As is 
clear from this material the background and underpinning of Major’s 
political career was unglamorous and indeed almost adverse to the 
commonplace routes to the position of prime minister undertaken by 
others who rose to the key governmental position. Major clearly had the 
background, experiences and, although ill-defined, the ‘ordinariness’ 
to contend that he had indeed risen to national prominence through a 
route that might be taken by a majority in mainstream society. In this 
context he found himself in a position which could be marketed with 
some ease – that he had risen from obscurity and from a normal back-
ground and then through hard work, aptitude and successful decision 
making, had found himself in a position where he could display his 
natural political talent.

Major’s rise to the position of prime minister was quiet and unassum-
ing, yet rapid. He was elected to parliament in 1979, after having failed 
to get a seat in London twice in 1974. He entered the cabinet in 1987 
and was unexpectedly made Foreign Secretary in 1989, moving to the 
position of Chancellor later the same year. He became Prime Minister in 
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1990 and replaced Thatcher who resigned following pressure from her 
party. He played on his origins from the outset, appreciating it seems 
both the unconventional background he entertained given British 
prime ministers of the past, and clearly being aware of the strength 
his background afforded him politically. Gary Taylor in Contemporary 
Review wrote of Major’s acquisition of power, ‘On his first day as Prime 
Minister, on the way back from his audience with the Queen, Major 
claims he considered his rise to power and his humble beginnings’.29 
Although Major faced widespread scepticism from both the public and 
the Conservative party he competed against Labour in the 1992 elec-
tion and marketed himself, as outlined later in this chapter, as a leader 
who had the common touch and could reach out to the interests of the 
nation in a way that neither his predecessor nor his opponent could 
match. Throughout the campaign Kinnock was judged to have appealed 
more frequently on the grounds of his ordinariness, however Major 
went on to win the election, albeit with a very narrow and precarious 
majority. After a turbulent term in office, facing internal party dissent, 
criticism of his economic strategy and attempts to resolve many of the 
issues facing Northern Ireland, Major took the step of resigning as party 
leader, putting himself up for re-election as leader of the Conservatives. 
He won the contest, but the message sent to the nation was of a leader 
facing internal party division and lacking the authority to maintain a 
credible government.

The demise of the Major government marked the end of an era for 
the Conservative party and the loss of power which demanded serious 
reconsideration of what the party stood for and who it represented. The 
Conservative party endured one of the worst defeats in its history in 
1997, losing by such a degree that the recapture of power was generally 
deemed unrealistic in the short term. Additionally the party’s reputa-
tion was in ruins as it was deemed to have failed to maintain control 
over areas of traditional strength, most notably the economy. As dis-
cussed in Chapter 5 the movement of New Labour to the central ground 
of British politics made it increasingly difficult for the Conservatives 
to advance themselves as representing or encapsulating the views of 
the ordinary person, and for at least a decade they were cast as a party 
which required a reworking of its political identity.

John Major left office having held his parliamentary seat of 
Huntingdon and with a reservoir of genuine respect from a wide array 
of politicians and public. He was considered to be a likeable individ-
ual, but had inherited a party that was ridden with internal tension, 
and subject to implosion at key moments, whether it be in the area of 
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policy on Europe or with regard to the plethora of sexual scandals that 
afflicted the party elite. His legacy since leaving office has been mixed, 
with revelations that he had an affair with Conservative MP Edwina 
Currie, which retrospectively suggested that his morality-based cam-
paign Back to Basics was lacking in both credibility and substance.

Selling the person

In advancing himself as a person who could associate with the British 
electorate Major was in a prime position to reshape the identity of 
Conservative party after the demise of Margaret Thatcher. His market-
ability rested firmly upon his background, his life experiences and his 
reputation within the political environment. His nickname was ‘honest 
John’ which suggested, at the least, that he was out of kilter with the 
traditional reputation of politicians and leaders, and might thereafter 
be considered in a different light.

Major’s experiences as a child and adult who frequently faced hard-
ship and difficulty translated well to his ability to market himself as a 
person in the political realm. In large part he faced difficulty in push-
ing himself to the fore on the grounds that the reputation of his party 
conflicted with his personal experiences. This had ramifications in 
shaping the perception of the Conservative party, and slowly ensured 
that there was an appreciation that ordinariness, or the perception of it, 
had a role to play in shaping the future potential success for the party. 
When Mrs Thatcher was ousted from office by her own party, partly for 
being perceived to be out of touch with the electorate, a clear choice 
had to be made about the type of candidate that was desired, alongside 
the nature of the policies he or she would pursue. In the first instance 
the prime candidate was Douglas Hurd, a prominent member of the 
Thatcher government and an individual with strong leadership creden-
tials. He had been to Eton, and was both the son and the grandson of 
an MP. The emergence of Major as a candidate was partly based on his 
social position alongside his policy preferences. Watkins identified the 
core problem for the Conservatives when considering the candidacy for 
leadership by Hurd, ‘Before 1965, when his party moved to a system of 
election, he would have been the obvious, perhaps the inevitable choice 
to emerge from the customary processes of consultation. ... But Mr 
Major (as he was then) was billed as the boy from Brixton, in this cap-
acity winning the support of Old Etonians such as the late Alan Clark. 
In desperation, Mr Hurd was forced into playing the game of Lowlier 
Than Thou, in which he claimed to have been a scholarship-winner 
whose father was a tenant farmer.’30 This type of leadership  contest, 
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where social class and origin were considered to be factors which might 
influence the outcome was beneficial for John Major and has come to 
earmark the issue of leadership and ability in modern politics. Philip 
Norton observed, ‘There was also a social dimension: Heseltine was a 
self-made millionaire, Hurd the scion of a landed family. Major was 
neither.’31 Major profited from the obvious comparisons that could be 
drawn between himself and Hurd during the leadership election and 
between himself and Thatcher, and his social identity and consider-
ations of his origins on wealth grounds was important.

There was a marked change in how the public perceived the 
Conservative leader when Major took the position from Thatcher, one 
which appeared to vindicate the choice, as least on perceptions of the 
leader being in touch with society. The poll figures cited in earlier in 
this chapter testified to problems in this realm for the Conservative 
party under the leadership of Thatcher. In the final poll statistics taken 
by MORI in September 1990 before she left office 63 per cent of those 
questioned thought her out-of-touch with ordinary people. As further 
explained by Philip Norton when looking at the transition, ‘In September 
1990, substantial majorities agreed with the statement that the govern-
ment had failed to stop Britain’s most important problems ... 76 per-
cent that they looked after the interests of the rich [and] not ordinary 
people’.32 Major was thought to be out of touch with ordinary people 
by only 13 per cent in February 1991. At the time of the 1992 general 
election, in the spring of 1992, Major was considered to be out of touch 
by about a third of the electorate, a feature which suggested that he 
was in a beneficial position, in a party context, compared to that enter-
tained by Thatcher. His victory in the election was attributed to some 
media dissatisfaction with Kinnock, the Labour leader, alongside sev-
eral widely criticised appearances by Kinnock, particularly a  disastrous 
one at Sheffield in the run-up to the election where he engaged in a 
chorus of adulation with the audience. The General Secretary of the 
Labour party at the time, Tom Sawyer, stated of that performance, that 
Kinnock was, ‘a very ordinary guy with very ordinary instincts that 
hadn’t really been tamed even by all the political advisers; so on occa-
sions like that there was always the chance that he would do some-
thing that the average football supporter would do. And he did it.’33 
Although Kinnock was considered to be more ‘ordinary’ than Major, he 
was also considered to lack the qualities and policies needed to lead the 
United Kingdom. When presenting himself to the populace Major had 
the  combination of attributes, an ordinary background combined with 
desirable  leadership qualities, which assisted in tipping the 1992  general 
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election in his favour. Thereafter poll statistics suggested a familiar 
deterioration with respect to ordinariness. Major was considered to be 
out of touch with ordinary people by 50 per cent of poll respondents in 
1993, rising to 55 per cent in 1995, and ending with 47 per cent in the 
prelude to his leaving prime ministerial office.34

Several allegations were made about Major as he undertook the role 
of prime minister when Thatcher stood down. Major, generally unen-
cumbered by the evolution of new communication strategies, argued 
throughout his time in office that he wanted to be himself and not 
become entwined in an array of manufactured politics which might 
spin his character and identity. However, upon taking office accus-
ations were levelled at Major. Andrew Rawnsley, writing in the Guardian, 
alleged that Major had updated his image by taking elocution lessons, 
and in seeking to resonate with the British voter talked with ‘a huskier, 
deeper, gravelly sound’. When asked in a radio interview whether this 
was a legitimate allegation Major shunned the notion of personal image 
as a tool of political marketing, ‘I am what I am and people will have to 
take me as I am. Image makers will not find me under their tutelage. I 
shall be the same plug ugly.’ This in large part goes against the strategies 
employed by the other political figures considered in this text, with 
a determination by Major to present an authentic and unadulterated 
political image. However, unlike the vast majority of the other political 
figures discussed in this text he could genuinely advance the argument 
that he was legitimately from working-class origins and use the social 
connection created to his advantage. His position did not demand an 
artificial creation of an autobiographical portrait of impoverishment.

During the 1992 general election campaign Major reluctantly agreed 
to accentuate his origins and background as part of the campaign strat-
egy. His most marked effort to portray himself as the product of a humble 
background emerged in a party political broadcast which highlighted, 
in keeping with this thesis underpinning the conveyance of person-
ality politics, both his exceptionalism as a national leader alongside 
the downtrodden origins of his original home life. Naturally, given the 
diversity and colour of Major’s life, there was selectivity in pinpointing 
the areas of Major’s previous domicile. Great play was made of Brixton, 
as an area widely known in the United Kingdom as one of impoverish-
ment, unemployment and urban discontent in the early years of the 
Thatcher government. Major, it was contended, was part and parcel of 
this environment, and was shaped by his memories of his time there. 
This was underscored by the presentation of a political party broadcast 
which concentrated upon Major’s origins. Major himself was  reluctant 
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to press home any political manifesto which concentrated upon his 
past. Following discussion and persuasion Major eventually acceded 
to the creation of a broadcast.35 It was produced by John Schlesinger 
and was entitled ‘Journey Home’. It concentrated upon the character 
and social origins of Major and had an unashamedly autobiographical 
imprint. In many respects it mirrored an attempt by Kinnock to present 
a personalised party political broadcast in 1987, which had appeared 
to have boosted Kinnock’s opinion poll statistics, but was disliked by 
Major.36 Nevertheless the prime minister was pictured arriving at his 
childhood Brixton home, expressing his surprise that it still stood and 
reminiscing about the times he had spent there. In addition he ven-
tured out to buy tomatoes and kippers. Shaun Woodward argued that 
the presentation was important in that it implied a classless society and, 
central to the policy implication, accentuated ‘Major’s own character 
and achievement’.37 However, for all the efforts to present an image 
of a poor individual who had transcended class barriers the message 
was not greeted particularly enthusiastically. Research highlighted that 
‘Major was seen as a bit of a wet. They [the public] don’t deny that he 
is a nice bloke, but he came across as too soft.’38 Similarly Reese argued, 
‘The film’s only error was to concentrate on shots of John Major talking 
about his early life from the back of a comfortable car – the visual image 
projected was hardly that of an accessible man of the people’.39 Popular 
concern also focussed on the fact that Major toured the impoverished 
area in a Daimler, and that he was not wearing a safety belt when in the 
back of the car.40 There were evidently problems in ridding the stereo-
typical image of the Conservative party as elitist, and thereafter accen-
tuating the social attributes of John Major as its leader. This was largely 
because Major was one of the few candidates on the centre-right who 
could attest to a genuine background in keeping with mass interpret-
ations of, and identification with, ordinariness.

The 1992 election was about more than rhetoric and party broadcasts. 
It was also about conveying an image that would be readily conveyed 
on national news, a realm where swing voters and those uninterested 
in politics might be more likely to come across political information of 
note. Major’s approach to the election was to make himself look to be a 
product of ordinary society, comfortable with the mundane aspects of 
life, and in touch with the everyday person on the street. He declared 
that he enjoyed eating in Little Chef restaurants, as though to under-
score his image as a person not attracted to sophistication and in tune 
with the experiences of mainstream society.41 He undertook his cam-
paign strategy, with attendant security and personal risk, by speaking 
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to audiences atop a wooden crate. Nicholas Jones considered this to be 
a feature designed to give a distinctive appeal to the campaign. It was 
a gesture to the recent political past, and generated a sense of positive 
feeling for the future. He observed how Major linked Socialist Workers’ 
Party protesters to the mob-rule of the winter of discontent, and when 
a child joined Major on his crate, he proclaimed ‘This is the boy the 
future’s about. This is what the election’s about ... this boy’s future.’42 
He conveyed his understanding of the strategy in his memoirs, ‘The 
soapbox became one of the icons of the election, much mocked, but 
whenever it appeared a sure crowd puller’.43 Moreover Major portrayed 
himself as a political warrior whose appeal transcended traditional class 
barriers. During the campaign he alluded to an incident where he was 
campaigning directly to a crowd: ‘a tattooed skinhead pushed his way 
into my path. I tensed inwardly as I felt my protection officer thrust 
himself between us. The skinhead reached out to clutch my arm. “Ere, 
John,” he cried out. “Don’t let Labour get away with it” – and he shouted 
more encouragement as the crowd bore him away. The opinion polls 
never caught the views of people like him.’44 Major battled during the 
election to counter perceptions of his own social status and standing, 
and party stereotypes concerning who the Conservative party stood for 
and how this manifested itself in the electoral theatre. Although not 
necessarily decisive in 1992, the role of the party leaders, alongside how 
much they were perceived to be in touch with ordinary people and the 
mainstream of British public opinion, was an issue which was consid-
ered to be important by the campaign advisors.

Major appeared to be irked by the evolution of spin, marketing and 
the conception of politics as a marketable product at different times of 
his tenure as leader. True, he did have a genuine and legitimate advan-
tage over many of the politicians on the centre-right of British polit-
ics, but as public relations developed through the 1990s, eventually to 
peak with the emergence of spin as a central component of the New 
Labour political product, Major looked to be alienated by the overall 
process. He attempted to delineate himself from the processes involved 
and argued, ‘The glib phrases, the sound bites, the ritual conflicts – 
all these may be the daily stuff of life for the upper one thousand of 
politics. But to the fifty million other people in this country, they are 
utterly irrelevant. My interest is with them.’45 This type of populist 
rhetoric was meaningful to Major as he led the nation, but it appeared 
old fashioned. Increasingly candidates, whether from elite or ordinary 
stock had little choice but to engage with public relations. However, the 
emergence of skilled and adept spin machines created an environment 
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where  differentiating between the genuine presentation of ordinari-
ness and its manufacture became increasingly difficult for the voter.

Major also associated his political policies to his social origins, 
attempting to portray them as a source of motivation and justification 
for his political platform. This was advanced through a policy man-
date through the catchphrase ‘Back to Basics’ endeavouring to address 
the fundamental aspects of the causes of ineffective social policy in 
the United Kingdom. Major perceived the rational for this in a way in 
keeping with the core argument of this text. He argued ‘I wanted to 
bring back politics on a human scale’.46 In legitimising his perception of 
societal disrepair he considered, in his memoirs, that the Conservative 
party might be perceived to be neglectful of sections of the community 
affected by central aspects of social policy. However, Major perceived 
his own social position and understanding, combined with his polit-
ical power to be an important mix in the creation of a responsive out-
come. He argued, ‘I never overlooked them. How could anyone with a 
Brixton boyhood like me do so? I knew very well the temptations which 
crowd the path of anyone whose life or prospects seem hopeless. I have 
seen how bad environments breed mischief, and mischief breeds bad 
environments; and how an upbringing can curse – or bless – a child 
for ever.’47 Imbued served with more legitimacy than that offered by 
a number of the other political leaders and figures in this text Major’s 
integration of his social and emotional credibility, placed alongside his 
political standing shaped his political character and allowed him, par-
ticularly during the 1992 election, to cast himself as a genuine product 
of the people.

Conclusion

In the 1980s and 1990s the Conservative party struggled to convey the 
impression that it, as an institution, was in touch with ordinary people. 
As identified in Chapter 1 the idea of self or subjective reference allowed 
significant leeway for individuals to consider themselves as ordinary, 
irrespective of their income bracket. Both Thatcher and Major, as lead-
ers across a significant time period in modern politics faced challenges 
in presenting themselves as leaders who were consistently in touch with 
mainstream opinion. This entailed not only presenting policies which 
were considered salient to the public, but also in the creation of per-
sonal political identities which would demonstrate that leaders were 
akin and familiar with the plight of key socio-demographic sections of 
society.
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It is evident that both Major and Thatcher sought to counter charges 
of aloofness by attesting to backgrounds and experiences encountered 
by virtually all the potential voting block. Both accentuated their 
regional backgrounds and aspects of childhood and youth impoverish-
ment. The message was political in its orientation, but with a largely 
non-political content. In essence this was easier for Major to advance 
as he, it can be argued, could make greater political capital from his 
Brixton origins. Thatcher however embellished her background into a 
romanticised vision of England, founded on a vision of a community 
spirit. Both used family and family ties to demonstrate an understand-
ing of social issues, economic conditions and to advance themselves as 
emotional and caring individuals. Discussion of pastimes and the mun-
dane suggested that both had endured across their pre-political careers 
lives that were entirely in keeping with that of the general populace. 
That it made for media and political discussion suggests that, even in an 
era where British appreciation of spin control was largely in its infancy, 
there was an understanding of what was desired, as much personally as 
politically, of the contemporary political candidate.

The challenges presented to both Thatcher and Major were pro-
nounced in this area. Throughout the period in question the oppos-
ition leaders of the Labour party were consistently thought to be more 
ordinary and able to understand the issues affecting ordinary people. 
This is not to say that Thatcher and Major were at a critical electoral 
disadvantage in this realm, as other issues and factors were, and are, 
needed to accommodate the overall choices of the voters. However, 
that both attempted to push themselves to the fore as individuals of a 
common stock is testament to the perceived need to associate with the 
electorate, whatever the true class and social standing of the leaders and 
candidates in question. This was, as outlined, particularly important for 
a party on the right, one which promoted leaders who were perceived 
to come from elite sections within the British class structure. Thatcher 
and Major both needed to attract political support outside the realm 
of the middle class and Thatcher’s enticement of Basildon man to her 
electoral fold, the epitome of the ordinary voter, was key to her electoral 
success.48

The core tools in advancing perceptions of ordinariness to the public 
appear, in the leadership profiles under consideration in this chapter, 
to be grounded in areas that are initially beyond the control of the 
individual candidate. Place of birth, the wealth owned by the family, 
parental occupation and educational background; all were utilised by 
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Thatcher and Major to justify and explain their political understand-
ings and ordinariness, but all were largely, in the early stages of their 
careers issues beyond their individual control. Both advanced them-
selves as the products of their own chosen backgrounds, with chosen 
periods of residency and occupation selected to stress parts of candidate 
background that might create resonance with the public. This strategic 
selection is now commonplace in the marketing of the personalities 
and characters of candidates.

The social standing and position of the political leadership in the 
United Kingdom presents challenges with respect to political market-
ing. In the era when marketing has come to the fore, and has been 
identified as a meaningful element in the creation of the identity of a 
political leader virtually every leader still comes from a social position 
whereby political marketing has to be used to alter popular perceptions 
of where they stand. In Chapter 7 it is evident that even for Labour, 
a party once traditionally working class in its orientation, with Prime 
Minister Blair and thereafter Brown, political manipulation of the social 
and emotional connections of the leadership were essential in persuad-
ing the voter that they were associated with the politics of being ordin-
ary. Voters appear, at least as far as the topic can be measured, to desire 
a political leadership that is close to both an individual and subjective 
understanding of ordinariness.
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4
Confronting an Elite Identity

During the 1970s and 1980s there existed, within the United States, 
a number of elections where candidates could advance themselves 
with a range of social and political identities, from those of a popu-
list  disposition to those considered part and parcel of elite culture. As 
highlighted in Chapter 2, particularly with respect to John F. Kennedy, 
although elite standing was not always actively advanced as a political 
asset, it was not always thought to be necessary to extensively remake 
the identity of a candidate so as to give them electoral credibility. By 
the time Reagan entered office it was clear that the political environ-
ment had changed. Although not as pronounced as the manufactur-
ing and marketing of political identity discussed in later chapters of 
this text there was nevertheless a change to a series of positions which 
embraced the remaking and shaping of a candidate’s autobiographical 
past combined with the advocacy of populist identities and rhetoric, if 
not always populist policies.

This chapter considers how Reagan and Clinton marketed themselves 
to the American people as political candidates with identities rooted in 
mainstream culture. Both had claims, in many respects legitimate ones, 
that they could advance themselves as ordinary Americans who had dis-
covered talents in politics and public life. Reagan advanced himself as a 
man who had experienced a change of political identity when young and 
as a person who had, in a classless context, experienced the American 
dream. While this may indeed have been the case, to a large extent, the 
image of normality and ordinariness still had to be marketed to the pub-
lic. In a period of pronounced international tension and significant social 
and economic reform Reagan was required to provide authoritative lead-
ership while not appearing to be aloof from his core Republican constitu-
ency or pivotal swing voters. Additionally Reagan faced many challenges 
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and entertained many contradictions. On the one hand his economic 
reforms appeared to give significant advantages to the interests of corpor-
ate and moneyed America. On the other he was able to attract a number 
of voters to the Republican fold who appeared to vote against their own 
economic interests, the Reagan Democrats. Part of this was achieved on 
the foundation of protest against the pitfalls encountered by President 
Carter and the Democrats, but part was also created by the attraction of 
Reagan as a person and his social and emotional appeals to this group. He 
entertained largely positive approval ratings, as opposed to job approval 
ratings, throughout his time in the presidential office.

With respect to the leaders discussed in this text, Reagan’s succes-
sor was faced with perhaps the most trying of circumstances. George 
Bush Sr found himself challenged for a second term in office by Bill 
Clinton, who played heavily on an autobiographical ticket. He also 
faced a third party candidate who had extensive personal wealth, Ross 
Perot. Bush therefore found himself in the middle of a difficult quan-
dary, as to attack wealth as a socially divisive issue was problematic 
given his own moneyed position and that of one of his opponents. To 
defend wealth and elite moneyed interests and to embrace essence of 
Reagan’s economic boom and its subsequent fallout was to also neg-
lect those affected by the pronounced economic recession of the early 
1990s. As a consequence Bush faced challenges in creating a political 
identity which associated him with voters afflicted by economic hard-
ship. For Clinton and Perot the personal associations with wealth were 
easier to accommodate and to market. Perot dispensed with convention 
and simply presented himself as an  individual, albeit a plain speaking 
and folksy one, who was unashamed of his wealth and would represent 
the national interest of America in the economic realm. Debate on his 
character did come to the fore, as did discussion about his personal 
wealth, however as an independent it remained unclear as to whether 
he was on the threshold of the emergence of a political movement of 
note, or whether he was simply the embodiment of a potential pro-
test vote against Bush. Bill Clinton presented himself as a man who 
assumed a number of political identities and could adopt roles to suit 
the needs of the prevailing audience. Indeed, in keeping with the over-
all concept of political marketing, Clinton adopted different personas 
to suit the political environment, reinventing his identity to appeal to 
specific demographic groups. At times this entailed trying to present 
distinctive personal characteristics to mass audiences, on other occa-
sions it entailed tailoring his past to convey images of inclusiveness or 
accentuating periods of trial and hardship.
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The period during which the presidency passed from Reagan to Bush 
and then to Clinton marked an important benchmark for political mar-
keting and individual candidate identity with respect to wealth. All 
three presidents grappled with the creation of identities during periods 
of economic prosperity and recession. Furthermore, all had to face the 
impact of the creation of the Reagan Democrats, suggesting that eco-
nomic policy was not all that dictated the rational voting choice of the 
electorate. All faced challenges and pursued strategies that were quite 
distinct from one another, yet entertained the same end goal, namely 
to show both ordinariness in general life and in their past, and excep-
tionalism in the contemporaneous political realm. The lessons of the 
Reagan–Clinton period are many. In advance of the 2004 election, all 
the major candidates had, by that time, adopted quite similar strategies 
in trying to run on an autobiographical ticket to the public in order to 
demonstrate these qualities.

Ronald Reagan

A political populist?

Reagan was a president who campaigned on his image as much as his 
policy record and policy outcomes. His image was that of a political 
leader who understood the populace, attracted unconventional and 
non-traditional voting groups to the Republican fold and created a 
renewed feeling of energy and optimism in the Oval Office. This fol-
lowed a period of malaise following the Vietnam conflict and uncer-
tainty about the domestic policy path to be followed after turbulent 
problems with the economy and energy provision. In many contexts 
Reagan’s popularity was attributable to the period during which he 
occupied the office, looking positive and outgoing in comparison to 
the more austere images presented by both his predecessor Carter and 
successor Bush. Additionally, although plagued by economic recessions, 
political scandals and the tensions of the closing stages of the Cold War, 
Reagan won two elections, and was one of the few modern presidents 
who actually left office with a higher approval rating than when he 
arrived. For all the positive and negative aspects of his presidency it 
appeared, superficially at least, that the American public had affection 
for Reagan and the way in which he marketed himself and his office.

Although a considerable amount has been written about the 
 communications style undertaken by the Reagan White House and the 
communications revolution it created in presidential politics, Reagan’s 
identity and the image he created are important to this particular work 
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as he conveyed a manufactured image which cast him as a populist, 
sympathetic to an extent to the plight of the powerless and ordinary 
person in America. On a surface level this goes counter to some of the 
criticisms of Reagan as a wealthy individual who favoured the elite 
groupings of American society. It is of course common that American 
presidents are subject to a variety of impressions and interpretations 
across time about their personal identity and who they represented 
in the elite framework of politics and economics. However, Reagan 
appeared to reach out as no previous modern president had done before 
him to groups whose interests were not necessarily rooted in the trad-
itional ideology of Republican economic policy.

Reagan’s manufactured and marketed image appeared relatively easy 
to pinpoint even a short time into his tenure as President. That he had 
created an image, and one suited to public needs and consumption 
 preferences, was not lost on elite journalists or those who had observed 
Reagan’s career across time. Reagan was described by columnists at 
the New York Times in 1980 in the following manner, ‘Ronald Reagan 
is by profession a performer, and it is the single most important fact 
about him’.1 

Reagan embraced his childhood and the route through which he 
attained political office in shaping his political image. In an early auto-
biography, written largely to reflect upon his time as a Hollywood actor, 
Where’s the Rest of Me? Reagan mulled over his childhood, spent in a fam-
ily which occasionally struggled to make ends meet. He recalled, ‘My 
existence turned into one of those rare Huck Finn-Tom Sawyer idylls’.2 
A romanticised and nostalgic reflection upon an impoverished child-
hood and youth is a common feature of the marketing of an individual 
identity within politics. Reagan made play of how his father received a 
redundancy notice instead of a Christmas bonus in 1931, and he shortly 
thereafter became a supporter of Franklin D. Roosevelt. Lou Cannon 
considered the publication of this first autobiography to have a pur-
pose in legitimising Reagan’s credibility in running for office. Cannon 
thought that ‘His [Reagan’s] autobiography ... published the following 
year when Reagan was preparing to run for governor of California, was 
his attempt to demonstrate the continuity of life he believed had pre-
pared him for public service’.3 This was related to the idea that ordinari-
ness was a stock feature of preparation for political office. In his second 
autobiography which reflected upon both his non-political and polit-
ical careers, ‘An American Life’ Reagan identified the issues which he 
felt had shaped his early years and how his values as an individual had 
emerged: ‘I’ll never forget those Christmases when we didn’t have much 
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money but our home radiated with a love and warmth that meant a lot 
more to me than packages wrapped in colored paper.’4 Reagan used his 
childhood and past to convey impressions of ordinariness and an asso-
ciation with the American people. The broad array of images allowed 
the American voter to consider Reagan, as a person, subjectively, and 
this assisted in broadening his appeal. There is debate about the extent 
to which Reagan’s personality was greeted  positively by the American 
people. Part of the problem in this instance is the number of favour-
ability ratings that were undertaken on each post-war president, as they 
vary in number and average ratings are therefore difficult to attain. The 
evidence does however point towards Reagan as a President who was in 
the mid-range of the favourability ratings, suggesting that the popular 
perception of a President who was much-loved by the American people 
on account of his personality is perhaps exaggerated.5 For example, 
Fairness and Accuracy in Reporting critically reviewed the adulation 
received by Reagan from mainstream media outlets, ‘The Washington 
Post’s lead article on June 6 began by declaring him “one of the most 
popular president[s] of the 20th Century,” while ABC’s Sam Donaldson 
announced, “Through travesty, triumph and tragedy, the president 
enjoyed unprecedented popularity.” The Chicago Tribune (6/6/04) wrote 
that “his popularity with the electorate was deep and personal ... rarely 
did his popularity dip below 50 percent; it often exceeded 70 percent, 
an extraordinarily high mark” ’.6 This type of reporting, alongside 
efforts to market Reagan as a popular individual on account of his per-
sonality and his character, created a potent backdrop to impressions of 
his presidency.

Reagan’s background and the formation of his political identity and 
social and emotional associations was pinpointed by several experts 
on his presidency as important to his political evolution and his emo-
tional appeal. On PBS Robert Dallek discussed Reagan’s childhood and 
youth and how it impacted upon his political identity, ‘Reagan imbibes 
those values. He romanticizes his childhood, remembering the qual-
ity of life there as something so appealing, so comfortable, so attract-
ive, it couldn’t possibly have been as attractive and comfortable as he 
depicted it, but it was part of the romantic notion that not only he had 
but millions of Americans share you see. And I think this was part of 
Reagan’s effectiveness, his political genius ... his capacity to share with 
the mass of society so many of the romantic notions’.7 Similarly, veteran 
Washington Post columnist and critical observer of the Reagan presi-
dency, Lou Cannon identified the classic position of the political candi-
date who could reach out to the populace and use his past for positive 
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political ends. He observed of Reagan, ‘He was of humble origins. His 
parents were poor and his nomadic boyhood darkly shadowed by his 
father’s alcoholism and frequent unemployment’. Further, ‘Ordinary 
people remarked upon his simplicity and good manners and liked being 
around him, for he had a knack of making them feel good’.8

Through his time in politics Reagan tried to reach out to a number 
of groups and to convey his emotional and social attachment to them. 
Edmund Morris identified this when analysing Reagan’s fist inaugural 
speech in 1980, ‘recurring themes were apparent as his speech ran its 
plainsong course. One was a populism that addressed itself equally to 
“Shopkeepers, clerks, cabbies and truck drivers” ’.9 Reagan embraced 
populist messages, designed both to convey an impression that he 
associated with the average American, and also to further his political 
agenda where he was sceptical about the nature, size and role of gov-
ernment in the United States. Terri Bimes considered Reagan’s populist 
rhetoric to be largely located to minor speeches and presentations and 
rooted historically in his time as a spokesperson for General Electric. 
When considering how Reagan, an experienced politician by the time 
he reached the White House, managed to distance himself from govern-
ment itself Bimes argues, ‘Big government, Congress, the Democrats, 
and intellectual elites were the preferred targets of Reagan’s popu-
list appeals. These targets were linked by the broader argument that 
wasteful intrusive government is sustained by the combination of pork 
minded Democratic members of the Congress, demanding liberal inter-
est groups and their associated clienteles, and out-of-touch elitist intel-
lectuals. The victims of this combination were the American people, 
who were generally depicted in their role as taxpayers, as small busi-
nessmen and workers, or as the American family.’10 Again the appeal to 
ordinary American and ordinariness is pronounced. Similarly Reagan 
made play of moral issues and his faith in the American people. He 
largely cast himself as an outsider within government, able to use his 
past and the manufactured images of his career to sustain an impres-
sion that suited the expectations of the American people, particularly 
in the aftermath of the disaffected politics of the 1970s. Reagan played 
a populist card that led to both an ideological movement, and also 
responded to the political marketplace of the time. Populism, as prac-
ticed by Reagan, unified social groups around a political message which 
presented the candidate as part and parcel of the voting block. It also 
offered a degree of control for the ordinary person who felt alienated by 
the interests of business and politics. As Bresler commented ‘Populists 
speak to the unarticulated frustrations of ordinary citizens beset by 
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 economic and cultural changes beyond their control or comprehen-
sion’. In addition, ‘Reagan understood that working-class Democrats no 
longer equated their economic interests with the growth of the state.’11 
The marketing of Reagan’s economic policy created a new political 
coalition which the Democrats found hard to reabsorb into their fold 
in the short term. Reagan Democrats, attracted by morals, anti- govern-
ment and anti-communist rhetoric, alongside a candidate who seemed 
to mirror their emotional and social thinking, were perceived as an 
important force in American politics in the 1980s. Reagan’s targets were 
often ill-defined, but his main grievances revolved around big govern-
ment and the liberal elite.12 He advanced the interests of families, under-
pinned by strong moral values, and entertained the idea of ‘diligent 
toil, moral piety, and self governing communities’.13 A core feature of 
Reagan’s political thought and action however was that the impressions 
he conveyed were not necessarily carried through into active policies. 
His appeal to ordinary Americans was based as much on balancing out 
the interests of corporate America as it was in serving the needs of blue-
collar America. Reagan cast himself as an ordinary person who, par-
ticularly in the fledgling era of his political career was the product of 
an ordinary background. In a historical context, Bimes identified that 
this was in keeping with Truman’s portrayal of himself as a citizen pol-
itician, Truman having stated that he was an ‘ordinary citizen of this 
great Republic of ours who has the greatest responsibility in the world’.14 
Bimes believed that Reagan ‘retained the same basic populist sense that 
politics was largely a struggle between ordinary Americans and a self 
serving elite’.15 This largely allowed Reagan to play to both an elite and 
ordinary constituency at the same time, advocating expansive tax cuts 
for those on high incomes on the one hand, with a promise and expect-
ation that the same cuts would bring about abundance for the many 
through trickle down, or supply side, economics on the other. This was 
considered to be a form of conservative populism that would appeal to 
all social groups, although it appeared to have greater credibility as a 
theoretical concept and lost much of its legitimacy when it failed to live 
up to its initial promise.16

Reagan’s attempts to associate himself with a number of social and 
economic groups appears to have had a complex impact upon the 
electorate. While he associated himself culturally with the elector-
ate, and played to an array of disparate constituencies there neverthe-
less remained an underlying perception that while Reagan might be 
portrayed as an ordinary America, and cast himself as such, Reagan’s 
policies clearly advantaged the wealthy in America. As the 1980s 
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 progressed Reagan’s policies were increasingly perceived to have dis-
proportionately favoured the wealthy. Although he retained his folksy 
image, and was considered to be a person who cared, the practicalities 
of his Republican ideology appeared to present the voter with a per-
son whose manufactured identity did not always sit squarely with his 
policies. In a Conference Board/National Family Opinion National Poll 
taken in 1988 a sample was asked, ‘Compared to eight years ago, how do 
you feel the circumstances of each of the following groups are today?’17 
The reply included these statistics:

This is not to say that Reagan was thought to have wholly neglected or 
had alienated those in the lower income brackets. In 1980 and in 1984 
he acquired the vote of one in four Democrats, testament to his appeal 
to those in class positions which did not sit squarely with his Republican 
free market ideology.18 Across time however the limitations in the con-
cept of trickle down economics were pronounced, and Reagan’s associ-
ations with the poorest in America became increasingly strained.

Reagan’s legacy with respect to political marketing was to suggest that 
an array of images and rhetoric could be persuasive in forming per-
sonal support and a voting coalition that transcended class boundaries. 
Subtle populist rhetoric and the presentation of an individual who had 
come from humble origins gave Reagan an ability to reach out, person-
ally as well as politically, to social groups on account of his political 
identity. Reagan embraced a mythical concept of the West, cultivated a 
reputation as a great communicator, yet still celebrated the accumula-
tion of wealth and the splendour of his Hollywood past. In passing the 
baton to George Bush; Reagan left a political office that was conscious 
of image, identity and the power of selling a president on the grounds 
of character and optimism as much as policies and political ideology. 
Following Reagan’s death in 2004 the San Francisco Chronicle offered its 
own observation of the former Governor and President, ‘But even as the 
politically powerful recall Reagan’s impact on their lives and careers, it 

 Better (%) Same(%) Worse(%)

High-income 
 families

82 15   3

Middle Class 20 40 39

Poor People 11 23 67

Note: Statistics are as in original.
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is the “regular guy” who found it easy to connect with a governor and 
president who seemed like such a regular guy himself’.19

George Bush Sr

The experience of George Bush Sr is instructive when considering the 
interplay between wealth, elitism and presentation of political fig-
ures as ordinary. Having served as vice president for eight years under 
Reagan, and having also sought to contest the presidency by running in 
the Republican primaries in 1980, Bush was well placed to observe and 
thereafter create an identity which might appeal to both the Republican 
voter of the Reagan era, and the pivotal Reagan Democrats discussed 
previously in this chapter. However, his political experience and party 
affiliation aside, he faced problems because of his socio-economic 
 position and how it was perceived. One Bush aide believed that for all 
 success enjoyed by Reagan in terms of the celebration of his character 
there still existed an opportunity for Bush to craft his own distinct-
ive, and ‘regular’ identity. He stated, ‘The office of the President tends 
to stiffen you and Ronald Reagan knew how to deal with that almost 
incomparably. Bush may not have the movie-star finesse of President 
Reagan, but he comes across as a genuine guy. He just has to work to 
get that earthiness across.’20 Other issues which impacted on Bush’s 
tenure included the nature of his opponents and the environmental 
conditions present in America in the early 1990s. Recession, a resurgent 
Democrat party with a credible presidential candidate and a third party 
protest in the form of a maverick billionaire made the 1992 election and 
the period preceding it one where political positions relating to wealth, 
identity and the electorate, were important.

In the 2004 American presidential race reflections were made about 
how George Bush Jr was orchestrating his campaign strategy and how 
this contrasted with the strategy entertained by his father. The Christian 
Science Monitor argued that Bush Jr had to be, and was being, careful 
not to replicate history. It contended that ‘Bush is also making sure 
that he doesn’t repeat the mistake of his father, the first President Bush, 
who in 1992 appeared out-of-touch with the concerns of average people 
and failed to convince the public that the nation had pulled out of 
recession’.21 It also argued that in 1992 Bush’s opponent, Bill Clinton, 
had pioneered aspects of a populist marketing strategy designed to 
encourage voters to feel that he was on the ground and was in touch 
with their concerns, the ‘technique of touring by bus’. Clinton argued 
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that this was a strategy designed to ‘bring us into small towns and rural 
areas never visited in modern presidential campaigns’.22

George Bush Sr faced several difficulties when trying to create a polit-
ical identity that would resonate with the interests of voters. Firstly, he 
could not advance himself as an outsider, as a person who was removed 
from the policy process and political character of the Washington 
establishment. He was tied integrally to the policies and identity of the 
Reagan administration and as such, advancing political ideas that were 
critical of Washington institutions, in the way that other candidates 
were able to do, was largely beyond his remit. Secondly, it was diffi-
cult to advance his own personal political identity as one rooted in the 
ordinary or mundane. Although he had served his country bravely in 
the Second World War, and had been shot down twice over the Pacific, 
he was perceived to be an individual from a wealthy background, and 
a beneficiary of business interests in oil. His dual identity of having a 
Texan background but a family base in Maine also lent some weight 
behind the impression that he was a man of wealth, somewhat removed 
from mainstream society. As detailed with respect to the Reagan presi-
dency, the policies pursued by that administration were thought, by 
small majorities in opinion polls, to have favoured the wealthy. Reagan 
attempted to counter this with a muted populist message. If Bush was 
going to retain a broad cross-section of voters he had to dispel with the 
perception of favouring the elites without creating rifts within his party 
about the ideological direction he was pursuing. This was pronounced 
when Pat Buchanan launched an irksome, but ultimately futile, run for 
the Republican nomination in early 1992. On top of Bush’s problems, 
and taking account of the environmental background that was present 
during the era of his candidacy and presidency, there also existed the 
contrast with Reagan on character. Affection for Reagan was, as previ-
ously discussed, perceived to be prominent as he vacated the presiden-
tial office. Although there was dispute about the impact and nature 
of his policies, on a personal level he was admired and perceived as a 
warm and caring individual. Naturally part of this was down to the 
impression that was desired by his White House; however, it set a diffi-
cult benchmark for Bush to emulate.

Bush succeeded in seeing off the challenge of Michael Dukakis in the 
1988 presidential election. Bush appeared to suffer in the first instance 
from his social position and was perceived to be part of America’s elite, 
the same elite thought to have benefited from Reagan’s economic pol-
icy. There were fears that this would create a gulf with the electorate. 
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As observed in the Sunday Times ‘Reagan is western boots and chop-
ping wood to Bush’s Lacoste shorts and tennis shoes. ... Reagan makes all 
those in the lumpen electorate who also went to a mediocre college feel 
better. Then along comes George Bush, who is everything they’re not – 
Greenwich, Andover, Yale, captain of the Yale baseball team, elitist 
clubman – and because he cannot be identified with any issues, people 
focus on the manners of his class.’23 In order to try and create a distinct 
difference between himself and Dukakis, Bush tried to concentrate on 
presenting himself as a more compassionate individual than some of 
his Republican predecessors. Part of the reason for this was to create 
emotional bonds and ‘to emphasise shared values, with their emotive 
charge, as distinct from the managerial emphasis of Dukakis’.24

By way of a marker for Bush’s successes and failures in advancing 
himself as a person who could identify with the electorate, discus-
sion largely involved a consideration of how he was presented by the 
media, and how opposition forces failed to capitalise on his position 
in 1988, but capitalised on it in 1992. Kevin Phillips contends that in 
1988 the Democrats, and their candidate Michael Dukakis, shied away 
from accusing the Republicans of elitism, and were reluctant to wage a 
campaign based on class or socio-economic based politics. As Phillips 
said of the Republicans, ‘All too aware of George Bush’s own upper-class 
background and presumed vulnerability to populist themes, Republican 
strategists could hardly believe their luck’.25 Dukakis failed to create any 
momentum which criticised Bush as an individual, nor did he make the 
issue of wealth one which could be utilised so as to provide him with 
a populist mandate. Newspapers cast the candidates as being from the 
upper middle class, and in this context there was little to be gained from 
trying to criticise individuals or opponents from the same social stock. 
Bush did try to reach out to the ordinary voter – with phrases and ideas 
reminiscent of Nixon’s appeals to a great silent majority in 1968. At the 
Republican convention of 1988 Bush stated, ‘I may sometimes be a little 
awkward but there’s nothing self-conscious in my love of country. I am 
a quiet man, but I hear the quiet people others don’t – the ones who 
raise the family, pay the taxes, meet the mortgage. I hear them and I am 
moved, and their concerns are mine.’ While this had resonance, it only 
worked against a backdrop of the Reagan era, and against a weak oppos-
ition candidate who struggled to shrug off doubts about his policies, 
particularly on the environment and crime, and his personal attributes. 
Iain Duncan Smith tried the same approach in the United Kingdom with 
little success. Nonetheless the appeal to emotions and to values over 
policy detail was a feature of the campaign. It rebounded badly against 
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Dukakis, who was negatively branded the ice-man on the grounds of 
his unemotional demeanour. Bush’s aides sought to exploit this issue 
through stark contrasts, ‘Bush strategists had known they had to spruce 
up the Vice President’s image. George Bush was seen as awkward, wimp-
ish, maladroit. So Bush’s handlers engineered a makeover. They had him 
utter self-deprecating cracks about his lack of charisma. They arranged 
for him to be photographed amid his photogenic grandchildren. ... His 
aides later christened the contest the Nice Man vs. the Ice Man. The idea 
was to portray Bush’s occasional goofiness as engaging, and Dukakis’ 
competence as soulless.’26 Pollster Richard Wirthlin argued, ‘You move 
people’s votes through emotion, and the best way to give an emotional 
cut to your message is through talking about values. Bush has to do that. 
He has to touch the values of family, self-esteem, hope, opportunity, 
security!’27 This appeared to work in 1988. Yet, by 1992 Bush appeared 
to have become disconnected from the electorate and the issue of his 
wealth, and the connections he was able to make with the voter emo-
tionally were limited and increasingly strained.

The 1992 election

A pivotal shift in the emergence of a political identity that was mar-
keted on the ground of wealth came with Bush’s contesting of the 1992 
presidential election. This came against a background where he had 
entertained both high and low points in the opinion polls. His waging 
of a war in the Middle East to liberate Kuwait from an invasion by Iraq 
led to historically high job approval figures. These however proved to 
be short-term and somewhat superficial in nature. The onset of a pro-
nounced recession within the United States, and the perception of out-
side interference in the American economy from the Tiger economies of 
South East Asia created both a material and psychological concern for 
many Americans. This created a peculiar backdrop to the election. Bush 
was experienced, had successfully won an election in 1988, had work-
able coalitions and could point to a successful stewardship in foreign 
policy. However, when it came to issues that were considered important 
to the American voter, the domestic economy was considered the most 
salient. When many Americans, including on this occasion segments 
of the middle class, suffered from unemployment and downsizing, 
Bush appeared to be immune and removed from the plight of ordinary 
Americans.

This was interpreted in several different ways and was a prominent 
feature of the campaign. The battle lines were clear. Bush was thought 
not to care about the plight faced by those burdened by the recession, 
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and had to try to sell himself as a person who could identify with those 
Americans suffering economic problems. The opposition candidates 
aimed to show that they cared, that as individuals they had not only 
the policies that were needed to alleviate the recession and inflate the 
economy, but also that they understood and could socially and emo-
tionally associate with the American people. Bush was cast in a sim-
plistic light by the media, as a person who, as much as he protested, 
was unable to forge a new political relationship or bridge the gulf with 
the American electorate. Goldman et al. observed in the Quest for the 
Presidency 1992 that by the time of the presidential election, ‘His seem-
ing diffidence till then had only reinforced the deadly impression that 
he was out of touch with the people and that he was unconcerned with 
their problems’.28 By way of example, Bush himself recited this type 
of problem as a meaningful one when discussing his presidency and 
its legacy with the Academy of Achievement. He mentioned report-
ing of his activity by the media, specifically pinpointing a comment 
that ‘Bush is a President that’s out of touch. He came from a privileged 
background, [and] doesn’t understand the hurt around this country.’ 
Thereafter he discussed how he had been shown a scanner in a grocery 
store and had commented on its innovative technology. Although he 
was aware of the widespread use of supermarket scanners, this particu-
lar type utilised new methods and Bush’s enthusiastic response was, he 
claimed, as a consequence of this particular innovation in the product, 
not as a consequence of his being unaware of the nature of contempor-
ary supermarkets. In the Academy interview Bush stated:

A lazy little journalist with a famous name working for The New York 
Times, the son of a decent and honorable father, but a lazy little jour-
nalist, was sitting in another room. He didn’t see this. He wrote that, 
‘Here is Bush, he’s out of touch. He saw a scanner. He didn’t even 
know that at supermarkets you can scan something.’ It played right 
into the hands of the press that wanted to show I was out of touch 
and it was picked up.

We pointed out to the press afterwards that, one, the guy wasn’t 
there; two, this was brand new technology. CBS, not my favorite, 
came and defended me. Another one of the wire service reporters 
said that I got a bum rap, but the people don’t remember that. What 
they remember is that I was out of touch, that I didn’t even know 
what a grocery scanner was. You can’t fight back against that kind 
of thing.29
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In political marketing Bush was clearly, in this instance, unable to 
convey to the populace that he was genuinely aware of, and sympa-
thetic to, the plight of those affected by recession, or that he was in tune 
with contemporaneous developments. While he may have claimed that 
the miscommunication in this instance was down to ineptitude on the 
part of elements of the press corps there was evidently an inability, 
even when Bush argued that he did care, to convey it as a genuine and 
well-meant emotion. At face value it was a minor issue. However, it was 
a theme to which every American voter could relate.

One of the reasons for the problem was communication, and the 
 perception of Bush’s personal wealth and its political ramifications 
were hard to dispel. Bush’s methods of politics and political campaign-
ing, while evidently credible, were largely rooted in old school polit-
ics, and when challenged by Clinton in 1992 there appeared a gulf, of 
both method and understanding, between the candidates. By way of 
highlighting the division between the candidates and the more effi-
cient marketing of a personal political identity by Clinton the 1992 
presidential debates serve as a marker. Although all the debates were 
considered to be interesting and informative, particularly with the pres-
ence of third party candidate Ross Perot, whose good showing made 
for extensive news commentary, the debate at Richmond, Virginia was 
particularly important in highlighting the main premise of this text, 
that a political identity in the modern era must increasingly revolve 
around the impression that the candidate shares the life experiences 
and understandings of the electorate, and that personal wealth does 
not, if marketed effectively, create a gulf of feeling or understanding 
between the elected and the electorate.

The three candidates in the election debate, Bush, Clinton and Perot 
were all asked the same question by an audience member and then were 
given an opportunity, in turn, to respond. There was room therefore to 
endorse the answer given by others in the debate or to forge an individ-
ual political identity by assuming a distinctive or unique answer to any 
set question. A woman, Marina Hall, asked a double barrelled question 
of the candidates. Firstly, ‘How has the national debt personally affected 
each of your lives?’ and secondly, ‘How can you honestly find a cure for 
the economic problems of the common people, if you have no experi-
ence in what’s ailing them?’ In this instance each of the candidates 
adopted slightly different responses to one another, and each received 
distinctly different interpretations of the merits of their answer.30 Once 
again however, as the questions used by Hall indicate, the common 
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person was deemed to be an important player in the election cycle, as 
ill-defined and broad as the term ‘common people’ was.

Perot argued that he, although only marginally affected by the def-
icit, cared enough to serve a public calling and sacrifice his private and 
business life for the common good. He was not in a position to argue 
any degree of impoverishment, his billionaire status being a prominent 
feature of campaign discussion. He did stress a modest background, his 
wealth having been self-made, but, in keeping with the overall thrust of 
his campaign, he presented himself as an economic reformer who could 
advance wealth for all through a revived American economy. Perot’s 
overall approach to the campaign did not rest exclusively on trying 
to present himself as a poor person who had come to wealth through 
personal effort. That aspect was known, but Perot concentrated on try-
ing to give the impression that his economic expertise would give him 
electoral credibility rather than play heavily on his life story. In some 
respects Perot was trying to buck the trend in 1992, with an unortho-
dox and innovative campaign. Ultimately with his 30 minute infomer-
cials, his stepping down and then re-entering of the race, and problems 
with his campaign staff Perot had little chance of making an impact. 
Although in the debates he was thought to have been a credible and 
worthy candidate and the perceived victor in several of the discussions, 
he did not win a single state in November and therefore received no 
electoral college votes.

Clinton’s approach to the deficit question was to try to associate 
 himself with the questioner by expressing a personal interest in the 
question. Although he could not personally testify to having been 
affected by the deficit in an untoward manner, he tried to associate 
with the questioner and the issue on an emotional level, trying to sub-
jectively address the problem. This was in contrast to Perot’s object-
ive  consideration of the issue. Clinton could advance a strategy on two 
fronts in this instance. He related his understanding of impoverish-
ment on the basis of his prior experience as Governor of Arkansas and 
as a consequence of his having assisted in the economic development 
in one of the poorer states of the Union. He stated, ‘Well, I’ve been gov-
ernor of a small state for 12 years. I’ll tell you how it’s affected me. Every 
year Congress and the president sign laws that make us do more things 
and gives us less money to do it with. I see people in my state, middle 
class people – their taxes have gone up in Washington and their services 
have gone down while the wealthy have gotten tax cuts.’31 Clinton tried 
to empathise with the questioner. Anne Wortham considered Clinton 
to be in a position in this regard that was advantageous when compared 
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to the other candidates. His personal background combined with his 
political experience placed him in a position where he could testify, 
with some legitimacy, that he actually did understand the problems 
faced by the questioner. She stated about Clinton’s general commu-
nication strategy, ‘His remarks were well received, and both the press 
and the public defined him as someone who could “relate” to people’s 
 troubles’.32 Wortham considered Clinton to be a ‘victimist populist’ 
who used problems, both his own and those experienced by others, to 
facilitate in building a political relationship with voters. Maggs consid-
ered that Clinton was provided with a platform for debate that allowed 
him to communicate with the populace in a form that allowed him to 
‘feel their pain’.33 The emotional content of Clinton’s response sold him 
as a political figure who identified with those beset by problems, and 
as a person able to forge emotional bonds with the electorate. Time, in 
identifying Clinton as its ‘Person of the Year 1992’, alluded to Clinton’s 
responses in the Richmond debate as part of its reasons for its selection. 
It commented, ‘Bill Clinton has a side of his character that is a mel-
low talk-show host. The nation saw this Donahue–Oprah style at work 
 during the second presidential debate in the campaign’.34

President Bush faced difficulties in addressing the deficit question, 
and in an era of recession and alienation about the economy, the mix 
of the political and the personal presented him with a number of prob-
lems. He could not disassociate himself from the economic plight of 
the nation having been integrally tied to economic management across 
a number of years. Although the issue was a shared one with other 
institutions in the American political process it fell to Bush to try to 
alleviate concern, assert that the problems could be dealt with and dem-
onstrate that he cared about the economic fallout the recession had 
 created. Bush struggled to address the question as he was pressed to give 
an answer that emphasised his personal association with the  deficit, 
rather than any objective considerations about the national impact of 
the deficit. At one point in his response he stated, ‘I’m not sure I get 
it. Help me with the question here and I’ll try to answer it.’ This was 
interpreted as a sign that Bush was distanced and aloof from the condi-
tions experienced by ordinary people.35 The questioner in the audience 
repeated the question to enhance its personal impact on Bush, stating, 
‘I know people who cannot afford to pay the mortgage on their homes, 
their car payment. I have personal problems with the national debt. 
But how has it affected you and if you have no experience in it, how 
can you help us, if you don’t know what we’re feeling?’36 The emotional 
content of the question alongside its subjective nature made it difficult 
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for Bush to disassociate himself from his wealth. He declared that he 
did care about those suffering from economic distress, but his most 
important comment was deemed to show a logical understanding of 
the issues, but not an emotional one. He stated, ‘But I don’t think it’s 
fair to say, you haven’t had cancer. Therefore, you don’t know what’s it 
like. I don’t think it’s fair to say, you know, whatever it is, that if you 
haven’t been hit by it personally. But everybody’s affected by the debt 
because of the tremendous interest that goes into paying on that debt 
everything’s more expensive. Everything comes out of your pocket and 
my pocket. So it’s that.’37 Bush’s response was greeted critically by the 
media. However, it had a logic that appeared to give credence to his pol-
itical experience and his awareness of problems. The assumption that 
he actually needed to be affected by economic misfortune in order to 
understand it was evidently erroneous. Anne Wortham considered that 
the question was presented in such a fashion that it created a scenario 
where, on the grounds of their personal wealth and positions within 
politics, all the candidates lied to try to create an impression that they 
were part of mainstream society. ‘Each candidate must have grasped 
that his credibility rested on telling a lie in order to give symbolic sub-
stance to Hall’s fallacious assumption that only a leader who had him-
self experienced the economic problems of “the common people” could 
find a solution to those problems.’38

Bush’s concerns were pronounced in the aftermath of the debate, with 
no upturn in the national economy, a persistent perception that he did 
not care and an impression that his wealth created a divide between 
himself and the rest of the nation. That both Clinton and Perot were 
wealthy individuals did not seem to have a significant popular impact 
on their campaigns as both adopted different strategies in trying to 
associate with the American people, Perot adopting an objective and 
business oriented approach which largely did away with social and 
emotional connections, and Clinton fully embracing personal issues 
as a central part of his campaign. With many problems in his personal 
life, he worked to create a connection with voting blocks regardless of 
their socio-economic standing or background.

Clinton emerged into the 1992 presidential election race as something 
of a surprise candidate. He had prepared the groundwork to allow him 
to run, but also had reservations on the grounds of there potentially 
being candidates who might be better suited to the Democratic nomin-
ation, such as Mario Cuomo. His legacy from the Democratic conven-
tion of 1988, where he had badly overrun when giving a speech, was 
considered to be detrimental to his prospects. These potential problems 
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dissipated as the race unfolded and Clinton was able to bring a can-
didacy to an election where he exploited both his personal strengths 
and weaknesses, autobiographical elements and a troubled private life. 
On the face of it Clinton emerged from a typical and familiar back-
ground, having been the Governor of Arkansas. Yet a strategic exploit-
ation of personal failings allowed him to claim a personal association 
with many voters, and in contrast to his opponents his social standing 
and personal wealth was surpassed and overshadowed by his emotional 
relationship with voters.

Bill Clinton

Bonding with ‘regular’ Americans

Clinton was in a very beneficial position when it came to marketing 
himself to America’s voters. His wealth and elite social position were not 
a campaign issue, and indeed were marginal considerations through his 
time in office. Even with the evolution of the Whitewater scandal and 
widespread dissemination of details on the Clintons’ wealth and invest-
ments, accusations of social elitism were not levelled at the Clintons as 
an issue of controversy or contention. Bill Clinton was able to advance 
himself, partly through personal skill and partly through marketing 
strategy, in a number of guises. As Martin Walker outlined in Clinton: 
The President They Deserve there were many dimensions to Clinton the 
man, and these could be used as necessary to sell particular messages to 
specific audiences. Walker identified two dimensions as follows. On the 
one hand Clinton could market himself as

born poor in a poor and backward state. ... His daddy died in a car 
wreck before he was born. His mother married five times, twice to 
the same man, and buried three husbands. He was raised by an alco-
holic stepfather, who beat his mother, fired the occasional drunken 
pistol shot into the house wall to get her attention, and was only 
deterred when young Bill challenged him.

By way of contrast, there existed another Clinton

the classic scholarship boy, from a modestly comfortable home. He 
was a perfect symbol of the great American meritocracy that exploded 
after 1945 into the creation of that profound social revolution, a mass 
middle class ... his mother applied herself to improve her skills and 
become a nurse anaesthetist, and resolved that her elder son should 
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rise even further and faster. He was spoiled by his mother, given the 
master bedroom in the ranch-style suburban home, and drove to 
high school in his own car39

As Clinton’s political career progressed he could choose which of the 
images he wished to convey and sell himself to the appropriate audi-
ence. It was a similar case with his marriage to Hillary. On the one 
hand he could present their partnership as one founded on intellect, 
affection and a drive to serve the American public. On the other the 
relationship appeared to be beset by difficulties. It was subject to 
press scrutiny, which at times appeared to be excessively intrusive and 
destabilising to Clinton’s campaign. Numerous claims were made that 
Clinton had strayed from his marriage when Governor of Arkansas. 
One individual, Gennifer Flowers, claimed to have had a 12-year affair 
with Clinton and timed her revelations to coincide with the pivotal 
New Hampshire primary at the start of the election year.40 However, 
instead of avoiding the issue the Clintons appeared on 60 minutes, in 
a primetime slot following the Super Bowl, and argued their case about 
Clinton’s alleged extra-marital affairs. Ordinarily, as was the case with 
Gary Hart in 1984, this would have been enough to sap the credibil-
ity from Clinton’s candidacy, but through subtle and strategic presen-
tation, and marketing themselves to couples and interested observers 
across America, the Clintons presented the allegations as commonplace 
and similar to those experienced in many marriages across the nation. 
Clinton argued against a standard of perfection that should be applied 
to candidates, while his wife contested that if people were upset by the 
accusations then they simply should not vote for candidate Clinton. The 
core of Clinton’s argument was that of a shared emotion. As reported 
by the New York Times, he stated, ‘ “You know, I have acknowledged 
wrongdoing,” Mr. Clinton said. “I have acknowledged causing pain in 
my marriage. I think most Americans who are watching this tonight, 
they’ll know what we’re saying, they’ll get it, and they’ll feel that we 
have been more than candid.” ’41 Although allegations of infidelity were 
not dissipated, they appeared to increasingly seem irrelevant to the 
campaign, particularly when the initial accusations appeared to have a 
limited impact upon Clinton’s credibility.

Clinton, although a front-runner in the Democrat primary race in 
1992, had to adjust his election strategy as poll information suggested 
that he lagged behind the other key contenders in the presidential 
race, namely Perot and Bush. In April of 1992 Clinton’s campaign team 
redesigned their strategy to address issues raised by market research 
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and consideration of information provided by focus groups. One of 
the areas pinpointed, among several, was ‘Clinton is privileged, like 
the Kennedys’. The historical change in the perception of wealth and 
political credibility is evident here. As a consequence one of Clinton’s 
aides, Greenberg, tried to modify Clinton’s profile by ensuring that 
his biography was repeatedly mentioned, including his impoverished 
 background and social and emotional hardships. In poll samples 
this elevated Clinton from third in the race to first. Including social 
 background and autobiographical information was thereafter deemed 
 essential to enhance Clinton’s campaign and profile. Polling and the use 
of samples became pivotal to the Clinton campaign, led by Greenberg 
and later Dick Morris. Greenberg claimed to have spent $125 million 
on polls in 1992 in  pursuit of a Clinton presidency.42 A ‘Manhattan 
Project’ report detailed the campaign strategy thereafter, ‘We must 
begin  immediately and aggressively scheduling the popular talk shows 
to introduce the real Bill Clinton. That includes the national popular 
culture shows and the regional radio interview and call-in shows. We 
should start with Johnny Carson, and move to Barbara Walters, Oprah 
and Donahue, Larry King and Rush Limbaugh. These shows must 
 introduce these elements of biography, our principal “change” message 
and the human side of Bill Clinton (e.g., humor, sax and inhaling). Our 
goal is to break the political mold [sic].’43

Clinton exploited the new media format to get his message over to 
voters, both in terms of advocating policy, and in selling himself as 
a political candidate who could relate to the American voter in 1992. 
Chat shows and more informal occasions proved pivotal in getting a 
branded message over to voters. This had a multidimensional impact 
upon Clinton, the nature of political marketing, and the outcome of the 
1992 campaign. Firstly, it introduced a dynamic to Clinton’s campaign 
which was hard for his opponents to reproduce. Clinton exploited an 
issue rooted in political identity and style and utilised political scen-
arios where both Perot and Bush appeared to struggle to forge emotional 
connections with the voter. Secondly, it exposed Clinton to audiences 
that were not commonplace targets in politics at that time. The daytime 
television audience and the chat show viewer were presented with a 
 political candidate who appeared to share the same issues and concerns 
of the viewership. Thirdly, Clinton appeared to be of the masses. Going 
on talk shows and discussing his background made him appear to be 
of the people, and not above discussing issues about his life, his experi-
ences and his failings. Clinton was at ease with the forums in which he 
participated, and this contrasted him with President Bush, in  particular, 
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who did not avail himself, to the same extent, of the more informal 
talk shows, the Larry King talk show on CNN being one of the more 
favoured discussion forums. On shows like Donahue, Clinton pushed 
forward the idea of victimhood, and played the part of a confessional 
individual in keeping with the most frequent and stereotypical partici-
pants on daytime television. This was a new passage in politics, where 
the bridge between public and private was transcended, and character 
was marketed as a core element in advancing a campaign. One of the 
key issues which earmarked Clinton’s ability to connect to the ordinary 
person was the extent to which his private life was exposed to public 
view. Part of this was by design, but in large part media hunger for sal-
acious detail about Clinton’s life, interweaved with the life experiences 
of Clinton himself gave great strength to the marketing of Clinton as a 
person who, irrespective of his personal wealth, shared experiences that 
could be understood by many Americans.

Conclusion

The presidential office during the Reagan–Clinton era was one where 
elements of populism and appeals against vested institutional and 
financial interests went hand-in-hand with public relations messages 
designed to cast the presidential candidates in a preferential light. It 
is clear that both Reagan and Clinton could legitimately argue that 
they came from blue-collar backgrounds and that they pursued the 
 presidential office having demonstrated that they had a particular 
skill in the realm of politics. Both argued that they understood ordin-
ary people, mixed in expansive social circles and were aware of the 
plight of  individuals affected by adversarial circumstances. While they 
appeared to sing from the same hymn sheet, there emerged a num-
ber of features that earmarked the era and provided some differences 
between the two with respect to the marketing of the individual as 
ordinary in nature.

Reagan adopted a populist card, and advanced it in a subtle manner. 
While he protested about the problem posed by government itself and 
argued against special interests, he did so from a particularly distinct-
ive position. Rarely did he assail the special interests in a concerted or 
specific way. Rather, he addressed the position of government to select 
audiences and thereafter used symbolism, public relations and imagery 
to convey an impression that, despite having been involved in political 
life for a considerable time, he was from an alternative stock, removed 
from the trappings of traditional politics. An impoverished youth, 

9780230_522275_06_cha04.indd   1089780230_522275_06_cha04.indd   108 5/28/2009   5:26:06 PM5/28/2009   5:26:06 PM



Confronting an Elite Identity 109

 family hardships, and problems faced en route to several distinctive 
and successful careers, were heralded as testament to his endeavour, 
personal motivation and credibility for office. That he changed his 
political  affiliation from Democrat to Republican was portrayed as an 
astute  political decision rather than the consequences of indecision. 
Throughout his political career, when both campaigning for office and 
when serving in office Reagan, alongside his advisors, was aware of 
his strengths and weaknesses while selling his political identity to the 
American people. As such, his appearances were controlled, limited in 
informal and spontaneous forums, and exploited when Reagan’s con-
trol of set scripts before the camera could be utilised. Being known as 
the great communicator was no accident, but the method and skill of 
delivery was about more than the simple choreographing of events, 
stage lighting, or the nature of Reagan’s opponents. It was about the 
long-term marketing of a president as an ordinary person, who, in 
spite of political failings and the rollercoaster nature of the American 
economy tried to convey the impression that he was at one with the 
American people. To simply ascribe the defection of Democrats to 
Republican interests in 1980 is to bestow Reagan’s policies with the 
power to win arguments about economic policy without taking into 
consideration his image as a person. He was actively sold as an ordinary 
person, and played a role in shaping popular perception of character 
and individual leadership. His statistics in terms of personal approval, 
in contrast to job approval, were testament not only to the nature of 
his individual communication but also to the way in which his past 
was selectively sold to the American public. His divorce was given little 
play, his activities during the Second World War were rarely raised for 
scrutiny, and the nature of his policy decision, internal infighting and 
the political role of Nancy Reagan were given little prominence until 
after he left office. The creation of Reagan Democrats as a distinct-
ive electoral grouping who appeared to buck the trend of traditional 
party voting was down in part to the portrayal of social and emotional 
appeals to groups who saw Reagan as a person who could understand 
ordinariness.

Those who followed Reagan were aware of the importance of mar-
keting and individual political identity when campaigning for polit-
ical office. This was important not only in the United States, but was 
thereafter imported and copied in the United Kingdom.44 Initially Bush 
appeared to have control of the electoral mandate in 1988 and man-
aged issues of personal political identity and marketing well, but he was 
outflanked by Clinton in 1992, who strategically used both successes 
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and personal failings as instruments to show that political issues and 
political figures were multidimensional in nature and need not simply 
be sold in the form of an asset. The transition from Reagan to Bush, and 
then to Clinton, was small in terms of the years involved, but marked 
a fundamental change in the way that impoverishment and its por-
trayal, regarding its impact on the character of leadership, were sold 
to the American people. In part this evolved because of the arrival of 
a recession in the early 1990s, but there were core features which sug-
gested that an active marketing of problems, poverty and an accentu-
ation of an autobiographical feature were beneficial in shaping voter 
perceptions of the candidate. The nature of the marketing was however 
quite complex in nature. On the one hand credibility for office had to 
be maintained, and on the other the candidate needed to appear both 
vulnerable and open to the problems posed by wider society. Clinton 
appeared able to master both, suggesting problems in his marriage yet 
solidity, trust and authenticity with the voter at the same time. Similarly, 
while he invested heavily in a number of economic projects and areas 
in the early 1990s, he was able to convey to potential voters that he was 
at one with their understanding of the economic ills that afflicted the 
nation at that time. In contrast President Bush, who had played on the 
trustworthy nature of his character in 1988, was unable to disassociate 
himself from wealth and thereafter persuade the American people that 
he could understand the issues that faced the nation.

This was attributable to several factors. Bush was associated with the 
Reagan era and its emphasis on the accumulation of wealth, alongside 
the impression that elite groups had benefited to the greatest extent 
because of the economic policies pursued. They were acceptable in 1988 
but had less resonance in 1992. Secondly, Bush failed to engage mean-
ingfully in the presentation of himself as a political victim. In 1992 in 
particular he failed to empathise with those affected by recession, the 
deficit or other forms of hardship. That none of the other candidates in 
1992 had been affected either was besides the point. They attempted to 
convey an impression that they had sacrificed themselves to a cause. 
Bush cast himself as a person elected to cure problems, not necessarily 
experience them. As shown in Chapter 6, this had pronounced conse-
quences for future elections, with the travails of Bush in 1992 having 
a marked impact on the extent to which individual candidates would 
present themselves as emerging from common stock. No longer was 
it possible to advocate political competency as a solution to national 
ills, or use it to persuade social groups that individuals from beyond 
their social class could be trusted to deal with issues affecting different 
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 socio-economic groups in differing ways. There was a pressing need to 
be perceived to have had experienced a number of life trials and to be 
able, at the least, to appreciate how national problems imprinted them-
selves at an  individual level.

The Reagan–Clinton era left several distinct marks on the nature of 
political marketing. Leadership became a feature which was derived 
from the perception that when moulding a political identity and polit-
ical career, social roots should ideally be part and parcel of mainstream 
society, or if they are not, they should be constructed so as to appear as 
such. In part, for both Reagan and Clinton this was quite easy to accom-
modate into their political make-up. Reagan could identify himself 
with the disaffected groups of the 1930s, and suitably, advance a tale 
of  hardship combined with a change of heart from a Democrat identity 
to that of the Republican party. Although he followed a meteoric route 
through a variety of careers, he could nevertheless indicate that an 
autobiographical past was instrumental in underpinning his  successful 
 career route. Similarly, Clinton could cultivate an impoverished past, 
with social, economic and personal problems. However, as with Reagan 
these were not considered a handicap. Rather they could be contrasted 
with later successes to highlight exceptionalism and endeavours above 
and beyond the abilities of the ordinary person. This allowed a  portrayal 
of a political candidate who was both of the mainstream and aware 
of the routines and emotions of mainstream society, and who there-
after was disposed with exceptional political ability. The presentation 
of  political character in this form allowed them to be of the mass and 
above it at the same time.

This was not simply about the persona of the individual, their mater-
ial background or the way in which they addressed career and environ-
mental problems to advance their political opportunities. It was about 
the way in which they presented their cause to the public and sought 
to market themselves as individuals to a mass audience. In part this 
was about identifying niche audiences and catering to narrow socio-
 economic interests and groups thought to be pivotal as swing voters. 
From the Reagan era onwards the concept of the mass audience was 
limited and thought to be applicable to presidential debates and a 
select number of media opportunities. Narrowcasting was the norm 
and the selecting of core groups who could appreciate specific messages 
was considered important. This allowed variation in the presentation 
of political identity and the marketing of the candidate in ways con-
sidered appropriate to make specific links with audience concerns and 
beliefs.
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The year 1992 was an important benchmark in the evolution of presi-
dential marketing and the appeal to different socio-economic classes. 
Elections thereafter would take on board the lessons of that particular 
election with respect to autobiographic campaigns and references, and 
the stressing of hardship as a qualification for office. With Perot under-
standably unapologetic about his personal wealth, Bush seeking to 
 associate himself with those affected by recession and Clinton assum-
ing the role of a chat show host, conducting an empathetic investiga-
tion of individual circumstances, there was an abundance of examples 
from which lessons could be drawn. Clinton’s success in the 1992 
presidential election, despite an abundance of well publicised personal 
 problems, indicated that issues which had previously been considered 
the death knell of electoral campaigns could be reshaped to advance the 
interests of the candidates. Candidate problems, including allegations 
of impropriety and controversial pasts could thereafter be considered 
to be political assets, with hardships and personal travails now being 
marketed to advance a perception that political credibility was in tune 
with ordinariness and the plight of the individual. Affairs, alcohol-
 related problems and issues related to the absence of military service 
were no longer matters that might end a political career. They could 
all be advanced, marketed or spun to give a positive impression of how 
an individual was in touch with the issues that affected voters, across 
a number of class spectrums. As Chapter 6 demonstrates, the impact of 
the 1980s and 1990s was pronounced and gave an indication that an 
autobiographical past, warts and all, was a beneficial commodity that 
could be sold as an electoral asset to the public.
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The emergence of Tony Blair and New Labour was an event in British 
politics which would shape the bedrock of the political establishment 
for more than a decade. Blair’s control of the political agenda, decisive 
election victories and, overtly at least, control of his party and polit-
ical apparatus was important in conditioning the evolution not only 
of his own party but also that of his opponents, the Liberal Democrats 
and the Conservative party. There were several areas of note regarding 
wealth, identity and marketing in British politics which are relevant 
to the issues addressed by this text. Blair was from a wealthy back-
ground and enjoyed a lifestyle and education removed from that of the 
mainstream populace. As already discussed in Chapter 3 he faced an 
opponent in 1997, in the shape of John Major, who could realistically 
claim to come from a background with which many in the electorate 
could associate. However, Blair could rely upon widespread dissatisfac-
tion with the Conservative party as a whole. There were a number of 
unpopular aspects of the party with respect to its economic profile and 
perceptions that it was immoral and sleaze ridden. On the face of it, the 
strength of Blair as a leading political candidate in the run-up to the 
1997 election was not based on a direct comparison between the two 
leaders or a mere personality contest. It was largely an election where 
the prevalent impression was that a discredited political agenda and a 
faltering party could and should be removed in favour of a leader and 
party which had undergone a modern reinvention to cater to voter 
needs in the 1990s.

Needless to say the position of the party leader and how he conveyed 
himself was a fundamental aspect of how Blair’s New Labour would 
be received, and how he, as an individual, would be considered across 
time by the voter. Blair was untypical of the traditional Labour party 
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 leadership and tried to change the ideological position of Labour, so 
as to reposition it more in the centre-ground of British politics. He 
distanced himself from a number of traditional Labour policies, par-
ticularly regarding union links and public ownership and, partly in 
conjunction with President Clinton, advocated the uptake of a new and 
innovative third way in politics. Blair’s advocacy of a politics which 
sought to entertain elements from both left and right, and unify soci-
ety was naturally subject to criticism and open to debate, but appeared, 
for some considerable time to pose problems for opposition parties in 
deciding where to stake a claim on the political spectrum.

The context

The evolution of party and personal marketing was pronounced by the 
time Blair assumed the leadership of his party and there was a signifi-
cant embrace of technology and strategies to refine how party leaders 
might associate with and appeal to the voting block. Marketing strat-
egies adapted lessons learned from the American political system which 
was more receptive to the selling of political leaders to the populace, 
partly as a consequence of marketing having been embraced there at 
an earlier stage. In 1987 Republican consultant Richard Wirthlin intro-
duced the Conservatives to the use of computer technology to classify 
voter preferences, and the use of power phrases to elicit specific voter 
responses. In parallel the Labour party looked to the United States to 
try to enhance its electoral position in the contemporary era. Part of 
this entailed a simple observation of the Clinton presidency and the 
remaking of the party and its identity, from the Democrats to the New 
Democrats under Bill Clinton. Technology also had a part to play as 
observed by Gerry Sussman: ‘Labour too did not shrink from the oppor-
tunity to garner foreign advice and use foreign consultants hiring the 
U.S. Democratic Party firm of Mellman and Lazarus to teach them the 
art of “people metering” (also known as perception analyzers) – the use 
of electronic handsets to test focus group members’ “visceral reaction 
to phrases slogans, advertisements, styles and other political symbols 
and behaviour”.’1 A second feature of note is that even though there 
were claims, addressed later in this chapter, of the emergence of greater 
class mobility in Britain the perception of leadership by the elite being 
problematic still remained through the tenure of Blair’s leadership from 
1997–2007. The presentation of party leaders as ordinary and unaffected 
by the trapping of office was commonplace, with pronounced efforts 
to show that candidates mirrored the core voting blocks. Indeed the 
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Independent in 2005 offered its own summary of the convergence of 
elite political office and ordinary individuals. It commented on the 
prominent emergence of the ordinary tag and how it did not seem to sit 
comfortably with the political realm in the United Kingdom: ‘Most of 
what we learn about our leaders contains a grain of truth, and probably 
much more. But it still gives a false picture. If you reach the top in polit-
ics, you aren’t like other people. Your overriding preoccupation is with 
power – for that, you will sacrifice friends, family and principle – and 
the more of it you have, the less ordinary you become.’2 Even with the 
advent of increased class mobility, political figures were still considered 
to have an inherent inability to blend with mainstream society, and the 
ambition to become a leading political figure meant that any trappings 
of elitism had to be either cast aside or manufactured so as to give a per-
ception of social integration with the ordinary person.

By way of example of the nature and tone of the coverage of the diver-
gence between the perceived social position of the elected member of 
parliament and the general public, in 2003 the Mail on Sunday ran a 
piece on the wealth held by members of parliament. It should be rec-
ognised that the Mail was not a publication that was, or is, particularly 
sympathetic to the position and ideology of the Labour movement, 
whether old or new. It sought to publicise the divergence between the 
wealth held by politicians and the wealth held by those in mainstream 
society. It claimed that Labour had largely abandoned its association 
with the poor, with a stark headline ‘Labour, the party of the rich’. It 
ascertained that the Conservative party still had the largest number of 
wealthy individuals but that ‘party politics is becoming less based on 
class – Tony Blair’s Labour Party has demonstrated that having a great 
wealth is no longer a bar to being a socialist. Together, the 100 rich-
est MPs are worth an incredible £352 million; they own 249 houses 
worth a staggering £179 million and last year earned a total of £10.6 
million.’3 As an individual Blair was profiled by the newspaper as some 
way from being the wealthiest member of parliament. He was ranked as 
the eighty-first most wealthy, with an estimated wealth of just over one 
million pounds. However, the inference of the piece was that a discern-
able gap existed in wealth and privilege between ordinary people and 
members of parliament. What the gulf signified was not made clear, but 
the ongoing concern about the difference between elected and electors 
was maintained.

Additional evidence from the period of Blair’s tenure adds to the 
 perception that ordinariness was a desirable feature in politics. Review-
ing the 2005 general election which pitted Tony Blair against Michael 
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Howard, Stephen Coleman evaluated election preferences in compari-
son to the type of choices made by those who actively voted on the 
popular television game show Big Brother. Evaluation of those who 
watched the show, and thereafter expressed their preferences through 
voting suggested an audience who were as interested in politics as 
other segments of society, and had issues of salience, such as global 
warming and the election outcome, as concerns when considering vot-
ing intentions. Coleman asserts, ‘Big Brother viewers and voters were 
neither inattentive nor inactive citizens during the 2005 campaign’.4 
The political leaders who presented themselves for election in 2005 
were thought to be trying to present themselves as contestants who, 
like those involved in the game show, could appeal to the watching 
public and appear to have the personal credibility to sway the voter 
to their cause. Coleman observed, ‘From Major’s humble soapbox to 
Blair and Cameron’s abandonment of their once-obligatory neckties, 
cultural democratisation requires would-be representatives to manifest 
ordinariness by appearing on the public stage as if they were off stage 
and being themselves. It is precisely this offstage lifeworld that the Big 
Brother format illuminates, providing its viewers with new ways to see 
and judge those who claim to speak for or as the public.’5 Coleman 
confirms the trends which underscore the case studies and examples 
recited in this text, that ‘the role of being a representatives entails 
appearing to be someone who is extraordinary enough to represent 
others, but ordinary enough to be representative of others’.6 The sam-
ples used by Coleman to highlight what the viewers of Big Brother 
wanted of their ideal political candidate throws up pertinent material. 
The characteristic most preferred by the sample in their choice of polit-
ical candidate was that they were an ‘ordinary person’ (53 per cent) and 
that they were a ‘good listener’ (52 per cent). Conversely only 10 per 
cent wanted their candidates to be an ‘extraordinary person’. Coleman 
then asked how the sample group perceived the 2005 election. ‘When 
asked how, in reality, they would characterize the candidates standing 
in their constituency, only 17% of panel members selected “ordinary” 
and 9% “straight talking”, while 29% chose “slimey”, 35% “arrogant” 
and 53% “false”.’7

Although the Big Brother audience is commonly thought to be 
interested solely in a television show which has accumulated a num-
ber of prominent critics across the years of its broadcast, it offers some 
understanding of what a segment of the viewing public desire in public 
 figures. It assists in explaining why political figures market themselves 
as ordinary even if they are, generally, in different income brackets and 
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of a different social standing than mainstream society. As the previous 
two topic areas highlight there still exists in modern British politics 
doubt about the influence of wealth on the conduct and value of public 
office. Hand-in-hand with this there appears to be an appreciation of 
the merit for office for those considered to be ordinary. That this scen-
ario exists goes some way to explaining why there has been an ever 
more pronounced effort by the political elite to market themselves as 
ordinary. It also underscores the issue of political marketing as a core 
feature of modern political life, with perceptions of public needs and 
wants having a role to play in determining elite political behaviour. 
Although the mainstay of writings on marketing centre on policy and 
party positioning, and political science is concerned primarily with 
measurable outcomes of voter preference, the available evidence sug-
gests that political expectation and thereafter political action hinges on 
the impression of there being a cultural norm which political figures, 
and leaders, in particular can aspire to.

Tony Blair

The problem for Blair as a person and a political figure on the national 
stage was to appear to be in touch with ordinary people in a way that 
the Conservative party and its leadership had appeared not to be. As 
discussed earlier in this text with reference to party leadership and 
ordinariness, traditionally Labour party leaders were thought to be 
more attuned to the emotions and social identity of ordinary people. 
A major difference however was that Blair appeared, through his bio-
graphical profile, to be more suited to possessing the background of a 
Conservative leader as opposed to a Labour one, and this potentially 
proved a stumbling block in creating the impression that he was at one 
with the British people. An asset to Blair was that he could observe the 
practices and issues entertained by prior British leaders, and also accom-
modate the activities undertaken in the United States to try to manufac-
ture a personal image which would both appeal to traditional Labour 
voters and those who had deserted the Conservative party in 1997. In 
the main Blair accommodated the lessons learned from the Clinton 
experience, and cultivated a persona that was frequently disassociated 
from the political arena. The intent was to convey an impression that 
he shared common pastimes and interests with the general populace. 
Although he received criticism for this type of activity it gave him a 
national profile which allowed a narrative to be created about him, his 
family life and his lifestyle.
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This chapter considers how Blair constructed and manufactured a 
political identity which downplayed his background and accentuated 
his integration with mainstream society. This was done purposefully 
and, although on paper Blair emerged from the elite of British society 
his aim was to minimise this interpretation. Thereafter consideration 
is given to the methods and activities used to create this impression, 
enhanced by the use of spin, polling, and the creation of negative 
images of other party leaders, most notably those of the Conservative 
party leadership during Blair’s tenure. Blair forced other leaders to try 
to occupy the ground he held and thereafter, accused them of replicat-
ing his position, or mirroring their leadership and personal style on 
his. This suggests that Blair perceived that he had achieved a position 
where he was in kilter with the feelings of the British people and was 
determined, through a mix of principle, and pragmatic moves when 
necessary, to hold to a position where he captured the emotional mood 
of a bulk of the British people. This was done via strategic polling and 
through research about policy and political standing, the objective 
being to occupy a political position which would squeeze the voting 
interests of competing parties. Part of this was socio-economic in its 
nature and was based on perceptions of where the bulk of the British 
voting block stood in the voting spectrum. Jennifer Lees-Marshment 
observed, ‘The party focused on gaining the support of voters in what 
Blair himself called “middle income, middle Britain.” The party thus 
devised a plan using target marketing, aimed at seeking the support of 
these voters. This was done through changes in policy and organisation 
which would find favour with such voters as evident from the post-1992 
market intelligence.’8

Blair, alongside the policy and party changes had to present himself as 
a person with tangible electoral credibility. As is discussed later in this 
chapter he portrayed himself as a father facing problems and concerns, 
as with many families across the nation, as his teenage children grew 
up. He had personally faced concerns when young and had, according 
to his wife, slept rough for a night, and had aspired to be a rock star 
rather than a politician. He also created romantic notions of his child-
hood and embellished stories about his growing up. Nevertheless, even 
though both the facts and the fabrications were presented to the public 
and greeted with some cynicism Blair managed to entertain approval 
figures, on a personal level at least, that suggested that his leadership of 
his party and thereafter of the nation was credible.

The BBC reported, in the prelude to Blair’s relinquishing of power 
in 2007, that Blair was not the product of mainstream society or an 
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enigma in British politics. ‘The story of his rise to power is certainly 
not a rags to riches tale – he was born with every advantage in life – but 
it is no less remarkable for that.’9 Moreover Blair came through a route 
normally enjoyed by a small minority in society, one more atypical of 
the path entertained by a Conservative leader. Wheeler argued of Blair, 
‘It is the story of how a middle class, privately-educated barrister – the 
son of a would-be Tory MP – went on to become the most successful 
leader in the history of the Labour Party, profoundly changing it and 
the country in the process.’ That Blair was from a middle class family 
was not in doubt, but what mattered was how this was managed and 
how Blair’s ascendancy into power was perceived. As has already been 
outlined in this text several tasks faced Blair. The first was to convey 
the impression to the electorate that his elite status had not automat-
ically conferred political office upon him. Secondly, he had to be seen 
to appreciate the concerns of the nation, and to be considered to be 
appreciative of the pressures of the mundane lifestyle, and not aloof 
from mainstream society. Thirdly, he had to assuage those in his party 
who considered his social background to be of such a nature as to dis-
tance him from traditional Labour policy and identity. He had also, on 
a national stage, to be seen to share the concern of the nation over the 
politics employed by the Conservative party, and to be perceived as a 
person who was affected socially and emotionally by them. Impressions 
were important, and with a media team oriented towards the creation 
of an image that dominated reality, Blair was in a position to identify a 
target audience, the end goals he desired, and be armed with the appar-
atus to bring about change.

Blair’s central concern in the first instance of his stewardship, 
 following the untimely death of John Smith, was to create a party 
brand. There is considerable literature available on the methods and 
means through which the New Labour organisation structured itself so 
as to utilise  several commercial elements when advancing itself to the 
British public. Jennifer Lees-Marshment identified several of these fea-
tures, already employed in a personal and institutional sense by many 
of the candidates discussed in this text. She identified the use of market 
intelligence and the use of focus groups, an adaptation of behaviour 
to suit prevailing environmental conditions, and the efficient transi-
tion between policy formulation to policy execution.10 One of the key 
instruments in the re-branding of the party and its repositioning in the 
party spectrum was leadership, and with Blair at the helm there were 
demands that he demonstrate authority and credibility in key areas of 
leadership. He assumed tight control of the party and its policy agenda. 
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The approach Blair took, assisted by close and loyal aides, was draco-
nian in nature and ensured that internal divisions within the party 
were minimised. This made him appear tough and although change 
was difficult for some party members, it suggested that Blair had the 
exceptionalism to lead both his party and, at a later stage, the nation. 
This resonated with the voters, especially with internal divisions within 
the Conservative party which were perceived as detrimental to its 
 fortunes.11

Assessments of Blair as a person who was equipped to lead his party 
were mixed upon his ascension to power. Esteemed commentator on 
British politics Anthony King considered Blair to be a product of a form 
of identikit politics, ‘[Blair] might almost have been a product of com-
puter-aided design. He was young, He was classless. He was squeaky 
clean.’12 While King considered Blair to be classless, he clearly was from 
an established elite within British society, and it might be more appro-
priate to consider that Blair was manufactured to appear to be classless. 
His background, wealth, social associations and marriage to a woman 
who was engaged in her own successful and wealth creating career was 
not typical of the mainstream of British society. Of course Blair was 
derived from a social position where he might be expected to provide 
leadership and have access to compete for power. In Britain however the 
surprising aspect was that he pushed forward to lead and then reform 
the Labour party, a party which in its old form would have been dis-
missive of Blair and his background. As cited by Lees-Marshment, Ken 
Coates, a Labour member of the European parliament, thought Blair to 
be ‘quite simply a Liberal. ... This young man has not the faintest idea 
of how socialists think, and does not begin to understand the mental-
ity to which he has been elected to lead.’13 In essence Blair was pushed 
to the fore to lead a party which did not appear to be at one with his 
thinking. The internal party reforms and ideological changes wrought 
upon the party by Blair are well known and earmarked him, much in 
the Thatcher mould, as a conviction politician who aimed to achieve 
his objectives through single minded determination.

While Blair clearly had policies which resonated with the British 
people across his tenure as leader there were other issues which made 
him popular, or at least appealed to the British people on personal 
grounds. He was in a strong position in many areas when he assumed 
the party leadership. As David Denver asserts, ‘On becoming Labour 
leader in 1994, Tony Blair immediately became the electorate’s choice 
for Prime Minister by a wide margin and he maintained his lead over 
John Major into the election. More detailed Gallup data show that 
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 larger proportions of the electorate believed that Blair was caring 
(82 per cent) and effective (64 per cent) than was the case for Major 
(62 per cent and 37 per cent respectively).’14 The strength of the impres-
sion that Blair cared is significant for this study, suggesting that the 
emotional strength of Blair was a feature where he stood to gain con-
siderable benefit at the hands of the Conservative government. That he 
was in opposition at the time and it was relatively easy to forge bonds 
against an increasingly unpopular government is acknowledged; how-
ever Blair made purposeful efforts to be seen to be in touch with the 
electorate.

Discussions of who Blair was and what he stood for were prominent 
both before and when he took office. Part of this was structural, with 
an increasing perception that he transformed the office of the prime 
minister into a presidential forum, with popular and media attention 
directed at him as a power hungry individual rather than as servant to 
the supremacy of Parliament. This concentrated media attention on the 
individual at the expense of the party. Blair was the personal embodi-
ment of the New Labour movement and the focal point of the party’s 
visions and intentions. Andy McSmith, a political columnist for the 
Observer newspaper, in Faces of Labour: The Inside Story discussed the 
social origins of Blair and how he cast himself as a person. He cited 
Blair’s personal understanding of wealth, economic disparity and how 
he perceived societal problems. ‘In my own mind, I have complete 
 confidence in the beliefs I hold dear. I know why I am in the Labour 
Party I know why I have joined this Party and worked for it for the last 
twenty years. It is because when you look around your society you see 
the injustice, you see the opportunity denied, you see the unfairness, 
you see all that elitism at the top, you see that establishment.’15 On the 
face of it, this type of rhetoric was standard populist fare, presented 
to enhance Blair’s standing to a trade union audience and boost his 
 credibility that, as a leader of the opposition, he could and intended to 
bring about change. However McSmith also discussed how Blair, the 
product of a middle-class upbringing, could also link his social past to 
times of hardship. He stated, ‘Blair himself does not encourage the idea 
that there is an early formative experience which made him a man of 
the left, which can be uncovered by rooting around in his early life. 
His father’s  illness caused a sharp drop in his social status and in the 
family income, but this seems to have had less effect on Blair than a 
similar blip in the family income had on an adolescent John Major.’16 
As discussed in Chapter 3, John Major accentuated, somewhat reluc-
tantly, the impoverishment of his youth to highlight his awareness 
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of  socio-economic and demographic issues in the United Kingdom. 
McSmith advances a somewhat romanticised interpretation of Blair’s 
social background and how it might have informed him in his efforts 
to create a political movement which transcended class issues. Giving 
attention to Blair’s origins he argued ‘However, since much has been 
made of Blair’s middle-class background, it is perhaps worth point-
ing out that, like Vladimir Lenin, he was only a generation away from 
humble beginnings.’17 Blair did endure trials of his own, with family 
illnesses to address and a temporary move to Australia; however, his 
winning a scholarship to Fettes and his later move to train as a barris-
ter set him apart, in both his wealth and his experiences, from main-
stream society. However, it is evident that in a personal capacity Blair 
was aware of the need to stay connected to those he wished to serve in 
his constituency. McSmith quoted Blair as stating that he liked to go to 
Trimdon Labour Club in the Sedgefield constituency to ‘keep himself in 
touch with what the average Labour voter is saying and thinking’.18 A 
Labour secretary within the Sedgefield constituency identified the type 
of voter Blair was going to have to appeal to with his brand of Labour 
political identity: ‘They are not the intellectual side of the Labour Party 
that like to spout on about their socialism but are not really in touch 
with the reality of what people want. These are ordinary people who 
know what they want.’19 The relationship which would help Blair to 
capture a seat in North East England was established, partly of course 
on policy and ideological standing, but also it appears that part of the 
association was one where the electorate were identified as ordinary, 
and Blair actively sought out their views to allow him to appreciate and 
enhance the bonds between the elector and the elected.

In an informative article on Blair’s media approach to the 1997 elec-
tion, Michael Pearce identified the enhancement of the autobiograph-
ical profile to give identity to political candidates. This was particularly 
the case with one specific party political broadcast with Blair as its 
 centre point, but in a wider context it has been used by Blair, his suc-
cessor Brown and by those in opposition, particularly David Cameron. 
Several themes are evident in the presentation of Blair at this time which 
draw upon historical material, and have since been further exploited by 
 candidates on both sides of the Atlantic. Blair adopted a language which 
could readily be understood and employed communication strategies 
such as hesitation to give the impression of him as a ‘normal person’.20 
He associated himself with the middle class and appealed strongly to the 
centre-ground of politics. In analysing Blair’s autobiographical  strategy 
Pearce argues ‘The Blair film seeks to exploit the audience’s sense of 
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intimacy with its subject for political purposes. In particular, it does this 
by assuming that viewers’ experiences of other examples of the genre 
might lead them to expect a degree of candidness and honesty from 
the film, therefore making them less inclined to be suspicious of the 
broadcast’s political motives.’21 This is reminiscent of Nixon’s approach 
to the Checkers speech where he deflected attention from charges of 
corruption by approaching materials in an open and candid fashion. 
Thereafter Pearce addressed the issue of ordinariness, the core feature 
in the presentation of the individual candidate in  modern  politics. ‘We 
first meet him in the back of a car at night when he talks about his 
youth. This is followed by a sequence illustrating the public Blair and 
then, after he has reminisced about his childhood  footballing dreams 
in the back of the car, we find ourselves in his kitchen. He is dressed 
casually: we see him make tea and chat with his children. The domestic 
 setting is strategically significant. The unremarkable middle-class kit-
chen reinforces the nation that Blair is an ordinary family man.’22 Parts 
of the overall format were drawn from past experiences, particularly 
‘The Journey’, a party political broadcast used by John Major where he 
too reminisced about his past from the back of a car. Similarly Blair’s use 
of family illness to convey an emotional attribute, a caring dimension 
and a universal experience allowed him to advance himself as a person 
who could readily be identified with subjectively by individuals across 
the electorate. The issue of  family health has become a core  feature of 
the marketing of politicians on both sides of the Atlantic. It was used 
widely by candidates in the 2004 presidential election to convey an 
awareness of health care issues and policy and to forge emotional con-
nections. As Chapter 7 makes clear, both Brown and Cameron have 
continued the practice into contemporary British politics with narra-
tives of both their own, and their families’, medical needs.

By the time Blair was in command of the Labour party there were 
fundamental differences in the political environment that he had faced 
in the past and had been a mainstay of British politics. The class iden-
tification in Britain which had been perceived to underpin traditional 
voting patters had diminished significantly. In a thorough examination 
of the evolution of party support in the period between 1964 and 2001 
Harold D. Clarke et al., taking into consideration socio-economic and 
geographic issues concluded that, ‘At the end of the twentieth century 
class had come to play a very limited role in determining the voting 
preferences of the British electorate’.23 As the propensity of class voting 
diminished across this period there was a need for the candidates in the 
political spectrum to both give their parties an identity, and to address 
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their own image to allow consideration of their personal and leader-
ship abilities. Relying on party associations with class demographics 
increasingly had its shortcomings. Arguments were advanced by Jenny 
Lloyd, among others, that the voter struggled to identify the clear blue 
water between the parties. She argued, ‘when considering the relative 
merits of the brands ... judgements tended to be based upon the charac-
teristics of the party leaders rather than the party as a whole because, as 
leaders, not only did they tend to receive the most media coverage, but 
also their position inferred that they were the best example of what the 
brand had to offer.’24

Shortly before he won the 1997 election Blair cast himself as a per-
son who was not elevated above the populace on account of either his 
wealth, his background or his occupancy of a political office. Writing in 
the Independent newspaper in 2005 Cahal Milmo examined how private 
interests of public figures were presented to the public, with the famil-
iar intent of promoting ordinariness as a feature which endears them to 
the voter. Of Tony Blair he asserted ‘Mr Blair, however, had mostly got 
his image right. Enthusiasm for football and pop music and a touch of 
youthful rebellion go down well with the post-1945 baby boomers who 
form the backbone of his vote. Even the freebie holidays don’t do much 
damage, because getting holiday bargains is a national preoccupation.’25 
In 1997 Blair was invited to appear on a popular radio show, Desert 
Island Discs, where individuals are invited to identify several records 
they would wish to have in their possession if they were isolated from 
society. Blair’s first choice was a song about a jobless man pleading to his 
lover. It was made by an obscure band, Ezio, and appeared to send the 
message about associations with the plight of the unfortunate. It also 
gave the impression that Blair was not of elite stock, and availed him-
self of an array of popular music. Questions were immediately raised 
that the song choice was more political than personal and that Blair 
had approached the show with a discreet political agenda. This forced a 
statement which sought to offset political allegations and separate Blair, 
the trendy and fashionable individual, from Blair the political states-
man. It read, ‘Every record was chosen by him. He knows more about 
music than anybody who works with or for him. He has been working 
on the choice for several weeks.’26 There is credence to this claim given 
Blair’s interest in rock music when young and his playing of the guitar; 
however that the question was asked about the genuine nature of his 
choice suggested a level of cynicism about the marketing of Blair as an 
individual. When speaking to the Sun newspaper in advance of his elec-
tion in 1997 Blair claimed that he liked the Beatles, REM, Simply Red, 
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Bruce Springsteen, and also was a fan of Debussy and Samuel Barber. In 
other words Blair, in a musical context, wished to appeal to as broad an 
audience as was possible.27

In another effort to convey a social association with the electorate 
Blair posed, in 1995 at the Labour party conference, with football legend 
Kevin Keegan. At the time Keegan was manager of Newcastle United, 
was a well-known figure in popular culture and could capture popu-
lar attention. When meeting Blair, they engaged in a game of football 
head tennis which received considerable media coverage and suggested 
that Blair was faithful to his claims of having linkages with the North 
East of England, could play the most popular team sport in the United 
Kingdom and entertained an earthiness that would not be replicated by 
Conservative Prime Minister John Major. Major’s passion was cricket, 
a game which at that time was largely considered to be a game played 
by people who were not working class and was the preserve largely of 
those who had enjoyed private education. The contrast was clear. Blair 
was adept at the game enjoyed by the masses, Major was adept at a game 
played by elite stock. That said, Major had visited Newcastle United’s 
home stadium St James’ Park in 1995 and had received a Newcastle 
United shirt from Keegan. He was also an occasional visitor at Stamford 
Bridge to see Chelsea. There were concerns about Blair meeting Keegan 
behind the scenes, as Alastair Campbell’s diaries indicate, ‘Everyone was 
horrified at the prospect of TB [Tony Blair] playing football and being 
made to look silly but I insisted we get a ball. Keegan was a nice, warm 
man, and I sensed he was basically onside. There was a huge media 
turnout. It was a fantastic success and provided the best pictures of the 
week.’28 Appearing to be associated with the popular sports stars was 
evidently deemed to be advantageous to political standing, and Keegan 
was happy to oblige.29 Media coverage of the opportunities afforded 
politicians was greeted critically in some quarters. Football fans and the 
sports media were less impressed by the photo opportunities created by 
prime ministers and aspiring politicians. The football magazine When 
Saturday Comes highlighted football as an opportune issue through 
which an artificial interest in the game might bring electoral credibil-
ity. It observed, ‘It’s only recently that football was an electoral pariah, 
the campaign equivalent of telling constituents you spend your Friday 
night drinking and stealing traffic cones. These days, however, a display 
of awkwardly staged soccer-fandom has become required shorthand for 
candidates interested in projecting an ersatz common touch.’30 At the 
European football championships Blair made use of the fact that the 
tournament was held in England. ‘Blair had been pictured in the stands 
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at Euro 96. He cultivated a mannered ordinariness, of which football 
became just attention after the travails of previous decades, but it was 
to be a brief affair.’31 Blair did periodically display an interest in football 
when in office, including an appearance on a BBC football discussion 
show, but his utilisation of photo opportunities in advance of the 1997 
election was testament to his awareness of a social identification with 
a mainstream pastime. Much of this was in keeping, as expressed in 
Chapter 6, with the use of sport as an election tool. While Blair used 
football to convey social bonds, George Bush Jr and other presidential 
candidates took an increasing interest in NASCAR, a sport popular in 
the states where acquisition of the vote was key.

Although excellent play was made of Blair’s associations with popu-
lar culture, particularly in the realm of sport and music, he was not 
infallible and a number of occasions demonstrate that the practice of 
personal embellishment was not watertight. When making a TV appear-
ance in December 1996 Blair discussed his past with popular chat show 
host Des O’Connor. He claimed that when 14 he ran away from home, 
made his way to Newcastle airport and boarded a plane destined for 
the Bahamas, ‘I snuck onto the plane, and we were literally about to 
take off when the stewardess came up to me’.32 The story was recited 
to other parties to clarify its precise nature. Queries arose as to how 
Blair was able to get onto an international flight without a passport or 
a boarding card. Blair’s father could not recall the event and research 
showed that there were no flights from Newcastle to the Bahamas when 
Blair claimed that the episode took place. Blair’s intent was to assure 
the watching public that when young he faced social and emotional 
challenges; however the evidence showed that it was simply not a true 
event. In 1997 Blair told an interviewer that he had watched Jackie 
Milburn, a Newcastle United football player, from the seats behind the 
goal at St. James’ Park. Blair claimed that this had been when he was a 
teenager. However, research showed that Blair was only four years old 
when Milburn played his final game for Newcastle and there were no 
seats behind the goal at that time. Again, Blair’s embellishment of his 
biographical past stretched credibility.

In evaluating Blair’s social and emotional connection with the 
British electorate it was important that he was considered to be in 
touch with the British people, and as was highlighted in Chapter 2, 
the Conservative party struggled, under both Thatcher and Major, to 
appear to be in touch with the British electorate. Poll questions tried 
to identify whether Blair was seen to be in touch with the populace, 
and questions were also asked about whether he was considered to be 
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down to earth. In October 1997, shortly after coming to office only 
6 per cent of those polled thought him to be ‘out of touch with ordin-
ary people’. This  figure slowly increased in the period during Blair’s first 
term, reaching 54 per cent in September 2000, before falling back to 
36 per cent at the time of the 2001 general election.33

As experienced by Major and Thatcher, Blair found that as time pro-
gressed it was challenging to maintain impressions of ordinariness. The 
impression of his being down to earth halved across the tenure of the 
parliament, and those who considered him to be out of touch increased 
significantly. By way of party and individual contrast, the Conservative 
leader of the time, William Hague, had figures which still advanced 
the impression that it was challenging for a Conservative to market 
oneself as ordinary, or overcome long-held stereotypes about the social 
origins of the Conservative leadership. In October 1997, 29 per cent 
of a MORI poll sample thought him to be out of touch with ‘ordinary 
people’. This figure remained relatively consistent in the period before 
the 2001 election, never dropping below 28 per cent.34 Throughout his 
tenure as leader Hague struggled to appear to be a person derived from 
ordinary stock. He frequently lagged behind Blair when poll statistics 
were considered and although he tried to engage in strategies to make 
him appear more in touch with the populace they evidently failed to 
eradicate stereotype or remould the Conservative leadership brand. 
Consequently the stereotype of Hague came to the fore and outweighed 
the more populist image he tried to convey. Some of his attempts to 
make him appear to be a man of the people actually worked signifi-
cantly towards making him look out-of-touch and disconnected, as a 
later section of this chapter makes clear. Policy issues aside, the impres-
sions of the party leaders demonstrated that there were identifiable and 
long-standing differences in the perception of leadership, even when 
the middle ground of politics was becoming increasingly saturated.

Maintaining a manufactured image

Blair’s efforts to maintain an image of ordinariness faltered as his stew-
ardship of his office continued. This is largely unsurprising and mir-
rors the experiences of other leaders, who were perceived to be more 
detached from a social norm as the length of their tenure progressed. 
When Blair entered office, following public relations measures designed 
to make him look like an ordinary person, only 6 per cent though him 
to be out of touch. Following the 2001 election, where a comfortable 
 victory was achieved over Hague, Blair appeared to be further and 
 further distanced from the voting block. While he was considered to 
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be out of touch by a minority in 2001, his figures deteriorated to 44 
per cent in 2004, and 51 per cent in 2006.35 The changes in the figures 
testifies to an ongoing difficulty of seeming to be at one with the voting 
block, the social isolation imposed by political office across time play-
ing a role in enhancing the problem.

The reasons for the decline in perceptions of ordinariness are rooted 
partly in the familiarity with Blair, a rising level of cynicism about spin 
and presentation in politics, and assaults upon the character of Blair 
and his chosen pastimes. Several episodes undermined Blair’s position 
across the long term and slowly stripped the impression that he was 
derived from the masses. Additionally it was not merely Blair as an 
 individual that came under scrutiny, but the activities of his wife, and 
how he selectively used his family on specific occasions to portray an 
image of a family man, yet on other occasions when issues might have 
proven detrimental to his case, advanced an argument for a respect of 
his privacy.

Two examples serve to highlight some of the areas where Blair was 
accused of being out of touch with mainstream experiences and por-
trayed as elitist. In 2003 Michael Howard, leader of the Conservative 
party challenged Blair on education. In the midst of a heated period 
of debate about the introduction of tuition fees for students attending 
universities Blair was challenged about his background and his associ-
ation with those affected by any financial charge to be levied in this 
area. Blair claimed that the objective of fee raising was to increase the 
number of students going to university, particularly those from work-
ing class and non-traditional backgrounds. Labour had at the same time 
launched a public relations exercise designed to demonstrate that it was 
listening to the country and was in touch with ordinary viewpoints, the 
program entitled the ‘Big Conversation’. In Prime Minister’s Questions, 
Michael Howard engaged in a heated debate about the nature of educa-
tion in the United Kingdom and of the intent to widen university access 
for the working class. Howard used Blair’s background to undermine 
his claims for enhanced access to education. He argued, ‘This grammar 
school boy is not going to take any lessons from a public school boy 
on the importance of children from less privileged backgrounds gain-
ing access to university’.36 Howard’s exploitation of Blair’s past gained 
him the advantage in this particular debate and highlighted that Blair 
and Howard were not necessarily representative of the commonplace 
assumptions about their parties’ stereotypical identities. Nevertheless, 
the Labour party were successful in getting the legislation passed which 
initiated fees for university education.
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Perceptions of elitism also surfaced when Blair’s cabinet selections 
were discussed in 2006. New Labour appeared to be top heavy with indi-
viduals from the traditional elite stock of political leadership. A report 
produced by the Sutton Trust (discussed further in Chapter 7) identified 
that Blair’s cabinet had a far from ordinary education. The report was 
discussed in the Times, which claimed, ‘When it comes to picking his 
top team, the Fettes-educated Mr Blair still prefers the products of top 
public and grammar schools’. Furthermore, ‘Sir Peter Lampl, chairman 
of The Sutton Trust, said that the make-up of the Cabinet showed how 
difficult it was for ordinary pupils from ordinary homes to make it to 
the top.’37 Again the concept of how much the political elite should 
reflect, socially and emotionally, the experiences of mainstream society 
had come to the fore. That the issue was raised throughout Blair’s time 
in office and was largely unresolved by the time he left office in 2007 
highlights the nature of a criticism that occurs with frequency, but the 
rationale for which was rarely brought to the fore or considered with 
any depth or resonance.

Blair’s contribution to political marketing in British politics was pro-
nounced. He re-branded the Labour party, pulled it into the centre-
ground of British politics and worked to reform the impression of the 
party as one rooted in the traditions of the British working class. In 
conveying a sense of political ordinariness to brand his own political 
identity he was largely successful. Poll statistics on the nature, tone and 
interpretation of the Conservative party granted Blair an immediate 
avenue of opportunity in this area. He was further assisted by political 
associates, Mandelson and Campbell among them, who understood the 
need to present political figures not only as leaders, but also as indi-
viduals who had the capability to be familiar with the experiences of 
ordinary society.

Blair’s mandate and message were clear from the outset, and observ-
able from the period before he became prominent as a leading political 
figure. His appreciation of sport, music and the nature and role of the 
family provided an abundance of resources for effective political mar-
keting. His personal past also provided a level of authenticity which 
helped to mask and cloud any perceptions of elitism that might have 
been held against him. His understanding of music worked in conjunc-
tion with pictures of him aspiring to be a rock star and aided in convey-
ing an image of a young man aspiring to ambitions shared by many 
during their teenage lives. That he could play football to a competent 
level also lent credence to the idea that Blair shared in the pursuits of 
the masses. When prime minister he sought to cultivate his associations 
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with the game further. His family gave further legitimacy to the idea 
that the presentation of him as an ordinary man was one that was both 
legitimate and authentic. He could relate, above and beyond the realm 
of policy and politics, to the electorate. They, in a classless capacity 
could relate to him. In family life, in marriage, in pastimes and in social 
habits Blair could create the social and emotional associations that gave 
the impression that he was in touch.

However, two key legacies stand out from the Blair era as significant, 
yet they do not make for easy bedfellows. Firstly, popular appreciation 
of the nature of the Blair spin machine led to popular cynicism about 
the true standing of Blair, his wife and how he presented his past and 
his social habits. The appearance of Blair as an individual with an elite 
education, as a man with a wealthy and highly accomplished wife and 
as an individual who embellished aspects of his past for political con-
venience gave the impression that it was hard to separate fiction from 
reality in the realm of political identity. Ironically Blair, and the model-
ling of his character as one rooted in the normality of ordinary British 
culture, has provided the template against which other British political 
figures have tried to model themselves. Secondly, both Conservative 
party leader Cameron and Blair’s successor Brown have used the success 
enjoyed by Blair as an indicator of how ordinariness in politics can be 
used to transcend class divisions and present an array of characteristics 
to both broad and niche media interests.

William Hague

An exercise in ordinariness

William Hague was leader of the Conservative party following its defeat 
in 1997 and led it until after its defeat in the 2001 general election. 
He was from a Yorkshire background and was considered an intelligent 
individual with a quick wit and a long-standing passion for politics. 
He tried to cast Blair as a person from an elitist background, criticising 
his holidays in Italy where he was loaned a house and enjoyed a pri-
vate beach. He also advanced a concept that New Labour represented a 
liberal elite which had lost touch with voters. In 2000, writing in the 
Guardian, Madeleine Bunting argued, ‘What Mr Blair has to worry about 
is that the Tories had more than a decade of government before they 
faced accusations of elitism while it has taken New Labour only three 
years. There is a crucial issue here for Mr Blair to ponder: the secret of 
Conservative electoral success in the 20th century lay in the ability of 
an elite to mask itself with a powerful populism.’38 While Hague could 

9780230_522275_07_cha05.indd   1309780230_522275_07_cha05.indd   130 5/28/2009   5:29:01 PM5/28/2009   5:29:01 PM



New Labour and Tony Blair 131

make play on the social habits, associations and background of the Blair 
family, he too had to come across as a populist by nature and as an 
 individual who was more in tune with the public than Blair. This how-
ever proved to be an uphill task.

Of all the episodes which mark a misplaced and badly calculated effort 
to portray a sense of ordinariness, action by Conservative party leader 
William Hague, in 2000, demonstrates that a poorly executed strategy 
can misfire and create perceptions of an even greater social gulf than 
previously existed. Hague, as opinion poll statistics indicate, was consid-
ered albeit narrowly to be less in touch with the electorate across time 
than Tony Blair. He had tried to modify the image of a Conservative 
party leader when first taking the position, being photographed in a 
baseball cap and attending the Notting Hill Carnival. As the Guardian 
reported, Hague was, ‘A young, happening-kind-of Tory leader, one who 
cared, had taken over, was the not-so-subliminal message’.39

In the autumn of 2001 he gave an interview to GQ magazine, a pub-
lication aimed primarily at young men with disposable incomes, and 
an outlet where he could gain credibility with that element of the vot-
ing body. Hague argued that the stereotype of him as a zealous young 
Conservative, obsessed with politics and unlike others of his generation 
was misplaced. He had been shown on television, on many occasions, 
giving an address to a Conservative party conference when a teenager, 
and seemed to have lacked the same interests as other teenagers. As party 
leader he appeared to be a career politician, a person who had only one 
objective in life and who did not share the common life experi ences 
and concerns of the electorate.

In the magazine interview Hague made a number of claims regarding 
his youth. He stated, ‘Anyone who thinks I used to spend my holidays 
reading political tracts should have come with me for a week’.40 Hague 
had previously, for a period of six years, worked for his father’s busi-
ness delivering soft drinks to clubs. In the first instance this seemed 
to be opportune to allow Hague to show that he understood the issues 
and the lifestyle of those, largely Labour supporters, whom he encoun-
tered in Yorkshire. In keeping with the idea of social association he 
claimed ‘It was a great education, actually – knowing what Labour 
 voters feel like as well as Conservatives. I think I learned more going 
round the clubs of Barnsley than I learned at Oxford [university] about 
the human race in general.’ On a superficial level Hague appeared to 
portray an understanding of the type of community that he ordinarily 
would appear divorced from and his comments and experiences might 
have been advantageous in softening the impression that he was out 
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of touch with northern England, traditionally an area difficult for the 
Conservative party to persuade to its cause. However, additional com-
ments by Hague stretched credibility and created adverse perceptions 
of his social position.

He claimed, ‘We used to have a pint at every stop – well the driver’s 
mate did, not the driver, thankfully – and we used to have about 10 
stops a day. ... You worked so hard you didn’t feel you’d drunk 10 pints 
by four o’clock, you used to sweat so much. ... It’s probably horrifying 
but we used to do that then go home for tea and then go out in the 
evening to the pub.’41 He agreed that by the end of a day’s work he 
could have consumed 14 pints. His remarks were greeted with humour 
and deep scepticism that he had made exaggerated and excessive claims 
in an attempt to be seen to be in touch with the electorate. The media 
jumped at the chance to highlight Hague’s claims which seemed to 
undermine his credibility. Hague’s former work colleagues on the deliv-
ery round were interviewed to ascertain the legitimacy the story. One 
of those who was assistant manager in a club where Hague delivered 
said that he was known as ‘Billy the Pop’ and ‘Billy Fizz’ and that ‘The 
idea of him sinking 14 pints is laughable – nobody has seen him around 
here for years.’42 A delivery driver who worked with Hague argued that 
‘I worked for his Dad’s soft drinks firm for 20 years and I have to say he’s 
not the boozer he’d have us believe’, and ‘Six pints and he was sozzled’.43 
The story without the claims of excessive alcohol consumption would 
not have made any headlines. With those comments it became a prom-
inent news story that made Hague seem more out of touch than ever. 
The British tabloid media exploited the plight of a national party leader. 
The Daily Mirror ran a headline, ‘I was Britain’s biggest boozer’ while the 
Sun had a simple and stark headline, ‘Billy Liar’.44

Hague was invited by pub owners to drink 14 pints at no charge, 
as long as he promised to consume them all. One of the bar owners 
thought that ‘this could be a case where a politician is trying to be one 
of the lads, so we’re hoping he’ll come down here and prove he can still 
do it’. The Deputy Prime Minister, John Prescott commented on the 
hollow nature of Hague’s claims, and the prominent and media savvy 
public relations agent Max Clifford commented that ‘you don’t look at 
him [Hague] and see a 14-pint man’.45 To add insult to injury charity 
groups advocating moderate alcohol consumption condemned Hague 
as being irresponsible.

The remarks clearly created the impression that Hague was more out-
of-touch than had previously been thought. While trying to advance 
the impression of openness and being personable Hague advanced 
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information about his personal life and his choices in fashion. In some 
respects this was unsurprising given the nature of GQ magazine. This 
was an effort to demonstrate that he was just like the ordinary voter. 
However although he claimed to support a football team he was unable 
to name the captain of England at the time, a fact that again appeared 
to show his disconnection from the issues that might draw a typical 
GQ reader to his cause. Conservative advisors claimed that statistics 
taken on phone-in polls had shown that people were more likely to vote 
for Hague after the alcohol revelations. However, in terms of political 
marketing and social connection they clearly had not gone according 
to plan and the matter was one that was not going to lure undecided 
 voters to the Conservative cause or give the impression that Hague, as a 
person, could be trusted.

Following the loss at the 2001 election the Observer considered 
Hague’s personal attributes and how these had fared in the political 
environment. It was not enthusiastic about his fate, ‘he could never 
escape the public’s perception of him as a bit of a drip. He was remorse-
lessly pilloried in the media for his baldness, his looks, his accent, and 
his laboured “14-pints-a-day” attempts to prove he was just one of the 
lads. Apart from Neil Kinnock, no other British figure has received such 
a media drubbing.’46

Some time after he stepped down as leader of the party, having been 
defeated in a general election of 2001 by Tony Blair and New Labour, 
Hague reflected upon the way he was marketed to the public and how 
the image he conveyed was unnatural and failed to resonate with the 
voter. The Independent identified problems during Hague’s leadership: 
‘There are other examples of bad calls that Hague made during his 
leadership – the much mocked Princess Di-style water ride at a theme 
park, an ill-judged appearance at the Notting Hill Carnival, the claim 
that he used to drink “14 pints of beer a day” as a teenager, the wearing 
of baseball caps – all of which were clearly intended to try to extend 
the party’s appeal to a more youthful audience.’47 Without the pres-
sure of leadership Hague reconsidered the nature of the marketing of 
the individual. The Independent reported that Hague had shrugged off 
the mantle of personal marketing, ‘ “Well, stuff it, I’m not normal” 
he has said. One of the things he found most uncomfortable about 
being leader of the Conservative party was that he had to pretend to 
be normal.’48 He was a politician who made significant money from his 
interests and speaking engagements outside parliament, and his pol-
itical writings. He could advance himself as a person who was excep-
tional and for whom the impression of being normal would happily be 
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cast aside. Evidently the case of Hague shows that political marketing 
and the selling of the individual can be problematic in the modern era. 
Although Hague had been involved in politics from a young age, had 
grown up in the era of marketing and presentation, and had advisors 
well versed in the art of presentation, clearly trying to be marketed as 
normal was a significant challenge and one that sat uncomfortably 
upon Hague’s shoulders.

Ordinary women and ordinary children

A further issue of relevance to an understanding of the presentation 
of ordinariness in politics is that it is not enough for an individual 
leader to portray themselves as ordinary – the image must be consistent 
with the family group, family past and presented in such a way that it 
remains plausible to the watching public.

In both the United States and United Kingdom the position of the 
spouse and their influence upon key political positions has received 
ever greater prominence across time. Although some First Ladies and 
some of the wives of prime ministers have shied away from publicity in 
the contemporary era, in the shape of Cherie Blair and Hillary Clinton 
the media found themselves with abundant news materials through 
which they could portray the domestic settings and social context 
enjoyed by the leaders of the respective nations. This assisted in cre-
ating a public forum for the presentation of the private sphere. It was 
not enough to be seen to be a supportive individual however. In an 
assessment of how Tony Blair mirrored the political style employed by 
Bill Clinton, the American Enterprise Institute considered the similar-
ities in how the leaders’ wives portrayed themselves. ‘Tory Prime min-
ister John Major took to having his more traditionally domestic wife, 
Norma, accompany him on the campaign trail to tell how she grates 
and freezes stale bits of cheese and uses a tea bag more than once. The 
point was to contrast loyal homebody Norma with Cherie. Hillary-like 
Mrs. Blair responded by reporting herself a devoted knitter. “The quest 
for ordinariness among politicians’ wives is the sine qua non of modern 
electioneering, so terrified have we become of their bewitching pow-
ers and hidden agendas,” wrote Leslie White. ... “One might have hoped 
that the late twentieth century would demand charisma, brains, and 
deep political convictions of these women, but no, we seem to want 
bread-makers and quilt-makers.” ’49 Both Cherie, who was a successful 
barrister and a Queen’s Counsel and Hillary Clinton, again a success-
ful lawyer in her own right, had to appear to be women with  domestic 
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 concerns and individuals not aloof from the issues and concerns of 
many ordinary women.

Cherie’s image as a woman who had to face the trappings of ordin-
ary life was severely tested following a scandal involving a property 
deal in 2002. Prior to the episode Cherie had portrayed herself as a 
modern working woman. She had a law career, a husband in a high-
profile demanding job and a family to look after. Tony Blair argued that 
his wife was a woman with ‘her own career and three kids to worry 
about’.50 Writing in the Independent Helen Wilkinson said about the 
Blairs and their symbolic reflection of British mainstream society: ‘As a 
dual earner couple inhabiting No. 10, the Blairs certainly have a strong 
symbolic appeal. They act as a reference point, mirror to our own lives. 
We see them juggling work and life, pioneering new roles, wrestling for 
that elusive balance between work and life.’51 The problems encoun-
tered by Cherie came about as the consequence of a property deal and 
the exposure of her associations with individuals who appeared to have 
credibility problems and upon whom she seemed to be very dependent 
for advice. All the core elements for a political scandal and allegations 
of corruption were present and the Prime Minister’s wife was subject to 
a rigorous investigation of her personal life. A large part of the media 
coverage was highly critical of her on account of her judgement, her 
associations with a lifestyle guru and on the grounds that the financial 
dealing she had been involved in suggested that she was not a person 
who experienced the trials of modern life. In the Sunday Mirror Carole 
Malone contrasted the image of Cherie Blair pre and post the revela-
tions about her private associations. She stated, ‘The fact is, yes, we used 
to like her. We liked her ordinariness, the fact she was brought up in 
a council house, that she was grounded and clever and raised a family 
while holding down a high-pressure job. And then she got fame and 
celebrity and, just as it corrupts pop stars and TV presenters, so it cor-
rupted her. Cherie Blair is no longer ordinary. She has a retinue of slaves 
to execute every mundane task, yet she still says to working mothers 
“I’m just like you” ’.52 The consequences of Cherie Blair’s action was to 
deepen the cynicism about the extraordinary/ordinary debate. She per-
sonally claimed that ‘The reality of my daily life is that I’m juggling a 
lot of balls in the air ... some of you must experience that’.53 The reaction 
of Malone in the Mirror, a paper predominantly bought by those on 
the left of the political spectrum and from a working-class background 
was severe. ‘This is the Prime Minister’s wife, a 250,000 pounds-a-year-
barrister who never has to set foot inside a supermarket, who no doubt 
has help with the washing and ironing, who never has to clean the 
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house, find a plumber, cook the dinner, travel on public transport, cook 
the kids’ breakfast.’54

The attacks on Cherie Blair in the aftermath of her public revelations 
were pronounced and concerted. In part they rested upon an oppor-
tunity to attack her, and exploited the unforeseen manner in which 
she had opened herself up to the attacks. Her associations with gurus 
and individuals of little credibility appeared to show a pronounced lack 
of judgement and, with intimate links to the Prime Minister offered a 
chance to indirectly impact upon his position. However, as the quo-
tations cited here demonstrate, there were concerns also that she had 
portrayed herself as an ordinary person and then in the full glare of 
publicity had come over as a wealthy individual unencumbered by the 
pressure of ordinary life. Two key issues were at stake. One was judge-
ment, and a second was social credibility. Cherie Blair was heavily 
impacted upon by both.

A minor issue, but one worthy of brief mention is that of the family 
as a tool through which to emphasise a position of social ordinariness. 
In 2000 Tony Blair’s son was arrested for being ‘drunk and incapable’. 
This came a short time after Blair had called for fines, which could be 
issued by the police, for drunken behaviour. Naturally this gave fuel to 
the media and presented an opportunity to criticise the Prime Minister 
for failing to provide sufficient guidance to his son on a matter of pol-
itical salience. Moreover, when detained by police, Blair’s son gave an 
old family address and stated that he was 18, when he was actually 16 
at the time of the incident. Blair made light of the incident, not as a 
failing or an episode which might undermine the principles he hoped 
to advance, but rather of his position as a father and the trials of try-
ing to raise children. He stated, ‘Being a prime minister can be a tough 
job, being a parent is probably tougher, and sometimes you don’t suc-
ceed. But the family to me is more important than anything else.’55 
The emphasis on a household which faced problems similar to others 
in the nation with independent teenagers partly defused the situation 
for the Blairs. It emphasised the ordinary, suggested a leeway for Euan 
Blair that was similar to that experienced by other 16-year-olds in the 
nation and underscored that Tony Blair was in touch, and tried to keep 
his children in touch with reality. There existed a difference of opinion 
about how the Blair family was associated with politics. Conservative 
party leader Iain Duncan Smith contended that ‘Tony Blair uses his 
children ruthlessly. Once you open the doors to your children it just 
gives the press an excuse for intrusion.’ However, no.10 responded and 
dismissed Duncan Smith’s allegations, ‘As the media well knows, the 

9780230_522275_07_cha05.indd   1369780230_522275_07_cha05.indd   136 5/28/2009   5:29:01 PM5/28/2009   5:29:01 PM



New Labour and Tony Blair 137

prime  minister jealously guards the privacy of his family and does 
everything he can to keep them out of the public eye.’56

Conclusion

The Blair era in British politics witnessed the extension of political 
 marketing, from the political to the personal, in ways that had not 
 previously been explored. The use of the past as an instrument of 
 persuasion in politics was raised to new levels to convey the ascension of 
Blair to a position of leadership as the weaving of the ordinary with the 
exceptional. In part this was assisted through the available comparisons 
with the Conservative party which had problems in dispelling impres-
sion of incompetence, elitism and sleaze. A further reason for the use 
of personal considerations in the marketing of Blair as a political leader 
was that the changes he brought about in the political foundations of 
the Labour party threatened to create divisions and intra-party hostil-
ity within ranks, on account of Blair’s determination to reposition the 
party. In policy terms Blair acted, largely as Thatcher had done for the 
Conservative party previously, as a political figure determined to mas-
ter the helm of party ideology and take with him as many traditional 
Labour voters who could be persuaded to move from familiar positions. 
Lilleker and Lees-Marshment considered that this, while  politically 
advantageous to Blair as a reformer, created other political problems 
in the longer term. ‘Such concern may be the result of adapting an 
MOP (Market Oriented Product) approach, for such a strategy can result 
in a hollowing out of the internal core of a party, which, while yield-
ing short-term electoral success, generates long-term problems.’57 The 
stretching of party identity and Blair’s determination to press on with 
reform threatened to dilute what the party stood for, bar that it was not 
replicating the model or practices of the Conservative party that it had 
replaced in power.

In part, the selling of Blair as a person assisted in papering over any 
cracks, cynicism or misperceptions that may have arisen as a conse-
quence of the repeated reforms of party policy and identity. The elect-
orate need not know, nor have cause to have historical understandings 
of party tradition. Rather Blair could be sold to the electorate as a per-
son who manifested the typical traits of mainstream British culture. 
His personal profile, and the marketing of him as the embodiment of 
New Labour, therefore became an important facet in persuading broad 
elements of political coalitions that he could be trusted on political 
issues and that he was authentic in his portrayal. Additionally, the party 

9780230_522275_07_cha05.indd   1379780230_522275_07_cha05.indd   137 5/28/2009   5:29:02 PM5/28/2009   5:29:02 PM



138 Marketing the Populist Politician

structure was altered so as to allow Blair, personally and politically, to 
dominate the party apparatus. He was the embodiment of New Labour 
and this message, as unadulterated as it was, was important to the pos-
ition of the candidate and the party. Labour strategist Philip Gould had 
aimed to alter the party infrastructure in advance of Blair’s occupancy 
of no.10: ‘Labour must replace competing existing structures with a 
single chain of command, leading directly to the leader of the party.’58 
Blair thereafter faced charges that he lacked a coherent ideology to lead 
his party to a new political position, based on principle as opposed to 
pragmatism. Blair became the central focus of the party, its direction 
and mandate shaped by him as a politician and a person. As defined 
primarily by media concerns, when events occurred which demanded 
an exceptional political response, they came from an ordinary person 
in touch with national feelings. Simon Jenkins captured the spirit of 
Blair and his associations with the British people with regard to how 
the environment offered Blair the chance to demonstrate his personal 
 qualities. ‘With no particular destination, events were to spur his action, 
his friend and ally, his call on stage. The death of Princess Diana, 9/11, 
foot-and-mouth, the tsunami, the Olympic bid, the London bombs were 
like scripts delivered to his door by the casting director of history. How 
would the people’s Tony turn them to account? Each offered a chance 
to master ceremony, to express pain, joy, action or repose.’59 Emotional 
expression allowed Blair opportunity to form bonds that accommo-
dated ordinariness. Furthermore there was an appearance of authenti-
city. Blair could accommodate the exceptional qualities demanded by 
leadership alongside the habits, passions, social positions and emotions 
that identified him as an ordinary person. His personal wealth and 
 position within government could largely be downplayed as a result.

The predicament faced by those who struggled to accommodate the 
concept of ordinariness is clear. In seeking to represent the populace 
and to convey ordinariness as a political facet two key themes come to 
the fore. One is that the political figure appears authentic, or that the 
presentation of their political character is sufficiently seamless as to 
convey this aspect as fact. A second consideration is that the issues that 
are raised to give credence to authenticity are in themselves persuasive. 
In the Blair era the Conservative opponents he faced proved unable 
to present themselves as authentic, in touch with the emotions of the 
nation and unable to create events or scenarios suited to a credible pres-
entation of social associations. In part the problem lay in the continued 
presentation of the Conservative party, by both media interests and 
the New Labour organisation, as still being entwined in the politics 
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and principles of the Thatcher era. Stereotypes and superficial impres-
sions of Conservative leadership candidates prevailed. Thereafter, as the 
examples advanced in this chapter make clear the miscalculation as 
to how ordinariness could be marketed undermined the standing and 
status of the party. Only with the election of David Cameron to the 
party leadership did the Conservatives have an individual who could 
balance the aspects of exceptionalism demanded of the leader; an Eton 
education, social contacts and personal wealth, with the attributes of 
ordinariness that appealed to the voter in a period of relative party 
 uniformity; family life, social habits and displays of overt compassion 
and emotion.
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Bush, Nascar Dads and 
Wal-Mart Moms

140

In 2000 the outcome of the presidential election rested upon percep-
tions of a fight on the grounds of morality, economic success during 
the Clinton years and a battle to shape the global position of America, 
in advance of the unforeseen terror issues which would later impact 
upon the nation. Gore’s prominent position as vice president granted 
him partial credit for the marked upturn in the American economy, bal-
anced by the liability of occupying the same White House as a president 
largely discredited on personal terms. His campaign for the presidency 
appeared to be a logical and natural progression into an office he might 
have inherited even though Clinton had endured impeachment and 
survived a trial in the Senate. Bush by contrast emerged from a suc-
cessful period as Governor of Texas, with a political track record that 
was generally admired, particularly in conservative circles. However his 
past was chequered, particularly in the realm of his personal finances, 
with questions being asked of his position during the savings and loans 
scandal, and how his assets had been managed during periods when he 
appeared to elude financial disaster through unconventional means. 
Neither candidate had a pristine past, but the election was not merely 
about their individual political or personal merits, it rested as much on 
the legacy and record of the Clinton years and how the new millen-
nium would be perceived by the American people. In addition Bush 
tried to present himself with a folksy image, against a candidate already 
tainted by the trappings of eight years of association with Washington 
politics. The New Yorker pointed out the irony of the election race and 
the nature of populist politics: ‘American populism operates more by 
a logic of culture and background than by a logic of present day cir-
cumstances. In the 2000 campaign, in which two sons of prominent 
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officeholders, educated at prep schools and Ivy League colleges, were 
pitted against each other, Bush succeeded in putting himself across as 
the populist and Gore as the elitist.’1

The contest of 2004 however was grounded upon different founda-
tions. September 2001 and its aftermath shaped the remainder of the 
first term of Bush’s tenure, and ensured that foreign policy would have a 
decisive role to play in both the promises made during the 2004 election 
about the future, alongside reflections on past conduct. However policy 
issues and party considerations aside, 2004 was notable in the presenta-
tion of candidates and how they were portrayed to the American public. 
Bush’s credentials and his folksy image were of course relatively well 
known following the 2000 race, but the Democratic candidates had to 
advance themselves to the American people and try to contest firstly 
for the party nomination and then to oust an incumbent president who 
had enjoyed respectable approval figures for much of his first term.

What was notable about 2004 was that all the candidates ran on 
similar personal platforms, accentuating personal failures, impover-
ishment, and presenting themselves as part and parcel of mainstream 
American society. The election was one where ordinariness was central 
to the personal characteristics of each candidate. Of interest too was 
the fact that Bush embraced the ‘regular guy’ characteristic and pushed 
himself to the fore on a similar personal platform to those Democrats 
who wished to contest the presidency. By 2004 campaigns grounded 
upon autobiographical aspects of a candidate’s past had become the 
norm. Wealth was downplayed, ordinariness was accentuated, and the 
effort required to scale the ladder of politics was used as a justification 
of merit for office. This was far removed from the politics of the 1950s 
and 1960s. In the midst of the Democratic primary contest, when sev-
eral candidates struggled to gather delegates to gain the nomination as 
the presidential candidate, the Washington Post reported on Michelle 
Goldberg’s interpretations of the contest (in Salon.com), ‘In poll after 
poll, voters say that what really makes them vote for a candidate is 
“that they are a regular person just like me.” ’2 Again, a core piece of 
the jigsaw when marketing a presidential candidate was that they were 
ordinary rather than exceptional, and this built upon the lessons of 
previous elections.

This chapter firstly examines who the candidates were thought to 
want to appeal to in the election of 2004, and then looks at how firstly 
Bush and thereafter the Democratic contenders followed a similar strat-
egy in trying to advance themselves with a broad demographic appeal.
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Target audiences

The 2004 race was notable in that there was a social uniformity among 
the candidates who wished to run for office. While there were some 
familiar and distinct differences of interpretation between the candi-
dates concerning policy, there was little to choose between them with 
respect to their backgrounds or their wealth. In contrast to past elec-
tions the concept of wealth as a factor in conditioning and shaping 
candidate image was one that, as shown with the experiences of George 
Bush Sr in Chapter 4, had to be taken seriously. By 2004 television 
shows such as The Simple Life were taking rich socialites and trying to 
integrate them, via comic and challenging tasks, into mainstream soci-
ety. There was no effort to hide the underlying concept of two detached 
and divorced societies, one rich and one poor. However in the polit-
ical realm the issues were altogether different. Entertainment provided 
individuals eager to offer themselves for public ridicule and happy to 
expose themselves to the glare of publicity with little in the way of a 
substantive outcome, bar perhaps when Paris Hilton was sentenced to 
a 45-day period in prison which was considered an authentic ‘real life’ 
experience, albeit one she seemed unhappy to embrace. In the political 
realm the stakes are higher, as is the glare of publicity. As identified in 
Chapter 1 of this work, in the early to mid-twentieth century the polit-
ical wealth and the autobiographical details of a candidate, although of 
note, were not marketed so as to try to persuade voters of associations 
between the elected and electorate on social and emotional grounds. 
With respect to the changes that occurred in politics Rich commented 
further, ‘When this kind of posturing comes from politicians vying for 
our vote in an election year, it’s harder to laugh. At a minimum it makes 
one nostalgic for the day when the Roosevelts and Kennedys didn’t pre-
tend to be anything other than the fat cats they were.’3 In 2004 the 
social profile of the candidates was one which fitted in with those of 
Kennedy and Roosevelt, but the image and identities that were mar-
keted to the public were altogether different.

In advance of the 2004 election the financial disclosure of candidate 
wealth gave an interesting and informative profile of the assets held by 
those who wished to be president. Although a number of the figures 
that were advanced were approximations or estimates, they pointed to 
a collection of candidates that shared significant wealth, wealth far in 
excess of that enjoyed by ‘regular’ Americans. The Center for Public 
Integrity used 2002 financial disclosures to estimate income and assets. 
The wealthiest candidate running in 2004 was John Kerry, who would 
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end up ultimately challenging Bush. He was deemed to have wealth 
of between $165 and $626 million, with Bush thought to have a per-
sonal wealth of a minimum of $9 million. Thereafter the Vice President, 
Richard Cheney, was worth at least $22 million. Democrat contenders 
of note, discussed later in this chapter, included Senator John Edwards 
worth $8.7 million, Senator Bob Graham, $7.3 million and Howard 
Dean, Governor of Vermont, worth $3.9 million. Of the main figures 
who featured in the 2004 election only Senator Joseph Liebermann was 
considered to have personal wealth of moderate standing, with means 
of at least $376,000.4 Many of the candidates had ongoing financial 
investments with incomes above and beyond that bestowed upon them 
by their political careers. The wealth of the main contenders for the 
presidential office was clearly at odds with mainstream society, yet if 
the candidates were to be seen to be ordinary then the wealth they held 
had to be marketed so as to be a meaningless factor and one which did 
not create social and emotional divides with society. If Kerry had been 
elected to office he would have been the wealthiest president for over 
a century.5

The issue of wealth in the 2004 election had a twofold consequence 
and impact. Firstly, the individual wealth entertained by the candi-
dates could be used to suggest that they were of a different social class 
and standing from the general American public and that, as a conse-
quence they would or could not understand the issues which afflicted 
America. Secondly, there were concerns that the presidential office 
might be acquired simply through the ability of individuals, most par-
ticularly Kerry, who could spend their personal wealth to supplement 
the effectiveness of their campaigns for office. Although he could still 
be considered wealthy in his own right, his wealth was largely derived 
from his marriage to Teresa Heinz. Kerry tried to discount wealth as an 
issue or political tool in the campaign, and indicated that he would not 
immediately spend his own money. His spokesman Bob Wade argued, 
‘He’s not ruled it out but he has said that he has never used his money 
to run for office before and it is not the way he would like to run for 
office. ... But if it is the only way to respond to a vicious attack, he may 
have to consider it.’6 The wealth accumulated by the candidates dur-
ing the 2004 election campaign was vast, and it was subject to careful 
scrutiny.7 However, in the public realm, while there was interest in the 
general figures accumulated and spent on the election, the specifics of 
liaisons between candidates and their sources of wealth were not prom-
inent. Part of the reason for this was the efforts made by candidates to 
shape this feature and market it to their political advantage.
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The 2004 race appeared to be about marketing the identities of candi-
dates who bore a striking resemblance to one another. In marketing the 
candidates there was a perceived need to identify the social groups and 
swing voters who would prove decisive in the election. Databases were 
set up and utilised to gather profiles of prospective voters for each party. 
As the Atlantic pointed out, ‘The Democratic National Committee has 
acquired a database of 158 million voters it has dubbed the “DataMart”. 
Appended to every name are as many as 306 “lifestyle variables” gleaned 
from voter files, consumer databases, and other sources. From these, 
candidates can find out a citizen’s voting record, number of children, 
kind of car, favourite television shows and magazines, and even num-
ber of pets.’ The Republican party has a similar database, the “Voter 
Vault” with records on the lifestyle of 165 million people.8 This strategic 
research allowed the political parties to present material tailored to each 
individual voter, and to imprint consumer orientation into the election 
process. Karen White, a political director for a pro-choice group, argued, 
‘In the past we’ve always tried to bring voters to us on our issues. This 
time we’re getting so much insight onto their personal lives that we can 
actually bring what they need to hear to them, on their terms’.9 Political 
marketing is clearly evident here. This allowed candidates to try to iden-
tify who could be persuaded to their cause, where to allocate campaign 
funds and how to sort individuals into ‘lifestyle clusters’ which might 
indicate their voting preferences.

One feature of 2004 was that strict income measurement did not 
really assist in showing where party votes would be placed. Rather, 
values were considered to be important in shaping voting preference. 
An emphasis on values required the parties to be seen to have an appre-
ciation of the emotional approach held by voters. This in part assists in 
highlighting why Bush adopted a compassionate conservatism ethos in 
2000 and distanced himself from the more zealous Republicans who 
had previously captured the Congress in 1994 and had largely set the 
conservative agenda of the 1990s.

While there were opportunities and challenges in trying to capture 
the mood of the voter rather than simply dissecting groups based on 
income, there were social groups who were considered to be import-
ant in 2004 to whom the major candidates tried to market themselves. 
Debate exists as to the importance of specifically delineated groups who 
are considered to be critical in determining the outcome of elections. In 
advancing themselves to the populace in 2004 the leading contenders 
did appear to perceive that there was a pivotal group with whom they 
could identify and bond, both socially and emotionally. In  previous 
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presidential contests the ‘soccer moms’ had been considered to be piv-
otal to a successful strategy. In 2004, controversially, ‘Nascar dads’ were 
pinpointed as a group who held the keys to electoral success, the term 
being coined by a Democrat pollster, Celinda Lake.10 The problems of 
trying to profile groups such as this led to a great deal of cynicism 
among media pundits, but suggested that there was an awareness that 
specific groups had to be addressed despite hesitance about their valid-
ity. As stated in the New York Times, ‘Sadly, Nascar dad, lionised by left 
and right alike but understood by neither, has become in the last year 
another strategic abstraction, another tiny, lifeless stick figure in the 
dim shadowbox of American politics.’11 The stereotype of Nascar man 
was not that of a wealthy, cultured and sophisticated individual. Indeed 
the profiles advanced during 2004 to try to define the individual voters 
covered a broad cross-section of society. Political scientist Larry Sabato 
considered them to be ‘middle – to lower-middle class males who are 
family men, live in rural areas, used to vote heavily Democratic but now 
usually vote Republican’.12 It was the task and desire of both conservative 
and liberal interests to appeal to this group. The cynicism directed at 
the establishment of swing groups who would decide each election out-
come, previous candidate groups having included soccer moms, is only 
one aspect of the overall strategic targeting of the groups. Bush, and the 
array of Democrats who wished to contend the presidential office could 
not afford to appear detached from social groups who might strategic-
ally use their vote, feel alienated in large numbers, or were considered to 
be swing voters with little long-term political allegiance. Furthermore, 
all candidates who embraced the ‘group de jour’ could reasonably por-
tray themselves in keeping with one of America’s modern interests and 
pastimes, particularly in the southern states.

To highlight the perceived need to reach out to ordinary Americans, 
and Nascar dads in particular, 2004 witnessed the arrival at Nascar 
tracks of a number of candidates eager to demonstrate that, policies 
and international diplomacy aside, they too were aware of Nascar and 
its supporters. Clinton attended a Nascar race in 1992. He was booed 
loudly by fans, creating an unwelcome image during a presidential elec-
tion campaign. Nevertheless in the prelude to 2004 Democrats once 
again sought to give themselves the desired image which might influ-
ence Southern voters in particular and create social bonds between 
elected and electorate. In late 2003, Governor Mark Warner, Senator 
George Allen, Senator Bob Graham and Senator John Edwards were all 
visitors to Nascar races. The Christian Science Monitor reported this as a 
‘populist campaign designed to draw mostly white country boys back 
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to the party of their grandfathers’.13 The general perception of Nascar 
dads was not, it appears, solely a strategic one to present candidates 
to key swing voters. In keeping with the context of this text it offered 
social and emotional connections with voters, and tried to anticipate 
cultural and lifestyle associations which transcended policy identifica-
tion. Dave Saunders, a Virginia Democrat argued, ‘The Democrats had 
done a terrible job with the culture in the South. And Nascar is one way 
that we can move through the culture and start talking about issues 
and ideology.’14 Similarly Jim Wright, a Florida sociologist argued that 
‘This Nascar dad strategy is a conscious effort to regain some of that 
lost constituency, to reach out and connect with voters whose fathers 
never voted Republican in their lives, and whose grandfathers certainly 
never did’.15 The importance of appealing to ordinary Americans on 
the one hand, and strategic target groups on the other, was not lost 
on the Republicans either, for all the cynicism of the media and those 
who had analysed previous elections. In February 2004, Bush involved 
himself in the race circuit. He attended the Daytona 500 in Florida 
to affirm his relationship with individuals who were morally, if not 
economically, in tune with the Republican party. Again, although the 
fans at the race track did not necessarily have their own interests and 
causes advanced via Bush’s tax reforms or record on employment, it 
was important that he align himself with the blue-collar communi-
ties. As one fan at the race track stated, ‘He’s like me. ... His swagger, his 
confidence – I can relate to his thinking.’16 This social and emotional 
bonding was designed to invoke loyalty, a feature considered significant 
with respect to the Nascar community. The emergence of Bush’s appre-
ciation of Nascar was slow but nevertheless significant, suggesting an 
understanding across time of the need to build a base of support among 
groups not aligned to the Republican party on socio-economic or class 
grounds. The Washington Post observed, ‘In 2001, champion Jeff Gordon 
received no attention from the White House. But the 2002 champion, 
Tony Stewart, got a visit to the Oval Office. Last year, champion Matt 
Kenseth was heralded on the White House South Lawn, where presi-
dential aides lined up seven stock cars to help attract cameras.’17 This 
of course was mirrored in the United Kingdom by leaders keen to be 
associated with football and its culture.

As each election season comes around there are different perceptions 
of who matters. In 2004 it is clear that both Republicans, looking to 
a group of potential voters on grounds which did not match the eco-
nomic profile of the party, and Democrats, looking to try to recapture a 
group who had class alignment with the party but had defected largely 
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on moral and religious grounds, had every reason to try to reach out 
to a distinctive social group easily reachable in the context of a sport-
ing event. Although the debate about the statistical significance of the 
group was pronounced and there were accusations that the true elect-
oral meaning of the groups in a national context was limited, never-
theless, both parties took time to try to address it as a demographic and 
social entity of note.

In 2004 both President Bush and the Democrats who challenged him 
tried to advance to the American voter images of their identity, their 
interests and how they as people, as well as politicians, could relate to 
the interests of the American people. Policies were obviously import-
ant with the ongoing war on terror, the issue of Iraq and major debates 
about the American economy holding centre stage. How the candidates 
tried to run on an autobiographical past and market their shortcomings 
as well as their successes was testament to previous election experiences 
and the need to appeal to social groups who had diverse economic 
interests.

George Bush Jr: A regular guy

Bush was obviously known to the American people as a political figure 
and as a person long in advance of 2004. The successful campaign of 
2000 and the time spent as Governor of Texas suggested that little could 
be done to reinvent Bush. His personality was known and the expos-
ure he received as President appeared to suggest that he faced the same 
challenges as several of the leaders discussed in this text, that when 
in office it was particularly difficult to convey an impression of ordin-
ariness to the electorate. Nevertheless Bush tried to argue that he was 
in touch with regular Americans and part and parcel of mainstream 
American society.

Bush faced problems in using an autobiographical ticket to advance 
his personal identity. He obviously emerged from the shadow of his 
father’s esteemed position within politics, with suggestions of a dynasty 
emerging to explain the ongoing prevalence of the Bush family in the 
elite realm of the political environment. Bush faced criticism concern-
ing his business past, and tried to paper over the cracks in a number of 
areas regarding his business activities in the period before his emergence 
into politics. The record suggested that Bush had been rather fortunate 
to emerge with his business credibility intact and was able, through 
creative accounting procedures, to create the impression of success from 
apparent failure. The image however was not one that could be flagged 
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up to the American public. Rather the impression conveyed was of Bush 
overcoming business difficulties and emerging through skills and hard 
work to a period of personal prosperity. A large part of Bush’s success 
was based on his status within the business world as a person and the 
financial manoeuvres used to evade financial disaster. Esteemed econo-
mist Paul Krugman argued, ‘In 1986, one would have had to consider 
Mr. Bush a failed businessman. He had run through millions of dollars 
of other people’s money, with nothing to show for it but a company 
losing money and heavily burdened with debt. But he was rescued from 
failure when Harken Energy bought his company at an astonishingly 
high price. There is no question that Harken was basically paying for 
Mr. Bush’s connection.’18 Bush also had a period as the owner of the 
Texas Rangers baseball team and his own personal wealth aside, enjoyed 
an upbringing which was removed from that enjoyed by mainstream 
America. Reflecting on Bush’s economic misfortunes and his eventual 
economic success Krugman stated, ‘The point is the contrast between 
image and reality. Mr. Bush portrays himself as a regular guy, someone 
ordinary Americans can identify with. But his personal fortune was 
built on privilege and insider dealings – and after his Harken sale, on 
large-scale corporate welfare. Some people have it easy.’19 Clearly, as the 
figures discussed at the start of this chapter show, Bush was a wealthy 
man in his own right, with important and influential political and busi-
ness connections. It was difficult for Bush to try to claim that he was 
self-made, had endured impoverishment or had emerged into politics 
from mainstream society. Other means of stressing Bush’s vulnerability 
had to be found to justify claims that he was a regular guy.

One area where Bush could demonstrate both his vulnerability and 
his resolve was with respect to the consumption of alcohol. Bush was, 
reluctantly, forced to concede in the 2000 election campaign to having 
been arrested for driving under the influence of alcohol in 1976. At the 
time the disclosure of the arrest appeared to be largely in the interests of 
the Democrats, as the release of the information came in the immediate 
prelude to the national vote. However, Bush’s aides argued that although 
the prospective President had erred on a particular occasion it was not 
newsworthy, and that he had been open about his alcohol consumption 
and its associated problems on previous occasions. In 2000 Bush argued 
that he had associated with those who had been afflicted by problems 
with alcohol, but did not class himself as an alcoholic. He met individ-
uals in a charity centre that assisted people struggling with addictions, 
and stated, ‘I was able to share with some of the men and women here 
that I quit drinking in 1986 and haven’t had a drop since then. And it 
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wasn’t because of a government program, by the way – in my particular 
case, because I had a higher call.’20 The moral tone of Bush’s argument 
fits well into the emotional connection needed between the elected and 
electors. He had faced a trial during his life and had endured trying 
times, and yet as an indication of his resolve and personal motivation, 
on his fortieth birthday he had ceased to consume alcohol. The ‘higher 
call’ component also suggested that Bush embraced the type of morality 
central to his neo-conservative message and important to several demo-
graphic communities. The approach of Bush to the issue of alcohol also 
had another important component. He tried to convey a sense of unity 
with respect to alcohol as a social problem, and thereafter suggested 
association on a social front. He argued in early 2000 that he identified 
with those struggling with alcohol, ‘Just like you, I’m on a walk, and it’s 
a never ending walk as far as I’m concerned. I used to drink too much 
and I quit drinking. I want you to know that your life’s walk is shared 
by a lot of other people. Even some who wear suits.’21 Bush perceived 
alcohol abuse to be a classless problems, and portrayed himself as an 
individual and a leader who could associate with people across the class 
divide.

In 2004 Bush tried to use his past experiences to further the interests 
of his campaign. As mentioned, as an individual, impoverishment was 
hard to argue. Similarly, given the wealth and standing of his parents, a 
campaign based on adversarial family experiences was also difficult to 
entertain. There was one area however where Bush could strategically 
contend that he was from ordinary stock. Bush exploited the advan-
tages afforded him by his incumbency in late 2003. Reporting on a state 
visit to the United Kingdom the New York Times observed, ‘on the eve of 
his visit to London this week he [Bush] hit a characteristically phoney 
note when he told an interviewer, “I never dreamt when I was  living 
in Midland, Texas, that I would be staying in Buckingham Palace.” 
Mr. Bush, who was born in New Haven, lived in Midland until only the 
age of 15 before moving on to such hick venues as Andover, Yale and 
Harvard when not vacationing in family compounds in Kennebunkport, 
Me., or Jupiter Island, a tony neighbour of Palm Beach.’22 Although few 
locations could be used to provide a contrast to Bush’s upbringing, 
Buckingham Palace offered itself to this end.

In 2004 Bush’s economic strategy, particularly in the realm of tax 
reform, came under scrutiny. The policies and their merit are not the 
central focus of this text, but their general thrust was used by his detract-
ors to try to give an impression that Bush was not a man of the people. 
Through his personal wealth and tax policy, they argued that Bush had 
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discarded the mask which had helped to create and sustain the Reagan 
Democrats, individuals on the lower levels of the socio-economic spec-
trum, and was distancing himself from the poor. An increase in the 
federal deficit, in alignment with greater foreign policy commitments 
in the Middle East and in Asia, brought tax and spend issues to the 
fore. Newsweek rounded on the President for marketing himself as an 
ordinary person but then lacking the substance to show that he was 
one, or associated with them. Jonathan Alter argued, ‘President Bush 
is a regular guy who doesn’t care a whole lot about regular people. The 
first is a political asset; voters like his guyness. The second is his greatest 
vulnerability, and he offers more evidence for it almost every day. ... Last 
week – despite bipartisan action in the Senate – he still hadn’t lifted 
finger in the House for a measly $100 million to keep AmeriCorps from 
being slashed by 40 percent, leaving kids untutored and after-school 
programs facing closure. Who is he for first? The question is not just 
if the president tells the truth but if the truth – finally – will be told 
about him.’23 In a similar vein there were criticisms of the President’s 
image and demeanour from his opponents. The individual who would 
ultimately challenge the President for office, John Kerry, was cited on 
Meet the Press, ‘He said that his colleagues are appalled at the ... presi-
dent’s lack of knowledge. They’ve managed him the same way they’ve 
managed Ronald Reagan. They send him out to the press for one event 
a day. They put him in a brown jacket and jeans and get him to move 
some hay or move a truck, and all of a sudden he’s the Marlboro Man.’24 
Bush dismissed the criticism and claimed that Kerry did not know him. 
Moreover, it was clear across time that Kerry and the Democrats enter-
tained a marketing strategy similar to that advanced by Bush.

Bush’s efforts to advance himself as an ordinary and regular American 
were pronounced during the campaign of 2004. It was not a case of 
individual positing of an advert or of trying to give a single impression 
of George Bush. Rather it involved an effort to portray, across time, the 
image of a man of the people, one integrated and in touch with the 
electorate and aware of their problems. This contained issues to do with 
image, pastimes, experiences and contextualising his social position. 
In the realm of political marketing Bush embraced a sales technique 
where he took his image and manufactured it to suit prevailing needs. 
This attuned his image to the social and emotional requirements of 
the nation. Additionally as the Nascar discussion highlighted, social 
groupings deemed necessary to the retention of power were integrated 
into Bush’s political identity across time, giving him a mass appeal as 
an individual who enjoyed mass spectator sport, but also handing him 
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the opportunity to address and play to groups, rightly or wrongly, iden-
tified as pivotal to a coalition of voters. Bush had to create this iden-
tity which was difficult, given the lack of a credible autobiographical 
portrait on which to run. His resolve in overcoming the challenges of 
excessive alcohol consumption allowed him some leeway to contend 
that he was socially inclusive, but in the political and economic realm 
Bush stood out as an individual who was neither ordinary nor shared 
the common subjective experiences of the American people.

Democrats: Towing the line

The 2004 race was significant in the marketing of the individual because 
all the serious Democratic candidates adopted a similar approach in 
shaping their political identity when seeking to oust Bush from office. 
All played autobiographical cards, played down impressions of elite 
standing and highlighted areas of impoverishment, personal failing and 
the nature and context of their upbringing. The issue of political iden-
tity was important for the Democratic party as a whole and for the indi-
vidual candidates. The defection of individual voters to the Republican 
party who voted against their own rational economic interests posed 
problems for the Democrats. As cited previously in this chapter, there 
were perceptions that Bush’s regular image was superficial and his eco-
nomic interests and political ideals were more in line with traditional 
stereotypes relating to his party. However, in order to accentuate this as 
an issue of gravity the Democrats, each of them wealthy in their own 
right, had to try to create a party and individual identity that portrayed 
them as being more in tune with the populace than the President. As 
mentioned in Chapter 4, Clinton had been successful in appearing 
to be a man of the people and for the people in 1992, partly because 
George Bush Sr was less accomplished in pursuing this type of political 
marketing and identity creation. Similarly, in 1996, Clinton could rep-
licate his folksy image, and persuade the voters that he was a man who 
looked to the future, contrasting himself with Bob Dole who was char-
acterised as an individual who was rooted in the past. By 2004, with the 
evolution of marketing strategies and an awareness that ordinariness 
was a feature of political campaigning it became clear that internally, 
within the Democratic party, there would be a uniform approach to 
campaigning. Two issues necessitated this approach. Firstly, there was 
a chance to  portray Bush in a negative light and accentuate his wealth 
and elite standing. Secondly, the risk of seeming aloof from the prob-
lems of America by not playing an autobiographical card was too high 
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to afford not to, and consequently the Democrats lined up to highlight 
their failings and problems while also asserting their merit for office.

Although the main bulk of this text considers individual leaders and 
those in office or who were in the process of challenging in a direct 
head-to-head race, the nature of the association and competition, in 
terms of positing a personal political identity and marketing it, among 
the Democrats in 2004 is instructive in an appreciation of how market-
ing impoverishment has evolved.

In the early days of Democratic candidate declarations of an inten-
tion to run against Bush the tone for individual marketing in the cam-
paign was set down. Of all the candidates who advanced themselves on 
a  platform of a populist identity perhaps the most effective was the man 
who was to become the Democratic candidate for the vice- presidency, 
Senator John Edwards. He advanced himself on a personal basis from 
the outset, highlighting, virtually at every opportunity afforded him, 
his personal attributes and how he could relate to the American people 
on a personal basis. In 2003 Edwards persistently advanced his cause, 
highlighting for example how his origins contrasted with those of 
President Bush. He stated, ‘I hope you agree with me this is still a coun-
try where the son of a millworker can go toe-to-toe against the son 
of a president of the United States.’ The Washington Post observed how 
Edwards advanced his personal case, ‘As much as anyone in the nine-
person Democratic field, Edwards is running on his autobiography – 
and not just because his political record is shorter and skimpier than 
almost all his opponents’ records. The narrative of his life provides a 
theme of a great consistency and of potential force, a theme that would 
surely shape an Edwards presidency, should that ever occur.’25 Edwards 
was a lawyer by trade, and a successful and wealthy one. His main 
contention however was that he protected individuals in the courts 
against corporations, and that he worked for ordinary people, with 
blue-collar individuals a consistent focus of his rhetoric and campaign. 
The New Yorker appeared appreciative of how Edwards intertwined 
his personal standing and a conveyance of populist and regular inter-
ests: ‘this business of class in America is tricky. The Edwardses come 
from a  middle-class, not a poor or working-class, background ... his 
little-people consciousness, politically advantageous though it may be, 
seems real.’26 Edwards lacked political experience in office and had not 
held any position as an executive. This was a potential Achilles heel; 
 however by playing the personality card Edwards could accentuate par-
ticular strengths. In addressing  connections with the American people 
he could also stress the personal and emotional experiences that he 
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and his family had endured. He had lost a son in a car accident in the 
1990s and argued that he could associate with those who had experi-
enced loss, highlighting a personal warmth and association that was 
difficult for other candidates to replicate. At the start of his campaign 
he argued that he would be ‘a champion for regular people in the Oval 
Office every day’.27 National Review pinpointed the core theme of the 
Edwards bid at the outset, ‘Just a regular guy, is Johnny Edwards. This 
image, of humble beginnings in the rural Carolinas and a young family 
man here in the capital city of Raleigh, has long been his trademark.’28 
Furthermore it emphasised Edwards’ strength and gave advice for his 
Democratic opponents, ‘Don’t think you can beat him on personal-
ity or his trial-lawyer past. Your party has been fully Clintonized, and 
many of its activists and voters are now primed to value youth, energy, 
and charms above anything else. Don’t try to contrast your hard-luck 
life with his.’29 Edwards personally played the same card, emphasising 
his ordinariness as part of his campaign, while accentuating the social 
standing of his opponents. Having come second in the Iowa caucus, 
Edwards looked forward to the nominations race in the Southern states, 
while criticising the status of one of his opponents, Wesley Clark, ‘I was 
elected in a tough Southern state and have spent my time in the Senate 
dealing every single day with the problems of a Southern state, with job 
loss, with the rural economy, all of the problems that affect people in 
Southern States. General Clark comes from a different place.’30

Edwards was supported by his wife during the campaign. She repli-
cated many of her husband’s arguments and tried to cast him as both 
an exceptional individual and, at the same time, as a person who was 
grounded and in touch with the American people. She stated, ‘He’s a 
regular guy who gets people’s lives and who understands their issues. 
The guy’s a winner. He knows how to win.’31 Edwards advanced a popu-
list Democratic ticket, trying to point out disparities of wealth within 
America, catering to a traditional Democrat constituency, but also 
trying hard to associate with a middle class that he argued had been 
neglected by Bush.

Of all the candidates who waged a marketing strategy designed to 
portray themselves as ordinary Howard Dean, an early front-runner, 
stands out. Dean characterised himself as an ordinary American who 
could associate with a broad swathe of society. In late 2003 he pub-
lished a book designed to give him a profile in the run-up to the elec-
tion and the pivotal primary races of early 2004. Throughout the book 
entitled Winning Back America, Dean emphasised his humble roots, 
commencing with claims to be a regular guy. He also accentuated and 
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emphasised a number of areas which showed him to be impoverished, 
pointing out his ‘agricultural minimum wage’, and how he undertook 
menial jobs to make ends meet when young. Dean also tried to point 
out differences between himself and Bush. Both went to Yale, however 
Dean, looking to portray himself as more socially inclusive argued, 
‘Unlike George W. Bush, I had black roommates at Yale’.32 This was 
not only an effort to discredit Bush, but also ensured that the minor-
ity communities within America could identify with him. When in 
power as a governor Dean still tried to maintain an ordinary presence, 
‘Our telephone number remained in the book’. Additional informa-
tion was provided by Dean to give potential voters an insight into his 
life and character, including his favourite books, his weight and the 
car he owned. A large part of the information was superfluous to that 
needed to come to a sound political judgement about Dean, but tried 
to create an impression of a political figure extracted from mainstream 
society and one who had not forgotten his roots. Dean’s strength lay 
not in reinventing his past or downplaying his wealth, but in selling 
his  political and personal message. He used the Internet to good effect 
 during the early stages of his campaign trying to reach out to a cross-
section of voters.33 This  initially appeared to be revolutionary and 
a major step forward in political campaigning and marketing. Dick 
Morris, former political consultant to President Clinton, observed, ‘It’s 
part of a new era – back to basics. Howard Dean is using the Internet 
in an entirely guerrilla marketing approach. By this  process, he’s devel-
oped a massive grass roots list.’34 This strategy however had its own 
pitfalls as the initial enthusiasm for peer to peer communication was 
mirrored by other candidates, and the actual affiliation of those who 
accessed and assisted with Dean’s Internet campaign was uncertain. 
Although innovative and novel, the initial enthusiasm for Dean’s 
approach, and its potential revolution for communication and national 
elections remained unfulfilled.

Although Dean tried to portray himself as the stock outsider in 
American politics, coming to turf out the political figures who had led 
the nation astray, ‘those guys in Washington’, some media sources were 
less sure of his credentials.35 While he claimed to be of ordinary stock, 
and had displayed the resolve needed to come to be a challenger for 
the nomination for his party, the Washington Post had other percep-
tions of Dean as a candidate, ‘Dean comes from money – his father, 
grandfather and great-grandfather were investment bankers; he sum-
mered in Sag Harbor, part of the Long Island playground that includes 
the Hamptons, and went to Yale. During the Vietnam War, he received 
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a medical  deferment from the draft for an unfused vertebrate in his 
back and moved to Vermont in 1978 for his medical residency. Entering 
politics there was relatively easy.’36 In keeping with the stereotype of a 
tight-knit political elite Dean’s grandmother invited President Bush’s 
grandmother to be her bridesmaid. Dean’s image was that of a working-
class populist with rolled up sleeves and an aggressive manner. The real-
ity was that he was of a similar background and standing to the other 
candidates contesting the presidency in 2004. Similarly, as Dean tried 
to invent himself to present a political identity that would embrace a 
broad cross-section of voters across America he appeared to be in danger 
of creating too many political identities, trying to cater to a number of 
groups, advocating policies that appeared inconsistent and out of tune 
with his previous declarations on policy in Vermont.37 Nevertheless, as 
Dean progressed through an ultimately unsuccessful primary race he 
maintained his stance that there was a constituency, ill-defined yet piv-
otal, that was instrumental in shaping the destiny of the nation. In New 
Hampshire he railed against the corporate interests in the United States 
and argued that ‘This government is run by a president who cares more 
about corporations than he does about ordinary Americans, and that is 
why I’m running’. Similarly, ‘The ordinary people in this country are 
supposed to be running it.’38

A large part of the cause of Dean’s undoing, following good poll stat-
istics in mid to late 2003, was a televised speech where he was consid-
ered to have ‘lost control’ and to have lacked the poise necessary to 
lead the nation. Dean countered allegations of his appearance of being 
unpresidential by giving a confessional appearance on television. This 
evoked past memories of candidates who needed to bolster their image 
in the event of negative publicity, as the New York Times observed, ‘From 
Richard M. Nixon’s Checkers speech to Bill Clinton’s “60 Minutes” 
interview about Gennifer Flowers, politicians have a history of going on 
television to quell accusations of misconduct’.39 Dean presented him-
self as an individual who had made a one-off error, but insisted that 
getting enthusiastic about his cause was not a cause for concern. He 
did, as might be expected, allude to an impression that he was an ordin-
ary man who had come to politics without necessarily bringing a fully 
fledged acumen with him. He confessed, on ABC’s Primetime Thursday 
that he had made a ‘zillion mistakes’ during his campaign, and also to 
highlight his connection with the ordinary person, ‘I wear cheap suits 
sometimes’.40 For all the innovation of Dean’s e-mail and electronic 
campaign, he faltered at an early stage and his impact petered away 
quite quickly following disappointing results. While he commanded a 
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presence and attention in 2003 Dean was unable to portray himself as a 
credible contender when other candidates entered the race. His lasting 
mark on the 2004 race was his advocacy and use of electronic resources 
to advance his case.

John Kerry, as outlined at the start of this chapter, had considerable 
personal wealth. His challenge with respect to his individual standing 
was a complex one. He had to try to create a base of support among 
core Democratic voters and appear to associate with them, and this 
entailed an effort to appear to be largely aware of the plight of blue-
collar America and be understanding of that community’s needs. He 
also had to try to reach out to potential swing voters, address accus-
ations concerning his personal wealth and fend off potential criticisms 
of his identity and personal position, namely that he was affected by 
his great wealth. Kerry’s strategy and creation of a politically market-
able identity is entirely in keeping with that of the other candidates and 
 political figures mentioned previously. At an early stage of his campaign 
bid his personal life, social preferences and hobbies were advanced to 
the public. An objective was to make it easy to associate with Kerry, his 
interests and personal life being colourful and diverse. Kerry was said 
to enjoy shooting and eating doves, he rode a Harley Davidson motor-
bike, played ice hockey, snowboarded and wind-surfed, on top of being 
a husband and a senator.41 In tune with the nature of the modern cam-
paign, and in keeping with the assertions of this text, Kerry was encour-
aged to play upon his experiences as a person and to downplay policy, 
‘Kerry’s advisers have urged him not to ramble, to speak less about 
issues and more about his life’.42 Indeed Kerry did have an interesting 
life, spending time at a Swiss boarding school, assisting in campaigning 
for Edward M. Kennedy in 1962 and spending time serving his coun-
try in Vietnam. With regard to his social standing and wealth his early 
years do not appear to have been imbued with the financial acumen 
he would later possess. One of Kerry’s friends observed that, ‘John was 
from a prominent family, but he wasn’t wealthy’.43

Running on an autobiographical ticket was one aspect of Kerry’s cam-
paign, yet in a similar vein to others discussed in this text he struggled 
to give the impression that he was derived from ordinary society and 
that he was a regular guy. Widespread information about the fortune 
largely derived from his wife’s family legacy gave an impression that 
partly obscured Kerry’s real origins. In an era of manufactured political 
autobiographies trying to get across a true and realistic picture of Kerry 
proved difficult. John Norris, who was Kerry’s state director in Iowa, 
although unconcerned about its immediate effect upon the candidate’s 
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fortunes, observed, ‘The East Coast press uses the word “aloof”.’44 He 
was considered also to be ‘too towering, too confident and too rich 
(His wife’s fortune exceeds half a billion dollars) for people to walk 
away indifferently’.45 Kerry’s past, while it was portrayed as an asset 
by Kerry, became a target for the Bush campaign. Advertisements were 
designed to highlight aspects of the Senator’s past, the accuracy of his 
Vietnam record, statements made by Kerry when he was young and 
to try to profile the flip-flop brand which would later cast a negative 
light upon Kerry’s campaign strategy. Bush’s director of polling and 
media, Matthew Dowd, argued that ‘We have a job to do to correct the 
false impression given about us and the false impression about Kerry 
himself’.46 Clearly the modern presidential campaign has become, in 
part, a contest about marketing the individual, a contest between camps 
to try to advance a personal image and identity that resonates with the 
public. Marketing this, by trying to manufacture a candidate’s past so 
that they can be viewed subjectively by a large part of the populace as 
ordinary has become a meaningful campaign feature. It is now not only 
about what the candidate advocates, but also about who they are and 
where they have originated from, and increasingly this, as with policy, 
is open to vigorous debate and interpretation.

Kerry’s campaign for both nominee and for President was carefully 
choreographed. Kerry met fire fighters during his campaign for the 
Democratic nomination. The Washington Post reported the event and 
raised the impression that it was artificial and strategic. ‘This crowd has 
all the requisite types: a group of people, invited by the campaign, who 
are meant to appear as if they just happened to be there that day. ... At 
these events candidates are judged for their authenticity, meaning less 
how much like a regular guy they are than how regular they can appear 
given the intrusive press entourage. This is a particularly important test 
for Kerry, given his rap for being aloof.’47 The premeditated public rela-
tions opportunity produced its desired results, as reported: ‘ “I love him. 
He’s awesome,” says Beth Blake, one of the fire fighters. “He’s very down 
to earth. He’s a regular guy, just like everyone else. Look at this, he even 
got us our popcorn.” ’48 This of course was hardly a challenging task for 
a multimillionaire, but gave the impression of a generous, considerate 
and earthy candidate.

Kerry however was not, it appears, as adept as Bush or his opponents 
in weaving together an integrated strategy of personal presentation. On 
the one hand he actively presented himself as an ordinary individual 
unaffected by wealth. On the other however there were occasions when 
Kerry appeared to let down his guard and his public identity became 
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muddled and unclear. In his first campaign commercial on television in 
2004 Kerry presented an outline of his life story, advancing a narrative 
profile of his character and experiences to the American people. While 
he mentioned his service to his country, he also discussed his educa-
tional background in the following terms: ‘I thought it was important 
if you had a lot of privileges as I had had, to go to a great university 
like Yale, to give something back to your country.’49 Westen considered 
this to be an issue which served to underscore, in an emotional con-
text, divisions between Kerry and the voter. Westen argued that ‘When 
Kerry added the reference to Yale, he fully activated the primary net-
work that the conservative movement has worked for so many years to 
stamp into the American psyche to galvanize disdain and resentment 
towards Democrats: the liberal elite. Put together Massachusetts, liberal 
senator, and Yale and you have virtually the whole network activated.’50 
By contrast Bush rarely mentioned his education at Yale. In keeping 
with the spirit and practice of contemporary political marketing Westen 
believed that, ‘The Bush campaign certainly understood what “aver-
age folks” think about intellectuals’.51 While the candidates had similar 
backgrounds, were wealthy and shared social networks, what appeared 
to matter as an emotional bond between elector and the elected was 
how the presentation of the individual was accomplished. An elite edu-
cation was an asset in many respects to become a figure of standing 
within politics; however it was a political liability when connecting to 
the voter.

Kerry was faced with challenges from within the Democrat camp, 
as well as from Bush and a cynical media corps. In the prelude to the 
pivotal New Hampshire primary a number of the hopeful candidates 
pushed themselves to the fore as being the most ordinary candidate, 
attuned socially and emotionally, while at the same time trying to 
assert credibility in the area of policy and display authority in lead-
ership. While the political marketing of policy hinged upon several 
features related to party traditions, ideological convictions and the 
environmental context of the campaign, all candidates in the race 
adhered to a strategy designed to promote a political identity rooted in 
the mundane. As so few, if any of the candidates, actually had ordinary 
backgrounds the façade of ordinariness was important to convince vot-
ers that the candidates were in touch. In New Hampshire the infighting 
on these grounds was accentuated. A candidate, although not a very 
successful one, retired General Wesley K. Clark made a barbed com-
ment about having to face other candidates from elite backgrounds. 
While Kerry, Dean and Joseph Lieberman, alongside President Bush all 
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went to Yale, Clark argued, ‘Unlike all the rest of the people in this 
race, I did grow up poor, I didn’t go to Yale. My parents couldn’t have 
afforded to send me there.’52 In keeping with the central argument of 
this text that ordinariness, or its perception and portrayal, are central 
to contemporary politics Clark emphasised his target voter market. His 
campaign manager argued that in the aftermath of a disappointing 
New Hampshire showing Clark would concentrate on ‘identifying with 
ordinary Americans’.53 However, Clark’s strategy was not particularly 
cohesive and his political marketing and public relations strategy was 
undermined when he referred to Kerry, a decorated Vietnam veteran, as 
a ‘junior officer’. Dick Harpootlian, South Carolina Democratic Party 
Chairman was pessimistic about this interpretation. He believed that 
‘There are a lot more lieutenants out there than generals’ and that the 
comment had taken away Clark’s ‘edge he had with the regular guy’.54 
Ultimately Clark was to make little headway either in New Hampshire 
or the primary contest in a meaningful way. Although he perhaps did 
have more genuine credentials with respect to casting himself as an 
ordinary individual, that all the other candidates in the race followed 
the same approach hindered his ability to cast himself as an excep-
tional figure in the Democratic primary race.

2008: A populist pitch

It is clear that perceptions remain that a populist persona can be 
exploited for electoral gain and that ordinariness and its associated 
political identity can be utilised to appeal to the contemporary voter. 
The presidential race of 2008 is a case in point. Barack Obama, front-
runner for much of the Democratic primary contest in 2008 and even-
tually America’s president was eager to address issues of elitism and 
ordinariness on a frequent basis through his elongated campaign. This 
arose, in part, on account of perceptions that his family wealth cre-
ated a social gulf between him and core demographic groups to whom 
he would have to appeal to both capture the Democratic nomination, 
and thereafter contest the presidential office. Obama defended him-
self against accusations of elitism stating, ‘Michelle and I grew up in a 
pretty modest situation. I was raised by a single mum and my grand-
parents, Michelle’s dad was a shift worker for the city in Chicago, her 
mother was a secretary. Neither of her parents went to college.’ He 
also claimed that ‘our parents saw struggle’ and his wife’s father had 
suffered from multiple sclerosis. On ABC’s Good Morning America he 
argued, ‘The irony is that I think it is fair to say that both Michelle and 
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I grew up in much less privileged circumstances that either of my two 
other potential opponents’.55 In his autobiographical writings, released 
initially in 2007, Obama played to the conventional script of hardship, 
impoverishment and personal trial. He recalled, for example, his early 
career, ‘And so, having sublet the cheapest apartment I could find, hav-
ing bought my first three suits and a new pair of shoes that turned 
out to be a half-size too small and would cripple me for the next nine 
weeks, I arrived at the firm one drizzly morning in early June.’56 In 
keeping with the other examples cited in this text Obama still retained 
the concept that the ideal candidate, as desired by the voter, was the 
person who could attest to impoverishment in their youthful and 
informative years, giving way to exceptional abilities in politics in the 
prelude to running for office. Across the duration of Obama’s election 
campaign disclosures of his unconventional family life, relatives living 
in poverty and his linkage with Kenya characterised the interweav-
ing of his public and private lives. How much these impacted upon 
voter choice or created an alluring mix of personal charisma alongside 
an attractive and substantive political platform is at present difficult 
to estimate, but nevertheless it is clear that Obama and his strategists 
were patently aware of the potential divisions that might be created 
concerning wealth and electoral credibility.

Significant concentration was given during the later stages of the 
2008 race to the position entertained by Republican vice- presidential 
candidate Sarah Palin. Palin’s emergence into the limelight of American 
 politics was accompanied by criticism of her lack of experience on a 
national stage, alongside queries about her ability to understand 
America’s foreign policy position, in particular the Bush doctrine. 
McCain’s choice of Palin appeared to be both surprising and controver-
sial and raised questions about his political judgement. Her candidacy 
evoked strong approval and strong criticism across a range of personal, 
political and ideological issues and raised pertinent questions about 
the extent to which ordinariness could be accentuated and marketed 
in the contemporary campaign. Despite extensive criticism there were 
thought to be redeeming qualities to her selection and her interweav-
ing of her ordinary character with her political capabilities gave her a 
political appeal that temporarily, at least, bolstered the Republicans and 
threw the Democratic campaign off its intended course.

The selection of a woman as a vice-presidential candidate gave a 
superficial impression that Hillary Clinton supporters who were dis-
affected with the absence of a woman from the culmination of the 
election process might be drawn to Republican ranks. However, given 
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the gulf between the ideological positions of Clinton and Palin it 
appeared unlikely that this gender-based component would act as a tool 
which might entice disillusioned Democrats. Palin’s core appeal was 
unashamedly populist in nature. Following her first national speech 
which announced her to the American public CBS’ Jeff Greenfield 
announced that it was a ‘perfect populist pitch’.57 Her candidacy cre-
ated a number of questions about the nature of the modern leader and 
the use of populist criteria as a justification for election to office. One 
issue was the obvious dilemma that she was a heartbeat away from the 
presidency and her executive experience and political understanding 
were insufficient to sustain any real credibility in that office. Joe Hilley 
considered this to be a factor which was not pivotal in the election 
campaign of Palin: ‘To win an election, Sarah was simply selling Sarah, 
travelling the state and telling voters she would listen to their issues and 
concerns. Her opponents had more time in public office, more business 
experience, and more money to spend on their campaigns. None of that 
mattered.’58 A second dilemma was that she appeared popular among 
the right of the Republican party and exploited her social and emo-
tional resonance with that ideological group. The extent of her appeal 
to other parts of the political spectrum, and swing voters in particular, 
remained unclear.

Several of Palin’s media orchestrated events cast doubt on her political 
abilities, yet at the same time created the impression of a woman striving 
to be in touch with ordinary Americans. In particular, her Republican 
convention speech, a CBS interview with Katie Couric and her vice-
presidential debate with Senator Biden were focal points which created 
discussion and controversy. Many of Palin’s remarks about her ordin-
ary background came in the form of self-reference and stressed areas 
tangential to politics. Her past, her husband and her family created a 
backdrop of note to her political campaign. Yet there were problems. In 
the CBS interview Palin had been unable to identify the magazines she 
read, could not cite a Supreme Court decision she opposed other than 
the abortion case of Roe v. Wade and struggled to address the meaning 
of the Bush doctrine in foreign affairs.59 The interview raised questions 
over her command of the issues. In her vice-presidential debate with 
Senator Biden, Palin played a populist card. She referred to ‘average, 
middle-class families like mine’ and suggested that a perfect place to 
view popular opinion on the economy would be at a Saturday morn-
ing soccer match.60 Similarly she argued that the ongoing emergence of 
financial concerns at the time, and the likelihood of a recession railed 
against the interests of the ordinary person, thereby associating herself 
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with a classic populist stance. She declared ‘Let’s commit ourselves – 
just everyday American people, Joe Six-Pack, hockey moms across the 
nation – I think we need to band together and say “Never again.” Never 
will we be exploited and taken advantage of again by those who are 
managing our money and loaning us these dollars.’61 In essence the 
debate appeared to boil down to style versus substance, Palin being 
both criticised and complemented for her ‘mom-next-door’ image and 
her ‘folksy colloquialisms’.62 Although not a glowing success, the debate 
with Biden was, at the least, not as disastrous an appearance as the 
Couric episode, and gave some credence to claims that she was a plaus-
ible vice-presidential candidate.63

Critical evaluations of Palin as a populist candidate addressed not 
only her personal presentation skills, but also allegations of media bias 
which suggested that some outlets were duped by her folksy person-
ality, while others simply saw politics as an issue devoid of character 
as a component which might condition voter choice. Republicans, and 
indeed Palin herself, perceived media coverage against her to be biased 
and disposed to present her in a negative manner, particularly the offer-
ings of NBC. By way of contrast, Richard Cohen of the Washington Post 
thought the media coverage to be superficial, ‘In effect, columnists, 
bloggers, talk-show hosts and digital lamplighters have adopted the 
ethic of the political consultant: what works, works. It did not matter 
what Palin said. It only mattered how she said it – all those doggones, 
references to her working class status (net worth in excess of $2 mil-
lion), promiscuous use of the word “maverick,” ... and, of course, the 
manic good cheer.’64 In keeping with the other case studies addressed in 
this text, Palin presented herself as having working-class populist cre-
dentials, an ordinary background and commonplace interests, claims 
somewhat removed from the actuality of her personal situation. There 
were some extenuating circumstances. As a working mother she could 
in part advance these facets as credible and genuine. She was a mother 
of five and had grown up as part of small town America. Yet, in advan-
cing populist credentials, her fashion choices – comprising in large part 
designer clothes, and her personal wealth were left open to scrutiny 
as they gave a contradictory message. Some, like conservative writer 
William Kristol perceived an elite media bias against Palin. In his inter-
pretation she was the political manifestation of ordinary America. He 
commented, ‘It’s not just that many in the media don’t like her polit-
ics and don’t identify with her socially or culturally. ... McCain didn’t 
just pick a politician who could appeal to Wal-Mart Moms. He picked a 
 Wal-Mart Mom.’65
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Accentuating her ordinariness, personal life and family background, 
Palin associated directly with ‘Wal-Mart Moms’ a phrase created by 
Democratic strategist Chris Lehane, referring to white working women 
with children who lived primarily in suburban and rural areas of key 
states.66 Palin also identified herself with ‘Hockey Moms’ in an effort 
to cultivate an ordinary identity rooted in her home state and relate to 
a sport with working-class or blue-collar connections. At first sight it 
appeared that Palin’s populist image was simply reflective of the his-
toric traditions of political presentation in the modern era. In keeping 
with ‘Soccer Moms’ and ‘Nascar Dads’, target demographic constitu-
encies, whether real or imagined, were courted in 2008 by candidates 
eager to seem to mirror the social and emotional attributes of these vot-
ing blocks. On this occasion ‘Wal-Mart Moms’ were identified as being 
important to the outcome of the election.67 It was thought that they 
were initially torn between the two core candidates in the race, Obama 
and McCain, partly on account of the difficult economic conditions 
which provided the background for much of the pre-election discus-
sion. The Financial Times observed, ‘White women are crucial in every 
election because they vote in larger numbers than men and tend to be 
less partisan, and thus more open to persuasion. ... The Wal-Mart mom 
is less wealthy and education [sic] than her soccer mom sisters but could 
prove equally powerful this year.’68 Palin was considered by those who 
welcomed her presence in the race to be either the embodiment of the 
spirit and sentiment of the ordinary American woman or a symbolic 
representation of American values, largely devoid of ideological bag-
gage. Bob Moser defended Palin’s cultural merits in The Nation: ‘With 
this underrated grasp of the kind of substance free emotional symbol-
ism that wins national elections, John McCain sniffed out in Palin a 
kind of Hollywood fairy tale: homegirl from a small town, reluctant 
beauty queen, plucky point guard, deadly shot and mother of five, sud-
denly – magically – plucked from obscurity and thrust into the national 
spotlight.’69 Similar commentary made reference to the emergence of 
identity politics, including accusations that Palin represented a fig-
ure akin to a ‘Caribou Barbie’. Gigi Georges, a Democratic strategist 
of the Glover Park group considered the core appeal of Palin on the 
Republican ticket. ‘She represents an attitude of “I don’t really care what 
anyone thinks. What the media thinks. What the elites think. I just 
don’t give a damn.” And plays not just to small-town America but to 
all women who feel they’ve faced something in their lives, that they’ve 
been put down, not recognized for their intelligence, not recognized for 
their character. And there she is – she’s just like them.’70 The concept of 
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 self-reference on the part of the voter was reminiscent of the marketing 
strategy and success of Ronald Reagan. Hilley considered this to be one 
of Palin’s strengths, citing Reagan’s own perception as an indicator of 
Palin’s appeal, ‘When asked what he thought voters saw in him, Reagan 
replied, “Would you laugh if I told you that I think, maybe, they see 
themselves, and that I’m one of them?” Alaska voters certainly seemed 
to find themselves in Palin, even as she found herself in them.’71

Ordinariness, or perceptions of ordinariness, clearly had an important 
role to play in shaping at least the overt and prevailing interpretation of 
one candidate in the 2008 presidential race. While McCain cast himself 
as a Maverick within the Republican organisation, and drew attention to 
his Vietnam war record and service to his country, Obama stressed his 
impoverished roots and his continuing awareness of the plight of those 
suffering under the threat of financial disrepair and possible recession. 
Both however had strong leadership credentials and engaged in robust 
debates on ideological and practical issues. Palin’s appearance into the 
fray cast fresh light onto the difficult balance between marketing the 
image of being a regular person with the need to provide authoritative 
leadership and to have acquired a sophisticated understanding of policy 
issues. In large part her image was manufactured, laced with elements 
which lend credence to her claims of understanding ordinary people. 
When confronted with accusations of aloofness on account of the cost 
of her clothing during the campaign, she responded by contending that 
the clothes belonged to the Republican party, and promptly turned out 
to a rally wearing blue jeans. Her clothing costs amounted to $150,000 
between August and October 2008. As debate raged about what this 
said about Palin’s folksy image, the Boston Globe thought the issue to 
be problematic, at least on a superficial level: ‘While the money comes 
from campaign donors, not from taxpayers, the clothing from high-end 
stores does seem to conflict with Palin’s image as a Wal-Mart hockey 
mom.’72 Nevertheless, Palin’s successes in drawing attention to herself 
on account of her image and her family gave a short-term bounce for 
the Republicans in the polls, but queries about her ability to under-
stand the demands of office and policy detail appeared to counteract 
the appeal of the ordinary image, and in the prelude to the national 
election in November she entertained poll figures which suggested that 
she was, albeit marginally, a liability for the Republican ticket.

Dick Polman observed the dilemma of populism, ordinariness and 
the contemporary appeal to the regular person on the grounds of char-
acter. ‘Alexander Hamilton insisted in the 76th Federalist Paper that our 
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leaders “would be both ashamed and afraid” to elevate people whose 
chief qualification appeared to be “insignificance and pliancy.” But 
today Hamilton would probably be dismissed as an “elitist” who can-
not related to the average Joe’s apparent yearning for leaders who know 
just as little about the issues as they do.’73 The race of 2008 continued 
the debate over political marketing, the portrayal of ordinariness as a 
political asset and its interplay with perceptions of effective political 
leadership.

Conclusion

The presidential elections of 2004 and 2008 brought together a number 
of key themes in political marketing and highlighted a core change in 
the presentation and identity of candidates. The identification of key 
voting segments in 2004 was not a new or particularly novel phenom-
enon. Nascar fans were thought by some to hold the key for the 2004 
election, however although there was debate over their importance 
and whether they were a convenient tag to replace the soccer moms of 
past elections, the candidates did not, and perhaps could not, take the 
chance that they neglect the market and leave the door ajar for their 
opponents. As a consequence, in the narrow framework of trying to 
appear to be at one with the public Nascar received a prominence that 
had been previously been missing in past elections.

In understanding political marketing and how candidates might 
relate effectively to the voter it was clear that in 2004 the accommoda-
tion and use of voter profiles was the norm. Identifying the lifestyles, 
habits and preferences of the voter assisted those attempting to create 
a political identity for their candidates. Two themes were pronounced. 
Firstly candidates ran on their autobiographies. Where they had come 
from, socially and emotionally, were important factors in trying to cre-
ate a relationship with the voting public. Secondly, wealth was evi-
dently a political necessity for a candidate and a campaign but was, 
at the same time, a political theme to be minimised and kept largely 
out of mainstream public view. Instead impoverishment, or an appre-
ciation of it, alongside pivotal moments in an individual’s life which 
created social and emotional bonds was pushed forward so as to give 
legitimacy and authenticity to the candidates’ claims of understanding 
the voter.

Although coverage of policy was key to voter choice alongside how 
pertinent political problems would be resolved by both the president 
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and his opponents, the available evidence suggests that the attention 
given by candidates to who they were as people has had an increas-
ingly prominent bearing upon the nature and outcome of the election 
process. It is not to suggest that candidate fortunes were dictated by 
simply who they were, after all, the two candidates who faced each 
other in the final presidential election contest were two of the wealthi-
est in the field. While arguments of impoverishment and populism 
held sway, it appears that as of yet the American public are accepting 
of the fact that the candidates, uniformly, come from a position of 
financial security. There is indeed no good reason to advocate that 
they should come from any other stock, or that an assembly of candi-
dates from a different or a diverse range of social classes would be any 
better in politics. However, what was evident from 2004 was that those 
of an elite standing were eager to convey an impression that they had 
humble origins and could relate emotionally to individuals across the 
socio-economic spectrum.

For some candidates the task proved easier than others. Edwards’ 
campaign rested strongly upon what appeared to be a genuine affili-
ation to blue-collar America, and an ability to attach himself to a num-
ber of emotional experiences, such as bereavement, which granted him 
sympathy and understanding. It suggested that there were issues which 
maintained a connection between elector and the elected and wealth, 
for all its impact in other realms of life, was not a pivotal factor in this 
particular circumstance. Wesley Clark too could claim to have back-
ground that put him in touch with ordinary people; however in reality 
errors of presentation afflicted his campaign, and also that of Dean, 
whose character came to be one of the attractions of the campaign in 
both a positive and negative capacity.

In keeping with the problems encountered in the United Kingdom 
by William Hague, leader of the Conservative party during the 2001 
election, maintaining an impression of a genuine affiliation with other 
social classes proved difficult. On the one hand declarations of wearing 
cheap suits or having once endured social problems like alcohol abuse 
carried some weight in conveying awareness of common social issues. 
On the other they were superficial and tangential to meaningful policy 
issues and gave the impression of an elite social group utilising issues 
pragmatically simply to gain political and personal advantage.

The outcome of 2004 was a mixed one, with candidates advancing a 
uniform message of their being unaffected by wealth, but with a lack 
of comparative examples to see whether a candidate who genuinely 
was from a different social class would make any electoral headway. 
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Additionally, the number of attacks made by candidates on issues of 
wealth and populism, in both an intra or inter party capacity was lim-
ited, partly, one would assume because each candidate was open to the 
same criticism of being from a social position that removed them from 
ordinary society.
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7
Cameron and Brown

The emergence of David Cameron as leader of the Conservative party, 
following his successful fight for the party leadership in 2005 presented 
a new and fresh development in British politics following the elongated 
tenure of Tony Blair. The marriage of the ordinary and exceptional com-
ponents of politics were well entrenched in British politics by this time 
and political marketing was part and parcel of the spin oriented presen-
tation of politics and political figures. Blair’s ability to convey a sense of 
authoritative leadership in combination with populist rhetoric, and the 
presentation of him and his family as ordinary, appeared to suggest that 
a foundation for a successful leadership bid and an assault on power 
revolved around this type of political presentation. He was also able to 
position his party in the centre of the political spectrum and occupy 
a position where the Conservative party, and its leaders, appeared iso-
lated and out-of-touch on the right. The move of the Conservatives 
to the centre, under the modernising strategies of Cameron put pres-
sure on the voter to differentiate between the parties and thereafter to 
examine the role and identities of the leaders of the parties. In advance 
of Cameron’s leadership Gerry Sussman observed, ‘The catch-all British 
and American elections deflect attention from serious issues and elevate 
the importance of personality, “character”, style, and the who’s ahead 
elements of elections’.1 In several respects Blair’s success produced a 
consolidation of the strategies and techniques which were considered 
to have brought about his victory in the first instance.

Media coverage of the political establishment, and its leaders in 
particular, still earmarked ordinariness as a component which would 
endear political leaders with the populace. In the familiar realms of 
education, family background, home life and favoured pastimes media 
questions and scrutiny promoted personal life and the social attributes 
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of candidates to the fore. Personal wealth was downplayed as an issue. 
Policy still mattered and was at the heart of party branding, but the 
 convergence of the parties in the congested centre of the political 
market led to a lack of clear water and difficulty for the electorate in 
differentiating what each party stood for. The personification of pol-
itics assisted in allowing the voter to give additional meaning to the 
party identity through the perceived character of its leaders. In look-
ing  forward to the end of the Blair era, the Conservative party appreci-
ated the problems that had afflicted its political fortunes in the period 
following 1997. The images of Cameron’s predecessors William Hague, 
Iain Duncan Smith and Michael Howard were not thought to be in tune 
with the demands and expectations of the electorate. All were criti-
cised for their appearance, their associations with the past legacy of the 
Conservative party and their lack of connection with the voting mass. 
They all pursued  differing strategies in seeking to present themselves as 
socially and emotionally responsive, but all came unstuck at the hands 
of the Blair spin machine and a press hostile to political figures easily 
stereotyped and caricatured.

This chapter addresses primarily the strategies used by David 
Cameron, the Conservative leader from 2005 onwards in seeking to 
market himself and his party as an electable mix of the exceptional 
and the ordinary. While consideration is given to the strategies used by 
Gordon Brown, Labour leader and prime minister since 2007, the chal-
lenges posed to Cameron in presenting himself as electable are more 
intriguing. Coming from an elite background, entertaining the modern 
history of the Conservative party and engaging with the experienced 
spin machine of New Labour presented Cameron in particular with an 
array of challenges. His skill in presenting himself, against both Blair 
and Brown, as the leader who could best associate himself with the 
social and emotional needs of the voter would have a role to play in 
determining the nature and conduct of modern British politics.

The Conservatives: Still out of touch?

Cameron faced multiple challenges both during and after his leader-
ship campaign to resurrect the fortunes of his party and to persuade 
the British voter that both he and the party had something tangible 
to offer in contemporary politics. The Conservative party were consid-
ered to be in some trouble following the 2005 election, and the range 
of candidates putting themselves forward to replace Michael Howard 
was not considered particularly encouraging for the party’s future. Part 
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of this outcome was related to the recent history of the Conservative 
party leaders. Hague was stereotyped as ‘Tory boy’, a political zealot 
out of touch with both his generation and with the British electorate 
as a whole. His efforts to appear to be in touch with the electorate and 
to be socially affiliated with popular culture floundered, as Chapter 5 
outlined. His successors fared no better. Ian Duncan Smith advanced 
himself as a considered leader, one who mulled over the intricacies of 
policy and stood largely against the spin culture that pervaded the Blair 
era of politics. However, he failed to make any realistic indentations in 
the polls, and although considered both as a person who was a little 
more in touch with the electorate than his predecessors and as a caring 
individual, he failed to embrace fully the public relations machinery 
needed to elevate himself to the forefront of British politics. His self-ref-
erence as the ‘Quiet Man’ of politics, and as an individual who listened 
to the electorate rather than being a conviction politician condemned 
him to a position where his ongoing leadership proved untenable and 
he was replaced by veteran Conservative Michael Howard. Howard was 
an experienced politician by the time he assumed the leadership of 
the party. He had served on the front bench during the Thatcher gov-
ernment and had a strong public profile. He had been prominent at 
one point in time as Home Secretary (1993–97), advancing measures 
designed to convey an authoritarian approach to law and order. The 
main drawback for the Conservative party was that it was looking to its 
Thatcherite past in seeking to revitalise its future fortunes. This failed 
in both its intent and its outcomes, and made new demands of the party 
to be seen to be more inclusive and engaged with a wider cross-section 
of the voting public. While Margaret Thatcher had initially entertained 
voting groups who had defected from their Labour traditions, it was 
now the task of the Conservative party leadership to contest the centre-
ground of politics, engage with a long served and largely popular leader 
in the shape of Tony Blair and reinvent the image of the party. All of 
these challenges would present Cameron with dilemmas on how to pre-
sent himself to the British public and so change the face of contempor-
ary British politics.

When compared to the previous leadership images of Thatcher and, 
to a lesser extent Major, the Conservative leaders in the twenty-first 
century, prior to the emergence of Cameron, do appear to have been 
somewhat more successful in conveying an impression that they cared 
about ordinary people and were in touch with the issues that affected 
their everyday lives. The party as a whole fared better in poll samples 
which addressed criteria of class, ordinary people and the popular 
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interests. Naturally, part of the outcome may have been that the under-
standing of political marketing and the elevation of ordinariness was 
understood to be a feature of politics which necessitated some import-
ant consideration by the time Cameron led the party. However con-
sideration of the position of the Conservative party as an institution 
suggests that through most of the first half of the decade figures made 
for relatively sorry reading. Under the stewardship of Hague 36 per cent 
thought the party out of touch with ordinary people. This rose to 42 per 
cent when Duncan Smith assumed the leadership, and then stabilised 
to some degree with figures in the early thirties during the remainder 
of Duncan Smith and Michael Howard’s tenure. A notable change came 
when David Cameron was elected as leader of the party, the figure of 
those who considered the party out of touch falling to 23 per cent, 
a marked change and a distinctive one when long-term party trends 
are considered. This figure suggests, albeit superficially, that there is 
direct linkage between party image and the identity conferred on the 
party by its leader. The marked change in this particular area suggests 
that a change in the profile of the leader can initiate a change in how 
the party is perceived, and adds additional weight to the association 
between the character of the leader and the perceived political identity 
of the party as an institution.

In a similar vein there were changes in perceptions of Conservative 
leadership and its associations with those who defined themselves as 
ordinary in the post-Thatcher period. It is worth recalling that at the 
end of her tenure Mrs Thatcher was considered to be out of touch with 
ordinary people by in excess of 60 per cent of poll respondents. Although 
marginally more successful across time, John Major hovered around 50 
per cent for most of his period in office. Following Major, however, the 
fortunes of the party, interwoven with a more subtle marketing of the 
characteristics of its leadership improved. The best result achieved by 
William Hague in this area was that recorded in April 2001; only 28 
per cent thought him to be out of touch with ordinary people. This 
however was near the end of his time as leader and came in conjunc-
tion with the general election of that year. The figures gained there-
after made for more satisfactory reading with the statistics recorded for 
Cameron being among the best of the modern era. Duncan Smith was 
perceived to be out of touch by a mere 10 per cent in November 2001; 
however this rose to 24 per cent by September 2003. Michael Howard 
was considered to be out of touch with ordinary people by 30 per cent 
in 2005, and Cameron thereafter was thought out-of-touch by 14 per 
cent in September 2006.2 The dynamic changes and improved fortunes 
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of the party appear linked to the interpretations of the personality and 
authenticity of its leader, and Cameron displayed figures in the polls 
that were significantly better than those enjoyed by his predecessors. 
He was thought to be more down to earth, had more personality and 
was thought to be more in touch with ordinary people. Alongside inter-
pretations of policy and ideological change within Conservative ranks 
it is evident that there were changes in terms of an understanding of 
leadership and political identity.

There are several conclusions that can be drawn from the available 
evidence. One is that the public perceived Cameron to be realistically 
more in touch with the electorate, and that he was genuinely a person 
derived from the mainstream and able to relate to ordinary people on 
the issues that concerned them most. The evidence however points to 
a contrary conclusion. Cameron’s background was far from ordinary, 
and his life experiences, although possible to market as ordinary, were 
removed from those of mainstream British society. Thereafter the con-
clusion that is most likely, given the variables of policy change and 
ideological direction, which was not a primary product in the short 
term of Cameron’s leadership, is that those polled considered the pres-
entation of Cameron as a leader to bring about a marked change in the 
relationship between the party and the individual. Consequently, the 
evidence suggests that political marketing and its increasing sophisti-
cation with regards to the presentation of the identity of a leader can 
bring about a change in the way that a party, and its leader, is consid-
ered by the electorate. This is not to say that the modern Conservative 
party is simply the embodiment of its leader, but the evidence suggests 
that the social and emotional presentation of the leader of the party has 
a limited, but nevertheless important, role to play in shaping how the 
party is perceived.

In July 2005, in advance of the election of Cameron as leader political 
analyst Peter Riddell commented: ‘The message is straightforward. The 
Tory party is out of touch with a large section of the electorate ... the 
Tories suffer from being seen as not caring about ordinary people, being 
out of touch and opportunistic.’3 The party’s reputation as a whole 
seemed to reflect badly upon its candidates, Cameron in particular. The 
BBC commented in a similar vein: ‘With his influential friends and 
blue-blooded heritage, Mr Cameron has been criticised for not being in 
touch with ordinary people.’ Similarly, the Times listed what it consid-
ered to be Cameron’s weaknesses in the midst of the Conservative lead-
ership contest, ‘His Eton and Oxford background set him apart from 
ordinary voters’.4 It was not only the Conservatives who were charged 
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with letting down the ordinary voter. In keeping with the poll evidence 
cited earlier which was detrimental to the Conservatives, New Labour 
was also accused of being increasingly out of touch and disconnected 
from its traditional constituents. As Patience Wheatcroft argued, ‘If 
only the Opposition could sort itself out and line up a leader prepared 
to show some genuine respect for the “ordinary people”, the arrogant 
Mr Blair and Mr Brown, and their cohorts could find out it is they who 
are given the kicking’.5 Selective presentation was adopted to portray 
Cameron as a person at one with the British people. This was initially 
greeted critically by the media, keen to invoke stereotypes and labels 
on another Conservative leader who seemed neither innovative or new, 
but reflective of many Conservative leaders of the past. ‘Cameron and 
his campaign team are so intent on downplaying the Eton-and-Oxford 
things, so worried about the Toff Problems, that it’s hard to get them to 
talk about it at all.’6 The challenge facing the party was clear. Not only 
did it have to try to offset stereotypes concerning the historical legacy 
of the party, but it had the very real challenge of portraying Cameron 
as a person who was connected to the populace both socially and emo-
tionally. This was difficult given his social background. A positive result 
was sought through the replication of the strategies used in the past by 
political figures on both sides of the Atlantic, the portrayal of Cameron 
as a person connected strongly to his role as a father and husband, and 
efforts to minimise discussion of aspects of elitism that might prove 
detrimental to his own personal interests.

Cameron: Becoming an ordinary person

Cameron was largely unknown in advance of his leadership bid for the 
Conservative party, having been an MP for only four years. This gave 
him both advantages and disadvantages when presenting a marketable 
personal and political profile. His rapid emergence also had ramifica-
tions for his opponents. New Labour was forced to consider its options 
when confronting an opponent who could not easily be tagged as being 
part of the Thatcher generation, although limited attempts were made 
to link him to aspects of previous Conservative economic policy, most 
notably that undertaken by Norman Lamont, to whom David Cameron 
was an advisor. This became an emergent feature of the New Labour 
attacks on Cameron, but they had limited impact as time had elapsed 
since Lamont had been Chancellor, and Cameron’s role was never out-
lined in such detail so as to hold him personally responsible for the 
economic woes that befell the nation during the mid-1990s.
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Cameron enjoyed an outstanding education and possessed the trad-
itional credentials to make him an engaging and effective politician. 
He was born in 1966 to a family in comfortable circumstances. His 
father was a stockbroker and he was educated at Eton and then stud-
ied at Brasenose College, Oxford. While there he was a member of the 
Bullingdon Club, a dining club reserved for those of wealth and status. 
He is related to several aristocratic families and is a distant relative of 
the Queen. The flourishing of his political career has been dramatic. 
He worked for the Conservative Research department, assisted in the 
preparation of briefings for Prime Minister’s Question time, and was a 
Special Advisor at the Treasury and at the Home Office. He became a 
Conservative MP in 2001, was Shadow Minister for Local Government 
in 2004, and a member of the shadow cabinet in September 2004. In 
May 2005 he was made Shadow Secretary of State for Education and 
Skills, and announced his candidacy for leadership in September 2005. 
Outside of politics Cameron had business interests which underscored 
his elite social position. Between 1994 and 2001 he was Director of 
Corporate Affairs at Carlton Communications and until 2005 was a non-
executive director of Urbium, operator of the Tiger Tiger bar chain.

Cameron’s profile suggested initially that he had the education, 
contacts, experience and determination to lead his party. However, 
as already discussed in this text his elite credentials, while politically 
beneficial, threatened to create divisions between himself and the voter 
with respect to social and emotional associations – he was not ordinary 
enough and did not share the life experiences of the vast majority of the 
electorate. The electorate, and particularly swing voters, were instru-
mental to Cameron’s political prospects, and his initial strategies were 
designed to demonstrate that he shared their concerns and way of life, 
and was not the product of a privileged elite. Balance was needed how-
ever. As demonstrated, many of the claims made previously in British 
politics about the activities of party leaders had been greeted with scep-
ticism and mockery. Cameron had to be seen to be in touch with the 
ordinary voter without appearing fanciful, or overtly fabricating aspects 
of his past which simply would not endure scrutiny. The lessons derived 
from misplaced marketing ventures were still fresh in the memory.

Several core areas of Cameron’s past and character were utilised to 
market him as a candidate who might appeal to the ordinary voter. 
These included salient areas such as his family and his age, alongside 
a carefully considered strategy to utilise Cameron’s position as party 
leader in advance of Gordon Brown assuming the post for New Labour 
in the summer of 2007. Cameron had an 18-month period during which 

9780230_522275_09_cha07.indd   1749780230_522275_09_cha07.indd   174 5/28/2009   5:26:56 PM5/28/2009   5:26:56 PM



Cameron and Brown 175

to anticipate the arrival of a new opponent, against whom he would 
likely contest a general election. As a consequence, when marketing 
his character and political identity he had one eye on establishing his 
authority and credibility as a party leader against Tony Blair, but also a 
keener eye for ensuring that he contrasted favourably against Gordon 
Brown. His approach to the marketing of his personality reflected this. 
He made his fondness for ordinary pursuits and pastimes clear and 
 presented information that allowed the voter to relate to him as a per-
son, as well as a political leader. He admitted to being a smoker in 2005, 
but intended to quit in 2006. He enjoyed real ale, music by The Smiths 
and The Killers, and exercised with a mountain bike. He played ten-
nis and his wife played pool. While this sort of information, at first 
sight, has a marginal and superficial political role to play, it earmarked 
Cameron as an ordinary man, with an ordinary wife, and an ordinary 
background. It allowed the British public to assemble a character profile 
and to observe Cameron’s personality across time. It was not a forlorn 
task as poll statistics, related later in this chapter, make clear.

Conservative leadership contest

In contending the leadership race for the Conservative party in the 
autumn of 2005 Cameron faced challengers who were well versed 
with both the party ideology, and the pitfalls faced by the party when 
seeking to give itself an identity and profile. The serious contend-
ers were Cameron, David Davis and Kenneth Clarke, alongside party 
grandees such as Malcolm Rifkind. Clarke had a difficult position to 
defend as he had previously been prominent in the party and had 
expressed  sympathies with a softer Conservative approach to the issue 
of Europe, which had previously proved to be a divisive issue within the 
Conservative party. He was also a former Chancellor and was Shadow 
Education Secretary at the time of the leadership election. For Cameron 
Clarke, his effort to elevate himself to the head of the party initially 
looked to be a  challenging task. The Times reported in early October 
2005, ‘Mr Clarke, shown by polls to be the voters’ favourite and neck-
and-neck with Mr Davis among the membership ... (is) too head-on the 
European issue, the main obstacle to his winning the contest’.7 The 
underlying message at the leadership election was one of unity with 
the populace as a whole and the need to be perceived to be more 
socially inclusive. This was largely in keeping with the way in which 
the  individual leadership candidates pushed themselves to the fore and 
tried to portray themselves as embodiments of a party intent on fun-
damental change. Frances Maude, party chairman at the time of the 

9780230_522275_09_cha07.indd   1759780230_522275_09_cha07.indd   175 5/28/2009   5:26:56 PM5/28/2009   5:26:56 PM



176 Marketing the Populist Politician

 leadership contest, argued that the issue at the heart of Conservative 
failure and party alienation since 1997 was about its values as much 
as its policies. He stated, ‘So what’s the problem? For me it’s one sim-
ple word – values. Honesty, generosity, respect for all, compassion, fair-
ness are all good values – that’s how we try to live our own lives. But 
people don’t see these values in our party. Only one in three thinks the 
Conservative party shares their own values. Half think we care about 
the well-off, not the have-nots.’8 In part then, the leading contender for 
the party leadership would not only be the person who could advance 
policies which would touch a popular nerve with the voter, but the 
person who could, in terms of their identity and character, convey the 
impression that the Conservative party was a vehicle for change and 
social inclusion. Added to this the candidate needed to appear to tran-
scend class identity and perceived class-based values.

Poll evidence on how the populace as a whole understood the 
 candidates assists in an understanding of why Cameron was success-
ful. Initial evidence suggested that he was by far the most impressive 
candidate in the eyes of the young. As modernisation looked to shape 
the future direction of the party this had an impact in reshaping the 
identity of the party, frequently portrayed in the media as being a bas-
tion for the elderly vote in Britain. Cameron played to his age and to the 
youthful vigour he could bestow on his political party. Secondly, poll 
details presented material that was complex in its nature regarding the 
familiarity of the candidates to the public. This made a straightforward 
choice difficult. However, there were important areas where Cameron 
scored highly. To highlight the contradictory nature of the polls and 
the problem that faced the Conservative party, a panel polled by the 
Guardian newspaper were starkly divided with Kenneth Clarke ranked 
by some as the most charismatic candidate for the job, as well as the 
worst potential leader. There was no clear direction for the party to 
take and the leadership election, although enthusiastically contested, 
offered little immediate clarity about the best way forward for the 
party.9 The Guardian/ICM poll is also instructive for the objective of 
this particular text. It was constructed to ‘discover how voters react to 
candidates as individuals rather than to the political content of their 
message, with a panel shown silent film of the candidates in action’.10 
The poll demonstrated that ‘Although some saw Mr Cameron as bland, 
shallow or too young for the job, he came across as presentable, con-
fident and trustworthy. He was well ahead as the most likeable candi-
date and scored particularly heavily as likely to appeal to young voters, 
where Conservative support is weak. Only 18% of the panel thought 
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Mr Clarke and Mr Davis appealed to the young, while 54% thought 
Mr Cameron did so. He beat other candidates too as someone likely to 
change the image of the Conservative party.’11 Image it appears counted 
when policy considerations were put to the side. As the party sought to 
modernise, with every leadership candidate repeatedly stressing a need 
for change, Cameron stood out as an individual who had the character, 
image and identity to appeal to demographic groups which had previ-
ously been out of the Conservative party fold.

To assist in the publicity and transparency of the leadership contest, 
Cameron and Davis met to debate with one another on the BBC polit-
ics show Question Time. In large part Davis was the contender who was 
more specific about his political beliefs, and outlined his policies in 
some detail for the future of the Conservative party. However, Cameron 
advanced himself as a candidate with the profile and political character 
to provide leadership, but he was far less forthcoming about policy. This 
was considered by Davis, as akin to a Conservative interpretation of the 
presentation of spin advanced by Tony Blair. He commented critically, 
‘The British public has seen three Blair parliaments. They are sick of 
spin. The era of spin is coming to an end. This is absolutely the worst 
time for the Conservative party [to engage with spin].’12 Additionally, 
the emergence of Cameron’s personality as a core feature in the leader-
ship election irked his opponents, and they made clear that they con-
sidered a leadership change in favour of Cameron as one that might 
be considered superficial in its essence. David Davis’s camp argued 
for example, in the aftermath of an unscripted speech that pushed 
Cameron to the fore of the leadership contest, ‘The Conservative party 
is in danger of choosing a new leader on the basis of one speech. Politics 
is about substance as well as style.’13 Nevertheless it was Cameron who 
was chosen by the party to lead it into a period where it would seek 
to modernise and change its identity to gain a broader appeal among 
voters. In the all-party ballot, taken in early December 2005 Cameron 
received 134, 446 votes and Davis 64, 398, a clear endorsement from the 
party membership.14 The result was as much about the image and the 
portrayal of Cameron as an ‘ordinary’ person imbued with a dynamic 
character as it was about radical policy alternatives to those offered 
by the New Labour government. Sections of the media greeted this 
critically, ‘Mr Cameron represents the victory not of Blairite ideology 
but of Mandelson–Campbell spin: the ultimate triumph of style over 
substance’.15 Cameron was a modernising candidate, eager to change 
the image presented by his party, but he was also an individual con-
scious of the need for the transformation of the identity of the leader of 
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the party, an area where it had suffered in a pronounced manner when 
compared to the Labour party alternatives.

Cameron set about the reformation of his party to change its pol-
itical identity from the outset. He imposed a revision of how parlia-
mentary candidates were selected, with an aim of getting the party 
to reflect society as a whole. He argued, ‘We need people from diverse 
backgrounds to inform everything we do, to give us the benefit of their 
diverse  experience, to ensure that we stay in touch with the reality 
of life in Britain. The conversation we have in the party must reflect 
the  conversation in the country, and the sound of modern Britain is a 
 complex harmony, not a male-voice choir.’16 There was dissent within 
the party, and an impending threat that prominent members of the 
party might be ousted to allow them to be replaced by younger pro-
spective parliamentary members. However, the intent, to get the party 
to appear to be more in touch with the electorate through the image of 
its membership was clear. This was not greeted enthusiastically in all 
quarters, as the absence of carefully crafted and designed policy was 
considered to paper over a void at the heart of the party and advance 
a political mandate based on copying Blair. Anatole Kaletsky observed 
that ‘all these erroneous beliefs stem from one fundamental miscon-
ception: the idea that the Tories will be returned to government on 
the basis of what they look like, rather than what they stand for’.17 The 
drive for a revised political identity, and the moulding of a leadership 
and party image that reflected the nature of modern Britain entailed 
allegations of superficiality, but given the success of Blair in pressing 
forth with politics based on this consideration, there appeared little 
to lose and much to gain in altering the course of the Conservative 
party to follow suit with a leader whom, it was assumed, could out-Blair 
Blair.18

In keeping with traditional political evaluations based on time peri-
ods, Cameron was evaluated as a political leader in the media follow-
ing his first 100 days as Conservative leader. Bryan Appleyard observed 
that Cameron’s class was a defining aspect of his personality and was 
central to the debate about what Cameron as a leader meant to the 
Conservative party, and thereafter to the nation. However, he also con-
sidered that the identification of class-based politics was also an elem-
ent that was in need of further subtle differentiation and clarification. 
He argued that ‘Cameron is New Eton, New Toff. He rides a bike, a toff 
thing to do but something that signals that he is not Old Toff and also 
reinforces the message that he can actually do it. Brown on a bike? No. 
Cameron seems to carry very little class baggage and yet he has that 
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airy confidence, the sense that he always knows which fork to use.’19 
The converse view of Cameron was that he was indeed a toff, but one 
who was adept at shielding the public from that perception of him. 
One unnamed Conservative argued that it was an Eton cabal that came 
up with the ideas that aided in the reinvention of Cameron and the 
Conservative party, and ‘the irony is that they are now desperate – to 
be more meritocratic, to bring on others outside their set, not least 
women’.20

The impact on potential national voting intentions aside, the lead-
ership election left the Conservative party facing the prospect of hav-
ing a political leader who appeared to face two directions at once in 
terms of his social profile and potential appeal. Writing in the Guardian, 
Oliver Burkeman evaluated the dilemma facing the party, alongside 
the skills displayed by Cameron in appearing to be a candidate who 
could fit many different leadership profiles at one and the same time. 
‘To his supporters ... Cameron represents the holy grail. He’s telegenic, 
approachable, sanely eurosceptic, socially liberal, unburdened by bag-
gage: a Blair for the Tories ... he stands a chance of addressing the party’s 
central image problem ... admitting to being a Tory has meant admitting 
not just to certain socioeconomic beliefs, but to being, somehow, a bit 
weird.’ However there were potential limitations, ‘His detractors see a 
wildly over-confident Old Etonian who has risen without trace. ... He 
would be unable to reach beyond the dinner-party circuit’.21 Cameron, 
in the efforts to promote himself to party leader, played the same cards 
he would later deal when in the position itself. He accentuated his belief 
in a society rather than the state, and played heavily upon his domestic 
circumstances, particularly his engagement with the health services on 
the grounds of the disability of one of his children. He also identified 
himself with a central and flexible role within his family unit. He also 
stressed his youth, his awareness of social issues and the need to con-
centrate Conservative attention upon emergent demographic groups 
which had little connection, geographically and socio-economically 
with the party. While the message was not particularly populist in its 
nature it was Cameron as a person that was advanced as the primary 
asset and a vehicle for a perceived ideological change.

Social inclusion and autobiographical baggage

Cameron has remained guarded about certain aspects of his past. 
This has highlighted the limitations of using an autobiographical 
past as a tool through which to make connections with the electorate. 
Although able to use issues of family and health to make  connections 
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to  voters, Cameron’s personal past, particularly with respect to his 
education, threatened to create a social and moral divide with  sections 
of the electorate. The underlying issue was one of trust, and Cameron’s 
reluctance to openly discuss aspects of his past, however minor or 
detailed, left open questions as to his integrity and how selective 
aspects of his past had been omitted from discussion for the sake of 
political  expediency.

A primary concern involved allegations of drug taking when at uni-
versity. Discussion about the use of illegal drugs was a feature which 
plagued Bill Clinton’s 1992 Democratic nomination campaign, and 
Cameron was aware that whatever his statement on the subject area 
there was no convenient excuse or safe haven that could be advanced 
to avoid media or popular criticism. Clinton, in 1992, explained and 
justified the allegations of drug use by claiming that although he had 
encountered marijuana he didn’t inhale. This was greeted with scep-
ticism and provided ample ammunition for American comedians. 
Cameron’s strategy was altogether different. He simply refused to com-
ment upon accusations that he had taken drugs, specifically cocaine. 
The stonewall response suggested that the candidate was being eva-
sive and was offering selected parts of his past for popular consider-
ation, aspects which would not alienate middle-class Britain and might 
attract other previously disillusioned voters. By way of contemporary 
contrast, several other figures in British politics have come to the fore to 
admit drug use prior to their entering politics. One individual who has 
advanced her case is that of Jacqui Smith, appointed Home Secretary 
by Gordon Brown. She admitted to smoking cannabis in the past and 
explained her actions as rooted in the naivety of her younger years and 
as a disclosure designed to highlight her openness and transparency 
with the British voting public.

Allegations of drug taking by Cameron were widespread and were 
presented in high-profile public forums, in particular in two major BBC 
presentations. For example, Newsnight anchorman and experienced 
 political interviewer Jeremy Paxman alleged, ‘From what you have 
said so far we take it you did take drugs as a young man but you have 
not done so since becoming an elected MP. Is that correct?’ Cameron’s 
response was terse and brief, ‘I have been very clear that I think you are 
entitled to a private past’.22 He was also questioned on Channel 4 news 
about past drug taking, and again addressed the issue on BBC’s flagship 
Question Time program. He claimed, ‘I’m allowed to have had a private 
life before politics, in which we make mistakes and we do things that 
we should not – and we are all human and we err and stray’.23 This was 
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a familiar and strategic defence very much in keeping with the defence 
advanced by President George Bush Jr with respect to his arrest for driv-
ing while under the influence of alcohol, decades before his assuming 
the presidential office. Bush too made the claim that everyone makes 
mistakes and that past transgressions need not tarnish contemporary 
impressions or perceptions of a candidate, particularly when the candi-
date has overcome the problem and reformed their actions.

Cameron’s reluctance to discuss his past in detail appeared to fulfil 
his objective of not exposing himself to an expansive enquiry about all 
aspects of his character. It left him open to allegations of being selective 
about his past and of marketing a partial product, where only the parts 
that might not offend ordinary voters and embellish his character were 
presented.

An ordinary family man

Cameron used his family strategically to cultivate bonds between him-
self and the voter. At the time of writing David Cameron was married 
to Samantha, who grew up in comfortable surroundings on a 300-acre 
estate. She worked for a stationery firm in London, catering to a num-
ber of prestigious clients. Media commentary pointed to her ‘blooming’ 
appearance during the 2005 Conservative leadership election race, on 
account of her ongoing pregnancy at the time. Additionally, she was 
not marketed as the stereotypical Tory wife, as she had a tattoo on her 
ankle that suggested that she was engaged with contemporary culture 
in a fashion that had not previously been seen in Conservative ranks. 
Part of her political presentation was traditional and was in keeping 
with that advanced by Cherie Blair, and in part previously by Margaret 
Thatcher, although claims have been made that she was ‘terrified’ about 
comparisons with Cherie.24 She conveyed an image of the busy working 
mother, pressed for time and constrained by both work and domestic 
responsibilities. In Harper’s Bazaar in 2007 she argued, ‘I’m a working 
mom. We have to pay for child care. I don’t have huge amounts of cash 
to spend on designer clothing. I think all working moms are a bit like 
that. You feel poorer than you’ve ever been.’25 She also claimed that 
‘Women in politics are almost always in suits. The fact that I don’t tend 
to wear suits probably makes [what I wear] a bit fresher. I’m never in a 
navy Giorio Armani suit.’26 This was in keeping with the marketing of 
the Camerons as a family that shared the experiences of the populace. 
On the one hand they were portrayed as part of an elite Notting Hill 
social circle, intertwined with the trappings of wealth and privilege. At 
the same time David Cameron and Samantha Cameron claimed that 
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they avoided materials identified with the benefits that wealth brought, 
and presented themselves as individuals who had to take care with 
 family finances.

At the time of the Conservative leadership election the Camerons had 
two children, Ivan and Nancy, and were expecting a third. Cameron’s 
initial messages regarding the family were inclusive and designed 
to demonstrate his appreciation of modern family life, and to reach 
out to peripheral groups who were once sidelined by sections of the 
Conservative political movement in Britain. In a speech while Shadow 
Education secretary he claimed: ‘Modern families come in all shapes 
and sizes – and they all need support.’27 His appreciation of diversity 
reached out beyond the narrowly defined limitations of the nuclear 
family. Heavy play was made of Cameron as a family man. Having a 
severely disabled son allowed him to consider the difficulties posed in 
several areas of health care and a challenging domestic environment. 
He could relate directly to the issues of the National Health Service, the 
difficulties and emotional challenges posed to him and his family by 
disability, and convey to the public that, despite his wealth, education 
and background, he understood the pressures that faced numerous fam-
ilies in modern Britain. Cameron’s openness with respect to his family 
was not merely an invitation to media intrusion and exploitation. He 
claimed ‘People want to have a good look at their politicians. I am a 
young guy with a young family – that’s a very important part of my 
life. ... What you did in the past has absolutely no bearing on what sort 
of politician you are. The fact that I am helping to bring up a severely 
disabled son has a huge impact on my politics today.’28 In the same vein 
he advanced the hardship and concerns he faced in trying to get the 
care and attention required for his son: ‘As parents of a severely disabled 
son Ivan, my wife and I were desperately concerned that we would never 
find a school where he could get the care attention, therapy and educa-
tion he needs.’29 This was a strong, realistic and persuasive argument. 
It deviated from many of the social and emotional issues advanced 
by contemporary politicians as Cameron could claim, legitimately, to 
have endured difficult experiences. When leader of the party Cameron 
built steadily upon the family oriented image. On Father’s Day in 2006 
Cameron announced that his family was far more important to him 
than becoming a future Prime Minister, ‘And it goes without saying 
that my children couldn’t care less whether I become prime minister or 
not’.30 He has repeated this message on a frequent basis. As social experi-
ences were accentuated, perceptions of family wealth and material ben-
efits were duly downplayed. He claimed that he would not, or rather 
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could not, buy his wife a fur coat arguing, ‘It’s just that I couldn’t afford 
one’. This argument was a virtual mirror image of that presented by 
American presidential candidate Howard Dean, who alluded to an illu-
sion of impoverishment by claiming that he wore ‘cheap suits’, which 
was, in turn, keeping with Nixon’s 1952 Checkers speech about his wife 
and her respectable Republican cloth coat. Political marketing builds 
upon its own successes, with commentary and rhetoric that appears to 
gain credence with the public being reused and remoulded to suit con-
temporaneous concerns. Across the decades references to inexpensive 
clothing and moderate spending habits have earmarked the rhetoric 
of those who are both political figures of national note, but are also 
equipped with the finances to dress as they choose, and to avoid the 
financial decisions of many individuals within the nation who have to 
make clothing decisions based upon limited budgetary means.

In accordance with the overall marketing strategy that accompanied 
Cameron’s rise to power all associations with wealth were minimised, 
all associations with ordinariness and associations with the mundane 
were accentuated and embellished. On its own this would of course be 
flimsy evidence upon which to suggest a surge of voting support and 
the reformation of the Conservative party image, but it served to sug-
gest to voters that the Conservative leader and his party were divorced 
from stereotypes of a party narrowly serving the wealthy in modern 
British society.

Education and Eton

Perceptions of elite versus mass education have played an important 
role in shaping and defining political leadership. In this area there was 
relatively little to choose between Blair and Cameron, but Cameron’s 
education still became an issue which threatened to create some div-
ision between himself and the marketing of his ordinariness as a com-
ponent of his electability. Education, wealth and privilege had been 
used by the previous Conservative leader Michael Howard to attack 
Blair as elitist, as discussed in Chapter 5.31 When against Blair, Cameron 
could make no such attacks. He and Blair shared similar educational 
backgrounds, with Blair educated at the Scottish public school Fettes, 
and Cameron having attended Eton. Both went to Oxford University. 
Cameron’s problem was an association of terminology – Eton was well 
known in British political folklore, Fettes was not, and he experienced a 
disadvantage as a consequence.

Cameron’s problems with respect to portraying himself as ordinary 
were initially more pronounced during the Conservative leadership 
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race. Challenger David Davis’s education at a comprehensive school 
stood squarely against appearances of elitism and compared favourably 
against Cameron’s private education. This posed problems. Cameron 
simply minimised reference to his education, minimised discussion 
about his achievements, and explained his avoidance of student pol-
itics at University by claiming that he merely ‘wanted to have a good 
time’.32 Davis’s class-based merits were largely nullified by Cameron’s 
determination not to become embroiled in a class war debate he could 
not win in the nation at large. It might speculatively have held some 
strength within the ranks of the party faithful, but the prime consider-
ation of the party was to place a person at the head of the organisation 
that could mix the exceptional with the ordinary, and Cameron there-
fore had to downplay the issue of his own education as both a weapon 
he could deploy and as an issue he could discuss throughout his time 
both as challenger and leader of the party.

Nevertheless, discussion of Cameron’s Eton background resurfaced 
on a regular basis. In late 2005, soon after Cameron had become leader 
of the party, Labour Deputy Prime Minister John Prescott made light of 
the issue of class and education. He accused the Conservatives of being 
run by an ‘Eton mafia’. Coming from an established working-class 
background Prescott could both make the accusation with the hope 
of wounding the image of the new Conservative party identity, and 
also consolidate the long-standing stereotype of Labour as being a party 
which had the interests of the working class at heart, and reflected its 
traditional roots. Prescott attempted to reopen a class war, largely on 
personal terms, as New Labour as an institution had moved strongly 
to the centre-ground and its political character was somewhat differ-
ent to the identity that Prescott sought to cultivate. He claimed, ‘It’s 
the Eton mob isn’t it? They used to fight their wars on the Eton play-
ing fields. Now they win elections on the Eton playing fields.’33 Class 
and education was however an uncomfortable battlefield for Labour 
to skirmish with the Conservatives. There were problems with Blair’s 
background and social standing, and potential problems arose when 
evoking old stereotypes to wage future wars, ‘a danger that by raising 
issues of class and privilege, Brown runs the risk of appearing a polit-
ical dinosaur’.34 There was in reality not a lot to choose between the 
parties in the realm of elite education, and that it was portrayed as an 
element that could be carried forth as an issue of importance between 
the parties was as much due to historical legacy as any other feature. In 
2005, 13 MPs in the shadow cabinet had been educated privately, with 
15 graduating from Oxford or Cambridge. Seven of the Labour cabinet 
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graduated from Oxford or Cambridge. Only one person, Alan Johnson, 
Work and Pensions secretary, did not go to a university at all.35 Gordon 
Brown made a simple accusation at the Labour Party conference when 
discussing Cameron in 2005, ‘He’s an old Etonian’. This simple com-
ment was designed to convey images of an elite individual out-of-touch 
with ordinary Britain. Ben Macintyre commented in the Times, ‘The 
Chancellor is partial to the class-based attack and he plainly intends 
to use Cameron’s background against him. For people such as Brown, 
the very word Eton still sums up stiff collars, stiffer manners, noses of 
toffee and spoons of silver.’36 Cameron’s defence against accusations 
of elitism has remained consistent. He has defended his position by 
trying to look to the future rather than the past. ‘It isn’t the back story 
that matters. ... It’s not where you come from, but where you are going.’ 
Cameron was earmarked for attack by New Labour with an array of 
individuals assigned the task of probing weaknesses, among them a 
former Conservative MP who defected to Labour, Shaun Woodward. 
He was assigned the task of looking for weaknesses in Cameron’s style 
and policies, while Lord Gould was assigned the task of evaluating the 
impact of Cameron in the polls. Alastair Campbell, former spin doctor 
to New Labour considered Cameron a ‘good target’.37 Kevin Maguire, 
a political columnist with the Daily Mirror and a supporter of Gordon 
Brown argued that he persevered in calling Cameron a toff because it 
irked Cameron and placed him on the defensive. He stated ‘When we 
run stories in the Mirror his various spin-doctors lobby for me not to 
use the word “toff” because it upsets him so much. He spends enormous 
amounts of time spinning himself as an ordinary guy, but it just doesn’t 
fit with his silver spoon life.’38

Education was marketed as a non-issue by Cameron, as an inevitable 
and unavoidable part of his past. Yet while he could not undo his per-
sonal history he could utilise the parts of his life which conveyed social 
and emotional issues and nullify the areas where separation from the 
electorate occurred. His Conservative party portrayed social class as a 
non-issue, where the past had no bearing upon how he should be per-
ceived or of how he perceived others. In getting Cameron to a position 
where he could lead the Conservative party Eton probably meant a lot; 
however, in defining his leadership and shaping policies it was mar-
keted so as to mean nothing.

Experience and age

Cameron has used his age and physical appearance as a means to mar-
ket himself as fresh, new and young enough to breed new life into the 
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Conservative party and British politics as a whole. He made light of his 
age in his pivotal address to the 2005 Conservative party conference, 
‘We don’t just need new policies or presentation or organization, or 
even having a young, passionate, energetic leader – though come to 
think of it, that might not be such a bad idea.’39 His adoption of a dis-
creet age-based strategy was important in trying to capture younger 
voters, and to portray Gordon Brown as the product of a bygone era. 
In 2005 Brown was 54, Cameron 39, and Cameron’s appointed Shadow 
Chancellor George Osborne only 34. Cameron’s strategy was reflective 
of Clinton’s approach to the 1996 presidential election, and his aspir-
ation to provide a ‘bridge to the future’ at the expense of his oppon-
ent Bob Dole, who was cast both as an elderly and, more importantly 
in the public mind, a distanced politician. Similarly, Cameron’s new 
era strategy was designed to remove the legacy of Thatcherism from 
Conservative party rhetoric. The Guardian, a newspaper traditionally 
sympathetic to the British Left and to New Labour, romantically cap-
tured the appearance of Cameron following his election to leader of the 
Conservative party: ‘Cameron’s is a face unmarked by history, the ideal 
embodiment of a party that wants for a time to forget that it has a past, 
to strip away the burdensome memories of economic disaster and the 
end of society, the more persuasively to address itself to the future.’40 
Labour responded to this strategy with vigour, laced with some degree 
of concern over the potential ramification that age-based politics may 
bring. An unnamed cabinet minister stated, ‘I do not buy the “old 
Gordon” line being a disadvantage. People will look at his experience 
and stature and compare it. ... Of course if it turns into a Big Brother 
style choice about who people want and it turns into a whim decision, 
then we may have a problem. There is not a lot we can do about that, 
though.’41 As previously discussed in this text, there is a contemporary 
correlation between the type of celebrity character those who watch 
reality game shows see as winners in a competitive forum and the selec-
tion of popular political leaders; it appeared to follow along similar lines 
and have the same character components viewed as desirable. This in 
itself suggests that the Big Brother popularity contest imprint cannot be 
wholly dismissed as trivial. It may pale in comparison to issues of tax-
ation, public services and immigration, but it nevertheless has a role to 
play in shaping perspectives on the nature of political identity and the 
social connections that are open to individual candidates.

Anticipating the expected inheritance of the Labour party lead-
ership by Gordon Brown, Cameron played heavily upon perceptions 
of both uniformity of intent between the Labour leadership and also 
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the perceived differences that were anticipated once Brown assumed 
power. A Cameron aide outlined the strategy, ‘We’re not fighting Blair. 
We’re fighting Brown. Everything we do is designed to make him look 
obstructive and reactionary.’ Cameron’s advantages here were clear but 
were not so much of his own making. They arose from Blair’s deci-
sion to lead his party until an unspecified time during the 2005 par-
liamentary session. Although Brown was well known and aspects 
of his private life were in the public domain, he appeared relatively 
reserved about marketing himself as an individual when compared to 
Cameron and Blair, and based his political career upon a reputation 
for his financial management and prudence, rather than overt or flam-
boyant  personal marketing. The Telegraph anticipated the problems, 
challenges and potential contrasts between Brown and Cameron: ‘As 
Mr. Cameron forges a “new style of politics”, a phrase Mr Blair of course 
used back in 1997, Mr Brown risks looking like a symbol of another era. 
His decision to eschew what he calls “all that touchy feely stuff” – while 
 understandable – could make him seem inhuman to an electorate that 
sees his rival cycling to work and playing with his disabled son.’42

Cameron’s efforts to minimise discussion of his class and wealth, and 
to portray himself as an ordinary person, at one with the issues and 
concerns of the British voting public were pronounced during his early 
leadership challenges. He utilised several marketing strategies and had 
clearly learned lessons from past candidates and from the strategic pres-
entation of individuals, particularly party leaders in the United Kingdom 
and United States. Cameron’s presentations, based on style, personality 
and association with ordinary voters, were greeted with scepticism by 
his opponents and with some guarded enthusiasm by elements in the 
media. Simon Jenkins, writing in the Sunday Times argued, ‘The Blair 
project sought to make direct contact with voters through an accessible 
and likable personality. Since most politics is a turn-off, its practitioners 
must find a new conduit to the electorate. Blair seemed a friendly face at 
court. The power of celebrity is real, not synthetic or “spin”. The Tories 
were right to start their climb back to power with Cameron.’43 Alternate 
viewpoints pointed to Cameron as a practitioner of spin.44 Nevertheless, 
poll statistics pointed to Cameron as the leader best placed to resurrect 
the fortunes of the Conservatives and challenge for power. He appealed 
to women, to the young and appeared, through the strategies outlined 
previously, to understand the issues affecting ordinary Britain and to 
personify its values.

The lessons of presenting the elite as ordinary are plentiful. Cameron 
assumed the short- and long-term risk that his image is considered 
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 nothing more than a mask of convenience, and that his past, elite con-
nections and downplaying of his wealth are exploited by opposition 
forces. Cameron’s strategy has however borrowed on the lessons learnt 
from both his British political predecessors and leadership candidates 
in the United States and the increasing sophistication of the practices 
suggests that they are now well integrated into contemporary political 
culture. His inherent strength and the reasons for his meteoric rise to 
power lie not only in following routes to power, but in stressing the 
mundane, pointing out the ordinary, and stressing the trials and pre-
dicaments that have characterised and continue to characterise his life. 
While the objective of this text is not to chart the monthly fortunes 
in the policy stakes or the ebbs and flows of short-term public support 
Cameron did prompt a bounce in public opinion polls in the short term, 
a bounce that, in the absence of radical policy innovation or presenta-
tion was largely based upon the issues of presentation and the remarket-
ing of the Conservative party as a new entity in British politics.

The demographic appeal

Cameron used strategies familiar from previous chapters of this text 
when presenting himself and his party to the populace. Marketing was 
a core element in the recreation of the party’s image. Writing in the 
Guardian James Harkin considered the approach to be one where along-
side the marketing of the leader there also existed the effort to appeal 
to specific demographic groups. While in the United States George 
Bush had appealed to Nascar dad, and Bill Clinton had courted Soccer 
Moms, Cameron was advised to appeal to a generation born between 
the mid-1960s and mid-1970s, a ‘Generation Gap’ that appeared out of 
touch with the ethos of the Conservative party and had voted in lesser 
 numbers for the party in modern general elections. Harkin argued, 
‘The last in-depth study of the British Conservative party, back in 1992, 
found the average age of a Tory party member to be 62. Since then, 
the party has ossified even further. But political parties only feel as 
young as the leaders they elect. Many New Labour favourites, after all, 
were elevated beyond their station in 1997 solely because they were 
young enough not to seem tarnished with the trauma of Labour’s past. 
Cameron thinks he can work the same magic.’45 Cameron’s efforts to 
court voting blocks also extended to a significant marketing campaign 
directed at the youth vote. He went on Radio 1, a BBC radio station 
directed at the young, to outline his music tastes and to emphasise his 
socially liberal credentials. He also went to see the film about gay cow-
boys, Brokeback Mountain, on the day of its release. This prompted a gay 
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website to announce, ‘Young gay professionals are the perfect group of 
people to support the Conservatives.’ A MySpace entry also appeared 
with details of Cameron’s personal tastes, although it was later proven 
not to be officially endorsed. At a later stage Cameron created his 
own website (essentially an offshoot of the main office Conservative 
party website) webcameron, which showed him undertaking mundane 
domestic chores and casting himself as an ordinary person. Through 
this type of activity Alan Finlayson thought that Cameron ‘has demon-
strated his understanding of political activity in the post-party political 
world’.46 He was a modern politician, at ease with the Internet gener-
ation and marketing himself in a consistent manner across an array 
of media outlets. The Conservative party, when Cameron first became 
its leader, enjoyed increasing support from the young.47 However there 
were potential problems. Paul Whitely, a professor from the University 
of Essex argued, ‘It’s a good idea only if he’s not going to lose votes at 
the other end of the age range’.48 Yet, there were potential benefits to an 
approach which alienated segments of the party. There was a risk that 
modernisation and youth might alienate the elderly and essentially 
right wing of the party, but one of Cameron’s advisors, speaking in 
2006 argued, ‘The old fogey’s are getting pissed off, but that is supposed 
to happen. Cameron needs pissed-off Tories to gain traction with the 
rest of the voters. It’s all about being counter-intuitive.’49

In his early tenure as leader Cameron was also deemed to be a person 
who appealed specifically to women.50 The issues behind the percep-
tions are complex, but the media suggested that Cameron was judged 
as much on his appearance as his policies. Moreover direct compari-
sons, particularly with then Chancellor Gordon Brown, ensured that 
he held sway with a particularly important voting block. Brown’s pol-
icy measures such as tax credits, nursery reform and maternity bene-
fits, should have at the least ingratiated him with the female voting 
block; however considerations appear to have been larger than simple 
policy measures. In the Times Alice Miles advanced suggestions that 
the ordinariness of the candidates, or at least the presentation of it, was 
a factor that needed serious consideration. She believed that women, 
‘are struck by images of the Tory leader with his children, a pose Mr 
Brown refuses to strike with his son, John. What is Mr Brown to do? He 
believes that the electorate admires the fact that he is a substantial char-
acter who refuses to do things – remove his tie, pose with his son – for 
image’s sake. ... Mr Brown will have to do more. He may be right to scoff 
at manipulating his appearance, but in this instance being right doesn’t 
matter. Being elected does, and for that, appearance counts.’51 Cameron 
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sought to avail himself of additional guidance from women, ‘femin-
ize’ the Conservative party, create all-women shortlists, and cast him-
self as a modern man, at ease with the life balance of work and home 
life characteristic of the modern middle-class social idyll. He cooked, 
got his disabled son ready for school, took his daughter to swimming 
on Saturday mornings and provided support for his wife, who worked 
part-time. This was marketed in a prominent and consistent manner.52 
Added to that he was a supporter of Aston Villa and played his mas-
culine credentials when needed.53 Cameron was an identikit political 
figure, moulded to support the core themes of contemporary society 
and in touch with the day-to-day issues that underpinned it. By mid 
July 2006 in a YouGov Poll, a clear gender gap had appeared in voting 
intentions, with 43 per cent of women declaring their support for the 
Conservatives, against 28 per cent for Labour.54 In essence the media 
considered there to be a stark divide between the two prospective prime 
ministers as Cameron took the reins of the Conservative party. He was 
appealing on a superficial image-based criteria, and Brown was appeal-
ing on the substance of policy, but Brown neglected the core issue of 
image presentation and the social and emotional traits that have come 
to characterise contemporary politics. In 2008, Grazia magazine, an 
award winning fashion magazine directed specifically at women, found 
that Samantha Cameron had the ‘best First Lady style’. David Cameron 
was considered to be the politician most women wanted to marry and 
the political figure thought to be ‘best in bed’. Conversely Gordon 
Brown was thought to be ‘patronising’, ‘arrogant’, and 62 per cent of 
those surveyed wanted to ‘throw him off a cliff’. While Grazia might be 
considered the type of publication tangential to the formation or reflec-
tion of political understanding and identity, the Periodical Publishers 
Association believed it to be ‘the sharpest reflection of what the modern 
female head currently holds’.55 Its portrayal of politics largely ignored 
issues related to policy and ideology and concentrated on the political 
figure as a celebrity figure, over whom judgement was to be made on 
issues which were not necessarily political.

The downside of the marketing of the individual was the crossover 
into over-exposure of the character and the politics of celebrity culture. 
The birth of Cameron’s son Arthur was described by Times  columnist 
Tim Hames in the following manner: ‘The whole saga of his birth has 
been politically stage managed in a manner so painfully reminiscent 
of the Prime Minister that it inspires uncharitable thoughts less of 
the  christening font than the sick bucket.’ Hames argued against the 
 celebrity, Big Brother style of politics and the ‘crass personalisation of 
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politics’. The image marketing by Cameron appeared however to hold 
sway until Tony Blair left office, and Brown thereafter enjoyed a brief 
honeymoon period in the polls. The local elections of 2007 were a suc-
cess for the Conservatives, with Cameron’s popularity as a person hav-
ing a positive impact upon impressions of a modernising and progressive 
party. A dip in the poll standing of Cameron in the summer of 2007, fol-
lowing impressions that he was detached from issues such as flooding in 
parts of England, prompted a reversal of fortunes. Cameron’s standing, 
and that of his party, was sufficiently dented so as to encourage Brown 
to seriously consider calling a general election to exploit Conservative 
weakness. However, the Conservatives and Cameron responded. 
Dramatic policy announcements, particularly in the area of inheritance 
tax  created a resurgent support for the Conservative party mandate. 
Similarly an inspired speech from Cameron resurrected the allure he 
entertained upon his assuming the leadership of the party. This brought 
about a retreat from Brown, the cancelling of the general election and a 
resurgence of the Cameron bandwagon. That Cameron has entertained 
the idea of personal marketing in a prominent way, and Brown has 
ultimately followed suit is testament to the fact that the change to an 
alternative and traditional presentation of politics is unlikely.56

Project Gordon: Marketing a prime minister

Brown’s determination to resist the marketing campaign undertaken by 
Cameron has been clear, but the pressures to respond have ultimately 
pushed him to react in a manner similar to that of Cameron. He has 
mirrored many of Cameron’s strategies, detailing aspects of his private 
life, his interests outside politics, giving attention to his appearance by 
having his teeth whitened, and making public his fashion preferences.57 
It appears on the surface that, irrespective of Brown’s personal prefer-
ences, he has little choice in an era of political marketing but to con-
front Cameron on a personal as well as a political footing. In contrast to 
the initial interpretations that Brown would concentrate on exploiting 
his reputation as a politician of substance, and critique Cameron as a 
politician who was spinning a political web based upon the politics of 
personality, it was Brown who modified his image and adopted a pol-
itical profile which stressed his ordinariness and his ability to socially 
and emotionally connect to the voter in the United Kingdom. Poll 
evidence from 2007 highlighted that there was not much to choose 
between Cameron and Brown in terms of being thought to be in touch 
with the electorate. While 17 per cent thought Cameron to be in touch 
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with the electorate in July 2007, 20 per cent thought Brown to be in 
touch. By October the position had been reversed, with 23 per cent 
believing Cameron to be in touch and Brown remaining on 20 per cent. 
However, a fundamental difference between the two political leaders 
was in the area of charisma where Cameron had a clear advantage over 
Brown. Cameron entertained figures in the thirties, with 39 per cent 
considering him to be charismatic in June 2007. In stark contrast only 
4 per cent thought Brown to be a charismatic individual, this figure fall-
ing to a mere 1 per cent in October 2007.58

Brown was a political figure of significant standing in the New 
Labour government, and had established a reputation as a chancellor 
who presided over a period of significant economic growth and eco-
nomic stability. In 2006 it was clear that Brown would soon become 
Prime Minster, and although Blair paid a waiting game to announce 
his departure, much to the frustration of the media, Brown was in a 
position where he had to give serious and added consideration to his 
public image and whether he was a figure that the British people could 
identify with. The prior interpretations were not at all positive. Brown 
struggled to convey an image of ordinariness and advance any sense of 
personal warmth. Simon Jenkins, reflected that upon entering govern-
ment Brown appeared to be ‘a socially dysfunctional bachelor ... could 
not drive and could not handle money. He was personally shambolic.’ 
Furthermore, he was ‘charismatically challenged’.59 The reflection of the 
strategies and tactics used by Blair and Cameron suggests that, although 
the results are subjective and often unquantifiable, Brown could not 
take the risk that he would be outflanked on the issue of being in touch 
with the electorate. As the political parties struggled for room in the 
congested centre-ground there was also a struggle to establish a clear 
political identity as both party leaders attempted to differentiate them-
selves from one another.

Gordon Brown’s attempt to appeal to the electorate on the grounds of 
his personality and lifestyle was termed ‘Project Gordon’. In 2006 the 
prospective Prime Minister started to discuss his private life, his per-
sonal history and his relationships. His image and appearance were to 
change, with his teeth being whitened and a new wardrobe selected to 
try to convey an improved and inclusive social image. One Labour MP 
was concerned about the potential problems resulting from an image 
makeover, ‘Cosmetic dentistry – if it’s bad, it makes your smile look 
false. Gordon recently had his teeth done, but the smile remains awk-
ward. So that changed nothing really. But mess about with personality? 
I think that shows a lack of confidence, and one that will be jumped 
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on by the Tories.’60 Following the lead offered by Cameron and Blair, 
Brown identified the importance of his family to his personal well-
being, and the changes in his life brought about by being a new dad. 
Moreover, like Cameron he had social life and interests that made him 
appear to be an ordinary member of society. He had an iPod, was a 
Raith Rovers football fan and at age 55 enjoyed watching Celebrity Big 
Brother. The Times observed how Brown’s image had abruptly changed, 
‘This is the 2006 version of Gordon Brown, a startlingly different figure 
from the stern, introspective Scot who entered the Treasury in 1997 and 
whose passion and indeed life appeared to be geared around the public 
sector borrowing requirement’.61 Brown had issues which also needed 
to be addressed in order that the interpretation that he was psychologic-
ally flawed did not get an established footing and create an unwelcome 
stereotype. There was also an awkward legacy to contend with. When 
Brown and his wife had no children of their own, Brown ‘borrowed’ 
a 3-year old child off one of their friends to make a more marketable 
photographic image. This publicity opportunity backfired and exposed 
the Chancellor as an individual who was desperately eager to look 
ordinary and part of mainstream society. In advance of his anticipated 
elevation to the position of prime minister elements of the media saw 
the problems posed for Brown if he did not address both the image of 
Cameron and his own political identity.

Looking to the future and the need to establish a cultivated political 
identity with the populace Brown engaged in a flurry of media appear-
ances and discussed his private life and personal interests with previ-
ously unknown candour. He courted the pivotal British tabloids the 
Sun and the Daily Mirror, and discussed his personal life with the BBC, 
projecting his identity into the public domain. There were problems for 
Brown however. As Cameron had already marketed himself as a person, 
and had a relatively frank disclosure of his personal life, Brown appeared 
to be following rather than leading him in this area. The media did not 
miss the move to identikit politics, ‘Samantha Cameron is pregnant, so 
is Sarah Brown. The Camerons gave their children the MMR jab, so did 
the Browns. The Camerons look lovely in a family snap at home, so do 
the Browns. Mr Cameron relaxes in a pair of Converse All Star trainers, 
Mr Brown wears Ralph Lauren at the weekend.’62 There were a few areas 
which differentiated the leaders in terms of how much they were will-
ing to address their social backgrounds. Brown was more reserved about 
posing for photographs with his family, and did not discuss detailed 
family issues, unless resolutely pressed to do so. Cameron was open 
about his son’s disability, although frequently this was perceived to be 
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a discussion which aided in demonstrating his awareness of issues of 
modern health care.

In his party conference address in autumn 2006 Brown advanced a 
new political identity designed to smooth over internal party relations 
and to suggest that he was not the ‘control freak’ that had been for-
warded as part of his political make-up across a number of years. Philip 
Webster, political editor of the Times, observed the changes brought 
about on the Chancellor’s image. ‘It was a softer Brown, recognising 
that the public, according to the polls, is far from convinced by him, 
they find him dour, find him too serious. It was a real attempt by Brown 
today to show his human side, what drove him into politics, speak-
ing at length about his parents, and comparing himself sharply by the 
man he is likely to take on at the next election, saying “I am not about 
image” – with the clear implication that David Cameron is just about 
image.’63 The Conservative response to the image alterations under-
taken by Brown was pronounced and unsurprisingly cutting. Shadow 
Chancellor George Osborne published his opinion in the London-
based newspaper the Evening Standard in early 2006. Osborne observed 
that ‘First we had the new Ralph Lauren shirt, then we had the trendy 
pink tie and last week we saw him in a helicopter helmet. I guess each 
outfit is meant to show a new human side to our Chancellor, Gordon 
at home, Gordon the urban sophisticate, Gordon the action man, any-
thing in fact other than Gordon the dour old schemer whose been 
angling for the top job for so long.’64 The attacks on Brown were pre-
dictable, but they were a risk. To attack the marketing of Brown as 
a strategy was to create further cynicism about the role of personal 
 presentation in British politics. As Cameron was at the forefront of this 
type of approach, the Conservative party had to play on stereotypical 
personality attributes held about Brown and cast Cameron as genuine 
and authentic in the conveyance of his personality, and Brown as an 
unwilling and unpersuasive actor.

The use of the autobiography as a means through which to convey 
ordinariness has been a pronounced feature in the personal marketing 
of the modern politician as this text has demonstrated. While it was 
an area that was strategically downplayed in large part by Cameron it 
was an element that was accentuated by Brown. The lessons of Brown’s 
past however were really only advanced as elements that could be uti-
lised politically in the prelude to his elevation to the position of prime 
minister. In his 2006 Conference speech he made reference to the 
influence of his parents on the values he entertained and discussed 
his background. Advancing a spin on the conventional ideas of social 
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hardship Brown argued that ‘I don’t romanticise my upbringing’. In a 
newspaper interview he did however advance his understanding that 
there was a need to be more open about himself and to consider how 
he might market himself. He stated, ‘it was never my intention to draw 
my memories into the public arena. But people need to know what 
I stand for. You’ve got to explain your background and on that basis 
people may understand me better. I don’t feel that talking and talking 
about yourself is ... mmm ... . People need to judge you on what you do, 
but they do want to know why you do what you do.’65 By the time of 
the Labour party conference in 2007 Brown had fully come to embrace 
the contemporary strategy of marketing an autobiographical identity 
and presenting issues which would allow emotional linkages with the 
voter. He made continued reference to how his family and parents made 
him into a political figure who understood the needs of society. The 
backlash against this type of speech existed however, as its approach to 
politics reflected contemporary oratory strategy rather than ploughing 
untouched ground. Ann Treneman, writing in the Times observed, ‘He 
told us about his family, the wonderful and wise Browns. They are like 
the Waltons, though more wholesome. I’m not sure the Waltons knew 
as many Bible verses as the Browns. They trade parables and talents over 
breakfast. Plus, the Browns all have moral compasses.’66

Efforts to market Brown proved, by the middle of 2008, to have been 
limited in their successes. Although the Prime Minister was criticised 
for not going to the polls in the autumn of 2007, few considered him 
at that time, as a political figure or as a person, to be a political liabil-
ity for New Labour. However, following a number of policy problems 
 involving banking, finance and tax restructuring the Labour organisa-
tion suffered a historic drubbing at the polls in the local government 
elections in the spring of 2008. The extent of the loss was sufficiently 
significant so as to raise questions about Brown’s capacity to lead the 
party, and to accommodate the views of its members at both an elite 
and grassroots level. In part there were continued criticisms of Brown 
as dysfunctional and as a leader with Stalinist tendencies. However 
there were also criticisms of his policy leadership which interweaved 
the personal and the political into a particularly damaging episode for 
the Prime Minister. This was underscored by harmful revelations from 
John Prescott and Cherie Blair in memoirs published in 2008 which 
cast Brown in an unfavourable light. Immediately following the elect-
oral disaster, which affected local government rather than seats in 
Westminster, the Prime Minister took to the media circuit to discuss 
how he intended to address issues of tax policy and re-engage with the 
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policy debate. Of note for this text however was Brown’s appearance 
on the This Morning talk show, which had a daytime audience and was 
classified as a light entertainment programme. This type of move was 
partly inspired by a Labour backbencher, Chris Mole, who contended 
that Brown should look to the light political interview opportunities 
because people did not know who, as a person, he really was.67 This 
Morning’s host Fern Britton introduced the slot with Brown with the 
somewhat caustic remark that ‘It’s an opportunity for you to be human’. 
In keeping with the issues raised in this text Brown was asked about 
his family and proceeded to discuss how one of his children has cys-
tic fibrosis. He was able to paint a portrait of a home life that was far 
removed from the trappings of elite office, and to suggest that he faced 
personal challenges and responsibilities that might also be understood 
by the voter. It was suggested on blogs that it had been arranged prior 
to the interview that Brown would not discuss personal issues, however 
he appeared content to answer the questions put to him and to use an 
opportunity to present social and emotional issues at a time when the 
public policy realm was in some disarray.68

Ultimately Brown struggled to convey impressions of him as a per-
son with whom the public could relate and to convince the watching 
public that he was derived from an ordinary background or understood 
the issues which affected the populace. Looking ahead to a future gen-
eral election in the immediate aftermath of the May 2008 problems 
encountered by Brown, veteran political commentator Max Hastings 
observed the social and emotional trappings of high office, and the 
issue of authenticity that had come to play a key role in contemporary 
British politics, ‘So much in politics, as in all human affairs, is about 
feeling sufficiently comfortable with oneself to make others feel like-
wise. Tony Blair’s triumphs as a politician derived in part from his 
brilliant impersonation of a real person. Try as he will, Brown cannot 
match this, and Cameron can.’69

Conclusion

The modern experiences of Cameron and Brown indicate that both 
leaders are acutely aware of the need to advance, into the public realm, 
a cohesive understanding of them as individuals who have lives and 
interests that are in common with the general populace. Political mar-
keting was employed by engaging with media strategies that advanced 
social and emotional meaning in both formal political occasions and 
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in media appearances designed specifically to advance social settings 
as integral to the identity and character of the individual. In advan-
cing these characteristics the tone of British politics, for the two main 
parties, has become remarkably similar. As both have sought to occupy 
the centre-ground in terms of policy and an ideology of modernisation, 
both have also become similar in their efforts to demonstrate that they 
remain unaffected by their positions of influence and power.

It is clear that in British politics there are still social locators which are 
perceived to be political liabilities. Cameron’s education gave him the 
confidence and elite standing to appeal to the Conservative party as a 
credible leader with the appropriate social associations and  intellectual 
credibility for that position. His study at Oxford also lent credence 
to his political ambition. However, as a package, although politically 
 beneficial, they were publicly downplayed. Brown too had an educa-
tional record that made for political credibility but also gave the impres-
sion that he was not of ordinary stock and was, largely on account of 
his intelligence, divorced from mainstream society. The minimal mar-
keting of education and concentration on issues which offered them-
selves as socially and emotionally appealing leaves a gulf between the 
 educational expectations and requirements of the modern political 
leader, and the willingness of the populace to accept and embrace that 
exceptionalism. Elitism and ordinariness are not comfortable partners 
yet are bedfellows in modern British politics.

The use of the family to advance a positive and warm personal image 
is not a new development in British politics, but its emergence as a core 
feature of a permanent campaign now earmarks it as a form of market-
ing that can be used to exploit new media and expand the appeal of the 
political leader into realms beyond conventional political broadcasting. 
Both Samantha Cameron and Sarah Brown are considered to be polit-
ical news, and both have social roles to play in earmarking the iden-
tities of the parties their husbands lead. Their children are news, the 
domestic habits of their husbands are news, the lifestyle balances they 
choose to engage with are news, and the consequence of the aggregate 
media coverage is to provide a multilevel discourse on the social habits 
of the party leaders that offers access into a broad range of media out-
lets. The benefits of the strategy are clear, with political transparency 
enhanced through an ability to see the characteristics of the individ-
ual, and to evaluate how these are reflected in policy projections and 
political identity. The drawbacks of contemporary political marketing 
is also  evident however, with increasing cynicism about what is being 
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marketed. Whether the real social background, or one that is thought 
appealing to the voter, is displayed is open to question, and the evolu-
tion of identikit candidate experiences is apparent.

The extent of political marketing has outcomes that are significant 
for the political process and the nature and role of political leadership. 
The clear objective of political marketing in the areas of social and 
emotional association are to show that candidates are of ordinary stock 
and share both the life and lifestyle of the voting populace. However, 
it becomes increasingly clear that to become a political leader requires 
facets and experiences that are not ordinary or normal and the market-
ing of the leaders paints a false impression. The exercise, as highlighted 
in Chapter 5 with William Hague, requires of the candidate a reinven-
tion to suit political mores, and the creation of a candidate who has 
to present a past and an image which conforms to the best marketing 
strategy. This, rather than opening politics out to a wider spectrum of 
society and broadening the opportunity for ordinary people, or indeed 
those of elite stock to engage with politics, simply means that there is 
a position which is thought to be the most marketable that has to be 
aspired to for electoral gain. The evolution of this image has taken time 
to mature but it is clearly an important part of modern British politics, 
and has been in place in America for some time. The American model of 
log cabin to White House political development has become transposed 
to British politics. There is pressure for political figures to have com-
mon origins, to display exceptional talents in politics, and thereafter 
to retain social and emotional attributes which create affinity with the 
voter. Past circumstances are important and added to this it has become 
clear that political leaders have to be seen to remember that these are 
instrumental in creating a political understanding and identity. That 
all the major political players return to this same stock message has 
created a political environment where origins and their impact on char-
acter have become important facets in the competitive marketing of 
political leadership.
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Political marketing has a central role to play in contemporary politics. 
The methods and means of accumulating information about voter pref-
erences have developed significantly in the modern era with databases 
which outline demographic information, socio-economic status and 
personal lifestyle preferences being amassed by major political parties. 
These aid political party organisations in understanding how voters 
think, act and behave during election cycles in particular, and serve 
to cater for voter needs and demands as identified by focus groups and 
market research.

While the breakdown of the voting block has been researched quite 
comprehensively with respect to party affiliation and election activity, 
aspects of emotional affiliation with respect to political leaders appear 
to be more complex and are based on issues and information which 
are not necessarily derived from rational voting behaviour. In the 
main voters evidently process political information on matters related 
to economic behaviour and class-based politics, and appeals to voting 
coalitions on grounds of demographic sensibilities is commonplace in 
democratic nations. In part, leaders of political parties play to these pre-
assembled coalitions and entertain ideas related to class-based partisan 
issues. However, as this text has demonstrated there are, in the contem-
porary period, other issues which suggest that political understanding 
is now also founded upon perceptions of who a candidate is, how they 
are perceived socially, and how their emotional understanding impacts 
upon the electorate. Several features underpin the emergence of social 
and emotional considerations as important in creating the association 
between elector and elected. Of prime consideration is the presentation 
of the candidate as a person who is similar to, and shares the experience 
of, the electorate. This presentation has both breadth and depth, how to 
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achieve it being the subject of extensive research directed at campaign 
and leadership presentation. However, there is also a superficial aspect 
to the presentation as there exists a crossover into celebrity culture that 
threatens to reduce politics, and the practice of democracy in particu-
lar, to a personality contest where policy discussion and understanding 
are secondary features for elements within the voting block.

In large part the emergence of associations beyond the immediacy of 
substantive policy is based on the presentation of the political candi-
date as being derived from an ill-defined ‘ordinary’ or ‘regular’ realm of 
society. The core essence of ordinariness is that it is self-conferred by the 
voters, who ascribe to them a social position which is often unrelated 
to their contextual socio-economic standing. It is therefore appropriate 
and opportune for political leaders, as representations of the values of 
the party they lead, to seek to aspire to a similar realm of ordinariness. 
Understanding the social and economic pressures faced by the popu-
lace and the lifestyle choices of sections of the voting block, or seeking 
to act them out for the cameras, can portray an image of a political fig-
ure who is still, despite their social position of prominence and respon-
sibility, largely unaffected by the trappings of political office. Because of 
safety and security fears, an ordinary existence for party leaders is not 
possible. Additionally, the historical evidence suggests that to become 
prominent in politics normally requires significant personal wealth. 
What is conveyed thereafter is political theatre which gives the impres-
sion that leaders have come from mundane or ordinary backgrounds, 
still understand the issues which affect mainstream society and pre-
sent, as an ongoing political campaign, their lives as being interwoven 
with mainstream society.

In parallel with the presentation of policy or the branding of political 
parties, the presentation of the regular or ordinary individual clearly 
hinges on a number of features which are easier to realise for some 
candidates over others, it being based largely on how easy the candi-
date finds it to portray themself as authentic in their communications 
to the public. There appears to be an aversion within voting blocks to 
elitism, and this appears on both sides of the Atlantic in the contempor-
ary era. Perceptions that political leaders come from a social position 
of wealth and esteemed social connections appears to be perceived as 
suggesting aloofness and the inability of the leader to form an emo-
tional bond with the electorate. Additionally, the possession of wealth 
 suggests an inability to understand commonplace issues. The outcome 
of this impression is that political leaders present and market them-
selves as either unaffected by the trappings of wealth, as undertaken by 

9780230_522275_10_con.indd   2009780230_522275_10_con.indd   200 5/26/2009   4:38:06 PM5/26/2009   4:38:06 PM



Conclusion 201

John Kerry, not discussing their wealth as with David Cameron, or 
stressing the aspects of association with the impoverished and those 
facing economic challenges as advanced by Bill Clinton when he felt 
the voters’ ‘pain’ during the 1992 presidential election campaign.

With the advent of the permanent campaign there is now a press-
ing need to continually convey an impression to voters that gives a 
longer-term aggregate picture of how candidates live their lives, and are 
thereafter able to convey this existence into the public sphere. The use 
of the media is essential to this communication, with the utilisation 
of a number of different forums and means through which to present 
an ongoing life narrative, concentrating on the mundane, to the pub-
lic. While Nixon used a prime time and pivotal speech to  convince 
the voter of his political standing and to express the limitations about 
his wealth in 1952, other political leaders across time realised that a 
more elongated release of information concerning social standing and 
autobiographical background could be used to persuade the voter that 
bonds could be formed with leaders of political institutions. Elements 
of populism and an appreciation for the ordinary person were laced 
into Reagan’s political rhetoric, and Thatcher and Major used the media 
to give generalised impressions of ordinary upbringings, culminating 
in the political branding of the Grocer’s Daughter and the Boy from 
Brixton. The use of the media allowed the presentation of messages 
across several forums which targeted social groups from an array of 
socio-demographic backgrounds. Cameron’s use of the Internet to 
advance a regular personal message is testament to this. In the con-
temporary era daytime chat shows are used to appeal to voters, largely 
addressing ideas not related to political policy. Clinton and Blair both 
exploited this forum. The objective was to advance a persona that could 
be used to socially market the political leader to the populace.

In other areas, such as in social pastimes, sport, and music similar 
activities prevail, with political leaders trying to gain favour by appear-
ing to be at one with sections of the voting block in sharing popular 
passions. In the United Kingdom this has witnessed political lead-
ers enthusiastic to declare their support for football teams, Blair with 
Newcastle, Howard with Liverpool, Brown with Raith Rovers and to be 
in touch with the traditions of cities and sporting clubs. In the United 
States a burst of enthusiasm for Nascar racing was testament to a per-
ceived need to socially associate with a voting block identified as hav-
ing social values, alongside a strategic voting location, which could be 
exploited politically. Although Bush’s love of baseball was well known, 
the arrival of Nascar on the lawn of the White House was more of a 
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political than a personal gesture to that sport. Traditional political pol-
icy themes and economic policy issues were factors which remained 
instrumental to voter association, but the added components of social 
and emotional connection could be enhanced through the exploitation 
of values interests central to the lifestyles and interests of many vot-
ers. The social conservatism of Bush and the appeal to working-class 
and blue-collar America on grounds slightly divergent from traditional 
appeals to an economic rationale were important to an appreciation of 
how and why Bush was able to both win the 2000 election, and there-
after consolidate his position in 2004.

The ongoing nature of the elite–ordinary partnership shows no signs 
of abating. In both British and American politics the issue of class and 
its interplay with political credibility and authenticity is manifest in 
prominent campaigns. Following the death of veteran member of par-
liament Gwyneth Dunwoody the Labour party faced a by-election in 
May 2008 in Crewe and Nantwich. Following the pronounced losses in 
the local elections earlier in the month the seat was pivotal in shoring 
up the battered credibility of the party. The Labour campaign effort 
sought to minimise the impact of Prime Minister Gordon Brown who 
was suffering in the opinion polls, and instead focussed its attention 
on the background of the Conservative candidate Edward Timpson. It 
argued that he was from elite stock and highlighted his ‘excessively 
privileged background’. Part of its political attack was to have individ-
uals dressed in top hat and tails on the streets of Crewe to try to convey 
a negative impression of Timpson, who was a barrister and the son of a 
multimillionaire. Class, wealth and social position was still, at least in 
the eyes of Labour strategists, an issue that could be raised to convey the 
impression that a candidate was out of touch with the issues that faced 
the electorate. Wealth was perceived as a political liability. Conservative 
party leader Cameron dismissed the attacks commenting, ‘This class 
warfare stuff is ridiculous, out of date and makes the Labour Party look 
stupid’1 The class-based attacks largely backfired on Labour during the 
campaign, with the loss of the seat and an improvement in the fortunes 
of the Conservative party. Significant criticism was levelled at Labour 
for its actions in utilising class as an issue through which to create social 
and political division. Tamsin Dunwoody, the New Labour candidate 
argued her case on familiar grounds, ‘I don’t have a £53m pound for-
tune supporting me. I don’t have a one-and-a-half-million-pound man-
sion. I am just a single, unemployed mother of five fighting hard for 
a job.’2 In the midst of pressing concerns over fuel prices, dissatisfac-
tion with Labour tax reform and concern over the potential depths of 
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a recession, the blunt class-based presentation failed to hold sway with 
voters who were dissatisfied with government.

The appeal to the voter on social grounds and on considerations of 
wealth and its impact on character has followed largely familiar paths 
across the modern political era. In large part the changes in this area 
are grounded on the increasing sophistication of market research and 
an appreciation on the part of candidates and parties that ongoing pres-
entation of social origins and character attributes has to be achieved if 
the candidates are to look authentic in their presentation of themselves 
both as an ordinary yet exceptional member of society. The manifest-
ation of ordinariness has hinged upon the continued presentation and 
portrayal of issues that are universally enjoyed or endured by the nation 
the candidate seeks to represent. The area of economic hardship has 
clearly been one that has been exploited by candidates and marketed 
as a form of both social and emotional association. Interestingly, in the 
modern era the use of the autobiography has become a means through 
which to interweave perceptions of grounded ordinariness, which can 
then be played alongside contemporaneous exceptional political ability. 
This allows an impoverished and trying past to sit comfortably along-
side talent which sets the political leader apart from mainstream society. 
In virtually every case related in this text the candidates who wished 
to compete for party leadership or national office advanced personal 
recollections of family or personal hardship when growing up, and of 
how these hardships shaped their character and political understand-
ing. In several cases, most notably those of John Major and Tony Blair, 
the past was used to try to gain credence with the voter in a direct form 
through a political party broadcast. In the United States John Edwards 
has proven particularly adept at sharing the impoverishment of his 
family background, and he tried to use it to compare himself favour-
ably with other opponents in recent election races. The marketing of 
candidates therefore in the modern era hinges not only upon policy 
or a pragmatic use of environmental conditions to win public favour. 
Rather, in social and emotional terms it also rests upon the entire life 
story of the candidate under question and how that life might be spun 
to elicit a positive voter response either in a sympathetic or empathetic 
way. An additional advantage is that in many cases the recollections of 
family discussions, personal illnesses and their social ramifications are 
unique to the candidate, and allow an authoritative and largely unchal-
lenged source to form the bedrock for this type of appeal. On occasion, 
as experienced by British Conservative party leader William Hague, this 
can backfire, but it nevertheless allows leaders to advance images and 
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impressions which have flexibility inherently built in. The leader can 
tailor their past to accommodate prevailing contemporary opinion.

The personal recollections of leaders generally have the mundane at 
their core, with issues and themes that can be experienced by main-
stream society presented as essential facets in public presentation. 
This has built upon itself across time and is transferable across polit-
ical parties and national boundaries. Nixon’s reference to a respectable 
Republican cloth coat in 1952 was built upon by Howard Dean’s cheap 
suit remark in 2004 and thereafter Conservative party leader Cameron 
declared that he was unable to afford to buy a fur coat for his wife. 
These mundane and seemingly meaningless remarks all had the same 
desired effect, to bond the candidate with the mainstream of society 
and to convey, somewhat artificially, that the realm of the political 
leader, socially and economically, mirrored that of the ordinary person. 
Wealth was not an issue which would be raised as an asset to leadership. 
Rather it was considered a social handicap. This text has also shown 
that the areas of health, childhood, social habits and particularly in the 
modern era the nature and role of the party leader within the family 
unit are important. All of the major party leaders in the modern era 
have made play of their understanding of the family as a key social unit 
and have exploited and utilised their own social positions as marketing 
tools to form associations with voters, going so far, as was the case with 
British Prime Minister Gordon Brown, as to borrowing a child to embel-
lish a photo of him in advance of him having his own family.

The marketing of the candidate in the modern era as an individual 
largely devoid of elite socio-economic standing is not without its prob-
lems, as other areas of political understanding evidently serve to obscure 
and make difficult an unadulterated portrayal of the individual candi-
date. Party profiles, stereotypes and investigation and reporting by the 
media have played a major role, particularly in the United Kingdom, in 
shaping popular perceptions of candidates’ personal profiles and ori-
gins. Tony Blair undoubtedly benefited from the general stereotype that 
prevailed within the United Kingdom, that the Labour party he was 
chosen to represent was the party of the left and was representative of 
working-class interests. The background of Blair, as a person who had 
enjoyed an elite education and possessed an esteemed social standing, 
was minimised as it conflicted with his representation of the interests 
of poorer sections of society, while the marketing of Blair as a per-
son who was in touch with these interests was enhanced by the party 
 profile he occupied. In contrast the leaders of the British Conservative 
party had experienced problems in disassociating  themselves from 
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party stereotypes. John Major, in many ways the ideal embodiment of 
an ordinary person made good in the world of politics, struggled to 
cast aside the perception that the Conservative party was elitist and 
privileged in nature. In this respect political marketing had to accom-
modate, embrace and at times offset the wider perceptions of parties 
as vehicles for entrenched class interests. In the United States party 
affiliation appears to have a lesser impact. Part of this is on account of 
divergences between economic and social conservatism and the appeal 
of the Republican party to social conservatives on ground of moral-
ity, placed alongside sophisticated Republican appeals to the emotional 
understandings of the electorate.

An important facet of political marketing and the presentation of 
leadership is that it appears difficult for party leaders to sustain percep-
tions of ordinariness across time. In virtually every case where sufficient 
evidence exists, there was a deterioration in the perception of ordinari-
ness across time and interpretations that the political leader had lost 
touch with the issues that faced the electorate. In part this might be 
expected as a consequence of the presentation of the political figure as 
being imbued with the trappings of office. This was enhanced through 
the ability of political leaders to gain access to media coverage and to 
control aspects of presentation that can further the dissemination of 
their desired image. Blair, for example, made a continued effort to con-
vey an image of him as being a normal family member unaffected by 
his office, giving impressions that he was a family man who aspired 
for a commonplace domestic life as much as he desired political life. 
Nonetheless across time Blair was considered to be increasingly out of 
touch with ordinary people. In America efforts to capture social pos-
itions which could be offset against the grandeur of the presidency have 
also been pursued, with the objective being to be seen to be in touch 
with middle America and to accentuate the symbolism of the president 
being derived from the populace.

A large part of the debate on ordinariness, elitism and the percep-
tion that wealth corrodes the credibility for public office hinges on 
a popular understanding of how wealth is thought to create a barrier 
between the political elite and the ordinary person. As indicated by 
President Bush in the 1992 presidential debates, it serves to suggest 
that in order to address a social or economic problem, or understand 
an issue, a political leader must have experienced it personally to fully 
accommodate it and  appreciate its magnitude. There appears to be 
little logic to underpin the idea that leaders should share the experi-
ences of the populace. However in a practical sense, and in an era when 
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 political convergence in the centre-ground of politics is considered an 
issue and popular interest in politics appears to be on the wane, asso-
ciations based on interpretations of social understanding may have 
resonance with the voter. Certainly the studies involving the type of 
character considered appealing to reality TV viewers, where ordinari-
ness was considered an appealing attribute, appears persuasive when 
transferred into the political realm. It allows the voter to make associ-
ations on grounds that require little in the way of political knowledge, 
and to base evalu ations on attributes to which they can relate. Because 
it involves self- identification it transcends class boundaries. While it 
makes for little sophistication in the realm of serious politics, it allows 
a level of political involvement and appreciation that lends itself to 
political marketing. The more a candidate can portray themself as in 
touch with the voter the better the chance to appeal to  sections of 
the community who do not entwine themselves with  political detail. 
While this, as argued by Hames in Chapter 7, may reduce political 
discussion to that of a superficial celebrity contest it nevertheless has 
become a mainstay of political presentation and of political market-
ing. As a consequence while the ‘towering intellect’ of Prime Minister 
Brown might be celebrated in the corridors of Westminster, Cameron’s 
efforts to appeal to the social and emotional whims of the voter appear 
to have held as much, if not more, sway.

There are dilemmas facing political leaders with respect to the 
extent to which the marketing of the individual should proceed and 
be exploited as a resource for political gain. Blair encountered prob-
lems with the use of his family in political presentations strategically 
designed to show he was a family man. However this conflicted with 
a desire to maintain a level of privacy about the education, health and 
financial position of his family members. Similarly, his wife experi-
enced problems, both in terms of her visual appearance and her reputa-
tion as a working woman, when details of her private life were exposed 
in an uncontrolled manner in the media. The portrayal of candidates 
and their families as authentic, and therefore appealing to the voter, 
runs substantial risk. A core theme of political marketing in this realm 
is that the candidate and their family need only be perceived to be 
authentic and ordinary. Conventional spin, manipulation and selective 
media images naturally serve to grant candidate’s leeway in this area. 
However, ongoing cynicism about the authenticity of the classless pos-
ition of the political elite makes a genuine presentation of material diffi-
cult to accomplish. Contemporary politics also highlights other realms 
where the marketing of the individual has limitations. The experience 
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of Sarah Palin, who advanced a prominent populist campaign in 2008 
also suggests that many voters seek a balance between folksy presenta-
tion and an understanding of the detail and substance of policy. Palin 
suffered from being thought to have little command of policy, even if 
some considered her to be the manifestation of the ‘Wal-Mart mom’. 
There were also problems with her image and the budget used to fur-
nish her clothing for the campaign. By the end of the campaign it was 
not essentially clear what the image of Palin was. As a consequence, 
the opportunities to differentiate between those who are from genu-
inely ordinary backgrounds and those who are strategically presented 
as being ordinary is often difficult for the voter to discern.

The future of marketing with respect to the presentation of the indi-
vidual candidate remains unclear. In both British and American politics 
the ongoing presentation of individuals who appear unaffected by the 
trappings of office is obvious, particularly at times of election but also 
in a broader form as an ongoing concern which allows the presentation 
of individual characteristics to resonate when policy considerations do 
not dominate political debate. There remain problems for political fig-
ures in being seen to provide leadership and exceptional ability while 
at the same time being perceived to follow social trends or conform to 
social norms which appear prevalent in society. That the background of 
political candidates appears to have changed little in the modern era, 
specifically that they are moneyed with elite educations and esteemed 
social networks, suggests that the selling of candidates as ordinary is 
now commonplace in modern politics. Additionally, that the same 
trends appear in both the United States and the United Kingdom sug-
gests that there is an appreciation that interpretations of personal char-
acter, ordinariness and authenticity are considered to be important to 
the voter across democratic systems.
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