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Ab~ract

Thc dissertation is aOl invcstigation of modem subjectivity as it is expressed in the

form of cclebrities. First of aB. it establishes that celebrities are linked to both the

dcvclopment of a dcmocratic culture. where there is an investme:lt in conceptions of the

popular will for political and cultural legitimation. and consumer capitalism. where

powcr and subjectivity are intimately connected to the commodity and a consumer

idemity that is formed through commodities. Secondly. the dissertation establishes that

thc significance and meaning of the celebrity in contemporary culture are linked to its

dual formation by the culture industries and by the audience which embraces and

remakes the meaning of the produced celebrity. A criticaI reading of individual

celebrities that have emergcd from different domains of the culture industries is

conducted which integrates a hermeneutic of intention into a hermeneutic of reception.

Thirdly. the work shows how the forms of public subjectivity privileged in the

entertainment industries are elemental parts of the construction of the contemporary

political leader.

The dissertation concludes that the celebrity, a10ng with other forms of public

personalities that emerge in the public sphere, is an attempt to contain or embody a

certain type of power that is difficult to sustain because of its connection to mass

sentiment and supposed forms of irrationality. The celebrity then is the continuai

attempt to embody this affective power in contemporary politicaI and popular culture.

1
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Rt'sumt'

Celte thèse examine la subjectivité moderne à travers k ph':n,'m~ne de la

célébrité et cerne le type de pouvoir qui en émane. Elk explique d'ab,'rJ ks liens qui

unissent à la fois la célébrité à la culture démocratique. dont la légitimation politique ct

culturelle dépend de notions de la volonté populaire. et au capitalisme de consommation

qui lie le pouvoir et la subjectivité aux marchandises et aux identités qu 'elles forment.

Elle situe ensuite le sens et l'importance de la célébrité au carreiour des industries de la

culture et des publics qui en consomment et en transiorment les produits. Sous cet

aspect, elle entreprend une lecture critique de trois célébrités issues de trois industries

culturelles en alliant une herméneutique de l'intention à une hermcneutique de la

réception. Finalement, la thèse montre que les formes de subjectivité publique moderne

privilégiées par les industries de la distraction font partie intégrante du pouvoir politique

moderne.

Les personnages publics qui émergent dans la sphère publ ique constituent donc

des tentatives d'enfermement d'un pouvoir rendu volatile à cause de son rapport au

sentiment de masse et aux prétendues formes d'irrationalité. La célébrité est donc une

tentative permanente d'incarnation du pouvoir affectif dans la culture politique et

populaire contemporaine.

Il
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DiTRODlTno:'\

My objective in the dissertation is to understanè the concept and function of

the celebrity in contemporary culture. As the title of the dissertation suggests. 1 am

interested in how power is articulated through the celebrity. Celebrities are not

powerful in any oven political sense: sorne may possess political influence. while

others exercise their power in less politically defined ways. What 1 intend to

investigate is the cultural and political potency of the category of cc1ebrily status.

The dissertation studies the concept of the celebrity, how the cc1ebrity structures

meanings, crystallizes ideological positions, and provides sense and coherence to a

culture. The celebrity or star embodies a certain configuration of power that not only

resonates with a certain political culture, but also is shaped by the culture itsclf. The

celebrity is a form of consensus building, as weil as a powerful type of legitimation

of the political economic model of exchange and value.

The dissertation develops the concept of celebrity as a sysœ/ll of valorizing

meaning and communication in society. As a system, the condition of ce!ebrity status

is convertible to a wide variety of domains and conditions within contemporary

culture. Thus, the power of celebrity status appears in business, politics, and artistic

communities and it operates as a way of providing distinctions and definitions of

success within those domains. Celebrity status also confers on the person a certain

1
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discursive power: within society. the cclebrity is a voice abon: o:hc~s. a voicc th:!: is

channellcd into the media systems as being legitimately signilïcant.

ln identifying a system of celebrity that may have a certain ideological

consistency 1 am not suggesting that the figure or sign of the celebrity is coherent.

The celebrity can be described only as an ambiguous sign in contemporary culture

that inscribes within and between its various formations a tension of signification. In

one sense, the celebrity represents the success and achievement within the social

world. Contemporary culture has conferred on certain individuals we calI celebrities

or stars the public stage and renown. The recognition and the public fame are pan of

the act of celebrating their importance and significance. In sorne generally agreed-

upon way, they have earned their position of fame.

ln another sense, the celebrity is viewed in the most antipa!hic rnanner. The

sign of the celebrity is ridiculed and derided because it represents the centre of false

value. The success expressed in the celebrity posture is seen as success without the

requisite association with work. Thus, there is no substance to the sign of the

celebrity and without that embedded significance, the celebrity sign is entirely image.

To use a Marxian metaphor to describe the vacuity of the sign of the image lacking

materiality and productivity. the celebrity sign is pure exchange value cleaved from

use value. It articulates the individual as commodity.l

'The rclationshir bctwccn the inugc and cxchang:c v.lue is a top~ in iaclf &5 il dc>o:nbc5 Il hicran:hiution of , ..lue in ils implicit dcnigntion
of the iml~-c 10 IUrf• .:C. nonmalcrialit~·. and nonprNu.::tion. This c.lc~orizalion il as lte'VCI'l: b the claS$ical di",isiom. bctU,'CCR hi~h cuhun: and
I\l\\, culture. Fl)f a di,,:us.Mon of ,"'.lue and Ihe ..i~ "" Jean Baudrillanl. For a Critiqlle of tht' Polilieal ûonomy ofMt' Sign. tram. b)' ChArles
Levin St. Loui,,: Telos Prcu.. 1981. For a di~u»ion of the (ad,..cniJing:) irN:c. cxctuan~ "':duc And W'I:' value sec SUI JhaUy. !hl' Codes of
AJ,orrrisinS: FrtiJhism and tht' PoLlicaJ .&onom>' tifMranins in Cttn.mmt'r $(J(it'l)'. London, St. M.nin·~ Ptt». 191\7 .

..,...
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The celebrity sign eiiec:ively contains this tension belween auth,'nti.: and fa Ise

cultural value. In its simultaneous embodiment of media construction. auJi,'nc,'

construction and the real. living and breathing human beïng. the cckbrity sign

negoûates the competing and contradictory definitions of its own signiticancc. The

cemenûng character of the negoûation is the basic and esscntial authenticity that a

"real" person is housed in the sign construction. In a cultural sense, the cekbrily is

one form of resolution of the role and position of Ihe individual and his/her p0lcntial

in modern society. The power of the celebrity then is to represcnt the active

cOI'~trucûon of identity in the social world. Studying the cc1ebrity offers the readcr

of culture a privileged vie\\' of the representative forms of modern subjectivity that

pass through the celebrity as discourscs. What follows in the dissertation is a

discussion of the role and position of the celebrity in contemporary culture.

Ultimately, the dissertation attempts to provide a conclusion about tltc kind of powcr

that is expressed in and through the celebrity sign.

Because of the ambiguity of the celebrity, its form of power is difficult to

discern. In the following chapters, 1 define its power in terms of its capacity to

house conceptions of individuality and simultaneously to embody or help embody

"collective configurations" of tl'e social world. In popular culture, these "collective

configurations· are caIled audiences. It is the social power of the audience which

ne critique orthe image as f.l)l; value is not exclusivel.>' the domain ofmarxilol im.pircd ,ritici,.rm. Il i~ cndcmic 10 mO'1l.:0nlW:rvalivc critique.
of lOCiet), as wcll. The cclebrit), al manifestation of the antithcloi" of the '....ork cmie ilo exemp1al)' of • culturall)" conlW:rvltivc .ppf'OIch 10 the
lip.iflCaocc of cclcbritici.
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identifies the type of social power that the celebrity expresses. Fundamen:ally. it is a

power that is unstablc in terms cf eaeh individual sign. but consistent as a system. 1.

is for this reason it is useful to think of the power of the celcbrity in terms oi a

system that constrllcts and deconstructs the social world in terms of temporal and

transforming audiences.

The organization of the dissenation parallels this configuration of celebrity

power. The lirst chapter dcals primarily with the way cenain authors have expressed

the power of the individual in terms of leadership and notoriety. This investigation

begins with a study of the type of individuality that the term celebrity defines through

a tracing of its usage to its current inherently ambiguous meaning. From this

historical establishment of the significance of the term celebrity in twentieth century

Western (though predominantly North American) culture to describe a specific form

of representative subjectivity, the chapter then moves to a discussion of the merits of

various studies of leadership, stardom and celebrities to determine the limitations of

this general approach that focusses on the public individual as possessing inherent

qualities.

The second chapter investigates the importance of understanding the

development of celebrity power in terms of collective configurations. The historical

emergence of the celebrity is linked with the historical movements toward containing

the "irrational" mass in western democratic systems. Public personalities, in general,

4
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express the direct connection beN.ccn the public ligure and the !X'pUll'll~. ln a ~cn,c .

the celebrity circumvents other structures of power in this direct app<::ll. The

celebrity aniculates a tension betwccn the meanings provided by a dominant culture

which elevates cenain individuals and the rcadings or rcaniculation of tho~e me:lning~

by \-anous collective formations in their selective embraccment of these public

representations.

The third chapter integrates the insights of the first two chapters into a reneral

theory and technique for understanding the function of the cclebrity. ln this chapter

the key analytica1 concepts are developed. The celebrity's cmbodimcnt of "atïcctivc

power" is discussed in terms of two forms of rationalization: a dominant culturc's

rationalization of the fragments of the mass into identifiable and catcgorizable

audience groups; and the various audience groups' attempts to rationalize or make

sense of the incongruities of their social world through celebrating the human agency

of panicular public personalities. The concept of the "audience-subject" i; developcd

to express the simultaneous construction of celebrity power through its intensc

development of the individual personality's power and its dependence on collective

configurations for the maintenance of its public representation of power. The

celebrity is reconceptualized as a sign which negotiates these tensions and

contradictions in its formation and disintegration. The technique of conducting a

hermeneutics or reception and intention is discussed as a method to comprehend the

meaning of indivilfual celebrities as audience subjectivities.

5
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Chapter Four, Five ;md Six analyze the emergence of celebrities in three

specifie entertainment industries. After an histo~ca1 investigation of the form of

celebrity that has emerg::d in the film, television and popular music industries. a

hermeneutic of intenùon and reception of specifie contemporary celebrities - Tom

Cruise in film, Oprah Winfrey in television and New Kids on the Block in popular

music - is conducted to reveal the v,'llY in which they embody particular kinds of

"audience-subjecti..ity" and in this v,'llY house the formation of affective power in

contemporary culture. This section concludes with a summary chapter - chapter

seven - whic.h maps out the interrelations among these types of celebrities. the

categories of reception that are privileged in each popular cultural form. and the

systemic properties that operate in contemporary culture to construct the discursive

parameters of "public subjectivity".

Chapter Eight describes how the system of celebrity informs the operation of

political culture. It argues that the disciplinary boundaries between the domain of

popular culture and political culture have been eroded through the migration of

communicative strategies and public relations from the entertainment industries to the

organization of the spectacle of politics. These strategies of defining the public are

accentuated in the construction of the politicalleader. The categories of reception

and subjectivity identified in previous chapters in popular culture are charted onto the

representations of political leaders. What is revealed is that poliùcs, like the culture

industries, attempts to play with and contain affective power through its intense focus

6
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on the personal, the intimate, and the individual qualities oi leadership in ilS pw.:ess

of legitimation.

The conc1uding chapter identifies the principal functions oi cch:brity that have

emerged in conjunction with the development of capitalist democracies. The

dissertation conc1udes v';th aligning the power of cekbrity with its capacily to

disperse power into the private and individualized sphere of personal affect and

affectation.

7
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CIL-\PfER OI\"'E

TRACTI'lG THE MEA!\ThG OF THE PUBLIC [\TIIVIDUAL

The aim of the dissertation is an investigation of how celebrity status inflects

our political culture specifically and to investigate how it structures power in

contemporary culture generally. To see the political dimension of celebrity status

requires an elaboration on the normal definition of the term. This chapter begins by

investigating the historical development of the wcrd celebrity. It extends this study

of its discursive position into a reading of various critical works on related terms that

describe the localization of power and prestige in particular individuals. Weber's

and Freud's conceptualizations of leadership are read critically to determine the

relationship of the concepts of celebrity status and political leadership.

THE~~~GSOFCELEBmTY

There is a very slippery slope surrounding the term celebrity which makes it

difficult to define. It is a state of being that does not really describe the individual

but only hoVl' weIl the persan is known. Thus, the utilization of the term celebrity

immediately moves to the ~ymbolic realm. Its connection to a clear material reality
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is the individual who is never reallv known exœpt in the form oi the medi:ueJ

symbol - the public personality. In a sense. the ce1ebrity symbol is a sign witl1l'ut a

c1ear referent: it can be attached to and detached iroIT. any individua! very casi!y.

How;:ver, the svmbol. like ail svmbols. is not an innocent and naked torm. The. .
celebrity symbol is loaded with cultural significanœ derived from contemporary

society. This significance is the ideological weight of any cultural symbo1. The

celebrity, \\/ith the infinite array of possible identities and mcanings that can be

invested in the characterizaùon, is central to the prevailing ideology of capitalist

society. Shelhe expresses in the most elemental \"ay the symbolic promise of the

system of capital. To understand the relationship of the celebrity to capital is in

essence to work tov..ard a definition of the concept.

Through studying the etymological roots of celebrity. a gencalogy of the use

and position of the term can be established. Much like the concept of

individualism1, the use of celebrity in its contemporary (ambiguous) form developcd

in the nineteenth century. Through studying examples of prior usage, one can sec the

transformation of its sense from an affinity with piety and religion to sorne modem

sense of faIse value. The two faces of capitalism - that of defaced value and prizcd

commodity value - are contained within these transforming definitions. The term

'1Dclividualism as an En;li.h \cnn fint .ppcan:d in Henry Reevo" tratblation of de Tocqueville'. DrmocroC)' in Amt'rica in 1862. J.S.
MeCelland. ']hl' Crowd and !hl' Mob. London: Unwin Hyrnan. 1989, p. 157
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cclebrity has come to embody the ambiguity of the public forms oi subjectivity under

capitalism.

In the abridged concise Oxford Dicrionary. other than identifying its Latin

derivaùon in celeber and celebrirQS, the definition goes no further than to sav that the- .
cclebrity is one who is "famous" or is a "well-known person". This abbreviated

definiùon could be construed as identifying in the most vague way, an expanded stage

for public subjecùviùes; the idenùfication of well-knownness may involve a larger

section of the population and may suggest new categories that qualify for popular

personal status. Such a transformaùon of usage becomes evident only when one

compares it to prior usages of the term. One sees this transformation by looking in

the unabridged versions of the Oxford and Websrer's dictionaries: there, this current,

everyday usage is derived from a certain telos. The sequence of usages listed

suggests an historical development of the term which secms to parailei a transforming

system of power. In the Websrer's Unabridged Dicrionary "a solemn celebration" is

listed first. The OXford Dicrionary idenùfies the first meaning with the more archaic

use of the word: "Due observance of rites and ceremonies; pomp, solemnity". The

examples given iIluminate the precapitalist, seventeenth-century sentiment in the

usage: "whose body was remoued with ail celebriùe and enshrined:" (Weever,1631).

In the second usage listed by the Oxford Dicrionary, celebrity identifies "a solemn

rite or ceremony, a celebI?tion". The third definition comes closest to our modem

understanding of the word: "The condition of being much extolled or talked about;

famousness, notoriety". Although sorne examples from the same seventeenth century

10
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epoch are given. the usage seems to have become part 01 the 1cxicl>n l'C the eifhteenth

century. Still. the term carried its history's weight of so1cmnity and relifil'sity: from

Hooker in the sixteenth century - "The dignity and ce1cbrity of mother cities should

be respected". An interesting. related example l'rom the late eighteenth century gives

evidence that the term celebrity ",,-as no longer a moniker of so1cmnity but rather a

term of sorne derogation: "They [Spinoza's successors] had celebrity. Spinoza has

fame.(1863}" In this case. celebrity describes a more fleeting. ephemeral connotation

of fame. The fourth and final definition identifies the conclusive transformation of

the term into the public personality: "A person of cc1ebrity: a cc1cbrated pcrson: a

public character". In the examples given under this fourth detinition then: is a sense

of the inauthentic nature of the celebrity: "Did you see any of those 'celebrities' as

you cali them"(l849). Even more modem in its assurance of the new status of the

term is: "One of the celebrities of wealth and fashion con:essed ... that" (1856). The

air of inauthenticity that rings through these last examples describes the current

meaning of celebrity. It has become a term that announces a vulgar sense of

notoriety. In English culture, it may have articulated the separation of old wcalth and

new wealth. The proclamation of one's new-found position, the quest for fame arc

not forms of distinction that demarcate the landed gentry from the peasants. Rather

eelebrity can be thought of as a label that works to differentiate layers of the

bourgeoisie.

Thus, celebrity status ilivokes the message of possibility of a democratic age.

The restrictions of a former hierarchy are no longer valid in the new order that is

11
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dctcrmincd by merit and/or the acquisition of wcalth. This èemocratic sense oi the

term is drawn from the original Latin celebrem, which had not only the connotation

of famous but also that of "thronged". The celebrity. in this sense. is not distant but

attainable - touchable by the multitude. The grcatness of the celebrity is something

that can be shared and, in essence, celebrated 10udIy and with a touch of vulgar

pride. It is the idcal representation of the triumph of the masses. Concomitantly.

celebrity is the potential of capitalism, a celebration of new kinds of values and

orders, a debunking of the customary divisions of traditional society, for the celebrity

him/her self is dependent entirely on the new order.

Furthermore, celebrity acknowledges a new sense of the public sphere.

Celebrity is derived from the French célèbre which expresses something "weil

known, public". Our modern focus on the new public rcalm or even the expanded

public realm beyond the confines of the Church and somewhat redefined by the

growth of the state is another feature of seeing new forms of public representations

outside of the c1assic metaphors and symbols of power and influence. From a

connotation of religious solemnity to the representation of agnostic fame, the

changing definitional focus of the term celebrity historically demarcates this

transformation of power.

Finally, Websrer's DicrÎonary provides one other link with Latin in its

definition of the word celebrate offering sorne salience in our understanding of

celebrity's current usage. There, a connection is made to the latin word celere which

means "swift" as in the English word "celerity". This suggests the fleeting nature of
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celebrity status. that it is a position without history. without a &reat deal c'( eultur.ll

import or baggage. Ur.like peerage. celebrity draws its power from those clements

outside tradition. This power however has a certain Iiquidity. mueh like the mobility

and exchangeability of capital. Its swiftness. like capital. could also be based on the

lack of material basis for ~lJe representation of notoriety. The cclebrity exists above

the real world in the realm of symbols which gain and lose value like commodities on

the stock market.

What has been identified 50 far is the central position that the term cclebrity

has as a metaphor for value in modem society. More specifically. it describes a type

of value that car. be articulated through 2.n individual and cclebrated publicly as

important and significar.t. The term is linked to past power structures (i.e. the

Church) and now has connotations that link it to modem power structures (i.e.

capitalism).

This definitionallandscape of the term celebrity also provides evidence that

celebrity is implicated in new categorizations of the public sphere. It appears lhat the

modem usage of celebrity is connected to the heightened significance of popular

culture and democratic culture. The celebrity embodies the empowermenl of the

people to shape the public sphere symbolically.

Other authors have developed the meaning of the celebrity in this modem

context and il is worthwhile to investigate their definitions of eelebrity and celebrity

status. Not all of these authors use celebrity to describe essentially the same

phenomena; terms such as hero, star, or leader are often used. Nevertheless the

13
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common thrcad in thesc depicùons is the attempt to study this new representation of

value aniculated through a panicular subje~tivity. Celebrity thus is the general and

encompassing term; whereas concepts of hero. star, or leader are more specitie

categories of the public individual that relate to ~~ific functions in the public

sphere.'

Representative Men and Social Control of the Mass in the Nineteenth Century

In the nineteenth century, the celebration of heroes and great men was the

c10sest that al:thors came to identifying celebrities. William Hazlitt, writing in the

early 18oos, could be, as Braudy c1aims, "the first great fame theorist of the modem

age".3 His reading of the nature of the celebrity involved disceming whether or not

the individual was pursuing the highest of ends, unfettered by the desire for personal

glory. Thus, poetry was written to reach the height of an aesthetic, the height of an

individual genius. Hazlitt's concem was the origin of fame and immortality. The

nineteenth century marked a period in which the audience, now a wider "democratic"

public, determined the nature of fame and celebrity. \Vith the French Revolution and

Napoleon 's rule, Hazlitt also saw the Iiberation of the individual to pursue these

lA tcnn that ia dcvc:lopcd in lbe body orthe disIctUtion \hal captures the rclatioruhip of the cclcbrity to modem col1cctivc and lOCial (omt)
that arc cxprcucd thf'OU~h particular individuals in the public: sphcrc is the public subject. ibis mc1dins: of conceptions of the collective and
the indiviJu.al.nd individualilY i. tnOIt aCClIfalc1)' cxpn:aed in Icnns oflhis pubUc subj~('ri\;t)·. Public subjc<:tivil)' is synon)"mOUs with the lerm
cclcbrit)' ütua; the critit.:al distin.:lion il \hat publio: subjC':livilY is an anat)1ical term and 1001 for unnvcllinJ; the 0Il:Anization of MOdcm
subjC('tivily and lbe role that the ~clcbril)' pla)', in mal or;anization. For. funh..:r di,.,;:uuion of puhli~ subj~.:ti"ity )Cc ch. 3. p. 120.

'lA" Brau,J~·. nt' F~' 01Rnunt.n: FlJmt' an.! lu Histo,,'. S..:w York: Oxford lIni\lcDil~' Pr..:". 1986. p. 434
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grand aesthetic moments and achievements. to soar as Byro!' or Ke;n,. Ha/litt was

the tirst to identify the ambiguity of public fame: '''The Spirit of the :\&e.· as Hazlitt

detines it. is an individual ostentation that has created good when it has awakened

people to the spirit of libeny. but has too often displayed only the gestures of mere

ambiùon.•,

By the middle of the nineteenth century. two cultural critics. Thomas Carlyle

and Ralph Waldo Emerson. saw the need to categorize heroism so that its truc

characters could be seen through the democratic dilution of virtue anù genius into

celebrityand fame. The possibility that anyone could be famous was seen by Carlyle

and Emerson to necessitate a listing of the ideal types of herces. For Carlyle. the

distinction among a noted person. a markedly lesser realm. and a hero was

signiticant. He isolated six ideal types: heroes ofe. e the divine. prophetie.

poetic, priestly, literary, and kin~ly orders.S Emerson focussed less on heroic

qualities and more on the genius of the individual to pull from other individuals of

society to create some common and public good. Bec~ùse of that focus on the

individual spirit, Emerson was drawn to identifying eac; genius individually, from

Shakespeare and Napoleon to Plato and Goethe. Intereslingly, bOlh Carlyle and

Emerson seem to be acting as prolectors of the public good or arbilers of the massive

flux of less valuable categories such as celebrity. Like Hazlitt before them, thl: role

41bid .• p. 437

'Thom:as Carlyl.:. On Hercx:s. Hert>-Worship and rhe Heroic lrl Hüwl)". :-':,\10' York: Am.\ Pr~),~. 1969 (lir),l 1l'i\'cn:l)' 1:1 !l:clurc )Cric:. in 1H3CJ)
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of the larger public audience in the construction of the celebrity was an are<. to

consider with sorne concern and criticism.

Detailing the entire ninetecnth century position of the ce1ebrity in critica! and

interpretive writing would require a book in itself and this is somewhat beyond the

scope of this project. What can be concluded from this sketch of three

nineteenth~entury writers on herces is their identification of the contentious area

that is discursively captured by the antinomous celebrity sign since the nineteenth

century: the construction of individuality through the new mass public and audience.

The mass audience is central in the definitions of individual value and worth. The

celebrity embodies the ideal type of hero that emerges from the mass audience. For

Hazlitt, Carlyle, and Emerson this new power of determining value needs to be

connected to (or critically confronted with) historical models of distinctive and

important individuals so that any new form can be truly and authentically validated.

The danger of the new celebrity is that il has slipped the yoke of historical

vaIidation.6

Understanding the New Publie Identity: Klapp, Goode and Alberoni

Twentieth-century thinking about public personalities or celebrities has drawn

from the s.:x:iological discourse of mapping the social worid. The celebrity in this

form of writing is a new phenomenon that is connected to the modern world of

communication technologies and the obsession with the image as opposed to the

-nae continulitiC'" of thu. tradition (If cSUlblillhi", ditTcrcncc in J;rcalDc:U cao he SCcn if ORC' were 10 tnll~C the bistof)" of bi~pb)' and
aUlobiOJ:nrh)" (rom the ninetccnth to ,vocntictb ..cntu~·. Su.;h. Sludy is bcyond the bound" of \his diJKrt.:llion: Dl:Ycrthclcu the bi~ph)
rcmail\» a ri~h. t'elalj"cl)' unminCi! :a1'l:a for the lo1.:\'d"'rRll:nl of. di~ounc:on indÏ'lo'iduali~' and ~. concCf'lions of rame: .nd si~nific.n.:c in the
'Vo'cnlicth ccnlury.
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substance of the public personality. ln sorne ways. this tradition exten,b the

Emerson. Hazlitt and Carlyle thesis of the thrcat of illegitim:ue forms of fame and

celebrity. Writers hke Geode. Klapp and Alberoni identify the de\"clopment of a ne\\'

symbolic system in the (wentieth century.

Orrïn Klapp's (wo books on public personalities. Hallcs. \'illaills allJ Fo,,[s

and Symbolic Leaders. are popular psychosociological studies of cclebrities. They

are not written for academic inquiry; rather. they are wrillen as bridging texts that

establish in journalistic fashion the salient points of modern symbolic leaders. His

thesis suggests that there is now in place a symbolic system of public personalities

that has a great deal of cultural significance (and power). He differentiates between

(wo roles in public life: one that is obsessively focussed on the practical - a "docr"

- and one that is obsessed with the image of being and the dramatic wcight of that

image. Klapp identifies certain rcquirements that need to be mct for any individual to

achieve this second role of mythic and symbolic status. Generally. these involvc an

individual's ability to read and be sensitive to an audiencc's nccds (whoever that

audience might be) and then articulate oneself into a typification of those nccds:

"Every leader of a social movement, every big star of entertainmcnt and sports, every

really popuIar statesman or church leader, has to make this discovery [of type]" in

order to move into this domain of symbolic significance.7

There are severa! "stages" along this route to achieve this symbolic status and

Klapp lists them:

'Orrin E. Klapp. S)ombolic üDd~rs. Chica;o: All1if'C. 196. p. 3S.
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• 1. Making a personal-dramatic "hit", which creates demand for a
function and may lead to dialectical [response to one's audience and
then reformation] perfection of style of performance.
2. Bccoming a durable symbol

a. Getting a niche as a living "immortal"
b. Separating the image from the person 50 that it becomes viable

on its own
c. Converting the role actually performed into pure symbol

(Iikeness, story, drama)
d. Institutionalization by ritual drama and/or type market
e. Passing the intcrgenerational threshold to become a potentially

deathless symbol or myth.'

Klapp details the way in which modem society has moved to highlight public drama

which is expressed by the various symbolic leaders that are fostered. His conclusion

about this focus on public drama is: "leadership in general is more unstable than it

would be otherwise. Contretemps, upsets, follies, contests, scandaI. make a feast of

entertainment or a spinning poliùcal roulette wheel..."

Two significant insights can be drawn from Klapp's efforts. Klapp, however

weil he has attempted to describe this move to the symbolic, misses the fundamental

link of the celebrity system to conceptions of power and the way power has becn

rearticulated through the development of democracies. Secondly, Klapp's reading of

this new world of symbolic leaders identifies, in its journalistic style, how

underdeveloped the study of celebrities (beyond biographical detail) was in terms of

intellectual inquiry. ln fact, Klapp's writing on celebrity represents one of the more

IlbiJ.• KYrr. rr. t.4-6$.
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sophisticated and well-developed reading of œ!cbrities ur te> the 1970s: nwst other

accounlS rarely exit the biographical and the journalistic.'

While Klapp overlooked the way in which power is aniculated through

celebrities, other writers allempted working hypotheses conœrning the rdationship.

Geode, in his book Celebrarion of Beroes, states that there is a prestige eeonomy that

operates in ail societies. The principal function of the prestige economy is. for

Geode, a mechanism of social contro\. In defining social control. Goode is !css

cen'-~ on ilS negative consequences than ilS positive ones. He writes that "ail

people share the universal need to gain the respect or esteem of others, and that "the

foundations of sociallife rest in part on the universal need for respect, esteem.

approval, and honor. "10 Heroes are the recipients of different forms of prestige.

Geode investigates how this system of rewards, operating differently from the market

economy, establishes objeclS or goals within different groups and social strata in a

society. He has conc\uded that there is an "inevitability of heroes, of a skewed and

peaked distribution of prestige and other social rewards in modern societies." 1\ As

weil, the system of rewards is significant for celebrating achievement and recognizing

~wo ootablc exceptionslO this rcadiQ$ orthe study of cclcbritics arc Edzar Morin'. us Sla~. Pari.: Seuil, 1972 and. :0 • dcZrcc. Rolaml
Blrtbea in Mylhologin. London: PaIladin. 1972. ln &encrai, film studiea wu the aile ""hen: more ICriOUlit. cntcrrri'l:a in the Ilud)' of llan wcre
undertakcn as the Ilud)' of film bec.me a lc~timatc discipline ofIcstbclic 5tud)'. 1de.1 with thi", location of the .audy of cclcbriticalatcr in thir.
ehaptcr.

IOtNiUiam J. Goodc:. 7M Cekbrcuion ofHu«s: Pralig~ as Q Social Control S)'sl~m. Berkeley: Uni..,cnil)' ofCalifomilII Pre...,

1978. p. viii.

"/bid.. Geode. p. 376.
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the highest possible pursuits. It serves to organize the social world into standards of

mcaning.

Goode's value to this study is limited because he generalizes the activity of

establishing what is prestigious. Goode eliminates the distinction that public

personalities operate as a different system of prestige from those of a more local and

community nature. Although he identifies the relationship between establishing

distinctions through heroes as an elaborate system of social control and acknowledges

that systems of prestige alter in democratic societies, Goode's thesis becomes

primarily an anthropological investigation confirming that something beyond a simple

economic model explains the organization of social reality.

Useful about Goode's approach, however, is his idea that the mcaning of prestige for

an individual is derived from the group. With this, Goode's thesis departs from the

"great man thesis" that suggests something innate is central to bestowal of celebrated

status. Nevertheless, Goode's identification of the play of prestige is not very

applicable to this study of the way in which power is articulated through celebrities.

An ltalian sociolog;st, Fransesco Alberoni provides one of the first

interpretations of celebrities in terms of a concept of power. In his article entitled

"The Powerless Elite: Theory and Sociological Research on the Phenomenon of the

Stars", Alberoni makes sorne distinctions between stars and other public personalities.

For Alberoni, stars are a modem phenomena that have emerged from the developing

complexity and social fluidity of modem society. They are an eHte "whose

institutional power is very limited or non-existent, but whose doings and way of life
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arouse a considerable and sometimes even maximum degrœ oi interest. .. :: What

emerges in such a dual system of elites is that cach dite is evalualed according tl'

different criteria. Holders of power are evaluated: stars rare1y are evaluated in the

same way because of their Jack of institutional power. Alberoni says that stars are

objects of admiration. In contrast. envy often becomes central to the adjudication of

politicai and economic elites. Stars form a second elite cornmunity that becomes the

centre of gossip and discllssion in a complex society because of their apparent

accessibility and openness to the larger community. Alberoni tentatively concludes

that stars are, in pan, a transitional phenomenon that identifies the necd by the

generai community for an avenue of discussing issues of morality - "family.

neighbourhood, of production and consumption etc. "'~ - that are insufficiently or

ineffectively handled in the rational sphere of evaluating pcJitical power elites.

Alberoni's argument centres on identifying what genelal necds of a community

are overlooked in the organization of a modern, rational, and democratic society.

Stars and the star system are then positioned to respond to that need. Although

Alberoni addresses the notion of power, his focus on the institutional site of power

makes his argument of limited utility for this study. Also, the distinctions he makes

belWeen power elites and powerless elites are of questionable validity; our

relationship to all public personalities is not clearly divided between sorne rational

assessment and sorne irrational evaluation. It is a false dichotomy.

l:FranscKo Alberoni. "The Powcrle» 'Elite': Theo",".nd Sociologic::al Rcscarch on lbe Phenomenen of the StaD- in Dennis
McQuail (cd.), S«iolon' ofMœs Communicalions. London: Pcn~in. 1972. p. 75.

"Ibid.• Alberoni. p. 98
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Monaco's l"ew Typology of the Celebrity

As previously mentioned, few critics have used the term celebrity as a starting

point f(:r an investigation of contemporary culture. Even fewer have devoted an

entire book to that study. James Monaco, in his book, Celebriry attempts to establish

the various types of celebrity and thereby establishes the meaning(s) of celebrity in

contemporary culture. His anempt at accomplishing this task is however

disappointing.

Monaco begins by using the root of the word to describe the celebrity function:

"We celebrate tproclaim, praise) them. They celebrate(observe, perform) for us" .'4

They are our lives as we live through them in the most vicarious fashion. Monaco

distinguishes the development of the celebrity as a modern phenomenon, one that is

inextricably linked ..vith the media technologies and modern society. His disdnction

is between the heroes that were championed in the nineteenth century by Carlyle and

Emerson and the bald pursuit of fame that characterizes modern celebrity. "[The

celebrity] has superseded heroism. "IS Instead of Carlyle's six types of herces,

Monaco offers us a new lexicon of celebrity types.

First is the hero - a famous person who has actually done something in an

active sense. Astronauts, scientists, and inventors fall into the category of herces

"Monaco. Jarne•. ~kbril)': 'lM M~ia as ImDgr Moùrs. New York: Dell. 1978.p. xi.

Ulbid.• p. S.
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because of their active nature. Celebrities. in contrast. are more passive - they are

acted upon by the media and constructed into an appropriate ieon. The second

category is the star. Monaco explains that the celebrity as star is not. as popularly

conceived, an actor. Whereas the actor assumes roles. the star works on playing.

him or herself. Marion Brando personifies the star; we are more interested in s.:cing.

Brando than seeing Brando transform into something unrecognizable. Monaco states

!hat along with a plethora of stars which fill the television talkshows. American

politicians since Teddy Roosevelt work towards becoming stars. They anempt to

create an effective persona of self for the electorate. 'b Final1y. the third and lowest

category of celebrity is the "quasar", which Monaco thinks is the most interesting.

because the individual has virtually no control over his or her image. "It is not what

they are or what they do, but what we think they are that fascinates us." The media is

the centrepin in this construction of the quasar image. The example that Monaco

uses is the media construction of the many personas of Pany Hearst in the 1970s.11

The quasar, who is often an unwilling participant in the celebrity phenomenon, is

fabricated into an icon. For example, the poster image of Che Guevera was more

vocal than the actions of the revolutionary.'8 The iconic quality of any celebrity is

also the zenith of a career. What the icon represents is the possibility that the

"Ibid. pp.8-9

"Monaco. -ne M)1hol~nl:orCilizcnHearst- in C~kbrit)·. pp. 6S a 73.

l'MOMC:O. p. 12
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celebrity has actually entered the language of the culture and can exist whether the

celebrity continues to "perform" or dies.

Although Monaco's book begins with a great deal of promise. there is little

development of his ideas on the celebrity beyond the first twenty pages of this edited

volume. His only marginally sys:ematic analyses of the celebrity are of Patty Hearst

and Farrah Fawcett. Even in these instances, the approach is woefully incomplete.

Film Star Studies

By far the most developed work on the concept of the celebrity appears in the

extensive writings on films. particularly Hollywood films. Here the name celebrity is

rarely used. The star is the usual identification of some persona that has transcended

the films that he/she has performed in and created an aura.

If the auteur theory of production has become the ideological mainstream of

film criticism, the analysis of the star and his/her influence is fOl:nd primarily in IWO

related discourses: the popular discourse on movies and the political economic

analysis of the cinema. The common and everyday way to identify films is through

their stars. It is also quite normal to consider certain stars as being box office draws

- a tille rarely bestowed on a Hollywood director. The star ensures success for the

film. a guaranteed retum on investment for the production company. Paul Newman,

Robert Redford. Burt Reynolds. Sylvester Stallone, or Tom Cruise in their eras

possessed this unofficial tille of box office king.
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In the political economic analysis of the cinema. the star also ligures centrally

in the historical development of the indust!)". The cIassic history of the deve10pment

of the star system relates first to the "invention" of the close-up ShOI by D.W.

Griffith. '9 In opposition to the codes of drama. where the entire scene and stage

were visible, the camera allowed for the framing of the face of aclors. Facial

expression, with all ils subtleties and intimacies became a sign of the distinctive

quality of the film over theatre. Simultaneously. the close-up imbricaled the actor

more fully into the meaning of the drama. The close-up focussed on the personal in

a way that the stage had never done. This new "intimate" relationship between the

characters and the audience altered the normal producer/worker relationship that

epitomized dramatic production. The connection to the film audience became more

centred on the actor. The new social relations around the production and use of film

as an entertainment medium established the potential of the star who could dcvelop

sorne personal power outside the production with a direct identification with the

audience. In this early stage of Hollywood film production. the star as a system of

value was still in ils embryonic form. The nascent focus on the persona became the

economic motor force of film production from 1910 onwards, essentially paralleling

the maturation of the movie industry.20

ItAicundcrWa1kcr. SUltUom." 'lM Hollywood PhmommDn. London: MiciPcl Jorocrh. 1970. p.21.

»W.C:cr. pp.43-S6. More will bc ..id .bout \bis in cblplcr thrcc orthe thcais on the concept orthe cclcbril)' in the film indu.ary.
The kcy point cmpbuizcd herc il. the ,enesd of • new system of value in the pcnonalil)' throu~h Îla articulation in thi.. indu.ary.
Also. the particular lime orthe inlcgntion orthe rcalUre Ic~ film inlo the malnstn:am of populu culture identifies aimultancou.ly
thed~ of lOC:iclI.l cmbracinz of the film star u • public pcraoDl.lily.
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Outside of popular literature, there are two thinkers who have provided the

most in-depth investigations of the concept of the star, particularly the film star. The

now c1assic analysis by French sociologist Edgar Morin, entitled Les Stars, is

generally acknowledged as groundbreaking, It is a treatment of the star as a serious

object of social study and it chronicles the formation of the star system. Morin

identifies the star system as the embourgeoisemenr of the medium, a v.'3.y that film

could move out of the carnival setting into a legitimate entertainment medium of the

middle c1ass. Thus, the star embodies the "exceptional v.ith the ordinary, the ideal

with the fundarnentally everyday" .21 The film stars actively work on the merging of

bourgeois and working c1ass imaginations. One could surmise that the star is active

in placating a proletarian interest that may be separate and therefore threatening to

bourgeois cultural hegemony. This is an extension of Morin's thesis.

More recently, a British writer, Richard Dyer, has been instrumental in

developing the study of stars as a subdiscipline of film studies. In his most recent

book on the subject, Heavenly Bodies: Film Stars and Society, Dyer formulates an

interesting and useful conception of the star in relationship to the audience:

Stars represent typical ways of behaving, feeling and thinking in
contemporary society ways that have been socially, culturally,
historically constructed•.. Stars are also embodiments of the social
categories in which people are placed and through which they have to
make sense of their lives, and indeed through which we make our lives

:'Ricbanl ~'C'r. SIan. London: BriliJh Film 1n5lilUlC'. 1979. p. 24.
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- categories of class. gender. ethnicitv. religion. sexual oriemati,'n. and-.,., ... .-
so on.-

Dyer explains that the audience is obsessively and incessant!y scarching the star

persona for the real and the authentic. We are aware that stars are appcar:mces. "yet

the whole media construction of stars encourages us to think in terms of 'rcally'. "~)

What is Marilyn Monroe 'really' like? Is Paul Newman 'rcally' the same as he

appears in his films? These are the types of questions that the magazines and media

ask the stars for us. Essentially, these que.~:ions p'-'::-~ to the social function and

position of the star in contemporary soci.ety. AI> Dyer states the star is universally

individualized for the star is the represcl1tation of the potential of the individua!.

From the Enlightenment, Western thought has concentratcd on aftirming the concept

of the individual. Despite evidence to the contraI)' - the disintegration of individual

power through the establishment of mass society, the individual continues to represcnt

the ideological centre of capitalist culture, The freedom of the individual is

articulated through our freedom to choose what we consume, or, alternatively, the

freedom ta make money, Thus, the star is an ideological shoring up of this

triumphant individuality.2'

~rdDycr. H~avmly Bodies: Film SUm Dnd Sode!)', London: Brilish Film lnItilulclMacMillan Education. 1?86. p. IX.

:Jlbicl.• p. 2.

"Ibid.. p. 8-11.
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Dycr explains that the stars embody cultural contradictions in the realm 0f

idcntity and spccifically in the division of public and privatc realms. As an :iudience.

we are drawn to deconstruct the star, and in that process of reading the elaboratc text

that goes beyond the =n image, we are compelled to debate the nature of their

public and private selves. In this intense study of star personalities. the audience

fragments somcwhat in its identification with individuaI stars. Sorne are drawn to the

coherent authenticity of stars who appear to represent the same values olT-screen as

on. Others are drawn to stars that extemalize their private torments in the tradition

of Marilyn Monroe. Dyer provides an excellent example of this work of the

audience in their reading of John Travolta as the star of SaTllrday Niglll Fe\'(!r.

1 haven't done an audience survey, but people seemed to be fairly
evenly divided. For those not taken with him, the incredible build-up
to the film, the way you knew what his image was before you saw the
film, the coy but blatant emphasis on his sex appeal in the film, the
gaudy artifice of the disco scene, ail merely confirmed him as one
great phoney put-on on the mass public, But for those for whom he
and the film did work, there were the c1ose-ups reveaIing the troubled
pain behind the macho image, the intriguing off-screen stories about
his relationship with an older woman, the spontaneity (=sincerity) of
his smile, the setting of the film in a naturaIistically portrayed ethnie
subculture. A star's image can work either way, and in part we make
it work according to how much it speaks to us in terms we can
understand about things that are important to us.25

Within ail this construction of the star by the audience, Dyer aIso identifies

the other dialectic at play in the star's fabrication. The genesis of the star persona is
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its ability to be expressed in a commodity form. The tensions bet"een these

definitions and the star's own anempts at detinition. independence. and distinctil'll an:

the elements examined in the rest of the book, in which three stars arc analFed and

"read" by Dyer in-depth.

Dyer's extensive work on the film star is one of the best sources for a

discussion of the various tensions that are involved in the construction of the modern

celebrity, His work emphasizes three important aspects of the meaning of stars tha!

are relevant to our analysis of the construction of the celcbrity:

1. The celebrity is the epitome of the individual for identifIcation and idealization in

society.

2. The celebrity is not wholly determined by the culture industries and is therefore

somewhat created and constructed by the audience's reading of dominant cultural

representations. Gramsci's conception of hegemony best expresses this reworking of

the dominant ideological images into social categories of class. gender. age etc.

3. The celebrity is a commodity and therefore expresses a form of valorization of the

individual and personality which is coherent with capitalism and the associated

consumer culture.

Another important writer on stars who has emerged from film studies is

Richard de Cordova, In an important work. Picrure Personaliries (1990). de Cordova

analyzes the development of the film star system. This work is significant bceause it

establishes the intertextual nature of the conception of the star, The star is organized

by his/her films, but also by the various discussions about the star that appear in the

29



• press. de Cordova det.ails the development of this connected system to :ilm s'2.rdom

and stitches together the history of the discourse of autonomous st.ardom that was

ensconced in the twenties. The transformation of the st.ar to the st.atus of autonomy

provides an historical discourse about public "individuality" and its relationship to a

culture. The categories that de Cordova has èeveloped to describe the relative

autonomy of the film st.ar can be transcribed to aid in the determination of the power

of the celebrity in contemporary culture.~·

Celebrit)" as a Fonn of Manipulation

Few others who have wriuen about the celebrity have provided such a

comprehensive rcading of its mcaning.~7 However, many other social critics have

used the celebrity to emphasize a theory of media manipulation.

The strongest strain of the theory of manIpulation derives from critical

theorists of the Frankfun School. Marcuse, in One Dimensional Man, is dismissive

about the celebrity. The st.ar, he assens, is a fort:e in the manipulation of

consciousness. It serves to placate the individual into an accept.ance of the modern

condition. As opposed to previous forms of culture which served to negate the power

of existing society, the modern industry, through the st.ar, fosters the celebration of

the system. The thesis of reassuring the individual through the actions of the

~ ..:blrtl.:'t f~~r rlJr a Cunhcr inlC'.ntion ~r de CONova'" Vo'orL: iruo the: sludy of the conlcmporal')" film c:r:lcbriry.

='Onc aulhor n..ll in.:lud.cd in thi. aun.'c~' of Illm ...·ntcD on IIUrdom and C'clcbrit:l" il> ~hard S:hid.cl and hi. book. In:ima~
Slrdn$trs: 17Jt Cu/lU" "! ûkbrir,.'. NC\IIo' YOtl,.:: OoublcJa). and Co.. 1985. Althou;h o;C'uioMII~' thcte is an interatina; P~:C.
lhcn: iJo n..llhin, ItoUb~nliall~' irui.ht(ul in the 0001,;; but l 'Ilo'OUld •..-cc \1oilh S;hid.:c1 in idemir~inJ: \Ml cclcbrit~· mtus is
fundan'll:nl.aU~· • tVo'cnJ,icL.'\ .::cnlul')' rbcnom-:non.
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celebrity/star is funher elaborated in Horkheimer and Adomo's c1assic eSs.1Y "The

Culture lndusrry: Enlightenment or Mass Deception"." Again the idea oi the

maIleability of the masses' consciousness is emphasized. In their discussion oi tilm

and radio. Horkheimer and Adorno develop an argument on the modem "cult oi the

personaIity· offered by HoIlyv..ood. The star is meant to epitomize the potential of

everyone in American society. We are psychically drawn to identify with stars as

ourselves. This, however, :s only appearance. The dialectical reality is that the star

is part of a system of fa1se promise in the system of capital. which oiiers the reward

of stardom to a random few in order to perpetuate the myth of potential universal

success. The masses are by their very nature psychologically immature and thus are

drav.'Il to the magic of these larger-than-life personalities in the same way a child

idenùfies with and implicitly trusts his parents. Mass society has produced a people

peculiarly susceptible to these forms of manipulation.

Leo LowenthaI, another member of the Frankfurt School. wrote an entire

chapter of a book on popular culture on the transformation of the hero in the

twenùeth century. His key point was that whereas in previous social systems there

was an emphasis on success being based on hard work, in CUITent society the key

deterrninant was luck and circums!ance. Moreover, the celebrity was arising from the

arena of leisure and non-funcùonaI types of endeavours. He called this

transforrnaùon a progress towards idols of consumption as opposed to the former

idols of producùon (i.e. business leaders, politicians, captains of industry) The heroes

=-In Max HorL:hcimcr and Theodor Allomo. 1h~ Dja/~clic (If Enliglllt'nltlcnr. scv-' Yurk: Continuum. 1972. rp. 123·171
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of popular culture simultancously offer hopc for everyone's succ~ss and the promise

of the entire social system to be open to these moments of luck. U1timately. the

system of modem heroes reinforced the sta.us quO.:!')·30

The strength of these critiques for this study of celebrity is that they develop a

link between theories of the individual and their integration into the meaning of

capitalism. Critical theory's combination of Freudian insights with an anti-materialist

Marxism derived from the carly writings on reification by Georg Lukacs provide the

first in-depth study of modem popular culture as an entire system. The construction

of the mass-individual dichotomy demarcates a temporal assessment of the twentieth

century when the final triumph of a debilitated mass over the potential for true

consciousness of the individual is realized. What early critical theory missed,

however, was the complex structure of popular culture and the uses audiences made

of popular cultural artefacts. Aise, their analysis froze the category of the mass into

their tableau se that the fragmentation of the mass into other formations and

configurations was completely overlooked. This oversight drastically simplified their

assessment of stars and celebrities to simple instantiations of a system of

manipulation.

:z91.eo Lo\a.',nlhal. -ne: Triumph ofM... ldolli- in LiI~rallU'r. PDpWar Culturt dIId Socitf)', Palo Allo: Pacifie Boob 1961(1944),
pp. 109·140.

~An inlc:rcJti~application of ~'c:nthal'5division of -idols ofproduction-and -idols of consumption- i:i. ~rried out b)" Barbi
Zclizer. Zelilcr alOKSKS lbe l'l:levano:c of Ihili diviJion in con1cmror,,u'Y socicl~' Il). il relates la lClevi$Ïon joumalism in gcncral and
Dan lù1hcr·. fonn of cclcbrit)'dom in particular. Sec ZcIi7.cr. -Wbat". rather Publi.: about Dan Rather: TV Joumillism and the
CmcCicn.:o: of Cclcbrit),-, Jount41 of Popular Film and Ttlt'oisio". 17:2 Summcr 1989. rp. 74·80.
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Daniel Boorstin's treatment of celebrity status. rather than emphasiling the

power of manipulation. tries to reveal the superticiality of the position: ":\ star is

well-known for his/her wellknownness". He adds that what makes a star is a

"definable and publicizable personalit)'".31 This thesis identifies in outline the

postmodem condition of absence of meaning. The interchangeability of celebrities

means that no celebrity possesses an)' meaning of consequence. Thus. the system of

signification that it offers, the categorization of value. is pure surface. To a degree.

this explains the rapid succession of famous people and the equally rapid decline of

any particular celebrity. Ultimately, the surface meaning system means that the

system of veneration, the process of succession of valued human identities. is more

important than what anyone of the individual celebrities may represent. The

converùbility of value, a value that emphasizes inherent "exchange valuc" ('ver "use

value", is the persistent reality.

Considering the celebrity as pure exchange value points to thc position of the

celebrity in a culture focussed on consumption. Boorstin's point conceming the

ephemeral quality of the ceIebrity sign is articulated as an entire system of value in

the work of Jean Baudrillard. In severaI different works, Baudrillard develops a

theory around the ultimate freedom of the sign from the trappings of permanent

value. The sign can attach to and detach from objects at will. This detachable sign

is exemplified by, for exampIe, the fashion industry. The depth of value of any sign

of fashion is not to be found. Fashion is a system which ceIebrates the possibility

)lOaniel Boorstin. 1h~ ImQg~. NC\\.' York: A1hc:ncum. 1962.
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that an infinite number of signifiers can be attached to an infini te number of

signifieds so that change and transformation of the resultant sign are the constancies

of value. In one essay, Baudrillard speke of this very ecstasy of communication; a

certain pleasure and freedom is part of a social system that has moved to the domain

of communication and representation.32 To extend that position, the system of

celebrity is the expression oi ,he motility of exchange value in the construction of

subjectivity. The interchangeability of ceIebrities, the non-attachment to the

individual means that we participate in the "ecstasy" of recombining a new

representation of celebrity status.

Baudrillard's approach is important to this study because it re-vivifies the

relevant social critique of value of the Frankfun School. However, there are two

areas where the analysis presents a vinual vacuum of insight. First. there is little

discussion of people's forms of identification of people to the transformable signs of

the social world. The connection is not c1early made. What needs to be undertaken

is an investigation of the power of the celebrity as a sign with its audience or public,

even if that power is temporary and transferable to new signs of celebrity. The

actual forms of subjectivity that are presented and accepted as celebrities need in-

depth decons!rUction. Secondly, the source of the ceIebrity sign is not entirely in the

J:Jcan BludrilJ.rd. ïbc EcJlaI)' of Communication- in Hat Foller (cd.) 7h~ Anti·A~sthttic: Esstl)'s on Posl-MOtÙm Cu1luIY.
Pon Townocnd W••: Bay Prou. 1983. pp. 126-134
Bludrilllrd devclorlL an ar];Umcnt that lhcre bu becn the dCilNction of public and privalc spbcrcs in the movement to pure
communicalion and rcrrcscntation. He liL:cns the modem condition of cxpcriencc to that of the schizophrenie whcrc: the lou of the
allllehmcnt 10 the f'l:.Il ma"'c. evCf)-' cxperiClll:c. cvel')' reprellCntation 10 etole and instantaneoui thal the dcfinition of aclf il. tost in
the pla)' of ima~1 and rcprcscntatiOrui. For funher devclopmcnl of Baudrillllrd", conccpb orthc ·h~..pcm:al" iCI: his SimuJadons.
NC'\\o' York: Scmi01CX1(C). 1983.

34



•

•

•

manipulative hands of the media or other obvious institutions o! pow~r. lt is. as

Dyer has emphasized. an area of negotiation among the ;lUbli" the media. and the

celebrity. In a forro of working hegemony. the celebrity is contïgur~d. The more

pertinent question may be: why is the celebrity a very active area o! discursiv~

negotiation in contemporary culture? Posing this question hclps us come closer to the

nature of the celebrity's power.

U!\'DERSTA!'\'DING CELEBRITY POWER THROUGII LEADERSHIP

In many ways the celebrity resembles the political leader. Both depend on an

audience or public for their legitimation. Both are considered to possess sorne quality

that makes them rise above the everyday to the point where they represent the

culture. Thus, both are forros of subjectivity that are sanctioned by the culture and

enter the symbolic realm of providing meaning and significance for the culture. They

are separated in the social world by categorical distinctions that are meant to identify

the power of the political leader and the relative lack of direct power of celebrities.

The argument advaneed in this dissertation is the idea that there is a convergence in

the source of power between the political leader and other forms of celebrity. The

categorical distinction of forros of power is dissolving in favour of a unified system

of eelebrity status, in which the sanctioning of power is based on similar emotive and

irrational, yet culturally deeply embedded, sentiments.

Because of its status and power, leadership has been an object of study to a

much greater extent than the celebrity. Since the leader possesses qualities similar to

35



•

•

1

those of the celebrity, the analyses of leaders and leadership is fruitful territory for

this investigation of the convergence of the legitimation of power under the sign of

the celebrity.

In the social sciences, there are two - appropriately defined - father figures

in the study of leadership: Max Weber, from a socio-political orientation, and

Sigmund Freud, from a socio-psychological perspective. Neither encompasses the

entire field of investigation but the two do figure prominently in most studies of

leadership. It should be added that later scholars did not sec Freud's or Weber's

discussion of leadership as central to their work. For Weber, leadership outside of

the prevailing rationality and bureaucracy was a temporary phenomenon and he

integrated it into a general theory of rationalization. In Freud's case, his works on

the origins of leadership were wriuen after his principal works on psychoanalysis had

becn published and integrated into a discipline and profession. Since much of his

later work contradicted sorne of his earlier writing on the treatment of individual

neuroses, it h3s becn considered to have becn written by a man of failing hea1th and

intellect and is often relegated to a status of insignificance.33

Weber and Charisma

Weber's contribution to the study of leadership can be summarized in one

word: charisma. Before Weber, this Greek word was rarely used and the general

"Scf}.~ MOKOYi~i. 7h~ A$t' CI/ Mt' CrrtM'f!: A His:orical Trrarist' on Mass Ps)'Cholo~·. trans. J.C. WhilchoulC. Cambridge:
C.mbri.J,~ Univcnhy Press. 19S5 (1981). rp.219·~O.
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sentiment was expressed by the term prestige.;.l As a rcsult of W.:b.:r·s

reinvestment in the term, charisma. in its modern usage is roughly synonymous with

how Weber described it. Drawing from the original Greck detinition, W.:b.:r

identifies charisma as a "gift" from the grace of God. This is its vital attachm.:nt to

the domain of the supernatural. The charismatic leader arises when "extraordinary

needs" can be resolved only through a "transcend[ence of] the sphere of everyday

economic routines" ,35 His power is ultra \·irl.'s of institutional and economic forms of

legitimation. According to Weber, charisma is a universal phenomenon: the rational

forms of government and power are rejected in favour of a prophet. Thus, the power

stems from the individual and rarely outlives his/her personal reign. In pure

charismatic authority, the leader is entirely independent of the status of an office.

position, or rank: "the purer charisma is, the less it can be understood

organizationally" .36

Weber's interest in charisma is connected to his general theoretical interest in

types of rationality and rationalization. In identifying the development of

bureaucratie rationalization so prevalent in modern society, Weber chronicled the

domain of the irrational in the legitimation process. Charisma identifies this external

force in social transformation. Indeed, Weber considers charisma a motor force of

"Ibid.. p. 289.

»Max Weber. EcOtUJm'y and Sod<I)'. Volume' 1hnco. New York: Bcdminslcr Pre... 1968, p. 1112.

"Ibid. p. 1118.
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revolutionary change in society. But, because it is a power that relies on instability.

ad hoc organizations of devotees and followers. and the will of an individual prophet.

it is inherently precarious:

Every charisma is on the rood from a turbulently emotional life that
knows no economic rationality to a slow death by suffocation under the
weight of material interests: every hour of its existence brings it nearer
to its end.37

Ali charisma, in the end, goes through a process of "routinization". For example.

the formation of kingships is the institutionalization of an originary charismatic

warlord. The vestiges of this charismatic authority can be found in the separation of

the king from the routines of the bureaucracy so that the semblance of the monarch's

affective power is retained. 38 In a sense, most of the Christian churches are built on

the routinization of the charismatic following of Christ or one of his charismatically

inspired followers. The institutions and hierarchy of the Catholic Church exemplify

the transformation from charismatic authority to patriarchalltraditional authority.

Power is validaled through "rational" and normative domains thal form the basis of a

bureaucracy.39 Weber also classifies this transformation into the bureaucracy of

charismatic authority as the "Depersonalization of Charisma": the internal gift of

"Ibid.. p.1120.

"fbiJ.. l'I" 1141·1146.

,. IbiJ. p. 954 .
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• charisma is raùonalized and made external inlo qualilies lhal are "lransferable.

personally aequirable and attachable to the ineumbent of an oftice or an inslitutional

structure regardless of the persons involved"."O

Weber concludes his analysis of charisma with a further discussion of ilS

demise in the face of bureaucracy so that it only resurfaccs when the discipline of

raùonality is occasionally relaxed:

As dominaùon congeals into a permanent structure. charisma reeedes
as a creaùve force and erupts only in short-lived mass emotions with
unpredictable effeet, during eleetions and similar occasions....
Discipline inexorably takes over ever larger areas as the satisfaction of
poliùcaI and eeonomic needs is increasingly rationalized. This
universal phenomenon more and more restricts the importance of
charisma and of individually differentiated conduct."'

The locus of power in the person and personality is absorbed inlo a structure that

represents state power. One senses in Weber's work that the dccline in importance

of charismatie authority is symptomatie of our society. The tension betwccn

charisma's irrational, personal authority and rational, bureaucratie authority is

increasingly resolved in favour of the bureaucracy. This is plaeed by Weber in

contradistinction with the former resolution of the irrational with sorne form of

patriarchal and tradition-bound domination.

"ibid. p.1l35.

'UWcb.:r,op. ch. Vol. 3. pp.1146.1IS6.
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Webcr's arguments conceming the domain of the rational and irrational are

central concems of this project. Like the charismatic figure. the celebrity also

demarcates an area of social life and identification which is fundamentally irrationa!.

Weber's hypothesis conceming the resolution of irrationality into bureaucratie

rationality offers a useful model in which the study of the "resolution" of celebrity

status into a rationalized form in contemporary culture could be applied. For this

model to be useful, sorne modifications would be necessary in order to explain the

contemporary condition of accepted domains of irrational or emoti\'e forms of

power(i.e. the celebrity) as part of a larger system of rationality. The modifications.

1 fcar, may be too radical to fit into the original Weberian mode!. Nonetheless,

Weber's formulations of charisma, rationality, and irrationality are keys to

understanding the nature of celebrity power.

Weber's work on charisrna has been used as a model for a number of studies

of political leadership since it was originally written in the first two decades of this

century. Ann Ruth Willner's application is probably the most faithful to his

definitions (to the point of deifying his conception of charisrna) and the most

complete in determining exarnples of true charisrna.42 By looking at her ,. Jrk, we

can assess, to sorne degree, the value of applying Weber's conceptions of charisma to

the study of the celebrity.

Willner argues against the idea that charismatic power is disappearing in the

late twentieth century. Severa! writers, including Lowenstein and Schlesinger, have

':Rulh AM WilIn.:r. 7ht' SpcllbinJt'r.s: Charismalic Political üadt'rship. Ncu' H:lVlo':n: Yale Univcrsil)' Pre". 1984.
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• anempled 10 advance this thesis. Schlesinger considers lhat in dcmocracy lhcre is ne'

room for charisma to operate'<' Lowenslein suggesls lhal charisma is condu.;ive 10

societies operating without bureaucracies. where the free flow of mylh. and religion

are central to the governing order. In the post-Canesian world of highly rationalized

and industriaIized societies the realm of charisma has been "supplanled" ....

Willner's counterposition suggests that there may be counlerfeil forms of charisma

through the utilization of the mass media for the creation of a powerflJl image.

Willner uses Nixon's media campaigns as examples of lhis phenomena 10 creale

charisma for an individual who possessed very little. However, for Wil1ner. there is

persistent empirical evidence that the charismatic leader continues to appear on the

political scene. The proof is in the array of historical and contemporary examples of

charisma.

Another prevailing assessment of charismatic leadership is the conception that

it arises only in times of extreme social crisis. However, Wil1ner's categorization of

leaders who possess ncar-to-pure charismatic authority, shows that only two of the six

leaders chosen, Roosevelt and Hitler, emerged from the conditions of crisis. For

Willner, the existence of leaders like Sukarno, Castro, Mussolini, and Ghandi provc

tllat other possibly internai factors (to use a Weberian distinction) are involved in the

production of the charismatic leader.

oIS Irvinc Sc:hiffc:r. Charisr1a: Q psychOCUUJlylic look ct mcw sodC'l)'. Toronlo: UniVcDit)' of Toronlo Prc~. 1973. (1.6.

"Karl Lowcnslcin. Max WC'b<r's Polidcal tdC'CIS in the' PC'~p«liW' ofOur 7imC'. Amhc:nt: Uni\lcnÎI)' of Man.• t966. J1p. 79,'16
from WiUner. S~UBindC'rs. p.13.
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In her analysis of these six leaders. Willner lists

four "catalytic factors" that they all possess:

l. The assimilation of the leader to one or more myths of his society or culture.

2. The performance of what appears to be an extraordinary or heroic feat.

3. The projection of the possession of qualities with an uncanny or a powerful aura.

4. Outstanding rhetoricaI ability'5

Willner's book emphasizes the qualities of the individual which are the impetus

behind the development of a massive foIIowing of the leader outside of traditional

institutional structures and formats. She does not dispute the masses' importance in

maintaining the charismatic leader, although she echoes Weber"s assessment of the

masses' l'ole in this form of legitimation: "t.~e:r dutYis to recognize his cha:isma"·6.

Hel' treatment of the charismatic leaders determines two elements: whether the

leaders possess the innate quaIities which Weber has defined as charismatic and

whether this perception of the masses of the leader's charisma exists.

What Willner's approach reveals is the severe limitations of the Weberian

model of charisma. Through the diligent applicaüon of Weber's paradigm,

Willner's own work seems confined. She writes extensively about the attachment of

contemporary leaders to the myths of each culture, but fails to see that this is the

UWillncr. p. 61.
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fonnation of a working ideology for the leader. Her" factual" treatment of myth~

and the leaders rings with the idea :hat her study is value-frce. and is an applied

scientific inquiry into the phenomena of charisma. This pre~ents the reader with a

jarring sense of contradiction. Fundamentally, charisma deals with the affective, the

emoùonal. and the irraùonal - elements that clash with the very centre of a

scienùfic applicaùon. As a result. Willner's book misses the very key of Weber's

concern about charismaùc authority: its relationship to rationality. Willner may have

discovered the continued existence of charismatic authority and have identi lied the

telling characterisùcs for others to identify the same phenomena. but she has missed

the debate about the position of the charisma's irrational discourse in contemporary

poliùcal culture. Willner's model therefore has limited value to this project. Her

work does provide sorne descriptions of how particular leaders evoke cultural myths

to sustain power which may be useful to compare the way in which celebrities draw

on cultural myths to embody their audiences. However, because Willner's

application of cha...isma is so mechanical she provides few insights into the place and

the position of affective or irrational power in contemporary culture, the kind of

power that seems to be at the core of charismatic authority,

Freud and the Leader

Weber's insight deveIops from a study of the leader himself and this is its

limitation. Freud's work on the leader provides the dialectical insight into the

understanding of the followers in the fonnation of the leader, AIso, the qualities
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whiçh sccm magical and supcmatural in \Veber's and Willner's ana!ysis are based

rr,ore in psychical prehistory and each individuars unconscious in Freud's,

freud's principal study on leadership is in his essay "Group Psychology and

The Ar.a1ysis of the Ego", Other works, including Totem and Tabao, The Future of

An Illusion, Ch'Î!izarion and ilS Disconrenrs and Moses and Monorheism, provide

elaborations on his efforts to I!nderstand the social world from the position of the

individual's formaùon. As mentioned earlier, these studies of the social world are

often lookecl 011 disparagingly by scholars of Freud. A very good rcason for this is

that the anthropological "faets" forming the basis of much of these inquiries are

suspect or have since becn disproved. A very bad reason for this is that they do not

fit neatly into the theories that Freud presented in his earlier works.

Freud builds his theory of the advancement of civilization on the -'~pression of

libidinal drives which, on their own, promote chaos and anarchy. It is from this

relatively negaùve position conceming the nature of man that Freud writes about the

social world. Primiùve man was not the positive and cooperative group like the

animal herd; rather, the primitive state of man was the herde." The horde,

according to Freud, was a loose grouping of humans ruled by one dominant male

leader who ensured his power by the total sexual repression of ail other males in the

group. Indeed, the leader was the only individual in the entire group, From the

subjugation of the rest of the males, there existed a crude form of equality among the

·'Sq;mund Fn:ud. "'Group P.)·..:holoJ:~· and !.he Anal~'N" of the q,,,-. from the Slan.:!an! Edition ofÛl~ Omtpkk Ps,:chological
",Drb C'JSipaund FrruJ. 18. 1.004"'0: H~anh. 19.5.5 (19~t). pp. 6S·1·t) ..:h. SI anJ 10.
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horde; they ail àesired the despot"s reign to enà. they envied his sexual freedl)ffi.and

they ail feared equally the despors power. From this condition is the genesis of the

human group that worked cooperatively. In the case of the primitive horde. the

result v.as the murder of the dominant male. an act Freud relates. thal was peculiarly

collective and cooperative. AlI subordinate males were equal accomplices in the

murder." Through the combination of collective lament and the new belief thal no

one could replace the originary fatherfdespot. arose an effort to replace him

symbolically. Each of the despot"s "sons" recreated the condition of dominance in

the family. in which the father was preeminent. As Freud relates. il look lhe genius

of the tirst poet to further construct lhe myth of the father. in which the despotic

horde leader is constructed into a form of hero who is deified for his strenglh and

power. The myth is funher constructed so that this original poet can attempt to

assume the role of the original father. Through the power of the ideal and symbol of

the hero. the new leader attempts to take on the mantle of power. The resl of the

group recognize the reality of their own longing for the same position and so

recognize the validity of the poet's construction of the myth of succession.

This is, for Freud, the ·primal secret" of society, ritualistically relived in the

annual killing and eating of an animal by the tribe that has been given sacred, totemic

power. It is a solemn invocation of the necc'iSity of sorne form of imposed order on

the multitude so that there is stability. Unleashed libido is the enemy and the ideal
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father figure serves as a form of identification that is higher in importance than these

individual's desires which are divisive to the social whole.

The value of Freud's analysis for this study is twofold: it is an explanation of

the origin of collective behaviour and it links the development of leadership to the

concept of identification., The leader is central to the formation of both collective

behaviour and the process of identification. First, the basis of collective behaviour is

the originary father figure who, ritualistically, is rebom, revered and sacrificed as a

totem in successive generations. His symbolic power is instrumental in the

construction of the superego - the intemalization of extemal authority into the

psyche of the individual. The strengthening of the superego is, as Freud recounts:

a most precious cultural asset in the psychological field. Those in
whom it has taken place are tumed from being opponents of
civilization into being its vehic1es. The greater their number is in a
cultural unit the more secure is its culture and the more it can dispense
with extemal measures of coercion"9

To use a somewhat different language than Freud's, the development of the superego

is the naturalization of a certain configuration of power and its associated ideology.

When one understands that the strength of the superego is dependent on individuals'

degree of identification in authority and, more specifically, leaders, one can see that

Freud's political theorizing positions the cultural leaders in a central role for social

'"Sia:mund Fn:ud. "The Future oran l1Iuwon'" (1927) in Ci\iU:arion. Sot:i~l)'and Religion. Volume 12. H:lonnondswonh: Penruin.
parc~kedilion. 19S5.p. 190.
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• cohesion. There is a transference of identification by each individua! irc'l1l tht: fami!y

power structures to the social power structures.

The model that Freud used to describe this form of leadt:rship idt:ntitication

was Moses and the monotheistic religion that is part of Judaism and Christianity.

Without going into great detail conceming Freud's flawed conception of the origin of

the Jewish people, the key insight to be derived from his work on leadership is that

the current leader embodies something of the past leader. He establishes a psychic

connection to these originary figures in order to legitimate his own rule. Thus any

successive leader of the Jewish people after Moses invokes the name of the father and

in this way insures an identification to the powerful origin of the superego. This can

be called the "return of the repressed"; the original rejection of parental authority

resurfaces in its ultimate embrace in a transferred form.~o The transferred

config.Jration can take many forms. The Pope embodies the power of Christ, De

Gaulle embodies Napoleon and Louis XIV. The mythic power of identi fication is

taken back to its primai reots for continuous legitimation.~1

The concept of identification with the Other, the cornmon father-figure that

forms the super-ego, is useful in identifying the way the celebrity exercises power

and influence. It is questionable whether or not the action of leadership chronicled

by Freud parallels the relative passive power of the celebrity. One could say that

"Freud. M=s and MDIIOÛl<i.sm Vol. 13. pp. 381·383

"1 am dnliwing thi, clabonlilion of Freud (rom Mo~oviçi·. aOlllYlÎl in 771t' Agr ofthr Cro....d. pp. 300·302
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political leadership, in ilS invocation of the" imago" of the paternal authority, shows

in a more visceral way the process of identification and idealization that the celebrity

embodies for the population. The leader is the instantiation of power; the celebrity is

often an example of potential or latent power.

Other Models of Leadership

Weber's and Freud's analyses of leadership have figured prominently in many

other studies of the leader in the twentieth century. They have provided grand

theoretical parameters for continued work on the concept. However, in much of the

research carried out on leadership since the 19205, Freud and Weber have been used

as "strawmen" to emphasize the critical flaw in such grand theorizing.

Epistemologically, the movement tO\\.'ard a form of incremental scientific

approach to leadership has been the main current of research. Oddly enough, the

focus has not been on political forms of leadership. As Kellerman explains, "political

scientist5 have been reluctant to investigate what motivates the interactions between

leaders and led, what accounts for the variations among them, or even to describe

precisely the different types of leaders and leadership processes. "52 The wealth of

literature has emerged in organizational and administrative studies. In these

disciplines, leadership is investigated in order to make il more "effective" in running

an organization more smoothly. The teleological intent behind these studies denies
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• their investigations of critical inquiry as the prevailing iorm oi sodeta! organil~1.tion is

tacitly approved. As a result, the premise that iom;" of leadership could be part oi a

legiùmated power structure is beyond the realm of inquiry." ,he advanccs made in

this type of leadership study tend to be derived from the behaviourist sciences oi

social psychology a:,d psychology. Small groups are analyzed in order to assess the

"impact" or "dynamics" of the leader. For the current project. studies oi this nature

are more interesting in the way an ideology of leadership and power is extended than

for their "manifest" findings and insights. ln many of these cases. the scientitic

discourse is used to rationalize the essential irrational nature of leadership power."

Summary:

The model of leadership for me study of the celebrity docs yield sorne

valuable insights. From Weber's work on charisma, the important relationship

between the irrational and the rational in the processes of legitimation and stability

was discussed. From Freud, the role of identification in the power of the lcader was

developed from a critical position. As weil, Freud emphasized the importance of the

group in the construction of the power of the leader. The literature review of

leadership has emphasized two significant domains that are equally relevant in the

S3For cumr1cs orthe ccntndity of the 0Ii'Dnizational "udy of leadcMip in 11;.dcnhip ~udica in ioocncnlacc Bernard M. Bu".
$lDgdiU's HandbookofütJdership. New Yorl;: Frec Pn:u {MacMillan), 1981 rcvitcd cdition.

"1 dcal ""'ith lhi~ form of .fi'l::ctivc or irratioœl fonn of political in gn:::IIcr delail in chapter acvcn. The al1':lnp' 10 Rlionali1.c
lbe orpnization of lcadcDhip is a pcculiarly scicnlific: cndcavour whil;h mcldlO weil with ûu: )Cicn~i(j1O i:udic.'le L'le populous in the
fonn of opinion pOUi.
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construction of the paraileI world of celebrity power: the realm of individual identity

and the realm of the supporting group or followers. The celebrity is centrally

involved in the social construction of divisions between the individual and the

collective. Freud menùoned that it is often only the leader of the tribe who is

completelyan individual. The rest of the people must sublimate and repress their

desires and thus never achieve the same level of ego-identity that allows the leader to

exercise hislher power in the most arbitrary ways. The next chapter looks at the

relevance of the collective in the formation of authority figures. An in-depth

discussion of the individual and idenüty appears in Chapter Three of the dissertation

as 1 attempt to define the audience-subject.
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CHAPTER TWO

CONCEPTUALIZING THE COLLECTIVE: THE MOB. THE CROWD. THE
MASS Al'i"D THE AUD'ffi~CE

Up to this point. 1 have allempted to study the celebrity from the top down:

the personality. whether leader or star. is the focus of investigation. In tms section 1

will turn the analysis around and understand the celebrit)' as a construction from the

bottom up. Whereas the first analysis is logically an eHtist strategy. the study of the

celebrity as embodied in the collective suppon of the crowd is by contrast a study of

the popular. the common. and the base. My objective in this pan of the review of

literature is also somewhat redirected. The perception of the popular collective --

often called the crowd or the mob -- as powerful coincides with ,he devclopment

of mass democracies in western culture in the eighteenth. nineteenth. and twentieth

centuries. 1 consider this relationship between the crowd and democracy critical in

understanding the divisions in modem society between the rational and irrational.

What 1 intend to do is map out the perceived power of the crowd or the threat that

the crowd symbolized for the organization of sOI...iety. Through this review. 1 hope to

e1ucidate the way in which the rational and irrational were positioned in the eras

leading up to the twentieth century and the rise of the celebrity in consumer

capitalism.
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The Transfo:-med l"'ature of the Crowd: Power after the French Re\'olution

The French Revolution serves as a dividing line for many historical

transformations. For sorne, Marx induded, it signalled the succession of the

aristocracy and the breakdown of feudalism by the bourgeoisie and concomitantly the

further establishment of a capitalist system. For others, the Revolution proclaimed the

triumph of the rights of man and democracy. For crowd thecriSts. writing in the late

191.'1 and early 20th centuries, il heralded not the birth of the crowd but the birth of

the power of the crowd. Up to that point in history, most popular uprisings had been

ineffectual in transforming society. Indeed, the goals of the prerevolutionary crowd

tended to be issue-specific, never possessing the sweeping breadth of the demands for

change that were central to the Revolutionary crowd.1 The Revolution had

politicized the nature of the crowd, thereby making it a political force that coulè rival

other power structures and other symbols of authority and legitimation.2

Part of this new power derived from changes in the social structure of

European society. The disintegration of rural communities and farm labour and the

rapid growth in urban centres created a dislocated group of people who had migrated

to the city in search of economic survival in the new manufacturing districts.

Without the connection to family and village, which were powerful technologies of

ISec Gc:orze ~lId~·. wrili~ on the crowd. p.rticularl~' 7h~ Cro~-d in Hisro,,': 173()'J848. London: 1981.

lMcClclland arpa in bit. Ofk:01", charter that the nc\Io' power of the crowd wu limiiar to \he crowd"s poo.ver in antïquity. Within the
city-mll:a ofRome ,Dl! Gt'C'l:«. the crowd conlÏnucd to wicld IOme power. patt1y bectiUIC ofthe public: spacc dcvotcd 10 its form.ttion. but more
lPC'=irIQUy bcc:auac: of the limita:! apl':C and populnus that the city-$1alC involvcd. Witb the cxpansc of empire and lbe c:omtruetion of ltale
power. the ccntn1izcd natun: of~'Crmeanl that thou;t: crowd upriainp miJht occur a' the rc:ripbcrica. they wCte inefTcc:tual al disturbin; the
CC'QlfC of power which wu ofkn bllOldl"l:dJ or tbnusands of milel away. Thil same clistant aumC!."ty wu the praervc of the Cburch°. power
throut:houtlbc Middle A~s in Europe. ln conjunc:tion ""ith the Church·s tnditions and rituals whil:h WC'f'C tel:l!nologics of social c:oftt."'Ol. the
pvwcr orthe mob WI5IlUns:d. Sec l.s. M,CklLmd. '!he C~d' anJ:he Mob. London: Unwin. 1989.chs. 1 and 2.
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• control and discipline. the new city a1lowed for the deve10pment of the anonymous

public person. In a type of xenophobic reaction to the dislocatcd. the dites of French

and British culture considered the new urban proletariat and lumpenproletariat as a

threat to order and stability.

Simultaneously, a new economic elite was emerging which had gained ils

influence and power not through the traditional forms of the primogeniture of the

aristocracy, but through the success of new types of mercantilism and manufacturing.

Throughout much of the eighteenth century, the economic power of this new elite.

often called the bourgeoisie, had not been fully translated into political power. In

Britain, the increasing importance of parliament and, specifically, the more unruly

House of Commons marked the transition of power into these new hands. One could

say that the succession of Oliver Cromwell, a political leader with no hold to the title

of monarchy or aristocracy yet whom possessed supremc power in the seventcenth

century, identified the genesis of the "evolutionary" transfer of power to the untitled

economic e1ite. In an ideologica1 sense, Cromwell's power symbolically indicated the

power of the individual beyond tille and tradition even though his authority

maintained the most traditional forms of power and succession to follow.

In contrast, the French Revolution dramatica1ly delineated t1ie succession of

the bourgeoisie to power. The overthrow of the ancien regime a1so identified an

historica1 moment when the ideologica1 message, égalité. fraternité. libené, embraced

the entire disenfranchized culture, thereby including the new working classes of the

city as weil as the traditional peasants. The heterogeneity of interests and aspirations
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within the Revoluùonary crowd, in which shopkeepers and merchants were aligned

with the urban poor and the new working class - both in a physical "crowd" sense

and an ideological sense - is a form of tension that has been negotiatcd in France,

England, and the United States since that era. The power of the crowd for the

transformation of society was realized. The inclusion of the mob or the masses in the

processes of political change orchestrated by elites necessitated the related need to

control the crowd. Certainly the ideologies of equality worked as powerful forces in

the construction of American society.3 The symbolic power of an ideology should

not be underesùmated as a mechanism of control. Nevertheless, the threat of the

seething mob borne from the sentiments of equality became a cause of great concem

in the nineteenth century. As the power of the bourgeoisie - the dominant class to

emerge from capitalism - solidified, the necessity for social control to preserve

economic stability intensified.

In England, several strains of thought around the means and methods of

controlling the masses developed. John Stuart MilI's liberalism was probably the

most successful at maintaining the ideology of equality within the domain of social

control. In MilI's liberalism is the basic belief in the eqUality of individuals. In an

extension of Bentham's position that societal happiness is maximized when each

individual pursues his or her own happiness', Mill argued for the freedom of each

individual to pursue personal forms of satisfaction. Central to MiIl's liberalism was

'Sec Alexis de To.:quevillc. Dnnocrac,.. in AmC'M·ca. tnsru.. b~' Gco~c Lawrc~c. New York: anchor(Doublcdlyand Co.). 1969

·Jcrcmy Bentham. lM Principk$ o/MC'ra/.s and ügis14rion. Ne\\.' Yod:.: H~fncr. 19';8 (1789).
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that ail should be given this opportunity to reap the fruits of a free society. a

communitarian sentiment that transcends the stark individualism of Bentham. Mil!

wanted the sense of a certain form of community to be part of the conception of al!

social classes, an idea of community which would ultimately lead to economic and

social stability. Thus, education and cultural edification would be essential for the

underprivileged 50 that they would be aware of and respect central cultural traditions.

The extension of the school system in Britain embodies the tension betwecn

integrating the masses and thus alleviating the threat of the mob and the

enfranchisement of the masses as a political foree. Within the rubric of Liberalist

thinking, the extension of equality demanded the safeguards of creating an

"educated", thoughtful, and "individualized" working class.;

The symbolic language that represented Mill's understanding of th·~

functioning of liberaiism is not present in the principal French thinkers on the crowd

fifty years later at the end of nineteenth centurj. Instead of a philosophical posture,

the crowd theorists like Le Bon and Tarde invoked the language of science. Through

that discourse, they were able to represent very easily a conservative conception of

social structure, one whose true functioning was based on stability and equilibrium.

The isolation of a particular problem or symptom of disorder characterizcs these

works. The books of Le Bon are therefore constructed as manuals for social control

to be used by leaders in order to maintain stability. Tarde writes as the concerned

criminologist who attempts to identify, i5Olate, and, if possible, eradicate the problcm

'J. S. Min. On Libel1)'. Hannond~worth: Pelic:an, 1976 (1859), partiçularl~' pp. 175·nto.
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of the crowd.

Le Bon, as Moscovici explains, is the Machiavelli of the modern era. No

doubt Le Bon would have welcomed such a compliment for he considered that

Machiavelli to be the greatest crowd psychologist before himself.6 MachiaveIIïs

genius for Le Bon was his development of a means of legitimacy through the crowd

while simultaneously maintaining a method of controlling the crowd. By establishing

a charismatic symbol of the state, the leader could maintain a power that had neither

divine right nor traditional patterns of succession on its side. The Prince's legitimacy

rested on his creation cf a people that saw itself and its unity through the symbol of

the leader.' Le Bon's study of the crowd was, similarly, a method for leaders to

adopt in the age of crowd power; the starling point is not the leader, as it was for

MachiavelIi, but the factual power of the crowd. Most significant about Le Bon's

writings is not its accuracy on the psychology of the crowd, but its status as both a

popular and influentialtext. According to Moscovici, "crowd psychology and Le

Bon's ideas were one of the dominant inteIIectual forces of the Third Republic".

Moreover, President Theodore Roosevelt, the Chilean president (1924) Arturo

Alessandri, and Mussolini, along with a score of other world leaders, sought Le

Bon's advice. Horkheimer and Adorno considered Hitler's Mein Kampfa cheap

-J. S. Mc:CIcUand. 7he CI'O~oJ 4tId lhe Mob.l.ondQn: Up""in H)'mAn. 1989. p. 77.

'Ibid•• pp. '4.81
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paraphrasing of Le Bon's work.' This last example makcs cl~r that L<: B<'n's

influence extended beyond powerful ieaders to the intellectual community. Le Bon's

The Crowd had not only thoughts and practices that leaders considered to ha\'<:

practical application, but alse a theoretical position that was dcemed by many

including Weber, Freud, Park from the Chicago School, many from the Frankfun

School, and Freud to be critical for understanding the twentieth century" Il must be

added, however, !hat Le Bon was often thought of disparagingly; his methods were

deemed suspect, his insights overstated or plagiarized, his intellectual rigour derided.

It is despite these conclusions that Le Bon's thoughts on the crowd had a great deal

of salience, At the very least, he identified a sentiment conceming the modern crowd

- a sentiment that ran counter to the conception that human society was progressing

and evolving, He suggested that the unleashing of 'he crowd in democracies also had

a dark side that needed to be hamessed and controlled,

Le Bon was the trompeter of the negative side of democracy. In his

interpretation of historical change, he identified the modem age as the destructive

"era of crowds", He alse suggested that it is an age of unreason, as "the divme fit;ht

cf t.'le masses is about to replace the divine right of kings· .10 The inevitability of

this transformation was the insight that Le Bon gave to twentieth century leaders and

'Mosc:ovici. 7M Ag~ ofùt~ Crowd. pp.61--65.

'Ibid., pp.SS-S6.

'OCiusta\.'c Le Bnn. 1ht' Crowd: A Slud)' oflhe Pop,Jar Min<!. New York: VikinJ: Pre». 1960 (1901). p. 16.
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propagandists. Tne new leaders were the oncs who could deai with this new crowd

power. What is at the centre of this new ?Ower is the destruction or substitution of

the "conscious individua!" for the "unconscious actions of the crowd". t:

For Le Bon ~:,d his followers the crowd is the si te of the unconscious.

Civilization. on the other hand, \\.-as the result of the fev" who acted as conscious

individuals and not as collectives. Characteristically, the crowd is. as is the

unconscious in hypnosis. open to influence and suggestion. The crowd also contained

a more primitive being in its formation, for it operates by instinct and sentiment as

opposed to reason and logic. The intellect of any individual in a crowd is reducC'l to

the lowest common denominator; the crowd \\.-as the great leveller of thought. t: Le

Bon provides a powerful metaphor to encompass these characteristics of the crowd;

the crowd is, ultimately, female. He stated that its apP"..a1 and use of emotions and

affective power, in its weakness and inferiority of intellect, in its more biologically

defined nature, and its perceived need for a strong leader, the crowd is defined as

feminine. 13 What is interesting in this characterization is not ils misogyny: rather it

is the resonance and influence that this description of the crowd had in

conceptualization and rationalization of mass society in the twentieth century. From

"Ibid. p. 3

U/W•• p. 11\01.

l'Sec Moa.:o"'''i 77tr A~t' CIl w Crowd. Part ID. "'Tb.: Crowd. \a,'omcn and madnc"- pp. 107~lS4 The relation of wman 10 the prirrûtivc
lbn)U~h the~ of ÛlC crowd li) \he fcmalc ia not specifie: 10 Le Bon. Gabriele Tarde ma~' ba..·c IUllCd the case more forccfully wbcn he:
dcJ.i:ribcd lhal c:rowd.. of .....omen ...·cn: the mo.t da~rou~and ataviMi.:. To sec the bn:adth of thi" C:OnslN':lion of fcar and thrcat throuj;b the
.ymboJ o(woman xc $uunnah 8Irrowa -Mctaphon of Fcar: Women and Akoholic:,,- ch. 2. in DislOrtir,g MilTOn. New Haven Conn: V.le
UniV~I:lPre... 1981. ch. ::. rr. 43·7:.
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Lie techniques oi modem advenising. in which by the 1':l~Os the irr:lti,ll1;\! m,'Je! ,'f

the individua: had gained dominance and by the 1930s the entire femirlil:lti,'n "t' the

advertising message occurred. to the techr.iques ot' propa;;:mda :mJ politics. in whieh

the invocatior, oi a strong leader ....~ critica! to the appeal to the m:lSs. m:lS' society

was constn:cted as irrational. emotional. and thus ·f~malc·. lt is incorrect to

attribute these movements and conceptualizations of the mass entirdy to Le Bon. for

there are other strains of thought that contributed 10 the formulations. Nevenheh:ss.

l..e Bon's thinking provided a gent:sis for the elements ot' social psychology that were

applied to the new institutions of mass society.

As previously memioned. Le Bon's negative spirit toward the: mas, society

spawned by democracy was not an isolated phenomenon. ln Frdnce. the historian

Taine, whose writing predated Le Bon's by more than a decade. was the: centre of a

reinterpretation of the vaiue of the French Revolution. which was an asse:ssment of

the vaiue of collective action and popular uprisings. For Taine. it was a debate:

about the nature of man. Like Hobbes' negative assessment of man. Taine argued

that the develoJlment of mob rule in the French Revolution provided indisputable

evidence that the nature of man was neither innocent nor rational; thus the revolution

revealed the hollowness of (Wo major tenets - man's rationality and ultimate

innocence - of democratic theory. lnstead, Taine considered each revolution a

retum to barbarism and a negation of history in the mob's celebration of the moment

and democracy's continuous plebiscite mentaiity of responding to needs. ·Societ~

was to be divided between them and us; they, the sleeping mob, and we, the
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high-minded kecpcrs of;:.n in:ellcctual and moral culture"." Taine's retrospection

\l as 2lso èesigned to be a waming of the mob's growing power under democracy.

The potential for the masses' disruption of society's stability had becn solidified

throughout the nincteenth century to the point !hat just L'oe porenrial itself and not any

actual violence, was bccoming a powerful force of change.'5

Gabriel Tarde continued Taine's positivist destruction of the value of the

collcctive from the most normative discipline of criminology. Thus, Taine's work on

the crowd cemred on ascer.aining culpability and responsibility. In comradistinction

to Le Bon, Tarde considered the street crowd as relatively powerless and no rcal

thrcat. The threat of the: crowd was in its form in organizations, sects, and

institlJlions. In this logical segue, Tarde had linked crowd theory to a general theory

of the social. The crowd, then, was the metaphor for ail collective organizations

becaust: it articulated the state of nature for man, In fact, Tarde believed that there

were !wo essenùal states of nature: the family and the mob. The family, if it

achieved ascendency in the society, upheld tradition, order, and a veneration of the

past, Tarde considered Chinese society to be exemplary of a family dominant social

model. Societies in which the crowd was dominant were inherently unstable,

constantly changing and modelled on "fashion" as opposed to tradiùon. This

articulated the status of the urban society of nineteenth-eentury France, Neither

"M,ClcllanJ. r. 10.
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model emphasized the liberalist centrality of the free individua! whi.:h. t"f Tarde .

"''35 a myth in the genesis of social organization. Whether the group was

family-dominant or crowd-àom:nant. Tarde bdieved that its cohesiveness depended

on imitation and suggestion from a leader. In the case of the family. this leaùership

came from the father or father-figure. In the ease of the crowd. it was the leader

who fomented the masses. ,. For Tarde. "the germ of basic order w"s implanted in

the nascent mind by the appearance of the self. the primc gcrm of social C'rdcr was

impIanted in primitive society by the appearance of the leader. The leader is the

social self destined to undergo infinite development and transformation." 17

Another contemporaneous crowd theorist with Le Bon and Tarde \Vas Sighde

who also approached the problem of the crowd from a criminologica! perspective.

Assessing bIame required explaining the apparent unconscious actions of the crowd.

In contrast to the individual, whosc conscious actions could be asccrtained and blame

adjudieated by the system of jus:ice, there "''35 no empirical evidcncc for the

positivist Sighele to explain and thereby determinc responsibility for the contagion

and the resultant unity of the crowd's collective consciousncss. Hcrc Sighelc was

drawn to the experiments of hypnotism in French mental clinics. The model of the

hypnotic relation between patient and hypnotist could explain the movement of

emotions among the members of a crowd for Sighele. Believing crime to be " more

MMcClc:Uand.. pp.18~.186.

"Gabriel "'t'ardc. LA Logiq..~ Sociale. Paris: Ale.n. p.98 quotzd from Mo'.,;o...i;i II~ 0: ,II," Crm~J. p. 172.
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primitive state of being, Sighe!e considered the crowd's unified sou! to be more

susceptible to the baser emotions of a primitive man."

In his carly writings, Sighele drew Ïrom Espinas' work on animal

collectiviùes. In the spirit of a unified scientific approach and social evolutionism,

Sighelc: found !;ttle difficulty in Iinking the natural sciences to the social sciences to

explain man 's evolutionary path. In this pracùce, Sighele was not different from

many other nineteenth century thinkers. It is Sighele's continued penetration into the

relationship between social evoluùon and the crowd that is most fascinating for the

current projecl. In a gradual transformation of his position, Sighele identifies the

crowd as a "modem phenomenon", meaning that it is an advancement in man's social

evolution. His conclusions about this determination are less important for this study

than the actual positioning of the crowd's importance in the modem world and the

struggle with scie:ltistic reasoni!lg that it posed for this crowd theorist, He continued

to believe in the intellectual inferiority of crowds, but he began to credit the crowd

with a certain m"ral superiority, In his native Italy, this moral superiority could

bring a nation together and make the social unit much stronger and more integrated,

In a sense, Sighele was marking a place for the importance of the domain of the

irrational within the social and the political realms. By calling his new understanding

of the crowd's elevated position "proletarian nationalism"19 Sighele had distanced

l' Very Îcw of Sia:hc1c', worb hII"c cvcr bccn tl'llnslllcd. 'Vith the exception of m)' conclusion about the si~fic.ncc of Si~hclc's

pt.:lUtionint of the crowd u. modem phcnomcnon. tarn indcbtcd (or mu.::h ofmy knowJcd~ and .~mc:ntAlion bcf'l: on M.::Clclland-.writi~
on ~iShclc in his Ct'OWlJ and lM MoD. pp. lSSal80.

~11ti.l. r. 17S·!i6

62



•

•

•

himself from the normal conservative conventions of the cro\\'d thel,ri~:.

Summary

The late nineteenth and carly twentieth century crowd theorists provide insight

into how the collective "'..as being reconceptualized in an era of both incrcased

democracy and entrenchment of capitalism. Often the interests of these writers

coincided \,;ith a conservative elite. ln this way. their thoughts rcprescnted the fcars

of the eUte!:1 dealing with the contr.idictions of democracy and capitalistic power.

Uke Moscovici, whose intellectual project has been to recuperate the texts of the

crowd theorists, 1 am not concerned with whether their reasoning is factually or

theoretically sound. Neither am 1 concerned with their predictive power as theories.

a1though Le Bor: has often been credited with accurately forete1li:lg the eras of Hitler

and Mussolini which has legitimated or empowered his own writings and opinions.

My intent is to identify the connection they have establisllcd between the domain and

importance of the irrational and its manifestation in modern collectivities and crowds.

ln a way, l am building a "structure of feeling", to use Raymond Williams' term,

around the conceptions of the collective and the irrational at the turn of the century.

Through this identification, the ascendancy of the celebrity as a phenomenon of the

formation of certain types of collectivities in the twentieth century can be better

understood.

There are three principal insights to be drawn from this review of crowd
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theorists.

1. In the attempt to engage the popular and the collective in the formation of the

modem celebrity, the crowd theorists of the tum of the century have made a

complete circle back to the importan.:e of the leader in directing the crowd. As Tarde

has explained, members of the crowd are child-like in their a1legiance to and blind

following of their leader. The leader is secn as central to the collective's formation

and incitement. Le Bon admired Napoleon as a leader who came from the crowd and

controlled the crowd effectively. Indeed, Napoleon operated as a symbolic

representation of what Le Bon thought the modem leader strive for in his persona.

2. Crowd theoriSts extended the impact of the crowd to encompass iarger parts of

the social sphere. Effectively, they universalized the phenomenon of the crowd.

Tarde considered ail institutions from sects to bureaucracies to embody the features of

the crowd. Thus one could sec the irrationality of the crowd operating in areas

before presumed to be untouched and therefore sil! operating in a rational way. Le

Bor.'s concentration on the fact that anyone could be member of a crowd made the

phenomena not just part of the lower classes but of ail segments of society. Even the

intellectual group could lose their individual insights in their formation of a crowd.

Moreover, Le Bon, along with Sighele, argued that the crowd was not necessarily an

evil entity and could produce moments of hero:sm; it was just that it was

intellectually inferior to the individual on ar:y occasion. Sighele's emphasis on the

fundament:l1 equality among the crowd members also emphasized the crowd's power

to break down barriers of dass and distinctions of social rank. Ali were susceptible
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to 'suggestion" or "imitation". What this conceptualizcd was an entire s,"iety under

threat of becoming members of the crowd, not just the rabb1c. as it was labelled in

previous generations. but anyone. Crowd theorists were seminal tor giving credence

to the existence of the mass society. Through their works, the concept of the mass

gained strength and power as an explanatory category. Concurrent!y, the explanatory

power of other social categorie.: such as c1ass was diminishing.

3. As Sighele emphasized in hi~ later ,",ork and as Le Bon also acknowlcdged. the

developmem of the crowd's pow.:.r V/as a modem phenomenon. To label something

as modem (or new, in this sense) indicated that it had succecded former models of

the social. AH the crowd theorists analyzed earlier considered the crowd

phenomenon to have been borne from the investment in the institutions of

individuality. To use an anachronistic term, the hyperindÎl'icl/lalir)' that had developcd

from the focus on individual power had left the population without the tradiiional

institutions cf authority of family, church, and state. In this new condition, the

individual was open to suggestion and influence; the irrational forces of the crowd

and its leader became the new locus of power for the crowd theorists. Essentially,

the crowd had succeeded the individual by the twentieth century. The category that

encompassed this rising tide was the mass society.

It is important to realize what 1 am not doing at this point in the argument in

order to realize what l am trying to accomplish. 1 am not suggesting that crowd

theory provided the only model for the social at the tum of the century. This
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hypothcsis is entirely indcfensiblc. V·:hat 1 am arguing is that crowd theory was. tirst

of all, instrumental in the conceptualization of the twentieth century mass society and

secondly, that at the very core of this conceptualization of mass society \l..a< ;-

irrationality. In the development of certain social sciences in the twenti. ._ntury,

particularly social psychology. one can see the integration of the cor.ception of the

irrationality of the mass from these earlier crowd theorists. v,'hat fol1ows is an

investigation of the meaning of the mass in !Wentieth century thinking to discem these

intel1ectual strains from the nineteenth century characterization of the crowd as

irrational and threatening to civilization. The overall objective of tracing the ~ns

of irra:ionality is to show that the emergence of the celebrity is connecte<! to both the

emergence of the modem mass as a threatening entity and the strategies employed by

various institutions to contain the thr::at and iITationality ;)f the mass.

Diverging Conceptualizations of the Collecti;;e as Mass Society: A Comparison
Bctween Social Psychology and Cultural Criticism

Twentieth century writing about the mass can be grouped into !wo traditions:

the mass society critics and the "scientifica1ly"-inspired social psychologists. As a

starling point, both of these approaches believed in the fundamental baseness and

irrationality of the modem mass - a stance they derived from the tum-of-the-century

erowd theorists. However, there were sorne significant differences that were layered

on tO the basic starling point of the irrationality of the mass. The principal conceptual

difference between the crowd theorists of the tum of the century :lIld the mass society
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critics of the early and mid-twentieth century i~ lhe transformation of the collective

from active as crowd participants to passive as cultural consumers. l\lass society

critics operated. generaIly. from the same elitist and conservative position of Le Bon.

Tarde. and Taine. However. their concem was the erosion oi high culture by the

inroads into the collective consciousness of low or mass entertainment. Ortega Y

Gasset and T. S. Eiot epitomized this disdain for the popular. For Eliot. the

institutions of democracy degraded the culture; he argued for an dite to preserve the

transmission of culture from one generation to the next.o" F. R. Lcavis and hi,

foIIowers continued the debate abOut the loss of appreciation of 'good' art and

literature. Horkheimer and Adorno. from a ~Iightly different perspective. focussed

on this same destruction of consciousness through mass culture.o
,

Crowd psychology also developed a somewhat differcnt approach to mass

society. Sorne writers have said that the tradition of Le Bon and Tarde disappearcd.

Apart from providing the ground on which social psychology dcvdoped. the grand

theorizing of these original crowd theorists did. indeed. disappcar. Howcver. it

would be wrong to say that their insights failed to have an impact. Social psychology

quickly became a behaviourist science; but its principal arca of investigation was the

domain of the irrational in human behaviour. From F.W. Allport onwards. social

psychology looked at individual behaviour in order to understand the collective. The

legacy of Le Bon and the others was the thinking that the discipline of social

»for alood oYcrvicw of the conservalivc critique of mau l'Xiel)'. IoCC Abn Swi~ood. 7h~ M)'1Jf ofMass Cullurt'. London: Mad.1iU.n.

1977. pp. 1-22.

:IHorl.;hcimc:rand Adorno. Diakctic oJEnlighlmmt'nl. Ne",,' Yod.:: Conlinl.lum. 19K2•
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psychology was embraced by the elite in trying to understand and conceptualize the

mass. Social psychology as an experimental behavioural science was instl"1Jmental in

the development of propaganda and techniques of political influence. as well as

advenising techniques. Social psychology helped to rationalize mass society by

providing "scientific" tools to explain and predict the "irrational".

From these two conceptualizations of mass society, an odd dialectic anses.

While both the cultural critics and the social psychologists (or, more accurately, those

employing the social psychologists) feel threatened by the mass society. they are at

polar opposites as to its resolution. Social psychology's general objective is to

maintain the stability of the social sphere through scientific reason. As indica!ed

earlier, their research served the interests of the entertainment industry, the

advenising industry, and politicaJ institutions. In contrast, the cultural critics worked

from the edge of the sociai world in the arena of cultural and knowledge elites.

Their conservatism was not derived from a desire to preserve the conditions of

capital, but rather to maintain and strengthen general cultural aesthetics and tastes.

Whereas social psychology acknowledged the irrational nature of the crowd and

helped organize it into recognizable markets, cultural critics demanded the pursuit of

a higher troth of the individual that could transcend the mundanity of twentieth

century mass culture.

The dismissive attitude that mass culture critics had toward the members of

the mass society makes their analysis of the relationship between the masses and the

celebrity rather barren. in contrast, the behaviourist approach of the social
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psychologists applied no standards of taste to their objects oi study and th,'reiore

provided a much more open analysis oi the popular domain and. t!lus. a ric!ler

staning point for understanding the meaning and iunction of the cclebrity in

contemporary culture. However, a strong caveat should be added to this

enàorsement: the scientistic approach limited the capacity to sec the political import

of their research or the ideological sustenance that social psychological rescarch gave

to many of the elites. Nonetheless, social psychology in its form as mass

communication research recognized the value in studying mass culture to understand

its inner logic.

In its behaviourism, social psychology attempted to understand the social

from the motives of the individual. F. H. Allport's inf1uential 1924 textbook Social

Psychology marked the movement of social psychology into the study of the

individual. Identifying the collective mind was merdy "a convcnicnt dcsignation fer

certain universal types of reaction".22 The construction of the social spherc: for

Allport and succeeding generations of social psychologists was derived from what he

enumerated as six "prepotent" reflexes whose modification or "conditioning" creatcs

the socialized individual.23 Essentially. the individual is habituated into certain

social behaviours through the reinforcement of these biological ref1cxes such as

hunger or sex or the perceived reaction of struggling or rejecting. According to

Graumann. Allport was instrumental in desocializing the individual as weil as

=F. H. AUport. Social P.rycholog)'.p. 6. qUOkd in Carl CiraumaM ïbc lndividu.lization of the social and the OcM)Ciali7.alion of the
lndividual: Floyd H. AUport') contribution 10 social ploychology· in Cil'1lumann and MOiCovici (cd).) ChanginK Conuptimu oflh~ Crowd. 19H6.

p.103.

:)lbid. p. 100.
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rcducing the social to individual actions.'· Allport discoumed any notion of the

supraindividual minds and pro.:eeded to rationalize the crowd and the public: "The

fundamental drives of protection, hunger and sex are the supreme controlling forces

[of the crowd}....The public is an imagined crowd of which an individual believes

that certain opinions feelings and overt reactions are universal".'5

Allport's research, along with much of the experimental work arising from

social psycho!ogy, is a form of rationalization of collectives for the twentieth century.

There is the reinforcement of the individual despite the .eality of the power of

various collectives a.,d masses. It is the function of social psychology to reduce the

indecipherability of the mass into its elemental parts. Those parts are, ultimately,

housed in the imlividual. Graumann's conclusion conceming the political position

that Allport's research implicitly entails is quite accurate. Allport conc1udes in his

textbook that, "Progress, which is the achievement of the :ndividual becomes the

heritage of the ages"'·, and Graumann incisively adds to this general theoretical

position that it also opcrates as "a manifesto of Iiberal ideology"."

There are several strains of social psychology in the twentieth century that

merit attention because of the way they have aided in the reinvention of the

individual's power through universal characteristics of human behaviour. It is not

2&lbiJ. p. 100-101.

2lln AJI{'(ll't. SodaJ ~'cholog)·. 19:!~.r. 308; qUOI.cd in GnlurrLDnn. p. 10.;. 108.

:'lbiJ.. 1".430 in Gl'1Iumann. p. t la.

='GnnullInn. p. 111.
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within the bounds of this dissertation to investigate the massive aml'unt of

experimentalliterature that has been spawned in this discipline." What 1 intcnd is

to focus on one sub-discipline of social psychology that dcve10ped in Amcrican mass

communication research in order to understand the appro.lch it ofti:rcd for

understanding twentieth century mass society. My objective remains to reveal the

construction of both the individual and irrationality by this form of rcsearch. &cause

of American mass communications research's relatively close connect;on to powerful

political and cultural institutions, the conclusions of the researchers were ot'ten

adopted readily in these other spheres and their impact was societal. Moreover, in

understanding the construction, meaning, and cultural positioning of the celebrity.

mass communication research indicates the w-ay the mass was defused into

conceptions of individual behaviour; the cc1ebrity can be seen as a complemcntary

construction of subjectivity that also individualized the collective spherc.

The development of mass communications as an object of study paralleled

the development of the twentieth century technologies of mass dissemination. Thus,

the rapid expansion of both radio receivers and radio stations in the 1920s coincided

with the establishment of research projects on mass communication. There were a

number of hypotheses eonceming the incrediblt: influence of radio on the masses.

The original moèels de5\.'ribe this power of the media like a hypodermic needle;

somehow the nature of radio allows for the opinions and words of the broadcaster to

transmit directly into the minds of the listener. Like early crowd theory, the

>t'his. as f:llt u 1 know. ha~ nevcr becn donc in any Jr,)'~C'rnatiC' ,.... )' and dc'oCr'\Ic) fUIÛlcr aUcntinn.
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influence of the radio was bclicved to be similar to mass hy;:mosis. Thus. much of

the carly rescarch into mass communication was motivated by its power as a

propaganda tool. The dominant figure of this rescarch was Harold Lasswell. trained

originally as an economist. At the basis of his work and therefore at the origins of

communication research. was this same fundamental belief in the irrational nature of

the masses. an eOlit)' that is essentially out of control but cao be easily influenced to

follow certain courses of action. 20

Successive mode!. ;:,f mass communications investigated the individual

rclationship to the message. In this wa)' they drew from social psychology to

understand the emotive and instinctual basis of behavioural changes. As the media

industries gained power and influence in the 1930s and 19405. much of the primary

rescarch v..as funded by organizations like the National Broadcasting Cùrporat;on or

Columbia BroadC<'.~ting System and MacFadden Publications.>O \Vhat these

industries wanted to investigate was the nature of the mass as it was defined in terms

of audiences. They wanted to know who was lis:ening to what and. to a lesser

extent. why. So. the thrust of communication research moved from the political

studies of propaganda to the study of the entertainment technologies. The greatest

brcakthrough in this rescarch occurred during and after the Second \Vorld \Var when

a new model of the relationship between media message and audience member was

~.: T,'oJJ Gillin. -McJia ~i('lIClt~': the [k"min&nt Panldi.m". Th('(I~' and S«it't')'. vol. 6 1978. pp. 20S.153.
For 1hl: ,,;,'nn.:.:til.'n t" Colurnhia anJ 1,' ncl'laol'rl n::~.r.;h inl':l"l:lll. JCl"l:m~' TUfbl.all. '17Jt' MeJia D" AmericaII: Anglo-/.meriC'an Mt'djQ in zhe

W('ri.!. Lon,h.ln: Corut.A~k. 11,)77. rr. 20~·:(\«I.
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developed and quickly gained dominance - al kast in academic circles. 1\.a:7 and

Lazarsfeld's extensive study of the influence oi campaign meSs.1ges in the 1Q~O and

19~ American presidential elcctions in a medium-sized city indicated that the

hypodermic model of influence was incorrect. The media's intluence was shapcd by

opinion leaders within the community who in:erpreted and explained a !X'sition 10 the

rest of the people. Hence. they developed a two-step tlow model that they con:inued

to elaborate into the 1950s: the media influenccd opinion leaders (who may already

have predispositions that were not, in actu;:] tact. intluenced by the m;:ùia mess.1gesl

who in tum influenced small groups of "folbwers". The general belid in the

awesome power of the media to influence people was debunked anù deraileù. Katz

and Lazarsfeld's research proved that the individual still constructed his/her own

opinions, even if they were somewhat mediated by local opinion leaders. '1

The central conne.:tion to behavioural social psychologica! research anù mass

communication research crystallized following this breakthrough. Many mass

communication researchers attempted to ascertain what kinds of satisfaction were

being derived by the audience. It was an attempt to invest in the individual, basic

interests and drives that could he manifested in the programmes they watched. the

leaders they were attracted to, or any decision that they happencd to make. Their use

of the media v.as entirely "functional" and therefore always connected to the

satisfaction of sorne basic need. Uses and gratifications research, as it soon came to

:tISec Paul Lazarsfeld. Bernard Bc:n:bonand Hazel GaudCl. n~ P~opl~'s "'mu. Sew Yurl.:: CU!llmbi.. Univcnit)' ~"'Io. lq4~~ and Elihu
Katz and Paul Lazan.fc:ld. PenonaJ.lt1~~e New ....ork: Fn:c Pf\:"''''. 1955.
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be called, be--..ame one of the dominant communication rese2.rch strategies in the

United States from the 1950s to the present. It helped to reposition the identity of the

mass in terms of audiences individuals and satisfaction. Through that redefinition
" -

of the mas~, uses and gratifications research developed an :mplicit conception of

rationality and individuality that, like social psychology. defused the fcar of the

unknown mass:

1. The mass could now be understood as audience groups that were auracled to

different forms of consumption of messages for differem rcasons.

2. The rcasons for an audience member to be drawn to a given series of forms of

satisfaction rest with satisfaction of basic emotional and psychological needs. These

c;:n be ascertained through either c1inical studies of individuals or in-the-field

investigation of the uses made of meàia products.

3. By discovering the reasons for the forms of gratification of the audience, one v:as

é:scovering the elements of human nature that were being expressed in general in the

mass society. The apparently irrational choices could be rationalized into natura!

human tendencies. 32

COa&cnsibl)'. DC'\Io' dc~ta .bout ma.. Iœicty OI:l:um:d in the United States u wc.. and pacifications communication n:sc:an:h wu pinint:
full forte. "''bat ls inlcrcsti", about thCIC deNter. i.lhat i.n man)' .....ay.1he)' rurticulated the carly rwcntictb c:cntUry dcba~ wilh oaly "'.riatiaru
in wbat COftltilulc'a. mau. Râcam.n".l..onrl)' C"*~• • vcry popular and widcly rud te:xt. cllablilhcd lbat the anomie of cOnlcmpO~ryloOC:icl~;

motivatcd lndividuab 10 l:onstnact tbcir meaninp (rom the a"'ailablc offcrinp of C(NU;UtnCf :MX:iel)'. Abo Ricsmao cxplaincd that loOC:icl)' wu nol
rnaJc ur of one mau but. serie.. of tnUSC) \hat wcn: diffcrcnlialcd by lUte: .ad da.., Simillrly Dwi;ht MacDonald.....·ho providcd one of the
tIk'Irc pcuinusli.: rc.~i", of Amc:rican mau C'ultun: by an Amc:ri.:an Il:bolar. sbiftcd politions tG coafonn to \bis ICnhmcnl. tbat the mau wu
mu.:b d1l.~ b~Dr:OU. thIIn pf'C'/iouaIy con.:eivc:d. RicunAn':Jo ",Titinp wCGt as far U \0 lint popular cultut'C to traini~ youth Amon&: othcr
~p. iNo lOI:ial rola. of coa-umption that al~'c:d the rotcntial for pcDOn&! fullillmcnt. For a rcadi", of thc ""a)' in which lO'ial sciCnlifi.:
rclCan:h of r<'rUlar cuhun: an..! communication el.lnfetrmed to the liberal idcoion' of the 19501 ace Andl'C"o'o' Rou. No Rn~ct: IlIklkmuzls aM
Popo/4r Cubwr. N",' Yo,~: RoudcJJ;C. 1989. Abo. ICC !l>v;d R:csman. The l.oftcly C"",I1. N",' H,,'CI1: Yale Ullivcnity Pras. 1961(ISSO).
rr·140·ISO,
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Summary

The elaboration of crowd psychology in the twentieth century became a study

of mass society. From the domain of aesthetics and litera~' criticism. the ne\\' ma.~s

society was destructive toward a cultural hcritagc and a civilization. From thc

domai:! of social ps)'chology. mass socicty was a form of irrationality that could. in

the end, be defined in terms of the rationality of thc individua!. Bccausc of its

scicntistic methods lmd its attempts at !'ationalizing. and thl:s stabilizing. thc nature of

the mass, the discursive power of social psycho!ogy and the related discipline ot mass

communications was much greater than any form of negatÎve cultural criticism. The

tenets of social psychology. in thcir investigation of the individual within the social.

indicated that tht:: individual remained intact in modem socicty. Thc bclicvcd

destructive power of the mass society of thc individual was provcd to be morc

mythical than factua!. From the crowd theorists' fear of the amorphous mass. the

social psychologists had developed the tools for understanding and catcring to thc

needs of the individua!. What was ignored in this development were the social,

cultural, and economic determinants of needs and satisfaction. The innate quality of

needs is as mythical as the amorphous mass. Neverthc1ess, the tools for

comprehending the mass in terms of audiences or consumers were critical for the

development of a consumer society, in which needs were understood and satisfied in

a market setting.

It is social psychology's central role in constructing the modem individual

within mass society that is of interest to the current projec!. The behavioural
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rescarch was essential for supporting the basic structure oi contemporary society. It

existed as a seientific support structure for a liberalist ideology of the individual"s

frcedom to make choices, to c;etermine nceds, and to satisfy them through the choices

offered by a capitalist system. Thus, the development of the so-called mass society

had not robbed the individual of his/her basic identity and will; the structures of the

capitalist and democratic system, if anything, expanded the choices for the expression

of that will. The forms of gratification had expanded with the expansion of consumer

goods.

The growth in the celebrity's power is contempora;:eous with the

rationalization of the crowd and the social sphere through social psychology and other

behaviourist disciplines. The relationship could be arbitrary; however, the essential

n2ture of the celebrity is individuality, unique identity. In the rationalization of the

social, the ceiebrity performs the same iunction as social psychology: it celebrates the

potential of the individual and the mass's support of the individual in mass society.

At this point, the cnnceptualization of the ,;eleùrity as an ideological support

for consumer capitalism remains more of an hypothesis than a proven statement. To

complete our reading of the celebrity we should engage in a reading of the social that

neither neg~.tes the irrational nor substanûates the immutability of the individual in

mass cultu.-e. AI5O, we should investigate the ideology behind the construction of

popular images in contemporary culture, 50 the configuration of power tan he

ascenained in the construction. The next part uses the insights of a cultural studies

approach to popular culture in order to understand the construction of the celebrity
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irom the people. In the final analysis. crowd .heorists have p,·esented another elitis:

conception oi the iear oi the masses. Also. the social psychologists' research is

imbricated in the very iashioning oi the dominant conception of the mass by brcaking

it up into elemental units - the individual. In COntrast. many of the popular culture

investigations irom a cultural studies point of view trcat the collective formation of

meanings as essential counter-ideologies to the dominant ideologies of contemporary

culture. The social and cultural construction of meaning is not deconstructed into

individuals; instead it is dealt with as a collective formation of rcprescntation and

meaning.

Cultural Studies' Conception of the Popular: New Notions of Cultural and
Collective Sense-making

Sorne conceptions of popular culture consid~r most of the productions to be of

minor importance or ultimately harmless. This position is dominant within the

culture industries themselves and, by extension, with many people who watcll. listen,

or read what is often called light entertainment. In fact, within this thinking, popular

culture is entertainment and is principally defined by popularity, that is, the number

of people who watch a programme, buy a record, or view a film. The greater the

number, the more the artifact is an <:::ample of popular culture. Il is a value-free

conception of the popular that dovetails weB into the uses-and-gratifications

conception of the audience. The popular audience uses what it finds satisfying and

rejects or ignores the rest. The barometer of popular taste is the box office, the
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re.::ord sales, or the Nielsen ratings. Programmes like Enrenainmenr Tonigh! or

papcr~ like Varie!)' chronicle the ebbs and flows of popular culture as entertainment.

Eve:: though the identification of the popular is on the basis of the size of the

audience, this approach to the popular tends to be production-oriented. The audience

is rarely defined much beyond demographic and statistical breakdowns.

A significantly new approach to the definition and conception of popular

culture emerged with an increased emphasis on the audiences oi popular culture and

their pract:ces of making mt:aning of popular texts. The origins of what has been

called a cultural studies approach to popular culture: can be secn in the post-war

Marxist-inspired scholars of Britain, who began to investigate the productive activities

of the British working c1ass, an area vinually neglected in any previous histories.

E.P. Thompson, in his seminal The Making ofrhe English Working Class began the

process in the discipline of history. Thompson studied, how the working c1ass

organized itself and emerged as a classY Richard Hoggan, a literary analyst,

deepened the meaning and significance of c"eryday life and habits in his personal

(though somewhat condescending in its implicit elitism) accounts of a northern

English cool town in The Uses ofLireracy.)Jo Probably the greatest influence on the

fonnation of this new approach to the popular are the works of Raymond Wilii=s,

another literary critic, who began to analyze the meanings of popular texts

constructed by their readers. He developed two very useful tenns of analysis 10
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describe the \\''3.)' culture detines itself in <:ontradiction to .he Iived culture l1: a fiven

generation. A "selective tradition". meaning certain cultural artiiacts are pr<:serwd

while others are discarded. helps to reiniorce a rather heavily constructed n<'tion oi

culture and value. In contradistinction. Williams uses the term "structure oi ieding"

to describe the complex web of interests and undersrandings that compris.: any culture

at any given moment. The complexit)' of the structure of feeling is never captured by

the selective tradition which attempts to provide an official history of a culture. A

tension necessarily exists between the two conceptions of cultural experience."

The development of these new ideas concerning cultur" and m.:aning was

elaborated upon and extrapolated principally at the Birmingham Centre for

Contemporary Cultural Studies (BCCCS). It is from the writings of students and

faculty members of this centre that a cultural studies approach to the domain of

popular culture emerged. Stuart Hall. the second director of the Centre, providcs a

useful definition of popular culture that speaks of a new counterbalancing weight to

be given to the audience's construction cf significance. He begins by describing

popular culture as a tension betwcen tlle processes that moralize and edl.1cate the

working class and the people (and demoralise the poor) and the resistance by those

same people to these transformations. He writes: "Popular culture is neither, in a

'pure' sense, the popular traditions of resistance to these processes; nor is it the

forms which are superimposed on and over them. It is the ground on which the

"Raymond W111ia~ TM Lot1g Rn>olu:ion. H.rmond~\IIonh: Pelican. 1965. pp. 64·HK.
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transformations are workcd". 36 The arena of popular culture. for Hall. is a type of

cultural battlefield, where, in a large measure, the definition and representation of the

people is fought over and determi:1ed. This is why it is 50 important to study and

understand popular culture:

Popular culture is one of the sites where this strugg!e for and against a
culture of the powerful is engaged: it is a150 the stake to be won or lost
in that strJggle. It is the arena of consent and resistance. It is panl)'
where hegemony arises, and where it is secured. 37

This same theme is elaborated upon by John Fiske who uses the same militaI)'

analogies of struggle in a recent work on popular culture. "Popular culture always is

pan of power relations; it always bears traees of the constant struggle between

àO!i1ination and subordination, between power and various forms of resistance to it or

evasions of it, between military strategy [the power bloc, to use Hall's metaphor] and

guerilla tactics [guerilla tactics are the an of the weak"r" There are two

distinctions that are developed in cultural studies' analyses of the popular. First,

there is the distinction that mass culture does not exist and, in fact, is more of a

construction of the powerful to contain the subordinate segments of the culture. The

use of the term popular culture, therefore is a strategy to debunl~ mass culture and its

""Stuart Han. -Notes on DcCOnslNctinJ: \I.e ·PoyuluO

• an P~opk'$ r,isIOf')' and S«iclis: 7n~o,,·. 1981. p. 228.

"lttid.. p. 239.

80



•

•

•

homogeneity with another definition oi the peoplc that allows for mon: hetefl'.[:endty.

Secondly. cultural studies underlines the existence oi iorms of popular cultural

resistance. One of the grand traditions within this lïe1d is 10 :.:kntify and study

subcultural groups to show the reconstruction of dominant cultural iorms int,)

different meaning systems that relate to the subculture's panicular li\"cd

experiences.39 Although oflen drawn to spectacular youth subculturcs becausc of

their overt resistance to the dominant culture's symbols, Ihe general tenet of cultural

studies' approaches is that the process of making sense of the social world through

the reorientation of given representations is carried on by everyone.

The lension and subsequent reconstruction at the core 0; popular culture is

best artic\llated by Fiske's aphorism that the"An of popular culture is thee art of

making do'" ,40 What Fiske means is that, though the people do not produce the

various forros of cultural production, from radio and television. to records a~d films,

"they do make their culture from these sources".41 ln other words, the cultural

productions operate as raw materials for the representations of everyday expcrienccs.

What is accepted or rejected in tilis domain, what is recombincd, rcarticulatcd, or

re-presented, is done through the activity of consumption. The audience works 01/ tlze

Jay:,c .~'C1y of youth IUb!:UItUrcS (parùcularly male) has produ.::cd" la11:c numbcr of work.ing parcn- am. ~'\Ic",l boula by the Centre. Twu
carly boo::: ;1\, the trIIcliûon an: Paul Wilbl>· Pro/aM CuJlurr .nd Clarke cl al. R~~is:ancl' lhrough Rj"'aL\. Thl: mo~ widcly ft:ad book on the
subject is DO do...lb\ Dick. Hcbc1i1jc·.Subc'ullurt': !hl' Mcan;"g ofSl)'ll' 0979}. Olher utoeful cxamplcl> arc Mil.:c Braloc". twu houk. 7ht' SlIôol"KJ
of Ymah Subt:uü U'r. and Yowh Cu!lurr. The laner brin,,, in IoOnlC Iludic. of Amenelln cquivalcnb and dcbatcs !he d ... construction. of
oppositions.

·John FlÛC.lùading the Popular. London: Unwln H: man, 1989, p. 4
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cultural produc/ in ord.!T for /ha! fonn /0 mole sense. The cultural studies approach

to popular culture has radicalized the process of consumption. Also. consumption

can be an activity as opposee! to the mass cultural definitions of enter.ainment

consumpüon as comprehensively passive. For instance, the punk reconstructs

second-hand clothes, which are rep,"esentaùons of previous dominant cultural fashion,

into one of opposition and disùncùon. S/he acts as a "bricoleur", constructing ne\\'

meanings and a new sense out of the given and dominant cultural meaning of

objects.42

Writers like Fiske and Iain Chambers have extended popular resistance beyond

the bounds of the obv!ously oppositior.a1 groups like subcultures. Their approach to

popular culture often celebrates the potential and possibility of audience

reconstrucùon or play with dominant symbol. and signs of a culture. Fiske explains

that the dominant culture consistently altempts to fabricate the "closee!" cultural text:

that is, a cultural form that permits no reforming of cultural meanings. He adds,

however, that there are equally consistent and persistent demands for the "open" text

by the popular audicilce. He descrihes the rcalm of the popular as a negotiation

between these extremes. His own emphasis is on this general 1~sistance to the c10sed

text. He chronic1es, like Chambers, the audience's constructions of meanings by the

audience which play \\;th. parody, or actively subvert the constructed text"3

':Scc Di.:L: Hcbdi$c. Subcullwr: 7M M~ani"gofSryk. London: Methuen. 1979. ppS.19.

6tse:C lain C'hambcn.. Populi:r ûJ:u": 7h~ M~U'OpoütanE.r~rit7tu. l.ondo..,: M~lhucn. 1986.
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Summary

Cultural studies offers an idcntitïcation oi the collectivities that exisl in

contemporary culture and their importance in the construction oi m.:.'ming anll

representation, Unlike crowd theory. the collective is not silcnced into manipulablc

automatons, Neither is the collective fabricated into the grcat harbinger of the

irrational. And, finally, within the approach of cultural studies. the collective is not

dissected and thereby individuated to idemify the biological and behavioural origins

of its actions. Cultural studies offers the current project a more useful understanding

of the collective and its role in the formation of cultural images like celcbrities, The

concept of negotiation and struggle provides a metaphor that can aid in the

deconstruction of the ideologies around leaders and celebrities. The celcbrity is a

negotiated "terrain" of significance. To a great degree. the celebrity is a production

of the dominant culture. It is produced by a commodity system of cultural

production and is produced with the intentions of leading and/or representing.

Nevertheless, the celebrity's meaning is constructed by the audience. An exact

"ideological fit" between :,roduction of the cultural icon and consumption is rare.

The audience actively works on the presentation of the celebrity in order to make it

fit into his/her everyday experiences.

There are two principal insights to be drawn from cultural studies into a study

of the celebrity's power. Cultural studies is an inteliectual project that stresses the

subordin~te c!:isses' active "making sense" of their situation and environment. The

process of "making do", as Fiske expressed it, is in sharp contrast to the irrational
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conceptions of the masses that are part of both crowd theory and many mass society

critiques. There is an explicit notion of raùonal thought behind the actions of making

sense. However, the process of making sense is constrained by the cultural products

and forms that are produced by the dominant culture for these subordinate groups.

Thus, the process of making meaning and making something cohere with eveT)'day

experience is not so much a rational process as a type of rationalization of a very real

cultural and poliùcal gap in representaùon and interesl. As a political project,

cultural studies could be characterized as trying to close the gap betwcen the p:-ocess

of rationalization that occurs in subordinate culture and a new form of rational

coherence. This new form of raùonal coherence of the social would arise in real

conditions of equality and democratic culture.

The second insight builds on this first idea of rationalization. Cultural studies

recognizes the collective origins of language, meaning, and signs. Again, this is a

positive connotation of the acùvity of the collective, an insight that only Sighele of

the crowd theorists even acknowledged. What is of criùcal importance for the

understanding of this collective construction of meaning is that it is constantly

forming and reforming to present and represent new forms of commonality. The

transformative nature of meaning signifies that it is being renegotiated continually.

This is an aspect of the working hegemony between different parts of a culture,

including the most powerful and the least powerful groups, 50 !hat a loose fabrication

of a commonality is in place to maintain a consensus among the population. Il also

means that subordinate parts of the culture are part of this working hegemony and, in
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sorne cases, are instrumental in changes in the mcanings and sense-making pro,;esses

that shape the culture.

The significance of these two insights for the study of the cclebrity is to

reaE:-~ the simultaneous construction that is pan of the image oi the cclebrity. The

celebrity is simultaneously a construction of the dominant c'.!lturc and of the

subordinate audiences of the culture. It embodies two forms of raticlIalization of the

culture that are elements of the working hegemony. For the dominant culture. the

segment of society that controIs most of the forms of cultural production. the

celebrity rationalizes both their production (by providing a clcar embodiment of

cultural power) and their conceptions of their audience. For the subordinate classes

who comprise the audience of the celebrity, the celebrity rationa!izes thcir

comprehension of the general culture by providing a bridge of mcaning between the

powerless and the powerful. These conceptions of the celebrity, those arising from

"below" (the audience) and those emerging from above (the cultural and political

producers) never entirely merge into one coherent form of celebrity identity. They

do converge - in a very material sense - on the person who is the celebrity. S/He

represents therefore a site for processes of hegemony. To use a New Age

formulation, the eelebrity is a "channelling" device for the negotiation of cultural

space and position for the entire culture.

CONCLUSION:

This chapter outlined the way different conceptions of the collective inform
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• the construction and function oi the celebrity in modem ':UltUfc'. Th.: s,uJy l':" ':fc'wd

psychology and its successor. social psychology, identiiied prevailing s<:tltil11e:~ts

concerning the nature of the crowd and the mass that are criti.:al Îl'r unJerstanJing

the position the celebrity occupies in contemporary society. Crowd psy.:hol0f-Y

delineated the fear of the crowd as it emerged as a powerful symbolic for.:.:: from the

democratic transformations of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Those who

tried to comprehend what ""'liS believed to be a new phenomena l)f, at the very kast.

a new threat to power, came to the conclusion that it was derived irom irrationality.

The techniques of social psychology can be seen as methods of positioning or

rationalizing the irrationality and the threat of the masses through the discoursc of

scientific reason. The breakdown of the mass into its constituent parts - that is into

psychological elements of the individual - can also bc scen as a mcthod of social

.::ontrol. The concentration on the individual and the motivation for his/her actions

supponed the general ideological tenets of liberal capitalism and western

democracies. As we have seen, the research of social psychology was well inlegralcd

into the politica\, economic and cultural power structures and was used 10

comprehend the new mass society.

The con:rasting reading of the collective through cultural sludies' definition of

the popular provided sorne of the means to understand the process of rationalizalion

that the audience goes through in making sense of their cultural world. The

formulation of the mass not as a threat bu\, rather as an idcologica\ suppon for Ihe

dominant classes' means of maintaining control and order identified a dialectic in the
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construction of the celcbrity. The ceI.:brity ean be positioned somewhere between the

dominant culture's rationalization of what it secs as irrational and the popular

audience's usc, identification, alld expression of the affective power that the eelebrity

as a system of rationalization has been positioned to refleet.

The following chapter pro\~des a coneeptual framework that will eneompass

these tw<'. contentious definitions of the social world and how they are expressed

through the celebrity. One of the objecti·:es of the chapter is to explain why the

eelebrity is central to t~e construction of rationalization in conœmporary society.

This discussion will involve the importance and the significance of the celebrity in

social and individual identity in general. The result is the building of the conceptual

framework which will serve as the central tool for the study of individual celebrities

that foUows in the succeeding chapters.
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CHAPTER THREE

TOOLS FOR THE A.....ALYSIS OF THE CELEBRITY ,\S A FOR:\! 01:
CULTI3RAL POWER

Introduction

In the l'revious two chapters, 1 have established the hislorical position of the

celebrity in the conceptions of the individual and the mass in modem consumer

culture. 1 have argued that the development of the celebrity is connected to ways of

"making sense" of the social world. The process of making sense through these

individuals is simultaneously an activity of the dominant culture who are instrumental

in the procreation of the celebrity sign and the subordinate cultures who are for the

most part the audience who remakes the sign. The celebrity, as a site of negotiation

of significance, because of its embodiment of collective configurations within

individual representations is a locus of formative social power in consumer

capitalism.

The problem tackled in this chapter is how to unpack the nature of that

formative power that is housed in the celebrity. There are a variety of factors in the

formation of the celebrity which confuse a simple analysis of the personality. What

must be integrated into the instruments of analysis are:

1. The collective/audience conceptualizations of the celebrity;
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2. The categorical types of individuality that are expressed through the celebrity:

3. The cultural industries' construction of the celebrity:

4. The relative commodity status of the celebrity:

5. The form of cultural legitimation that the celebrity: singly or as pan of an entire

system, may represcnt; and

6. The unstable nature of the meaning of the celebrity: the processual and dynamic

changeability of the individual celebrity and the entire system of celebrity,

The complexity of thesc often competing and contradictory factors makes any

discussion of their culturally formative power difficult. The need for larger

conceptual tools that address thesc factors for the study !lf the celebrity is necessary.

What follows is a development of three overarching concepts which aid in this

analysis of the celebrity: celebrity as a form of rationalization, celebrity as a sign and

a text, and celebrity as an expression of what 1 calI audienee-subjectivity.

Celebrity as a Fonn of Rationalization:

The discussion above of how different groups in society use celebrities to

'make sense' of their social world can a1so be secn as a form of rationalization. To

consider the celebrity as part of the process of rationalization reimplicates Weber's

intel1ectual project concerning rationality.1

'ln the aac:mpl to providc a unit)' of thou~bl.. -om.: wrilen consider Weber", 'l,.lort aD rationality tg bc at me ceDlrC of bis liCc', work.
0Ibcn. lite Heania.. bave takca \he COQCcpl of rabonalit)' ta he lCCondary \0 Weber", conccm wilh~ cODdUd of lirc·: -Weber", decpest
conr;cm ia for lbc 1U1'...;:val of. °ehal'UtCr" or °pcnoaality" whoac life<oaduct unilCS PnllpwbC n.tionalism with ethic" acriOUlDCU-.· In ÎU
(oaaa on the ctlaractcr and the DOnna etne1iÏ~ (rom the chlra.:ter'. ODe çan sec dm rcpn:lClUatiYC pc:nonalities lite cc1cbrilics. wouId he
lutnarnm&al componc:nb in the formation of. jusl and ctbicallOCict)" in Wcbcro.lCrmIo.
·Wl1belm Henni. "lUOlCd in Colin Gordon. -rbc Soul orThe Ciüzcn: Mn Weber and Michael Foucault on Rationality and Govcmmcnr.-. in
Sam Whinukr an.! ~on Lalh. WL"wr. RDriDn4li'Y ",rad McJ~mil)·. London: Uawin Hyman. 1987. p. 295.
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Weber's categorization of rationality is connected to wl,:!! he secs :!s the

progressive disenchantment of the world. The magical. mystical and the rdigious :!re

slowly being eliminated in favour of the rational. the scientitic and the burc;1l1cratic.

This form of rationality is typified in the development of the modem burcaucracy.

What once possessed affective power is 'disenchanted' in its integration into the

administration. For Weber. the Protestant ethic v..as instrumental in the movement of

society from the irrational to the rational. In more traditional societies religion

served a rationalizing function of connecting everyday life to that of the deity(ies).

Religious priests helped formulate and provide a coherent Welwnscha/llmg. The

Protestant ethic, as a transitional stage tov.'3.rds modemity. served to intemalize

through conscience and guilt the values that the priesthood were n:sponsible for

legitimizing and enforcing. The continuous breakdown of a coherent weltanschauung

represented for Weber. the very problem of the progression to modemity. Instcad of

unity within the norms and values of the church. a system of compcting value

systems developed; seientific reason could not possibly present a unified world-view

because gaps persistently would emerge in the schema. Ultimately. Weber argued for

the existence of different value spheres that wcre mutually exclusive. Thus, an

effective form of rationality could emerge in one field but should not be presumed to

inform another. For example, Weber in.>isted that there was no value-sphere

connection between art and politics. Their determinations of value were mutually

exclusive.
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In all likelihood. thcse divisions into value-spheres wouIci have becn more

conclusively made by Weber if he had completed his project te write a sociologj' of

culture. One could also surmisc that a greater investigation of "ffective or irrational

forms of legitimation would have becn included in such a study.' Instead. Weber

has left the legaey of contradictory c1aims about irrationally based forms of

legitimation. On the cne hand, Weber describes the core of the modern project

resulting in greater and greater aspects of our lives being subjected to "formal"

rationality, where the individual is objectified and often reduced to a numerical

representation for administrative efficiency in state and corporate bureaucracies. On

the other hand, Weber negates the ultimate power of this rationality by qualifying its

pervasiveness and by reinstituting a place for irrational iorms of legitimation: as

mentioned in chapter one, Weber explains that revolutionary change in a society is

driven by the movement to the institutionally-independent realm of charismatic

leadership and its associated affective power. Thus, Weber's final position

concerning the historical agency of irrational forms of legitimation is not that the

irrational is ultimately superseded by the rational, but rather that they are

antinomous. The irrational exists side by side with the rational by fundamentally

challenging the type of rationality's value ideal. As weil, the irrational was secn as

innovative, a creative force of history which \lias rationalized or routinized

::A11an Sic.. W('bt'r.ltTtUiOtUllit>' end Ih(' Social Order. Bcrl.;c1~·: Univcnity of Califomia Press.. 1988. p. 168.
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subsequently in the structures of institutions.' Weber Fl"ides severa! othe. brie!

discussions of the position oi the irtational which are signitÎcant to the current study

oi modem rationalization. First. he explains that. although there is a mCl\"ement to a

greater integration oi rationality. there is a countencndency in modemilY t0

re-enchant the world.· This is driven. Mommsen correctly interprets. by the failure

of modem rationality to provide the value ideals that Ie:.>.d to the construction of a

coherent world-view. The competing forms of rationalization in the modem world

represent a crisis in legitimation. For sorne writers like Habermas. the solution to

the crisis rests in a type of Weberian "substantive rationality" in a which a negotiated

consensus is reached through "communicative action".5 For others. the nihilist

condition that Weber has identified concerning rationality and its establishment of a

variety of value-ideals is cause for celebration because it breaks down the normative

power of the "prison-house ofrationality".~ For Weber. the retreat to the irtational

is one way - albeit an unsatisfactory one - to reunify a fragmented world-view. At

the very least we as researchers must be sympathetic to its reality: "The more wc

ourselves are susceptible to such emotional reactions as anxiety, anger, ambition,

'Sec Wo1tian;: Momrmcn. -Pcnonal Concluet and Socictal Cban,e:: Toward•• RccoRlltuction of Max Weber". conslNction of Hialory-.
in Whi_cullll Luh (cds.) Max W.b<r. _ .....ry œod Modnodry. Lollllon: Ilnwin.llll Allen. 1987. p. 47.

'Sec Ju~ Habennu. UgilirrtDlion Crisis. trans. by Thomas MeC.My. Boston: &acon. 1975 (1973) and ;,IW) Th~ TMm-y tif
ComnuInicatiVC' Action. vol. 1 -rtcuon and the Ralioaalizalion of Sodct)'''. trani-. b)' Thom.. MeC.My. Baalon: Bcacon Pre... 1984(1931).

-whimstet and Lash. "Introduction" p. 12.
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en ..·y, jealousy, love, enthusiasm, pride, vengcfulness, loyalty. devotion. and

appctites of al! sorts 2..'1d to the 'irrational' conduct which grows out of them. the

more readily can we empathize with them".' This empathy is as far as Weber goes

in working through the legitimate domain of affective or irrational forms of human

behaviour. Although he acknowIedges that rationality is never pure or ideal, he

maintains that for scientific analysis researchers need to maintain that irrationality is

ultimately reducible to sorne form of rationality - it is only that we need to do more

analysis of interests to determine the nature of these apparently affective forms.'

NevertheIess, Weber acknowledges that irrationalism is a force even in the

modem apparently rationalized worId. He makes two telling comments that are

relevant to the current discussion about the role and place of affective power in

contemporary culture. Weber laments that formal rationality is exercising greater and

greater control in the modem world. In contradistinction, he also mentions that

democratic societies periodically a1low for moments of irrationality to be part of the

election and the party convention process. These parts of the political culture are

partially outside the normal course of rationalization, much like the king's symbolic

power is outside the administrative functionings of the state.9 On its own, Weber's

'Weber.~·and $od~t)'. p. 6 quoted in Sica p. 205.

'$'*:•• Pr. 15&.160.206-208. The pn:faccto the Prtnnuw Elide and ÛltSpiri: ofCapil4lism wbicb Wcbcrwrotc JCVC11days bcfon: bisdcalh
providca the -rPropnalc evidcn.:c for TaJcon Panona to fil Weber', intellcctual projc~ imo the mainstrcam ofpositivilt sociol~: the imtioml
diuppcan if mon: _nalyais il pvcn to the objcct of ~udy. Undcrrundin; cao climinate the inatioDaI.

~cbcr. or. cil. in ch. 1. ('. 39.
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commentaI)' provides a critical insight into L'le way in which "demL'Cratic-c:lf'italism"

works_ If coupled with his comments on the re1ationship between the irrational

power of religion and bureaucracy. one can see the outline of a very uscful mode1

concerning the way in which irrationality is positioned in contemporary culture:

A bureaueracy is usua1ly characterized by a profound discstcem of aH
irrational religion, combined. however, with a recognition of the
usefulness of this type of religion for controlling the people. '"

For Weber, ethnicity and nationalism also come under the same rubric of not

possessing a great dea1 of the type of formai rationality of a bureaucratie culture. Il

However, as symbolic entities, these affective configurations of power can also be

useful for the functioning of the state apparatus.

Can a parallel form of rationalization of the irrational. that is, positioning

these undisciplined areas of human life within a prevalent and coherent world-view,

explain the role and power of the celebrity? With a certain caveat, 1 think this is a

valid extension 0: Weber's insight into the cynical and Machiavellian bureaucratie use

of the irrational. As Weber acknowledges, sorne charismatic forms can survive and

prosper within institutional settings. The charismatic prophet can be likened to the

celebrity. The institutional setting of the church "routinizes" the prophetie statements

into a coherent religion so that sorne semblance of the prophet's significance will

-Weber. EconDmy end Sociny. p. 476 quotcd in Pierre Bourdicu. -Lciitimation.nd Stl'\lcturc tnlercat in Weber'. Soc:iolot)' or Rcli&ion­
in Luh and_. p. 125

USica. p. 216 buc:d on Weber. EcontJm')' end Soci~ty. p. 389
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endure. Similarly, the institutions of the culture industr)" work to routinize the

structure of meaning of the ceJebrity into a form of sorne durability. The celebrity

articulates the transformation of types of cultural value into the rationalizing system

of the commodity. The culture industry is re-presenting aspects oi the personality.

the emotional anci affective and hence irrational elements of human action!', in the

exchangeable commodity form of the celebrity. If the institutional organization of a

ceIebrity system is successful, it has produced a dual form of rationalization:

1. It has effectively integrated the concept of personality differences and individuality

into a system of exchange; and

2. It has worked towards the rationalization of the audience to sec these

representations of personality in the celebrity as legitimate forms of identification and

cultural value.

To consider that the celebrity embodies only these types of rationalization

creates a lob-sided analysis. What has becn oversimplified is Weber's identification

of the charismatic prophet as being generally outside of institutional boundaries.

Pierre Bourdieu has elaborated on the significance of the origin of this power which

Uln.atioNil. for Weber. tcndcd 10 mean tbosc aspects of Il ·privatizcd mc.nin, which arc non-intcrprctablc and bence imtional-.- ln bis
fint UK of the wonS charùma in ProratlUtl Elhic and lh~ Spirit of CDpiuUism. Weber alips the tcrm u -. concept intimalcly kocycd to
im.lioNllily. ••• Wcbcr's discussion of -petSOnalil)'· indicalCS mal he uscd the tcnn to dcmarcatc bath the ralion:l1 (and thcrcCorc frecdom with
cOI\I1Ol) and imtional. The rationAl pcnoDllit)' is -. con-:c:pt whic:b calIils • constant and irnrinsic relation to certain u1ùm:ate "valucs' and
'meani~l' in 1ire. 'values' and "mcaniQl;'" whic:h arc (o~d inlo purposcsand thm:by tranalalC into ratioaaJ..te:lcclopcalaction·. The Dlturalistic
pcraonalilY i. -diffuse. undiffcteDtiated.vc;etative undc~ndofpcDOnallifc i.e. in that 'irralionali'Y' whieh resta upon \he maze of infinitude
of rsyc:hopb)'liul c:ondiliOnA for \he devclopmc:nt ofkmpcrl.mcnt and fcelin;. ibis i. a sense: of 'imtiowil)" in wbieh both \he 'penon' and
the animal an: 'irnûClMI'·.-
·Si~a. p. 176
-Wcber, 77t~ ~swat&hic... pro 178. 23Z·233 c:ilc:d in Sica. p. 171
-Wcber. qU(l1cd in Si~a. r. 178
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is not in the individual but rests in the social. Bourdieu demystilies the ",n,cpt 01

charisma and its power:

Let us then dispose of the idea of the notion of charisma as a propt:rty
attaching to the nature of a single individual and examine instead. in
each particular case. sociological pertinent characteristics of an
individual biography. The aim in this context is to explain why a
particular individual finds himself socially predisposed to live out and
express with particular cogency and coherence. ethical or political
dispositions that are already present in a latent state amongst an the
members of the c1ass or group of his addressees. 13

For Bourdieu. in an extension of Weber's position. the prophet's "initial

accumulation of the capital of symbolic power arises from his relationship to the lait)'

in contrast to the church". 14 Thus. the charismatic construction of ne,," prophetie

symbols 'plays an organizing and legitimating role" for the assembling of a group. 1>

The unique power of the charismatic prophet is its direct connection to a

particular group of people. If this insight is integrated into the interpretation of

celebrity power, one can sec a third form of rationalization that the cc1ebrity

embodies. Like the prophet, the celebrity's formative power rests with the people as

an expression of popular culture and social will. The value-ideals of the celebrity are

nBourdicu. ·Lc~Îlitnlltion and StNCtuf'C lntcrcst in Weber'" Sociol0J:Y of RcliJ;ion· in Lash and Whimslcr. p. 131.

Mlbid•• p. 130

l'Ibid .• p. 130
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not 50 clearly delineated as the charismatic prophel. Part of this confusion derives

from the compcting forms of rationalization that the celebrity figure houses. The

contradictions of the interests of capital with the types of configurations arising from

the populous is one reason why individual celebrities are inherently unstable. The

celebrity works in the culture as a figure who wrests the various forms of affective

power into rationalized configurations. For the dominant culture, this usually means

working towards an ideological positioning of the subordinate cultures within

consumer capitalism. For the subordinate cultures, the celebrity articulates an avenue

for the expression of their own notions of freedom, fantasy and needs. The two

forms of rationalization occasionally coincide within the same celebrity construction:

but since the interests and values that are part of each type of rationalization are

vastly different the disintegration of this provisional unity and the subsequent

mutation of the celebrity system are two permanent features of the system.

The identification of these types of rationalization within individual celebrities

in a system of celebrities will he one of the principal objectives in the case studies to

follow in the succeeding chapters. Although the concept of rationalization possesses

a great deal of explanatory usefulness around the nature of celebrity power, as a tool

for analysis it is difficult to operationalize. In order to establish 50mething of a

protocol for the analysis of this rationalizing power, the celebrity itself has to be

redefined to house the moving and mutating field of its own significance. Analyzing

the celebrity as a sign or a text provides sorne of the necessary conceptual tools for

understanding the celebrity's formative power.
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• Celebrity as a Sign/Te:\.1: Signs. Semiotics and Signilicancl'

Several 5ignificant consequences arise from re1ate11ing the ee1ebrity a sign.

First, as a sign, the celebrity sheds ils own subjectivity and individualit)' and becomL's

an organizing structure for conventionalized meaning. Like the sign. the ce1ebrity

represerus something other than itself. The material reality of the ce1ebrit)' sign. that

is, the actual persen who is at the core of the representation. disappears illlo a

cultural formation of meaning. Celebrity signs represent personalities and more

specifically personalities that are given heightened cultural signi ficance within the

social world.

In terms of a basic semiotic system, the denotative level of meaning of the

celebrity is the empty structure of the material reality of the actual person. Like

Foucault's interpretation of the author, the celebrity is a way in which meaning can

be housed and categorized into something that provides a source and origin for the

mt."Uling. The "celebrity-function" is as important as Foucault's "author-function" in

ilS p'wer to organize the legitimate and illegitimate domains of the personal and

individual within the social.16 This power only becomes activated through the

cultural "investment" in the construction of the celebrity sign. In semiotic terms, the

cultural investment is the play of connotation in the sig:! structure of the celebrity.

Connotation, a second-order system of signification that builds on the basic sign of

l'Michel Foucaul1. "'WhIt ~ an Aulhor?· in LangIlQg~. Corwcr-Mcmof)', Praclicc. Ilbaca: Come Il UnÎ\lcn.ity Prew.. 1977.
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the denotative level, identifies the area of the convemionalization of each celebrity

sign. Barthes, in his classic sel~iological study of contemporary signs, Mythologies.

attempts to show that the connotative level is the source for the idcological

construction of reality.17 Barthes writes that cultural "myths" are derived from the

naturalization of signs: the connotative meanings, meanings that represent specific

interests are generalized to represent the interests of the entire society. Semiotically.

the connotative level which expresses specific interests of the ruling classes is

conflated with the denotative level, so that social members no longer see the origins

of the construction of representation and meaning and consider the given meaning as

the real or natural meaning. This ideological work of the sign is the glue which

maintains the legitimacy of the ruling classes, the bourgeoisie. in the same way that

the cultural sign provides an anificial link between the signified and signifier, the

connotative and the denotative.

The construction of cultur-ù signs is never 50 simp!y descnbed. The term

connotation indicates and implicates in its own meaning, a degree of indeterminacy of

meaning in any sign. The celebrity sign or any principal cultural sign is never fully

determined or "naturalized". It is subject to a process of negotiation of signification.

At any given moment there may be a goveming consensus about what the celebrity

represents, but this representation may be from a variety of positions and

perspectives. The process of consensus exemplifies Gramsci's concept of a working

1'R"lan.J B.nhCJi. M,·rhol()Si~$. 1ram.. b)' Anncl1l: t.aVCD. Londco: PalAdin. 1973 (19S7) .
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hegemony within the construction of cultural signs. 1> The st:lbility of a celcbrity

representation signifies the degree oi conventionalization oi the sign and the

establishmen: of a stable consensus of ilS signification. A ncarly-complctcly

conventionalized celebrity sign enters into the very lexicon oi a culture. its

personality instantiated and immorta1ized into caricature in the tradition of the

celebrity icons such as Marilyn Monroe and James Dean. Even in these instances.

these celebrity signs transforrn and mutate. thereby representing different intereslS to

different audience groups.

The movable field of what celebrities may represent. indicatcs that thcir signs

are part of a system of signs. Meaning cornes from a reading of the organization of

those signs. Thus the celebrity needs to be analyzed both immanently to rcvcal its

internal structures and relationally among other cuitural signs. Oppositions.

distinctions and differentiations amongst the various celebritics rcvcal their function

within the culture. To interpret the celebrity as a lexl as opposed to simply a sign is

a fruitful way to extend the insighlS derived from breaking down the structure of

signs. What can he revealed is that the celebrity is composed of a system of signs

which includes chains of signification. The chains of signification revcal the layering

of connotative meanings that are embedded into cach celebrity sign.

Critical to the understanding of the celebrity therefore is the imenexlualiry of

the construction of the celebrity sign. Although a celebrity may he positioned

J'Sce Anlonio Gnamsci."Hqemoay.Relations of forte. HiIlen,.1 Bloc· in David forJ;ac:s (cd.). A1UonIo GrGl'tUci klldtr. Sdul(;k.cn: New
York. 1988. M~.. t'CIId~ ofGramsci is an adaptation of bis \lX ofhc~mony in me tndition of StPoPrt Hall. DieL:. HcbdiJ:C. Iain Chambcn.. and
oeben auo.:iat.:d with British cultural studics. Ta .uac:b the lcrm culture to hq:cmony make~ the reAding and U~ of cultural fonn. n active
1tN"lc oYcr meaning and COnJenJla. whcrc the rcadinl: of cultural leXbo i~ an .rena for lbe ~I:otiation of Icgilimacy and iUc,Il:itimacy.
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predominantly in one mediated form, that image is informed by the circulation of

significant information about the celebrity in newspapers. magazines. interview

programmes, fanzines, rumours et cetera. The ce1ebrity, in facto is by definition a

fundamentally intertextual sign. Without the domain of interpretive ...:riting on

cultural artifacts, the development of the celebrity personality would be stunted. The

descriptions of the connections between their "real" lives and their working lives as

aetors, singers or television news readers is what configures the celebrity status.

These secondary sources are primary for deepening the meaning of the celebrity sign

and thereby providing the connecting fibres to the culture.

In the investigation of celebrities that follows, the identification of these

connotative chains of signification is undertaken. Examining the play of connotation

can illuminate the way in which sentiments and emotions are connected to cultural

images and objects. Through the study of the celebrity as a sign and text, affecti ~e

attachments or connotations that are configured around individual celebrities can be

revealed. Semiotics allows for the critical investigation of the affec~.ve power of

celebrity signs so that an extension of Weber's insights into affective power might be

operationalized. As weil, it provides a technique for deciphering the links between

conceptions of the individual and the celebrity sign. The reading of celebrities is

designed to deconsttuct these sites of highiy mediated individuality. What is

investigated is how the celebrity is exemplary of what LipovetsJ....y caUs "la logique de

la personnalisation" and what can he identified as hyperindividualism. 19 The
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• intensification of the concems of the personal and thc psychologization oi grcater

areas of life are paraUel and related phenomena to the celebrity as hyper-individual.

The hyper-individual is the intense representation of what Lipovetsky has identilicd as

the decline of the social into "personalisation". Hyperindividuality is conccmed

specifically with the overcoding of the personal in the domair. oi media

representation.

Two applications of semiotics to the interpretation of contemporary

culture also inform the current study. Semiotic studies of advertising havc

demonstrated successfuUy the usefulness of the signifierlsignified dyad in

understanding the Y/ay in which capital has inserted itself into the production of signs.

Judith Williamson's reading of advertisements points to the ability of advertising to

expand the connotations of a certain signifier so that it includes the value of the

product depicted in sorne significant social relationship.2O For example, an

advertisement for beer attempts to provide an associational correlation between the

product and a certain lifestyle. The product is inserted into successful social relations.

Sut Jhally's work on advertisements goes beyond the ideological structuring that is

the essential work of advertisements. One of his insights relates to considering the

semiotic dyad of signifier and signified as correlative to the dialectic of production

and consumption. What advertising and by implication contemporary society

ernphasizes through its images is the consumption or exchange value of a product. In

the intensification of images and significance on the construction of exchange value

»Judith W·al1iamson. D~ct>tUng AdvenisorltnlS. London: Marion Bo)'.~. 1978.
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and consumption, there is a consequential decrease in significance on the use value

and the process of production. Advenising, for Jhally. provides for the magical and

fetishistic transformation of goods which limits the value of production in the

determination of social value of the product. Products are thus only involved in

enhancing the social relations of consumption, not production.21 The current study

will investigate, in part, the implications of the commodity status of the celebrity and

thereby assess the ideological function of the celebrity in the construction of

consumer capitalism through a semiotically-derived analysis of the production and

consumption components of the celebrity sign.

Finally, some work in cultural studies on the body as text is also relevant to

the study of the celebrity sign and its power. Hebdige's integration of Barthes' (from

Levi-Strauss) concept of the bricoleur provides a semiotic reading of the way that

sense is made by cultural groups in contemporary society.22 The modern bricoleur

appropriates objects from his/her environment in order to make that environment

make sense and cohere. These objects may have a material reality; but they could be

just as easily language-objects such as a certain argot. A style of movement, a given

style of dress, or a panicular type of music are all aspects of what Hebdige calls

"subcultural style" which may take objects from the domina'!t culture and then

remake them and establish oppositional or alternative uses for them. The classic

cxample of this form of appropriation is the safety pin which moved from everyday

:l'Sut Jbally~ 7M CDd~$ofAâ~rrisi"g.. Ferirhism and w PoUlical Econom)' ofMcaning in CotuumcrSDcicl)'. London: St. Martin's Prcu.
1987.

=Dick. HcbdiSC. Subculzurr: 'lM Mcdllin$ (lfSlylc. London: Mclhucn. 1979. pp. 103.. 104.

103



•

•

•

object associated with domestic and familial urban life to punk jewclry. The piecing

together of an entire style to represent a subculturai idemity through an array of signs

implicates the audience in the active construction of these semiotic systems. The

celebrity system can be likened to the subcultural techniques of appropriation of

objects to "make sense" of their urban and subordinate position. Cclebrities as signs

can be appropriated and integrated into a subcultural system of signs in the same

ritual of sense-making.

Within grosso modo the same methods. the audience construction of the

celebrity can be investigated. Through a semiotic analysis of audience appropriation

of the symbols of celebrity, a greater understanding of how the system of celebrity is

involved in the making sense or rationalization of the audience's social environment

can be achieved. The study will establish the types of distinctions among audience

groups that the appropriated celebrity sign represents. The work of Dyer on the gay

subculture's appropriation of certain Hollywood stars will forro the framework for the

current investigation of the audience. The investment by the gay sub-culture in the

star's persona and body image as well as the subculture's rearticulation and

particularization of the mediatized representation of these images offer the current

study a conceptual model on which to understand the use and influence of celebrities

by audience groups.

The semiotic deconstruction of the celebrity and its audience provides a partial

model of the nature of celebrity power. What still needs to be integrated into the

technique is a concept which articulates the centrai role that the celebrity plays in the
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simultaneous construction of colIectivities and modem individuality. The celebrity

works bath to unite the socius into identification \\;th particular types: but the

celebrity also isolates and divides through the significant representation of tlle

individual qualities of the celebrity. This pivotai though apparently contradictory

attribute of the celebrity sign can be addressed through the development I)f a

companion conceptual tool to the semiotic investigation. A term 1 use to describe this

contained contradiction is a hyphenated neologism: the audience-subjecr.

The Role of the Audience-Subject

A criticaI feature of contemporary culture is the power of the audience to

divide and differentiate the socius. The audience has emerged in the twentieth

century as a social category that rivaIs and, in sorne instances, surpasses the power of

the categories of class and mass. This categoricaI and formative power of the

audience is at the centre of the power of the celebrity. Indeed, the historicaI

emergence of the celebrity sign coincides and correlates with the rise of the audience

as social category. It is also significant that both are integrated intimately with the

development of consumer capitalist culture. The specific relationship between the

celebrity and the emergence of the significance of the audience is the convergence

within the celebrity sign of individual expression and personality within a constructed

collective (the audience). The celebrity sign then contains the audience through

positioning the type of identification in terms of individuality. In order to understand
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tliÏs relationship it is necessary to bad:track somewhat to explain the way in which

the audience is a modern representation of social power.~'

The Audience

As mentioned above. the audience has emerged out of the formation of two

other social categories which are powerful in their capacity to position the social

wor1d: class and mass. The utilization of c1ass analysis in understanding the social

totality arises with great force in the nineteenth centUl)'. As a way to di fferentiate the

new industrial c1ass from the mercantile c1ass. and also as a way to distinguish the

new capitalist c1ass and the working c1ass from the former landed aristocracy and

peasantry, the breakdown of society into classes established a new structure of

coherence and legitimation. Fundamentally, class analysis is based on what one does.

It anaIyzes society into its forms and relations of production and positions the

members of society into appropriate categories. The categorical legitimacy of c1ass

conceptions of the socius is dependent on the genera1 acceptance for the defining of

one's social identity in terms of one's work. Although other categories of difference

may be pertinent to the establishment of this social identity - for example, religion or

1eisure activities - the strength of the categories of c1ass which described relations of

production were particularly salient and powerful with the emergence and dominance

~ia aaal)'IiJ la drawn (rom my previoua writirll: on lbe audience. Sec -O«oftllNc:tin; ClaulConstnactiDJ: \he Audience: Somc
Coaaiderationa~ Popular Culture and Power.· pn:scnlCd al the Annual Mediat orthe CCA. Universily or WindllOt. June. 1988; abo
7M Con.slrudon DfDlJJitrnacr and Distinction in Conumpotdry Cullural Forms: An AM/pis oflh~Mega:iM1 ofPopularMusic Ph. D Projcet.
April. 1989. dl. t .ad 2.
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of a capitalist economy. The categorical power of class not only informed and

legitimated the dominant sections of capitalist society. it alse served as the central

categories of its critique. There "Ilas general agreement on the empirical reality of

the very structure of capitalist society between those like Marx and Engels who

believed capitalist society's contradictions would produce revolutionary

transformation, and the "captains of industry" of the nineteenth century who

maintained and profited from the organization of production.

Another type of categorization alse expanded in its explanatory power in the

nineteenth century. Although bearing several monikers - including mob, horde and

crowd - because of its less discemible identification and origins, the general

category of mass was used to describe the growing power of the dominated classes.

The power of the category of the mass did not arise from the relations of production;

it does not describe one's social identity through the categories of work. In

contradistinction to the categories of c1ass, the mass (or the masses) is a category

which emphasizes unorganized political power. As weil, the formation of crowds and

mob~ as described in the last chapter, aise represented a potential threat to the

established social structure. The mass as social category is jundamentally a

consrrucrion ofcollective social identiry in rerms ofnon-work or rhe use of leisure

rime. It embodies the dialectical social category in capitalist society to that of class:

where c1ass articulates a social identity of production, the category of mass can define

social identity in terms of consumption. To put it grandly but succinctly, the

capitalist project in the twentieth century has been intensely working on positioning

107



•

•

and differentiating the category of the mass into recognizab1e and rdativdy stable

categorical configurations of consumption practices.

The audience has become the principal v.-ay in which the mass has becn

positioned in the twentieth century. As a category. it is more intimatdy connected to

the exigencies of consumer capitalism than the indecipherable category of the mass.

Through mass mediated culture, audiences are constructed and defined by the type of

programming that is offered. The telos behind the construction of audiences through

programmes is their "sellability" to advertisers. The defining of each audience in

terms of a specific configuration of consumer needs is an objective of both the

programme and the advertisements; programme and advertisement are complementary

rhetorical devices in the construction of audiences as consumers. Mass mediated

cultural producers, in their quest to define a recognizable audience, use a variety of

social markers of consumption to dif.èrentiate the mass. Gender differences

modalized around certain products and programmes is the most obvious form of

audience construction which alse avoids an explicit reinvestment in the category of

c1ass. Extensive demographic and psychographic research is alse undertaken to

construct a recognizable audience group that can be further constructed around

mediated forms and products.

Because of the close affinity that the social category of the audience has with

the practices of consumption and the construction of consumers, it articulates a form

of social power. This is not to say that the categories of class and mass have been

completely supplanted or have lost their own forms of social power. However. the
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category of the audience has been in ascendency throughout the reconstruction of

capitalism into consumer capitalism in the twentieth century. The audience·s

temporality, f1uidity, and its blurring of the lines of class and wealth are al1 valuable

constitutive elements which work in the maintenance of a continuous consensus

coneerning the function of capitalism as an effective system of satisfying ....'ants and

needs.

Like class and mass categorical constructions, the audience construction also

provides categorical power for sorne type of alternative or oppositional formulation.

The audience may be constructed but not completely determined by the exigencies of

capital. This fundamental indeterminacy around the interpretation by the audience is

what cultural production attempts to recapture in terms of representations to maintain

the consensus. The audience in this form of construction thus serves as a kind of

cultural innovation for the culture industries.

One feature of the construction of the modem audience is its usual positioning

within the construction of the individual personality. The array of consumer goods,

programmes, films, magazines and books are the tools for the construction of the

personality through consumer culture. A paradox is central to understanding of

consumer culture's intense focus on the qualities of the individual: working in the

rhetorical formats of advertisements, films and television programmes there is a

collective construction of individual difference. Simultaneous to the need for "mass"

or col1ective response to products (in order for them to sell massive quantities of

identical products) the individual power to build difference is highlighted. In order to
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ir.dicate thatthis fabrication of difierence is an ideological iorm oi indi\'iduality. 1

have chosen the less value-laden terms subject and subjectivily. Using the term

subject a1lows me to consider the way in which discourses oi individuality pass

through the socius \llithout acknowledging any fundamental rcality or integrity oi the

individual. The CUITent use of the term subjectivity is drawn from Louis AlthusSL'r's

seminal work on identification in his slUdy of various types oi ideological state

apparalUses. 24 The media. operating as a type of ideological state apparatus. offer

images with which the viewer can identify. Althusser calls this proœss

"interpellation" or hailing. where the subject is temporarily positioned or callcd by

the cultural text to see himself or herself as having a relational rcality to the tex!. It

legitimizes the various social positions in society. As Fiske explains:

Hailing is the process by which language identi fies and constructs a
social position for the addressee. Interpellation is the larger process
whereby language construclS social relations for both parties in an act
of communication and thus locates them in the broader map of social
relations in general.25

The construction of subjectivities through the various ideological state apparatuses

produces an active and dynamic ideology. Interpellation, because of its temporary

instantiations a1lows for a floating form of subject positioning. It is through ideology

that we are constituted as subjeclS both in the way that we accept cultural norms and

~is Alth\lJlCr. -Idco1olY.nd IdeoJoPçaI SLttc ApparalulC5- in Lnsin end Philt»Oph).. London: New Lcft Book,., 1971.

='F1W:c:. -Britùh Cultural Studic~ and Tckviwon-. in Robert C. Allc:n (cd.) ChQl1llds 01 DÜCfmn'c. pp. 59.
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the way we establish cultural differences and distinctions. Our relation to celebrities

then is a dynamic system of interpellation where we see certain kinds individuality as

normatively centred while others are rejected. In sorne instances we accept the kinds

of subjectivity that are represented for us; at other times we actively reject them.

The types of subjectivity offered by the celebrities then is a system specifica11y

designed to construct types of subjectivity that emphasize individuality and

personality. It is these qualities of the celebrity sign that make its construction of

subjectivity 50 central to the system of capital.

In the forthcoming analysis of individual celebrities, 1 have combined the

concept of subject with that of the audience to form the neologism audience-subject.

The audience-subject is in fact what we are attempting to identify within the celebrity

sign. The celebrity"s power is derived from the collective configuration of its

meaning; in other words. the audience is central in sustaining the power of any

celebrity sign. The types of messages that the celebrity provide for the audience are

modalized around forms of individual identification, social difference and distinction

and the universality of personality types. Celebrities represent subject positions that

the audience can adopt or adapt in their formation of social identities. Each celebrity

represents a complex form of audience-subjectivity that when placed within a system

of celebrities provides the ground on which distinctions, differences and oppositions

are played out. The celebrity then is an embodiment of a discursive battleground on

the norms of individuality and personality within a culture. The celebrity's strength

or power as a discourse on the individual is only operationalized in terms of the
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power and position of the audience which has allowed it 10 circulate. The task in

the forthcoming chapter is to identify the types of audience subjectivity that are

embodied by particular celebrities. This project ent:lils a t"'o-tiered form of analysis.

The process of construction of the audience through the cclebrity invol\'t.'s a

knowledge of the industrial apparatus that is in place. 1 have chosen three domains

of industrial cultural production, film. television and popular music to focus the study

of the celebrity. Other areas, such as spons. business and religion are equally valid

starting points for an investigation. The reason for choosing these three culture

industries is that they first of ail identify c1ear and openly acknowledged industrial

strategies around the making of celebrity signs; there is an economic tclos behind

each of their celebrity designs. Secondly, 1 wish to demonstrate how these popular

cultural constructions of the celebrity have been appropriated into the construction of

the politicalleader, Other domains such as religion and business rescmblc the

political sphere in their appropriation of the popular cultural models of the celebrity.

The domain of popular culture is not often encumbered with conceptions of other

forros of rationality and legitimation that are pan of the meaning systems of science,

business, politics and religion. Thirdly, the interrelationship betwecn these three

culture industries allows for the development of a systemic conception of celebrities.

When seen as a system, one can see the way in which types of audience-subjectivity

are situated in opposition or distinction from other types. Film, television and

popular music offer the possibility of identifying the interplay among various forms

of audience-subjectivity and how these forros aid in the configuration of the social
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world under capit:.lism. Finally. as discussed above. there is a close connection

between the devclopment of the celebrity and the devdopment of the audience in the

twentieth century as complementary categories of social distinction where both

individual and collective constructions of the socius are housed. Because the

audience as a social category has emerged primarily in the domain of the culture

industries, 1 have chosen these three segments of popular culture as my staning point

for the investigation of celebrity power.

Reception theOl'y and the Study of the Audience-Subject

The identification of the audience-subject which is housed in each celebrity

sign is difficult. What is acknowledged in the construction of the celebrity using this

conceptual tool is the central role that the audience possesses. Sorne of the work in

reception theory. panicularly that of Hans Robo::n Jauss, helps in our analysis of the

celebrity as audience-subject.

Reception theory offers the current study the integration of textual analysis

inlo an interpretation of the audience. For Jauss, the text - like the celebrity - is

not a stable or static phenomenon. Ils dynamism is borne from the way in which the

text is interpreted by its audience. He describes this constant reinterpretation of the

text by the reader the changing "horizon of expectations". Jauss' intervention in

litcrary theory is an integration of cultural factors to determine the reading of a text.

The changing horizon of expectations aniculates the way in which cultural history
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• and literature interact as related systems. The value of any lit<:ra~ w,,~;; "

determined by its relation to prior works read. Reccption pr,"es~ Il.'r huss i~ "th,­

expansion of a semiotic system that is carried out between the de\d,'pmen t and

correction of a system."l. Thus any reception is pan of a historiea! ehain of

reception, constantly being transformed by the current text's relation to the pas!.

Although his early w~rk represented an evolution~· understanding of the

development of literature, this linear telos is played down in his more reccnt work.

Nevenheless his early work represents a new approach to the text beeause of his

recognition of the investment of the readers or audience in its mcaning system. This

elevation of the audience led Jauss to make conclusions about reception which

correlate with much of the British cultural studies approach to cultural formation. In

opposition to the so-called negative aesthetic tradition of Adorno and the Frankfun

School, Jauss explains that literature through r.~eption can not only be a

representation of the social world, it can also play a "socially formative" role in the

identifying of aspirations, needs and desires within the society. The process of

reception and evaluation of the text is produced "against the backgrcund of their

artforms as well as against the background of the everyday expcricncc of lifc"l7.

Within Jauss' model of reception theory. the acüvity of the audiencc is cquatcd with

the process of production. ln the current study, reception thcory offers thc possibility

of an investigation of the dual and antinomous nature of the celebrity where audience

~fI..ans Robert J.usa quOkd in Richard C. Holub. k«ption Theo",,, Q Criric:alllUroduclitm. London: Methuen. 19X4. r. 61

="JaUU" qUOkd in Holub. p. 68.
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forms of rationalization are correlated with those of the cuhure industries to form an

unstable but at least temporarily coherent audience-subjectivity. Jauss. although using

different objects of study, identifies the battleground for constructing the meaning of

the text as the audience.

The work of Wolfgang lser, also from the same Conslanz School of Literary

studies, offers the current project a needed complement to Jauss' mode! of reception

theory. Where Jauss tends to construct his theory of reception and aesthetic

experience on a macro-Ievel, Iser locates the construction of meaning not 50 much

between texts as intratextual and is therefore working as Holub rightly identifies at

the micro-IeveI.2' Drawing from Ingarden, lser uses the term "the indeterminacy of

meaning" to describe the way an individual text is constructed. The reader creates

momentary "Gestalts" which are altered as they continue to read and transform the

impressions of plot and character with the new information. With the celebrity "text"

a similar audience relationship to meaning of the text is produced. The moving

signifier of the celebrity is spawned by new configurations of information known

about their professional life and their personal life. New temporary Gestalts are

made of the celebrity which can be characterized by the pin-up photograph. The

photograph holds the constructed image of the celebrity in place for the audience, at

least until it is superseded by competing pin-up photographs of different celebrities

who may represent a related configuration of individuality.
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Both of these writers have invested sorne eflort in attempting [Cl des,ribe the

value of literature or at least what produces better Iiterature and it would be an untàir

use of their work without including this aspect (even though it has the kast "value"

for the current project). Jauss and lser have tried to identify sorne value in

innovaùon in literature. Jauss. though later to discount its importance. considers the

literary project to be built out of disjunctures. Great works emerged from the break

with the horizon of expectaùon. lser more explicitly discusses the conception of

innovaùon and its positive value as the presentation of something that breaks the

normaùve convention. He believes in the value of making something appcar ne\\' or

fresh to the reader and in that way an aesthetic moment has been achieved in

reception. To integrate these normative characterizations into the study of the

celebrity is not my intention. Nevertheless. there is at work in the system of

celebrity sorne conception of innovation and continuously creating something .lnew. 1

consider this to be a cultural trait that has emerged out of concepts of the individual

and how to determine hierarchies of individual merit when past forms of social

structure no longer apply; 1 do not consider the innovative moment as sorne universaI

value. 1 thus treat it as a rationalization of the way in which individuality is

modalized in contemporary culture.

Finally, reception theory contributes a useful model to work through the way

that the celebrity sign is constructed into a form of audience-subjectivity. Jauss in his

more recent work in the area of "aesthetic experience" identifies three domains of
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plcasure of rcception: poesis, aisthesis and catharsis.2'! The third domain, catharsis,

considered by Jauss to aniculate a form of aesthetic communication. is principally

centred on the concept of identification and specifically heroic identification in

Iiterary texts. The difference with Jauss' approach to the hero is that he treats the

identification as a "modality" of reception as opposed to the origins within the

character itself.3° He has identified five types of modalities of identification which

will be investigated in the CUTTent study of the celebrity. These five types are

patterns of identification; all are in existence simultaneously although particular types

of reception predominate specifie eras. What follows is a list of the modalities of

Ieception that Jauss has developed to describe an entire system of identification:

1. Associarive idenrificarion - The barriers between audience and actors are broken

and there is a celebration of active participation.;1

2. Admiring idenrificarion - The actions of the hero are exemplary for a particular

community: the perfect hero.;2

3. Symparheric idenrificarion - There is a solidarity with the character or suffering

personality. We place ourselves in the position of the hero.;;

~ HaRI Robert buu. A~.szhdicExptrimc~and Lil~t'G~' Htnneneurics. trans. b)' Mil:hacl Shaw. MiMeapolis: University ofMiMCIOtl Pz\:1li.
1982.

"Jau... -ln1craetion PancfM in the Identification or the Hcro-. in Anrhtlic Ex~ritnctand Li~ra,., HtrmDleUlfa. pp.lS3-1S4.

"Ibid.. p. 155.

~/bid .. l'P. 166-168.

UJaull$.. rr. 171-173 .
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4. Carhanic identification -Though similar to sympathetic identification. the cathani.:

form of reception represents an abstraction or an aestheticized relation tCl the hero.

In this way a mOrality or judgment can be drawn from the aesthetic expcriencc and

the reader feels a sense of emancipation through his/her involvement with the

character.34

5. Ironie modaliry - A consistent denial of any expected form of identitication

represents this forro of recepùon of the text of the character. There is the

maintenance of the interaction with the audience without a sense of the closure of

character identification. It is the type of modality that is privileged in modcmist

ficùon and post-modem criticism.35

In the current study 1 will attempt to provide how ccnain tcchnologies of

reception promote certain modalities of identification to prolifcrate. In gcneral. 1 will

identify synchronous types of identification as opposcd to diachronous construction of

reception. 1 plan to link these forms of identification to a discussion of social

difference modalized around the types of differentiation activated through the modem

audience. Reception theory and the modalities of reception and identification listed

above are adapted to the study of celebrity construction in contemporary culture. The

analysis itself can be characterized as undertaking a double hermeneutic'· which

"tbld.• p. 177.

"JaUN. p. 181.

»Hcrmcncutic:s ia uscd hen: to indic.te mat ""bat followi is an intcrprctivc rcadin!: of cuhural tcXb. Hcrmencutici. orii'inally a tenn
connected to exc~lic.l work on biblical tcxtJ. bal becn clabol'lltcd in philolOphic.llc~ U • wlr of undcntanding cxpcricncc and (poUoibl)')
rulil)' withoul the cxpcricncci bei~ n::duccd 10 pure cmpiric:al cvidcnc:c or 10 put il iolo pbilo~phic.l terminalo!:)'. iOl0 lbe damain of IOJ:ical
poIitivism. Hcrmcneulici broac:hcs anc:piilcmologicll question of wbat corutitulci L:.nowlcdl:c, The intcrprcti'llc w:icnl;:c~. which an: primaril)'
thOIe disciplines COMCClCd lo the humanilics. arc workin~ cucnlially 10 C:OraliIU1C undcntandin~ from clo'C rcadinl:~ or leXl. and hillorie•.
Jauss' work il. b)' his own admission. a lilerary hermcnculie. wherc mcanin; and undcntandin; Iriw:: rrom more lhan jU" 1hc manirC" eonlcnt
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correlates with the dual forms of rationalization that construct celebrity identities.

The projcct works through a henneneuric of inrenrion in its development of the

industrial organization of public subjcctivity in each cultural form. Also. through a

reading of the various popular texts written about particular stars, and a reading of

the forms of rcccption of particular products associated with a celebrity the

dissertation forges a correlative henneneuric of receprion. The negotiated

combination of interpretations establishes the meaning and position of the celebrity in

the constellation of public personalities in contemporary culture.

The double hermeneutic, employed to reveal the organization of public

subjcctivity, represents an approach that has not been well-developed by other writers

on celebrity. Sorne writers, such as Dyer, detail the forms of reception of stars, but

fail to develop adequately the apparatus that is in place that attempts to read and

produce stars. Other writers, such as Morin, have provided accounts of the industrial

organization of the culture industries as a star-making machinery, but failto

rccognize that the success of the organization of stars and celebrities is not fait

accompli but represents a constant effort to reorganize and refit the public

presentation of personalities to match audiences and audiences' expectations. Finaily,

very few writers have successfully linked the developments and shifts in celebrity

0(' the wonta 10 the contcxtUlilization of Ibe lexl. The currcnl projcct launc:hcs • rcadin; of production and n:ccption of the cclc:brit)' lhrou~h
an inlcrprclivc radin; of the v.nous lem mat cstablilh the: cclcbrity a. an Cnlity. Also intq:ratcd loto the hc:nncncutic is • n:c~tion of the
atlNral (onteX' which wpc:" and infanna the: rnca~ of the: c:clc:brit)' lipftext. Jau,," work Î5 panicularly uscful bec.use he CIlablisha an
apprOlicb thal move. bcyond simply dis;:overin; authoNt imCnlion throu,h. close hcrmcncutic of. text. 10 workin; 10 identif)' • hc:rmcncutic:
of rcccpiion. lam al1artin, the..: insi~hb iolO a Ilud:-' of popular cultural Comu and the subjc:c:tivity wt Î5 cOlUtNcted throuJ:h the procci5c~

or pr'OlJuction aOlJ eoruumrli"n.
For a ·rc:adin~· of the mcaninJ;lIo ofhermc:nculi.:~ see R,,~' J. H()\Il.'ard. 7hr'('~ FaU5 ofH~nnmc"n·cs.&rlœley CA.: University of Califomia

Prcallo. 1982: Haruo'CÀ"Ofl: Gadanll:f. Philosophical Ht'""CI~lmcs. &rL:l:ley: Unh..~n;.it~· ofCalifornia Pre". 1976.
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• form that have emerged from these negotiating processes to the orpnil;uion oi

contemporary subjectivity. The analysis that fo11o\\'s identities the iorms oi

subjectivity that are privileged in the public sphere through the celebrity and thcn

correlates those modalities of production and reception into the organiz:uion of

political representations of self and identity. Emerging from the identi tication of the

audience-subject and the production of personalities by the culture industries and the

political culture is a form of identity that perrneates through conternporary culture

and is not arrested by its designation as an entenainmcnt phenorncnon or a political

phenomenon. The term that captures the special qualities of this idcntity is the public

subjecT. The public subject refers to a representation of individuality and personality

that operates in the public sphere; the public designation of this form of subjectivity

refers to the involvement of the public (through diffcrent audience groups in its

formation) and the conception of a cornmon and accepted cultural valuation of fame

and significance. The subject designation in the term refers to the individuating

construction that is an essential feature of the public personalily. AIso, subjectivity

entails. as described earlier in defining the audience-subject. a structuration proccss

that includes the audience who identifies the celebrity. the institutions in place that

organize these representations of celebrity identity. and the celebrity hirn/herself.

The analyses of celebrities that follow, work to flesh out what conternporary public

subjectivity entails and thereby identify how this form of subjectivity is elernental in

all domains of the public sphere.
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Unifying the Approach: Foucault, Discourse and Power

1 have established to this point three kinds of approaches to the study of the

celebrity. My intention in the follow-up chapters is to analyze particular celebrities

by integrating these three approaches into a unified thematic about the general type of

power that is represented by an entire celebrity system. The conceptualization of the

celebrity as a form of double rationality is iIIuminated through the general techniques

of the analysis of the sign and the text offered by semiotics and cultural studies. 1

intend to use Jauss' characterizations of heroic reception as a way to structure the

reading of any celebrity within the constructs of the audience.

Ultimately what binds the analysis of the celebrity together is the way in

which power is articulated through these cultural texts. There is a nebulous quality

about what the concept of power entails in a study about celebrity. In the chapter

that follows the analysis of celebrities, where 1 undertake an analysis of the political

discourse that is informed by the system of celebrity, the more classic understanding

of the term surfaces. 1 intend to link the poliùcal nature of power to celebrity power

through a Foucauldian conception of the term. Foucault discusses power not in terms

of opposiùon between those who possess power and those who do not. It is a much

more pandemie term, where power exists in both the insùtuùonal setùng and

concomitantly in the organization that opposes the institution. The linkage between

these two formations identifies the site of power. What fundamentally unifies

diametrically opposed organizations is the commonality of a "discourse". Discursive

strategies are attempts to maintain the primacy of certain form of knowledge
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concerning the discourse. The play of power is the positioning of the discourse to

represent a certain configuration of interests. needs and institutions."

Foucault has provided through his writing several examples conceming the

way in which power is expressed through discourse and discursive strategies

contained therein. He calls his tracing of these discursive power matrices a

genealogy. Fer example, the discourse of madness is traced from its classical roOlS.

where the insane were thought to be truthsayers to the nineteenth century. where

madness became an iIlness whieh needed to be cordoned off from the sane. As a

diseourse, it had been repositioned for insanity marked the post-rer.aissance domain

of reason, sanity and the individual. Madness became a visible thrcat to a struetured

system of knowledge.3s In another work, Discipline and Punish'''. Foucault

isolates on the movement of disciplinary strategies from physieal punishment to the

internalization of Giscipline into conscience. In terms of prison systems. Bentham's

"11 may be wOfÛ\whilc to have an cxplanatol')' note hCfI: 10 claboralc on what Foucaul1 uncJcDUamJ!'> power 10 he. Il wuuhl ""mnl; 10 Înh:rprct
Fouçault·s work~ in \he end. sccing power a' n:prasi\lc. Foucault bai Mid that power relation" an: ·cvcryv.'hcrc-:

·Power must he undcnlood in the first iustance &j; the multiplic::it), of force rc::1atiomo immanent in the )phcrc in which the)'
operai.: and which constÎtutc 1hcir own 0ll:lnization formini: • chain or a s)'ltcm. on Ule c:ontnlf)" the dYlijunC:liunli.nd
cOl1lradictionawhich iso1I1c \hem from one anothcr. and laltl)'. as the Itralc;ici in which the)' lakc crrce1. whn.e Q:cncral
dcaisn or ÏRltilulional c1')'llallization i. cmbodicd in the atalc, in the formulation of \he la..... in the v.riou. IlOCÏliI
bc&Cmoniea.· HùlOry ofSuUGlily. p.92.

Foucault then doc:a not nc:ceuarily link power \Vith lbe ltate:: he considcn d)'ljul\CtionJto he loci of pa....er and Ilralc.ie•. Il i. cvidcnl. howcycr.
lhat certain diKouncs predominale and an example of a predominant and thu. mon: po....erful di:.counc i" c:ontail\l:d the orcl'1llion of the -atale
applta1U5-.

"Sec Michel Foucault. Madnas and aviU:ation. trans, by Richard Howard. New York.: Vintal:e (Random HOUliC). 1973 (1961). In the
above aceount ofthia oEiani%.alion of know1edee and madncss. Jhave n:n:ad Fouc:ault'J carlier work throu.h the lef'IM and IcrminoloU lhal he
deYelopcd in bis liter wrili~. His developmcnt of the: concept of an arehacolo" of a dillCounc: i. clcarly deyelopcd in his Archaeology of
KMwlalgt(1974). The Ule of the lerm. ~ncaloD". which he considered more aCCUl'1Ilc in delCribirq: the proccuua! devclopmcnl ofa diliCOUnc
and ils relalionship 10 a power/knowlcd,e malrix emcrrcs in his \IIOrk HislOry of ScxUQUry. 1980 (1978). An exccllenl inlcrprcLalion of
Foucault', inlcllectual movcmcnllo a ~ter concem \Vith the ofl:;anizalion of power. liCe Huben Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow. Michd FouCQult.·
St)'ond $mIclUn2lism and H~rmmeUlics. Chica~: UniveDÎly of Chic.~PmI. !983. ch). 7 .nd 8. pp. 143-!82. SpecificaUy on the UliC of
~o~pp. !(l.l.l1S.

~ichcl Foucault. DiscipUM and Punish. New York.: R:andom Hou)l;. !979.
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panopticon articulated, at least metaphorically, the way in which modem discipline

achieved its ascendency through the maintenance of the belief among prisoners of

continuous surveillance}O The discourse on the intemalization of discipline

proliferated because it expressed the means and methods of control of each isolated

individual in an era that championed the individual.

In his final major work, The History of Sexuality Foucault develops his

concept of power more fully}' What interests Foucault about sexuality is its

discursive power or what he calls its "biopower"}~ In volume one, Foucault seeks

the way in which sexuality has been positioned in the nineteenth and twentieth

century to explain a host of mental ailments as weIl as a means to freedom and

Iiberation. Instead of identifying a discursive discontinuity between Victorian sexual

censorship and mid-twentieth century sexual liberation, Foucault sees a clear

continuity in using sexuality as a l:1eans of explanation. Discursively, sexuality

continues to position and construct the modem subject. Sexuality as discourse thus

articulates various configurations of power.

The celebrity, Iike sexuality, allows for the configuration, positioning and

proliferation of certain discourses about the individual and individuality in

contemporary culture. The celebrity offers a discursive focus for the discussion of

realms which are considered outside the bounds of public debate in the most public

4bid.. p. 20~

.IMi':hcl Foucault. nt' Histo,,' ofSe;(uaIity. Vol. l, New .York: Random Houx, 1980.

':/bid.• rr.1ol().loW.-!fone ~.n .rply the tenn bio-hislOl')' to the rrcuun:1I throuSh which the: movc~nlSorlirc and lbe proccJ5C:foofhi5tor,'
inlcncn: with one anothcr. one ""ould have 10 IJ'C'llk of bio-powcr 10 dc"i~nalc wbal brou&;bt life and ilS mcchanisms inlo the rcalm of cxplic:it
calculllioruo and illide l;.nowlcd~·ro""·cr.n .:.:nl oflnnulonnation ofhuman life,- p. 143.
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• fashion. The celebrity system is a way in which the sphere oi the irr.uion:ll.

emotional. persona! and the afiective are conmined and negoti:lted in contempor:lry

culture.

Affect and Power

1 have identified throughout this chapter on the tools for analyzing the

celebrity that the concept of affect is central for undersmnding the meaning and

power of the celebrity in contemporary culture. It has arisen in the way in which

Weber has tried to define the process of rationalization. 1 have attempted to

demonstrate in a previous chapter that the mass has been perceived and positioncd as

the prime location for volatile affectivity. the centre of irrationality. 1 have also

indicated that in the signifying system the realm of connomtion can be c1assified as

the site of affective activity. As weIl. in my integration of Foucault 1 am privileging

the term affect to identify the organization of a di:;course about individuality through

celebrities. To complete the discussion of techniques and tools for the study of

celebrity and power, 1 will conclude by e!aborating funher on how 1 use the term

affect in the fonhcoming analysis.

Affect, as a term, has been used principally in psychological research. In

behavioural psychology, affect is the middle ground between cognition and

behaviour: the affective realm is connected to this chain of causality between

something experienced and then the formulation of a reaction to that experience.43

<Ulam simplifyin: a :rcat da! ofracarch inlo aŒ:ct. The modell have: jUM dC10Cribcd i~ ~cncral1y known .. \he CAB model. For furthcr
discuuion oflhi. rcsearch sec &n S. Moon: and Ali!:!: M. ben <cd!t.), Affrel and Social Mhavioll,.. CambridJ:c: Clmhrid~ Univcnity Pre....
1990.
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Much of this research has focussed on locating how affect led to abnormal behaviours

in people and then working out how to transform the chain of causality between

expcrience, affect, and effect.

Freud, in his early writings that focused on establishing the frameworks for

the science of psychoanalysis, al50 developed a reading of affect. Freud's thesis was

that people virtually automaticaIly assume rational grounds for their feelings; affective

experience therefore leads to a new launching ground for the reinterpretation of

situations 50 that the affective experience becomes plausible and integrated into a

world view..... What can be drawn from Freud and to a lesser degree the

behavioural psychologists is that affect is constantly "attributed" to something.

Attribution of affect, the process of rationalizing emotional reactions echoes Weber's

reading of the relationship between the charismatic leader and his followers. My use

of the term then is drawn from this reading of affect and the attribution of affect; the

celebrity represents a site for the housing of affect both in terms of the audience and

the institutions that have worked to produce the cultural forms that have allowed the

celebrity to develop.

Although 1 use this reading of affect and attribution as a launching point to

understand the negotiation of meaning that occurs in the organization of the celebrity

as cultural text, 1 extend the meaning of the term to encompass a general cultural

condition related specificaIly to questions of meaning and significance. Different

authors have described this breakdown in signification - where meaning itself is in

.. Sec ComcliJWc,man.Ps)..:hoa~ ar.d Cognili"C' ~)'cholo~': AF(JImaü:anon "/Fm"l's earliOl7heor)'. Nçv,' York: Academie~
1985. pp. 2~7·2~9.
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flux - as the post-modem condition. Lyotard. who has written about the brcakdown

in meta-narratives. can be reread faithfully as describing the lack of attribution of

affect in contemporary culture:'-' There is a decentring of mcaning; affect itsdf

becomes the endpoint in the causal chain between cognition and rationalization.

Similarly, Jameson has taken the clinical diagnostic term of schizophrenia and

reconfigured it as a general cultural condition.... He expresses it as the dissolution

of hierarchies of value and the living in the perpetuai present. ln his words. the

general culture is experiencing "isolated. disconnected. discominuous material

signifiers which fail to link up into a coherent sequence." .7 Baudrillard's

identification of the "ecstasy of communication" is related to the disintegration of a

c1ear cut relationship between signifier and signified; the ecstasy emerges from the

aetuaI play within a long chain of signifiers.·' Like the schizophrenie. the culture's

experiences are intense and undifferentiated as the context of past and future

disintegrate as points of reference. As well, the contemporary culture experiencc

although intense also dissipates quickly and reforms on another site.

Grossberg, in severa! articles, has used the term affect specifically to dcscribe

this modem cultural condition. ln discussing postmodemity, Grossberg isolates on

&JJcan Franc:ois Lyotard. 77t~ Posrmotkm Condition. traM. by Brian Mauumi. Minnclpolh.: Uni'Jcnil)' of MinncW1tl1 Pre». 1984 (1979).

"'Frederic Jameson. -PoItmodcmism and Consumer Culture- in Hal Foslcr (cd.). 7h~ Anti-AnUlt'lic: Wll)"S in Postmnd~m CWlurr. Pon.

T.........sWA.: 8oy_1983.

"lbid.• p. 119.

"Jean Bludrillard. -ne Ecgny of Communicalion- in Hal Foller (cd.). Tht' Anti-cf'srht'lic. pp. 12{'·134.
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the incapacity of individuals in contemporary culture te "articula:e meaning and

affect":

"post-modernity, then points to a crisis in our ability to locate any
meaning as a possible and appropriate source for an impassioned
commitment. It is a crisis, not of faith, but of the relationship between
faith and commonsense, a dissoluùon of what we ffiight calI the
"anchoring effect" that arùculates meaning and affect. It is not that
nothing matters - for something has to matter - but that we can find
no way of choosing, or of finding something to warrant our
investment... Meaning and affect - historically so closely intertwined
- have broken apart. each going off in its 0\1/11 direcùon.·'

Grossberg's conception of articulation between affect and meaning can be reread as a

form of attribution. a1beit with a decidedly political connotation. \Vith television.

there is "an indifference to difference even as it constructs differences out of the very

absence of difference" .sa What Grossberg sees is an " affective economy" (as

opposed to a representational eco.lomy) in operation where there is a focus on

affective investment without the concomitant association of a political investment.

Thus a particular song likc Bruce Springsteen's "Born in the USA" can be

appropriated as an affective investment by both Ronald Reagan and Walte~ Mondale

in the 1984 presidential election: the connection to a clearcut meaning. which for

Grossberg represents an "articulation" of meaning in terms of political acùon, is

elided from the affective moment.SI

~IGf'\'»h.:ll:. "'R,,,;:l,; anJ R...,II in So:ar.::h of an AuJi-:n.:c· in Jameli LuU (cd.) Pop,dar .\JUSte an.! ComnllU1icari(ln. Scv.'bur,' Park Ca.: ~:.:.

1~~7. rr. 17S-1~7 •
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In the analysis of celebrities to follow 1 interpret the way in whi.:h this

affective economy is contïgured in the organization of a ce1ebrity system. The f,'rms

of affective power are linked to the power of the ce1ebrity text to mo\'e effort1essly

bet\1:een the public and the private sphere.

The concept of affect is used in two complementary ways in the rest of the

dissertation. First of ail. it is used to identify the way in which ce1ebrities are

positioned by the culture industries for the attribution of affect. As well. audience

groups attribute certai:l meanings to the cekbrity figures. Second!y. 1 use the term

affect to describe the way the celebrity system is aIse a technique for the organization

of cultural investment into the attributes of persona!ity and sentiment. indi\'idual

subjectivity and private experience.

Conclusion

The next three chapters operationalize the techniques of analysis proposcd in

this chapter through a study of celebrities that have emerged in specifie institutional

sites of the culture industries. Each institutional site is first analyzed in terms of the

way in which the celebrity has been configured historicaIly. This is followed with an

analysis of the meanings and various forms of signification that are embodied in

specific contemporary celebrities in film, television and popular music. The objective

of the investigation of these celebrities is to work through the nature of the discursive

power of the celebrity system - by charting the double form of rationalization and

the dual hermeneutic of intention and reception - in order to sec how it may inform
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the general public sphere and political leadership in particular. Following the

analysis of the celebrities. a conc1uding summary chapter providcs the linkages

betwcen the celebrities in order to identify systemic propcnies. Following this. 1 will

apply thcse insights to the study of contemporary political culture and political

leadership and discuss how the celebrity system is a central element of political

culture.
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SECTIO!\i TWO

THE A1~ALYSISOF CELEBRITY TYPES: THE CO:"\STRl'CTIO:"\ Of
AUDIENCE SUBJECTIVITIES

General Introduction:

The next three chapters will be analyses of types of celebritics that havc

emerged in the American film, television and popular music industrics. 1 will use

particular celebrities in order to represent a dominant configuration of cclcbrily typc

that is best articulated in .:ach mediated form.

The division of categorical types in terms of technological mediation is not

arbitrary. The three entertainment technologies have establishcd quitc diffcrcnt mcans

of conveying distinction and difference within their domains and have utilizcd thc

celebnty forro to express various hierarchies of form, mcaning and powcr. SimiJarly.

the audiences have worked in the construction of these hierarchics and mcans of

differentiation through the different entertainment technologics. This is not say that

any of these entertainment technologies are exclusive in thcir construction of

celebrities, for there are many perforroers who traverse the boundaries of cach

medium. Nevertheless, their emergence from a particular industrial configuration of

celebritydom is central to their meaning and significance. The first part of cach

chapter will begin by identifying the kinds of celebrity configuration that are

predominantly expressed through cach technological form. After the establishment of

this general genealogy of the industry's construction of the celebrity, the particlliar
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celebrity is analyzed in ail its intenextuality. This reading of the paniclIlar celebrity

involves an elaborate hermeneutic built and substantiated from a number of sources.

Media texts, those produced by the panicular culture industries. as weil as those

organized for the fan's consumption, are interpreted to identify both the institutional

organization of the celebrity and the audience's work in the construction of the

celebrity. It is in this analysis that the kinds of audience-subjectivity offered by the

celebrity wiIl be investigated.

The founh chapter in the section wiIl discuss the interconnections of the three

celebrity systems and develop the notion that it is more accurate to speak of a system

of celebrity at work in contemporary society. The celebrity as a system wiIl be

investigated to determine the way in which it shapes the public sphere in general .
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THE CIl'ŒMATIC APPAR-HUS AND THE CONSTRllCTI01'\ OF TUE FILM

CELEBRITY

The emergence of the cinema star according to Richard De Cordo\'a. was

intimately Iinked with the decline of the allure of the apparatus of motion picture

projection. Until about 1907, the focus of attention was on the technical fc.1t of

displaying images and stones on the screen. 1 Most of early cinema \Vas

documentary in nature, where aspects of everyday life, circus performances, sporting

events were depicted on screen.2 This transformed somewhat because of the constant

need for new and interesting (at Ieast unseen) film product. The early connection of

film to the craft of iIIusionism and magic could be seen in two ways: the films of

Georges Meliès, an iIIusionist turned film-maker, and the position of the exhibition of

'Richard de Cordo..... -rhc Emcll;cncc of the Star Sy.tcm and the Bou1i:coitoification of the American Cinema" in S'a' SiKIU. London: BFI
Education. 1981.p. 66

~c exception to this could he secn to he &lil.on', film mldc in "udioJl~ ncvcrdu:lcw., the crnrhui. wu "iU on the "wondcnncnt" of the
tcchnol~ and Ibe noyell)' of movÎnJ: imaJ;cl.
for. thoroua;h rcadin~ ofcarlyci~ IoCC: Charle. Mu)~r. H;slo')' ofrhe Americotl Cinema Vot. J: The Emergence of Cinema: 1hr: .1mcrican
Scrun 10 1907. New York: Charles Stribncr', SoM. 1990.
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films as a type of novelty act in vaudeville theatres.3 In both cases the enigmatic

quality of the producüon was not so much related to the plot but more to how the

images were created and juxtaposed. Early films (pre-1907). according to Cordova.

could be characterized by their close connection to "action" and movement. The

construction of the film celebrity emerged only after an initiaI decade of exhibition.

It is part of traditionaI - aIthough now chaIlenged - film history to mention that the

large production houses like Biograph impeded the development of the star by not

releasing the real names of the actors involved in any film. The impetus behind the

development of stardom then was the audience's construction of intertextual

continuities: the audience according to WaIker began identifying screen personalities

not by their names but by a nickname that attempted to capture the face, body type or

hair of the performer. "The fat guy" or "the girl with the curIs" became a way for

nickelodeon exhibitors to advertise their short feature.i through a recognizable

audience interest." Hampton's History ofthe American Film lndustry (1931) and

Jacobs' The Rise ofthe American Film: a Critical History (1968) served as guides for

this reading of early film and its relationship to the construction of personaIities.

More recent scholarship has disputed the simplicity with the development of the film

star system. Sorne like Staiger have been able to identify forms of identification that

'For an account orthe c:onncC:lionofvaudcville \0 film sec Robert C. Allen'. Vaudn;U~ and Film 1895·19/5:A Slud)' in Media J~racdon.

Nev.' York: Amo Pre"" 1980 (ori~inally publisbcd as • Ph. D. disKnation. University oflowa. 1917)
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• predate previous designations of its development in the carly w mid-teens.' As well.

the interconnections to other entertainment industries. like theatre and vaudeville

which had well-developed star systems. further complexifies the reasons and

rationales behind the organization of a film star system. What can be safdy

concluded is that the reluctance to release the names of performers gradually gave

way to an industry that used its performers as one of the primaI")' forms of promotion

and marketing of its product.

A more accurate way of describing the emergence of the film star is to see

that the film industry was in the process of determining its categorical position in the

entertainment industry. ln its affiliation with vaudeville. the film industry was part of

an already established and successful cultural industry that possessed ils own system

of fame, prestige and celebrity.6 Varie/)" the trade magazine for most of the

vaudevillian performing arts in the early part of the twentieth century regularly

displayed large photos of vaudeville stars on their tirst page: the featuring of one of

these acts became one of the central means that the trade newspaper attached itself to

the glamour of the industry. Moreover, as Allen points out, vaudeville had

successfuUy produced what he calls a mass audience which included not only the

'Janet Slai~r. ·Sccinj; Stars- in Chriltinc Glcdhi11 (ct!.) 5:ardom:lndust,,· ofD~J:;t'<. London: Routlcdg.:. 1991. l'p. 6·10 (finl publiahcd
in Velwol lighl Trap. 20 (Summcr 1983).

~c pcrvuivCDCII of the stAr ayJlcm in vaudeville could have opc:ratcd as the cNci,1 limitin~ structure on the devclormcnl of film âan
in the carly 1900s. Allen cxplains tbat \ben: "''ali an cconomie: impetua ofcxhibil0n. to mave inta the showi~ of filmllo bcc:'u~ of me clIÇalatiOl:
salaries dcmandcd by vaudeville stan. The hybrid ronn 10 cmcI'J:C out of the relative che.pneu of fitnu in comrari.an 10 mounlini: an cntire
vaudeville show wu wbat wu callcd unaU·lime vaudeviUe: ben: fewcr acts wcrc shawn with more: tOir.ph:a.i. on the mm. The)' wcre: aencrall)'
in smaller venues but"nic:er" morc "acc:cpLablc"(to me middle elauca) iMn me rou;;ber and dirtiet nie:kelodeon houacs.Aa me power o( me
vaudcvi11c JW.ra incruacd. the promotera and exhibiton. and the ncw cultural enlrt:prcncuD who compeled wilh vaudeville movcd on to
productions which kcpt the pcrfonncra anon)'mous.nd chcap: film pcrfonncr5. Thi. a~mcnl ia inremd (rom Allen·, dlacullion or the
dcvclopment o( small-timc vaudeville. who docs DOl spcdfically eXlCnd his ee:onomie: arpmcnl to inc:lude thi. poinl conceminJ: me ohviou,
impcdin;; orthe mm SUit JY~em. Sec Allen. pp.23o-273.
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working class but large segments of the middle class in its audience. 50 the film

industry had expanded its audience beyond the limited circulation of penny arcades

and variations of peep-shows to a national audience which encompassed both the

working class and the middle class. Film was also positioned in relationship to

traditional theatre which attracted a much wealthier clientele than most vaudeville

houses. One cao sec in the way in which the film magazine of the period Moving

Picture Wor/d differenùated between the true "acting" of the theatre and the idea of

performance in movies that a clear hierarchy of the arts was at work. Prior to 1907,

Moving Picture Wor/d described movie actors usually as "picture performers". To

perform was more a display of natural action. To act had the connotation of creating

the nuances of character, the artifice of becoming the personnage. In the

development of techniques 1ike the close-up, in the graduaI appearance of narrative

structure, and in the movement to "feature" 1ength one cao see the attempts to build

into the cinematic structure elements that would be emulative of aesthetic value

perceived in theatre-going. The increasing fecus on individual performers and the

codes of character as opposed to the dominant code of action of early twentieth

century film, moved the film industry into an investment in a star system that at the

very least emulated the theatre star system. Indeed, Adolph Zukor attempted to inject

the aura of the theatrical star into film by contracting famous stage actors for films.

The most famous of these, Sarah Bernhardt, played the lead in an artistical1y

successful though less financial1y successfu1 Queen Elizabeth (1912). However, the

strategy contained a slight1y flawed conception of the movie audience because the
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most famous contract players to emerge out of his Zukor's Famous Playcrs Company

in the teens were in fact only known as film stars.' Thc ocvdopmcnt of thc star

system thus is most indicative of a cultural industry ancmpting to capturc a certain

legitimacy and cultural space. Stars and dramas that emphasizcd thc psychological

development of characters articulate an attempt to establish the cincma's aftinity ....ith

the theatre. The actual meanings of the film star of the tcens or twcnties ncvcr

achieved this aesthetic connotation because the audience's investment in the star. an

audience that was comprised of primarily the working classes and the middlc classes,

expressed a distinctively filmic aura for the screen cclebrity,

Edgar Morin's discussion of this aura of the film cclebrity of the twenties

emphasizes the god-Iike quality that was granted to these select few. One of the tirst

instances of name recognition came with Nick Carter, who was still known only by

his sereen name. Only after playing a number of different heroic roles did the star

beeome reeognizable as a hero himself.s By 1919, the star crystallized as an entity

distinctive from his/her screen personas. As an entity, the star and the industry that

by this time surrounded him/her began to proteet the image he/she conveyed to the

public. For example, Valentino maintained the image of the romantic and heroic

lover throughout his career by aetively choosing his film roles to support the

construction. For Morin, Greta Garbo epitomized the separate and aloof quality of

the film stars of the nineteen !Wenties: she "remained mysteriously distant from the

'Walker. Stordom,pp. 44-15.

'Morin. p. 18.

136



• mortals"[her audience] both in her screen presence and her lifestyle in her grand

Hollywood mansion!

However, the film star aura was never so simply maintained. It was built on a

dialectic of knowledge and mystery. The incomplete nature of the audience's

knowledge of any screen actor became the foundation on which the film celebrity was

constructed into an economic force. The staging ground for film actors to enter the

world of celebrity was publicity. Publicity describes the extratextual movement of

the screen actor into other forms of popular discourse. The staging of publicity on

behalf of individual celebrities became the province of agents and specifically

publicity agents. The most famous of these publicity innovators. Carl Laemmle ­

owner of the Imp studio, was effective in separating the economic power of the

individual actor as celebrity from the rest of the film industry. He staged the "death"

of the Biograph Girl, Florence Lawrence, through a news release to newspapers

throughout North America. Three days later he staged her reappearance in St. Louis

which included an exclusive feature interview and full-Iength photo of the star.

Within that interview certain personal details about Florence Lawrence were released

which circumvented the Biograph studio's ban on the release of names or informatio"

about their film aclors. Her audience Iearned of her love of horseback riding and of

the stage along with olher details of her early life.1O The publicity agent has

"'1orin p. 21

",\\'allri.cr. r. 36
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conùnued to assume this role of enlarging the meaning of any actor in the public

sphere and expanding the audience's knowledge and their will to knowlc:dge of the

celebrity's personal life. Walker considers the creation of the tilm star as public

propeny an industry that was very quickly "10.000" limes larger than tha! which

occurred in the theatrical trade: there were more photos. more venues. more fan and

movie magazines, and the power of simultaneous releases that made the extratextual

business of film star publicity so central to the entire industry. Between the 20s and

the 1950s the extratextual discourse conceming movies and their st,lfS in Hollywood

was estimated by one writer to be 100,000 words a day. In terms of quantity. this

made Hollywood the third largest source of information behind Washington and New

York. Also between the 1920s and the 1950s roughly 5000 correspondents were

stationed in Hollywood to feed the world the secrets of the stars. Il

The Independence of the Film Celebrity

At various times in the history of film, the film star has operated as a symbol

of the independent individual in modem society. This crucial symbolic value has

demonstrated and reinforced the ideology of potential that is housed in ail members

of capitalis'; culture to supersede the constraints of institutions for the true expression

of personal freedom. As the film star transformed into the c1ear economic centre of

film production between 1910 and 1920, he/she became able to determine the form

"Morin. p. 11
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and content of that production and thus act independently." By 1919. a group of

film stars that included Chaplin, Pickford, Griffiths and Fairbanks demanded salaries

and contracts that could no longer he supponed by any studio. They organized their

own production and distribution company, United Anists, in order to control their

own films.') Although only having limited success in its early years. the existence

of United Anists nevenheless underlined the top film stars' ability to express the

independence of their wills and desires. It is interesting to note that that expression

of independent will in the form of United Anists eventually adopted the corporate

structure of the other major film companies. ,4

The economic independence of the film celebrity has always operated as a

symbol of frecdom within the industry and for the public. The ability to own a

mansion, the opponunity to partake of prohibitively expensive forms of leisure like

yachting or polo, and the time to travel widely are all kinds of pursuits associated

with stardom. They are the rewards of an industry that is connected to a paying

public through the perceived "qualities" of their stars.

I:Scc Richard dcCordova. PiClUlY PCrs0tU2lilic.r: 'lM E1Mrgtnu ollhe $ldr S)'#mI in AmtriC'G. Urbana: Univcnity of Dlinois Press. 1990.
DcConJov.". analYJÎ10 of the carly mr l)'JIcm derme. quilC accufIIlcly \bis inveatment of the industry and the extra·tcxwal indultr)' in the
conltnlelioR orthe :,ublil: pcnonalil)'. The Aulhot makc. a distinction bctwccn the ·pic::wn: pcnoDality· • which wcn: mm aclors bctwccn 1910
and 1919. and "alIra". which wcn: film aclon .net 1919. in lcrms orthe relative invCllmcat in a discounc ofiDtimacy and~nal knowlcd~.

Picwn: pcnonalitic. for dcCordova an: dcGncd public1)' as homol~ to thcir rolcs. Stara aniculalc the cstablilhmcnt of public pcnonaiiticl
tbat litcnlly have lives ofthcir own in Icrms ofcxtra-texw.al (i.e. oulJidc of\hcir films) discourx. 'Thesc classifications ofde C",rdOVll eOQl,lnue
10 derme die W&y in which AIrs arc eonstnletcd in the American film indUSlI')'. Sec bclow in die analysis ofTom enlÏJc.

"00u~1a.Gomery. 710. HolI)wooJ SludioSys:cn.l.ondon: BFIIMaoMlllan. t986. pp.I73-180.

loI'J'he oN)' rcal ditrercn.:e bct...:een United ArtÎw. anJ thc m:ajor Sludios 'V..as that United Artisb did not b«omc completel)' integratcd wiLh
OWDI:C'Ihip in exhibition JI» .....ell u prodUl:lionand d~ribution. Alto. Îllhould bc al1dcd th:lt mO)t orthe studios arosc out orthe corponlite culture
of exhibition anl1 diJtribution,
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For the industr)·. the stars' economic value transcends the nature of his:her

work and thus his/her wage far outstrips the wage earned by the generally unioniled

film worker. The :::elebrity's independent connection to the audien.:e rermits the

configuraûon of a separate system of value for their contribution to any tïlm. This

connecûon to the audience is on an affective or emotional \eve\ that deties clear-cut

quanûficaûon of its economic impon. ln recent film history. the star's wage is one

of the principal costs of production. For a star of the firsi order. like Arnold

Schwarzenegger. Tom Croise. Meryl Streep or Dustin Hoffman. contracts between

two and five mil!ion are not uncommon. Over and above this salary. the star may

also receive a percentage of the box office.'~ ln these arrangements. not only is the

star guaranteed a very high salary. they are aIse permitted to be involved in the

creaûon of surplus value or profits like the corporation itself. The star has become

an individllalized corporate entity. with recognizable brand and hoped-for audience

loyalty.

"ln 1990. SytvcstcrStatlonc IÎgncd a multi~picturc dcal with CarolCo. for bctwc.:n 12 and 17 million dollar. pcr pi~lurc. Willi. aurro'Cdly
rcdevcd 8 million dol1aD for \he lAst 1Jo)' Scouz(1991). &:hwarzcnc"ar rc:ccivcd a jet fllf Tolal Rc('oll (991) and 12 million doUan for
Klndtrgartnl Cop (1991). Thcrc: is an cntirc hicrarchy of t~plllidactoD in Hollywood. In 19M9·90 the cMimatcd incarne,., fur the litan wcrc::
SylYellcr Stallonc 63 million
Arnold Sdlwarzcncacr 55 million
lack Niehollon SO million
Eddie Murphy 48 million
Btu;c W"111ili 36 million
Miehlicl J. Fox 33 million
Tom CnaiAC 26 RtiUiun
Michaicl Dou;las 24 million
Hanùon Ford n. million

Source: Peter Bart. -Stan:..'" Studios: Pa.. du: Bucb - Top Talent Sccb to 8f'ca1.:. Video Proliu. Barrier-. Vdrit'I)'. Sept. 24, 1990 p. l, 10K.
Bcc:auac orthe finanl:ia.l clout orthcsc al'li5tJ. they are aboab1e tG fi,ht the ItlM1io. in thc court (or even ,re'Ier relUron., Witb 35 10 50';1. of
film rcvcaucacomin; from video sales and reruals. the IW'S and thcir lIwyen are warkin, to nc~ialCan cven p:atcr revenue ahare !rom \hcir
tilms. SÎDCe HeIlon'slf'OUndbrcakia; dca1s of taI.:.irq: a pcrc:e~ of the film box-office ~lUo in the talc liftic•• otber ItIn have moved iAlo
similar finaneial am.n:cmcnu. wbich have of\cn shifted the financial power 10 me individual .tan.
Il is _110 si~ific:ant thal _lthouJ:h female stan. lUth alo \\'hoopi Goldbcl'J:. Mcryl Slrecp or Goldic Hawn mlIY re,cive million·plulo pay p"oJ:cto
for fillN. tbeir caminp come nowhere ncar malchlnJ: thc hiJ:hc)( paid 1M1c .tan.
A1so sec Lawrencc Cohn. "'StaD Roc:l.:ctinJ: Sall.ric~ Kcep Pu~i~ Envc1opc-, Vdnt't)" Sept. 24. 1990. p. 3.
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ne capacity of the star to conform to the iorm oi a compa;~y en:ails the

cclebrity's commitment to the organization of capital and the general operation oi the

film industry" The independence of the curren! top film ce1ebrities is built on a long

histof}" of film studio development of their Stars. From the 1920s to the 1950s the

studio system of starmaking machinery was in place. By 1930. the consolidation of

the industry established five. major studios and three minor studios in Hollyv.ood.

The major studios, not only produced films but ais.:. distributed them and owned the

eXhibiting theatres.'h Thcir pcrformers. particularly the women. were often signed

at a young age to long binding contracts where the actor could only appear in that

particular studio's productions. As a young performer their transcendent power and

related connection to the audience discussed above was virtually non-existent. They

dcpended on the studio to provide them with a venue and film "vehicIe" in order to

establish their unique ecollomic value. Not surprisingly. the studio always had a

surplus of potential stars that could be featured or relegated to the filmic version of a

c"orus line. The idea that a stable of actor/stars was affiliated with each studio

describes the original dependent relationship that any Hollywood actor had to their

studio. Once an affective relationship was established with the movie audience, the

movie performer suddenly enjoyed the benefits of being the economic centre of the

studio system. The film actor in this process exitted the private world of studio

politics and entered the public world of film exhibition.
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Agents representing ac!or/stars sincc Laemm1c have workeJ ~t i:hc intcrsti~cs

of the prÏ\'ate and the public realms of the mo\"ie industr\". Their tundamental

intention is to construct the star as a dearly separ.ne economic entity quite distinct

l'rom any indi\"idual film and any studio. The agents' inte~'ention in the typic~\l

employer-employee relationship that the studio attempts to maintain. is to articulate

the doser relationship that the star has to the audience than that ot either the mo\"ie

or the studio. The agent actively works to shift the economic ground 50 that it is

centred on the public construction of the star and away l'rom the studio's original

construction and investment in the star. At times. the wor:': of the agent may be in

concert with the publicity and promotional work of the film studios. Howe\"er. when

contracts are renegotiated. the public nature of the tïlm ce1ebrity"s power is the

working space of the agent.

The centraiity of the Hollywood agent in the separation of the star l'rom the

exigencies of the studio is significant. The way in which the film industry now

operates ..vith its most famous celebrities is a general industry-wide consciousness of

the star's independence and doser connection to an audience. Films often become

centred around the star in terms of narrative and financing. For instance. if a star of

the stature (Le. audience allure) of Eddie Murphy agrees to be involved in a proposed

picture then the financing of the production becomes ail the more realizable. The

story may also try to conform to the public's representation of the star 50 that the
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audience's expectations are met. The film character and the star"s public personality

are coordinated 50 that a continuity is maintained and reinforced. l'

The building of the public personality of the film celebrity is the work of the

agent in their efforts to forge an independent relationship between the star and the

audience. The activity of creating a celebrity from film involves coordinating the

reading of the star by the audience outside of the film. The character in the film may

set the heroic type that the star embodies, but the relationship to the reaI person

behind the image completes the construction of the celebrity. It is the solving by the

audience of the enigma of the star's personaIity that helps formulate the celebrity: the

audience wants to know the authentic nature of the star beyond the screen. Through

reading the extratextuaI reports about a particular film celebrity, the audience knits

together a coherent though aIways incomplete celebrity identïty.

Film celebrities' identities that are made from the material of interviews,

media reports, images, and films by the audience are invested with conceptions of

freedom, independence and individuaIity. The stars' luxur'ous lifestyles now depicted

in a syndicated television program entirely devoted to this t!leme (Robin Leach's

Lifesryles ofrhe Rich and Famous), would seem to distance the film celebrities from

the everyday experiences of their audiences. And, indeed, the stars of the twer.ties

had an ethereaI quaIity that placed them quite above their audiences. However with

the institutionaIization of the Hollywood press corps and the related growth in the

l'ln a ~cnt rcv~' of the power of rub1i.::iJu. Cbarlc). FlcminJj: diKo'lcrcd tMt publi.:il'b '*o'crc inc:rcasinrty inlcrvcntioni~ in dctcrmininJj:
lbe ('dilorial Ci)Dlmt of ma,azineIJ lhal ("nu'\:~ thcir l:licnb> on the cO"'cr: .. the babn.::.: of power bel""ccn nc'\Ao~ ofiarùzations and the publicity
ma.::hine &bit IUrrlief.lhcm 'IIoith cclcbril)' phalo, and intcl'o'Îc"':1l bas w"iftCli a ... the publicb,t if no\\' in the dri"'cr's 54::11." Ch:I.rles Acming. ·SUlr
HU"'~'l1\Ip CinJ flalo':b OcxïnJ:: mu»o:lo." Varit'f)'. Jul)' 4, 1990. rr. 1.23.
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extratextual discourse circulated about film stars. tïlm cd.:briti.:s b.:cam.: a bknd of

the everyday and the exceptional. The combination of familiarity and th.:

extraordinariness gives the celebrity its ideological pow.:r. On.: can s.:.: th.:

construction of this unity in the type of acting and performing that has b.:.:n central to

the institution of film.

The utraordinary and the Ordinary in Film Performance

Once the narrative film had come to repres.:nt the mainstr.:am of commercial

cinema during the second decade of the twentieth century. film p.:rformanc.: b.:cam.:

principally a form of professional acting. The decline of th.: documentary. th.: sports

and newsreel as the centres of the filmie experience was furth.:r.:d by th.: growth of

radio as the preferred new media for the diseourses of news and information. Film

acting, however, was perceived to represent the "real" and the "natural"( .vhich ar.:,

of course, cultural constructs) to a much greater degree than stage acting. Part of

this naturalistic aura surrounding film acting is derived from film's documentarian

origins. The theatre, with its proscenium, its staging, the clcar artifice of the

presentation, a:ld the projection of the actors, is not physically present in the film.

Instead we are given an apparently less constructed scene, where the camera takes us

into, for example, the livingroom of a house after showing its exterior. In concert

with this conception of the naturalness of the film and the artifice of the stage, it was

generally believed that a good stage actor did not necessarily make a good film actor.

The stage actor had to build the believability of his/her character: he had to become
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the character. To the stage critics, acting entailed creating a temporary anifice of

character and the anitice had to be discemible. The good film actor. on the other

hand, was believed to be someone who did not use the craft and anitice of acting:

they performed naturally. D.W. Griffiths chose his film actors more on the basis of

their appearance than their acting ability. Eisenstein searched the streets to find the

faces that would typify the characters in his scenarios. Qualities of beauty, youth and

stereotypicaJ appearance became central to the profession of film acting to a degree

they never achieved in stage acting. The ability to not act also became a valued

commodity in the search for film stars.

The attention to the naturalness of the film performer is also connected

somewhat to the historicaJ development of acting in the nineteenth and early twentieth

centuries. Sennett has chronicled the transformation in stage performance from the

eighteenth to the nineteenth century. In the eighteenth century, actors assumed

clearcut social positions and classes on stage, panicularly in melodrama. Thus,

stcrevtypes of performance were common where an actor became an expen in

assuming one type of c1ass/character. Sennett explains that in the nineteenth century

great acting rested on the development of a unique interpretation of the character; in

other words, actors Iike Frederic Le Maitre in Paris achieved renown through their

ability to personalize their roles and transcend the text. 18 They were thought to

possess some superior quality because they coulà shock the nineteenth century

audience with their ability to act naturaily and therefore overcome the limitations of

''Ri..:hanJ Scnn.:tt. 1ht" F.:JlI (1/ Publi~~ Man. rI". 1o.;..~OS
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the play's character." The pcrsonalization of the acting professil)n gre\\' gradllally

l'rom the late eighteenth centllry throughout the nineteenth C~.llUl')·. As Elizabeth

Burns points out, the practice of Iinking actors' names with those of the characler

they played began in the eighteenth century. As a result. it would be Garrick's

Hamler or Irving's Shylock where the self and the personality of the sdf becamc a

clear factor in the understanding of the theatrical text. ~(I

In the early twentieth century, the acting techniquo::s of Stanislavsky were

gaining influence roughly simultaneous to the narrative development of film.

Although, il wasn't for another three decades that the techniques of Stanislavsky wo::ro::

formulated into the Method School of Acting in the United Stato::s, the t~'Chnique's

investment with the construction of the self through the personaliz.'\tion of the

character matched much of the development of Hollywood film acting. The method

technique demanded internalizing the psychological make-up of the character by the

actor. In this way, the actor would achieve a more natural presentation of the

character.z, This technique was in opposition to the character acting tradition of the

British and American stage. The theatrical tradition of observing behaviour and

accent l'rom the world around could be seen as developing the character l'rom the

oUlSide inwards, where meticulous detai! was given over to the manifest signs of c1ass

l'Ibid•• p. 205

:OSce Elizabeth Burns. '1h~a:n"alil)' London: Longm:ln. 1972.

:1Sc:CCoruuntin SumiwlI,,·lIJ.;.i, CI'f!'oling Cl Rolf!'. Tnm." b~1 Elil.:a~th HllpgOOlJ. H~nninc 1. pO(lpo:r (..:..J.). Ne..... York: Roullcdl:c. 19KIJ (1961).
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and habit. Method acting in contrast was psychologically deep when it was taken to

ilS extreme of character developmem. It salience in film stemmOO from three factors.

The first fac:or is linkOO nominally to technological distinctions. Because film

dealt with faces and expressions in close-up, the grander and sweeping gestures of a

stage performance lookOO oddly inauthentic. The close-up possibility of film

psychologized and imemalizOO the meanings of filmic texlS. With sound film, the

developed and resonating stage voice, the very grain of the voice also appearOO

unnatura! and forcOO. New ranges and new constructions of character intimacy were

possible when voice projection to a theatrica1 audience was no longer necessary.

This relationship belWeen technologica1 change and the personalization of the screen

performer is not simply a cause and effect. The use of film techno!ogy is positioned

around the articulation of certain kinds of powerful discourses. Film. as a type of

mass media, was involvOO in the expression of forms of individuality that were

possible within modem mass society. Film providOO a channel for the proliferation

of a discourse on individuality and personality to flourish. The technology of film is

therefore connectOO to the expression of this discourse on the forms oi modem

individuality.22

The second factor that 100 to the relative dominance of the Method foro: of

acting in film is that the technique allowed for the expression of the personality of the

actors involved in the production. On its own, this may not seem to carry much

=Tbi• .:ould b.: likcncd 10 the fun.:lion orthe na\lcl in the ninctecnlh .:cnlul")'. The fonn ofchAraclcriSllltion and tbe: inVC5tmcnl in the !'CDOnrJ
~(lmtN.:tcd and tben naluraliud, \he conc-ertion of a kind of bou~i$individUlolil~·. Lil.:cwisc film. ac:conJin~ 10 MClrin. ac:tivcl)' workcd in
C"lcnJin: the: OOut}.~oilio und':MaruJin: of inJividualit~·10 tho: ""orki~ c1l»':$. Claude Morin. Lrs Suu's.
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weight. But if one thinks of the various interests involved in the produ('tion of a

film. one cao see the impetus behind constructing characterintions in tilO1S that

transcend the individual film. As mentioned above. the film star's agent is activc1y

working to create a unique use value and exchange value for the film actor that can

be represented. Barry King has argued quite effectively that the actor as ce1ebrity or

star expresses a value that is quite separate from the individual film production."

Thus the film star represenlS the wresting of control of the production away from the

producers and the directors. If directors. like Griftiths and Eisenstein a010ng others.

chose their leads on the basis of appearance. age. beauty or features. and not on the

ability of the performer to act. then the control of the production rests with the

director. His ability to edit, to construct the scenario. to juxtapose a series of images

ioto his(her) story diminishes the productivity and use value of the actor to the

finished product. However, if the uniqueness of the personality of the star is critical

to the success of the film production, then control of the film moves toward the star's

perceived intereslS. Method acting allows for the permutation that the internai

expression of a character cao also be a playing out of the psychological dimensions of

the star him/herself. For King this is imbricated in the control of the economics of

production and the division of labour in the film industry: "Under such

circumstances, a potential poUtics of persona emerges insofar as the bargaining power

of the actor, or more emph'ltically, the star, is materially affected by the degree of
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his or her reliance on the apparatus (the image), as opposed to self-located resources

(the persen) in the construction of persona... "2.

King goes on to conciude that "impersonation", which is the ability to play a

particular character, becomes less valued in the economies of film production than the

capacity for "pcrsonification" - the ability to construct a continuing personal and

individual mark in each film role. 25 He explains wh)':

"... the ramifications are complex, but basica1ly persenification serves
the purposes of containing competition amongst the tele-film canel
companies by representing the star's contribution as resting on his or
her private propenies as a person... The centrality of personae (stars)
as an index of value provides a form of control - shifting or ever
threatening to s~.ift, signifiers from the actor to the apparatus -over the
detail of performance in tàvour of those who have control over the
text. "26

The third factor that led to the interiorizing of character and actor in films is

connected to the audience construction of the celebrity. Method acting has deepened

the significance of the mundane, the everyday life of relatively ordinary people. In

coordination with the conception that film acting does not involve the abstraction and

impersonation that stage acting utilizes, the audience is positioned much closer to the

~ dra"'-' lhi. di)l,in.:tion in relative value from Honcnsc: Powdc:rmakcr. HoUy"''OOd: 1h~ Dr~Qm FOLIO"-, Boston: Unie Brown and Co.•
19~.p. ~06

:»IbiJ..• p. 4S
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enigma of the identity of the film celebrity. Moreover. the psycholo~ical idenlily of

the film actor is more central to understanding any of thc tilm's tcxts. AClOrs like

MarIon Brando and James Dean were able to build carccrs on combining the

interiorization of method acting with the search for thcir truc selvcs. They \\'CrC able

to include the audience in this search for the ur-text of their star personalitics.

The Audience's Pleasure and Play and the Construction of Signilicancc with
Intimacy and Enigma

The relationship that the audience builds with the film celebrity is contigured

through a tension between the possibility and impossibility of knowing the authcntic

individual. The various mediated constructions of the film celebrity ensure that

whatever intimacy is permitted between the audience and the star is purely at thc

discursive leveI. The desire and pleasure are derived from this c1car scparation of thc

materiaI reaIity of the star as living being from the fragmcnts of identity that arc

manifested in films, interviews, magazines, pin-up posters, autographs ct CClcra.

Depending on the level of commitment of the audience member, certain types of

fragments or traces of identity are deemed adequate. For some, the characters of the

films themselves which among them construct their own intertextual framcwork of the

ceiebrity's identity is quite sufficient. For others, those called fanatics or fans, the

materiaIity of identity must be reinforced through the acquisition of closer

representations of existence and identity. The autograph and the pin-up poster are

the epitome of the committed fan of a film celebrity. Belonging to a fan club entails

an investment into the maintenance of a coherent identity as members circuJate
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information about the celebrity that for the members establishes a somewhat separatc

and distinctive epistemé conceming the star's true nature.

Morin. in his book on film stars. Iists sorne of the requests that fans have

made on their favourite celebrities. Sorne asked for lockets of hair. others for small

possessions which would a1low the fan to enter the private sphere of the star through

the fetish object. Most asked for a photograph. Sorne were driven to ask their

favourite star's advice on their own personal matters.27 According to Margaret

Thorpe, a studio would have received up to 15,000 letters a week in the thirties and

forties. A first-class star would have received directly 300 letters a week.2
'

The range of audience participation in the construction of the film celebrity

sign is wide and varied. Nevertheless, stars do possess a general allure in their

combination of the everyday and the extraordinary which is modalized through a

discourse on intimacy and en:gma. The ordinary elements of the rilm star are

important as a marked entrance point for the audience to play with kinds of identity

and identification. Since its inception, the film industry has produced stars that have

emerged from apparently "normal" backgrounds. The mythology of stardom which

has becn circulated in the trade literature since Laemmle's Biograph Girl media event

is the possibility that anyone could be a star. Because of the more sustained focus on

extemal appearance as opposed to acting abiIity, the film star appeared to be chosen

2'tMorin pr. 75-83
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quite randoml)'. Merit was seconda!)' to luck and cireumstance. ln this way. the

Hollywood film indust!)· perpctuated a myth of democratie acccss. The concept of

merit and ability was transposee! into the language of character and the personal

history of the star. Humble beginnings. hard work. and honesty were the extratextual

signs of the film celebrity that supportee! this myth of the democratic art. The

extensive discourse on their personal and private lives often was construeted on how

fame and fortune could corropt the ordinary human being housed in the star

personality. This theme became one of the central film sto!)'lines of a progressi"cly

self-reflexive Hollywood.

In contradistinction to the democratic nature of access. the image of the film

star also expressed the inaccessibility and the extraordinary quality of their lifestyle.

In the double sense of the word, the image of their wealth was typically classlt!ss and

in this way was compatible with the democralic ideology that surrounded Hollywood

movies despite their oligopolistic economic structure. The mansions of the movie

stars had all the signs of wealth and prestige but none of the cultural capital to reign

in the appearance of excess. The swimming pools with their unique shapes, the

immodest and therefore grandiose architecture which was pillaged from countless

traditions without cultural contextualization, and the elaborate grounds and gates

were all signs of a nouveau riche, a class excluded from the dominant culture because

of its inability to coordinate the signs of wealth. The movie star's prestige was built

on the signs of consumer capitalism and their decadence and excess were celebrations

of the spoils of an ultimate consumer lifestyle. Their wealth, generated through the
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expansion of leisure as an industry and the entenainmcnt consumer as a widening

domain of subjectivity. was a cause for celebration - not cultural responsibility. To

use Bourdieu's typology of taste and distinction. the movie star's ostentatious

presentation of wealth exemplified an aesthetic that was obvious and overdone. In

opposition, those who possessed not only capital but cultural and intellectuai capital

constructed their distinctive taste in terms of abstraction and distance from these more

obvious and overt expressions of wealth.29

The power of the film celebrity's aesthetic of wealth and leisure in the

twentieth century can not be seen to be static. With its close connection to the

construction of consumer Iifesty!es. the film celebrity's forays into recreational

pursuits helped define the parameters of pleasure through consumption for ail

segments of society. Perhaps the best example of this expansive and proliferating

power to influence the entire socius is the growing centrality of the Hollywood image

of the healthy body. Tanned skin had connoted traditionally the evidence of physical

I::bour, specifically farm labour. Although there may have been a bucolic

connotation to the image of the tanned and brawny farrnhand. il contained no further

signification of an easy leisurely Iife. To be tanned was evidence of hard work under

the sun. The Hollywood film star helped construct a new body aesthetic as each

attempted to look healthier before the intense Iighting of the film shoots. The activity

of suntanning achieved a glamorous connotation because it now indicated the time to

do virtually nothing but lie in the sun. The film Star worked in this domain of
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breaking down and reconstructing conceptions of distinctions. l'hus c'ert:lin expensivc'

or class-based outdoor sports s\Jch as yachting or tennis provided ~, conduit between

these new body images of health and fitness that demanded time and energy in the

sun and the other moneyed classes. Leisure and wealth became in the twentieth

century associated ....-ith having a tan and a well-toned body; howe"cr, thcsc ncw

signs, appropriated from the labouring class. must have bcen achievcd thrcugh spOrts

::nd hobbies and not work.30

The classlessness of the film celebrity despite their c1ear wealth al:gns thcm as

a group with their audience. Their wealth, if thought of as an extrapolation of a

consumer subjectivity also aligned them with an ethos fostered in late capitalism,

The construction of identity in the domains of consumption as opposcd to production

made the film star an image of the way in which a lifestyle/identity could bc found in

the domain of non-work. The star then, to borrow from Ewen's study of the

development of a general consumer consciousness in the twentieth century through

advertising and general business objectives, performed as a "consumption idcal"; a

representative of the modem way of life.31 Anyone has access to the goods of the

large department stores and therefore cao play in this democratic myth of identity

construction through consumption.

"Dyer. Su=. pp. 43-15

:lISee Stuart Ewcn. C#pta;ns (Jf COtUC;OWMSS. New York: McGf1Iw-Hi1I. 1976. Hen: E\l,'con ~rcal.;.~ or youth At> • ·l,;llnMJmplion ide.l" and
the idca is inlCrratcd succcSifutly into David BuX1on') critique of rocl.: )laD in ü Rock: star ~)"sI~mt' t't sociiti de Cfll'UflmmaUIIII. Grenuble: La
PcnIéc SAu....ge. 1985. ch. 3.
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The chasm betwœn the type of lifestyle ccnstructed by the rïlm star and that

constructed bv the audience is continuallv filled in bv the rumours. gossip and stories.. --.....

that circulate in papers and magazines conceming the complex and tragic lives that

are led in Hollywood. In early Hollywood. the reponed exccsses of lifestyle and

success were treated in a diseiplinary manner by the press. If one thinks of a film

star as a consumption ideal, then failures and tragedies were the result of a consumer

lifestyle that was incongruous with the personal roots of the star. Much of the

writing of the personal life stories of the stars. panicularly that form of gossip

writing that focussed on failure. emphasized the traps of success. The discourse on

film star tragedy then "''as concemed with the reconciliation of the personal and the

psychological with the manner and means of consumption. The root cause for the

diversion of lifestyle from the persen's true nature was the instant success gained by

the film star. The disciplinary morality offered by these scandaIs of th~ stars for the

audience was the need to match one's psychclogical personality with an appropriate

lifestyle and consumption identity. The stars represented the extreme constructions of

lifestyle. The audience member had to work towards some kind of balance. Finally,

what is also leamed by the audience is the essential human frailties and personality

types of these distant stars. Despite their larger than life presence on sereen, the film

stars were essentially human and covered the gamut of personality types.
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The t11m ce!cbrity as a gt:~cral db.course o~cupics a c~ntwl ~)sitiÇl:1 in thl'

developm.:nt of .he twentieth œntury celeiJrity and 1l is for this rcason 1 havc

provided a rather le::gthy genealogy of its formation. lkeause of cinema's history

covering the enùre l\I.'enùeih century and because the cinematic apparatus's

development and growth coincided with the growth and extension of consumer

capitalism, LlJe film celebrity has provided a way in which the discourses of

individua1ism. freedom, and identity ha"e becn articulated in modem society. \Vith

the film Slar'S relative non-attachment to material forms of production because of

his/her work solely in the manufacture of images, the discourse on and abo!!t sereen

starS was particularly concemed with the manner of consumption and the associatcd

construcùon of Iifestyles. The discourse on film celebritics and their conslllllption

was also integrated into a stlldy of personality, character and gcneral psychological

profile. Through the various extratextual sources, the celebritics providcd !he grollnd

for the debate between the way in which new patterns of consumption could be

organized to fit the innate patterns of personality.

In the section to foUow, the contemporary film celebrity is analyzeli in dcpth

to reveal the way in which these various discourses are modalized through a

panicular celebrity sign. Within that discussion of the imcrtcxtual and cxtra-tcxtual

elements in the signltext construction of the celebri:y a typology of cclcbrity and

audience subjectivity will be developed as it relates to film .
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• TO:\1 CRUISE: TIlt: CO:-;STRUCTIO:-; Of A CO:'\TDlPORARY FIL:'-l

CELEBRITY a. The Channels of Knowledge:

Tom Cruise is classified from a vaoiety of sources as a movie star. To

achieve this status, Cruise articulates through various texts and representations that he

possesses certain qualities tha: are not possessed by others. He exits the realm of the

everyday and move-s into the representational world of the public sphere. For Cruise.

the filmic text, where he pe:forms various roles that are constructed into clearcut

narratives, becomes the primary means by which he becomes identifiable as a

recognizable public figun:. Surrounding the particular moments of each film release

is the intersection of severa! strategie discourses that work to construct the celebrity

quality of the film star. On one level, the agency that represents Tom Cruise, along

with the corporation and produC'iion compa.'lY that has produced the film, attempt to

promote an organized conception of Tom Cruise that is connected with the specifie

release of the film. Cruise, then, is both contained by the package of the film and

also is the package which works to draw the attention of the press to consider the

film significant or of interest. The film star works in the arena of publicity that

predates the exhibition date of the film.

The Origins of Film Stardom: The Physical PerflJrmer

The specific constructions that are strategically operated in the release of the

film can he Iikened to Richard de Cordova's historical categories of the development
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of the star persona. 3~ In the carly twentieth century. the knowledge about the

performers in cinema was Iimited. Thus. we see the deve10pment oi monikers th;l!

were connected to their performances on screen rather than their re.11 nam.:s. The\'

were identified by the audience and the film industry as mentioned abo\'e through

their physical ch::racteristics. We can cali this first category oi identitication. in line

with De Cordova's analysis. the physical performer. What is identitied by industry

and audience are the physical cha:acteristics that make them unique in the tie1d of

film performers. Thus il is a disco.;rse that emphasizes their beauty or lack ther::of.

their nose. their smile. their eyes. their entire body type. It is an objectification of

the performer that is more often than .'lot metonymic. where one e1ement/feature

represents the entire performer and connects his/her reality l'rom one film to the next.

The metonymic process should .'lot be seen as emerging sole1y l'rom the industry or

the audience. The industry, attempts to read the ;:,ub1ic based on a variety of polling

techniques as weil as less scientifically and more cultura!!y defined conccp,ions of

beauty and attraction. The historical organization of this pretesting can be captured

by the screen test where a performer" is filmed to determinc their commodity

potentiai and value to the studio. If the test is successful. then the performer would

be released in a feature film and marketed as a starlet, a rising star. Audience

reaction to the new performer would be fully tested after the release of those first

films. A determination of star quality would be determined from this rereading of
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the film's audience, general public reaction and the associated press co\'eragc of the

individual performer.

Croise as PhysicaJ Perfonner

In the transformation of de Cordova's categories into an indi\'idual celebrity

text, one can see that the construction of the physical performer emerges at the

beginning of any film celebrity's career. The p.xtra-textual knowledge of the actor is

limited. Even their on-sereen presence is often constrained to only moments of screen

time - they are not often the stars of their original films. Nevertheless. there is a

particular quality or group of qualities that become the way in which the actor

becomes recognizable as a specifie type. When the celebrity is identified in these

physical terms, there is the risk of being type-cast, where the star becomes arrested

il. the formation of their celebrity status in sorne clear-cut stereotypical image/quality.

Tom Cruise's emergence as a film actor and star is first connected to the

physicality of his performance. The category of identification by both industry and

audience of Cruise was in terms of youth. In his second film Tops (1981), Cruise,

a1though originally cast for a much smaller part through, according to the

biographical information made significant when he began to star in films later in his

career,his at=rt'aTent innate sereen presence was able to expand his raIe into

scmething much larger and signifie ant. He played a gung-ho arms-obsessed cadet at

a militai)' college for boys. His raIe presented youth as pure action: unthinking
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• instead of contemplative. assured. confident and narrow-mindcd in hi~ dK'icc of

actions. His character, David Shawn. is willing to murdcr and quitc willing w dic.

Ali of this is done with a certain bravado that is expressed in Cruisc's use of his

smile and grin. something that becomes a trademark in his movement to cdcbrity

Status. In terms of the film's character, the smile and the grin indicate the recklcss

insanity of the personality. It is with this role. tliat Cruise's name mo\'Cs into the

popular press.

His debut was also in a film designated spedtically for a )'outh audience. In

End/ess Love (1981), a Zefferilli-directed film about modem obscssive teenage love.

Cruise plays a small role that is not mentioned in any of the reviews. What is

significant is his position once again in terms of categories of youth. The film

industry worked tO establish a legion of youthful stars in the 1980s. Connected with

their rise was a clus:er of coming- of-age films as weil as the construction of a group

of actors that came to be known through the popular press as the Hollywood brat

pack.33 As a market segment, the youth audience was considered to be the very

centre of the film industry. The development of films that focussed on generational

themes and through those narratives established the territory for the e1evation of

cenain young actors to stardom could be seen as a general industrial strategy.l4

:nA publicil)' Ilill (orthe Coppola mm. 7ht OuuUkn (1982) idcnlifica most. orthe prirw;ipal mc:nhcnof lhc h...,pack: Emilio Ea&c:vCL. Ruh
Lowe. C. lbomu Howell. Man DiIloEl. Ralph Macchio. Patrick SWllyzc and of COUDe. Tom CnnlM:. Vinually cvcry mcmbcr of lhi••mur
cAlblisbcc! 1hcmsclves a•• It:it Uuou~hmc:ir comtrw:lion of the ncw )'ou&h-oricnted film of the KOa. The &lill i. irKludcd in Louu. Ci~i·:.

Unden:an4lngM""a. Eoj;lcwood ClilT. NJ.. 4th .d. 1987. p. 205.

~c tilt of films WI could bc iacludcd in \bis rentrai Jtn,ICl:Y of undCfttandina: \hat mm'. prirKipal market "'a. conncctcd 10 youth••nd
)'ou~ adults \Ilo'ho wen: c:onitNctin: thcir diltinctivc cnh:rtair.mcnl practicC:I outJidc: the orb of tc:lc..,iwon. i. "'ct) JonI:_ To name a few. BrcUI(.lK
,A""D)' (1979). 7h~ O.asiür:s Cl983}. FluJflingo lûd (198';). An Anl~riC'un WC"rl"mlfir. /.PndM (981). Fa~l 7inlC'~ UI RjJ~C'm',"1 H1~h (~qS2,.

VII1Ity Gir!s(l984). 7h. Brr:akfos, Ch.b (19113). Sprlng Brr:ak (1985). Fe"';, Bu.Uer', Da) Ol! (19~6). 7he lm' Ba;-, (19~T). Sr Elm.·, Firr:
(1985).
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Cruise was pan of this organization of the film indusLry around ilS principal

exhibition market.

In these earliest of incarnations, Cruise possesses a character type which is

c10sely aligned with his own physical look. He is a physical pcrformer. where our

knowledge of his private world is virtually non-existent. He is characterized by his

engendering young male handsemeness. As weil, he must be structured and structure

himself into the construction of filmic youthful maleness. The gendering of his

physical presence then is carried out in reference to past icons of what is a male film

star. He is thus engendered into cultural pattern of representation.

Wiat this means is that Cruise as a new potential star, is mapped into the

types of male stars that predated his appearance. In the post-\\'ar period, the

intersection of male and youth has becn represented as confused rebelIion in past

stars. The images of MarIon Br"ndo and James Dean along with Elvis Presley

established this dominant construction of male youth. No doubt the extratextual

elements that revealed aspects of their personal lives aIse enhanced the image of these

stars beyond their filmic type. GeneraIly, however the consistency of character type

in their films operates as the primary fecus ft'r the rearticulation of filmic maleness in

future male stars. Cruise's construction of male "physical performer" must reply to

the \\'ay in which these past stars exhibited strength and presence. Fundamentally,

we can sec that Dean, Brando and even, to a degree, Paul Newman represent the

interiorization of male power: there is Ct repressed fury in their performances that is
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represented by their brooding eharaeter ponrayals and their burs!s or aggr.:ssi,oüy and

violence.

These past film StarS then operate as ieons or arehetyp.:s which work to detine

the organization of ne... types of stars in their originary or emergent forms as

physical perfermers. Cruise's physical performance must aIs" work in response tl>

the anti-heroie male film stars of the 1970s: De Niro. Pacino and Hoffman." ln

their representations of ethnieity, working and underclass. the designation of heroie

qualities to these stars seems a misnomer. Nevenheless. they represent film stars:

they are instrumental in the organization of film investment capital, they can demand

high payment fees as weil as a pereentage of the box office revenues. and they an:

easily and readily recognizable in the public sphere. Torr. Cruisc's emergenee as a

physical perfor:ner then must !legotiate these filmie identities te establish a eenain

continuity in the construction of the male film sw.r and the uniqueness or

differentiation of his pai1icular example of the lineage. What this entails for the

emerging star is that an attaehment to the cultural ieons of malt: representation

produeed by filmdom must be made evident so that subsequent extension of the ieon

can be made in the growth of the individual star.

What is interesting is that Cruise's first six films are intensely focussed on

youth and more or Jess on rebeIIion. In The Outsiders (1982), Cruise is involvcd in

mid-western youth gang eneounters between the rich and the poor. In the first film

that features Tom Cruise in the leading role, Losin' It (1983), the emphasis is on 10ss

uy.,'alk.cf idcntificd thi" ,roup or a.:ton. ai> .nti.hC'roc~ an his book. Slonlom. ch. 7•

162



•

•

•

of virginity. adventure in Tijuana, and a red convertible sports car. It is a gencric

and low-budget male-oriented teen-age sex comedy. His two successive movies

establishcd the cIear nature of the physical perforrner of Tom Cruise. ln Ris!.:y

Business (1983), Cruise plays an upper cIass teenager who plays out his fantasif

when his parents leave him alone for the first time. Finally, in Al! rhe Righr MOl'es

(1983), Cruise plays a very talented quarterback for a working cIass town's high

sehoo!. Success on the football field is seen as the way out of the deadend seuing of

the steel factory cornmunity.

As mentioned above. all of these films pro\~de a unified theme conceming

Tom Cruise as perforrner. AlI of them emphasize his youth. By implication, this

emphasis on youth also emphasizes the youthful body anè his face. Cruise's sereen

pro;sp.r.ce is then conslructed specifically arou!ld his embodirr.::nt of male beauty. His

confidence in movement is part of this construction. His athletic build becomes

another marker of his success as engendered representation of filrr.ic male.

Iconica!ly. Croise is connected to stars that repr.:sent the very mainstream of

American film beauty. In the tradition of Newman and Redford. Croise embodies the

American-ness as opPOsed to some Other of ethnicity. In terrns of appearance he is

neither exotic nor enigmatic.

The emergence of the film celebrity is dependent on this original consL"Uction

of the physical perforrner where the actor is celebrated as a "type". The actor

remains relatively anonymous except for these sereen images. There is no deepening

of the meaning of the actor beyond the sereen presentations. However. the screen
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presentations provide a certain redundancy of image. an overcoding th::!! is dircctcd

towards a decoding by the audience of the physieal performcr"s rC:lson for bcing

celebrated, the material that can be used to determine the h:gitimaey of his dcvated

public stature.

There is a danger that the process of development of the sereen star eould be

arrcsted in terms of what we have labeIIed as the actor as pure physical performer.

The categorization of "type" overcomes the possibility of creating subjective

differences in character portrayal by the actor. If the "typc" is rcplicablc by othcr

performers then the inherent value of the emerging screen star is limilCd. One sees

this operation of the economics of film production in relationship to stardom most

starkly in the relatively rapid positioning and replacing of female sereen

presentations. For example in the James Bond series of films. therc is a consistcncy

in the actors who played Bond between films. Sean Connery became synonymolls

with the Bond persC'na through the 1960s, as dià Roger Moore in the 1970s and

eighties. In contras!, the Bond women were construeted to be infinitely replaeeablc

because the nature of their fame was built entirely on their physical performance.

The basis of their physical performance was dependent on their ability to present

alluring images of the female body. Although the Bond character clearly represented

a "type", the patteming of that type engagt:d an elaboration of performance beyond a

clear aesthetie of beauty. BuHt into the type was a construction of masculine allure

which permitted a greater degree of action, power and will. The very legitimate

characterization of this group of female actors as the "Bond Women" underlines the
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film industry's systematic maintenance of a female stardom stalled and often

imprisoned with the confines of the category of the physical pcrformer."

The Picture Personality

The progression from physical pcrformer to that of picture personality is the

principal subject of De Cordova's in-depth analysis of the early history of screen

stardom.37 lt is aise analogous to the progression of individual stars from c1early

formulated representations of "types" on the screen to the substantiation of the

character type through the development of a public profile of the actor that is

fundamentallyextratextual. The key difference betwecn the picture personality and

the physical performer was that the actor's name as opposed to the character's name

or type became recognized by the audience and was used to link films together to

provide a consistency around the actor's public persona. As De Cordova reveals in

his reading of the popular presses of the early twentieth century, the first biographical

profiles of the screen stars of the teens were focusscd on this link between screen

presence and their personal lives: an homologous private world was established that

would not challenge their filmic characters.38 It is interesting to see in the genea10gy

of the construction of current film celebrity the same substantiation occurs as the

""The rhylÛC.1 ~onalrw:tion of predominantl)' (emalc pcrfonncrs repR:2iCnll the pcDistenec and domin:a~c of the C1tcit0ry of the phywcal
pcrformer in \he film indusu)'. The aclual rco~.nization of the bod)' to match an actd1Clic hl~ ib own J:CncaloJ:)'. (rom the c.ppin~ of Icem
by man)' ac:lora and MI'" Factor': cosmclic work 10 the mon: inlcrvcnlioniSl rcmov:al of Mariene Dietrich'li moiArs 10 maintlin an .n~lIr flci::z!
bonc IlNCtUn: to Jane Fonda 0••nJ Cher"' rcmoval of ribs.lo the de ri",eur in the film and modc1 indu~ric$ of bn:ll~ and tip cnlaZicmcnt!o.
The intenaity on the body am- ils n:f'onnulation is ccmn1110 the COnslNction of the fcmalc st:lr. The body ilKlf bccomcfo the cxpn:uion of and
the l:onlrol of lhe publil: pctlOl\llil)'.

"Ri\:han1 de Con1ova. Pif:h'r't.' P~rso"alili~:J. ranil:ularl~' pp. S().97

"'Ibid.
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physical performer begins to be eonstrueted as a public perSCltl3lity. The eX311lpk l'!

"rom Cruise's transformation is exemplary.

Tom Cruise as Pieture Personality

The line of demarcation for Cruise between physieal pcrformer tCl

recognizable sereen personality whieh identifies his representation beyond the scr.:ctl

oceurs with the release of the feature film Ris!.:y Business(l9S3).'· Through this

film, Cruise generates a great number of articles not about the film but about the star.

The process of working out the internaI nature of Tom Cruise begins. Articles start

appearing first in the youth-oriented magazines."" The film role beeomes the b3sis

for determining the real Tom Cruise as something of an homology is eonstrueted.

Cruise, in the photos, plays with the image portrayed in the film - his public im3ge

becomes conflated with the ray-ban sunglasses used extensively by the eharaeter. For

more mainstream magazines and reviews, the movie provides the centrepoim for

discussion, Jn these magazines, Cruise is interpreted as not only representing a role,

but also representing a generation of youth through his role and his "cool" attitude

best articulated through his use of the Ray-ban sunglasses and his relative detachment

"'Risky Business wu a profiuablc film. Il camcd 30.4 million in box office revenue) in NoM America .lone and w" Rumbcr one UII

Varitr)'-. wcckJy tilt of box office leaders on Novernber n. 1983. Il ~orcd plrticularly weil wi1h the youn~ .dult dcmo.rlphic. Il couhl .1,....
be: labcl:cd as Cruisc·. {lm. film thal wu .. -Jlar-vchidc". that il. movic that WlOWCbCd hi!> lIlcnts. Sec Varit'I)' Novcmhcr 23. 19K1,l, p.
9 and M.y Il. 1989.

..oscvcraiarticicl appearcd \hA1 cWlbliibcd the finl cvidcnc:c of CruillC ... rcco~rû:r..blc .u.r. ThcllC inc:ludc:
D. Hutehinp. -No wonder Tom eruisc la liuing mu)' . Rilky bu"inc"~ hal paid otT in ltardom". P~opl~.Scpt. S. 1983. pp. 107·108; .Iw
.. Tom ezuise Makl:S all1hc Ria;ht Moycs"' • TC't'n. Dec. 1983. pp. S4.SS; and E. Miller. ïom CNiK: an aclar with Hcart". St-Vt'n1un. Fch.
1984. pp. 63-64. The tint articlc to appcar in Rolling S'onC'. thc ITUIgazinc mo~ c:to~ly auocialcd with youlh and ~'ounJ: _duit c:uhurc win
coord.inatcd with the rcl..:asc of Top GlUI: C. COMoll~·. "Winl;in.: Jt" Rolling Slont'. June 19. 1986. pp. 36·3H. 81).
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and distance from inc!icating the significance of experience. Again the:.:: is a

conflation cf the role with the public world: a connection is made to the resonance of

the star's image and deponment in the film and life with the audience segment which

has celebrated the film. The image of youth proliferates in other ways as the look of

the star becomes the way in which "Youth" and the interests of youth are represented

in various forros of mediated culture.

Critical at this point in the d~velopment of the film celebrity is the nt:Cessity

not to present contradictory evidence concerning the nature of Tom Cruise. His

"reaI" persona is, at this stage, very much connected to that ponrayed on the screen.

Thus, the elaborate extratextual discourse on Crui;;e that appcars in newspapers and

magazines works to bolster the new screen personality. Cruise's own publicists also

maintain the integrity of the screen persona in an <-ffon to maintain Cruise as a

significant and marketable commodity. His commodity status is dependent still on

the screen presentation or what the character on the screen embodies. The

production company, the studio, and the star's developing tcam of publicity agents

begin to manage the consistency of the image. In this v,'aY, Cruise establishes a new

variation on the male film celebrity, one that builds on the previous constructions but

provides markers of distinction and differentiation. The forro of thost: distinctions

relate to the way in which a new "structure of feeling"'l envelopes the production of

:Iew film celebrities.
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To use Raymond Williams' term. "structure oi iecling". knJs ;1 .xrt;1i1l

vagueness to the \l..ay a new film celebrit)' emerges. The vagueness rcl;nes tl' the

manner in which the audience may interpret this constructed subjectivity embodied in

the celebrity as well as the temporality of th;;.t construction. where the concrete reality

of the celebrity is grounded in the moment. Through his screen image. Cruise has

becn positioned as a new generation of male stardom that has been connected to the

way in which youth has rethought their imbrication in the social world. Wc can see

in this formative version of Cruise as a celebrity sign/text that therc arc ("Crtain

elements which provide a correlation of Cruise to this ne\\' attitude.

Youth - which cvnnoted rebellion in pre"ious tilm stars - is reconstructed

through Cruise: youth is correlated with confidence and sa""y. The diiference with

the adult world in this new configuration was not based principally on cha!lenging the

models of success and value in contemporary society as pre"ious youthful male

heroes had emphasized; rather, the Cruise persona made coherent the inherent value

of a higher sensitivity to the way in which the system of success worked so that it

could be more effectively used for personal success. The connotation of youth to

confidence through Cruise's persona could be characterized as a cdebration of

personal will, not to lransform the system, but to move smoothly through the system

to occupy already designated positions of power and influence. The screen

personality of Croise has had a certain consistency from 1983 onwards. Tne film

texts worked to reinforce the reconstruction of this new conception of the power of

youth, youthful action and agency. It is significant that the character in Ris/"y
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Business, which has becn so formative for Cruise's public pc~so:1ality, is depicted as

rdativc!y wdl-ofi, probably upper-middle class teenager, lt is the type oi image

which indicates a clcar conneetion and affinity to forms oi cultural and economic

capital and the f:>rms of influence they imply, Most of his subSC'luent films rarely

represent images of the upper classes! but they do present the Cruise character as

embodying the out.......rd fcatures and appearances of wealth as weil as the clear

aspirations of his apparent natural right to be part of the wealthy, In most cases the

films emphasize the case at which Cruise can become comfonably successful.

In the filmic texts. this relationship to the case of success is manifested

around either sponsl athleticism or the managing of sophisticated technology. In ail

cases. Cruise is something of a natural, but also a natural risk taker that goes beyond

the bounds of the technology or game to demonstrate ultimate human predominance

of w:11. ln Ali Ihe RighI MOl'es (1983), Cruise is a high school football hero that

through his sheer talents can transcend his humble origins. ln the enormously

successful Top GlIn (1986), Cruise ponrays a character whose nickname is Maverick.

He is chosen for an elite fighter squadron because of his capacity to supersede the

talents of a teehnically good pilot. Cruise has not had to work hard to deve10p this

ski11; he manifests a natural affinity for r.andling this technical hardware.

Reinforcements of Cruise's screen personality can be seen in other films. In

the more sophisticated film. The Color ofMoney (1986). Croise p1ays a naturally

gifted pool player who is re1ative1y unaware of more subtle techniques for the

winning of money until he meets the old pool hustler played by Newman. The,~ are
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a number of layers of meanings in this tilm in which we will eng;,ge !:lIer i:: thi,

chapter. What is significanl with referencc to the construction O! a screen f'er,,'nali!~

is that there is a consistency in the representation of Tom Cruise be!ween these films.

The organization of his public persona coheres betwccn these vari,'us tilmic lexIS. .-\

particular and idiosyncratic cclebrity sign is c1early established that inters.:cts with a

given set of values concerning youth, success. and appearance."'

Top Gun established the stability of the commodity aspect of Cruis.:·s cdebrity

sign. It signalled its differentiation l'rom other constructions oi stardol11 that predated

Cruise and its c1ear relationship to a general restructuring of the attitudes oi YOllth

and success in the 1980s. It also heralded the power of this particular conliguration

of sereen personality to produce virtually on its own construction of charaCler a

successful film. Two years following the release of Top Gun and TIll' C%r 'l

Money, Cruise starred in a film that demonstrated his commodity power in the

constructi!:m of audiences. Cocktail (1988) in its opening scenes sccms to provide a

narrative continuity for the character, as if this character in this distinct movie had. in

fact, emerged like Tom Cruise l'rom Top Gun. In the opcning sequence, we see

Cruise as Brian F1anagan being dropped by his army buddies to catch a bus to "New

York": he has completed his army service and is about 10 go on and achieve fame

and fortune in the big city. The Flanagan characier in Ihis film never separates l'rom

our image of the Cruise star and, in fact, the film - through camera angle, Ihrough

Cil il inlcrcltin;: 10 sec \hi. chroniclin, of. c.lc:~ryof )'outh in the: 19S0~ in CruitoC°. t'CJ:UÙlr .ppc:.rance: on Û'Ie: coYer ofRnWlIIC Sil"" (rolU
1983 to 1990. CNiSoC". farm of 5&lccc»fut rcbcllion cmbodicd the l:omlNction of youth \bal dovctailcd inlo the c:dilorial "ructurc~ of the
mI;azin.: and its advcrtiJlCD. 'For a readin;: of thi!> cOfmNction orthe plnicular furm of )'ouLh au:1ÎcflCC tluIl Rnlli"K SlI'IM' dcvclorcd.nd hancd
as valuablc marl,;ct liC;:mcnt liot:c m~" ..77t~ Consl"'clion (If DijJc""u and DÜl;"~linn in COfltcmT",ror;.' C,d'"ral Fnmu: An Anal}sü "f th~

Mtlga.:ina ofPopu/4,. Musi~·. Ph. D: Projc,;t. unrubli~.J. April 1989.
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aI: obsessive filming of the Cru:se smile and grin. and through a celebration of

Cruise's body and movemem - actively plays and integrates the Cruise screen

persona!itl' into the meaning of the tex!. Cruise as Flanagan becomes very quickly a

bartellding star which allows him to act within the narrative as the star. The

character is thronged bl' adoring fans in several seque:lces in the film. Predominantly

these throngs of bar patrons are wcmen and their adulation of his acrobatic

bartending skiIIs is connected through the film text to the se.xual aura of Cruise as

male star. He acknowledges their looks and responds through funher histrionics.

His success is funher measured in this film bl' his success in sleeping with women.

The women bar patrons in the filmic text represem for the producers of the movie a

conslrUcùon of the form of femaIe adulation perceived to exist in the film audience

(the public) for Cruise himself. Through an uncomplicated plot. Cruise's character is

constructed as a divided personaIity, where phl'sicaI prowess and beaut)' become

separated from the moral integrity of character. The film ends through a

reconciliation of the Cruise character 50 that his outer beautl' is matched bl' his inner

moralitl' and integrity. With this unification, the plot is resolved and Cruise as

F1anagan is permitted his version of success: he owns his own bar and possesses his

own woman. In terms of a deveioping sereen personaIitl', the meaning of Cruise's

celebritl' sign is aI50 unified: his phl'sicaI attractiveness is conslrUcted to be contained

bl' his strength of personaIity,

Cruise's latest film, Days ofThunder(1990) represents the triumph of his

'picture personaIity' or the overcoming of the filmic text with the consistency of his
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eX!ratextuai detail about Cruise and this very personal proje.:t. ~Iag:uines. in t:leir

efforts to anticipate the success of the film at the box oflice. pro\"ièe this deep<:ning

of the significance of the film belore the lilm's release. As anticip:\lory stories. therc'

is little analysis of the content of the film - the èeanh nf inrorm:nion ensurcs that

,",'l:a~ is discussed ccheres with the strategies of the pùblicity ag.ents and the

production company behind the film. In this panicular film production. the

organization of production is inevitably connected to Tom Cruise's manag.ement.

What we find in these reponages is the building of an homology betwe(" the

film content and the persen and personality of Cruise. For instance. I\'e kam that

Cruise's interest in auto racing stemmed from his involvement with actor and

professional race car driver and manager Paul Newman three years earlier in the film

Color ofMoney.43 Although this interest is oUlside any filmic text. it is inside the

world of public personaIities and celebrities - it is in the realm of public knowledge.

The film, Days of Thunder, works to maintain the coherence of personality on-screen

and off-sereen. Again this personality emerges fundamentally in the realm of filmic

texlS. We aIso are told that Cruise has indeed become a respectable racer. ln several

articles, his !rack time is mentioned as the fastest non-professional lap clocked at the

!rack..... The truth of the movie text is borne out in the "real" Cruise. Likewise wc

UJcanne MArie Laskas. "CarCrazy: W'hat"s Drivin: Tom Cruu.e?· LiJ~. June 1990. p. 71. The wamc: deuil il> r.:pcalcd in virtoJally .11 orthe
mA;azincs that rclascd sloriC$ about Cna~ and the film bcforc it~ n:!ca)l:.

WIbis .bUit»' of eruise is most ~raphiClUy dctailcd in the June Il cdilion of Sports lUwtrDlrd: Kenn)' Moore "Cruil< Control" pro 50-53.
eruise hu in Caet raced sorne with the Newman racin: tc:.m. Ri!:},; Hcndrick. who h':JHoJ,. a ~od:-c:u nciR; tcam j", quolcd •• ~)'in; th.: Ct\.li~

abr.ost CiL:&bli~cd a racc track record in non·nacin: tircs:"Hc ran ~ix milc" pet hout fOllioll:t in ~1 tmn Jlhou;ht h..: could... u).. H.:ndri" l. ~hc

hu no fcar. he: hu tbe nccd ail :rcat drivcrs have to cX1cnd tbcnuc:l'Jl:lio. to drivl: •••r.:~ivcl)·. H..::·d makI: one: heU of a race dri'Jcr. and in Dili
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are made aware in this extratextual discourse th2-t Croise is credited with "the ste:'Y

idea". This connection is funher substantiated in the film's opening credits.

The extratextual discourse which is coordinated with the reJease of the film is

organized specifically around the star and the star's relationsr.ip to the content of the

film. Severa! of the interviews and features were wnuen at the set. One female wnter

centred her story on her expenences as a passenger with Croise in the stock car used

in the film. What is being articulated in this sto:-y is the proximity of the writer to

the "real" Croise. Although no real interview took place. the wnter provided

evidence for the establishment of the real Croise personality. Very few words were

spoken. Instead there was th:: evident action and expenence of dnving at high speed

around a track. Croise, Iike his filmic characters in most of his previous movies,

was a man of action. Words then became extraneous to the expenence." /' Iso, the

story provideè ample evidence that the film role and Croise had cer.ain common

interests and common charactenstics. The separation of the pnvate world of Tom

Croise and the public world of hi) filmic characters is not constrocted. The sereen

personality prectominates the decoding of the Croise celebnty sign.

100 Ions a lime. cill\cr...• p. ~o

·'J..:annc Mario: Law.:..alio. CarCruy: Whll,t',. Drivinr Tom CNÙio:?"I.JJ~. JUOl: 1990
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Fonns of Tl":insgression: Establishing the Autonomous ~ature of the Film
Celebrit)' Sign

In the intense construction of a screen personalit)'. the st;;.r builds, in d'IL":!. an

overcoded representation of him/herself. This has a certain utility for the

recirculation of the screen personaIity in future films. With Tom Cruise. wc can sc,\:

this most evidently with films like Cochai! and Days of I1zundcr. where he rcinvents

variations of his previous performances. There continues to be the risk however that.

like the category of the physical performer. the screen personality is arrcstcd in

his/her construction of a type l'Ven though that type has been particularized and

deepened by the actor him/herself into a coherent personality.

The maintenance of the celebrity status for the film actor involves what 1 cali

transgression. De Cordova considers the development of stardom is rdated to the

way in which Hollywood actors of the nineteen twentics bccame the object of intense

search for their meaning and coherence beyond the screen into thcir private lives.

There was a proliferation of the extratextual discourse concerning stars' lives and

lifestyles, a discourse that began to fill the entertainment pages of newspapers and the

motion picture magazines of the period:' To a degree, these expos':s

complemented the characterizations these screen actors represented in their films.

There were other tendencies as weil: as described in our discussion of the screen

apparatus and its construction of stardom. il should be repeated here that the stars

werc depicted in ail their grandeur. Their mansions and their extravagant lifestyles

becarne objects of intense sc:-.:tiny. Their lives. though sometimes presented as
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ordinary in their rituals, were more regularly represented as quite extraordinary. For

De Cordova, stardom ....-as intimately connected to this heightened scrutiny of the

actors' private lives. From that close examination, a whole discourse on their

tr.lrlsgressions from the T'Iorms of behaviour beca;l1e available to the public.

Knowledge of their marnages and their divorces. hints of improper liaisons. and

=ndals that involved sexual indiscreùons were cemmonplace in the press'" Film

stars. !ike their theatrical forbcars. Oegan to be examples of how the perversions of

weaJth led te the breakdown of norms. The extrate:'<:tual discourse that ....-as int~nsely

involved in mapping and charting the private lives of the stars provided a public

discourse on intimacy and a constructed narrative or morality tale that implicitly

expressed where the normative centre of that discourse should be.

Transgressions that emerged from the search of the private lives of stars could

lead to severa! scenarios for the construction of the film cl"!ebrity sign. In the

instance of Fatty Arbuckle and his trial for manslaughter after one of his "famous"

wild panies. the transgression virtually destroyed his power as a celebrity sign. The

scandal represented too large a moral transgression.4
& Reporting on Hollywood life

would rarely reach this level of normative transgression. More typical in style were

affairs of the heart and, if that were impossible or implausible, then a revea1ing

portrait of the everyday life of the Hollywood star. In each of these cases, the leve1

of revelation would not destroy the actor's sign as a ce1ebrity. It would function to

"lbiJ.• pp. 117-12!
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enhance primarily their ind.::pendence from the srreen image. A common discussion

of stars v.-as how they lead normal lives and in this v..-ay. their lives were in

contradiction to the screen personalities' extraordinarv lives. Another common ar.:.,1.

v.-as the development of a discourse that served to deepen the text oi the star as

glamorous. Gossip columnists and Hollywood reponers would chan the public

appearances of the stars for magazines and newspapers in restaurants. premieres.

galas and parties. In ail these cases, the actor achieves an independence from the

way in whieh hislher films had painted him/her. 1 describe this transiormation as a

kind of transgression that builds into the star an autonomous subjectivity.

A second form of transgression must also occur in order for the film celebrity

to construct a certain autonomy of hislher cultural sign: he/she must break the filmic

code of hislher personality. The screen personality must be denaturalized into a code

of acting. The roles chosen must break the conventional mold of the spi..'Cific screen

personality. This construction of the autonomous film star through acting is

analogous to the historica1 development in the industry of invoking the code of acting

to legitimize the cultural form. Producer AdC'lph Zukor's Famous Players. as

discussed above, epitomizes this use of theatrica1 codes of acting to deepen the

cultural significance of the filmic text. Zukor brought in stars of the theatre to seH

film 10 a "culturect" audience. ln a similar fashion, the screen star, in order to

demonstrate that they have abilities that go beyond the limited construction of their

screen personality, work to establish their abilities as actors through playing roles that

transgress their previous sign constructions. For example, a comedy star like Robin
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Williams plays a dramatic role and thereby works to establish his range as an actor.

Female stars, like Farrah Fawcett in Buming Bed or Jessica Lange in CoUnll'}', play

roles that quite deliberately soil their images of beauty with mutilations of their faces

and bodies as a way to transgress their "picture personalities" that have given them

liule room to manoeuvre and negotialc. The code of acting ~rves to deepen the

celcbrity text by demonstrating that skill and talent are elemental in their fame.

Tom Croise as transgressor

The mode of transgression takes on a number of forms and narratives. For

Croise. along with other film celebrities, this implies an extensive study of their

personal lives. We begin to find out about the development of the Croise personality

outside of the filmic texts in the images of mass circulation magazines and

newspapers. Biographical details begin appearing which establish the autonomy of

the star personality. We learn that he grew up dyslexic and continues to have

difficulty in reading scripts. We learn that this disability has led him to be a more

determined and focussed actor on the set. As weil, with no father present and only

sisters we are told that Croise is very protective of his family in a very pater.lai way.

Profiles of Croise that have mentioned these kinds of private details haVI; appeared

since his appearanzes in The Co[or ofMone)' and Top Gun in 1986:9 It is also

evident that there is a generà la~: of informati:m about Tom Croise: there have becn

very few interviews and, in the few that have becn granted, they are invariably
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closely connected to the film project that is being promoted at that time. There is

also very little merchandise made and promoted that ce1ebr.ne the star Cruise outside

his film roles. In this way. Cruise maintains his aura. the enigmatic quality of the

Star. For example. there are no posters which work to maintain and concretize

Cruise's independent value from his fil ms.

It is only with his more recent work that the maintenance of image contr<'l has

becn broken. The various celebrity organized functions. the work of papparazzis.

and the gossip columnists among others are operating in the space between the tilm

image and the supposed "real" persen. He is "caught" by these investigators of

public personaliùes as he leaves celebrity functions. restaurants. and film premieres

where the defences of publicity agents are supposedly lacking. It is an claborate

investigation of the truth of a character. The various magazines and tc1evision

programmes compete for the way in which they can revca! the intimate realm of the

star. The interview. a strategy that maintains the apparent control of the cc1ebrity. is

often used by the more mainstream press and entertainment-oriented press. People

and US magazine tend to ensure the comp!iance of the star whenever they produce a

feature. This may invo!ve a tour of the inner sanctum of the star: we sec the inside

of their homes; altemaùve!y we are taken on ü "typica!" day with the star. ln the

coyer S\l..'ry by US on Cruise, the photos are artfuUy donc of the interior space of a

cavemous livingroom. The rest of the photos are pub!icity stills from his various

movies. The text is an interview that attempts to uncover the authentic Tom Cruise.

Part of the quesùoning is to determine the validity of rumours and gossip that have
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circulated about th.: star, a function of the more respec12ble entertainment magazines

to opcrate as the more legitimate source of knowledge as opposed to the supermarket

tabloids. We discover that Cruise's nickname is Laserhead because of the intensity

he can muster for any project. As weil, there is a discussion about the importance of

his dogs:

us: .. They aise said that l'our dog was in therapy.
Croise: (laughing) My dog'?! Get the hell outta here! Are l'ou serious'?
US: Oead Serious
Croise: Oh ml' Gad. give me a break! Where do they get this stuff'?
US: 50 ifs not true'?
Croise: Yeah right, like ml' dog is sneaking out and going to therapy!
US: Do l'ou have a dog'?
Croise: 1 have two golden retrievers. Tney travel with me wherever 1
go. they're really good. They're just kinda there and they're always
happy to see me. 1 love them.so

A National En.7uirer article typifies the other type of SlUry about Tom Cruise. With

the lack of compliance of the celebrity. the story is seen to be more uncensored, less

controlled by the star himself. It is in this story that we discover that Cruisc's

friend's consider him a "womanizer" and after only a few short months has, as the

headline proclaims, bought a large 5200,000 diarr:ond ring for his future bride. The

scandai, of course. is that his previous marriage was so quickly supplan,ed by his co-

star in his last film Days of Thunder. Accompanying the text is a series of snapshots

of Croise embracing the new love. Nicole Kidman, outside a Hollywood restaurant.

ln c:'ntrast to the pictures appearing in the glossy US magazine feature. these are

~""om CNÎ)C am! Hi~ MO\li~ M.~bin.::·. us Ma.r:a:iM. AU'UIol6. 1990. p. 25•
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black and white and c1early unS01icited by either Cruise or his companions. The

Enquirer photos allow us entry into the private world of Cruise. This visua! en!::' is

enhanced by the inside repons on the difficulty that Cruise had in convincing Kidman

to marry. There are also direct quotes from Cruise from these inside sources that

funher the illusion of inümacy for the reader:

"1 couldn't be happier. Nicole's a one in a million girl and 1 knew that
if! didn't propose to her, 1 might lose her to somebody who did. Even
though marriage didn't work out with Mimi [Rogers], 1 love being
married. And 1 know in my heart that Nicole and 1 are made for cach
other.51

For the current argument, the details of Cruise's personal life are not signiticant:

what 1S significant is that these various constructions of Cruise that appear in the

different presses establish the distinction between Tom Cruise on the sereen and Tom

Cruise me celebrity. In other words, whether the stories and images are controlled

by his personal management team, as is the case with interviews, or have emerged

out of the heightened presence of his image as a cultural commodity in the selling of

magazines, newspapers and advertising, Cruise's public persona begins to be distinct

from his screen persona. This form of autonomous subjectivity is very important for

establishing the power of the film star as a distinct cultural commodity that is

transferrable to other domains, other cultural projects and can be separated from his

past films.

As Brownstein has chronic1ed, film stars have also workcd actively to situate

themse1ves in activities generally unrelaled to the film indu~try. Cruise, along with

"NGlional Enqlù~r. Juli 17. p. 20.
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other stars, has aligned himself with a number of what are dcscribed as Eberal

po!iùcal positions on the environment and nuclear disarmament.~: ln facto a whole

politicaJ consultancy business has developed in Hollywood to aid celebrities in

choosing issues with which to become involved. Although Cruise is not a prominent

member of the politicized community among the film stars. the movement into the

poliùcaJ sphere generally works to establish the relative independence of any fiim

celebrity. The connection with charities or politicaJ earnpaigns deepens the character

profile of the celebrity. lnstead of being characterized as simply beautiful, handsome

or a mouthpiece of the scripts, the connection to these more serious domains adds the

possible connotations of depth. intelligence and commitment to their public persona.

The public personality then demonstrates a subjectivity that goes beyond the self to

the conceptiol1 of selflessness and public leadership.

The autonomous Cruise is only partially constructed by these extratextual

documents that estab:ish his distinctness from his screen presence. Principally, Cruise

has focussed on establishing his depth of personality through the code of acting.

Cruise's transgression into a form of autonomous subjectivity that bestows upon him

a certain economic power in the film industry. is modalized through pe;forming in

films that work to shatter his picture personality construction. This can be

characterized as acting "against type". which means working against how one is

constructed in terms of physicaJ presence, and also acting in what are Iabelled as

quality films. In terms of the trajectory towaros sorne level of autonomous stardom,

"""R....'1MIJ Bnl""ft).h:in. 77le PO"''tr aM me Gliurr: 'lM Hol/)"''OOd-Washington ConMcrion. l'\C"o' York: IùnJom H(\u~. 1990. p 298.
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• this form of acting transgression fo11ows the construction 01 a clear tïlm personalily.

In order to transgress. the c1ear delineation oi screen presence must be tïrmly ln

place; thus. Cruise's first film that begins to break the boundaries oi his tïlm

character. The Colour ofMOnl:Y (1986). is produced and rclC3sed several YC3rs into

his career. The difference in this first transgressing tïlm is quite subtle: although

Cruise continues to play the talented and natura11y successful char.lcter. he is

surrounded by an actor and director who are both known to be serious and we11·

respected. Paul Newman is Cruise's co·star. an actor who has a very legitimate and

lengthy list of film acting credits. As well. Newman is known to be a "serious"

individual who has bee:t involved in a number of liberal political campaigns over the

last twenty years. In addition, the film builds on the sediments of Newman's own

career and film history: Newman recre.ltes the character Fast Eddie Fclson from the

1961 film The Hustler twenty-five years later. And fina11y. the director Manin

Scorsese is the pre-eminem "quality" American director of the last twenty years. The

various sediments of meaning that surround Cruise's performance construct the

atmosphere for the invocation of the acting code.s~

With Rainman, the 1988 film, Cruise further constructs a tension between his

overcoded sereen personality type and the transgression of the type through the

discourse of acting. Once again, Cruise is surrounded by quality: Dustin Hoffman,

his co-star, is a multiple winner of the Academy Award for best actor. Levinson, the

"Jndccd. \he ",.riou" Comu. of film rcfcrcncc), in 1it~ Cofor ofMeme')' ilUUrcd that man::, article), lre.telS the film and the .clon in lcnn. of
aD acstbclic code. The be5t cxampl..: ofthi1i inlCl:ralion orthe film and the acloD inlo a canon ofqualily can he: round in O:avid An~n. ïhc Bi.:
HUJl1c'" N<tt.'SW~ek. Cklober 13. 1986. Pi'. 6&.-7';.
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acting was central to the construction of the cntire film of R~ù;!1:~"!:. Cruis.:

continued to play within the general range of his previously cl'nstru.:tcd s.:rcen

personality: however. it was the content of the tïlm that ensured a diffcrent re.,ding of

Croise. Hoffman's portrayal of Raymond Babbin. the autistic brother of Cruis,'s

character. Charlie Babbitt has been described as "acting non-stop" ",here Hotïman

\llas immersed in the mannerisms of his character.'" This "'as the textual det.,il th;\t

became the central theme of most reviews of the tïlm in the critical and non-critical

movie press. From People we are given to understand that Hon'man st.,yed in

character in everyday life in his complete employment of the psychological asp<.'Cts of

the Method form of acting. The New York Timl's labelled the tïlm a star vehic1e for

Hoffman in his continuous quest for the accolades of the- Academy Awarù. Cruis<:

was carried in this tour de force of the film acting profession. As Canby relates in the

New York Times review, th~t although Hoffman upstaged evelyone in the film Cruise

was "the real centre... It may be no accident that Charlie (and Mr. Cruise) survived

Rain Man as weil as they do." $5 Cruise, through this film. is working to transform

his public image from malleable and predictable mak film star to serious actor who

chooses very carefully the productions with which he is involved. A new series of

connotations become associated with a Cruise film. Because of his new-round

capacity as an actor as weil as the proven ability tl) attract other quality actors and

~inccnt Canh)'.~' York 7im~s. Dec::c::mbcr 16. 19tU~. Cl2

lSCanby.lbid.• [XC:: 16. C12
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directors to any gi':en project. Cruise now becomes a moniker that h205 a cer-.::.in

guarantt:e of quality. Among the cultural production oi rilms. the n20me Cruise

devc10ps a brand name status that not only inc1udes his promise cf being an alluring

symbol of filmic masculinity, but also a symbol of serious and quality films. It in

this brand-name status that the star's subjcctivity becomes melded WÜ;l his commodity

status. The establishment of brand name status that represents quality also is a sign

of star autonomy. It indicates that the actor has in fact moved to the centre of the

production :md that his/her status could be eqaivalent to the auteur or the producer or

both.~

Cruise ensures this construction of his autonomous power through his

involvement in the film Born on rhl! Fourrh ofJul)' (1989). It is here that Cruise

employs the acting code to fully transgress his "naturalized" film persona. Indeed,

the very plot of thé film is organized around the transformation of an athletic young

man to a paraplegie Vietnam veteran. Cruise in ponraying this changed man, also

indicates his ability to provide a sense of his own commitment to the code of acting

that in its intensity rivaIs the work of Dustin Hoffman in Rainman.57 Much of the

textual material to be written about Born on rhe Fourrh ofJuly is concerned with

WfbCIll: t\\,'O tranasrt:DOr vehidc. for CNiK AlliO arc .hlc 10 sli«:h togcthcr 1""'0 nurkctin~ nichc~ for the: film industry: Holl)'Wood
flrt/Al.':adcmy-a",,'ard polCntial film \o"ith traditional potcnt masculine box.-offil:c ki~ allure. For instance. Rainman. rcccivcd exhibition box office
revenue. in Nonh Ameri.:a of ovcr 86.8 million. Thal amount ofbox-office revenue cnsurcd Wl Rcùnman was the 12th hii:hcst~inI film
of the 1~8o. and the most succclSful film Tom eruÏJc film. ln comparilOn. Top GUll ""'U nnked 20th for the t98Of. with Nonh Amcri",n
rncnucs of 79.4 million. Il abould .bo bc noted lhat -quality· faims lite RDituruzn and Som on rh~ Founh ofJuI)' abo haye. ICCOnd life with

tbcir video relcuc fo1loVoirlj: lhcir MllZl:eJS and publilZil)' at the Al:adcmy Awards. Variet). May 6. 1991.

""'hat i,. 'n1cre~i~ i. ~l a rm.'iou,. male Ilar. Marion Brando. ~bllshed hiJ film alZ1int; lZredenti.1.b by playinJ;' a paraplet;il: Vc1eran of
the Sc.:,"Iftd \\\"IrIJ W:lr film. 7h~ .vcn (19$1). iblZ d.:~e of lr:traf..,rtn:l1ion i5 part of the alZlÎnJ;' lZhallenJ:e. A", weil. Brando il> famou. (or hi5
UIC' (\( th~ ftlI:lh,'\J a':lin, lelZhnique ""hio:h pw.hC5 bim inlo .:orutru':lin, a ptioYlZholo:kal dirncmton 10 hi,. c:har:tO:lc~lions. whi:h aida ln
eltlb1ilhinl: thc -tI:'alily- of Ihe rcrn:JoCnlatÎCln on thl: '-=tI:'cn .
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• depths with which he has commined to the ch:!l:lcter. Wh:!: is oiten i,'cussect in the

background articles is that Cruise, like Hoifm:!n in Rainm.:J1. st:1yed in ehar.1cter le'

test his belie"ability in everyday life. For Cruise. the success of the :es: was

determined by his unrecognizability as the star "Cruise" to the point th;l\ h,' W;lS

treated "Iike any other wheelchair contÏned person": he wanted to f,'Cl1he frustration

and anger that would arise from the disability and the inaccessibility of the world to

physically handicappeti people.5' To be able to dismantle the star's im:lge in the

"real" world was the c:ear mark of a star able to transgress his/her categorization as

star and integrate the professional dimension of serious actoI into his/her celebrity

and concurrently commodity status.

CONCLUSION:

What must be remembered about these various constructions of li film

celebrity is that they are modalized or operationalized in the audience. The film

industry, the coterie of persona! agents surrounding the star, and the star him or

herself are involved in this active building of a public personality, Integrated into

that structure is sorne measure of the response of a public and then the reformulation

of that response (in whatever its form) into the further cultural production of the

celebrity, The audience then for Tom Cruise is not necessarily very involvcd in the

"Richard CorliioS. "CNi~ Corurol" (cover 1t000') 7imC'. Dcccmbcr 25. 1989. p. 59. "'"bat if> intcfCl>lin. about lhc~ ....nou"" Icn~)' JoIone.
about Crui5C is lbe way in v.·hi~h the OC'U\7'C' i~ rc~d to coordin::alc with lhi~ nc:w autonomotb )l.;:Ilun: of the aclor. CauWliilY ill n:infoftcd lo
ciLIblilih the inc\'itablc Injectol")' of the lUIt .,. thcir film worla an: canonil.cd inta hito10ricII.1 toil!nificancc.
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mcanings of his public pcrsonality. For some in the possible auciencc. there is an

absolute abhorrencc ta his physical presence. For others. there is a milé acceptance

of his various constructions of self. The auéience then moyes in ané out of using the

film celebrity to represent iéealizations of self or altemati"ely éystopian visions of

self and others, or even of allowing the celebrity's public personality to mean nothing

at all. The full complexity of the interaction of the audience to the celebrity

apparatus is beyond the bounds of this dissertation; what can be seen is the outlines

of celcbrity construction that are actively used by the audience.

The film ceiebrity emerges from a particular cultural apparatus. In its diverse

incarnations, the film celebrity represents the building and dissipation of the aura of

personality. The filmic text establishes a distance from the audience. The

extratextual domains of interviews in magazines, critical readings of the films,

television appearances are attempts at disceming the authentic nature of the film

celebrity by offering the audience/public avenues for seeing the individual in a less

constructed way. It is important to reaJize that these other discourses that tr)' to

present the "reaJ" film star are in themselves actively playing in the tension between

the film celebrity's aura and the existence of stars' private lives. The will to

knowledge about their private and personal domains is coe:::istent and dependent on

the constructed aura or controlled domain of knowledge provided by the narratives of

the film texts.

Finally, the film star has been constructed to represent the ultimate

independence of the individual in contemporary culture. In the most obvious way,
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the film star is granted cconomic power to fahricatc a iifcstvk l'! \\'.:.;.:.:~:; J.:;d kisll:'"l,.~
~ .

through the income earncd from each tïlm rdease. In a less C't',i"llS way. their

private lives are chronicled to demonstrate their rdationship tl' the nC'rmati,e centre

of the society. Film stars. collectively and historically. have been granted this

normative leeway in the organization of their personal lives. Their lives becorne the

idiosyncratic markers that demonstrate the expansive limits of individual

independence in the culture. However the normative leeway is only granted to those

who can actively construct their individual autonomy from other constraining

apparatuses. The ultimate film star or celebrity then has individually transgressed the

constructions of public personality that have been placed by the tïlm apparat liS and

the public. \Vith this status. the film star is constructed to possess a grcat dcal of

power for determining their own future, their film projects, and their own public

image.
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CHAPTER FlYE

THE MEA!'\~GSOF THE POPlJLAR :\n:SIC CELEBRITY: THE
CO:\"STRlJCTIO!'\ OF DISTI:'\CTIYE AUTHE.,,\TICITY

The transformations of popular music in the twentieth century can be

attributed te " number of factors that include the use of new technologies. the size of

concerts, the growth of a recording industry. and the segmentation of the mass

market. Discursively, all of these factors have been modalized around concepts of

authenticity. At the centre of thesc debates concerning the authentic nature of the

music is the popular music performer; how slhe expresses the emotionality of the

music, how slhe expresses thei.. own inner emotions, feelings and personalit)' or how

slhe is faithful to the intentions of the musical score are all manners in which the

individual performer is determined to be authentic. What folIow~ is an examination

of the genealogy of the popular music celebrity and how the focus on the star has

shaped these debates concerning the authentic quality of popular music. Like the

movie industry, the popular music industry has become located primarily in the

United States. Aside from a few deviaùons, the study of the industry-celebrity

relaùonship in popular music v.iil concern itself with American popular music.

The Industrial Construction of the Popular Music Star

The deve!opment of celebrity status in the producùon of popu!ar music is

close!)' connected with the mass reproduction of songs. In the nineteenth and ear!y
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twentieth centuries. sheet music production and distributi.'n "as the ec":1l'mi.: he.\'-:

oi the music industr)'. The periormer at music halls and vaudeville thea:rcs bceame

the principal means of ~xpanding the market for a partÏ.:ular compositi.m beyonJ

regional boundaries and interests. As a vehicIe ior the promotion oi the song. the

status of the song performer was very important ior the music publishing companies.

At the same time. poor material - that is. unpopular songs - could hurt the singer's

performance career. In the construction of the sheet music commodity. the singing

star \\-as simultaneously developed. Above the illusttation on the cover page of most

sheet music productions. the name of the performer would vic in size with the name

of the song. In this way, the buying public was able to link song with singing star.

Million selling songsheets were not uncommon in the late nineteenth and e;lrly

twentieth centuries. In fact, between 1900 and 1910. lC10 songsheets sold a million

copies and occupied therefore the very centre of the music industry.' The audience

was comprised primarily of the middle classes where it was popular to pcrform anù

sing the pieces with piano accompaniment in their own Iivingrooms. The

arrangements were quite simple so that the singing and the playing could be handled

by a large amateur population.

Essentially, there were two overlapping markets for song production: the stage

performance and the song publication. The performer, working with a more

elaborate orchestration and arrangement, created the professional version of the song

- the official text. At the tum of the century, the nascent recording industry built on
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the reproduction of thcsc official texts of music and song. To establish its

authenticity. the most famous pcrformers would be en1isted to sing the recording.

Thus the recording industry used the system of stars established by the music

publishing business for its foundation.

The industry, centred in New York, rapidly developed a division of labour in

order te maintain a level of production to satisfy the primary market of songsheets

and the secondary market of records. This entailed the employment of what were

called "tunesmiths" to manufacture new songs for performers and publication. It was

critica1 to the organization of the industry that these composers were employees

because the principal means of revenue/profit accumulation for the industry was the

copyright which was held by the music publishing company. This gave the company,

not the individual, the recording rights and the publishing rights to any song produced

by their employees for fifty years. The tunesmiths themselves were usually paid a

flat rate per song. For example Charles Graham, the writer of the popular song of

1891 "The Picture That is Tumed Towards the Wall" received about fifteen

dollars.2 The writers for Tin Pan Alley remained relatively anonymous for the tirst

two decades of the twentieth century. Other than their titles, star performers - also

employees of the recording industry - were the usual way in which songs were

identified other than their title.

The other critica1 transformation of musical culture that the music industry

fostered was the active generalization of regional differences. The tunesmiths were
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often involved in the appropriation of rcgional folk musi~ - whi('h W3,S inrill1:uc.:ly

connected to the panicular community~s system üf m~:1i:1t: - ;lnJ b.)ml..'f\.~ni/in& iLs

appeal. Buxton conneclS this transformation to lhe industrializ:1ti011 :md mb:mil:lli"ll

of American culture and the new social needs that emerged were divorced ï"rom lhese

regional contexlS. The songs produced maintained an abslracl stylistic eonneclion Il'

the regional folk music. but were new in their appeal to persons living and working

in the cities. The types of songs produced could be said 10 contai Il traces of a social

memory of regions: these traces from an array of sourees. however. wer.: n;)w us.:d

to construcl differences and variety in popular song production.' The repetilion of a

folk song which was without copyright generated no capital: variations in composition

and lyrics of folk songs allowed for the application of copyright and the generation of

capital. As many authors have attested. one of the key (because it was free) sources

for appropriation was black American musi: of the ante-bellum" This appropriation

of black musical style into the mass production of popular music established one of

the dominant strains of contemporary popular music.

Singers of the late nineteenth century and carly twentieth century were part

of this process of generalization for the mass market of regional styles. Euxton

describes most vaudeville and music hall singers as local celebrities. ~ They carne

from oUlSide of these communities and presented a musical style that was not of the

4Scc SteVe CbappcUand R. Cianlf.l0 Rad: 'n RoU Is H~IY To Pa)': 7Jt~ Hillot')' and Pot,ncs (JJIh~ MllSle InJw,r:;. Chi~••o. 1977.
AllO Le Roi Jonc:... '171~ Slua P~opk. Ncv.' York. 1963.

'Bu:a.on. p. 27
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reglon. But their market reaeh was somewhat limited. He uses the exampk of the

transformation of country music to detail the change that performers underwent for

the developing mass market. The original country musicians recorded in the 1920s

were older pan-ùme musicians who had achieved a certain celebrity status within

their region playing a parùcular style of music. Performers like FiddJin' John Carson

and Charlie Oaks were weil into their f:fties when they tirst recorded. According to

Buxton, record sales and radio play fostered the attribution of the distinctive regional

styles to the personaJ style of the recording anist. The recording artist. because of the

consumption demands of an audience whose use of the music was less connected to

the cultural signiticance of a particular regionaJ musical style and more connected to

a general capitaJist culture and leisure. quickly depleted his/her traditional repertoire

of songs. Because of this different relationship to the music. where it had been

abstracted from its regional source. the recording artist hin.self became the centre for

production of new songs in a similar style. By the 1940s, musical styles became a

resource for the performer upon which to construct new melodies and thus new

"personaJizations". The incorporation of regional style had been completed through

the development of the versatile country music anist.6

The Technology of the Popular Music Celebrity

It was through the use of the technologies of reproduction and distribution that

the possibility of a fundamentaJly different relationship to the pleasures of popular
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• music and their stars became maniiest. The brc::;>.kdown l't dirïerenù: l'l~ the basis l't

region became reconstituted in the urban setting in terms ot t.,ste. likes ancl dislikes.

New conceptions of authenticity had to be dcveloped in popular music that intcgrated

this new relationship to musical style.

The technology of reproduction problematizcs thc concept oi authcnticity. In

the development of the popular music celebrity. thc recording technology has workcd

to authenticate the particular and individual performance panly through thc

progressive perfection of sound recording and sound reproduction tcchnology.

However, the con:;truction of the technological reproduction of songs has also

changed the meaning of the live and in-person performance of concerts. Thc music

industry. through their stars, has constructed two sometimes contradictory Icvcls of

the "real" and authentic. The record has become the truc representation of thc music;

the concert has become the faithful reproduction of the "authentic" rccordcu music.?

It has become a common experience of concert audiences to sense the inadequacies of

the live performance in producing the recorded music that they associate with the

performer. Studio technology and studio sound, wilh ils 24-track editing capability.

cannot be matehed by the indeterminate acoustics of the concert hall/stadium. the

fallibility of the performers, and the inability to produce ail of the same recorded

'?$imon Frith has recowtcd:
"A couple ofycan~ Jwcnt to 1er: Al Green in COocc:11 in the Royal Alben HaU in London. At one point he len the ata,c (and hi. rnjcrophonc)
and walked throuJ:h the audience. still sin,in,. As he pas~d me JrcalÏ1.cd lhallhi,. Wai the fin.1lime. in 30 YCIID U • pop r.n, \h.Il l'd heIn!
• ItIr's "natural" voicc! -ne Industrialization of Porular Muliç" ln James Lull (tA.) Popldar Music and Cortmll4t1icaziot1, Ncwbury Parl.: Ca.:
50;<. 1987. p. 53.
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sounds ...·;,hin a lcss comrollcè environrnent: ln sorne instances. the s:ar; of the

concert no longer actually sing or pcrforrn: instead they lip-synch and dance to the

reproduced sounds of thcir records in front of the audience! 1 shall retum to the

•

•

new rneanings of the live concert in a subsequent part of the chapter. What 1 ·.vant to

deal with spccifically here is the different meanings and experiences that are offered

by the technology in the production and consumption of records and ho....- these have

constructed the type of celebrity figures to emerge in popular music in the twentieth

century.

First of ail. as 1 have mentioned above. the record funher sanctified a

particular performers rendition of a song. The song in cssence became a sign of the

pcrformer. Il was quite common therefore for a particular popular music celebrity to

"possess" a signature tune. Roy Rogers' "Happy Trails". Sinatra's comeback "My

Way". Garland's NOver the Rainbow". and Robson's "or Man River" are ail

examples of songs that were inseparable from their performers.

The same focus on the correct or original version by a panicular star changes

the uses made of music by the audience. \Vith songsheets. the audience was involved

in their own reproduction of the work. With records, the use of music became

oriented towards an audience of listeners, not amateur performers. The record

'For uacful re.di", ('If \he C:ONlnaction of .ound in studio 'Pace .nd ils impliClitions for ils use in olhcr scninp ace Paul Thébcr;c.
Cd1UJJian JounuJl CIl PoliricQI and Socia/7Mo".. Vol. 10. no. pro

'The nrid cxran.i"n of NnC'l\i.c ban in North Ameri.:. and Europe re:rrcsc:nts the blcndinj; of the authcntic: back~round lrack \\ith the
penona1 (\,lf the n:prcxntalion ofpcnonnlrll:c. Il is an acli,·c positionin: ora cultural practicc in the intc:ntÎ::C5 bctwccn the authcnlic(llnd the
public) and the pri-.:alc (and the pcnonal).
A m.:cnl cxamr1c of Ibis n:vclation of inauthcnti.:it)' v.'." Mi11i V.nilli·. 1991 confclO$ion that the)' did not si", thcir song~ on n:cord or al
.:on.:.:"_. The)' ....'.:re rurcl~' .ClOn;. of \h.: IIOnp and lirll>'~hcD. 11 rc)Ul1ed in lb.: ~roups bcin~ "-ripp.:d of \heir t\Io'o Grammy aw:llrds.
Like..-..i.c \he J:rour. N~' KU!s on th~ BJl'Ck. ha. bc:.:n ll';-':U1iCJ on tnlln~' <>.:t::a.iornt of uliing 1 t:rc:lll dell1 of pn:rct::orded voça15 and music in lbcir
rroJ:mMll O'o'.:r \he 1lll'l four ~'CIID.
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professionalized t.'te means oi musical production thr"lI&h it, Cl'~i:l& ,'f "fchestr.\ti,'n

and the periormer's singing. codes that far sllrpa"ed th.: capa,i:y ,,( th.: am;\t,'ur

piano player and singer. To hear a particular song in the home increa,in&ly me;\I1t

either listening to a record or the radio.

The domestic nature of the technology oi reception worked in the reori.:ntation

of the perception of the popular music performance and performer. Within his/her

own livingroom, the listener could enjoy the very best and most popllltlr singers and

periormances. The record player privatized the technology of exhibition. ~Ioreover.

the activity of listening permitted the investment of personal experienccs into the

meaning of the music to a greater degree than concert performances. In the

privatized world of consumption the listener. through his purchasing of the record.

could sense the personal possession of the song and performcr. Though distanced

through technological apparatuses. listening to recorded music brought performer and

audience c1;:,ser together by domesticating entertainment and the performance of the

popular music star

ln success:ve technologicai inventions, the private and personal activity of

listening has been privileged. The development of the 45 rpm-specd record and

record l'layer in the fifties was a way to increase the salcs of smallcr format, more

portable machines for the rapidly expanding youth market. The middle-c1ass teenager

would potentiaily have his/her own record player and singles record collection in

his/her room. Similarly, transistor radios, because they no longer nceded large

vacuum tubes, could be produced cheaply in compact, lightweight sizes for
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pcrsonalizcd uses. IO Popular music. through th.: portable transistor radio. became an

integral part of a variety of l~isure pursuits. The transistor technology was embraceè

particularly by youth in their anempts ta construct distinctive social spaces. Finally.

the consumer acceptance in the carly eighties of the Sony Walkman. the entirely

pcrsonalized stereo radio and tape player, articulates the uItimate privileging of

private listening practices. With headphones, the Walkman listener isolated his/her

pleasure in a manner that the radio speaker never achieved. The tape player also

allowed for the personal programming of taste; the listener, with complete portability.

was also independent of the radio station's programming style. Each of these

technological innovations has served to personalize the relationship between the

musical artist and the listening public.

Technolog)' and Perfonnance

In terms of the technology of musical production, one can identify a trend

which has also been configured around the privileging of the personal and the

individuaL This movement can be seen in the changes in the popular music

performing style that resulted from the integration of electronic recording and the use

of the microphone.
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The tïrst performer to sel! in exccss oi a million re:cord, \\;l> th,' O;'<:~;l star.

Caruso in 1901." Caruso possc:ssc:d the technical pc~ie:cti(m oi the: voice: - al !c:.1,t

as it was understood in the aesthetics oi classical music. In contra,:. popu!ar music

singers of the last thirty-five years have eschewed the classical perfection oi the: voice:

in favour of expressing the emotiona!ity and personality of the: voicc. The: other

model of the professional vocalist from the early recording era oi popular music ­

equally rejected by most contemporary performers - was the: music hall and

vaudeville star. Like the opera singer, the poru1ar singer "'dS able: to proje:ct thcir

voice to the very back of the concert hall. AI Jolson epitomisc:d this carly twentieth

century style of singing, where the power of the voice - its depth and range ­

qualified the singer for star status. However, the invention of the microphone made

the need for a Ia.rge and full voice less central in popular music. Al Jolson with his

half- singing/half-talking, minstrel/vaudeville style never adapted to the microphone.

Rudy Vallee, the megaphone star, was the first to work comfortably with the

microphone in expressing the new possibilities of intimacy that it allowed. Bing

Crosby, along with a host of other singers known as crooners, managed to use the

microphone as if they were singing quietly to one other person. Il The rc1axed

nature of the crooning style becarne dominant in the nineteen thirties' radio shows

hosted by various big bands of the swing era. This movement to intimaey and

UBwaonp.26

CSllephenl (1982). pp. \03·105
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personal style complemcnted the developing receiving techno!ogy of popular music.

Sincc the crooners, vocalislS have continued to experiment with the "grain of the

voice"l3, that texture of vocal style that can express intimacy. individuality. and a

range of emotions.

Popular Music's Perfonnance Codes

Performance also emerged from the structure of the popular music industry.

With specific people employed as composers - the tunesmiths of Tin Pan Ailey ­

there was a complementary ne:work of stars to interpret those songs. The division of

labour between stars and the relatively anonymous \l/riters was further accentuated by

the major Hollywood studios' purchase of the principal music publishing houses of

New York during the nineteen thirties. The movie musical, which sen.·ed as a

promotional vehicle for the introduction of sound, also aided in the construction of

identifiable images and personalities connected to the popular songs that were heard

on the radio. The emphasis on the vocalist was in sharp contrast to the big

band/swing era's emphasis on the band leader. In retrospect, it seems surprising to

learn that Crosby, the most famous of the crooners was relegated to the back row of

Paul Whiteman's orchestra and, like other vocalists of the carly swing era, was

treated like any other musician with an instrument to play. 1. Film and radio

''Roland SaMc•. -rhe Gl1lin orthe Voi~c". in ltfUl~. Music. TUl. New York: HiU and Wana;. 1977. pp. 179·189
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exposure graduall)' changed the orientation of the music industry ll'wards the star

vocalisl. In sharp contrast to the construction of the star vocalist in mainstream

popular music. the black popular music tradition of the twentieth centllry prescnted

the model of the singer-songwriter. But within black blues and jazz. there was a

gender division which arùculated the acceptabilit)' of having black female performers

sing for a white audience and the inacceptability in most clubs of having a black male

performer sing for a white audience from the 1910s to the 19~Os. Bessie Smith. the

renowned female blues singer of the 19205. was a veritable star. The black male

blues performer, like Blind Lemon Jefferson or Robert Johnson. performed and

played in relative obscurity even though their music formed the basis of mllch of the

blues repertoire of Bessie Smith. It was impossible for these musicians to bccome

included in the culture industry's starmaking machinery.

The intlgration of this other contrasting tradition in the production of popular

music into the mainstream of the industry ;s connected to two labour and copyright

disputes in the early forties. First of all, ASCAP, an organiza:ion that represented

composers ar>d publishers and collccted the royalties for the use of songs on radio and

by performers demanded an increase in that rate of 200% in 1941. 'S The radio

networks refused and subsequently organized BMI, their own copyright organization

and started to play records that were not under ASCAP's jurisdiction. This led to the

use of non-Tin Pan Ailey songs, which generally meant the use of country and

western and blues music. In 1942, the musicians' union strike meant that once again

"Sbcpher<!. p. 97•
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roidio no longer had the recvrds. programmes and shows which it had relied upon for

the previous dc:cade. The radio networks tumed to the only non-unionized musical

worker - the vocalisl. According to Buxton. this led to a funher reliance on the

vocal stars in popular music and the decline in influence of the big bands. l
' The

temporary dependence on marginal musical sources by radio combined with the

fostered maturation of the solo singing star permitted the development and accep"'Ulce

of the performance style in the rock 'n roll of the 1950s.

Several writers have considered the singer Johnnie Rayas the transitional

figure in the development of the contemporary popular music performance style. l'

Ray freel)' acknowledged that he was not a very good singer. 1nstead of

professionalism, Ray could be characterized as an expressionist. He integrated the

body and sexuality in his often tearful plea to his audience, where his movement was

described by one music critic as "writhing" in torment. He gesticulated wildly with

his arms, unlike the controlled vinually unmoving professionalism of Sinatra whose

only bodily gesture of individuality was the snapping of his fingers. His finish to his

songs was punctuated by a dramatic falling to his knees as he caressed the

microphone. The characteristic roll of the hips and snarl of Presley carried on the

tradiùon of expressing one's individuality in performance through the public codes of

sexual gesture. The stances of the male rocker. the guitar as phallic symbol, and the

energy and vitality of stage movement and acrobaùcs have all become the codes of

"Sec in rarti.:ulllr Sh~rhl:n!. rr.13S·13S; BuxICln. l'l'. ô+68 anJ Ri.:hanJ Middlctan in bis diJoo:ussion of subj~tivit)· in SlUd)';ng Popluar

Musi':, Bu.:kinl:ham: Orcn Unhl.:n;il~" Pn:l>lo. t9~O. ". ~66 •
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rock periormance. The rock periormance style emerged out or the .:,)n:'~:,-·n.:,-· l,r

black periormance style with the necd to express the sincerity or ['<:rson:lli:y :lnd

individuality of the periormer!star.

The Rhetoric of Perfonnance

Although the integration of sexuality and expressivity into the performer's

style idenùfies a break with sorne of the past traditions of twentieth century music:l\

representation. there is also a continuity of form in performance. The mode of

address, unlike the play or the film, is constructed to be direct. Whether on record or

in concert, the vocalist includes the audience in this address. In the lovesong. the

address is quite direct; the audience replaces the lost or new-found love. In the blues

song the address is often one of lament; it remains a story directed at the audience as

if they were another individual in the conversajon. Indecd, structured into the blues

song is the calI and response between guitar and vocals. It is quit.:: ;ommon for the

audience to "respond" in simple affirmations as if engaged in conversation. The

directness of the address of the musical periormer has always constructed the

relaùonship between performer and audience at a very personal level. Classical and

professional performance codes attempt to distance the singer from the content of the

music. In the attempt to express the emotions of the musical and Iyrical content of

the song, the contemporary popular music performer has worked to authenticate

his/her performance through acknowledging the direct nature of the address. The

personal senùments expressed in the song's lyrics are freely exposed in action and
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voice. Audience participation and response are encouraged in the concert setting

during the performance of most songs. In this ....-ay. a ritualized dialogue is

maintained between performance and audience.

There also exists a rhetorical dialogical relationship between the concert and

the records of the performers. The audience's use of the concert is mediated by their

prior use of the records. In the production of popular music, most of the stars'

records predate any concert appearance. The concert is used by the band and the

recording company as a method of promotion of the record commodity: it sustains

interest in the product beyond its release date in the press, trade papers and with the

fans. .. The concert is therefore not an introduction to the music for the fans, but a

form of ritualized authentication of pleasure and meaning of the records through a

"lived" experience; il heightens the significance of the records and the pop star. The

fan is demonstrating their solidarity with the artist's message and the rest of tl:e

audience. The concert then becomes much more of a display and an expression by

the audience member of a persona! commitment to and a celebration of the

performers than an appreciation of their skil1 and technique.

Youth and the Construction of the Contemporary Popular Music Star

Centrai to the construction of the popular music star of the last forty years is

the capacity for its sign to express the difference and significance of youth, It bas

"h is $Cftl:ft11~ ackDowlcd~ tMl mosl coneen tours.~ moncy-Iosin; 'Ventures. Thus. in rcccnl yc:aD most major IOUD or rock bancb lin:
~ by bccr or 10ft. drink corpora~ iD ordcr 10 derra)' lhc cxpcrua.
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been argu~ by Frith and others that the teenager became a kind oi catq;l'rization thal

broke with the usual form of difierentiation on the basis oi da~s.l' Youth was one

of the \\'aYs in which categories of consumption could redetine the social world and

therefore it became a useful passageway for the elaboration of a new consumer

subjectivity. The potential youth market in most Western societies grew enormously

after the second world \\'ar. In England teenage disposable income grew by 100%

between 1938 and 1958; similarly in the United States. teenagers' average weekly

revenue grew from S2.50 to SIO a week.lU Their income. without the weight of

family obligation, could be devoted completely to t~.: construction of a style of

leisure consumption. The cues for the construction of a distinctive style were drawn

from the movies and popular music which began servicing the social necds of this

new market.

Severa! authors have interpreted the new divisions in society created by the

development of a separate and distinct youth culture in terms of the way the dominant

culture viewed the transformation as a threat.l1 The fifties are thus construed as a

period of moral panic, where the dominant culture considers the new ethics, the new

focus on sexuality, the emphasis on leisure, entertainment and pleasure as assaults on

the traditional values of hard work and just reward. Teenage films of the period

"Frilh, Sound EJf«C. pp. 182·194

"Buxton. p. 71.

2'Scc in panicular the dcvclopmcnt of British subc'u1turall1udics: Stanley Cohen. Folk. Dn;l,)' and Mt/raI PQ"ic~. Londun: McGibbon and
Kce. 1972. AlsoICC Han ct al.{ed). 1ù,sislanu Ihrollgh Ri,"aIs. London: Hut:hi~n. 1976 and Dick Hcbdil:c. SIlIIC"ltllr,..: 1hc Mcaning o/St)'le.
New York:: Methuen. 1979.

203



•

•

•

oscillate between depicring the pleasures of the new morality and the dangers of

excess. Popular music - SPeÇifically rock 'n roll - stars represented the

incarnation of excess, decadence, and pleasure without connection to morality. For

parental culture, according to this interpretation, rock 'n roll stars presented the

emulatory material for the corruption of their teenagers. A c1ear-cut generational

opposition is at the centre of the moral panics hypothesis. where from the writers'

pefSPeCtives the progressive forces of change aligned squarely with youth and its

representatives in popular music and the disciplining nature of the dominant culture

was articulated through the category of parents. Popular music then became a kind

of battleground of ideal representations to include youth. On one side, black

performers like Little Richard and - more dangerously because their turf was the

racial and eeonomic centre of American culture - white performers like Elvis

Presley and Jerry Lee Lewis who had integrated black performance styles represented

the out-of-control nature of teenage lifestyle. On the other side, the disciplined

singing and performing style of performers like Pat Boone who reinterpreted rock 'n

roll with larger orchestrations and less sexually suggestive lyrics, represented the

acceptable form of youth culture for parents and the dominant morality.

What needs to be integrated into the moral panics hypothesis which continues

in various forms to be at the centre of the study of contemporary popular music, is

the oppositional structure between parents and youth is an opposition that has been

fostered by elements of the dominant culture itse1f. The fifties therefore not only

represents the c1ear distinctiveness of a youth culture, it also represents a c1ear-cut
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emergence of a market segment for the circulation oi goods and s.:r.... ie.:s. Th.: n.:w

threat of youth is the integration of a consumption ethic into th.: g.:n.:ral cul turc. The'

clash between a production and consumption cthos. openly displayed in the li iües and

sixties, is configured through a generational contlict. Implicit in strueturing a contliet

in generational terms is its ultimate resolution through the succession oi one

generation by the next. Thus. consumption in the succecding generation can be seen

as a positive form of constructing one's social identity. The division of the social

worId into patterns of consumptions generally configured around the concepts of style

and Iifestyle becomes naturalized and is no longer in opposition to a morality of work

and production. The oppositional structure of the fifties and sixties is recontigured in

the seventies and eighties into stylistic differentiation. In terms of the market. the

differentiation is labelled market fragmentation or segmentation.

Popular music and its celebrities have operated at the nucleus of the

production of stylistic differentiation through consumption and leisure. The

presentation of the star, their musical roots, their style of dress, their manner of

speech and their public display of sexuality are aIl significant markers for the

structuring and differentiating of youth culture. In the nineteen sixties,

differentiations of style were modalized around the display of authenticity as a rupture

from the performing styles of past generations. The largest and most enduring

transformation was the writing of one's own material and the related celebration of

the singer-songwriter. In this way, the new artist appeared to the audience to control

their own destiny and thereby directly shape the entire recording industry to reflect
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specifie a:;pirations and desires. Top stars demanded and received "artistie freedom"

partI)' through the opportunit)' to produce their own records and also partI)' through

the finaneial rewards of large royalties and record sales that allowed them to

experiment. The star's cultural power depended on a very close aftinit)' with a

specific and loyal audience. The star then was actively engaged in the construction

and differentiation of audience groups in terms of style and taste and authenticating

their elevated position. The popular music star, more than other forms of

celebritydom, had to be a virtual member of his/her own audience in order to sustain

his/her influence and authenticity and the commitment of the fan.

In the nineteen sixties, sorne performers construeted their authenticity around

naturalness and the rejection of performance codes. Folk performers. like Joan Baez

eschewed the concept of spectacle in dress and appearance to be more closely

affiliated with the audience. Barefoot, without make-up or an elaborate style of

dress, Baez would sing with only the accompaniment of an acoustic guitar. The

stylistic configuration she portrayed became emulated by a generation of women.

Rock performers, like the Rolling Stones built their authenticity on their musical and

Iyrical roots. Their musical and performance style of more oven sexuality was built

on black rhythm and blues. Bob Dylan's authenticity depended on a literary

aesthetic code of the genius creator.

Innovation and Transronnation in the Popular Music Celebrity

A recurring technique to establish authenticity in popular music performance

is the breaking of codes and establishing of new or transformed codes of style. Style
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may indicate for example a different musical code. a new iorm oi dan.x. or an

aItered v..ay of dress. The new look is invariably drawn irom a parti.:ular audic'nœ

group or subculture which is then rearticulated by the popular musi.: band. Style

represents a statement of difference as weil as a statement oi solidarity with the

particular audience. A change in style indicates a reassertion by the band oi its own

authenticity. Any style eventually loses its power to represent difier.:nœ as the

marketplace continuously appropriates the idiosyncrasies of codes of style ior

commodity innovation. Thus the popular music performer is also continuously

appropriating new representations of individuality through style.

There are two implications that are connected to the instability of the codes of

style of popular music. First of ail, popular musical style is defined through

collectivities. The subcultural and marginal origins for the appropriation of style

demand an affinity to the meaning and significancc of subcultural styh: by the popular

group. It is aIso relevant to understand the collective nature of popular music to

remember that the dominant structure in rock music is not the individual performcr,

but the band. The band may have a leader or a key figure that cornes to represent

them publicly; nevertheless the band's adopted name usually is better known than any

of the individual players. Collective forms of identity thcn are central to

contemporary popular music. The individual star may emerge from this emphasis on

collective identity; but in distancing him/herself from the band, the individuaI is

drawing on codes of performance that are more connected to the conceptions of the

singing star of the thirties and forties.
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Secondly. popular music's attempts to break and rema.~e codes bring the iorm

into a doser a1ignment with the movements in modem art than other culture

industries. The popular musician's play with style can a1so be thought of in aesthetic

terms. Moreover, many of the British popular music groups of the sixties and

sevcntics were formed in the art schools opened in the fifties.~~ The artistic

movements, which induded the avant-garde, dadaism. impressionism, abstract an.

surreaIism and most s;gnificantly pop art, er:tered into popular music partly in the

form of album covers and partly in terms of the daims and pretentions of practice

that the musicians maintained in their pose as popular anists. There are z. number of

romantic connotations of the nineteenth and twentieth century artist that have been

integrated into the posturings and style of the contemporary popular music celebrity.

The pale pal10ur recalls the consumptive starving artist or the genius whose body has

becn ravaged by excess and drugs. The litheness and thin frame refer to the

youthfulncs.~ of the romantic poets who, like the near mythic Thomas Chatterton, died

before they were thirty.:!3 The experientiallifestyle refers to a number of artistic

movements to emerge out of the twentieth century. The anarchy and nihilism

graphically depicted by the Who's ritualistic destruction of their instruments hearkens

back to the dadaists. The bohemian lifestyle that surfaced in many European cities in

=Scc Simon Frith and Howard Home. An Înlo Pop. London: Methuen.nd Co.• 1987. ch. 2.

:JChancnon. who attemptcd to ~rc.tC' a 10", 1051 poet namcd Rowlc)' (rom a previous ccntuf)·. commincd »uicidc al the .~ of seveRlccn
in the laIe ci,hl«1l:h lo:cntu~' ""hen hi" (."cd di,..;(Wc~· and his f.k~ poet a;:lined no anenlion. What made this ...thcr insi,nificant C\'cnt ofevcn
~1oc.lcr fUORln.:C ""a,. bOVo' bia life (ont.! dc:ath) "'.... c:clcbr8lcd and rclivcd b)' 19th CCDIUI')' romantic poct.likc Wordl.'Il>onh and Byron. l'cab

anJ C'\Icna )'oun; Colcrid~"c. Sec Lco Bl'llud~·. Ftm:>, oJÙlr Rt7ttn\'f1: Fam~ and lu His,,,,,,.. N~' York: OXfON. 1986. pp. 421-425•
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the nineteenth century serves as a fecund ground or. which 10 conslnlcl lhe P<'P ,l;\r',

public presence.1' Finally. the ultimate play wilh the pretensions ot aniSlic p<'stun:

are articulated in the music videos that are produccd to embellish the image ot the

popuJar group, Videos are populated with surrealism, and avant-g:..rde tilmmaking

that serve to associate the popular star with the style ilnd romantic connotatioll< of the

innovative artist.

Summary

The celebrity of popular music is constructed from quite different dements

than the film celebrity. These elements are related to the technology of production

and reception, the form of address that is peculiar to the singing of a song. the

industrial and commodity configuration of the musical product and the audience's

collective and indi lidual relationship to the music and performer. Fundamental to the

construction of the popular music celebrity is the conveyance of both commitment

and difference. Commitment refers to the audience 's close and intimatc rclationship

to the pop star as weil as the way in which the anist conveys thcir authcnticity in

representing the audience. In sorne cases, authenticity is displayed through emotional

sincerity: the performer's direct and personal address in the song is funher

individualized through the private forms of reception. This kind of personal

relationship between performer and audience describes the more c1assical construction

of the popular music star to emerge in the twentieth century. In other cases,

:.scc Robert Pat1ÏiOn. Th~ Trilunph of Vu/gant)'." Rock Music in the Mirror ofRomanlicism, New York: Oxford. 1987. Pl:Iui:.on mainlain:.
thlt rod: music c:pilOmizcs. conlcmporary vcnoion of romanti.:: plllnthci:.m.
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authenticity is expressed through the performer's communication of solidarity with an

audience. The focus in these instances is on the creation and maintenance of codes of

difference and particularity by both audience and performer.

The development of this second discourse on authenticity in popular music

coincides roughly with the emergence of rock music. Within rock music. the appeal

to authenticity has been developed by industry. artist and audience into the formation

of taste cultures, where the expression of a particular consumption style becomes

more central to the public presentation of identity. As discussed above. popular

music has been at the interstices of the formation of a new consumer subjectÏ\·ity. Ils

active work in construction of new collectivities and new social categories on the

basis of lifestyle and taste has bestowed on ils representatives -ilS celebrities - social

power. Occasionally the social power that has congea1ed in popular music has

facilitated the organization of social movements that are opposed to the general

organization of the social structure. In a sense, the configuration of power in popular

music identifies an elemental risk in the organization of new social identities in

consumer capitalism. Differentiation and innovation to create distinction are

fundamental parts of commodity production; however they necessitate an active play

wilh the meanings and social needs that are embodied in the commodity for the

consumer. The popular music celebrity represents the continuous reorganization of

consumer subjectivities into collective forms of identity.

In the following section, the group New Kids an the Black will be analyzed in

terms of the way their celebrity signs have emerged in the public sphere from the
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organization of the popular music industry. The discourses of authcmicity.

commitment and difference operate in the formation of any popular music group and

the following hermeneutic v,;i1\ reveal the particular manner in which thcSt: discourses

operate in the formation and success of New Kids on tlze B/od.

THE CONSTRUCTION OF A "PHL....OML'"ON": .'\'En" KID5 OS THE BLOCK

An integral pan of the lexicon of the popular music industry and their forms

of self-promotion is the concept of the "phenomenon". &'Cause of the 90 per cent

failure rate of any recording that is manufactured to generate a profit. the industry is

organized tov.'êJ"ds "hitting" .25 The 10 per cent of records that actually generate

eamings not only subsidize the failures but also account for the substantial profits of

the entire induslry. Thus, in actual fact, very few of the recordings generate most of

the revenues. As a result, the industry appears to be disorganized; it secms to be

incapable of determining with any consistency which records and acts are going to

sell weil and which acts are going to be financial losses. The industry altempts to

solve this problem in three principal ways: the reissue of compilations that have

previously sold weil (the Greatest Hits records); the concentration in production,

distribution and promotion on established acts (i.e. The Rolling Stones are what is

often called a "bankable" act); and intense promotion of specific new acts with costly

videos, tour support and advertisements.

:!frith. Sound EjJeclS. p. 147. ln r.ct" thi) ItIlÜotic: about the: .uC:ce» of record. rou,hly parallc:l. Ibe auc:cc.,. ratc for lhe introduction of •
ncw CODJUmcr prodlKt.
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Nevenheless, the popular music industl")' is often described as volatile and

unpredictable, The product that the indust!")' is dealing with. possibly more than

other cultural products, is much more in the domain oi affect and outside of the

realm of reason and the rational. Music and the uses of music are vel")' much

connected to the emotive side of human existence. The recording indust!")' is

constantly lrying to tap this emotive side through the production of music. In a

sense, it is atlemnting to contain a feeling 50 that at least temporarily it can be

defined by a group or a song.

The "phenomenon" in popular music is the recording act which has somehow

captured a massive audience. The language of the indust!")' is that these phenomenon

are out of their control. The term phenomenon, which has been used to describe the

Beatles in a previous era and New Kids on the Block currently, borrows from the

manner in which nature is described: much like a hurricane or a tornado, the popular

music phenomenon is a naturally occurring event that appears to be unpredictable in

its time, place or force. It "hits" with incredible power and if strong enough may

"hit" more than once. A rash of sales statistics chart the power of the phenomenon.:

in 1989, New Kids on the Block sold more than 14 million records in North America

composed of 10 charted albums and singles; their Hangin' Tough album was the

second best-selling album of that year; in terms of concerts, the group made 73.8

million dollars in ticket sales in 1990 which places second in all-time concert tour
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revenues.~6 People's cover story on the New Kids re\'els in the language oi

powerful nature: "the Kids are riding the crest of the most frenzied pop-music

phenomenon since Beatlemania. ",7 lntegrated with this force oi nature conception

of popular music's construction of the relationship between its audience and the

cultural product. is the language of warfare. New musical groups "explode onto the

scene". There was the dance music explosion. ln the ninetœn sixties. the plethora

of successful British bands in North America was described as an "invasion".

Following the punk "invasion" of the nineteen seventies there was the "new wa\'e".

which in its terminology successfully blends militaristic language with another

metaphor from the forces of nature.

This use of natural phenomenonlbattlefield terminology by the popular music

press and the industry itself has developed over time into a shorthand method of

trying to describe the irrationality that is at the centre of the way in which the

industry operates. As well. the description of popular music changes and

transformations, often described in previous decades as "crazes", has functioned as a

central metaphor in the discourse of cultural change itsel f, of a culture in constant

transformation and upheaval. lt is a discourse which, through its emphasis on

unpredictability coupled with the inevitability of change, reshapes people's actions

»Paul Orcin. -New Kidabave BlockbusterYcar-. BillboGnl, Dcc. 23. 1989 p. la. AllO.-New Kidll Top Tour UIt" Vdrlt"ry. Occ. 13. 1990.
p. 52. Moat of lhClC ItatiltiCI do nol indiatc ialc:mationalaalc5 of /tkw lads. Comparable levcll of ales and aucccu wcn: rccordcd in the
Unilcd Kia;dom. Canada. AUlU'alia. (\O. lcucr dcif'CC) lapan. and Europe. For CXIImplc. ICC BJllboanl. Internalional chana, Dcc. 16. 1989.
p.66. 0Ibcr Ita\istic. whicb dcmoastratc thcir ·phcaomcna1ltalUl· includc lhcir relasc ofthcir 1990 album Sup by Slt"p cltlblilbcd. fint
clay Ille. record. ~well.~ Kl4s bave relcucd a IeriCi ofvidcoi thlt have coincidcd wilh thcir albuma. ibcir fint two muaie video n:lcuc.
bccamethc Gril music vidcOSIO have ales ofovcr one million copies. Sec Ed Chriltman••f!<w Kids' Slqt by Slrp SeU. by Lcap••nd Bound.- •

Billboard.lunc 16. 1990. pp. 6. 92.

:7slCVC Dou~hcny. -nc Hcanthroblof America-, P~opl~. AuJ:U~ 13.1990, p. 78.
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into reactions to these various phenomena. The invasive discourse that surrounds

popular music is constructed to encourage us to be caught up in the wave of

sentiment that affirms the significance of the latest phenomenon. In that affirmation

and acceptance of the new musical sound and group we collectively are encouraged to

let the senùment of the last phenomenon dissipate into history. With New Kids on

the B/ock, the mainstream press explains that the "fever" they have created has

"reached delirium status". 28

The framing of popular music discourse in the language of spontaneous and

explosive phenomenai change is aiso constructed to emphasize the cultural products'

close relationship to the audience. What is being underlined is that the audience is

determining the style of music, the types of personaiities that are elevated to superstar

Status and the timing of change and transformation. The industry becomes in this

construcùon merely a form of channelling of popular will. As it is explained in one

of the myriad of biographies that have accompanied their emergence, their popularity

"may be because they cafe about their fans so much".29 Popular music phenomena

like the New Kids on the B/ock are pure expressions of popular will which is

represented as pure sentiment.

To describe the nature of these phenomena of popular music which are

organized around personaiities and groups is thus a very difficult process. They are

packaged in a discourse of change and are intimately tied to the way in which cultural

:Plbid.

~Cin...:e OItalano.~· Kids on zh~ Block. New York: &ntam. 1989. p. 5
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change is articulated in post-war American society in particular and Western society

in general. This discourse of change is e1emental in their formation in the culture

and elemental in their construction of power. As weil. they house formations of

collective sentiment and feeling; in other words. they are defined to a degree by the

audience that through a specifie array of cultural products fcels connected to the

phenomenon. In embodying a form of collectivity. the popular music phenomenon

represents the modem crowd in ail its irrationality and emotionality. To extend

logically from this. the popular music industry in its perpetuaI construction of ne\\"

phenomena is an apparatus that tries to organize and focus the intensity into

recognizable forros and products of consumption. The industry is an apparatus for

the congealing of emotions and sentiments into recognizable sounds. images and

personalities that work to maintain the intensity of emotion. When the emotional

intensity dissipates, the industry works to construct new forms of intense sentiments

around new images, sounds and personalities. In many senses, the popular music

industry works to manage the contemporary crowd and to, in fact, organize its

irrationality.

The Established Structure

The industry in its massaging of public tastes has developed certain patterns or

structures in the way in which they present new popular music celebrities. What

appears to be new and is presented as new and different to a large degree is

organized around these structures of representation. Thus, New Kids on the Black, in
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terms of marketing positioning, style of promotion. and industry sUpjXlrt has ce....ain

precursors. The group is also positioneè by the industry in clear opposition and

distinction from other forms of music and celebrity images. This form of distinction

and opposition is also a well-trodden path; apart from differences that emerge from

musical style and the contingency and lived experience of their core audience. New

Kids on che Block follow this structure.

First of al!, central to the identity and position of New Kids on che Block is

their youth. Within popular music minor differences in age can be constructed as

crucially significant. The emergence of any new stars is often organized to present

their youthfulness in contradistinction to established acts. The ne\\" stars represent the

vitality of their music. They also are constructed as a form of initiation for new

music buyers. The bulk of the record buying public is roughly between the ages of

sixteen and thirty-two and overwhelmingly male.3O As discussed above, the music

industry has been involved in the servicing of a youth market that was coordinated

with the growth in disposable income among youth in North America following the

second World War. In terms of age, the popular music stars since the nineteen fifties

have been the same age (and generally sex) as the central record-buying

demographic. But there have always been sorne pop stars who have been marketed to

appeal to a demographic much younger and more female than the central record

~is ia allO lbe toUl:h d~rhÏi: of ~nv and Mucbmusù:. No'O ....ideo music cbannc1s in North Amen.:.. Paniculady the: tc:cnA;c
dcmosnpbic il KCQ \0 bc an CXll'e111l:1)' valuabk commodaty 10 "capture-: the value oftbcir udicncc for advcniKr5 if one orthe principal
motivaliorla (or Ihc dcvclopmcnt oftbcsc ~Ùih~' c:banncls lhat (lXua on youth culture.

216



•
buying public. New Kids on the Block is a group that has been positioned to appeal to

the neophyte consumer of popular music.

If one looks at the history of the series of pop stars that havc bccn markcted

and positioned in this role as "teen idol". lt becomes readily apparent that though

each is a musical performer. music is often less central to their profitability as a

celebrity than other products. The marketing generally focusses on their image which

is circulated in a number of formats that go beyond the musical product: posters,

animated television series, Barbie-sized look-alike dolls. comic and photobiographical

books, fanzines, c1othing, lunch pail designs to name a few of the more visible and

successful examples. The intense focus on the image has often bcen the line of

demarcation between maIe and female audiences, preteen and young adult audiences.

and in terms, of musical categories pop and rock.31 The teen idol is structured to

appeaI to the preteen and young teen femaIe pop audience membcr and children in

general. Teen idols are generally scorned by older music buyers as inauthentic and

fabricated. For the younger record buying market, the teen idol is the conduite for

the move from the toy market of childhood into the market of youth. They are

positioned as transitionaI icons for the youthful audience that would ultimately form

the future mainstay of recording industry saIes. It is because of this transitional

quaIity that teen idols are commodified in forms and images that are less threatening

to this young audience and to the ancillary market of parents. Indeed, the teen idol is

himself generally managed and chaperoned as an entirely dependent being throughout

"'Frilh dcvclopec1 the Ii~ifi".ncc of lhcte distinc:lioni bctwccn pop and rock in Sound E;JJ~crs. PI'. 27·38
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their entire (which is invariably brie!) career as a teen ido!. In this way. the teen idol

never appcars to be autonomous and therefore never threatening as an adult; they

remain as long as they are popular, perpetually childlike and dependent. Their

images are similarly controlled and work to reinforce their lack of full independence.

The structure 1 have outlined concerning the teen ido! that emerges from

popular music varies somewhat with each incarnation. One can see that often the

organization of the popular music star then is organized around their relative

autonomy. The less autonomous and independent the star is, the more they are

structured purely as teen idols. In the nineteen fifties and sixties. Elvis Presley

surfaced as a popular music star of enormous influence and market appea!.

However, unlike other teen idols of the same era, Presley cultivated a dearly

sexualized image which constructed a code of independence, adulthood, and

autonc,my in his celebrity sign. In contrast, stars Iike Fabian, Frankie Avalon and to

a degree Pat Boone, represented unthreatening types of personalities that· were not

constructed to present a harmless form of sexuality. Their predominant musical form

was the ballad; Presley's original daim to fame was his raucous treatment of rock'n

roll songs. 32

The question that arises from this delineation of type with the larger structural

type of teen idol is why do these differentiations exist? The teen idol's image is

structured to be ambiguous. particularly with reference to rebellion and sexuality.

What must be remembered is that the teen idol is a transitional commodity that must

'Cln hi31 195$ Camous .prc.nnc~ un Ed SldliwJn Show. Pr\:wcy·s scxulllly provocativc bip ~tiolU wcn: 1101 shawn. Onl)' his uppcrbody
wen: lcl.:"',;.,:..I. The ima.:c ""'a' thOUl::hllO he too dAnJ;crou3I to bc lcn unccnson:d for \he )'ou~ fcmalc audience mcmbcrs.
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in sorne instances appeal to parents' sensibilities as weil as represent the youth culture

and its spirit of difference and sometime opposition to parent cultur.:. For example,

there is an ambiguous quality in most teen idols' representation of sexuality. First,

there is the c1ear structural division between predominantly male performer and

young female audience, The male performer. though more often than not a young

adult and therefore somewhat older than the younger femalc audience. is constructed

not to be an adult. In terms of image. the obvious signs of puberty are underplayed

50 that the male performer is seen as a "representationally removed" image of

maleness. The male teen idol is overcoded to have a baby-face where the absence of

facial hair is significant in its articulation of non-masculinity. The Beatles bobbed

long hair, lack of seriousness and c1ean hairless faces when they bccame famous can

be seen as once again a play with sexuality wherc they represented malencss and non-

masculinity simultanoously to their young female audience. Similarly. tcen idol pop

stars of the seventies, Iike David Cassidy, Leif Garrett and Shaun Cassidy. possessed

these same qualities of prepubescent maleness; they were physically slight. and

possessed boyish looks and hairstyles which resembled the predominant fashion of the

periodY Serious transgressions of these ambiguous codes of non-

masculinity/masculinity would remove the teen idol from the circulation of

commodities aimed at this transitional market.

New Kids on the Block has built on these patterns of the teen idol music star.

The industry operates as the cultural memory of what is cffective in this construction

"David Cauidy. in the tnlldition of the carl)' KYcntÎcl. hDd Wlouldcr Icn~ cxtn::mcly Illni~hl hair; Leif Garrett. a mid·~cntic.lccn idol.
bad Oowin~ locb in the "yle of Farnh Fawccu: Sh4un Cau.idy cmblcmatic of the boy·man h.d the charar;:tcri.tic dimplct. and hahy-race.
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of the transitional commodity. The Beatles, the Monkees. the Jackson Five. the

Osmonds, and the Bay City Rol1ers have provided the structural framework for the

development of the concept of New Kids on the Block. It is interesting to sec that

most types of commodities that are now associated with New Kids have becn

previously tested and marketed for these precursors. Much like the Beatles, New

Kids have their own Saturday moming animated television series. The animated

series also indicates lhat these musical groups have been positioned to entertain

children and, when defined as commodities, they move betwecn toy products and

promotional products of the recording industry. Their level of rebeIlion then is

somewhat muted. The marketing of New Kids has produced a plethora of products

that are aimed at public school age children. The folders for school notes, the lunch

pails, the t-shirts, the doUs (which come in several sizes and materials), the concen

videos, television shows, the games and comic books, have made New Kids into a

sign that serves to seU a host of other commodities beyond their music. They have

also expanded into new techniques for expanding the reach as cultural commodities

for a specific audience group. With the 1-900 telephone numbers, 100,000 fans a

week were calling in 1989 and hear their favourite New Kid reveal a "secret".34 A

sales estimate for the 1990 New Kids line of merchandise was put at 400 million

doUars. Over and above this figure were concen eamings, video and record sales.35

For the last three years, New Kids have been on the coyer of preteen magazines in

220



•
the magazine's efforts to ensure high sales. Their ubiquity through the aU;lchment te

a host of commodities has made them the most financially succcssful pop group

ever. 36

Partly because of this ubiquity. and partly because of their appcal as clcar pop

stars, the popular music press has generally considercd the group as the epitome of

inauthenticity.37 Teen idols are therefore not only significant in terms of their core

audience, they are also extremely relevant in establishing the authenticity of other

forms of music and performers in the music industry. New Kids on Till' Block

establish the domain of the authentic in their obvious commerciality, their overt

appeal to children, their studied and controllcd rebellion. and their generally non-

threatening masculinity. These qualities provide the binarism which opcratcs through

the music industry between pop music and rock music. between the banal and the

serious. New Kids have been declarcd a contrivance and a marketing scam, the

u1timate example of pop music's commercialism and superficiality,

New Kids emergence does provide vinually all of the appropriate markers to

indicate that they are a marketing invention that has been fabricatcd to be teen idols.

"ln an extendcd .dvcrtisin~ insc:rt in BiUboGrrJ. thcn: i. an estimalc of the vArioua revenues \bal New K.id~ have amaucd from the aprinl:
of 1989 tO Dcccmbcr 1990. Mcrc:hlndisinl revenue dwarflio .11 the ether c.tc~ric.: 400 million of. total of 361.373.000 doll.,.. of Cllminp
wcrc derivcd (rom mcrchandisiDJ:.~mcn\S. 8y com~ri50n.record sales totallcd 143.8 million domc~ic.lly and conccn.lotallcd 120 million.
The anicle allO identifies the prodUCls lhat N('k' KUJs' iR\l~Ji, wcre conncclcd with: ·posters. tamil'b. hab. barmen. bUl10ru (the rc~lu CUnI,;cn
rare) ••• thca the mcrcbandiscdivcmficd aposte.m. poster books.jewclry. blllCbaU·typc: tradin~ cardt.. alccpina:: b.~lIo, bcd &bccta, po..cr pUlJ'Jca
œ.ch \OWcls, watchcs,jackcts, cups. laundry b.p. balloons. boxershons. p.j.m... waler bonles. ninwc:ar. umbrcllu. ~Ioves, .carves. millens.
Ihower curtaina. ~luses.lW\llau cords. lunc:hboxcs. mÎrrors. slippeD. paper LlllOOs. belb. socb. ~calcr. stor1l~e lrunks. bcdapruds, and
of course. Hubro 1Dc.·s two linca of doU. ---one in CODC:crt c10thes wilh liai\: KI available. and one in IIlrccl clames.· Karen Sl;hloubc..,.
~crchandiairq::nc Amazirq: Buaincas orDcfirûrq:. controlli~ and Markcli~ an lma~ Exploaion· in an Adveniain~ IUpplemenl ofBillboGnJ.
Dec. 15. 1990. pp. NK-22.32.34. ne aetull IUpplemcnt il an intereslinl: phenomenon on its own. Il indicalea. lhrou~h • .crics of
COnplUlalOry insc:na. the number of companies lhal have been involved in the~ Kids' succels.

"T)'Pical of rcportal:e can bc found in O. V,'ild.·Pube")' 10 P1alinum"'. Rolling StOfle. Nov. 2. 1989. pp. 15-J7.
W'hat is cven more t)'Pical is the ,cnen'" overlookin;: of the band in mln)' prc»ClIo includin;:: Crccm.
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There is a subtle distinction being made here. In popular music that is usually called

rock, the audience is believed to be indepcndent and therefore can discem what is

good music from bad or contrived music. As weil, the pcrformers are likewise

indepcndent thinkers and crcators. In contrast, the audience of groups like New Kids

is considered to be manipulated, dupcd by the marketers and promoters. It is for this

rcason !hat New Kids only appcaJ to children; anyone else would realize the

marketing scheme and identify the inauthentic nature of the group. Like their

principal audience, 50 this argument goes, New Kids themselves are controlled and

managed by a tcam of marketers and coaches.

The verity of most of these daims is borne out in any study of the group's

formation. But what is missing in such an analysis is that New Kids itself is used as

a foil for the legitimation of other forms of music which appear to be less contrived

and, in compari5On to New Kids, less commercial. In the entire field of popular

music and popular music meanings these compari5Ons are useful to define the various

markets and market fragments which use music to define their social identity.

Briefly, here is the now overcoded story of the emergence of New Kids from

the position of a discourse of authenticity. Maurice Starr, a former moderately

succf'.ssful singer-5Ongwriter of the group the Johnson Brothers, had by the nineteen

eighties begun developing and managing popular singing groups. In the early

eighties, he had conceived and deveIopcd a young black group ca\led the Fifth

Edition. In terms of the popular press, Fifth Edition was immediately compared to

the Jackson Five of the late sixties and early seventies. Songs were organized around
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the youngest member of the group. whose voice had not deep.:ned. singing lc~d

vocals. Starr composed and produced virtually all of their songs. managed their

promotional tours. and helped choreograph their stage shows. The members of the

groups were purely performers. The group was moderately successful. In the mid·

eighties, Starr in association with Boston talent manager Mary Alford allempted to

produce a similar group with aIl white boys. 3' He scoured the Boston racially

mixed inner city schools for the white performers who had sorne interest in black

dance and rap music. Auditions were held for six months before the right blend of

personality was constructed by Starr. From that search he chose the members of

New Kids on the Block (originally called Nynuk) The average age of the pcrformers

at the beginning in 1985 was around fifteen years old. The youngest. Joey. sang lead

vocals for the first recordings in a high soprano voice. Once again. Starr wrote and

produced all of their original songs. The highly choreographed concert show was

aI50 developed by Starr. New Kids on the Block. much like the Monkees in the

1960s, still do not play instruments; occasionally in their performances they use taped

vocals 50 that they can continue their choreographed dance routines without

interruption. However, the use of taped segments in their programmes has Icd to a

steady stream of criticism in the press and from sorne parents of fans that daim they

are either too manufactured or they are not really the singers.39 After an initial

"Cala1aDo. p. 16

"Thil comf'Ovcrsyhu p1a~d \he:~r and c:onlinucfo to ptaructhcir d.im~ to Icl:ilim:acy or -.ulhcntic:ity". In eJlrly 1992. the late.c 1::1IIim
is lhal thcy in fact did not Iin~ major pa~ ofulC:ir albunu. So. in \hi" l/11tc~ variation not only i. lhcir aulhcnticily of pcrforman;c c:hallcn.~d.

but thcir authcnticit), in l..'1c "officiAI" rc:c:onb of thcir mr.u.il: is put undcr .u)pic:ion.
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album that did poerl)'. the thrœ follow-up albums have ail so!à multi-platinu:n.'"

They tour for months on end; hence the slogan, "the hardest working act in

showbusiness" .

As is evidenced by this standard history of the group that has becn reproduced

in magazine profiles, fanzines and books. they possess ail of the qualities of

illegitimacy: they don't write their own songs; they don't play their own instruments;

they were chosen in a talent search and didn't develop indepcndentll' of the music

industry apparatus; they have made a great deal of monel': they appea1 to pretcens;

they are managed very carefully. Ali of these truths about New Kids underline their

illegitimacy in rock music. Their emergence then is more c1early in !ine with the

showbusiness origins of singing stars like Frallk Sinatra and - to a lesser degree -

Elvis Presley than groups like the Beatles. the Rolling Stones or R.E.M. What

makes them doubly cursed is that they have the appearance of being a group or band

that has come together on its own, when in fact their origins were highly planned.

The irony of this elitire discourse of authenticity which envelopes rock and popular

music is that it is dependent on the existence of these examples for the maintenance

of the mainstream of what rock means for other audiences. New Kids on the Block

operates as a highly successful scapegoat that maintains an equaUy fabricated sense of

purity of the authentic in other examples of popular music" l

-ne ori~inal album••Rer the: suli:li:cu of lhcir accond album bl.s .tao ~nc platinum (i.e. Nlcs of ovc:r 1 million) .

•,~.~ of IÎJolcncn attra.::tc:11 to .~ KIJ.s 'Y,'n aoon 10 he Ken.",. ·problcm" for radiop~mmen 1hrou~hout North Amen.::•.
For cumplc. Mike Edward" • prorrammcr for. ButTalo Ilation c",plairb thlt "lIOmc ofour Rscarth bas shawn bum on the Nco.w Nds and tbat
the rcrce.,lion ofrby tlXl mu.::h of .~. Nàs can he. nc,ati"'c for )'ou. Wc ha...'c to he vC'~· .::autious." Olhcr pr'~nIImmcrs indieatec1 that b)'
Arri1 l~ll1alioRJ ~'C~ ~nin• • 101. ofhale caU", about the :n.lUr. Many stItiomch~ not to play the a:roup cXCert durin; ccnain carly C'Ycnin;
houn.. The r.:ar or ilali\,r\lt. wa.1hat th.:~.. ......:f'I: 1"~t\J: an old.:r li.acnin, dC'R'tOJ;'raphi.::. a dc~phi.: nw.:h mon: lucfliti..c to thCif advettUin;
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Building Difference - Music Celebrities Embod)"ing Subcultun-s

In the construction of sociai identitics among you!h. music tïgun:s

prominently. Likes arod dislikes are represented through onc's musical US!': which

betrays a series of connected tastes. A celebrity that arises from thc popular music

industry is thus positioned by both the industry and audience to repres.:nt aspc:cts of

difference and differentiation. It is a system of celebrities. where cach celcbrity sign

is partiaily constrUcted in opposition to, or in contradistinction to. or in relation with

other popular music celebrities. New Kids on rhe Block, much lik.: other groups. has

established a close rapport v.ith their audience through di fferentiation from other

performers. They have made their public identities valuable social markers for their

audience. Although not enlirely a synonymous term. the fans of NI'II' Kids hav.:

constrUcted a series of codes based on these celebrity figures which resemble the

structures of meaning of a subculture. The level of commitment to Nrl\' Kids, the

level of what is often called fanatical support determines the level of understanding of

the various codes and histories. This loyalty and solidarity for the Nrll' Kids among

their fans is expressed in a number of ways. Buying their records and videos,

knov.ing the words to each of their songs, attendance at their concerts, collecting

their images in posters and magazines42
, buying ·officiaily· produced authorized

clicnteJc tban 6 \0 10 ycar old•. Sean Ross and Thom Dun:.,,". -Radio Gridlod;. on Sew Kid~' Bllxlc.?· BiUboanJ. Arnl 2K, 1990. pp. 4.74.

CTbc (cmaIe ptete1:n rN'azinc ha•• havil)' overc:odcd IlNClUrc. Opc:ralÎn; a. rant..y marwncs ol'Eani7.cd uound male adolcKcnl ~n.
n~rBea:. Bop. Tl'm 1rIadrine. Supnt«n bulld ca.:h ortbcir x,mcnu.around the full pa~ or IWO pai:C photo -prad o(tbc.c: individualltan.
l'bua (rom 1988-1991. the rDmIbcn of New Kids on the bloc:k individuaIly wcre (c_tured rcpcalcdl)' in thCK photo (C111ure.. The ulilil)' of the
mlpzinc wu for \lJÏ~ tbeac onc--paJ:C or t'NO pt:~ pboloa for dcccmtion of the bccSroom. The ma,ujnc. cOns&antly must rco~.ni1.c thenuc:lve.
10 mat~ irNI~ \bat an: prc5Cntcd arc in eoac:ert with the new stan. of te1cvi.ïoft. film and parular mu.i.:. In order 10 maintAin thi. ther.:
are a plcthora of coDlcsts and poU, inlenpcnec1 wilh \he profil" of the idob. The çODIC'b rcprelCDl the marJ,;.etin~ iCçhnique eucntial for the
mapzioc iDdustry 10 eOlUinual1y n:--prnclU faatasy malcriab. for the preteen (emale udiencc.
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New Kids paraphernalia. knowing the "personalities" of each membcr of the group

and defending their music and the integrity from attackers are among the most

prominent signs of support. The depth of commitment to Nell' Kids can be

determined by how weil one knows the codes.

Although 1 have generally spoken of the image as being the key variant in the

meaning of New Kids, this image must be comextualized in terms of the kind of

music that they perform because the music establishes a c1ear form of delineation of

audience groups. The full meaning of music is difficult to conceptualize. Il is

embedded with affective associaûons of the listener which makes any reading of its

meaning a game of searching for commonalities in idiosyncratic decoding.

Nevertheless, the music does have social contexts worked into ils rhythms, its

musical notaûon, in the words and phrases and topies that are part of any group's

repertoire.43 New Kids have drawn principally from three sources: dance music ­

which has part of its origins in the Motown sound, western love ballads and rap/hip­

hop music. Each of the origins has a great dea\ of significance to the sound and

meaning of the sound of New Kids.

Dance music indicates that their music is not appealing to sorne

intellectualized aestheûc. It is music for the movement of the body. In their concerts,

the performance is very much focussed on dance and movement. The group moves

often in unison through a song in the tradiûon of the black groups Iike the

Temptations, the Four Tops and others, of the 196Os. No doubt this expression of

~ John SbcpbcN. Music 4S Social Teu. 1991
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black dance music had been orchestrated to a large degree by their songwriter and

manager. Maurice Starr. The use of young white boys to work through a music that

has arisen in African American culture has been a common technique of the

entenainment industry of the twentieth century and the New Kids funher this

tradition. Like Elvis, the Beatles. the Rolling Stones and the Bee Gees. Nfll' Kids

have used this resource to extend the reach of a cernin type of music to a suburban

American and youthful population. In the biographical details that have appearcd in

the teen magazines, the biographies, and the various interviews that they have given

there is an emphasis on their intimate connection to black culture or the music of the

street as they often refer to it."" Their Boston accents are identilied in Pt'op/{' as

"coming from the wrong side of the tracks". For Donny Wahlberg. the recognized

leader of the group, he thinks of his music Iike basketball because it kept him away

from the dangers of the street. There is a degree of celebration of the working class

roots whieh allows for the public representation that they have come to this form of

music honestly: once again the discourse of authenticity is articulated in the meanings

of any popular music celebrity. Four of the five are l'rom the same elcmcntary

school and their poor Irish Catholic families with large families reinforced their

legitimacy to sing music of the street.

"1Ddecd.lhc choiec orthe (iye mcmbcn by Starr hld. J:rcat de.lla do with thcir ramiliarily with black. llrecl culture.nd brcakdancin~,

For instane:c. Donnic', daim to Came wn dance imitations of Mic:hac1 Jac:bon and the: bravado to spontancou.rap performance. in the local
Dorchester Park. Jordan and D.noie wen: pin of rival break dance aroupa who would pl'lctic:c and pcrform thcir mo\lCI in downloWn Bollon
evcrt Saturday weU bcforc the)' bccame N<w /Gds' mcmben. white kid. c~'l:cd in what w•• an cNCntially black )'outh activil)'. lu rcllow
brcakdanc:cr and !riend David Harris dcscribcd il: -Wc would xleel • lUitablc lion: and mn brcak-dancing on il. with cushiolll in our
haa....Wc·d perfonn for halfan hour or 10 \bcn movc on 10 anothcr 110re. B)' lunchlime, wc'd have camed around fan)' doU.n, which w.sn'(
bad for 1hincen and founccn yeu old~.· Robin M,;Gibbon. """",. Kids on the Stock.' 17le Whok Story by lhdr FrietUÛ. New York: Avon. 1990.
p. 16
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It is the incongruity between the black dance style and song construction and

their white American looks which is also used to discredit the New Kids. New Kids

are used to articulate various sentiments about the realm of the authentic and the

inauthentic. Their complete commoditization buttresses the rock discourse of musical

rip-off and sell-out of black musical culture. Moreover, their vinual lack of

involvement in the writing of their lyrics and songs, makes them appear vulnerable to

the same kind of rip-off that Chappell and Garafalo have chronicled in their writings

about black performers in the 1950s.45 The vociferousness of the attack on their

credibility serves not only to galvanize sorne fragments of youth culture and popular

music criticism againsl them, but also serves to construct a siege mentality among

their fans and the ancilIary teen press that suppons them. The intensity of the

discourse of authenticity works to establish much c1earer uses of popular celebrities

for the articulation If social identities and distinctions.

The second source of music presents a different Hne of demarcation for the

use of audiences. The popular batlad which forms one of the three sources of

musical style in their recorded and concen performances, follows in the tradition of

the Broadway and movie musical love song and is firmly ensconced in Western

European popular music. What it does identify is a Hne of demarcation in terms of

the principal audience's gender.

~l: Charrie and GaaCalo. Rock 'n RDlI ;$ H~~ 10 PlI)'. Chi..:.,o: NclJOn-Hal1
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Susan McLary has done sorne work on the way in which music is detined as

masculine or feminine which is relevant to the current discussion:' The feminine

ending is a term used in music criticism to describe a weak or solknin~ conclusion 10

a pan of a composition. Principally, the term was used in a ne~ative sense.

Although McLary begins her discussion from a study of the way patriarchy intlects

the meanings of classical musical texts, she adapts it successfully to the or~aniz.·llion

of popular music in her treatment of Madonna and Laurie Anderson:' Similar

readings can be made of the love ballad although with a much grcater emphasis on its

social uses than on its textual configuration. The feminized popular musical text has

been constructed as the love song which in its softened sound. its entrcating (male)

voice, and in its romantic construction of love, works to construct a female listener.

Paralle\ing the development of the romance novel and the soap opera, the female

listener has embraced the love song text in a proprietary way. The Ncll' Kids' core

audience of young adolescent and pre-adolescent girls, has taken the love song and

not only incorporated its general message into their own lives and evcryday

experiences but also has constructed a close connection to the anists themsclves. The

bedroom shrines of New Kids images that many female fans have creatcd indicatc that

the celebrity figure himself has been thought of directly as a romantic possibility. In

their choice and performance of these love songs, New Kids on the Block are playing

within these social constructions of a feminized text. The love song is a wilful

'"Suan Meul')'. Fcminint' ENJing:r: MIUic. GntJer. and SC:fl:l4CIIit),. Minnclpolh.: UnivcDÎt)' of Minncwl. Pn:~ll, ISll} 1

·'Mcur,'. ch. 6 and 7
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acknowledgement of their own fans and a way in which to "talk" 10 thcir fans'

fantasies direct!y.

lmplicit in the relationship between female fan and the boys of New Kids on

the Block is the play 'oI.ith proximity and distance. The love song. in its direct appeaI

to another individual, is an intimate declaration and an indication that the fan is

hearing the personal and private realm of the singer. Popular music works in Lie

affective realm quite specifically. where sentiments and feelings are conveyed. ln this

sense. the love song of New Kids breaks down the distance between the popstar and

the individual audience member at the very least in the level of fantasy for the

audience member. Simultaneously, the emotion and intimacy that the song expresses

is being conveyed to thousands, if not millions, of other core audience fans. The

subjective experiences that develop from Iistening to the love song. while not

identical among ail the fans. would be <:.)rrelative in the play with the fantasy of

intimacy and the reality of distance. For the young femaie fan, the distance from the

personai maintains the pop icon as a non-threatening personaiity. The sexual

innuendoes are reaI at the emotive level but perfectly impossible at the level of the

reaI. It is this wonderful combination of the feeling of intimacy and the structure of

distance which makes the teen idol so powerfully appeaIing at the level of fantasy.

New Kids typically present themselves as personaily open and intimate while

objectively distant and unknown except through their images and sounds. The

bedroom shrine discussed above articulates the way in which intimacy is connected

between the images of the teen idols and the private world of the fan's bedroom.
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The music then is coordinated with the various other sources of information lhat the

fan can colleet about the members of the group. One of these. a gloss)' photo album

of the band members peppered "';th their commenta!")· on how the)' feel. provides the

typical play between accessibility to the group members' intimate world and the

impossibility of fully entering that world. Various bedroom piclures arc juxtaposed

beside performance images in each 30 page section devoted to each mcmber.

Superimposed on an image of a performing. shinless Jordan surrounded by fans'

hands trying to reach out and touch him is the question. "How do you fecl about ail

the girls reaching out to touch you at shows?" His reply maintains the possibility ,,1'

his fans possessing him: "If 1 know they can't reach me 1 love il. 1 fecl in control of

the situation, but sometimes rd like to get attacked. It seems Iike it'd be fun. "., ln

another "intimate" photo of Jonathan in a terry towel bath robe. the anchoring text

invites the audience to complete the romantic sentiment in fantasy: "1 think romance

is very sweet. 1 don't think there's too much of it out there these days. Men try to be

too macho. ".9

While the love song is central to the maintenance and organization of the New

Kids audience, its construction as a feminized and preadolescent discourse a1so serves

to de1egitimize the group in the eyes of others. Heavy metal music which, it could

be argued, is a celebration of the masculine text and is talked about in masculinized

terms of power and hardness operates as the antithesis to much of New Kids music.

~ynn Goldamilh. NP.' lads. Ne-.r.· York: Riuoli and Ea~man KodIL:. 1990. no pa:c numhl:r

"Ibid.
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Rock music in general alse functions as a masculinized discourse which in its self­

criticism often tries to purge the feminized love song from the lexicon of what

constitutes good popular music. Derogatory terms such as bubblc gum rock and

teeny-bopper music are usee! to separate the female-constructed popular music

audience from the mainstream of male rock culture.

What surfaces from this type of audience differentiation is the kind of

identification that is central to each audience group. With New Kids there is an

emphasis on what 1 would calI a completing identification: the audience does not

identify with the group members directly but rather in relational terms. The

performers are male and the audience is primarily female and thus the normative

discourse that underplays this organization is heterosexuality which in this

construction is played out at the level of a fantasy of intimacy. In contrast, the heavy

metal performer. or the punk rocker. or the thrash metal idol works to ::onstruct an

emulating identification with their audience members. The performers are

predominantly male and the primary audience is also predominantly male. The

performance is meant to empower, 50 that the audience members sec themselves as if

they were the performers. In a sense. both forms of identification are the invocations

of a normative discourse of patriarchy. The relational completion form of

identification that is proffered by New Kids establishes that one's social power is

derived from the male figure; the emulative form of identification establishes first.

the bond between the male audience and the male performer and secondly, that

empowerment flows along these gender lines.
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A different layer of meaning is constructed through thdr usc oi anL'thcr

musical/cultural source that is simultaneously built on thcir relationa! iorms oi

idenùfication with their fans. Through the adoption and adaptation oi rap music and

hip-hop into their performance New Kids on the Block have established a

connotational connection. The general social context that is connected to this type of

music - that is, urban street culture and black ghetto culturc - providc two

principal meanings for the construction of the celebrity signs of Nt'll' Kids on the

Black: authenticity and contemporaneity.

With the use of black urban form of music and dance. the Nt'\\' Klas underline

their own humble origins and thus their own daim to a discourse of the authentic.

As weil, the musical form connects a social text of populism and non-ditisl11 to their

posiùons as public personalities. Drawing on the conventions of current street music

is a way of connecting to the audience and indicating there are no barriers to the

music and meanings that they convey through song and dance.

Secondly, rap music provides a social context of currency and

contemporaneity. To position New Kids as in fact something unique to this cultural

moment and thereby distance their constructed sign l'rom previous popular music

idols, the new currency of musical expression ensures their status as a contemporary

phenomenon. In this way, New Kids and popular music continue to fill the role of

constructing a discourse of change and transformation. And each new phenomenon

represents a celebration of change itself. Not only does this celebration of change aid

in the circulaùon of new commodities that are connected to new social constructions
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of signs, it also works to reconstruct peripheral cultural phenomenon as economically

valuable forms of innovation for the mainstream of a cultural industry. Thus New

Kids' sign operates as a signal of the successful integration of popular cultural forms

previously marginalized as now aesthetically manipulable cultural commodities.

The Meaning of the Group

On one level, New Kids operates as a cohesive moniker of public identity.

Like other popular music groups, the name Nell' Kids 011 Ihe Block is a brand name

for a commodity. Although there are five members in the group, there is a concened

effon to maintain the cohesiveness and solidarity of the group behind the group's

name. The name stands for their distinctive sound and by implication a panicular

audience. Maintaining a consistency around the name ensures a degree of brand

loyalty among music consumers. Thus. one of the meanings of the group identity is

to organize the popular music market.

On another level, group identity for New Kids grafts them on to a tradition of

rock music. At least in the romantic connotations, the musical group is a collective,

where the various interests of each band member contribute to the musical sound. As

mentioneè in the analysis of popular music formations above, the group identity also

represents a democratic solidarity among the anists and ultimately the fans. New

Kids, even though the group was orchestrated in its formation by a manager,

connects itself to this collective spirit of rock music. Instead of an emphasis on the

individual. group identity becomes paramount.
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New Kids, however operates under another tradition which olten wl'rks in

contradistinction to the meaning of the group: the highly individualized and mediated

teen idol or pop star. In terms of the fan literature and printed interviews. the

members of the group have been presented as possessing individual though very

typecast personalities. Thus we have Joey, the youngest member. chosen for his

youth to attract younger audience members. 50 Jordan represents the leading boy-

man and is conslrUcted as the best-looking member of the group. Donny. who has

frequently appeared in the tabloid press - most recent1)' for alleged arson - is

constructed as the rebei. Jonathan is the quiet introvert: while Danny represents the

more mature masculine personality. Photographs and texts re.1.ftirm and reenforce

these constrlcted categories for the play of relations with their fans. For example

Danny, is frequently depicted as a body builder. thereby evoking a connotation of

hypermasculinity. In contrast, Joey is desexualized where in at least one book (and

in a network TV special) he is represented as a young performer in the mold of

Frank Sinatra; the image of Sinatra as pop icon for Joey establishes his own image as

something that predates and circumvents the overt sexua1ity of the entire history of

rock music.sl In sum, what has been constructed is a rather simplistic series of

caricatures of boy-tYPes that can be reread and distinguished for use by their

predominant!y young female audience. The extensive persona! knowledge about cach

New Kid is presented to he!p one choose favourites. In that choice of favourite, the

""For cxampl.:. one rcccnl tccn mag:u.inc fc::alurc about Joc McJntyrc ili cntitlcd -Ciet C()Z~ .. ""jlh Jo.:)'" Sllp~ffun. FchNIU)'. 1992. p. 20.

SIGoldMnith. ft<M' Ki~

235



•

•

•

female fan plays with the conception of a greater intimacy and empathy with that

particular member. The meaning of the constructed heterogeneous group then is not

only to establish a brand name and a eonnection to the romantic tradition of popular

music, but aise to construct a series of celebrity signs within the group which allow

for fans to play with notion of a more personal attachment to or.e of the members.52

Conclusion: Dissipation of Celebrity Status

More than any other form of celebrity, the popular music celebrity and in

particular the celebrity to emerge from the adulation of a preteen or young teen

female audience, demonstrates the rapidity of dissipation of the power and influence

of a public personality. The reason for part of this dissipation is the way in which

the popular music industry has helped to construct itself as a symbol of change and

transformation. Thus each new popular music star represents virtually simultaneously

the moment of innovation and the momem of replacement. In popular music's

reconstruction of a youth culture, the succession of apparent new images and sounds

constitutes the representation of change which is often used by the culture at large as

a representation of the vitality of the entire culture.

To explain the particularly rapid dissipation of teen idols one needs to aIse

consider the way in which the audience has been constructed by the various cultural

industries. As mentioned above, the audience of the teen idol is considened to be

irrationaI, in a frenzy of devotion to the ido!. The fan's relationship to the teen idol

J:Ac.;on!in~10 tbcir lawyer. !aIT)' RoscnthaJ. an inlc~ral pan orthe mlrkctin: of ft<t... Kids wa5 10 c:onstnact them as (ive individuals. who
"have lhcir own set of fans. Our c:on-:cpt wa, to rMl:.c \hoc: L;id$ biuet wn the~p sc thcy c:liMOl bc replaccd. F:tn appcallo the kids as
indi\o'iduab ""U the iruuran:c tbat wc did (or our clicnb.· BiUboard. Ad"'cni5i~ IMc:rt. Dec. IS. 1990 pp. 1'\1\..32.33
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• can be thought of as bui!t on an incredible !evel of emotional inten~ity. Thu~ the

economic power of the pop star is configured around affect. Howe"er the chalkn:;e

of affective power :s that it is very difficult to maintain. It is by its very nature

subject to dissipaùon. Since the recording industry has organized itsel f around the

momentary capturing of expansive affective power, it is also organized around losing

that power of any given commodity to produce that affective power. The industry's

soluùon to their own construction of successive v;aves of affect i~ to çr:Jduce new

commodiùes that allow for the containing of collective affect. The pop music

celebrity then is the convertible personality who can capture youth's affective

intensity.

What can be concluded about New Kids on the Block is that they havc

achievOO through the industry that Status of a powerfully affective commodity. Thcir

sales worldwide of albums alone are truly staggering and indicate their economic

clout, Hov.'Cver, what also can be concludOO is that new Kids on the Block's power

as a commodity will dissipate. They will be succeedOO by new so-called phenomena

which maintain the discourse of change that is at the centre of the popular music

industry and the culture in general, lndeed, by all indications the performer, Vanilla

lce, has 100 many fans of New Kids to pull down their shrines. For a moment,

severa! of the characters from the television series Beverly Hills 90021 overflow the

pre-teen magazines while New Kiefs now only occupy the mail-order pages. The

succession of the play with affect conùnues with the young and temporarily loyal

female fan,
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CHAPTER SIX

TELEVISIO:--;'S CO:--;STRt:CnO:--; OF THE CELEBRITY

The institution (If television has positioned their celebrities in a much different

way than those of eit.ier film or popular music. \\I"hile the film celebrity plays v.ith

aU!a through ùie construction of disl4J1ct: and ù1e music celcbrity develops codes that

signify difference and C1istinction, the televis;cr: celebrity is "onflgured arou~d

conceptions of famiiiarity. The familial fcel of television and ilS celebriti~s is

partially related to the domestication of entertainment technologies from the ninetcen

twenties to the ninetcen fifties. Like radio, ilS precursor. tele\ision brought .

entertainment into the home. And in terms of the common space of the family. the

television occupied a privileged location in the livingroom of most homes in North

America. The uses made of tele\ision were a1so modalized around ilS position as a

family entertainment technology.l The work of :elevision production in ilS first two

decades (from the late 1940s to the late 196Os) \\;as the maintenance of a large mass

audience, where the same programme could be acceptable to ail members of the

family. Although different time periods were targetted by producers and advertisers

for different audiences (Le. daytime for women v.ith the correlative program, the

soap opera; Saturday morning for children; Saturday afternoon for men and sports)

there was a relative lack of audience differentiation beyond this level.

'For a thoroua:h di..:umon about the "'·.Y in \\ili.:h lbe domc:sti~ nature of vicv.'in. lharc" the \1o'1I~' lClevis,ior i•. in fa.:t. u~d. sec !):vid
Morle)'. Fam;~' Tt"ln'Ùüm. LonJ"n: COlnl:rJia. 19ti6.
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Tne television celebriry embodies these characteristics oi i:!miliarity and mass

acceptability. Part oi their expression in the tclevisual world has emerged irom the

\\-ay in which radio personalities were constructed in the pcriod prior to and including

the second world \\-af. Radio, like television. had bccome a iorm oi home

entertainment and a source of infonnation. ln the 1920s and 1930s. radio

established the domestic quality of broadcast tcchnology and it is this quality of the

home mass audience of radio that \\-as inherited by television.

The way television disseminated its message, that is. through broadeast also

established a similarity of its celebrities to that of fonner radio Stars as wcll as

making both groups qualitatively different than film stars. On one levcl. the

difference in exhibition between film and broadcasting has led to different

organizations of capital in cach entertainment industry. Box office receipts from film

exhibitions established the requisite exchange relationship with the film audience.

Film stars' box office value could be at the very least partially detennined by these

dL'"CCt payments by the audience. ln contrast, the broadcasting audience makes no

clear designation of allegiance to stars and personalities. More critically for the

broadcasting industry, there are no receipts that are derived from the audience when

a programme is broadcast. As long as one owns a receiver and is within the signal

range, one can he a member of a broadcasting audience. Originally, the selling of

receivers generated enough capital to sustain programming. However, once the

market was salurated \vith radio receivers, broadcasting as an industry for the
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generation of profits was no longer lucrative.~ In the U.K.. the servicing oi

broadcast programming came from annual licensing fces and the establishment of a

national public corporation, the BBC.' In the United States. broadcasting became

modalized around the selling not of receivers but of audiences and. more specifically.

audience's ùme to advertisers. The development oi the CBS network in the late

19205 was indicaùve of the way in which broadcasting, both radio and television,

became an industry. CBS, without ownership of stations gual'anteed sponsors that

their parlicular programme would be broadcast over a wide geographical area at the

same time through a network of affiliates who had agreed to set aside airtime in

retum for the specific programme content. Thus, an advertiser, through a specific

weekly programme, could reach a massive audience. The personalities of radio and

then television were intimately connecled 10 this form of generation of capital. Bob

Hope's 1930s programme for instance \llas connected with its sponsor Pepsodent.

Other corporate- or product-named programmes included the A&P Gypsies, the

Everready Hour, General Morors Fami/y Party, the Cliquof Club Eskimos and the

Palmolive Hour.· Somewhere in the middle of any programme, there would be an

endorsement of the sponsor's product by the show's host or star. In sorne cases, the

2For a con.;ilC hi»tory orthe prccuDOn 10 Iclcvision and tclevision lc.:hnolo&,y in sec Roy Armel. On V;d~D. NCVo' York: RoutlcdlC. 1988.
ch. 2.

IIbid.• Pr. oW-aS Thcrc ....., .11(\ ori~inally " 1'O)'ally in Britain on the acUi", of f'l:ccivcrs ""'hich "".s abandoncd in 1924. The main source:
of finano:i~ then bec.me an annualliccnains; fcc.

.. Erik Bamou....·. TilM tI/Pknl).'o 2nd rcviacd c:dition. New York: OXfON Univcn.il)' Pn:~. 1990. pp. ~7·$S
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• product would be integrated into the show's content. In terms Qi carly :\meriean

radio. the radio personality could seldom divorce him/herseli from the organizatiQn of

broadcasting around advertising. Although with the advent of televisiQn. the iull

sponsorship of individual programmes was drastically reduced as networks attempted

to gain control of programming and the construction of audiences. the ad\'eniser and

the sponsor have a1v.-ays been central in the shaping of American broadcasting.

The implications for the construction of the television celebrity of this

historical association of broadcasting with the generation and selling of audiences to

advertisers is hard to discern. What can be said is that because of the ob\'ious and

omnipresent advertising function of television. the ccIebrity that arises from television

programming is associated more directly with the industrial nature of entertainment.

In contrast to the film star, the television persona!ity is surrounded by other messages

which are unconnected to the narrative focus of his/her programme. These

disjunctures are normalized into the flow of television. The film star's filmic text is

relatively integral, uninter:upted by other messages, other images. The film star

maintains an integrity of being; the television star is pulled out of an aesthetic into

the bare economics of production and consumption. Whereas the film celebrity

maintains an aura of distinction, the television celebrity's aura of distinction is

continually broken by the myriad of messages and produclS that surround any

television te."(l.

It would be unfair to say that film production companies are not in the

business of constructing audiences and use certain stars to give human and cultural
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shape to their products so that they resonate with their audiences. Clearly this is part

of the manner in which scripts and films are chosen for funding and production.

However, in the television industry, this task of constructing audiences is the

essenrial work. The packaging of audiences for advertisers may produce a television

programme that is somehow not contradictory te consumer culture and, idea1ly.

connected to the products advertised. Once again, the sponsored nature of American

television tends to construct celebrities that are inoffensive to the way in which

television is involved in the perpetuation of consumer capitalism.

The aura of the television celebrity is reduced therefore because of these three

factors:

1. the domestic nature of television viewing,

2. the close affinity of the celebrity to the organization and perpetuation of consumer

capitalism and

3. the shattering of continuity and integrity of character through the interspersal of

commercials in any programme.

The Unique Types of Television Celebrity

There is an active construction of a different relationship to the audience by te1evision

personalities that in effeet creates more an aura of familiarity rather than one

modalized around distance. John Langer, in an article entitled "Television's

Personality System"s argues that this construction of what he calls intiIY!acy is the
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reason why television does not produce stars but rather persOn:llilies. He d:lborales

on this point by explaining how television is positioned "to personalize .....herever il

can, rarely using a concept or idea without attaching it or transforming it through the

'category of the individual'".· He calls this elaborate development of a personality

system, borrowing from Stuart Hall one of the "preferred codes" of tdevision. His

conclusion is that the personality system works as a form of symbolic product of

television that provides totems of personality types for the audience.7 In this way.

the personality system for Langer is configured around its ideological work to draw

in the viewer into an acceptance of a capitalist culture and political structure. The

argument that follows focusses very specifically on the intense focus on the familiar

in television and in this way builds on Langer's discussion of the function of the

television celebrity. A large part of this familiarity emerges from the modes of

address that are possible on television. One can see this in operation in the types of

personalities that are relatively unique to broadcasting in general and television in

panicular. What follows is a discussion of those types of address that are common to

television.

The Presentation of News and Live or Simulated Live Television

A dominant feature of the televisual universe is the host, the familiar face and

personality who guides the viewer through the discontinuities of any television

'Lan~cr. p. 365
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program. Here the mode of address is direct: the viewer is spoken to and looked at

quite directly. There is no pretense that the audience is not there as in most dramas.

In this way, the host serves as the means by which the audience is inc1uded in the

program. The host speaks to the audience, but within the program s!he represents

the audience's point of view.

Complementing the direct form of address is the implication that a great dea1

of te!evision programming is live. This construction of time operates at severa!

levels on television. News programs like their radio precursors are actively working

to produce the simuItaneity of their news and reality. In contrast to the newsreels

shown in the cinema or the moming newspaper, news broadcasts are changeable to

the last moment of airtime.· Their distinctiveness is derived from this characteristic

of immediacy and thus constructed sense that what is reported is much closer to the

real events. The news anchor serves to validate this close relationship to the reaI by

working in reaI time even though many of the news reports have been taped weil in

advance and have been drasticaUy edited for broadcast. The news anchor knits the

fabric of reports into a connotation of currency. This verisimilitude in recent years

has been enhanced by the use of satellite and telecommunications lechnology 50 that

anchors taIk directly to reporters on the scene of an event after the taped report has

becn given. CBC's The Journal and PB$'s MacNeillLehrer Report rely primarily

on the use of interviews which, though often taped hours before broadcast, are edited

to seem as if the entire event is occurring al the very time of the newscast.

·Earl~· tclcvilion. (rom dnumtic p~ramminJ: to n.."""$ r~mmi'1~. ~'~s oftl:n prcscmcd lh'c. Th~ ml bcforc frc:re~ordin: w~d the
mcani~ of lclcvision in i15 f'I:t'Ircxntalion or immc:dÎ.l":~·.
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The news anchor is also principally involved in the live brc)adcasting l)! crises

and special events which pre-empt the regular television schedule. S/he

(predominantly male) becomes directly associated with the signiticance of events and

in a mutually complementary signifying system both substantiate the signitïcance of

the event and the significance of the news anchor. As opposed to other actors in

events, the anchor is inserted into the construction of ail these signiticant moments.

Thus, the explosion of the space shuttle is remembered and associated with the news

anchor who provided a frame for the experience. Similarly. the live reponing of the

San Francisco earthquake becomes framed in the v.ay in which say Dan Rather

appeared to construct the crisis. The Liberal leadership convention. where Jean

Chrétien was elected, as a televisual event is constructed through the apparent

interpretation of objectivity provided by, for example, CBC's Peter Mansbridge. It is

in these moments of live television, the tiœ~ when a crisis is covered, that television

moves to the very centre of cultural experience. Not only do the images of the

spectacular explosion of the space shuttle become bumed into our cultural memory,

but also the anchor is legitimated as cultural interpreter. Indeed, the anchor

represents a stability and continuity dcspite the apparent chaos of a crisis or the

incomprehensibility of an event. There is a security provided by the presence of an

anchor, particularly when the anchor has built up a history of covering a succession
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of special events and crises! Where the rest of the universe is in flux. the anchor

remains in control as a monitor of its threat to the audience. lU

Bccause of the anchor's work covering these live 'historical' events along with

his daily appearance on the nightly news, s/he begins to represent the network itself.

The institutional identity becomes blurred with the news personaIity. In American

television, Walter Cronkite embodied the spirit of CBS for two decades, while

Huntley and Brinkley represented NEC. In Canadian television, Peter Mansbridge

becomes the generalized spokesperson for the network: he, like other network

anchors, represents the ultimate integrity of the network.

The host role is not specific to television news. It arises in a variety of other

programmes, from talk shows and variety shows to game shows, spons programming

and commercials, as a way of indicating sorne reference to the real time of the

programme, that, in fact, the programme cOITesponds to everyday life and responds

to everyday events. In the talkshow format, the contiguous address of the host to the

audience through hiS/her looking and talking directly into the camera is a technique of

inclusion. The studio audience funher buttresses the construction of the currency of

the event of the talk show. The audience a1so works as a representatiûn of the

television viewing audience. The questions of the studio audience to the guests are

meant to represent our own queries. The host organizes the entire event so that his

9Thc ide. of the .ncbar in tclcvwon can he thou~ht of coneeptually.s VCf)' Jimillr to Barthes' œadJoragc: Barthes is rcrmiaz !o
the wa)' 'ft which photos an: an.:hon:d by the wrincn caplion \hat posiliczu. the radin!: of the pbolo by the viewcr. Tbe news anebor similarly
hclr- poailion the world for th\: ';C'\Io'Cr. RolDnd Banb:s.. -RhdOri.: orthe ~·(l9ô4)in ImGgr-MusJe-Tat. 19n. pp. J841.

UlLan~r.r. 3S7.
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• own position is seen as sensible and rational. Talk shows ar.: f,'rmatt.:d arollnd what

is perceived as topical. Topicality is related to the show's construction of th.:

currency and significance of the show. Talkshow's topicality is more signiticantly

the way in which each show competes for an audience. In reecnt yc.'1fs. topicality for

American daytime taIkshows has centred on a kind of voyeurism by the mainstrcam

culture for the margins of persona! and collective behaviour. The host in this

configuration of the audience as voyeur is both the privileged viewer and the

moralizer about these more marginal micropractices. S/he rationaliz.:s and makes

coherent the cultural centre's interpretation by. first. labelling the marginal and then

constructing the ethical field in which the marginal/ized cultural activity can be

positioned. Thus, the host legitimizes a mainstream construction of self throllgh its

systematic delegitimization of the margins. The nebulous quality of what the

mainstream of the culture actual1y is, is grounded in the very physicality of the host.

In more entertainment-centred primarily late-night talkshows. the construction

of the live nature of the program is organized around its resonance with othcr media

events. The guests are primarily performers, writers and actors who arc promoting

recently released films, books, theatrical or concert productions or recordings. Again,

there is a live studio audience which constructs an atmosphcre of an event that is

particularized in time and place. The host's role is to produce a setting in which the

guests will reveaI something about themseIves that goes beyond their intent of either

persona! promotion or cultural product promotion. This is the promise of the

programme and the al1ure for the audience. The entrée into this more hidden world
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of the stars is through humour which persistently hints at the breakdown of the

barrier betwecn the personal realm of the guest and the public persona.

The format and style of late-night live television talkshows, with their

combination of humour and news of the unsecn world of entertainment, emerged

during the golden years of television. The role of host has becn predominantly a

recognized comic. From Steve Allen and Jack Parr in the ninetecn fifùes and early

sixùes to the current hosts of Johnnie Carson, Jay Leno, Arsenio Hall and David

Letterman, the use of humour for transgression of public discourse into the personal

has becn established. Talk shows re-enact one of the central functions of television:

to familiarize. The film stars in their live appearance on the programmes break the

narrative c10sure of their filmic texts. Instead of the displaced time of the filmic text,

they enter into the current ùme of live ,elevision. The dialogue betwecn host and

celebrity guest plays with the open address of the conversation. The studio audience

and the home viewing audience are acknowledged and looked at directly. This

acknowledgement of presence serves to reduce the aura constructed by the narratives

of films, where the film actor lives in a quite separate world from the film viewer.

The late night talk show decontextualizes the aura of the star and recreates the

possibility of the star establishing a more personal and familial public personality.

The celebrity guest enters into the daily circulation of images and meanings of the

audience. Indeed, their new non-narrative-centred discourse is that of conversation

with the p.ogramme's host; the style of discourse is itself heavily invested with the

ordinary, the everyday, the familial.

248



• The host is in these various formats of live or simulated live tc1evisil1n is also

a celebrity figure, but a type that is specifically created by the institution of

television. A central part of this unique type of celebrity is its ultimate dependencc

on the system of celebrity that exists in other political and cultural domains. The

television host's status as a celebrity is built on proximity to other cc1ebrities and

celebrity systems. The proximity is created by television's active work in the

familiarization of the public sphere and the personalities of the public sphere. What

this entails for most television hosts is to deepen the private textual quality of

celebrities so that their images possess some son of "characterized" depth of

personality. Their own status as celebrities is also modalized around familiarity.

Their daily presence on television punctuates the televisual world for the audience

with recognizable faces and personalities with recognizable characteristics. The hosts

provide the consistent frame for tzlevision, a frame that builds audience familiarity.

The Stars of Soap Opera

Other formats that are relatively unique to television also produce recognizabIe

personalities for the viewing public. One of the dominant forms of daytime television

in particular is the soap opera. In this form, one can see the prevailing televisual

discourse of familiarity cIearly in operation. There are severaI components of~p

operas which underline the àiscourse of familiarity. It is in the origins of the genre

that one can sec the way in which an intimacy and familiarity with an audience was

constTUcted.
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The genre of soap opera emerged originally on radio in the 1930s. Indeed.

sorne of the programmes were transferred to television in the 19..0s and fifties and

one of these, The Guiding Light, still is in production and on network television.

Prior to the appearance of soap operas, there was very little daytime programming on

radio. Most of the budgets of sponsors and work of the networks ....'as focussed on

evening programming. The soap opera represented an attempt by radio producers to

seU the idca of daytime programming to sponsors of household products. The key

attraction for Lie sponsors was that the audience in the daytime would be

predominantly women who were involved in daily household chores, the kinds of

activities that wcre connected to soaps and cIcaners that these manufacturers offered.

Women were also the principal buyers of household cIeaning aids. The soap opera

was a form of drama that conformed to the exigencies of the sponsor to insen the

utility of these household prodt:cts into a compatibie setting. Thus, the action of the

soap opera invariably occurred in a domestic setting in these carly productions

and,more often than,not around a kitchen table. The actual promotions for the

products were inserted into the drama in the form of h~Ipful hints. Often the

matriarch of the soap opera, the centra! older sage-like figure, was also the

spokeswoman for the product Ma Perkins would incorporate the values of Proctor

and Gamble's Oxydol into her general comments on the importance of family values

in limes of tragedy.

By the mid 1930s, Proctor and Gambie was the largest sponsor of radio

programming in the world. According to Allen, Proctor and GambIe sponsored more
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than 664 dayùme hours of programming." Other manufacturers f('l1('1wed suit

incIuding General Foods and Pillsbury. In the organization of broadcasting. the

stTucturing of programmes to recognizable markets was critical. Equal1y signilic:mt

was connecùng the content of the program with the products being advertised.

Generically, soap opera was about the home. the fami!y and the neighbourhood. Il

deaIt with inùmate though often tragic details of a particular fami!y.

It w:os also a neverending saga. As an open-ended text where there were no

complete resoluùons, the soap opera attempted to paraUd the domestic life of its

audience. The soap opera was for its first thirty-five years of existence on radio and

television broadcast live each weekday. This establishcd the currency and the

uniqueness of each programme and the requisite audience loyalty to its continuous

development. In combinaùon with this currency and its intense focus on the domestic

setting. the soap opera attempted to insert its drama, and by •mplication the

sponsored products, into the everyday life of Ïts audience as a kind of ritual catharsis.

Most of these components of the soap opera continue to be central to its

current form on teIevision. Although programmes are now taped and sorne scenes

and sequences are ....ideotaped in t:Xtc:rior settings, the soap opera maintains a

concentraùon on domestic, textually open-ended drama that is broadcast daily.

Thematically, soap operas are concemed with intimacy. The level of intimacy wc

leam about characters perhaps goes beyond the familial level of the early soap

"Robert C. Allen. Sptaking ofSoDp Operas. Chapel Hill: UnivcrWly of Nonb Carolina Pn:~li. 19H7. p. 117
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operas. The audience is invitcd into the bcdrooms of the charactcrs. in:o the i:1tir"1atc

details of their relationships through private conversations. a."ld into the drcam

sequences which identify characters' desires and aspirations. The im"itation of the

soap opera to the audience is te fully comprehcnd the motivations of cach cast

member. This entails an incrcdibJe investment by both writers and audience into the

character's psychological profile. ln facto the intense investment in the psychological

make-up of characters is the principal ttansformation of the soap opera fonn. Full

familiarity in soap operas now implies an understanding of the character as individual

which goes beyond the cxterior appearances into the hidden world of their dreams.

The full sense of knowlcdge of the individual. soap opera character by the

audience impedes the possibility of the actor in a soap opera becoming known beyond

his/her roit:. Although. there are several magazines which talk about the StarS of

soap opera as reaI people oUlSide of their work. the actors continue to be identificd,

even in these magazines, principally by the characters they ponray on television. In

a sense, the characters' inner lives is what intereslS and intrigues the reading

audience. Unlike other celebrities there is decidedly less interest in their persona!

lives as reaI people.

The Situation Comedy Star

Television is populated with a parade of celebrities in ilS process of

familiarization of the audience with significant individuals. In a general sense,

television provide.> a cultural space for the deepening of the cultural texlS of the
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.. celebrities tnat emerge in other dor,la:!lS of the cu:ture. Television dl'CS ,onstru,t its

0\\"11 specific types of celei;rities .md works LV enter sorne indi,·idual ,elebritil's in the

system of celebrity. As 1 have discussed above. the hC'st is one example of this self­

generation of public pen:onality. Prime-time teleVlsion dram:l is the other active

centre in tlje creation and construction of celebrity figures. The most unique form of

celebrity in ~"me-time televisien emerges from a genre of television which is more

or less idiosyncratic to television: the situation comedy.

Throughout ilS history, the family is centralto the situation comeJy genee.

Answering the question of why this is so once again substantiates the daim that

television is involved intensively in making the world familiar. From the earliest

examples of:he situation comedy on television, specitically 1 Love Lucy· and The

Hone)'IIlooners, to more recent incarnations such as Tne Cosh)' Show and Family

Ties, the dramatic tension and resolution is organized around the family. Even in

shows which on the surface appear not to be based on the family are structured to

make the work environment resemble a family environment. Thesc inc1ude

programmes from the seventies like The Mary Tyler Moore Show, and its CUITent

fom in Designing Women and Murphy Brown. &cause of its family orientation,

there is an implicit assumption that any conflict contains within it a resolution which

will not substantially alter the relations among the cast of characters. The family, in

all its various foms of televisual presentation, is ultimately immutable. The

characters must return to their mapped out roles within the family each week. It i5 .

the seriality of the situation comedy which helps reinforce the constancy of the family
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in the situation comedy. Moreover, the seriality aIso aids in t!le constructior: of

television as a visual lanèscape that is populated with familiar images.

The situation comcdy also represents the way in which tdevision is

constructed to attract audiences for sponsors. The seriality of lhe programr:1es not

only crcates familiarity for the audience, il also helps establish a recognizable and

re~table construction of the audience for the advertisers. Once network te!evision

achieves a certain standard of popular success with a given programme, it freezes the

general structure into a seriaI form. In this way, sorne of the indeterminacy and risk

surrounding the way in which mass broadcasting audiences are formed for the

generation of capital and profit are limited.

The stars produced through the television situation ccmedy have severa! c1car­

eut tendencies. The familiar characteristics of the star, because of the seriality of the

form. determine the way in which his/her public persona!it)· is decoded by the

a'Jdience. The character's name often dominates over the actor's name in public

memory. Thus we remember Archie Bunker and less the actor Carroll O'Connor.12

In more recent situation comedies there is an active conflation of the character with

the actor's public persona. Roseanne Barr plays a variation of her public self within

the family comedy seuing. Bill Cosby's character Cliff Huxtable is not a character

c1carly separable from t"e way in which Bill Cosby is conceived in other spheres.

What situation comedy develops is a concentration on the star's t'tatures as they are

expressed in the weekly appearances of his/her character. Over lime t"ere is a
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convergence of the Slar's personality with the: characte:r portraye:d. The: re:sourcc: for

new developments within the seriaI draws on the: psychologica! dc:epening of the: Icad

character through the personality of the star.

CONCLUSION

With reference to the system oi celebrity. television is ge:ne:rally an ancillary

system. It is less active in the generation of new celebrities than in the: process of

substantiating the significance of public personalitie:s that have emcrge:d in othe:r

domains. 1 have called this the familiarization function of the: me:dium. 1 have used

the term familiarization in a number of senses to demonstrate the manne:r in whieh

television is involved in such a process. Briel1y. these include its domestic use: and

the related family structure under which it is viewed by its audience. its

predominantly live or simulated live format style where: re:cognizable hosts provide:

the anchor that helps to determine the significance of the wide amy of

representations and meanings channelled through the medium, the primary function of

selling audiences to advertisers which makes the institution of television construct

generally an inclusive as opposed to an exclusive audience. the serialization of

content, and the intense focus on the personal, the psycho!ogical and in sorne cases

the intimate in the aC!ilal content of programmes. The celebrities that do emerge

from television either service the process of familiarization (i.e. the hosts) or work in

the domain of the familiar and the intimate (i.e. situation comedies and soap operas) .
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In the following section, a study of Oprat Winfrey will be ",.:Ùyzcd to

particularize the study of the emergence of celebrity within the institution of

television.

OPRAH WI!'I"FREY: FAMIUARIZING THE lJNFAMILIAR

Oprah Winfrey is a star of television. Her status as celebrity is connected to

her continuai presence on the epony;nous daily nationally syndicated talk show which

she hosts. Television, as discussed above, tries to develop familiarity with the

individuals who are presented. Winfrey, similarly, works to establish herself as a

familiar face and personality within the format of an "issue-oriented" daytime

talkshow. In contrast to film stardom, the television star that emerges as host and

Interpreter of the culture for the audience is treated as someone who everyone has a

right to know fully. Their television lives are subjected to daily scrutiny through

their shows. Their opinions are obvious and forthright; their level of knowledge,

their humour, and their idiosyncrasies are their own even though they are presented

for public consumption. Where the film celebrity projects a number of public images

through their performances as actors, the television talkshow host, though

constructing a public persona, is also constructed as c1earJy presenting themselves.

The gap between the fictional or mythica1 level and the reaI-life of the celebrity is

narrowed through the relationship of the programme to reaI time and the reJationship

to ;: live and:ence. The construction of since~ty and conviction is supposed to be

parts C'f the authentic h0st. There ls Jess mystery and Jess aur::. Television works at
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constructing the familiar and talkshow hosts are the examples par excellen.x l'( the

form of familiarized subjecthity that television constructs for its audience. Oprah

Winfrey is a particularly rich example of how the discourse of the fami1iar is

modalized through the stars of television. The capacity of the telcvision host to play

in this construction of the familiar usually determines their success. Oprah Winfn:y

is not only seen every week day by millions. she is also the perpetuaI subjcct of the

ancillary press which further constructs her as the familiar figure - indeed somconc

whose behaviour the public can active1y influence.

l have divided :lIe analysis of Oprah into a number of specific categories in

order to reveal the institutional factors at play in the structuring of this specitic

television star. The first of these, the ritualization of persona1ity. details the way in

which Oprah is structured into a specific and recognizable personality through her

programmes. The second, the Discourse of the Other, altempts .0 map the terrain

that Oprah negotiates between audience and self-identity. The third category, which

builds from the Discourse of the Other, Women, Television and Social Issues trics to

discem the way that Oprah's constructed public personality is a blend of the ordinary

with the extraordinary. The final category, the Uses of Oprah, moves to detaii the

way OpraIJ is reviewed and talked about in the magazines, other talkshows and

newspapers and how she engages in responses to that coverage directly and

personally. The personal and familiar detaiIs of Oprah Winfrey are public knowIedge

as she continues to represent televisual familiarity.
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Ritualization of Personalit)'

Much like most of Nonh American television programming. 71le Opral:

Winfrey Show is slotted into a regular time period. 13 Moreover, in keeping with the

structure of dayùme programming, the show is produced daily. It is presented as a

live programme. In this way, in its study of issues and problems it constructs the

conception of currency, where the issues discussed are of vital concem for that

particular moment. Very quickly, the format of the programme begins to determine

the varied content cf the programme as the ritual of viewing by an audience must be

maintained.

There are severa! forms of ritual that are part of the programme and serve to

shape what Oprah Winfrey represents as a personality. The format of the

programme, a1though it has variations from show to show, establishes cenain

convenùons and thereby positions Oprah's role in the ritual. We can think of th~

format as a narrative which is subject to repetition and sorne type of c1osure. In the

simulated live-talk show, the narrative appears to be tNa!!y changeable; however, the

repetition of codes indicates that roles and positions are c1early defined.

The programme is constructed with a series of characters that have c1early

defined roles and scenarios in each programme. Oprah is the centra! and continuing

personnage. The audience, the guests with "problems", and the professional expert,

operate as infinitely replaceable characters and yet fulfill roughly the same function in

each of the show's narratives. What follows is a discussion of the ritualization of

"ln our partiô:ulJlr tclcvilion markt:t. Ornh \\infn:y i" shown rc~ularl~' on CFCF Tcll:"j.ion ( " CT\' .ffiliatc from Montn:aI) at 4 p.m. d;.il}.
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personality through a critical review of the principal charac!ers tha! arc pan 0; the

talk-show narrative which has become ritualized into a format.

Oprah as Narrative characrer

From the opening stiU images, which depict Oprah in various fashion-like

poses as weU as stills from previous programmes. the talk show narrative establishes

the central character. The images imply that Oprah has an aUuring, exciting

personaIity. The programme then is organized not only around the issue or problem

of the day, but aIso around Oprah's own interests, her own ranking of concems.

Oprah's personaIity is structured to envelope the treatment of any issue. The

preferred or dominant reading of the programme's content then is to look for the

codes of transformation of Oprah herself as she works towards sorne resolution in her

own mind. In a programme on children buUying their parents (Monday. March ID,

1991), Oprah, ir. a very typicaI way, resolves the apparent impassc of attc.npting to

assess blame by concluding lhat it is a family problem as cpposcd to any individual

family member. It is a temporary solution; nevertheless Oprah's form of resolution is

pivotai to the narrative construction of the show. Although the programme's contcnt

is organized generaIly around crises and conflicts, the programme's narrativc does

tend to progress toward the resolution of the disequilibrium which is repeatedly

affirmed by Oprah. Oprah then directs the programme to foUow her transforming

embodiment of concem, from the introduction of the problem, to the discussion of

the problem, to the organized confusion reflected by the audience's various questions,

to the resolution of the problem through Oprah's interpretation of the expcrt's advice.
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Each new cpisode fo!lows the saIne panemed format that is aniculated tkough the

Oprah character.

Tne raie of the Studio Audience

The construction of the Opra.~ ';haracter is dependent on the relationship 10

other principal characters in the narrative. The studio audience serves a number of

functions. In the construction of the celebrity sign of Oprah Winfre)" the audience is

centrally engaged in the expression of her popular sentiment and support. Oprah

establishes an intimacy with her studio audien:e. She moves among them v.ith her

microphones servicing their questions for the guests. Often she holds their hands as

they prepare to become the centre of attention of not only the studio but the home

viewine auàience. Their questions may contain a degree of anger or hostility but

generally that hostility is directed at the guests. Oprah remains L~eir ail)". She also

represents their channel and avenue to public discourse. In a reciprocal relationship

Oprah Winfrey symbolically represents empowerment. Much Iike the radio phone-in

shows or other talk shows, the audience members become key participants in the

programme's content. Their involvement however also operates at an ideological

level of representing the way in which the general public opinion is sought in political

discourse. Their active participation, their keen interest, and their level of investment

in the programme's content are symbolic presentations of democratic accion and will.

A1though the involvement of the studio audience is active and concemed, it remains

ideological becausc of its function as representing the concem of society in general.

The studio audience, in their activity, is representative of the massive home audience
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and it is this connection which endows them with a particular form of representation

of society. In a sense, the unseen and unheard large home audience also empowers

the studio audience; the studio audience membcrs' voices enter direct!y into public

opinion because they are being heard. For a moment, the studio audience members

are part of the array of public personalities who are granted a voice and personal

opinion in the public sphere.

Permission into this restricted territory of the public sphere is through the

celebrity sign of Oprah. In tUr.l, Oprah's power as a celebrity is depcndent on this

intimate connection to a loyal studio and home audience. Her connection to her

audience is imbedded in her celebrity sign. This power is reconfigured within the

institution of te1e'..ision into the language of guaranteeà audience ratings which in

their turn can be used to sell Oprah as a commodity for the selling of other advertised

commodities. Within the institution of television, the maintenance of a close

cOI>nection of a celebrity to a large, stable audience works to secure the commodity

status of the celebrity. Oprah Winfrey has made the audience itself, as expressed

through the live studio audience, part of her identity as a celebrity.

In the show's structure, the solidarity between the studio audience and Oprah

Winfrey is ritua1istica1ly established through the applause whieh punctuates

commercial messages, through the close proximity of Oprah to her audience, through

Oprah's periodie displays of emotional empathy with individuals, and through their

periodic provision of anthemic statements of support for Oprah and her point of view.
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The Expert

There is a dialectic which occurs in most episodes of The Oprah Winfrey

Show. After hearing from the "problem guests" and after the series of questions

from the studio audience and Oprah herself, an expert is positioned in the mediating

role centre-stage between the gueslS. His/her rol~ is to provide the solution to

whatever the dilemma happens to be that day. Il is dear that they are operating as

the voice of authority. In this capacity they bring a certain knowledge and power to

their reinterpretation of the problem. Often the expert has a doctorate; in addition

many have written books on subjects related to the specific topic. The authority's

expertise and identification of a social problem no doubt has been the organizing

impetus behind many episodes of the programme.

The authority however does not provide the necessary cJosure and the

resolution of the problem for the programme. They are instruments essential for the

way in which Oprah works the programme to a resolution. The experts provide the

raw material for Oprah's reinterpretation. Oprah positions herself as, once again, the

representative of the audience and, by implication, of the ordinary people. She

rewords the professional's advice into the language of practica1ity and usability for

the audience. The experts' advice then is transformed ioto the everyday language of

Oprah and therefore her loyal audience. The experts' advice works to legitimize the

tTansformed advice of Oprah. Oprah once again becomes the channel for the

organization of the prograrnme's narrative.
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Problem GUeSIS

Alth'Jugh not always the case, the programme's guests push thc narrati"c w a

temporary state of disequilibrium. They represent what has to be rcsol"cd in sOllle

fashion during the programme to provide a closure. They become the personalization

of an issue or concem. The core issues of the programme rcvolve around

interpersonal issues that are given a social dimension beeause of their pervasiver.ess

in the United States. As Oprah has said, if one person has a personal concem or

problem, then the likelihood is that millions of audience members may have had

similar experiences alld problems. In a sense, Oprah's programme operates as a

public confessional where, in ilS public presentation and its generally sccularized

form, the various participants invest themselves in a variation of the talking cure.

The voicing of problems and the articulation of conflicts are seen as ways in which

they .:an be solved. The programme, through its gUeslS primarily and then by

invocation sorne audience members are drawn into involvement, is often designed to

break open secrets and tahoos of discussion so that they become the subject of public

debate. The guests then are coaxed into confessionals of their private worlds; the

objective of the programme is that there will be a ~esonance of similar concem once

those private worlds are exposed for public consumption. The gueslS then operate as

the entrée into a discourse of intimacy and privacy on a public stage. Oprah is once

again the channel for such disclosures. 14

"Foucaul1-. rcldinl: orthe dcvclopm:nt ofdisc:ourxsabout \he ICtf and the dia;ourIC of the KIf in his diKu".ion of the hillory of ICxualil)'
arc: applicable in auessinllhc taU:: show u • contemporary IÎte (or the crouovcr bctwccn the privalc .nd \he Înlimalc ~nd the public and the
aoclal. The Catholic Churc:h confcaaional aUowcd for the reve.linl: of the mo)llOrdid andlor intimalc dctoil. of .fT.iD ~or the nc.tl- with the
bopc lhat ablOlution would foUow one'. prcscnbcd penancc. Similarl)'. plychoanlIYJi'"lalkin. cure:, which can he rcad on one Icvcl •••
ICculariz.cd version orthe ConfcuioMI. i... powcrful way 10 implicatc .cxual trana't'Cuiona inlo pcBOnal problcmsand .olutiotu. Sc:xuality.
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Summary

Through these various principal characters the television personality of Oprah

is cOnStiucted. She is built on [WO principal elements that relate to the personal and

the per5Onality. First Oprah's subject matter, her relationship to her studio audience,

he: empathy and her relaxed manner, indicate that her celebrit)" is dealing with the

institution's construction of personality around familiarity. For Oprah this is often

extended to a !evei of intimacy. Secondly, Op:ah's close proximity to her audience is

constructed 50 that she is represented as a pcpulist, someone who has emerged from

the people to articulate their concerns. From the assemblage of character types, a

ritual of performance is organh:ed for Oprah. In its claily serialization, the

personality Oprah becomes the lynchpin for the temporary resolutions of the

narrative.

A Discourse of the Othe!"

The emergence of Oprah Winfrey as a television celebrity is built on a series

of binarisms which work to differentiate her presented subjectivity. The function of

this construction of differentiation is to establish a reconfiguration of a committed

television audience. Changes and transformations in the construction of televisic.l

audiences are difficult to char!; but 1 think they can be represented through an

for Foucault. bcc:omcs a disc'JUl'IC 1bal throu~h iLS rtVclation of pcrvcnion and diffcren.:c a1Jo cstablisbc:s the normative Centres of cOlUrOl ~r,. __ .
a lO:icty. The lait show ait.,a.rly provida the rcvclatory diseoursc in iLS address of problcms and perversions in the lOC:ial warle!. Oprah's ,. ­
p~mmc an he rcad u mua calbarsis. • public version of the talkins: eurc. The lulhority fi~re who ....orla toWard abJ01ution uansfonns
inlo the populill tclc:viaion cclcbrit)'. Oprah Winf'rey. The cure or trealmCnt iD tlùs tclevisua1 tnnsfcr of\bcnapy. of course. lIeb the dcpth of
individualizalion round throuJ:h paychOlbcrap)' and thcrefore rcprcsc:nlJ • surface rcrrcKntalion of hclp and a dccp structurC': of establishinJ:
aonns. Sec MK.hcl Fouc:aull. HinDI')' of SaUGÜt)·. pp. 17-21 and 123-129. Also xc m)' rcadin; of Ibe nadio talkshow Se:cualI)' S~a1dng
·Normalizi~ the Subjee\: Power. Libcralion and Frcedom throu,h Or. Ruth-. unpublished papcr. 1987.
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programming. Programmes attempt to carye up the possible audiences into large

and recognizable units. Teleyision programming ;s designed to construct a connected

series of progra.'llmes that resonate in sorne v:ay with the social context of a section

of the population who may have similar patterns of consumption and lifestyle. 1 am

condensing here the elaborate lengths to which programmers attempt to construct and

maintain audiences for television and it is not my intention to detail those techniques.

However, an essential part of this work - to determine the connection of a potential

programme to a potential audience - is to ensure that the central characters are

compelling enough to the viewer th.., the viewer will continue to watch. The

te1evision celebrity's primary task, in terms of the programmer. is to somehow

embody this affective attachment to the audience. With new programmes the

celebrity must somehow embody a difference which is connected to sorne new way to

configure the mass audience.

The Oprah Winfrfry Show was designed through its star to reconfigure daytime

audiences through its construction of difference. The show is an attempt to recast the

social world and the categorization of groupings in the social wor1d in terms of

slightly different definitions and distinctions. To use terminology not normally

associated wiL; the apparatus of television, the positioning of a new television

programme is a construction of a discourse of the Other. l want to try and explain

how Oprah is constructed as a different daytime television talkshow hosto The Other

as it is inscribed in mass mediated culture establishes an inclusionary c.liscourse for
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normaliy cxc1ud~ pcoplcs from positions of power. The const~ction of Oprah's

subjcctivity is thcrcforc a new tclevisual construction of an inc1usionary hegemony.

The marginal figure embodi~ by Oprah's blackness and womanhood can be

modalized as a representation of populist sentiment in the te1evisual universe.

Women. Television and Social Issues

Oprah's celebrity sign is built on differentiations from its pr~ecessors.

Television targett~ SjJCCifically for a predominantly female market is not a new

phenomenon. As discussed above. the genre of soap opera which was intimately

connect~ to the advertising of household consumer goods that were believed to be

purchased by housewives emerged as a broadcasting form in the InOs and thirties.

Various phone-in talkshows, entertainment interview programmes and current affairs'

interview programmes have beceme a relatively cheap staple of broadcasting in

primarily the non-primetime hours. 11ze Oprah Win);e}' Show is in this lineage of

daytime talkshows that were sandwiched between the daytime seriaIs. gameshows

and the commercials for household products.

The direct pr~ecessors of The Oprah Winfrl!Y Show were the va. ious women­

hosted tall,shows of the fifties, sixties. and seventies daytime television. Dinah hosted

by Dinah Shore and The Victoria Graham Show are tViO of the more widely

syndicated programmes of that era. Local programmers also often produced women­

hosted programmes that bore a resemblance to these nationally syndicated shows.

The format was organized around the social ritual of the wo:nen's moming coffee

k1atch. Guests who were treated with familiarity. deference and a high degree of
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sycophancy. talked about their latest trials and tribulations. It was a format that

comfortably encompassed actors. authors and singers on publicity tC'urs. There were

male-hosted daytime talkshows which also emuIated this structure: Tilf '\1<',.... GriJlin

Show, The Mike Douglas Show. and later The John Da\'idson Show. Most oi the

male hosts of these programmes were croor:;:rs or romantic balladccrs. the kind oi

popular music directly associated with and targetted for a iema1c audience and thus

perceived by teIevision programmers as "natural" celebrity hosts ior daytime

"women's" teIevision.

Oprah Winfrey's programme has becn placed in opposition to :his ~cn::rally

quiet and unobtrusive form of daytime programming. As oppos..'d to much of the

programmes on daytime teIevision which are organized around the possibility of

missing portions of the programme, The Oprah Wirfrey Show is obtrusive in its

insistent demand for Iistening and watching. Whereas much of daytime lelevision can

be thought of as an ambient medium that accompanies household chores. Tiu.' Oprah

Winfrey Show is designed to be watched intentIy. This form of programming for

daytime teIevision emerged with the popuIarity of Donahue during the mid-seventies.

Instead of the myriad of talkshows filled with the non-controversial, the mildly

revealing diseussions of stars, a cooking segment, and possibly sorne form of

entertainment, Donahue's programme constituted its form of entertainment

specifically around controversial social issues. The Oprah Winfrey Show is built on

these same foundations of entertainment programming that the Phil Donahue Show

established as viable commercial television a decade earlier.
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Both programmes arose irom local success to national syndication and thereby

worked moependcntly of network television contracts. " This graduaI building of an

audicncc from a regional base has become an essential con.penent of both Oprah's

and Phil's construction of their celebrity status. It established their celebrity signs as

50mething more authentic, more grounded to the day-to-day conditions of evcl)'day

people. And in the programme's style, as discussej above, the audience is included

in the programme's content. The microphone is thrust by the host into the audience

50 that these members can panicipate in a discussion. The hosts guide an often

chaotic and raucous. though ostensibly more democratic discussion. The traditional

host's proximity to the guests and relative distance from the studio audience is

transgressed. The audience speaks and questions, The mythic construction of a form

of populism is the dominant sign of the new programme and the populist persona of

the host,

In the demain of public personalities. Oprah Winfrey and Phil Donahue snare the

same status as representaùves of those members of society that are generaIly excluded

from positions of power. They are constructed as indefatigable champions of non-

elites. Like the radio opcn-Iine show they symbolicaIly represent the people and their

interests as they attempt to raise public awareness about panicular social issues.

Because of their positions as outsiders. they try to present the various discourses of

l'Orrah bcpnboatins: a very t)'p~a1 wotnCn·.cbalibow in ChalO cDlitlcd A.M. Chic.~ on 'WLS-TV in 1984. nlfou~h~ Productions
il wu .yndà.:ated al du: Opralt W"Ulfrt)' SJww tG otbcr mad;ctJ. By 1988. Oprah bld UlUrpcd Doaahuc .. the nIItinp. WÙIDcf for da)'-timc
talUb~"la aU o(lhc prino:ipal Americ.a markcla. Mo~cr. ahc wa. seneraUy prodaimcd by 1991 to he the bnI·paid penon in ahow-buaineu
"""ilh e:tolimatcd carninp oYer 40 million doUaD and poWbly as h~h .. 60 millif:ln.
Soun:ca: H. F. ""ale",. -Chi.:aso·. Grand ~. OpRh-~J:.. Dc.;:c~r 31. 198-;. p. Stand ÜS B~71'sEne,'clo~aDJTdt"isiono 3rd
Edition. Dc1.roil: Gale Ra.can:h. 199:. p. 604.
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the excluded alld marginal in the soci:l1 world to determine ho\\' they can be

reintegrated into the social mainstream. Oprah and Phil represent a cast of American

liberals whose main approach to social problems is articl:lated through the s!ogan that

"something should be done about this". Their concem. their seeming eommitment.

and their intcnsity during each programme work to reinforce thcir positions as

crusaders of poli!ical and social rights and responsibilities for the underrepreser.ted.

In this v/ay. tl>ey resemble the investigative joumalist who is also commi:ted to

particular politica1 positions. Oprah, like Phil bc:gins l'rom 3. point of involveml'nt and

commitment to social responsibility; this commitment serves as the launching board

for tile drama in each programme.

The question that arises from this development of a type of tclevision ce1ebrity

that is very much attached to at least the publicization of social issues is how did it

emerge within the traditional conservative institution of television? Fundamentally,

this becomes a question of how this form of debate is connected to the construction of

sizable audiences that can be sold to advertisers? The answer lies in the way that the

programmes anempt to rearticulate the daytime television audience into new patterns.

The Oprah Winfrey Show specifically is built on the success of Donahul! with several

significant differences and oppositions. The Phil Donahue programme developed in

response to the growing political awareness of women in the 1970s. Television's

rearticulation of this discourse of empowerment came in several forms. For prime

time television. serials such as Mary Tyler Moore. and Rhoda depicted single career

oriented women surviving in the modern world. In daytime television. the plots of
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soap operas transformed to include female leads with professiona! positions. Phil

Donahuc's programme, in this social context, ca,"1 be seen as television as an

institution recasting the female audience as a politically and socially sensitive

population. This new form of talk show then is an expression of the empowering

senùment conceming women's rights within the structure of television programming.

Donahue, the liberal Catholic father, epitomized the type of American male most

sympatheùc to the rights and interests of women. The programme translated these

new issues and concems into a conflictual, emotionally-charged relationship which

worked to provide solidarity among women in the audience in support of DO~<lllUe on

particular issues.

17le Oprah Winfrey Show, which began in the mid-eighties. is constructed as

an outlet for gencral outrage primarily for women. As a programme, however, it

hacl to differentiate itself from its predecessor and now competitor, Dona/Ille. Like

its predecessor, The Oprah Winfrey Show was first a local programme which in hcad­

to-hcad competition produced bener ratings tblll Donahue in that regional Chicago

market. When it was nationally syndicated, it was also enormously successful at

attracting large audiences. Most critics attributed this to the frankness and

"sassiness" of Oprah's person:Jity. ln comparisen to other programmes this

characterization of Oprah mal' be quite true; but what is more significant about this

presentation of a television celebrity is that the celebrity more closely represented the

audience itself. Oprah ..lias a woman - not a man - sensitive to women's issues;

Oprah aIse was a black woman. With h!:r rounded heavy figure, she also did not
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possess the physique of a beautiful actress or mode!. ln ail these ways. the celebrity

sign of Oprah v.as constructed to repre..<ent that she had herse!i in her (lwn liietime

become empowered. She. at the very least. represented symb(l1ically the potential (Ii

empowerment of women, of marginalized groups within the American system. She

represented, above all, a personality that emerged from the more c(lmmon ]X'Ople that

maintained a sensitivity to their needs. The programme ....'ê.$ organized around a

presentation of Oprah as an accessible figure who was passionately interested in a

host of issues. She then became the channelling device for providing the i(lrm (Ii

dramatic tensions and resolutions between persons and issues that have become: the:

entertaining element of the programme. Once Oprah's integrity is establisheè within

this format, which essentially can be translated that her celebrity sign has a certain

stability, the topies themselves become less significant. Thus wc find innocuous

themes diseussed or Hollywood celebrities being the object of scrutiny for certain

programmes. Oprah is the populist channel to empowerment no matter what the

object of discussion might be.

The Uses of Oprah

Because of this construction of the celebrity sign that maintains its distinction

through a form of familiarity and populism with an audiP:lce, Oprah as celebrity is

seen to be approachable by that same audience. There is a tension in the construction

of any celebrity whose faIne is built on approachability and proximity to their

audience. The familiar cast of the Oprah celebrity sign also emphasizes its ultimate
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vulnerability: because she is constructed as "from the people". the rat:onaJe fo. her

position among public personalities cannot be based on he. unique merits or giits to

any great degree. Her reason for possessing an exalted status then is never secure

and is always the subJect of dei.>ate ané inquiry. Because of the nature of Oprah's

celebrity sign there is no real distinction in textuality between the textual and the

extratextual as in the case of film stars. Her continuous presence on television and

her ubiquitous presence in the various news sources means that h::r ability to

construct a distance and aura is limited. '6 Oprah is constantly being accused of

something in the tabloid press. In 1991, her status as a single but long-engaged

woman was the object of a certain frenzy of concern. In the tabloid Globe. Stedman

Gra!'.zn, Oprah'~ fiancé, was exposed as someone hiding his family and their

illbreeding past." At the same lime, she also either is defending herself or being

defendeti by c:!:= in the various more legitimate press accounts. IS Indeed, the

debates that circulate about Opra.'J indicate that as opposed to film celebrities, Oprah

"Il Ibould bc Mldcd lhat ~rt ofOp~Os cclcbrily siJ:!' ia berwort •• an ."lOt. ConlcmporaneousWiLh her rUe: as a lc1cvision talkshow host.
Wanfrcy lI&m:d in Stc:vcn Spictbcrs:". 'lM Color PIupk and CIImcd a",: ·...aar DOmination. Sinec 1bal lime mc bu bccn invoJvcd with a aumbcr
ofothcr f.c:lïonal pfOl.!~OQI ÏQcb.adq the \C1eviaion mini·aerica. 7M Womm of~ PlGa (1988). "ad • aitc:om cntïl1cd~r Pl4«.
On tbc buia of ber mauive cal'lÙD;p abc abo owm ber OMD produc:tion company. Harpo Productions. which DOt onIy producca ber owa
pqrammea but a1Jo 100b for ocbcr worthwbilc IZorict. to brin:: to lcIcviaioa or faim. From this pcl'Sp"tivc. Oprah W&Dfrey bu cstIbtisbed
• certain au&ooomy in ber f;~tioa ofcclcbritydom: ber autooomy bu cmcrJCd from ber caminp of 0VC1' 60 million a year. Whatcvcr the
aou~c of lhat iacomc. W'mfrey rcpracnls likc Olbct stan lbat bave channcUcd thcir fCIOUrccs inao fuMer capiw cnterpnxs. • potcGlia.
iodividual subjo:tivicy ml can cxprca 1hcir will iDd~ wMt Iloria.rc produc:cd. Her emphuis at leut 10 date bas bccn on storie.
lbat ha....e facuucd on blac:k culture. aIthouSb Ihc dmics that sbc is • JPOkespc~n for the bla,k community: -If otber people pcrr:eivc me 10
be the rcprexQLllti....e ofblKk people in thù. countty. it ia. !abc perception. The fac:t that 1ait wberc 1lit today. you can"t deny1hcre bave bcen
lOmC major act.....nccs. &t I"m ItiUjust one blac:k. woman.- • Oprah Wtnfrcy in Ric:bard Zoslin. -Lady with a Call~-. Tunt. AuJ:Ull8. 1988.
1'I'.<G-S3

l'GIoN. -SbackiD$SccmaStc:dmanbidcs from Qrnb-. May 7.1991 p. 13

l-ne moIl eommon IÏtes for cSc:feftICS ofOpnb's intqrity .rc prinlcd iD the mon: maimotrcam bÏl.:l:. rNIS&Zincl Ebtmy .nd Essenc~. Sec
for curnrlc. Essmc~. ·Opœ in Hcr Owa. WordJ,-. JUDe 1989.
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is much more familiar and aIso susceptio!e to the advice 01 r.:r audience and the

press.

The Use of (he Name

In terms of the ancillary press and in relation to her own programme and her

own fans, Oprah Winfrey is known simp!y as Oprah. This ma)" seem of minor

significance; but under c10ser comparative inspecùon certain insights about the

construCùon of ce!ebrity intimacy can be discemed. With film actor Tom Cruise. his

last name Croise becomes his signature. The use of the first name connotes a

familia...-ïty and iack of distance. The use of the !ast name emphasizes formality. On

one level, the use of the names is c1early an effort 10 provide differentiation. Oprah

and Croise are unique names. But on another level, it indicates a gendered

differencc in the construction of celebriùes ::.nd also a difference in institutiona!

construction of celebriùelo. One cal! iôentify through this subtle difference, that

familiarity and intimacy are much more centra! to the con'truction of a femalc

celebrity L'tan a male celebrity and for a television ct"lebri,y over a film celebrity.

Where Croise was an object of sorne mystery and his power related partly to the

control of information, Oprah is constrocted to be an open book, where the inùmate

details of her life are not only wel1-publicized but also subject to debatc. Indeed, we

are invited into a debate about what is proper for Oprah in her life. Croise, in

contrast, builds respect through establishing a private and autonomous life - we are

offered only illicit glimpses into his private affairs. Our knowledge is res!ricted.
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With Oprah our knowledge of her behaviour is much less restricted. and the debate

moves to a debate among her attackers, her defenders and her own defences of her

well-publicized actions. '9 We are given information about Oprah as if we could

give advice directly to her. With Cruise, it is often a type of voyeurism into the

exclusive domains of the celebrity.

The Use ofthe Body

The celebrity sign of Oprah, like other female celebrities, is ver)' much

focussed on the corporal. Their bodies become objects of intense scrutin)' and.

among the audience, debate about their beauty, their attractiveness, their

~.:formation. The camera itself is blamed for the transformation of the natural

body; according to popular wisdom one looks ten pounds heavier on camera. The

image of the body of female stars provides sorne of the raw materials for the

construction of norms and normative positions about what the body should represent

and what :he ideal body should be. As mentioned in the section on film, the body is

seen to be something to he a1tered to fit into the structures of the normative range of

what is beautiful. It is now de rigueur surgery in professional modelling to have

breast enlargements. Plastic surgery to improve the shape of the nose, to make the

lips fuller, or to remove a rib to improve the look of one's torso is a regular

occurrence in the reconstruction of predominantly though not exclusively, female

celebrities.

:

"Op. Cil.~. ln the labloid press, allhouSh Ihet'l: .5 an effort to sho.:k.. lbe 'n.i~10 at'!: onen wrincn in a way tMl il sympathctic 10
0pnIl'. pl"hl. "
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As a female public personality. Oprah is implicated in this discourse of

representation of the body. In the context of her position as a television hosto

Oprah's body has become the way in which a discourse of the body has becn dcbatcd

and discussed. Her body image has in itself formed the foci of a number of issues

and topics; the distinction between programme and personality are blurrcd and

melded. Oprah is construc!ed as an issue in the cxtratextual realm of ncwspapers

and magazines as weil as an object of concern in her daily programme.

Oprah has gone through severa! transformations of the body which have been

used to substantiate her celebrity sign in sorne way. When shc emerged as a national

ceIebrity with her syndicated programme in 1986 Oprah is heavy set and does not

conform to the cxigencies of the positive public presentation of the female form: she

is outside of the normative construction of beauty because of her weight. Whal her

figure does emphasize is that success can be achieved by women who do not conform

to the current body aesthelic. Her body represents and subsequently organizes a

discourse of defianee and independence. Along with being black in a mediascape

dominated by white culture, Oprah's body image represents a challenge from the

margins. It is perceived as less acceptable as a public presentation of women; but

within the contcxt of a program that deals wilh human iss!.Oes it is seen as

complementary tonie show's content. The body image builds authenticity and

sincerity.

In 1988, Oprah went on a severe diet. In the course of the season she unveiled

herself in a pair of tight designer jeans. She demonstrated her capacity to transform,
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to construct a new body image through apparent willpower. Unlike forms of cosmetic

surgery, weight loss is a form of body transformation that is concep~ually within the

realm of possibility of a large sector of the American population. Oprah engaged in

a type of body transformation that could be understood and appreciated by <: vast

audience. She announced triumphantly in both tabloids and the mainstream

entertainment magazines that "l'Il never be fat again". 1:1 an article in the black

women's magazine Essence, Oprah writes an article about how the weight loss has

given her a freedom and that now she was truly happy:

When 1 was overweight, 1 was living a lie. 1 could say .. 1 fccl great
about myself," but 1 neally didn't. There were times when 1 could get
dressed and think that 1 looked okay, but there was a1ways that fccling
of being blocked. It was like having a brick wall :,1 front of you that
keeps you from moving forward." 20

She a1so solemnly imones that a weight problem is " not going to control my life ever

again" .21 She has engaged in a public discourse about her self and her problems.

There is very little attempt to separate her personal transformation and her public

persona - we are aware of both the public and personal sides of Oprah. We

appreciate the transformation.

Within a year of these interviews and articles Oprah had started to gain the

weight back. In a February issue of the National Enquirer the headline announces

that "She's fat and happy at last.·n In a coyer story in People the same resolve that

.,.~~. June 1989. p. 46

=NDtion4l Enquirrr. -sbc·. Faland Harry at L.ast: Exclusive Opr:'b. Wcddin~ PlIru.· -1 ~'Ant 10 have IWO babi.:." Fcbrual)' S. 1991 CoYer
IlOry.
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\\,'35 in evidence about losing weight is now :'1voked to proclaim that 'Til never diet

again".23 In November 1990 she integrated her new body transformation into her

show. The title of the show was "The Pain of Regain". And she explained to her

audience that "if you lose weight on a diet. sooner or later you'lI gain it back...:,

The text is surrounded with images of Oprah when she was slim, juxtaposed with

images of Oprah's famess before and after the diet. Questions conceming her

possible marnage to her boyfriend are framed in terms of her weigh: in several

public.:ations.

Conclusion

The slide from public to private rea1m, which is expressed in the public

debate conceming Oprah's weight-Ioss and weight-gain, leads to two overall

conclusions about television celebrities and celebrities and forms of celebrity

construction in general. The tirst is related to the way in which gender jetermines

the interpretation of legitimacy in the realm of the public p;:rsonality. Oprah's body

transformations functioned as a way in which discourses about the body and body

image could be openly discussed. A woman's body is seen to be problematic and

therefore neœssitating transformations. Oprah positioned her own body as the

physica1 embodiment of the debate. The level of debate, though apparently

conflictual also ended up conforming to the structure of her construction of human

and social issues in her television program: the personal struggle which is the core of

..P..pk.l.....ry 14. 1991

)llbid.• p. 84
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the content of the program is the domain of the public struggle. This leads te the

second conclusion; the debate about Oprah's b~y is also a function of the way

television constructs familiarity. The television host is a celebrity whose separation

from the audience and audience concem is never clearly made. The real Iife of the

host, if the host is constructed as Oprah as authentic and sincere, is never elided from

the stage performance. This unity of being goes beyond an homology between the

persen and the celebrity; it is actively developed each day by Oprah and other hosts

in their programmes. The private persen and the issues of the private person are the

subject of the talk show. The public persen who guides this discussion is

reconstructed to be familiar a:ld accessible; in other words their public persona is

intensely invested with issues and concems of the private sphere and the associated

subjectivity of that sphere.

Oprah Winfrey presents the full complexity of the television celebrity who is

often a form of public personality that depends upon their proximity to ar.d their

powers of explaining other celebrities. Oprah articulates the way in which the

apparatus of television works to recast the audience through its identification with

new faces of familiarity and new constructions of social concem. Winfrey is a

constructed television celebrity that is built on a reconfiguration of the women's

te1evision audience. Although not obvious, this reconfiguration of the television

audience is very much connected to the organization of the industry around the

sustainability of audiences which are retranslated as markets and consumers.
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CRAPTER SEVE:"

SU~ThlARY: THE SYSTEl\lOF CELEBRlTY

In each of the three preceding chapters of section two, 1 ha;'e outlined the

institutionaI structures that have organized historicaIly the deve\opment of ce\ebrities in

the film, television, and popular music industries. 1 have conducted a dual hermeneutic

which charts the construction of celebrities in each of the entertainment industries; in the

historicaI preamble and in the specific genealogical interpretations of individual

celebrities, 1 have combined a hermeneutic of intention and a hermeneutic of f<.-ccption.

In terms of resources, 1 have worked through this dual hermeneutic from the various

readings of sta.-s detailed in both the popular presses and the industry tradc joumals. In

congeaIing these !WO elements, 1have developed the way the celebrity is an embodiment

of its industriaI/institutionaI seuing as weil as the expression of an audience/collective

that attaches meaning to the public figure. The form of attachment that is intensively

worked upon by the industry and aise embraced by the audience is affective. The

concept that public forms of subjectivity represent the organization of collective affect

identifies the centraI contribution that this dissertation makes to the study of stars and

celebrities. AIso, the representation of affective power that runs through the array of

public figures provides the unifying thread that links entertainment celebrities to other

public personaIities and indicates that a system of public subjectivity operates in

contemporary culture.
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It is my intention in this summary chaptcr tl' indi':~:t: rïrs! hl'w c~1("h arrar~HUs

constructs panicular iorms oi œlcbrities and how the,,: are in ol'era:;,'" Sl::',,'stems "t

a system oi celebrities. What will be emphasized here is that the ,ekbrity sY"tem

presents a structure for the organization of public personalities as well as a stru,ture ti.)r

the models of modern subjectivity. The œlebrity system prin,ipally addresscs thr:

organization of concepts of individuality and identity for the culture. In this sU'l1mary

.::hapter l want to identify. then. the various privileged constructions of subjectivity and

affective attachments that are fostered in our CUITent system ot œkbrity.

Two primary insights can be drawn from our study oi the formation of thr:

celebrity in the various domains of the entertainment industry. First of all. the formation

of the celebrity in the entertainment industry is not couched in the language of rationality

and reason either in its articulation by the industry or its rearticulation by the audience.

As opposed to the political sphere of leadership politics or the rational rhetoric that

envelopes business discourse, the e1'ltertainment industry celebrates its play with the

affective, emotional and sentimental in its construction of public personalities. Becausc

of this open and avowed relationship to the irrational, a study of the entertainment

industry permits an entry point into the way in which affect is housed in public

personalities.

Secondly, the study of entertainment celebrities has allowed us to sec two levels

of celebrity construction in operation and thereby identify subsystems within a larger

system. Each industry produces a range of celebrity types that not only are constructed

to have a distinctive quality when compared to other celebrities within that industry, but
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they are differentiatcd from the production of celebrities in cach of the other èomains

of the entenainment industry. This double layering of construction of public subjectivity

describes the way in which the larger system of celebrity iormation operates. The

active play with affect by 'he s:rands of the entenainment industry is also an anempt at

producing viable differentiated categories of popular :aste. The work on distinction and

differentiation is the industrial construction of audiences or markets; viability of a

celebrity can be :ranslated as the ce:ebrity's capacity to appeal to an audience through

a specific array of commodities or services. The various social constructions of laste

intersect with the industrial construction of celebrity figures to produce a system of

"functioning" public personaliti.:s and forms of subjcctivity.

As outlined in the previous three chapters of this section. cach of the

entenainment industries organizes ilS production of celebrities around particular

characteristics. These characteristics within cach industry work to form types of

binarisms that operate to distinguish the formation of personalities within their particular

industry and among the industries. My intention in this summary chapter is to use the

principal characteristics of the celebrity sign that have emerged from film, television and

popular music and relate them to the categories of identification that Jauss developed to

identify the "modalities of reception" that define types of identification of heroes in

fiction. Celebrities, Iike ficüonal heroes, do not often figure in only one modality of

reception; however 1 would argue that cach industry has anempted to privilege a

particular f;)rmation for recepüon that can be correlated to the binarisms that operate in

the cultural production of celebrities to emerge from cach field/domain.
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Identification with the Film Celebrit)": AUr:ltic Db1ance

Autonomy figures centrally in thc iormation and soiidi:i,atiC'n 0: thc lïlm

celebrity. In the historicallinstitutional rcading oi Tom Cruise. onc ,an di~ccrn that thc

film star works to create a distance irom its audicnœ. Thcrc is a,tivc work on

conttolling infonnation cC:lceming the non-serccn mcanings and rcprcscntations of thc

sereen star. There are two realities of the film stars proffcrcd in thc public sphcre: their

representations in films where the heroes they portray are fixed images. and thus

relatively fixed conceptions of their idcntity cao bc madc. In contrast. thc supposcd

"real-Iife" of the film celebrity. the private and intimatc as well as thc various public

lives are less obvious, less explicit and much more controllcd (in comparison to other

entertainmem industries). The fictional presentations gcnerally thcn dctcrminc thc naturc

of the identification of the film star. In order to gain an autonomy from thesc screen

images, as l have diseussed, the sereen star invokes a number of codes to indicatc their

ultimate independence. The code of acting, the active reworking and then publicly

perfonning his/her private Iife for public consumption, and the playing of "serious" or

against-type roles all work to concretize the star as a more permanent sign of thc public

sphere.

The way in which this autonomy from the sereen image and the fictional

representations is achieved determines to a high degree the modality of reception that

inscribes the film celebrity with significance for the audiencc. The screen imagc

provides an aura for the film celebrity which constructs a form of "admiring
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identification", t to use Jauss' terminology. ta envc!ope their cele:)ilty sign. From thcse

im:lges the audience can construct the "perfect hero" where the star's actions serve as

exemplary models for a particular community, Film stars are constructed in this first

order of idenùficaùon in a manner that hasn't changed significantly from the inception

of narrative cinema: the star is born through the playing of a leading (that is. central to

the narrative), generally sympa!hetic character, Although there has becn Iiule ch,lllge

in this organizaùon of stardom, there have becn transformaùons in the construction of

the film star which indicate how the industry has repositioned itself through the public

representations of individuality. The film star has Decorne progressivel)' more

representative of arùsùc practice. An aesthetic distance is conveyed even in the most

entertainment-oriented star like Arnold Schwarzenegger, Billie Crystal or Steve Manin.

These stars have achieved film stardom through emerging irl other industries or other

cultural form;. The celebrity sign of the film star that they now embrace and embody

is made to be superior to those celebrities of other technologically mediated performance

arts, The careers of performers Iike Crystal and Marùn are co<!ed with the connotation

of progression from live comedy performance, to television, to the ultimate form of film.

Film signifies through its performerslstars the pinnacle for the expression of one's

metier, one's own individual creativity and genius. The conception of a serious aesthetic

to emerge in film is substantiated in a number of ways. The development of the art film

and the associated audience have become established since the nineteen forties and since

the teens in Europe. The appearance and growth of film departments in universities that

lNana. Robert JaU». -1nI.:tIlc:tion hue"", of Idcmifi..:alion with the Hl:f'O- in Jau",. Aalhetic Er~rintCe and U~ra,,' Henrrnseu:ics. trans.
by Mil:hacl ShI..... M'Ml:.rol~: Uniycnity of Minncsota Pn:~ 198~. pp. 168-172
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have courses that look stk~irïcally al the acs:hcti\"~~ (."If ill:~'i:-; ab,,' ii1Ji~~ltt:~ the

insùtutionalization of film as a legitimate form of cuitur;,1 practice. ~1;u1\ "f these

depanments emerged from Literature departments and used the c,'nstruets of genres.

periods and authors as a mode! for the study of lîlm. Finally. an entire avant garde

cinema practice has paraIleled the development of the HollywlX1d movie industry in a

number of setùngs. Ali of these practices have worked to solidify tîlm as a legitimalc

form of cultural e:l:pression. The stars of film arc associated in the expression of these

anisùc pretensions.

To achieve celebritydom in the comext of film aIse connotes the pinnacle of the

individual star's commodity value. With the demise of a studio system in the ninetccn

fifties the star's salary came to reflect their central value for the profitability of

production. Currently, most of the major film stars receive not only a guaranlccd salary

of millions of dollars, but alsJ a percentage of the box office receipts.

The star thus possesses within the film industry two forms of capital which

because of their correlative power begin to determine the direction of film production:

cultural capital - because each star is one of the key representatives of individual

creativity and anisùc practice, and economic capital - because the star emerges as the

economic centre of any production. The industry, it must be made c1ear, has not fallen

victim to this increasing power of the celebrity. The film indlistry has becn an

instrumental accomplice in this construction of a public personality. Within the cultural

industries, the film industry has attempted to maintain their pr~-eminence in the

olfanization of an entertainment culture by eStablishing film as ultimately more
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significant than spccificaily television. Since the nineteen fifties. it has worked ta

construct the celebr;ty to maintain this "larger-than-life" pt.:sona for their stars to

differentiate them from the everyday celebrity constructions of television. The film

star's appcarance in other settings. either in persan or on television is constructed as a

significaot event - in essel1ce, a change from the everyday. The film star is the special

guest of the talkshow. Their films are treated with a certain reverence on television,

whether in the form of a promotional clip or in their full presentation which. when they

premiere on broadcast television. will preempt the regularity of the television schedule.

One cao see in this objective of differentiation how the various celebrities are part

of a loosely defined system of celebrities. The generally "admiring identification" which

contains a certain a100fness and distance has been constructed for the film star in

contradistinction to the meanings of the tekvision celebrity. The admiring form of

identification entails a distance from the audience. This aesthetic and "Iarger-than-life"

distance is intendcd primarily to maintain the film industry as the centre of cultural

capital. Of course. the intention is to parlay that form of cultural capital into economic

capital. The film industry attempts to maintain its preeminence through construeting its

production environment as the main source of creativity and ingenuity. Through this

form of creative hegemony. the industry cao generate revenues from the various types

of releases and spin-off productions !hat cao occur from a successful film production.

A successful film. like Barman. cao produce for the industry a number of sources of

revenues: the selling of exhibition rights. the releasing of the film on videocassette and
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videodisc. the selling of the pay-television exhibition rights ~:ld the netwN~ broad.:ast

rights. the selling of an album scundtrack. the marketing and sening of !l'ys. games and

apparel that are associated with the character. the production of a tilm sequd. the

producüon of a television series and/or an animated series. and so on. Bcing at the

origin of such a proliferaüon of commodities and different sources of revel:ues to emerge:

from the same original commodity is the central impetus behind why the: film industry

has moved to maintaining its hold on cultural capital in the entertainmcnt industry. The

parlicular development of the aura of the public personality of the: film star is part of this

general industrial strategy.

Devising the Television Celebrity: Identification with the Familiar

As l have mentioned above, the loose system of celebrity is built on

differentiaüon. The key differentiation that operates in the cOl&struction of the television

celebrity is it relation with film. While the film celebrity exhibits a great deal of control

over their celebrity sign and thereby constructs distance, the television celebrity works

to break down those distances and develop a conception of familiarity. ln the study of

Oprah Winfrey, l have identified several ways in which television has constructed this

discourse of familiarity and there is no need to elaborate here on that discussion other

than to connect those features to a form of identification by the audience. In terms of

Jauss's categories of heroic identification, the television celebrity is generally organized

around a symparhetic idenrificarion where "there is a solidarity with the personality" and
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·"c[thc audience} place ourselvcs in the position of the hero".: Again 1 shouid add the

cavcat that other forms of audience identification are pan of television's construction of

the celebrity and indeed can occur within the same celebrity. What 1 am emphasizing

is that telcvision tends to privilege a form of sympathetic identification which make ils

distinctive from the production of audience identification in film.

With the television celebrity we are drawn to think of the talk show personality

or the news anchor as standing in or representing our interests. Their interests are

painted as if they originate from an audience. In the taIl,show format. a style of

television production that predominates the televisual universe, the host constructs

familiarity with the studio audience setting and the continuous touring of the audience

for questions and comments for the assembled guests. In the case of Oprah, this

familiarity lcads to a sympathetic form of identification and is buttressed by her

occasional programmes which have personal relevance to her life. Occasionally,

programmes focussed on themes which were directly related to her "private battles" of

child abuse or, alternatively, her battie with diets and weight loss. Oprah as hero is

presented as vulnerable and subject to weaknesses that others suffer. Audiences are thus

constructed to be loyal and therefore regular viewers of her programme; they are drawn

to her candour and honesty which allows her to move seamlessly from the public sphere

to !J"ïe private in her presentation of self. There is a virtual public acknowledgement that

her audience is aware of her "private batties"; her private life, in general, is not
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consû-ucted as a sepa.,,-ate and private rcalm anè is unifi.:d with h.:r puhli ..: pl.:'rf•..1rmanccs.

Her power as a sympathetic hem is dependent on presenting hersclf:ls both hl'nest :lnd

open.

The specific case of Oprah reveals sorne general ~catures about the construction

of the television celebrity that relate to television's difference as ~ medium. The l'2.milial

feel of television and ilS celebrities is also a play with verisimilitude. The general

vraisemblance, the construction of a news reality. and the various forms of live and

simulated live television which predominate the television schedule. are ail aspects of

television's efforts to represent a truer to life form of cultural expression. While film

has moved to the fictional and sometimes an aesthetic construction of ils mcanings.

television concentrates on representing the real. Even in many of ilS special dramatic

programming the often favoured formula is the docudrama where a specific and topical

issue is tackled in a fictionalized way. Although these special programmes tend to be

moralistic and heavyhanded in their presentation of what is right and wrong. they are

aIso exempIary of how television often eschews the presentation of an aesthetic code and

anempts to move to the non-fictional and the news-like. Indeed. the general of look of

television images, the generally acknowledged flatness of the images is often placed in

contradistinction to the depth and richness of the filmic image. The television image can

be seen as less embellished and crafted and therefore doser to the real and the everyday.

One can see television's different play with the real through the soap-opera's generally

poor production values and the continuity of story lines so that they resemble everyday

life. In situation comedy genre, the general familial feel of their stories and caslS also
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makes them closer to the everyday. Both sitcoms and soap operas are constructed to fit

into the rituals of everyday life through the regularity of their presentation. Again. these

features of regularity and their fit ioto an audience's leisure and consumption patterns

are examples of how television constructs its strength of connection and proximity to

reality.

The implications for the television celebrity is that slhe is structured to reinforce

the feeling of close proximity to the real and the familial. The celebrity is more

accessible. They are seen on a more regular basis in the seriaI format of television

programmes. The auratic distance is less central to the television celebrity. The

pretensions of an aesthetic abstraction are also underplayed. The codes of acting are

replaced by the similitude of the television character with the television star's supposed

reallife; the break which defines the independence and autonomy of the film star is less

significant in the construction of the television celebrity.

This difference between the television celebrity and film celebrity, however is

also constructed as a hierarchy of public subjectivity. The successful television

celebrity, like the film star, is rewarded through an incredibly generous (and incredibly

inequitable) system of remuneration. In differeot periods of the last decade, two

television stars, Bill Cosby and Oprah Winfrey, were considered to be the highest paid

entertainers, each earning in excess of 40 million dollars in a single year.3 Thus Iike

the film star, the television celebrity begins to accumulate economic capital and

associative power. Both Oprah Winfrey and Bill Cosby have their own production

'Different yan of the 198Of... Ual:JC ~·o blal:l.; san wcrc Ken to have had the hil:hesl incomc. Sec Ft>rzun~ rmpzinc~. re~lIr IUrvcys of
top-incomc: cntc:1\lltncn.
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companies which not only are involved in the production oi thcir own pr,');ral11mcs but

also have developed other cultural productions. The dilïerene<: berween television :lI1J

film celebritydom lies in the organization of power through cultural capital. The lilm

celebrity evokes aesthetic conventions in their production of their public image. These

aesthetic conventions, as l have detailed elsewhere. are essential to the larger-than-life

meaning of the film star and the film commodity in general. The ce1ebrities cast large

shadows of anistic significance and thus. in comparison to television. construct a

hierarchy of culture through the difference in meanings of the celebrities that emergc

from the !wo industries. The distinctions demarcated by this difference in celebrity

formation maintain the aura of film as a significant event and te1evision. in

contradistinction, as a form of routine consumption. The stars of television - and here

l mean ne!Work television in particular - are working toward the construction of a mass

and relatively undifferentiated audience. In contrast, the stars of film are positioned 10

construct more specific taste cultures and more differentiated forms of audiences, where

specialized knowledge may be essential for decoding their significance. Although both

film and television are certainly popular cultural forms, they have constructed a form of

differentiation which resonates with the categories of high culture and middlebrow

culture. Celebrities are the industrialized products of Ihis subtle differentialion in

cultural form.
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Cclcbrating the Community: The Popular music celeority and the daim to
authenticity

Where film and telcvision have developed a dyadic industrial relationship which

is reflected in the formation of cach of their celebrities. popular music's construction of

public personaliùes tends to be modalized around intrinsic differentiation as opposed to

extrinsic distinctions. The key characterisùc of popular music and its construction of

subjecùvity that lcads to these intrinsic differenùations is the daim to authenticity. To

adapt this concepùon of po?ular music's daim to authenùcity to Jauss' categories of

identification. one would have to condude that po;lUlar music celebrities are centrally

involved in an articulaùon of associative identification: "the barriers between audience

and actors are broken and there is a celebration of active participation...• The crowd

and the reacùons of tlte crowd are a central metaphor of the meaning of popular music.

It is a collective celebration. a cel~bration of a community that considers the

representation of specific performers and their music significant. The concert is the

ritualization of this claim to authenùcity and this associative identification with the

audience.

The expression of the close proximity of performance to audience is one of the

principal ways popular music has established its authenticity. As 1 have mentioned in

the institutional study of popular music celebrities in chapter five, the various

incarnations of popular music since the Second World War have anempted to reclaim

a solidarity with their audiences that has been lost with previous torms of music. Thus

mid-twentieth century folk music, with its simplicity in dress and performance,worked
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to fabricate a community where the performer and the audien.:e \\we virtually

inseparable. Likewise punk rock. with its simplicity of expr,'ssil'n. alsl' cekbrated the

virtual inseparability of performers and their audiences. Even current dance music. with

its clubs using primarily recorded music. makes a cb.im to authenticity for the esche\\'in~

of the importance and significance of star performers in favour of the dance. rhythm and

movement of the club patrons.

Thus, popular music plays out a tensnn betwecn artifice and authenticity in its

construction of celebrities. In the example that 1 have used. Nt'I\' Kids on The Block. this

tension is vividly displayed. According to sorne conventions. Nt'II' Kids is entire1y

fabricated and therefore possesses no "authentic" value whatsoe"er. For their

supporters, their youthfulness, their sincerity, and their contemporaneity arc their

legitimate claims to authenticity and stardom. Other performers acti"c1y assault the

C<IDon of rock authenticity through a demonstrative and flamboyant display of artifice and

transformation. David Bowie or Madonna are examples of popular music celebrities that

build on the authentic soul of popular music. They transform and transfigure themselves

and through these reincamations present a moving subjectivity, and ultimately an enigma

about their authentic self. Their enigmatic quality is reinforced by the centrality of

authenticity to popular music discourse. Their play with identity and image is often an

ironic modality to the c1aims in rock for authenticity. Indeed, their c1aim could be

construed as an appeal to an aesthetic, where the performer has the "genius" to

transform like the brilliant actor. The Key to their continuing appeal is the continuaI

deferral of the resolution of the enigma; the authentic self is never revealed completely.
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Within this tension betwecn anifice and authenticity. the audience is drawn to

panicular performers and their expressions of this tension. What is characteristic of the

fan of the popular music performer, no matter how they deal with this tension betwecn

artifice and authenticity, is their loyalty. Through this loyalt)' a representation of

community c!evelops around the popular music celebrity composed of those people who

are committed te his/her music and identity. This close connection to their audience is

what makes popular music celebrities so attractive to advenising agencies: in the last

decade the use of popular music performers in advenisements for Coca Cola and Pepsi

has becn one of their principal advenising strategies. As weil, most major concen tours

are sponsored by becr or soft drink companies. The popular music celebrit)' offers the

adveniser an entrée into an audience that has made a commitment to a cenain

entenainment product; the adveniser wants to piggyback that loyalty so that their

products are seell in a cluster formation around the panicular celebrity and his/her

identity with definable audience. Each popular music celebrity that moves into

marketing other products is selling their capital as a kind of brand loyalty to the

advertising company. The advenising company then is searching for a resonating wave

of brand loyalty that provides a liaison between the celebrity and the advertised

commodity.

To summarise the forms of power that are held by the popular music celebrity,

the close connection of the performer to his/her audience demarcates his/her power from

other celebrity forms. While television has its regularity of seriai performance broadcasr

to each individual home, popular music has the physically live communal ritual of the
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concert to provide concrete evidence of their audience and their audiencc's supp<1rt .

Although film has concrete evidence of box oflice a;"ld audien.:e numbers. il denies lhe

possibility of interaction between performer and audience. The close connection and

apparent commitment of the audience in popular music bestows on the popular music

celebrity a connection to the power of the crowd. or more accuratcly. they provide for

the public sphere a representation and embodiment of the crowd and the crowd's power

in contemporary culture. The frenzy of the rock concert. the active play in the realm

of sentiment and affect rnake the rock star an alluring represcntative of cultural power.

Apart from the performer. there is a reduction of the individuals of the crowd into sorne

organized collective force.

The popular music celebrity does possess other forms of power although these

forms of power are connected symbolieally to the representation of the solidarity and

unitary strength of the concert crowd. S/he can achieve a certain amount of artistic

freedom through the selling of massive numbers of recordings and thereby begin to

construct economic capital to fit certain ends. For instance. the Beatles established their

own recording company, Apple Records, to manage and produce their own artistic

adventures and those of others. Madonna has organized an entire managerial team of

hand-picked female executives to run her complete operation. On a much more basic

level, successful performers often set up their own recording studios in their houses to

facilitate their creative and productive processes. Ali these examples underline the way

in which the celebrity reorganizes the flows of capital in the popular music industry to

suit particular objectives.
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The close association with hislher audience also has bestowed on the popular

music cclebrity a greater sensitivity on the part of performers that the}' are represeming

something. however vague that something might be. In sorne instances the conception

of what they represem may be just that of a large group of people: often po;Jular music

celebrities are constrllcted to represcnt a generation of imeres!s. On occasion this

representation of a group of interests manifests itsclf more directly as a form of political

power. The celebrity figure/sign operates as a way in which discourses about interests

are focussed and shaped by opposing groups. In the sixties. the close connection of

performers to specific poIitical causes can be understood as the manifestation cf ho\\'

issues and interests of different groups of people are represented in the public sphere in

the form of public individuals. The celebrity serves a simplification function, not only

in their message which is channelled through the indirect form of a song, but also in the

way a collective formation of will can be better comprehended and positioned when it

is housed in particular public individuals.

The expressi.:>n of this political power has continued to operate at the

centre of popular musie for the last thiny years. In sorne instances popular music

celebrities are positioned in the public sphere as threats; Elvis in the nineteen fifties

embodied a moral panic along generational lines in the United States. Other popular

music stars, like Mick Jagger or later incarnations of the Beatles, were similarly

constrllcted as public threats. The connection between popular music and youth culture

has also often been articulated as a threat to the established order. The celebrity then

represents the potential for societal transformation or even the catalyst for its breakdown.
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The discourse of the Threat. if it can be so labelled. works not on!\' le' formulale and

:ocus the established position. but also to congcal a community of interest that is

opposed to the established position. Popular music. in its constant reformulation into

new songs (which may or may not resemble past forms) represcnts change itself and the

chaos !hat change could potentially produce. The popular music celebrity then is oflen

the public representation of change. The large crowds that are associated with the

performance of popular music celebrities (here we can think of the massi\'e crowd at

Woodstock and its many reincarnations since 1970) serve te substantiate the organization

of power behind these representatives of change.

!~ is L'lis relationship to the crowd which continues to foster political ambitions

and formulations by rock stars. In the nineteen eighties. the world witnessed a

proliferation of popular music events that were organized around specifie issues and

con.::erns. Bob Ge1dofs Band Aid and subsequent Live Aid were illtended 10 focus world

attention, support and food to help the drought-stricken regicns of Eastern Africa. To

marshal that support, various pop stars performed in front of massive erowds in both

London and Philadelphia; it was watched simultaneously on television by an audience

estimated to be in the hundreds of millions. Similar concerts, tours and albums were

produced in support of other causes: Farm Aid to work against foreclosures of the

American fami1y farm; Rock Against Apartheid/Racism Sun City recording organized

to help raise public support against the South African regime; Save the Rainforests

political action by Sting and others; Amnesty International tour organized by Peter

Gabriel and others. In every city in North America, smaller benefit events have been
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and still are being organized by popular music celebrities to iocus attention on a variety

of social issues. The celebrities of popular music have becn used as the way to organize

a c1ear link between entertainment and issue politics. They are used both to extend the

reach of the political message as weil as a source of funds for the particular causes.

To conclude, there are (WO valuable components of the popular mu.;c C'elebrity

that demonstrate the form of power that is part of their public subjectivity. The amount

of capital that circulates in and around the popular music celebrity establishes the

celebrity as powerful; however, the symbolic power that the popular music celebrity

possesses is equally significant. More than other entertainment celebrities the popular

music celebrity is close to a living audience and not only a living audience but one that

is committed to their persona and their music. The po;>ular music celebrity then

represents the physicality of affective power of the people. In countless commetcials,

the popular music celebrity is used to rearticulate this affective power, where the image

of crowd and its adulation is juxtaposed with the image of the celebrity and the image

of the product so that the celebrity's sway over the crowd is connected to the product.

The use of music itself reinforces this concentration on the affective realm of

performance and crowd. The appeal of the celebrity and hislher music is not to the

rational but to the emotive and the passionate.
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Conclusion: The Concept of a S)·stem of Public Subjecti\·it~

In the preceding summaries of the formations of cekbritics and the way that they

represent forms of power through audience identitïcation. 1 havc isolated on thrcc types

of celebrities which l have connected to specific domains. tcchnological and cultural. of

the entertainment industry. The relative close relationship among these thrcc forms of

celebrity construction allowed the study to emphasize the diffcrentiations and distinctions

that are at play in the emergence and sustenance of any celebrity sign.

The complexity of the celebrity signs that emerge in the entertainment industry

is difficult to unraveL l have altempted to provide cIues to the ways that celebrities are

differentiated and thus convey different representations of public subjcctivity through a

study of what kind of audience identification is privileged in caeh of the technological

forms. In general, what has been revealed is that the three entertainment forms eonstruct

different predominant channels through whieh affective power is housed in the publie

individual. The film celebrity is organized around distance and a relatively eontrolled

text. The television celebrity is constructed around a conception of familiarity. The

popular music celebrity represents variations on the themes of authenticity and

communality with the audience. Within each of the technological forms there is a range

of celebrity identifications that areoffered; nevertheless each is organized in relation to

each of these three types of identification.

My objective in working through these specifie formations of celebrity was to

develop the conception that a system of celebrity is in operation in contemporary culture.

In the current study, l have emphasized the process of differentiation in terms of specifie
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types of technologies and industries of dissemination. Each cultural form can be thought

of as establishing a way in which the public individual is constructed: as weil. each

entenainment industry's construction of celebrities provides an interconnected subsystem

of public individuals that work to forro a system of entenainment celebrities. My

privileging of the entenainment celebrity system is not to say that other forros of

celebrity construction do not operate in contemporary culture. It is quite evident that

sports celebrities, business celebrities, politica1 celebrities and other public figures

emerge and disappear with equivaIent regularity to entertainment stars. However, the

emergence of any celebrity depends on the various technologies of dissemination for its

connection to a massive audience. For instance, both the sports celebrity and the

politica1 celebrity are at least partially constructed as significant public signs through

television coverage. Entertainment ceIebrities provide examples of intense connections

to these technologies and industries and aIlow us to identify most c1early the way in

which public subjectivity is articulated through these forros. Certainly, the forros of

public subjectivity that 1 have identified in this study do not provide an exhaustive

archive of the way in which public personaIities are forroed in contemporary culture; but

the study does uncover its construction in a domain that is unfettered by appeaIs to

rationaIity. The entertainment ceIebrity plays intensely in the world of affect and

affective attachment of an audience to these public signs of the individual. Where other

forros of celebrity are rationalized into the disciplines from which they emerge (i.e. into

the structure of rationality of business, science or politics) the entertainment celebrity

a1lows us to see the workings of affect in the relation between a public and a celebrity.
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The follo\\'ing chapter establishes the way in which the structures oi public

subjectivity that 1 have identified as emerging in the entertainment industries inform the

production of politicallcadership and political culture in general. Through this extension

of the constructions of public personalities into the political sphere. 1 hop.: to

demonstrate that leaders. Iike other celebrities. perform similar functions: theyare means

and methods of housing affective power. The threc categories of affective power that

1 have identified at work in the three entertainment industries' construction of celebrities

will he mapped 01110 the organization of politics and political leadership.
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SECTIO:-'; THREE

CHAPTER EIGHT

THE EMBODIME!'o'T OF AFFECT I1Il POLmCAL CULTURE

For the sake of presumed c1arity of analysis, it is the usual course of research to

separate cultural activities into categories that are believed to operate autonomously,

Thus, it is rare to see the domains of politics and entenainment linked in any

fundamental sense. What 1plan to identify in this final chapter is that there are linkages

between the political and entenainment spheres. One of the critical points of

convergence of politics and entenainment is their construction of public personalities.

ln politics, a leader must somehow embody the sentiments of the party, the people and

the state. In the reaIm of entenainment, a celebrity must somehow embody the

sentiments of an audience. These functions construct celebrities and political leaders that

identify a general system for the construction of public subjectivity and conceptions of

subjectivity. They are representations of the individual in contemporary culture; they

do, however, represent a peculiar form of individual and individuality because of their

active construction and deployment in the public sphere.

The Convergence of Public Identities in Capitalist Democracies

1 have argued that there are public forms of subjectivity that are privileged in

contemporary culture because they are connected to particular ends and interests in the

organization of power. Within that argument, 1 have avoided the conception that this
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organiz:ation of public subjectivity is somehow a master scheme for the subjugation of

the people into accepting the powers that be. What 1 have tried to identi fy is that there

has been an intensified interest in the disciplining of the mass or in its metaphorical

construction, the crowd, in the last !wo hundred years. This intensity has worked to

produce a system of celebrity which is positioned as a means of comprehending and

congeaIing the mass into recogniz:able and generally non-threatening forms.

Simultaneous to the emergence of the popular will and democratic constructions in

go,'emment was the building of means and methods of understanding and controlling the

expression of that popular will. The system of celebrity is one of the ways that the

crowd/mass is housedlcategorized and understood.

To categorize politicians as celebrities is to include their activities in a more

generalizable project of constructing public subjectivities to house the popular will. The

celeblity category also permits looking at the meaning of the politician that identifies

their "affective function" in the organiz:ation of intel"l".sts and issues. 1am not concluding

that this is the politicalleader's only function in politics; but it is a principal function.

The affective function is also difficult to ascertain in the political sphere because of the

layering of other forms of rationality that are connected to the actions of leaders. For

instance, the election is constructed as a rational expr=ion of the people's will and is

positioned as such for the sake of the legitimacy of democratic govemments. Without

this re-presentation of the political campaign and the electoral process as rational and

therefore legitimate, the very authority of democratic regimes would be severely

undermined. The affective function, although being a central component of the political
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leader's eampaign to gain and maintain power. is obscured in the final meaning behind

a shroud of rationality.'

This paradox of political rationality is made abundantly c1ear in the way that

political campaigns are presented for the public. Television advenisements for political

candidates. as Diamond and Bates have chronic1ed. are often organized around the

emotions of an i~sue rather than the development of rational debate.2 As weIl, the use

of political polling by the politician's campaign is more often than not to help create a

bandwagon effect where success of the candidate is used as a kind of affective leverage

to encourage others to follow with their suppon. Ginsberg has attempted to describe the

very action of political polling of all sons as a technique for the expansion of power and

jurisdiction of govemmem itself because results of polis can be used to indicate, with

quantitative legitimacy. that a massive number of people are supportive of a particular

issue, position or leader.3 In their active attempts to contain the mass in various

messages and images. politicalleadership campaigns can be thought of as intense effons

to connect to affective power so that it can be expressed through the individual

~c fornu or r8lionalil)' llut arc laycrcd OVCf the proccss ofdccisioa.·maki~in cOlUCmporary dcnocl'1ltic polilici can he lin1::cd \0 Weber",
work on t)'PCs of rationalil)' and forma of rationalization. The cnd-po:.nt of \he pollticaJ proccss. lhal is" the clcction of. candidate 10 he the
IClldcr. il laycn:d with forma of putpOIÏvc Dlionality which bc<:omc a Conn of leChnical :alionalit)' or -lnstNmcnlal rationality·. What is
incompatible in the dcvclopmcntof. -discnchlnlt:d- world is the .rrce:wal re.lm: "Action:s purposÎvc-rational (:w«krcdoncl] whcn il ÎJ oriCalcd
1o end•. meAru.. and t«ondary mults. Thia involves rationally wei~hin~ the relations of mc:ans to cnds. the relations of end. ta secondary
comc:quc:ncC5. and finall)' \he relative importa"'c of difTcrcnt possible cnd.. Detc:rmination of action eilher in a.ff«lU41 or tnIditioDlollcmls il
lhu. ir.::omrlltihle wilh lhis 1)'pC.-· What ICCmJ cvidenl in our democralic system is lhe incor"\PlItibility bc:tween lhe~ ÏDlUUmental
nltionlllil)' whil:h fonns lhe idcola,:il:al bue oflhe demo;ral:Y and lhe fonns ofaffel:tivc le~itlt1Ultion lhat are aecentualcd in politieal ea~ips.
The ilUeNIC play wilh affect in the ol'J:aniz.alion ofpublic subjectivil)'. includin& our politicallcaden. could bc evidcnce ofa leptimltion erisis
in contcmpOrary l:apiLllist democl'1lciel.
·Ma", Weber. quolcd in JUl');en Habcnnas. 77t~ 7Mof)' 0/Communiauille Acdon. Vol. 1. Boston: Bcal:on. 1984 (1981). p. 168: from Economy
and So.:icty. Berkeley: Univenhy of CalifomÎll. 1978. p. 26.
For fuMer wrilins: on question» of contempOrary le~timltion and ilS problems ICC Habermas. ügilimation Crisir. Boston: BeKaa. 1973.

:Ed\\'in Diamond and Slcrhcn Bates. 77t~ Spot: 7h~ Ris~ 0/PoUrical Ad\'f:ni.ring on T~kvision. Cambrid~. Ma.: M.I.T. Prcu. 1988.

'Benjamin Girubcll:. 111~ Olpli\'t' Public: Ho"" Moss OpiniDn PTOttIota S:at~ POM't'r. Nl:W York: Basic Books. 1986.
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candidate.

The (wo layers of poliùca1 raùonality of lead.:rs. tha! oi n:asl'n.:d. rational

legiùmacy and a form of affecùve consensus building. d.:scrib.: th.: organization of

contemporary political campaigns and elecùons. This double system of rationality has

emerged in concen with another double system of rationality that is the framework oi

consumer capitalist culture. The Iynchpin of legitimacy in consumer capitalism is the

consumer. The centrepiece of contemporary politica1 culture is the citizen. In

contemporary culture, there is a convergence in subjectivity towards th.: id.:ntilication

and construcùon of the ciùzen as consumer. What this convergence entails is a

reinforcement of the dual system of rationality in politics. The citizen becomes

reconfigured in politica1 campaigns as a politica1 consumer who like any consumer must

make purchasing choices be(Ween severa! different commodities. On one levcl, the

consumer is constructed as ultimately rational: the entire legitimacy of the organization

of markets and the discipline/science of economics is built on the conception of the

rational consumer and hislher capacity to make rational selections depending on a variety

of variables. Simultaneous to this conception of the consumer as ultimately rational,

there is the complementary organization of the consumer through advenising as

motivated by irrationality. According to historical research by Leiss et al., there has

been an expansion of advertising products through irrational and emotionally charged

imagery and a diminution of rational argumentation in display advertisements.4 The

product advertising campaign provides the underlying model of the politica1 election

William t.eiu. Stephen Kline and Sut Jhall)·. Socicl Communication in Adwnmng. Toronto: Ncbon. 19~O. pp. 281·283
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campalgn. Both campaigns instantiate the prominence of the irrational appeal within

a general legitimating discourse of rationality. Both campaigns are attempts at

establishing a resonance witil a massive number of people 50 that there is a connection

between the ca:npaign's message and the interests of each consumer/citizen. To provide

sorne form of connotative connection is the central objective of the advertisement and

likewise with ferms of promotion featured in an election campaign. The effon to

provide cultural linkages between a canàidatelproduct and a massive public is an intense

play in the realm of affective power. The cultural linkages or forms of connotation that

momentarily make sense are .lppeals beyond the domain of the rational consumer to the

realm of affect which is perceived to be a more powerful ;>.nd expansive way for people

to make decisions. Enormous capital expenditures are made to provide the images and

forms that can at least momentarily encompass the affective power of the mass public.

The convergence of a consumer capitalist discourse and the forms of political

discourse transform the types of subjectivity that are constructed for both political

leadership and citizenry. The leader is reconstructed as a commodity to sorne degree as

helshe ent~rs into an eIection campaign couched in the discourse of consumption choice.

Also the citizen's subjectivity is reconstructed to be a variant of the consumer, that is,

simultaneously constructed as a rational individual and irrational collective. The

meaning of political choice is also transformed in this Iink between the worId of

consumption and politics. Consumption is also allied with the connotation of the

expendability of the commodity consumed; the political commodity is either consumed,

used up or, in sorne instances, construeted as only momentarily useful and easily
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superseded or replaced. The supposed telos of this infinite manufacture of commodities

and the images that surround commodities works as one of the foundations of the system

of economic growth: new commodities and the consumption of ne,," commodities pro\'ide

for the circulation of capital which is equated with incrcasing prospcrity. \Vith the

absorption of the commodity structure into the political system there is also the

acceleration in the production of the images of politics. Therc is a concurrent production

of politicaI leadership and the production of new ways of presenting that leadership

which paraJlel the circulation of commodities in other spheres. Politics through

leadership is constnlcted as a game of product differentiation and the establishment of

market share in the electorate. It is also constructed through the commodity structure

as a system which affords a surplus of politicaI images and leaders; in a sense, thcre is

an overproduction of politicaI forms even though the variations in these political forms

may be within a limited range. Thus, part of the contemporary polit.cal process is the

expendability of positions, issues and, ultimately, political leaders.

Two institutions of contemporary political culture, press agencies and public

opinion polling, have been involved in the proliferation of a political discourse that

conflates the exigencies of capitalism/the marketplace and the organization of a

democracy. By loo1àng at each of their origins and their function related to organizing

public forms of subjectivity, one can identify the links between other systems of

celebrity, which are more obviously connected to consumer capitalism, and the political

œlebrity.
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The press agent's primary function is to prepare the politician for public

consumption. S/He attempts to massage messages and meanmgs so that they are

interpreted favourably by the media first and then the public itself. Press agents are

involved with the organization of public appearances of the political leader. the

construction of media events, and the reconstructing of evems and issues in a \\'a)' that

augments the authority and legitimacy of the political leader. Some agents now have

very specific titIes which describe their raIe of handling the proliferation of a discourse

that is seen to affect the power and prestige of the leader. Spin doctoring refers to this

particular function of press agents to handle the •spin· or genel'21 direction and news

angle of an issue.s At other times they operate as a shield for the political leader;

instead of the media being permitted to talk directly to the leader, the)' are given the

press agent who interprets the position of the leader without the authority of the leader.

The intention may be a dissipation of a threatening issue to the leader.

The press agent role articulates the efforts to control the image and representation

of a political leader. The extensive development of this industry of control in the

twentieth century also identifies the centrality of the political image in definitions and

tHcrc ia an cxamplc of an advcniKmcnt by the political consultanc:y finn. Smith/W"l1liams. thll IP"ializcs in spin do:tori~:

TboWlIld-ap.
Your campaipor ocpaizalioa probably lpCftl1s hundrcd. oftbouaanda of dollars on pIIid media. But whcn il cOmeJ 10 !tee media. dcalial: wi1h
DCWI outlcta. you problbly rel)' on .....rrcr. Thint about il...•11 \bal moncy to bu)' TV and radio. but wheft il comes to the prcu ...ifs usually
caleh a. caleb cano

Tbo PIlcb.
Our company fo.:u.cl cm fn:c media. Wc can do an initiallCl-up, Wc'U bclp your pre... ~rctaf)' plan and implcment your campaip IUW.tqy.

Wc can hclp mar oule pn:u plan (or an upcomi", dcbatc. Wc t.now hO">' le) bandlc ind~tmenb. atT'C1t. or a çandidatc \hat simply fa11a down
..irae lot.

U's Ùl dw Dirt.
Campaips can oftcn tUe uoexpccted WI'ftI.. Thcx barns almoat al"'8)'. surface in me Cree prcu. Be ready for tbcm. Be eonfidcnl tblt you an
lIhut them down. or milk. tbcm for aU they'rc worth. Cali us.

Ad"crtitcmCnt publishcd in: C4mpaisns and E1«tions.. 7M MQgtd"~fo" PoliricGl Prof~ssi0n4ls, 12~. Scptcmbcr 1991. p. 29.
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meanings of legiti:Tlacy in politics. As weil. in a kind oi binarism. th.: dli.':"! W contH'!

the image betrays ilS opposite: that the image in ilS play with aii.:ct could pwducc

uncontrollable consequences in the mass public. Canneui's metaphors conc.:ming the

nature of the erowd are apt to explain the threat pcrceived by political consultants in the

play with affect: the """Tong" message could easily spread Iike a wi!dtir<' through th.:

public sphere.· In the age of democratic politics where legitimation is established by

a representation of public interest through elections. the indust!)· of public relations has

grown to inhabit the political sphere and to provide a layer of mcaning that em'elopes

most political discourse and particularly that discourse which informs the construction

of political leaders.

The origins of this layering of political discourse with a form of public relations

and press agency has been connected to the development of the publicity agent for the

entertainment industry in the late nineteenth ce1tury and early twentieth century, Most

histories of public relations identify this direct Iink between the craft of the press agent

and the publicity agent. Indeed. public relations tries to distinguish itself from the

practice of press agenlS while acknowledging their fundamental link in terms of

beginnings:

Most lexts on public relations make a clear distinction
between public relations and press agentry. the former
being a sober effort to inform the public and ereate good
will, and the latter involving flamboyant and exploitative
events designed to achieve space in the media with no
thought of truth or sobriety. Yet, while tawdry press
agentry is hardly to be condoned, the press agent was

iI$cc Elias CanDC:ni. Crowds and P~r. Trans. by Carol Stewart. HArmondsworth: Pl:niUln. 1973 (1960,
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c1early the precursor of the professional publicist. and
some of these publicists have becn responsible for the
creation of interesting and frequently entenaining and
contrived news evenlS.7

ln the Americao setting the acknowledged forerunner of the profession of public relations

and press agent is P. T. Barnum, who in the ninetee.,th century conslructed a series of

"media events" to corral attention to his museums and/or circuses. Public relations

proliferated from this origin. The craft involved, in ilS nascent form. IWO forms of

knowledge that were secn to be valuable for both corporations and govemments: a

knowledge of the codes and practices of the media, particularly the news media. and

secondly, a knowledge of the means and methods to attract the public's attention. The

discipline of public relations cao be understood as the bridge for both industry and

govemment to use media forms in containing the expression of the affective power of

the mass. The publicists of the entertainment world were secn to have an intuitive

capacity to know their audience and to know how to affect their audience. The form of

knowledge that they were secn to possess was lranslated into a structure that both

industry and government could use: by the 1950s, public relations departments became

standard appendages of any political pany, any governmental department, and any large

corporation in the United States.

A number of factors have becn identified as the impetus behind the investment

in this form of knowledge of the public sphere that public relations offered. For the

industrial sector, the Pennsylvania Railroad disaster of 1906 was seen to he the first

'Charlc5S. Stcinbcfi.1ht' CrraDttn tt/COIUnu: Public Rdaritms in Pracdct'. Nev.' York: Hailing" HoulOC.197S. p. 27.
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full-fledged public relations campaign. Ivy Lee. the virtual father of publi.: relations

organized the campaign for the company: instcad of suppressing in formation Lee

transported reporters to the wreck site with company funds.' ln this way. the

information was more controlled by the company because the public relations division

was able to establish the "reality" of the event beforc other sources could establish

credibility. The success of the campaign to mitigate the negative publicity of a human

disaster caused by a corporation has been read in retrospect as the stimulus for the

expansion of the profession of public relations. Corporations such as AT&T were quick

to establish in-house public relations departments to shore-up their legitimacy as a virtual

monopoly by the 1920s.9 Other large corporations followed suit in either establishing

their own public relations departments or hiring consultants to manage crises of public

confidence. For governments, the setling up of propaganda departments during wars led

to the institutionalization of public relations into the daily control of gove 'Ilmental

information. In the United States, George Creel set up the Commitlee on Public

Information which served as "the first bona fide government communications

program" .10 According to Steinberg, individuals involved in the tirst world war

communications program formed the nucleus of the tirst generation of public relations

consultants for industry and government. Finally, in this official history of the origins

of press agentry and public relations, Franklin Delano Roosevelt was instrumental in

-Stanley Kc:Ucy Jr.• ProJQS/onaJ MUe Iùüzdons and PoUtical ~,.. Baltimore: Johns Hopkin. Pre"- 1958. pp.17·IS

'KeUey p. 19.

tosteinber:. 71Ie Cnlllion ofCortS('nl. p. 29.
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constructing the legitimacy of public relations practices and techniques in American

presidential politics and image-making. In the inexorable proliferation of the techniques.

Eisenhower's 1952 presidential campaign is considered by many to be the first that was

dominated by press agents and public relations. Eighty million dollars was reportedly

spent in the campaign to elect Eisenhower and after his election, public relations

consultant Walter Williams became a permanent staff member of the White House. 11

The integration of press agents and public relations into political discourse

identifies the dissipation of disciplinary boundaries between various domains of the

public sphere. The entertainment sphere operates as an originary source for methods of

shaping public interest in other industries and politics. Moreover, distinctions between

the requirements of business and industry and those of politics and govemment in terms

of communicative strategies and efforts to control the flow and meaning of information

have been dissolving as the discursive strategies of public relations have become

universallyapplied. The public personality that is constructed in one sphere is informed

by the methods and manners that a public personality has been constructed in another

public sphere because of the commonality of discursive s:rategies that have emerged with

the generaJ cise of public relations. PoliticaJ leaders, a10ng with other public figures,

are part of a general system of constructing public images that are intended to reply to

the people's position as a collective power. Press agents and public relations firms have

developed an expertise in reading the affective power of the populous and providing the

lIKcll)'. op.Cil. p. 2.
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symbols that will contain that power within the current institutions.

The development of opinion polling is similarly an e1aborat.: way 10 und.:rstanù

the mass and place their interests within the bounds of existing institutions. Public

opinion polling provides the scientific evidence of what the peopk lhink; il provid.:s th.:

authoritative counterbalance to the less scientific craft of public relations in establishing

a symbolic link be!Ween politicalleadership and the people (the mass).

Ginsberg's work on the origins of public opinion poils id.:ntities their function

as intimately connected to !WO political agendas; the expansion of stale power and the

institutionalization of conservative elites as natural holders of political power. Il The

progressive enfranchisement of the population not only gives the concept of consultation

of the people in the form of elections, but also legitimates the expansion of the domain

of the state. Elections, in Ginsberg's insightful analysis, are designed as representations

of democratic will that channel political action into one of the more passive constructions

of involvement. The vote works to diminish the development of active dissent that could

manifest itself in a number of other forms. The sheer number of participants in the

process of voting allows for governments to consider that they, in fact, represent the will

of the people. Elections also serve to delegitimate other forms of political action.

Historically, elections can be read as formal consultation with the crowd or the masses

which work to diminish the threat of violence and other forms of civil disobedience that

CBcqjamin Ginsbcfi:. 7h~ Cl2pti,~ Public: HoM' Mcw Opinion PromDlcs Slale POVr.".r. New York: 8alli, 8001;.). 19K6 •
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have been tradiùonally the shape of resistance of the underc1asses. l
)

Public opinion polling is an extension of the process of "domesticating" the

concept of the mass and the power of the mass. It has been used extensively since the

early part of the nineteenth century to survey the desires of different groups of the

populous to deterrnine their needs and interests. On many occasions. the opinion surveys

were used to provide evidence that various labour leaders and working c1ass

representatives were not represenùng the interests of their union members. In the

American presidential election campaign of 1896, the conservative Chicago Tribune

polled 14,000 factory workers to prove that 1abourers were 80 per cent in favour of the

Republican candidate McKinley as opposed to the Democrat, Bryan." The practice of

surveying "the people" on a regular basis expanded beyond newspapers and magazines

in the 19th century to inc1ude govemments and numerous large corporations in the

twentieth century. From the early to mid-twentieth century, virtually ail of the c1ientele

of the principal pollsters - that is, George Gallup and Elmo Roper - were aligned with

the conservative end of the politica1 spectrum. 's There are two reasons why opinion

polis were more significant in the politics of the conservative elite of both business and

govemment. Firstly, their knowledge of non-elites and working classes was limited.

Without polis and with the organization of modem politics around the representation of

the masses, the conservative elite knew very little about the rest of the social world that

l'OiDlbc:rs;. nu- C4pti\Y Public. particullrl)' l:h. 2. "ne Domc:stication of Mass Belier-. pp. 32-58.

"Ibid.• p. 79
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it needed so desperately to know in order to construct common symboli.: ground for the

maintenance of power. Secondly. polling served to undermine the power of the labol:r

leaders as different polis gave c1ear. quantitative evidencc that the union members had

different interests from their leaders. Because industry and govemment funded these

various polis, the questions asked were geared to produce responses that could be used

favourably by businesses against labour organizations and by govemments against

organized opposition movements. 16 In terms of political leadership. the objective of

many polis was to separate the support for a given political leader from any specific

issue that might harm the support of that politicalleader. The ultimate achievement of

this dissociation of interest and policy desires that were diametrically opposed to the

politicalleader's position from overall approval for the leader occurred in the Reagan

presidency; for severa! years a massive majority opposed virtually ail of the major

political positions of Reagan and yet an equally massive majority supported the

president. An overriding link between the political leader and "the people" had been

established so that unpopular policies did not necessarily threaten the politician's power

and would not substantially threaten the execution of the unpopular policies.

In general, opinion polis provide a categorization of the mass, where the

unknown quality of the mass can be reconfigured into something quantifiable and

concrete. For instance, George Gallup's polling service spanned the needs of business

and politics. For the Hollywood film industry, Gallup was used originally to determine

"Ginsbc'l:. pp.75-80
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the attractiveness of certain film titles to the mass audience. l
" The company was

instremental in helping to maintain the connection between the entertainment industry

and its audience. This service of providing the reading of the mass audience was also

used in the political sphere: Gallup's services were commissioned by parties and media

ouùets to determine the popularity of political leaders. The statistical accuracy of the

readings - its framing of the affective sphere into quantitative, verifiable categories -

established a conception of the mass that was more real and more expansive than any

interest group representation or its leadership. PolIs therefore work to reinforce the

politics and leaders that are already in positions of power while, at the same time, work .

to subvert the power of politically active groups.

The combination of opinion polling and public relations has produced an entire

specialized industry called political consultancy which services the legitimation needs of

politicalleadership. Political consultaney is the maintenance system of modem capitalist

democracy: the consultant attempts, through various scientific techniques of polling and

unscientific means of reading the mass public, to help establish the "cultural frames" for

the election of the politician. The term cultural frames is drawn from Leiss et al.'s

assessment of the function of modem advertising. They conclude that advertising helps

to situate the cultural reference points for the consumption of products. The ad works

to surround the product with images of we1l-being and of connections to culturally

"Ooc of the cadicil \&ICI of Gallup wu in tcll-markctÎn$: lhe tille of the 1939 film~ W;da 'lM Wmd. Anolhcr diJcovcry by AJU••
divwon of Gallup. wu that audience. prefer onc-word tilles. The IWdio cao he Ken in lbclC effona of polli~10 be uyiftl; to proteet tbeir
ÙlYeJtmCIU U ImKh .. pouiblc and tbcreby maximizc the audicnec rcach for tbcir product. PoUinz and prc-martetia,: IUalqiCi for the
CftlCrtlÎnmcnl indl.lllnc. are a (orm of investmcnl insurancc that the mua can indccd bc tcmporan1y captured. For a history orthe carly JUrvc~
orme .udic~c.1CC Garth Jowen. "GiviRl Them "''hat Ibc)' Want: Movic: Audic~c Rcscan:h Bcfore: 1950" in SNCC A. Austin cd. 0uTmt
Rnt4rrh in Film: Audimca. Economies and La".. Vol. 1. NON'ood. NJ.: Ablcx. 1985 ch. 2. pp. 19·35; on one-word tidcs sec p. 31.
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imbedded values and desires to make the product resonate with the lives of its target

audience." Similarly, the political consultant constructs a frame for selling a political

candidate to the electorate through the attachment of culturally-imbcdded mcaning to a

particular issue or to the particular personality of a candidate. Thc cultural frames arc

structured as the support structure for the establishment of the legitimacy of any

candidate to actually represent the mass public(s).

The expansion of political consultancy along with its sister professions of opinion

polling, press agentry, and public relations describes the devclopmenl of a layer of

mediation between institutions and the public. Fundamentally it is a proliferating

interpretive discourse; it operates as a sense-making apparatusltechnology for the

organization of a capitalist-based democracy that depends on a knowledge and an

inclusion at sorne level of the entire public. Integrated into the discourse is the

organization of social and political reality into the conceptualization of the marketplace.

Thus part of the interpretive discourse of political consultancy and public relations in

general, is the organization of identities into the structure of commodities. The citizen

is reconfigured as a political consumer; the candidates and leaders are reconstructed as

political commodities. The interpretive discourse of political consultancy provides

correlations between these two spheres of the political market through establishing a

language of common interest.

To further ex!end the significance of this reconfiguration of politics, political

consultancy also identifies the intense work that is pursued in contemporary culture to

"LciJs ct al. SDci121 CommuniC'cZlion in Ad~râsing. pp.327-34S
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maintain a connection between political and cultural hegemony. If political hegemony

can be characterized as a moving consensus among various institutions and groups in

society to maintain power, cultural hegemony can be thought of as the symbolic

structures that are in place or developed to provide a commonality among the various

groups in the society. The nation and nationhood, the family, the folksongs and culture

are the most obvious examples of symbolic structures which operate as the bases of

cultural hegemony. These universal experiences within a culture are used to provide

linkages between disparate groups and interests. Fundamentally. these symbolic

structures are techniques for establishing the very existence of a particular polity.

Cultural hegemony is institutionalized in the political process at the level of leadership.

Cultural hegemony is another connecting fibre for the housing of the mass public in the

politieal process. The leader must be structured continually to correlate with this cluster

of universal cultural sentiments. 1 he leader, although institutionally an element of the

politieal sphere, must work to embody what is perceived of as universal interest or

common experience that is defined primarily in the reaIm of cultural Iife. These are

mass experiences and general sentiments that cannot be seen as evidence of divisions or

forms of cultural distinction. The politieal leader in capitalist democracies functions to

wed the politieal hegemony to a successful characterization of cultural hegemony.

The politieal leader thus actively works at a form of culturallegitimation which

is perceived as the means to establish contact with the mass public that is not generally

part of the ruling politieal hegemony. Politieal consultancy is primarily involved with

servicing this aspect of the leader's public personality. They rework cultural sentiments
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sc that they can be integrated into the constructed characra oi the l~der.

The politicalleader. in terms of function and as a form of political legitimation.

then is constructed in a manner that resembles other public pcrsonalitics that have

emerged from a variety of cultural activities. First. the political leader like the celebrity

is produced as a commodity. Secondly. the symbolic content of the political leader as

commodity arises primarily from the similar groundwork of cornmon cultural sentiments.

Entertainment celebrities. like politicalleaders are working to establish a form of cultural

hegemony. The meanings of masculinity and femininity. the meaning oi family. and

the definition of common cultural identity are the various territorial domains upon which

popular cultural celebrities navigate in their formation of public pcrsonas. Popularity.

or the temporal establishment of a connection to a significant configuration of cultural

symbols, is essential for both the politician and the celebrity.

In the following sections, 1 will establish lin:.:ages between the forms of celebrity

developed in the entertainment industry and the forms and functions of political

personalities. The central constructions of public subjectivity developed in the film,

television and popular music industries will be mapped onto the organization of political

culture and specifically the organization of political leadership. ln contrast ta the

previous analyses of celebrity, these sections will begin from the forms of identification

and construction of celebrity types that have emerged from the entertainment sphere and

then will read constructed political events as techniques for the development of these

forms of identification. The examples drawn for this survey of the political construction

of affective forms of identification will be from recent leadership campaigns and
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elecùons in the United States and Canada. It is not meant to be an exhaustive or all­

inclusive survey; rather it is meantto indicate the way in which these forms of affective

power are rearticulated in the construction of the political leader.

The construction of the Familiar and familial leader

Television provides for the poliùcal leader a site through which a poliùcs of

familiarity can be developed and conslructed. In terms of Jauss' categories of hero

identificaùon television privileges this cathartic identification. 1 have spoken before

about the regularity of television, its serialization of characters and its construcùon of

a group of familiar faces that are slructured into a pattern of repetition. On one level,

the political leader must enter this system of familiar faces and familiar narratives in

order to establish his/her continuing legitimacy with the mass public.

The Political Leader as News Form

Within the television apparatus, news programmes are the primary location for the

production of the celebrity of the politicalleader. The determination of television news

is shaped by severa! criteria that may or may not conform to the exigencies of the

politician. One of the central criteria for the production of news is the identification of

something new. A crises, a war, a natura! ,jisaster, and a fire are all events which are

natura!ly newsworthy because they provide obvious representations of the extraordinary

and appear to be something new.

The media event, conslructed by both the aspiring and the established politician,
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• is a technique to constitute the politician as news. Boorstin has described these incidents

as "pseudo-events" , that is. events which are fabricated to attract the news apparatus ll)r

the sake of attaining airtime.'· Because of the prefabrication of these stories. te:evision

news is often quite compliant in permitting these events to be part of the newscast;

instead of an investigative search for televisual stories. it is oflen much simpler to l."\ke

what is provided by the politician which is organized to conform to the codes and

conventions of what constitutes a news story. For example. Bob Graham. while

•

•

campaigning for the govemorship of Florida in 1978 constructed a series of events which

maintained the interest of the media. In order to understand the people of Florida. he

worked in various settings, as a building construction worker. a pol iccman. a farmer etc

. As weU, this campaign constructed each of the work sites where he engaged in the

labour as media events. Not only was the campaign constructed into an image and

slogan of an advertising campaign (slogans included "Bob Graham Worked Here" and

"The Story of the Man Who Worked for Govemor" and "Bob Graham; working with

people"), Graham and his media consultant Bob Squier were also successful in

establishing the candidate, a virtual unknown before the campaign, as a legitimate

contender for election through massive exposure on nightly news.20

The established political leader does not have to resor! to the construction of

media events nearly 50 often as the unknown. Instead, the Prime Minister in the

"Dooicl Boonli.. lM 1""'8<. New VorI:: Alhcacum, 1977(1961).

»$c:c Kathleen Han JamiClOo°. and Karl)'n Kahn Campbell". analym of the campai," in "/ht' Inl~rpllr)' of Infl"t'nu: Mt' Man Mt'dic tmd
l1tdr Publics in News. Ad"C'l'fising and Po/iDes. Belmonl Ca.: W.dswonh Publ'W1i~ Company. 1910. pp.233-237.
Grùam won bis c1ccùon campai:n and bcamc: Rorida"s Govcmor in Novcmbcr 1978.
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Canadian situation or the President in the United States relies 0:1 t~c inst:t~:ion2.1 wcight

of thc office to produce a guarantcc of a certain amo:.;:<, of covcragc. :\lso. the

organization of television news !cads to the institutiona!iza,ion of reporters and camera

crews to coYer the leader in power. The press that is directly connec,ed to covering the

president or prime minister is a complementary institution that le;;.ds to the production

of newstories that are centred on these political leaders. For reasons of cost. simplicity.

and the perceived news status of the incumbent. the politicalleader achieves a seriality

in newscasts where his image and his commC:lts are almost assured to be presented every

night. As a television performer. the incumbent politicalleader enters the community

of familiar public personalities constructed by the continuous flow of television. SIHe

is an integral element in the continuous narrative of news.

Opposition leaders can also be part of the seriality of political performance on

television. In terms of the codes of objectivity, the Canadian politiCal opposition leader

is often used as a means to provide the objectivity of the newscast. If the words and

image of the Prime Minister are part of a story. they are often balanced by the words

and image of the Leader of the Opposition. The two images of leaders often become the

way in which an issue is constructed and reinforces the very limitations of the debate.

There is a further construction of the incumbent political leader which

differentiates himlher from this simple televisual seriality of an organized binary

opposition concerning issues. The incumbent leader can also represent a form of

neutrality that allows him/her to be constructed as above the game of politics and
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involved with the larger symbols of the nation-state. This symbolic function oi

leadership can best be observed in what are thought oi as largdy c.:remonial alïairs: a

politica1 summit. the ofticial govemment welcome oi a Royal \ïsit. or the touring "i a

foreign state are ail exarnples of how the incumbent leader is positioned into a domain

of perœived and constructed neutra1ity. Television news is very accommodating in

presenting the "drarna" of these ceremonies and the pt.-rformance that anempts to embody

the nation and its people.21

The Familial in the Construction of Political Leadership

The invocation of the familiar is presented in terms of deeply embedded cultural

categories of 1egitimate power and authority. These categories of authority are

genderized and placed within a familial context. The presentation of leadership often

becomes represented in politics as a masculine trait. Layered on to the construction of

leadership as a form of masculinity is the division of power in the family itself. The

politica1leader then is generally painted as the father-figure for the nation and its people.

It is an authoritarian presentation of leadership that invokes a form of patemalism into

the organization of politics. Ronald Reagan's familiarity was variously described as

avuncular and grandfatherly. In Canadian politics of the 1950s, there was an active

public relations campaign to construct the aging Prime Minister Louis St. Laurent as

"Unc1e Louis" 50 that his childless and bureaucratic life could be reconstructed within

::r:'For an ÎlUCfCltin:: rcadin; of the ","niD; and ~i~nific.no:l: of 1hc)C public IpCclaclc~ and the V.'B)' in whi,h thcy ~pc the mc.nin~ of

lqitima\e culture Sec Oa'Vid Chaoc)'. Fierions œuf C~mnotZics.London: Comcdia. 1979•

322



•

•

•

familial boundaries of representation.n

Positioning the politica1 leader into the family context must be understood as

working in concert with the meaning of masculinity in contemporary political discourse.

Masculinity continues to connote power, control and mastery. Politicai leaders must

demonstrate these qualities of masculinity to establish their legitimacy. In George Bush's

final thirty minute campaign film shown on ail three national networks on Election Eve,

November 7, 1988, this combinatory construction of masculinity VIas presented: in the

opening scenes Bush is presented as a military leader, first as a second world war hero,

then as a leader reviewing the American troops in a vaguely defined Middle Eastern

setting; and then in a later sequence, the militarism which can be defined as evidence of

his masculine power is contextualized with a lengthy series of edited clips involving his

family, his grandchildren and his wife participating in a family picnic. Within Bush's

specifie campaign, the combination was to revea1 that Bush would be "strong", to

counteract perceptions of his "wimpiness" or effeminate posturing. yet compassionate,

to provide evidence that he would attempt to foster a "kinder, gentler America" than his

predecessor Reagan. The family operates symbolically in this construction of political

leadership as an acceptable feminized version of masculine power. To put it crudely,

the family patriarch is represented as the benevolent leader whose power is tempered by

his responsibilities for others. The family represents the citizens of America and is

correlated with the father figure representing the natural form and style of the President.

The homologous relationship between the familial and the nation, the father and the

=7Jll' Bit ~u. esc·. '1ht" Jounull. Scplcmbcr. 1988
AllO ICC O'...id Taraa.1M ~'SlflaUn: 7ht' M~D·.r Influmct on CatuU!ian PoUlies. p. 13$.
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political leader is a Ïorrn of affective transferencc: the acceptability and the "warmth"

conveyed by a "good" and "strong" family structure becomes a legitimate mode! to

structure the organization of the political sphere.~;

There are countless other examples in the construction of political leadership

which anempt to organize the representation of power and benevolence through codes

of masculinity and codes of the family. The various membcrs of the Massachusetts'

Kennedys who have run for political office in the United States are constructed as

simultaneously virile but connected to a strong family. Indeed. although John F.

Kennedy has been dead for nearly thirty years, his constructed image as a youthful,

virile and sexually attractive leader who was also part of a strong and cohesivc family.

has remained an archetype of what contemporary leadership should embody.

In the Canadian context, the 1968 election version of Trudeau implicated an

extensive construction of the code of masculinity through youthful virility. His

representation of leadership was positioned in clear contrast to Robert Stanfield whose

image of power was hampered by his comparative lack of athletic grace and

representation of youth/virility. However, in subsequent years, Trudeau's constructed

image was seen to be not contained within the conception of the familial and the family.

The homology of family to nation was never c1early established in the Trudeau image.

=what il inlcrclÛrq;: to DOte: is the acceptable w.y lbe wifc of the Pre.idem i, allO polilioncd in1a lhi. pauiarchal v,l'\Icturc of authoril)'.
MUa Mulroney and Barblra Bush bave adoptcd appropriait: rote, whcrc the)' have lCTVed •• chl:i~ of V.tiOUI c:hDrilicl. Whcn Ibcn:: i••
tn.aspuiOD of these passive. soeWIUPPOI1 rola. theR: is pcn::civcd to bc • challcn;c \0 the coherence of the politicallcadcr. Example. of
the unacccptlblc wiVCI who do not play out lbe: m)1hic lÏ;n'ly~cm of ramily IOlidarity an:: Maureen MeT«r. the wirc of former Prime Minia1cr
of Canada. Joc Clarke. Simillrly. in the 1992 prcsidcntial c.mpai~n. qucllionJ about the -&lrcnl:'h. brilliancc and amhilion- of Hila!)' C1inlon
arc eonstNC1.Cd al lbrcall lO lbe: le:l:itimae:y of ber busband Bill C1inton'l candidaey•
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Over time, Trudeau never embraced the familiar and familial constraints of

representation and was thus accused of "arrogance, insensitivity and a lack of connection

to the people" .

Summary

Virtually every politician surrounds himself with their family at the close of any

election. It is an image bumed on to the collective retina of the citizenry. As weil, the

cliché<! representation of the politician kissing the baby is yet another evocation of the

manner in which the familial is central to the affective construction of the populous

through the political leader. Although these connections to the familial appear to be

natural they must alse be seen to be techniques which provide the sentiment of a

common bond with the people. The unknownness of the electorate is shaped with these

rather simple symbols of commonality to a certain political meaning that is connected

to the meaning and significance of the leader. Power becomes articulated through a

masculine code that is positioned in terms of national interest through the family

structure.

Similarly, familiarity is essential for the political leader to achieve and maintain

power. The regularity of news and the seriality of the leader's images ensures that the

leader becomes the focal point for the organization of political sentiment. The television

apparatus symbolically embodies the electorate in its audience construction. The mass

television audience may not be identical at any moment; however, its symbolic

representation as the mass and thus the public sphere is nevertheless continuous. The
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leader's regular appearance in the structure of the flow of tekvision establishes. at the

ver:- least. a semblance of connection to this massive citizcnry and. at the very most.

commonsensical status of legitimacy as a public personality who represents the political

sphere.

The PoIitical Leader and the Construction of SoIidant)'

The political leader's image must also be attached to representations of the people

in order to legitimize the conception of mass embodiment. ln the preccding analysis of

the production of popular cultural celebrities this conncction to the crowd, in ail its

physicality, is privileged in the organization of popular music celebrities. Politicians are

similarly involved with representations of intimate connections with a fragment of the

mass that is affectively deeply involved with the candidate and the candidate's message.

One can see this constrJction of solidarity in a number of settings in the display of the

political leader. In televised images of the campaign. there are attempts to shape the

images so that the daily scene of a crowd of people attempting to shake hands with the

candidate are everpresent. Once again, these images often become clichés of campaigns

and lose their affective power of establishing the conception of massive support: the

candidate shaking hands and talking to workers at the factory gate; the ubiquitous image

of the candidate addressing a hall of supporters in different locales; the persistent attempt

to construct an intersection of a campaign stop and a crowd scene organized by another

event or setting such as a county fair, a crowded shopping malI or a popular sporting

event. Nevertheless at a symbolic level, aIl these settings work to establish the
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connection that the leader has to the "common" people.

In contemporary politics in North America, the political convention serves as one

of the best examples of how the leader attempts to establish the message of solidarity

with a group of voters. At a number of levels the convention provides symbolic evidence

of committed support. What follows is an analysis of the political convention and its

significance in the construction of the legitimacy of the democratic political leader.

The Significance of the Participants: The Remaking of the Power of the Crowd

The participants in North American political conventions are a highly constructed

representation of the public sphere. Each party has an elaborate process for the selection

of delegates. In the United States they are selected through presidential primaries and

are thus committed to specific candidates before their arrivaI at the convention site.

Canadian political parties, although severa! are currently reevaluating and transforming

the process of their election of party leader, select delegates at the riding association

level who are forwarded to the national or provincial convention. Unlike their American

counterparts, they are Jess committed to any particular candidate; what they are more

committed to is the institution of the party itself. In ail cases, the delegates represent

the mass, the people and the people's will in a highly partisan and committed fashion.

The convention delegates coUectively are the representation of an active

democracy. Where the election represents the formation of individual decision-making

through the isolation of the vote and the protection of anonymity in the casting of the

vote, the convention is a celebration of a collective commitment to a candidate/leader
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and of blatant forros of support. It is the invocation of thc crowd as a symbo! of

massive support and democratic will. The convention is also an allcmpt to channel the

crowd's power into leadership; the uncomrollability of the crowd's affcctivc powcr is

directed towards the leadership candidates each of which houscs the emotion.

commitment, and affection of different groups on the convention 110er. The convention

thus operates as an institution that represents the rationalization of the potential irrationa!

democratic polity.

The symbolic function of the convention participants is ultimately a constructcd

spectacle of participation. Ostensibly the focus of the television cameras is on the stage

of the convention, where leaders present their speeches and where the votes of each

ballot are announced; however, this would represent a nonsensical level of staging

without the convention crowd. Thus, the television text of the convention is a series of

shot-reverse shots between the stage and images of the delcgates. Mcmbers of the

convention crowd are the arbiters of support. The television commentators work to

decipher the meaning of the crowd through the size of demonstrations, the numbcr of

signs, the volume of applause, and support for each candidate. It is a competitive game

of competing collectivities of the crowd who attempt to establish the overwhelming mass

of support for each candidate. The delegate demonstration for each candidate in

Canadian conventions is highly orchestrated. At the June 1990 federal Liberal

convention, severa! of the candidates employed bands to lead the entourage of

enthusiastic supporters. At the centre of these convention floor spectacles, where the

sound, ir::ages and movement of the supporting delegates would occupy up to thirty
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minutes, the candidate him/herself would slowly make their way to the stage and

podium. Indeed, the size and length of each of these demonstrations of support would

become the focus of television commentary to determine resolutely the relative levels of

support for the various candidates.

In these moments of massive crowd support the actual candidate is subsumed by

the representation of the power of the crowd. In a sense, the separation between the

crowd of supporters and the candidate is for the moment indiscernible. The leader is

constructed to emerge from this massive support to assume its mandate in his/her arrivaI

at the stage. This unity of the crowd and the political candidate, the momentary lack of

separation, is similarly constructed as a form of public subjectivity in the popular music

industry. The convention supprters can be translated into fans. The loyalty for the

particular performer parallels the sensation of blind loyalty to the particular candidate

at the convention. The crowd in both instances is part of the meaning of the public

personality. The use of a particular music to herald the arrivai of the candidate at the

convention hall also is a signal of the momentary movement of political legitimation to

this realm of affect and emotion. For the Steve Langdon campaign for the NDP

leadership in 1989, Tracey Chapman's "Talking about a Revolution" was adopted as the

theme song. Whenever Langdon was about to speak or had just finished speakjng the

song was played so that an indissoluble union between the emotive song about social

change and Langdon's campaign was established.

Witllin the parameters of the convention hall, the various stylized and emotive1y

overt demonstrations of support serve the function of establishing the credibility of the
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candidate as popular and capable of engaging the general public in this competitivc gamc

of collective sentiment. It has become a distinction of leadcrship to be able to generale

a form of hysteria that can be controlled and channel1ed into an image of a particular

leader. Max Weber would have called these elaborate rituals of establishing thc

legitimacy of leaders as a form of institutionalized charisma.~· In any case. the

displays of the convention crowd are displays of strength as they are manifested in these

signs of numbers, volume and apparent commitment of people.

The meaning of the convention crowd for the general political cullurc is

specifically one of democratic spectacle. The images of the convention are mediated by

television and television news to be constructed into narratives of the operation and

function of democratic politics in contemporary culture. There are two forms of

identification that are placed before the television viewer. First there is the identification

that the convention delegates actually represent the various groups and interests of the

society. Various policy programmes have been in place in several of the parties in

North America to ensure that a cross-section of ethnie groups, gender and race are

represented in the pool of delegates chosen. The television cameras survey these

constructions of difference and distinction and display quite effectively the representation

of diversity in their images of the convention delegate crowd. The party convention thus

works to represent symbolically the people. In this symbolic representation, there is also

a defined performative act of the people: the people as convention crowd are situated

to present their significance in terms of displays of affect and emotion. The politically

"'Weber. op. cit. ICC pp.37-39. 93·95 orthe dincrtation.
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active convention crowd is constructed to respond not so much in a rational way but in

an emotive way. The convention crowd's reaching for a consensus in the choice of a

political leader is a collective reaching for an emotional gestalt; the chosen leader

embodies the features and characteristics of leadership that are teased away from the

issues and political positions so that an intense form of legitimation of leadership in and

of irself can be enacted. The convention crowd as the representation of the

citizenry/electorate then is called on to perforrn a very isolated function in the political

process: to define leadership and elide the concept of leadership from other forrns of

issues and rationality.

Secondly, the television audience is also called on to identify with the leader,

specifically the leader that is chosen. In Canadian political leadership conventions,

where a greater number of candidates usually appear on the convention ballot than in the

American system, the process of selection is a progressive series of elimination of the

weakest candidate until one candidate receives an absolute majority of delegate votes.

The televisual spectacle establishes the domain of choice for the viewer amongst these

candidates and thereby structures for the period of the political convention that the array

of choice represents the political spectrum. The difference between the highly selected

party delegates and the general population is temporarily backgrounded while the

competitive spectacle of the leadership candidates is foregrounded to define political

difference. The interest of the audience is once again transposed in the televisual

presentation to an intense focus on the defining characteristics of leadership. The

narrative is structured to solve the enigma of who will actually win the leadership, where
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the viewer and the panels of experts and pundits employed by the telcvision networks

attempt to decipher the most likely choice.

The American mainstream political conventions are rarely fora for thc production

of competitive political spectacles. The primary system of election works to c1iminatc

contenders until by the time of the convention, the outcome is virtually assured. The

convention spectacle then tends to moye quickly to the establishment of unanimity. Thc

integration of fonr.~r opponents into the orb of the chosen leader, the establishment of

consensus through images and scenes of rapprochement (through the sele:tion of the

viee-presidential candidate), the invocation of an historical tradition of leadership, and

the integration of the current leader into a forro of legitimate succession of leadership

are all examples of the active attempt to represent a forming consensus. The convention

crowd and the television audience are positioned to be witnesscs of the significance of

the presidential candidate by their sheer numbers. The convention delegates are again

the representation of the people and are used to express in the most visible and graphic

way the way in which the chosen presidential candidate commands the adulation and

support and emotive commitment of a massive number of people. The crowd's

solidarity with the message of the political convention and the message of the leader,

their virtual unflinching devotion to t.'le chosen one, stand in for an active citizenry.25

To summarize the meaning ofpolitical conventions, they are principally involved

in the establishment of the affective solidarity between a leader and the people. Unlike

:SA looc1 im=pr'c:tation ofl.hc OIianization orthe spectacle of American politiçal convcntionJand a l'CIdin, orme dual role orthe c;:onvcntÎon
u. fONm for cstIblishinJ: pany 101idarity and conveying that 101idaril)" in a lc:leviwalizcd Conn i~ Byron E. Shafcr. Bifi"CGld PoU"'c$:EwnudOll
and Refo,," ln lh~ Narional Pany Convmtion. Cambrids:c. Ma.: Harvard Univcnity Pre". 1988. pp. 226-289.
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other representaùons of the legiùmacy of the leader, the convention is structured to

underline this link between the crowd and the leader. The physical presence of support.

the proximity of the leader to the crowd, and the emotive outpouring from the

convenùon crowd for the leader are all significant in establishing this fundamental

connecùon between the modem poliùcal leader and his/her audience. This capacity to

house the crowd is the very core of the legitimizing process of poliùcalleadership. The

leader works to embody in the convention what could be described as democratic

sentiment. Their form of public subjectivity must project this capacity for affective

attachment.

The control of collective affect which emerges from this process of the

legiùmation of political leadership also works to define the parameters of power of the

political leader. The democratic moment is defined as affective and is organized as

such; as a result, this primary construction of political representation of leadership is

partially elided from the rational and in its connection to the democratic is increasingly

defined by the irrational. For the organization of govemment, the leader establishes a

social bond with the people. The basis of choice in the bureaucracy which supports the

govemment is built on a system of rational selection on the basis of merit. The

articulation of the democratic moment in terms of affect and sentiment makes the

selection of the leader susceptible; the selection process escapes the rationality of a

meritocracy. Thus the solidarity that the leader establishes works simultaneously to

deflate his/her power expressly because it is separated from the ideology of rationality

that forms the basis of value in contemporary culture. The ideology of rationality
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expresses itself in human fonn in the concept oi ment. The organiution of leadership

conventions and their connection to collective sentiment challenges the basis by whi,1l

merit is established for individuals. The convergence betwecn the cclebrity's power

(particularly here the popular music celebrity) and the political leader's power can now

be identified more directly. The modem celebrity is constructed on the basis of a

relationship with the people and is dismantled because that relationsl:ip to the people is

seen to be disconnected from merit. skill and what are perceived to be traits of individual

value. ln their election to be public personalities. the political celebrity and the

entertainment celebrity are structured to be perpetually vulnerable.

To understand this vulnerability. it is useful to connect public subjectivity to a

hierarchy of cultural value that is generally described as "taste" .~. The fonns of mass

culture and mass entertainment are positioned at the lowest end of the hicrarchy of tastc

and value. lndividuals who emerge from these domains ther. are tainted with the

construction that they are unsophisticated individuals whose appeal is to base and

undeveloped tastes. Their appeal is not to sorne level of abstraction or an aesthetic, but

what may be described as verging on raw sentiment and affection. In contrast, the

organization of the higher arts of serious musical, artistic or intellectual production

produces identifiable artists, genicses and innovators; in this sphere the characteristics

of individuality are established as universally valid. There are d.::monstrable standards,

levels of skill and expertise that must be met or in evidence in order to achieve a public

status in these domains. However. in the domain of popular cultural production the

=-My l''CldinI: O(WlC dirrcrcnliations is dcri\lcd from Pierre Bourdieu. Distinction: 1he social Criliq~ of the Judg~mml of TlJ.Sk. 1984
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same criteria are not in place to est<.bli$h clearcut evidene::: 0:" the su?eriority of the

chosen public individual. Their exalted position as public personalities is their capacity

to win the affection of a crowd or an audience. a form of skili that is believed to be

unrelated to indiv!dual superiority. Likewise. the politician's legitimacy as a public

personality is expressed in this same capacity to sway the mass audience. Neither form

of public subjectivity, because of this connection 10 the mass. is naturally or

automatica1ly connected to the higher values of individuaiity.

Thus, the capacity of a politica1 leader to be solidly cc)nnected to a crowd :5 a

circumscribed construction of power that resembles the forms of power that the popular

cultural celebrity possesses. To expand beyond this construction of embodying the

crowd/electorate, politica1leadership must actively invest in connecting to these higher

qualities of individuality. The following section altemplS to unravel the way in which the

leader must also construct an aura and a distance to sustain their legitimacy as politica1

leaders, and to sustain their right to human agency.

The Profilmic Tat of Politicat leadership: Establishing the Aura

As 1 have discussed in previous chapters, the film star is constructed to be at the

pinnacle of the celebrity hierarchy. The clear distinction in types of celebrity is a form

of binarism between Lie te1evision star and the film star. The television star, because

of his/her fanuliarity is constructed as more common, more related to the everyday. The

long history of stardom surrounding the film industry, ilS establishment of a canon and

a recognizable aesthetic criticism and ilS attemplS to differentiate ilS production of
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celebrity from that of television has led to a production oi stars who have: a grc:ate:r

distance from their audience. Their pcwer is panially constructed through the:

fabrication of this distance between their image and personality and their audience. 1

have previously grouped this form of celebrity construction around the term aura as

Benjamin has used it. In addition. 1 have linked t:lis celebrity construction to Jauss'

heroic emulatory identification to describe the way in which audiences are structured to

r::ad the various leXts that surround the film celebrity.

This construct;')n of aura and dist:ulce that is embodied in the film celebrity

category is the form of public subjectivity that is also invested in the politicalleader. Not

only must leaders embody the crowd, they must also attempt to distance themselves from

that embodiment in order to legitimize their differentiation from the crowd, the mass or

the public. In plitical culture, the hierarchy that the film industry actively works upon

to create is at least partially in place. Political leadershi!, implies "ierarchical

relationships where authority and responsibility can be thought of as progressively

moving up a pyramid to its apex. The pyramid's apex represents the leader, the ultimate

point of decision-making and power.

However,in the structure of legitimation in a democratic politY, the concept of

leadership is a permanent problematic. Without going into great detail of this paradox

of democracy, it is quite obvious thal leadership entails inequality as opposed to equality.

The leader bas more power, more influence and more resources than other people. One

of the key symbolic processes that must be accomplished in the organization of a

democratic political culture to maintain its rationality is that the institution of leadership
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itself is legitimate and permanent. Politicalleadership not only embodies the crowd. but

also must embody simultaneously a virtual authoritarian legitimacy of differcnce that is

deserving of its status. An element of this transfer of power to specifie individuals can

be understood in Weberian lerms of the institutionalization of charismatic authority: the

office of the president or prime minister carries a certain aura that because of its

connection to an institution a.,d tradition can be transferred from one individual leader

to hisfher successor. In symbolic lerms, the President. for example, becomes an

instantiation of the Presidency, the office and the tradition. The institution of the

presidency carries the semiotic weight of connotations of past presidents which helps

establish new presidents as "presidential", where presidential refers to their legitimacy

to exercise power. There is a great deal that is imbedded in the symbolic constru.:tion

of the presidency or prime ministership as an institution which helps connect the

connotation of leadership to a consideration of the people. There is also a great deal

imbedded in the sign of the presidency or prime ministership which celebrate these !wo

institutions' ultimate power. Each individual leader negotiates the two terrains of

legitimation of leadership. The leader must provide evidence of familiarity while

providing evidence of exceptionality and hierarchical distance. A successful model for

these apparently contradictory representations for politicallegitimation is provided in the

conslruction of the film celebrity. The film star provides evidence that helshe is in fact

connected to his/her audience: box office retums and fan mail help to quantify this

connection. At the same tim:: the film star. as we have detailed, has conslructed an aura

through distance from the audience. Similar strategies of conslructing a public
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personality are in operation in the construction of the political leader.

Constructing Narrative Distance

The relationship between the narrative of film and the star is emulated in the

construction of the political leader. Part of the film star's public persona is contained

within the film narrative and the film's character. The film characterization essentially

has a certain closure and distance. There is a tension and a resultant enigmatic quality

to the film star in the separation between character and the 'real-life' star. What is

fundamentally constructed from this tension is a play with information and knowledge

about the film personality. The distinctive quality of the film star is built on the control

of knowledge about the star beyond the filmic text and within the audience a desire to

know more. The political leader is often constructed to express this narrative distance

in public appearances. One of the most cornmon patterns for establishing this narrative

distance that works to separate the audience/citizenry from the activities of the political

actors is the televised images of what could be described as the silent leader. In

attempting to cover the news of the president or prime minister, television news often

presents the image of the leader without his voice and in its place a reporter's narration

ofevents. The constructed "private" consultations with foreign dignitaries are presented

in the silent form: we sec the leaders conversing but we are not permitted to hear their

conversation, There is a separation of their role as political actors and ageilts and the

audience's role as viewers and witnesses. A hierarchy of significance is reinforced by

the use of the silent images of actions and conversations, where what we cannot hear is
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believed to be of ultimate significance and consequence. The silence also establishes an

enigmatic quality to the leader's persona; the reponer's voice-over is then an clement

in attempting to solve the enigma of the leader's actions. The viewers are drawn into

attempting to solve the occulted domains of political action in the same way the audience

is drawn into the film narrative by the enigma and mysteries of the plot and character.

Finally, the silence establishes in the name of security that there is a private world of

action in the public sphere of politicalleader, a domain that is impenetrable to the citizen

viewer.

The apparent impenetrability of the leader's privale world of decision-making is

the driving force behind two types of narrative construction. News reporting of political

leaders can be interpreted as the constant quest to solve the enigma of political action.

In television news in particular, the reporter's narration is the layering of coherence on

the images of the leader which often on their own cannot present coher{nce in the

context of a 30-second or two-minute story. A narrative of political action is at least

partially resolved in each of these newsstories into a simple code of action. A description

of the actions of the leader are presented as the facts of the day's events as the leader

is used to embody the sphere of politics for television news. The sound-bite, which can

be described as the moment in the structure of leadership reporting on television (or

radio) when the leader's silence is broken, becomes the object of intense investigation,

editing and work. For the managers of leaders, there is an active attempt to orchestrate

what is chosen as the sound-bite in order to control the public image of the leader; the

television news gatherers are on a similar quest of discovering the moment which
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provides the most revelatory utterance of the meaning of the political leader or the

meaning of his/her political actions. The sound-bite then operates as the momentary

conduite between the public and private sphere of political action. In ilS status as the

revelatory agent, the brevity of the sound-bite also maintains the enigmatic qualil)' of the

separate and hidden sphere of poiitical leadership and the consta:lt effort to revcal the

machinations of poiitical power.

The second form of narration that is driven by the impenetrability of privale

sphere of political actors and agency is the reconstruction by the audience/viewer.

Television news provides the material for establishing a narrative of politics. Political

leaders, in this reconstruction, become leading characters in a continuously unfolding

drama. Indeed, leaders provide the anchors on which the narrative is constructed. The

audience's relationship to these televisual texts of leaders can be thought of as voyeurs

who recognize the inability, or possibly, the absurdity of crossing into the text as

(politicaI) actors. The distance of the actions, the employment of the code of action, and

the maintenance of the aura of the private sphere of political action work to position the

viewer/audience as a witness and not a participant. Television news and its focus on

politica1 leaders is positioned like the film narrative. The audience watches the news

with the hope that there is some resolution of the dramatic tension which will emerge

immanently and not actively engage the viewer in action. In a sense, this relationship

te politics by an audience works to maintain the aura and legitimacy of the various

political actors.

There are other events and situations which work to establish and maintain the
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aura of the leader through a sealed narrative. Inaugurations, political summits, the

formal speech given at t.ie close of politicaJ conventions, and national television

addresses all establish the distance and distinction of the office and the event into the

meaning of leadership. Televised news reports, at least in their live versions, are

overwhelmed by the constructed narrative of the event or cert'mony itself. The chaos

of the press conference is eliminated in these ceremonial narratives. The leader is

permitted to adopt the conventional code of leadership unencumbered by interventions

and interruptions of the public or the crowd.27

The Controlled and Constrocted Leader: Campaign Films and Ad\'ertisements

The most obvious source for the construction of the aura of leadership is seen in

campaign advertisements. From the point of view of the production of politicaJ

leadership, the advertisement allows for the greatest control of the meanings of a

politicaJ leader with the elimination of their mediation by news reportage.28 The

advertisement is a seaJed visual and oral text that provides a coherent frame for the

~ prca ICNm symbolically rcpracnts the crowd in malt tclevision news. Hel\; Wl: bave the inslanliAlion of chao~. the cxprelSÏon of
uncoauoUablc will &0 bow. 10 dcc:iphcr lbc meanin;: of lcadcnhip as wcU u the uDibasbcd cOMe'tion 10 the crowdlpublic and the leader.
Ccrc:moaicallNClUraU)' climiaatc. tbtou&h the ÎDltituûon ofpfOlOCol.lhiJ crowd-Ukc: intervention inlo the: proc:«din;l. They work 10 cONU\Jct
the leader as riaiaa: .baYe the mali .Dd opcra\Ùll: in • nam.tive lhal il cntircly dilûnclive (rom lhat mus. lnd«d.Îts power as • narrative of
lcaitùnacy il lied &0 düa ICparalion.

ln1crcati",I)'. in bodI Canlda and the UDÏlcd $lalea thcrc have bccn aClive ancmplJ to control the press ICrum and to fCiUlatc the prcu
confeI'Cnce. TNdeau baMed the K'Nm on ûu: Itcpl ortheH~ of Commonland orgaaized news f"onfcrcnc:cl on bis lCtmS. Likcwile in the
United S1a\Ca,. to MYe Rei&an (rom the confusion of prcu c:onfcrcDCcs. the audience wu tcllcd and a rou,il:h order of who would he aUowed
10 uk question. wu instituted. ln bolh caaes. the eliminalion oftbe aerum and the unruly pn:ss confen:nc:e wen: lec:hniquCl 10 -ccremoaialize­
lbc accelilO the leader. For a rcview of the fonnalizalion ofthc press serum aee Colin K. Se)1l\OUr-Un:. -Prime Miniskrs. Polilic:al Newa and
Political Places in Canada-.Canadien Public AdmlnisInuiDn. 32(2). Sununc:r 1989. pp. 311-319. Also see David Taras.~. pp. 72.

128.
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meaning of the particular candidate. It is a constructed \"ehicle for the cont:linment of

politicaI messages about the individuaI candidate. where the candidate is circumscribed

within a refined and defined text. These qualities of the cont:lined leadership text which

make the function of the politicaI advertisement resemble the film's functional

construction of the film celebrity.

The staging of the politicaI advertisement often demands that the politicalleader

"act". In the first series of televised American presidential campaign advertisements.

Eisenhower had to play the role of responding to the questions of the people. In the

mise-en-scène, the questions were of course predetermined; indeed, the questioners were

also chosen to "represent" the electorate. Even Eisenhower's responses necded extensive

retakes and editing. In its final version, there appear to be instantaneous responses by

Eisenhower to the posed questions.29 The significance here is not that there is an

integration of acting and therefore falsification of what or wh:> the candidate really is.

At sorne level, politicaI rhetoric has always possessed a dramaturgical component. What

is more important is that the television advertisement feeds into the proliferating

discourse of the identification of the authentic "private" person. The constructed nature

of the image, the distinctiveness that is encoded into the image of the candidate works

to intensify debate around th!>. aura and the attempts to breakdown the aura of leadership.

The modern politics of aura and distance is drawn into the constant search for the

politics of the persona! and the intimate so that the ponrayed image can somehow be

matched by the "reaI" activities of the individuaI candidate. In the same way, the film

~ower commen:iala arc one or the most ""ritten about in Ibe hi~o1')' of potilil:al advcni.ïna;. Sec Kithlccn H.II hmcaon. PGt:lulr'ntc
w Pruid<n<y. ch. S. or Diaftl<llld.nd Bol... 710. Spor. 19l14. pp. SI-60.
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celebrity is constructed between his/her filmic aura and how that intersects with his/her

everyday behaviour, the politica11eader becomes the object of scrutin)' not so much on

policies but aImost in terms of personal habits. The momentary breakdown of the aura

of the president aIlows for the transgression of the "presidential" which is read in this

new politics as a moment when the "individual" surfaces and reveals his/her true self and

the way in which they govem. The principal difference between the film celebrity and

this transgression into the personal and the politician and their revelations of their private

sphere is that the politician must maintain the conception of a continuity between the

public presentation of self and the images of the private self. On the other hand, the

film celebrity, in order to establish their distinctiveness from the apparatus and to

concretize their ultimate form of autonomy must transgress the type that they have

established. In contrast, the politician is overcoded into type. The politician's autonomy

and power is built on their ability to establish the similitude of the meaning of the office

with their meaning and demeanour in the private sphere: their indivicluality must he

compatible with their public role and persona to the point where there is a natural Iink

made between the individual and the office.

In the development of television politica1 advertisements of politica1 leaders in

North America a graduai concentration on the establishment of an individual character

profile of the leader can be identified. The advertisements have been organized to

present connections between an idealized representation of the leader and the utopian

conceptions ofa society. Or altematively. in negative campaign advertisements an entire

dystopian vision is created of the other candidate and the other oossible future world.
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Both types of advertisements represent intense investments in the construction of the

political character and personality. From those constructions. the pcrsonality profile has

become the primary means to assess the future actions of the candidate. The

indeterminacy of the future is temporarily positioned through the campaign

advertisements into these vague affective categories of hope and faith in the leader. The

form and format of campaign advertisements vary a great deal. For instance. their

length varies from the thirty- and sixty-second spots that C4Il be inserted into the normal

flow of commercial television in the United States and Canada to the two standard longer

versions of four minutes and twenty seconds and the half-hour profile advertisements.

The spot advertisements are generally attempts by candidates to establish linkages and

connotations between their candidature and a particular sentiment conceming an issue.

Tony Schwartz's classic "Daisy" advertisement sought to link the general fear of nuclear

war to the apparent trigger-happy candidacy of the Republican candidate Barry

Goldwater. Without mentioning names or using images of recognizable people, and

through using a voice-over of President Johnson, the ad was an attcmpt to rcsonatc with

the cultural trepidation that fol1owed the Cuban missile crisis with having a president

appear to be too willing to use nuclear weapons. The ad begins with an image of a

young girl with a daisy and ends with the mushroom cloud of a nuclear explosion. This

1964 technique of providing a form of cultural resonance in the structure of brief

advertisements has been emulated in countless generations of spot advertisements. The

candidate is linked to a particular sentiment and in this way attempts to solidify the
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support of significant portions of the electorate.3o

The longer versions of advertisements which Devlin identifies in his reading of

campaign advertisements as profile ads, establish very c1early a filmic code of character

for the candidates. Bush's election-eve half hour film, shown on the three principal

American television networks provides an excellent example of the way in which the

filmic code of the control of the public personality is engaged in the political sphere.

1 will use this text to summarize the construction of filmic aura for the politician.

To begin, the quality of the image of Bush's final commercial message of the

1988 campaign sets it apart from the organization of live television and news television,

the normal places that a presidential candidate is seen. Two-thirds of the thirty-minute

commercial had been recorded on film as opposed to video. As a result, the images

appear to be richer, the colours deeper and luxuriant than the "flatter" feeling of the

videotaped image. In terms of form alone, the advertisement is a deeper image, the

same way that the film star through its reproduction on film is a richer image than the

videotaped image of the television star. The significance of this technical differentiation

of image for the political image of the candidate is similar to its significance in the

organization of the entertainment industry: the filmic code of production connotes

quality and in that evocation of quality also establishes a hierarchy with the televisual

• -rbc Bear in the Wood.- spot uaed in the 1980 Rca~.n camp.i~ has b«omc r.mous for cstabliihin~ a mood thlt rivais \he Daisy ad.
Without uaina the ÙNIre orRca~.naad IUblÙlutiDi an ima~c of. rovin~Bear. the Yoicc-ovcrbi~hli,bted the thrcat of the Soviet Unien to \he
United Statca way orlife. The ad waslUUc:turcd ta moMie with certain c:ultural connotations lMt • wcak leader would .Uow the Soviet -Bur­
to dominatc the Wc.... ReaS'o-.~ wu jUXlI.poi&:d wïth me careNl tcchnœratic: style ofJimmy Carter. The binarism of 1U'Cn;th venus
~ in ,lobai rc1Itiom. wa. linkcd la the candidat)' of Rcqan.
Similarly. the aep.tive ad campailft .,ainst Dubkis iG the 1988 c:ampaign that linL':cd the parole rclC:ISC of convictcd kiUcn \0 the IOftnçU of
Dukaki. could allO bc rad u an anempt to CItIblisb cultural connotations and ICntiments aboullbe relative strenglhl ofleaden. 11 i. intc:rcstin:
to note Ibe 'lNay in ""'hich Ilre~ hu bccn Mluralizcd as> li qu.lit)" of the ri~hl aneJ eoftJCt"I."alive politici. ln contrast. Ibe ICchnoeratic and
cautionary bu bccn consINc1cd AI a symbol ofleadcDhip ·MturaU~·" from Ibe lef\. For readings oClbc$C aclvel1i$Cmcnts sec Diamond and Bates.
pp. t~7·133. 2S.JO and L. Palrick Dcvlin Polidct,z P~rsuasion in Prrsidtndal Campaigns. 1987 ch. 18.
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image. The filmic code of quality then is used in the campaign tilm to es[ablish a

legitimacy and a significance for the political candidate. To establish "presidentialness".

the connection to the most superior technological form is desirable because it places ail

other representations as inferior and therefore of questionable legitimacy. The election

is a form of competition; in the United States it is constructed ioto a clcar binarism in

presidential elections. Cultural linkages between the candidate and other representations

of distinction and quality aid in this game of product distinction.

The filmic code, as discussed above, is a permissible site for the shaping of

reality into a narrative. In contradistinction to television news. where narratives are

supposed to match conceptions of reality in terms of time, spac': and causality, the filmic

code allows for the more active and open shaping of a message and rcality. For the

campaign film, the shaping of reality entails constructing the political character from a

wide variety of sources and l:ontexts that do no! necessarily follow causally or

temporally. The organization of the political image of the candidate is subject in this

form to massive amounts of editing. Bush's film is a massage of various images of Bush

that are edited to provide not information conceming Bush's position on the issues, but

rather a feeling for the man and his integrity. The film is organized into three nine­

minute segments: the first is background on the man; the second segment focusses on

the campaign; t.'le third eliminates the filmic and is simply a televised and apparently live

address to the nation.

There is a montage effect in the opening profile segment. However, it is not a

montage where the meaning is left to float aimlessly to be situated by the audience;
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rather a rich male voice-over na.rraûon works to guide the viewer through the various

highly edited segments shown. The narrator, specifically because he is not the

presidenûal candidate speaking, functions also as the complementary voicc oi the

president. He provides much of the material that would be considered to be too

immodest for the candida~e to say himself. Indeed, the opening segment is a carefully

developed film that establishes the personality of the president. first through a series of

sûlls and action shots of Bush in various roles - as a military hero. as a family man, as

a statesman reviewing foreign troops - and then builds on these narrated segments

through various testimonials of family members or anonymous citizens of his integrity.

Family members are constructed as the witnesses of the true and real George Bush. We

leam from George Bush Jr., as his wife sits passively supportive besidc him, that his

father is "the most thoughtful person 1 know... He's famous for writing letters and

phoning. This is true George Bush." He conch..des his revelation of his father with a

vignette:

1 can remembcr campaigning in Cooperstown New York and the night
bellman of the hote! walked up to me and said 1 have a memento that 1
treasure and it was from Dad, that said thank you for getting a suit
pressed at an unusual hour and George Bush is that way.

Another son, Jeb, reaffinns that Bush "can be very nice" and then goes on to explain

that "but in a competitive setting no one is going to outhustle him or outwork him. He

is just tenacious, extremely tenacious". The testimonials continue at what appears to be

a family picnic: Neil Bush explains the importance of getting the "families together"

once a year and that the gathering, with "Gampy"[Bush] driving the wedges and building
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the tent, is "a tradition that is really special". Doro Bush Le Blond pro\'ides tunher

evidence of his caring in another family anecdote:

1 was sitting at home and just watchc:d this fiery intervÏCw with my dad
and l'II never forget it because 1 \I.'aS on the edge of my scat and 1
couldn't believe it and the phone rings and it's Dad and he says. Doro.
1 just had to calI you -Is your car okay? 1 heard your car broke down ­
and 1 said Dad! Youjust had this wild interview! But that's typical of my
father because he doesn't think of himself: he thinks of otr.er pc:ople at
times you know he has ;he most pressing things on his mind and the
whole country is watching and crazy over it and he thought of me. "

His wife Barbara Bush provides the ultimate explanatory narrative about the candidate

Bush that pieces the affective dual attachments surrounding the Bush candidac)': gt:ntle

yet firm:

It's a wonderful thing to have your husband behave likc that [talk warmly
about their "strong family" in the presidential candidates'debatc]. He
doesn't get furious or, it's not to say he doesn't get mad or his adrcnalin
doesn't flow because his adrenalin flows.

In an earlier segment Barbara explains that "1 think the rcason he has donc 50 very weil

is he's not a fella who reacts to thing; he acts. He doesn't get upset. He is a quiet man

and he does hear people and then he makes up his own mind. And 1 think thal's what

people are seeing... "

Barbara Bush is positionc:d in the film to provide the final and thus most intimale

and complete portrait of Bush the candidate. The family members give the audience

various character profiles that connect to Barbara's ultimate assessments of the man. In

these edited sequences what is constructed is a sensation of a growing accord about the
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man from the various sources that is unIfied through the scamless construction of fam:ly

images. slow motion picturcs of a srniling ~d warm Bush. the sr:ii1ing faces of \anous

archetypally displayed Arnericans and the cvercodcd displa)' of the "innocence" and thus

faith of the Bush grandchildren in George Bush.

Functionally, and in the best possible light. the insights provided by these

character profiles are insights for the audience!citizenry to understand the v.-ay in which

decisions will be made by the future leader. Although the audience learns about Bush

through these testirnonials. the film ensures that there is a certain elusiveness to the man.

Our contact is through these various intermediaries. so that the image of Bush remains

above these witnesses: his actions are ultimately more significant. When Bush does speak

it is framed most frequently in the standard forms of public address: we sec the

beginnings of a speech. the fragments of a candidates debate. the carefully edited

sequence of answers to citizens' questions. In ail of these forms of address the public

Bush is maintained. Within the structure and meaning of the film. the testimonials are

used to connect the private and the public sphcre of Bush to establish tllat there is

continuity between these two spheres. The family memtlers operate as "witnesses" for

the audience of what Bush would be like as President when and where much of the

politicaI process will be hidden and veiled behind such concepts as national security. It

is a filmic reconstruction of the process of witnessing that is essential to the construction

of democratic poUties. The film works therefore to provide reve1atory moments about

Bush while simultaneously sustaining the heroic distance of the man from this everyday

world - his public image and character are buttressed through these momentary private
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reveIations.

MU':h Iike the narration. music prc'~;des signposts for the org.inil.:ltion of the

meaning (If the filmic tex!. The use oi a vinually continuous background 'fl'reground

musical soundtrack a150 estabIishes the ch:~rIy filmic quaIi,y to ttle constructic.r. of

character; it is a break from the way in which ne""s presents personalities. In contrast.

the music heIps to Iink the pre.-;entation of the poIiticaI personaIity to the building of a

leading film charac'er. It washes over the various commentaries in the campaign film

to establish the fundamental interconnectedness of the comments. images and the

candidate. Where a great deal of visual editing has becn carried out in the production

of the film, the musical 50undtrack sutures and stilches the narrative into something that

gives the sensation of a seamless fabric.

There are moments wher. the music builds to a dramatic crescendo; from the

sparse high register piano accompaniment of most of the commentaries an occasional

crash of a full orchestral wave punetuates the heightened affective moments of the text.

In the most rhetoric-filled speech-bite eulled for the film, the orchestral wave builds

simultaneously:

1 say it without boast or bravado: l've served, l've built, and l'Il go from
the hills, to the hollows, to the ciùes, to the suburbs, to the 10neHest town
on the quietest street to take our message of hope and growth for every
American to every American mo\!ing forward, always forward. This is
my mission and 1 will complete it.

The music makes the meaning, providing the tension and the re5Olution of the phrasing

50 that its emotive impact is heightened. In concert with a series of images of smiling

Americans, the campaign film attempts to provide an emotive connection betwecn the
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nation, the people and the eandidate. The music moycs to its resolution and. as Bush

evokes his "mission", we arc visually guided through a scries of sepia-toncd images of

suburban Amerieans; various ethnicities are faded in and out sequentially buildir.g to

idyllic scenes oi children. The music, in concen with the i;nages is meant to p'ovide

an inclusive space within the mcaning of the presidential eandidate. Bush ean embody

the various desires and aspirations of Amerieans for thc>~ aspirations are fundamentally

the same.

To express the speed and energy of campaigning the music abruptly moves from

the relatively serene piano music to frantic-paced fiddle music. The use of Ameriean

fiddle music (orchestrally produced however) is to evoke the folk quality of the

candidate, his innate connection to the people. The fiddle music constructs the scenes of

Bush trying to shake hands in the classic mainstreeting fashion. What the musical and

the film sequences emphasize is the accessibility of the president, the lack of distance

of the public individuaJ from common people. The massive sccurity which usuaJly

surrounds a presidential eandidate is absent virtually in these carefully culled silent

images of a smiling Bush.

Mllsic also becomes fcregrounded in the final IWO minutes of the film. In fact,

an cnlire country and western patriotic song is played to images of the President

campaigning and being presidential. "l'm Proud to be an Ameriean" attaches the Bush

eandldacy to several forms of affective attachment. Country music first connotes an

indig"i~ous form of popular culture that is secn to be authentic to the values of Ameriean

family culture. Indecl, the lyrics of the song emphasize the imponanr.e of family and
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its centrality to American values. As weB. the song evokes the authenticity of country

music as genuine to American emotions. The song is an altempt to establish cultural

linkages between the recent past in the construction of the symb,'lic rresident and :I:e

current incarnation in the presidential candidate Bush. Th.: populist simplicity of Reagan

is echoed in the declaration of the song:

1 chank m)" lue!.:y Stars co be living here coday.
Beeause che jlag scill scands for freedom and chey ean 'r rakt' rhar away.
And 1am proud co be Ameriean for aI leasr 1!.:now 1'111 fra!
Beeause chere ain 'c no doubr abour ir
God Bless che U.S.A,!

Here the song is used to speak the continuity of the form of populism. nationalism.

conservativism that a1lowed Reagan to maintain the suppon of the masses of working

class electorate. It is the formation of an affective alliance that HaB describcd in the

British context as national populism,31 The song aBows the emotions to be expressed

through association; Bush uses these signs to help rcinscribe a form of hegcmony

established by the Reagan candidacy since 1980. The work of e1ections is to sustain a

mass suppon for conservative policies through an expression of nationalist sentiment and

patriotic pride. For Bush, the song a1lows for the expression of this patriotic emotion

to be spoken for him through its emotive coding in a popular song, The work of the

song for the construction of the Bush presidential character is to reassure his continuity

with the Reagan legacy.

The song is connected to a series of edited images which establish the

presidentialness of the Bush character. ln several sequences, still images of Bush beside

S'Sec: Stuart Hall. ·Popular-dctnlXntie VI. authoritarianpopuliwn: two wa~'50r'taki~ dcm~rac~' ~riou~ly". in cd Alan Hunt (cd.) M.Jr.ri11ft
and Donocr«y. London. 1980. The .pproach lJ drawn from Ciroubc:r'J:.l,'s a Si". Sydney: Po""cr Publicaliom. 19H8. rp. 2.~·28
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a foreign leader Iike Thatcher or Gorbachev are framed inside a t~levision screen in

individuals' homes; these still images are tl'3nsformed into images that come alive as the

television screen is dissolved into the actual footage of thcse meetings. The televisual

image is used to establish t.ie lz~itim2.cy of his position on the national and international

stage. An entire narrative is constructed to present the candidate a~ presidential; he is

depicted in a crowd (of children) as towering above his supporters. Tne closing

sequence pictures Bush raising his youngest grandchild into the air; the connotation is

one of emotive uplifting and hope for the future.

What must be kept in mind is that the variety of techniques and edits in the

campaign advertisement are there to construct a recognizable character that is connected

to a series of affective positions that can be embodied in the cultural definitions of

leadership. It is a controlled series of images and sounds that allow for the affective

message of the candidate to be best expnessed. The tone of the character-building film

is not one of information. In fact, whenever the discussion of Bush in the narration or

in the testimonials veers towards identifying an exact position on issues, the filmic code

of establisning the aura of the political character steers a wide binh. It is not unti! the

last five minutes of the broadcast that a specifie issue is even mentioned. When an issue

is broached in the final direct addness of Bush it is framed visually in the simple style

and video-!ike format of a presidential addness to the nation.

Surmna-y

Th:- campaign film pri·..ileges the code of character to the point where all other

types of information are either neglected or structured into the code. The poli:ical
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character code in the Bush film is built on affect. The atïective structuring of the

meaning of the Bush politicaJ character is designed to appeal to the audienœ of voters

without placing possible forms of information that could kad to a negative affective

linkage with the candidate. The image then is ultimately a controlled reprcscntation of

ideaJized conceptions of what compris::s a leader; a good father. a strong tàmily man.

an international statesman are all configured in the constructed image of the Bush

political character. lnto this mix of providing positive affective linkages for the

audience, the film is structured to only partially rcveal the candidate in order tha! the

presidential aura of difference and distinction which are ekmental in conveying the

conception of leadership are maintained. The audienœ is offered glimpscs and

testimonials which serve to establish the authenticity of the aura without eliminating the

evocation of distance. In this way, the knowledge of character is limited to a play with

the iutersection between the private and the public individuaI. The political character

is modelled in campaign films lo convey only this type of affective information. What

the audience is left with is not the kind of information for rational decision-making;

rather the audience is inundated with affecn,,;: messages which are there to provide for

an instinctive feeling about the candidate that resonates with the construction of the

individual's feelings around the judgement of character. This controlled image of the

presidential candidate constructs a political character devoid of c1ear articulations of

ideology and political position. The audiencelcitizenry works on establishing a

normative gestalt about the integrity of the political character. The politicaJ sphcre is

constructed then in the way in which we relate to the construction of identification with
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filmic heroes.

CONCLUSION

ln this review of the way in which the political sphere is configured into the

system of public subjectivity 50 well established in the entertainment industries, 1 have

attempted to provide examples of how various codes of public subjectivity that have been

privileged in television, film and popular music have been reused and reformulated in

the domain of politics. My categorization does have the limitation that there are

overlaps in the way in which political characters are constructed; political event~ and

political forms do not naturally and neatly fit into the structures of the system of

celebrity. Nevertheless, the three forms of celebrity privileged in the three entertainment

industries functionally identify the way in which public per50nalities are used to embody

the mass or, in its vi.;ceral incarnation, the crowd. Inscribed into the meaning of any

politicalleader is the three forms of affective association 1 have outIineè above. Political

leaders are weaved into the fabric of publio:: subjectivity in contemporary cult;,:re so that

through their reconstruction as, what could be described in a shorthand, legirimarion

commodiries they resemble other representations of active human agents in the culture.

The political dimension of the political celebrity implies a symbolic layering of the

meaning of the leader with the representations of democratic culture. A connection to

the mass must be established and reinforced. As well, the connection to the mass must

al50 function as a technique for controlling the mass. In terms of control and

embodiment, the politicalleader can be expressed as an amalgam of the construction of
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solidarity with the mass or crowd. the expression of iamiliarity with an audience. and

the expression of the aura of distinction and differentiation. These thrcc iorms oi

constructing a functioning form of public subjectivity and a political ceh:brity identiiy

the v:ay in which power has been hcused in contemporary culture into individualizcd

represe:ltations. What is privileged in the construction of public personalities is the

realm of affect. Affect moves the political debate from the rcalm of reason to the realm

of feeling and sentiment. Il is the basis of the formation of a cultural hegemony in

contemporary culture; where disunities are obvious. the leader affectivdy is used to

stitch together a functional unity. The political leader functions as a legitimizing

apparatus for the symbolic representation of the people. What 1have attempted to reveal

in this chapter is this operation of affect and the irrational in the organization of

contemporary political culture. The modem politicalleadership campaign~ can be read

then as intense sites for the organizativn of affective power of the masslcrowd/public in:o

recognizable symbols of pubtic subjeclivity. The apparent agency of the

crowdlmasslpublic is repositioned into the individualized agency of the politicalleader.

The fields of public relations, press agentry, and opinion polling, which tlourished

originally in the entertainment industries, now provide the models and mediating

discourses for the organization of contemporary political culture in which the political

leader attempts to embody affectively the mass public.
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CO:-;CLUSIO:-;

FORMS OF POWERfFOR\1S OF PUBLIC SL13JECTIYITY

1 have attempted in the preceding work to provide connections and links betwecn

what are often perceived to be unrelated phenomena. The conc~pt of the celebrity, 1

have maintained, is a modern idea that is very much linked to the developments of mass

democracies and the concened effons to contain the power of the mass in those

democracies.

The underlying fibre that establishes a connection between popular cultural

figures and the realm of JX'litics and power is their common ground in the formation of

public personalities. 1 have argued t'lat the public personality or celebrity is the site of

inten5'~work on the mea'ling ofboth individuality and .:ollective identity in contemporary

culture. It is me capacity of these public figures to embody the collective in the

individual which identifies their cultural signs as. powerful.

Symbolica1ly, democratic culture, as it has becn articulated in the large modem

western democracies Iike the United States, Canada and Britain, is represented by two

sometimes contradictory representations of the people and conceptions of persona!

power. First, there is the underlying ideology in the democracy that each individual has

an equa1 amount of power and can express that power in the most rational fashion.

There are two avenues for the exercising of rational action by the individual: as a

consumer, the individual makes market choices and, as a citizen the individual makes
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rational choices conceming who is best to represcnt his:her interests in go\"emment.

Secondly, the democracy elevates the significance and imporw.nce of the r11;lSS as a

politically potent force that can direct change in society and in th,- politY. The

conception of this collective will is expressed in the organization of nation-states and

their anempts to embody the common will of a people. The collective will has a number

of representations which indicate that it is not c1early a1igned with the rational

organization of society. In fact, the conception of the mass in its various represcntations

as the people, the crowd, the group, the mob is generally Iinked with the non-rational,

the emotional and the domain of sentiments.

These contradictory representations of mass democratic culture have produced

specific apparatuses which attempt to resolve the contradiction between the rational and

the non-rational, the meanings of the individual and the collective. 1 have presented the

three entertainment indilstries as apparatuses whic!l construet a privileged discourse about

individuals as well as providing sites for the organization of collective sentiments.

Through a hermeneutic reading of particular celebrities as texts, 1 have identified that

these apparatuses in their intense construction of individuals highlight specific types of

individuality. These types of individuality a1so demarcate domains of human agency in

contemporary culture. The celebrities that emerge as stars in these entertainment

industries work to form "audienee-subjectivities", a term that 1 have used to describe the

constant negotiation of their identities through both individual and collective

representations by particular audience groups and particular culture industries. At any
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one time there arc c\usters of celebrities in each entertainment apparatus which providc

avenues for the development of audience meaning through identification of the individual

cclebrity's subjectivity. The meaning, significance and power of the celebrity therefore

is constructed from a double rationality; the various cultural industries help manufacture

and elevate individuals to stardom, while the audience rereads, rearticulates, sometimes

rejects in its own efforts to rationalize their quotidian with this public sphere of

presented personatities.

It is important to rea1ize that the development of the apparatuses of public

personalities in these entertainment industries is historieëlly linked to the development

of mass democracies. The celebrities articulate agency and activity in democratic

culture. In their often "unique" or, perhaps idiosyncratic, personalities and in their

attempts to achieve autonomous status, one can sec the work of an active human agency.

The celebrity, then, is the public representation ofindividuality in contemporary cultur-:,

where their movements and personality transformations are significant.

Moreover, the celebrity figure is constructed by these apparatuses to contain the

public - in effect, to represent the public. Unlike television programmes or films

where the audience as a mass is temporarily contained as a distinct audience, the

celebrity allows for sorne continuity betwecn taiese discrete cultural units. Celebrities

thus work to organize the markets of the cultural industries to provide sorne degree of

stability.

Thus, what cannot be overlooked is that celebrities are atremprs to contain the

mass. The mass is the site par excellence of affective power, a kind of power that is secn
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to be very volatile and dangerous but also very desirablc if it can be cifcctivcly housed.

In the culture industries. celebrities are then aligned to strategies for the connection of

cultural commodities to this volatile affective power.

What has unified the domains that are often constructed in our contemporary

culture as relatively unconnected is the organization of affect and the perception of affect

as a form of power. In politics as well as popular culture. the capture or containment

of affect is central to the manner in which politicalleadership is determincd and critical

to the organization of risk and risk capital in the culture industries. In this dissertation.

l have identified the development of a mediating discourse which has migrated from its

first home in the entertainment industries to envelope the organization of our political

culture. Techniques for surveying and appeajing to the masses - from press agentry.

public relations, demographics and psychographics to social psychological rescarch•

opinion poIIing, and political consultancy - are also discourses for comprehending and

containing the mass through representations in the public sphere.

There are several insights about contemporary culture that can be discerned by

a study of celebrities and the various integrated systems which develop types and

categories of celebrities. l want to conclude with highlighting thesc ins;ghts and thereby

identify sorne future directions for research. The ubiquity of celebrities, as well as their

intangible nature make them difficult tO define and thus establish their material impact

on a culture. In this dissertation, l have attempted to locate that intangible quality in

terms of their various functions in contemporary culture. The insights to follow are

identifying the function of the celebrity and the celebrity system.
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1. 171e Celebrir)' as Human Agent

The celebrity is both a proxy of SOiTIeone else and an actQr in the public sphere.

To describe this dual role, the ce!ebrity cao be defined as an agent. The term agent

expresses a tension in meaning and significaoce that is homologous to the meaning of

the celebrity. On one level, the proxy of the celebrity relates to their close proximity

to the institutions of power and their dependence Oi. those institutions for their elevation

to the public sphere. The politician arises out of the institutions of political panies.

while the entertainer is dependent on the institutions of the culture industries which are

connected to the institutions of a capitalist economy. From this proxy, their agency is

the humanization of institutions, the simplification of complex meaning structures, and

a principal site of a public voice of power and influence. On another level, the celcbrity

expresses th~ more radical cC\nception of human agency as it has developed in the

Marxist tradition. There are Iimits to this conception of revolutionary force that is

expressed through these public personalities; nevenheless, where the economy is

believed to operate in an autonomous fashion, where technology is often organized

ideologically as developing a telos that is entirely self-contained, the public personality

or celebrity conveys the meaning that their actions both are significaot and cao produce

change. Celebrities, because they emerge from a legitimation process that is connected

to the people, and because their emergence j~ not necessarily purely associated with

merit or lineage, represent active clements of the social sphere. They are the proxies

of change. Celebrities then often define the construction of change and transformation
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ln comemporary culture. the very inst:lbility oi soci:J.l c:J.tcgorics and hicr.lrchies in

contemporary culture. They are the active agcnts th:!t in thc public spœl.lck stand in

for the people. The assuming of this second:!l1' agency rok h:!s Ied m:!ny stars tl'

become spokespersons for political causes and issues. Their activity then can b,: secn

as the site of agency and acùvity in a culture: their limited success allows one to discem

the circumscription of agency in the culture. The agency of the cdebrity is more otkn

reduced to a privatized, psychologized represcntation of acti"ity and tr.lnsformation - it

rarely moves into a clear social movement. 1

2. The Celebriry as a STable Configuration of ColleCTiw! FOnllUTiollS

Collectivities in contemporary culture are inherently unstablc. ln Nonh American

cuiture in particular, the development of consumer culture has Ied to layers upon layers

of cultural meaning that have clouded the fixity of social identity. Class distinctions are

unclear in the development and fostering of a composition of a mass society of

consumers. Ethnicity is weakened in favour of collective formations that are defined by

consumer identities where a clustering of consumer choices establishes a recognizablc

pattern. The patterns of consumer culture indicate thc way that marketing and

advertising have reconfigured meaning and significance of collectivities in the social

sphere. With the consumer economy constructed to permit variability, transformation,

torbc cc:lcbrit)' can bc restruetured and reloolcd tG fit ÎniO the structure of fcding of 1& panic:ullif c:ullunol J:fOUr. Oycr". readir\1: of 'IY
c:uhurc~s .ppropriltion ofJudy Garland. whcrc her pcrsonaland public: stN"lcll. providc for dnmatull:ic:al cxprc:••ion in gay whc:uhurc•. i.
an excellent cumplc of the Use of. cclcbrity IiJ:ftltcxt within • particular IOl:lal mO\lcmcnl. Examplclil in Camp. c:clcbril)' impcDOl'l.Ilion and
·vOJ:UCin;:- by difTcrcnt ~ll:i~liud subculturc:. Are .1)0 cnmrlCIo of ho""" I::clo:hril~' ~it:n,. con bo: inlc~natcd into W'lnurilll clcmcnb of WlI:illl
movcmcnu.
Sec RichArd Dycr. Heavml)' Bodies. 1986: Andl'C\lo' Ro». No Res~cl. pp. 135-170.
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obsolescence and cultural fatigue of produc:s and the!:" Slg"ii:IC2.:".C~. thcrc is a

corrclating f1uièity in the consume~ identity.

Cclebrities. in this fluid construction oi identity th~ough consumption rep~esent

f1ags. markers or buoys ior the clustering oi cultural significance through patterns oi

consumption. In consumer culture there are other stabilizing devices that parallel this

ceiebrity function. Brand-names are attempts to structure continuities in consumer

culture. where a sense of truSt and security is indicated by certain symbols and

companies. The celebrity operates as a brand name for the organization oi production

and consumption of cultural commodities. The celebrity functions as a semi-stable

identity and cultural icon that runs through several cultural forms and establishes an

identity through which an audience can establish the cultural forms' relative value.

Consumer culture's persistent use of celebrities to endorse products positions their

function between eommodities and collective formatici's of the social world. The

celebrity endorsement providcs a cultural pattern for products that can be seen as the

integuments betwee;l the world of goods and the world of individuals using those goods.

.Celebrities function in consumer culture as a connecting fibre between the materiality

of production and culturally comextualized meaning of consumption and its relation to

collective identity. The celebrity then is a commodity that possesses in its humanness

and familiarity an affective Iink in consumer culture to ~!:e meaning that is bcstowed on

consumer objects by groups.

For instance, Michael Jackson is employed by Pepsi to help stabilize file meaning

of Pepsi in the realm of consumption. He provides an affective code of attachment that
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can Iink the Pepsi product to an audience: to the point where colk.:tivc identities l'l thesc

(v,'o cultural commodities are meldcd into a significant mcaning system ll" a ':llltl:ral

group. It is less significant to know whether this spe.:itic exampk ollink.1ge a.:tllally

is successful for the advertiser: what is more significant is to rL'ali!e that cckbrities

function at the interstices between commodities/products and collective patterns of

meaning and identitv in consumer culture.. - .

3. The SYSTem of CelebriT)" as a Specracll' of Indh'iduals

There is an ideological function that is also part of the functioning of the cdebrity

system. The interaction of the celebrities as it is reported on tdevision. radio and in

magazines and newspapers establishes a code of individllality that is central tu the

meaning of any celebrity. Generally their behaviour is represenrativc of the expression

of individual preferences and desires and the acting on those preferences and desires.

The celebrity is the independent individual par excellence; they reprcsent the mcaning

of freedom and accessibility in a culture. The close scrutiny that is givcn to cdebrities

is to accentuate the possibility and potential for individuals to shape themselves

unfettered by the constraints of a hierarchical society. Celebrities are icons of

democracy and democratic will. Their weaIth does not signify their difference from the

rest of society as much as to articulate the possibility of everyone to achieve the status

of individuality within the culture. As a system, celebrities provide a spectacle of

individuality, where will itself can produce change and transformation. The spectacular

quality of the code of individuality that is enacted by public pcrsonalities works
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idcolog:~J1y to maintain the idca oi" continuity between wcalth and the disen!ranchised

rest oi society" Celebrities reeniorce the conception that thcre are no barriers in

contempo:ary culture to the individua!.

4. Ce/ebriry and rhe Dejining of rhe Pri,"are and rhe PuNie Sphere

1 have argued that celebrities are maniiestations oi the organization oi culture

in terms of democracy and capitalism. They are the privileged form of what 1 have

called public subjcctivity. Their privilege is partly related to their capacity to act as

discursive vehides for the expression of such key ideologies as individuality or new

consumer collective identities. In that capacity to house a discourse on individuality,

celebrities, as 1 have identified in seveRoI parts of the dissertation, are intense sites for

determining the meaning and significance of the private sphere and its implications for

the public sphere. Fur.damentally. celebrities represent the disintegration of the

distinction between the private and public. The disintegration as represented by

celebrities has taken on a panicular fooo. The private sphere is constructed to be

revelatory, the ultimate site of truth and meaning for any representation in the public

sphere. In a sense, the re-presentation of public action as a manifestation of private

experience exemplifies a cultural pattern of psychologization of the public sphere. The

formation of a public subject is reduced to various psychological motivations, pressures

at the micro-Ievel, the expression of family interest and personality traits.

The celebrity is the avant-ga.-de of this movement to ..ivisect public action

through identifying the originary private experience. It functions as a discursive vehide
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which reduces the cultural meaning of events. i;'lcidcnts a;'lè peo"k tel their "sychologi.:al

make-up. The celebration of affective attachment to ev.:nts and moments is represente,'

by the celebrity. where funher cultural connections are dematerialiled. The cclebrily

can be secn as instrumental in the organization of an affective economy.

The aff.'ctive economy. where therc is reduction of mcan:ng to psychological

motivations. has become .;:entral to the ..hiY in which our politics anj cuiture operate.

Daniel BeIrs famous expression of the er.d of ideology in the late ninetecn fifties can be

reread as the rise and celt:bration of affective meaning.' Similarly. the end of th" ("ld

War can be rere::d as the end of the effon to fabricate social mcaning and the c1evation

of the moments of feei;ng that are provided by an affective economy.

Celebrities, as the affective economy's construction of public individuals. are sites

for the dispersal of power and meaning into the personal and therefore universal. They

represent the reorganization of collective identities into the affective economy of the

contemporary eapitalist democracy.

:Danicl Ben.~ End oflMolol). NC\lo' Yorl.;: F."Cc Pn:". 1962.
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