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Introduction

The aim of this book is to survey and develop an area of work within film studies,
namely, film stars.

Although stars form the basis of probably the larger part of everyday discussion
of films, and although the majority of film books produced are fan material of one
kind or another, very little in the way of sustained work has been done in the area.
No work, that is, that elaborates some kind of theory of the phenomenon and uses
this theory to inform empirical investigation of it.

Within film studies, reasons for studying the stars have largely come from two
rather different concerns that may broadly be characterised as the sociological
and the semiotic. The former centres on the stars as a remarkable, and probably
influential or symptomatic, social phenomenon, as well as being an aspect of
film’s ‘industrial’ nature. In this perspective, films are only of significance in so
far as they have stars in them. The semiotic concern reverses this. Here, stars are
only of significance because they are in films and therefore are part of the way
films signify. This division of interest is reflected in the structure of this book, in
that the first part deals primarily with sociological issues and the third with
semiotic, and only the second very obviously combines the two. However, one of
my assumptions in writing the book has been that this distinction, while useful
in helping one to handle an otherwise unmanageably large topic, is essentially
one of convenience, and that both concerns are mutually interdependent. Thus,
on the one hand the sociological concern can only make headway when in-
formed by a proper engagement with the semiotics of stars, that is, their specific
signification as realised in media texts (including films, but also newspaper
stories, television programmes, advertisements, etc.). This is because, sociologi-
cally speaking, stars do not exist outside of such texts; therefore it is these that
have to be studied; and they can only be studied with due regard to the speci-
ficities of what they are, namely, significations. Equally, on the other hand, the
semiotic concern has to be informed by the sociological, partly because stars are,
like all significations, also and always social facts, but also because it is only on
the basis of a proper theorisation of one’s object of study that one is able to pose
questions of it. Semiotic analysis has to make assumptions about how texts work

8 efore proceeding to analyse them; once it is granted that all texts are social
M lfacts, then it follows that these textual assumptions must be grounded in socio-
& {logical ones. You need to know what kind of thing a text is in society in order to
know what kind of questions you can legitimately pose of it, what kind of
knowledge you can reasonably expect it to yield. Thus although this book is
structured linearly, the actual enterprise is dialectical, a constant movement

.
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arise from alternative and oppositional ideologies. The latter always enter into the
account with a popular or mass medium, as the medium must engage with audi-
ences not themselves situated within the dominant groups of society. These
operations are always in process, an effort to secure a ‘hegemony’ that is constantly
under threat from within and without. (For example, the contradiction within
dominant ideology between its championing of equality and its necessary com-
mitment to inequality, which has to be at least apparently resolved — through, for
instance, universal suffrage, educational ‘opportunities) access broadcasting — in
the face of groups demanding that the promise of equality be realised for the
working class, women, blacks, etc.) For our purposes much of the interest of Hol-
lywood lies in this process of contradiction and its ‘management’ and those mo-
ments when hegemony is not, or is only uneasily, secured.

From the perspective of ideology, analyses of stars — as images existing in films
and other media texts — stress their structured polysemy, that is, the finite multi-
plicity of meanings and affects they embody and the attempt so to structure them
that some meanings and affects are foregrounded and others are masked or
displaced. The concern of such textual analysis is then not to determine the
correct meaning and affect, but rather to determine what meanings and affects
can legitimately be read in them. How these are in fact appropriated or read by
members of different classes, genders, races, etc. is beyond the scope of textual
analysis (although various conceptualisations of this will be found throughout the
book).

Ideological analysis of media texts does of course make the political implica-
tions of what we are studying inescapable. Since we often seek to avoid facing such
implications, preferring to believe that what we do has no political consequences,
this is reason enough for such an approach. It is, however, also intellectually more
rigorous — as I have suggested above, all textual analysis has to be grounded in
sociological conceptualisations of what texts are, and since what they are is
ideology, with all its contradictory complexities, it follows that textual analysis is
properly ideological analysis.

Where possible, reference to specific stars in this book has by and large been
restricted to the following — Marlon Brando, Bette Davis, Marlene Dietrich, Jane
Fonda, Greta Garbo, Marilyn Monroe, Robert Redford and John Wayne. In this
way the same star can be seen within various perspectives. These stars were chosen
to represent a cross-section according to certain considerations such as the
contrast between ‘classic’ and modern stars and between various styles of per-
forming in films, and an interest in stars who raise political issues directly (Fonda,
Redford, Wayne) or indirectly through aspects of lifestyle (Garbo, Brando, Fonda)
or sex-role typing (e.g. the notion that Davis, Monroe and Fonda ‘resist’ aspects of
the stereotyping process).

As will be evident, this means that the examples relate to the cinema rather than
television (or sport, theatre, fashion, etc.), and to the American rather than other
cinemas. The specificities of these other places where stars are to be found would
always have to be respected, although at the level of theorisation and methodology
I believe most of what is elaborated here in relation to Hollywood film stars is

broadly applicable to these other kinds of star.
As usual, my debts to others in the preparation of this book are enormous. With
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Notes

L. For a very general introduction to the notion of ideology, see Colin McArthur, Television
and History, Chapter One. More detailed examination of the various approaches to
ideology is to be found in Working Paper in Cultural Studies 10, ‘On Ideology’. A serious
gap in this last work is any consideration of the later work of Jean-Paul Sartre, notably
his The Problem of Method. These texts are for the most part elaborated within a Marx-
ist perspective but not a feminist one. For the latter, see Working Papers in Cultural
Studies 11, ‘Women Take Issue’,

2. For a consideration of these problems, see Janet Wolft, “The Interpretation of Literature

in Society: The Hermeneutic Approach), in Jane Routh and Janet Wolff (eds.), The Soci-
ology of Literature: Theoretical Approaches.

(N.B. Publication details of ali texts cited can be found in the bibliography.)

PART ONE

Stars as a Social Phenomenon
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1 Conditions for Stardom

Francesco Alberoni and Barry King have both suggested various social structures
that must obtain for the phenomenon of stardom to exist. These conditions are
necessary rather than sufficient — that is, they do not automatically produce stars
but are the grounds on which stardom may be produced.

Alberoni is concerned with stardom as a general social phenomenon and not
just with film stardom. His definition of stardom, already indicated in the title of
his article (‘The Powerless Elite’), centres on the fact that stars are a group of
people ‘whose institutional power is very limited or non-existent, but whose do-
ings and way of life arouse a considerable and sometimes even a maximum degree
of interest’ (Alberoni, p. 75).

The basic conditions for this phenomenon, Alberoni suggests, are:

— astate of law
— an efficient bureaucracy
— a structured social system.

(These three factors ensure that social roles are delimited and judged according to
‘objective’ criteria (e.g. efficiency). In this situation, stars operate only in their own
sphere and there is no ‘danger’ of their ‘charisma’ becoming important ‘from a
political point of view’)

— a large-scale society (stars cannot know everyone, but everyone can know
stars)

— economic development above subsistence (though this need not be very great
development — cf. film stars in India)

— social mobility (anyone, in principle, may become a star).

Thus, argues Alberoni, stars are a remarkable social phenomenon - an elite, privi-
leged group who yet on the one hand do not excite envy or resentment (because any-
one may become one) and on the other hand have no access to real political power.
Alberoni’s discussion is useful for suggesting explanations for such features of
the star phenomenon as: why during the Depression starving people could hear
and read of the high life of the stars without apparent resentment; why only minor
stars have become politicians; why the socialist press has had far more pity than
scorn for stars, stressing them more as victims than beneficiaries of capitalism,
However, because a star cannot become a crucial decision-maker (and remain
a star), this does not mean that s/he is without political significance. Alberoni
ignores the ideological significance of the stars. In his terms, the overt political
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2 Production: Consumption

Both Alberoni, by default, and King, expressly, point to the need to examine stars in
terms of ideology. However, in supplying a list of preconditions, neither explain why
stars arise on the basis of those preconditions. This question can be approached first
in terms of what Edgar Morin (in New Trends in the Study of Mass Communications)
calls the ‘production—consumption dialectic of mass communications’. That is, are
stars a phenomenon of production (arising from what the makers of films provide)
or of consumption (arising from what the audience for films demands)?

Origins of stardom

The problem of what determines what — production or consumption — is endemic
to all discussions of the mass media, and emerges clearly from accounts of the ori-
gins of stardom in Hollywood. Looking at this is a good way of highlighting the

issues and problems involved.
“The history of movie stardom as an institution is a familiar one), states Richard

Schickel in His Picture in the Papers, and proceeds to provide a very useful sum-

mary of it:

how the producers had resisted giving billing to the actors who played in their little films;
how the actors themselves, regarding appearance in a medium that robbed them of what
they regarded as their prime artistic resource, their voice, had been glad to hide their
shame in anonymity; how the public had begun singling them out of the crowds on the
screen, demanding to know more about them, and, more important, demanding to
know, in advance, which pictures featured their favourites; how a few independent pro-
ducers, grasping at any weapon to fight the motion picture trust (composed of the major
studios), had acceded to public opinion and had been rewarded by the most deliciously
rising sales curves; how the demand for stars was quickly perceived as a factor that could
stabilize the industry, since this demand was predictable in a way that the demand for
stories or even genres was not; how, as feature-length films established their popularity
and the cost of producing these longer films required bank loans, star names came to lead
the list of collateral that bankers looked upon with favor when their assistance was
sought; how certain actors achieved unprecedented heights of popularity and prosperity
almost overnight in the period 1915-1920; and how this phenomenon, this beginning of
a new celebrity system, destroyed or crippled almost everyone caught up iniit... (p. 27)

The key event in this history is usually taken to be Carl Laemmle’s action of plant-
ing a story in the St Louis Post-Despatch to the effect that Florence Lawrence, up to
then known as the ‘Biograph Girl), had been killed by a trolley car in St Louis, and
following it a day later with an advertisement in the trade press denouncing the
story as a vicious lie. This event was the first occasion that a film actor’s* name be-

*I have throughout used the term ‘actor’ to refer to both female and male performers, as the term
‘actress’ seems to me to have strong connotations that both belittle and trivialise women actors.
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Stars as a phenomenon of production

Stars are images in media texts, and as such are products of Hollywood (o
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—— investment. Stars were a guarantee, or a promise, against loss on investment
and even of profit on it.

outlay. Stars were a major portion of a film’s budget — hence their handling, in
filmic terms, had to be careful and correct.

the market, Stars were used to sell films, to organise the market. Alexander
Walker talks of ‘the use of a star to stabilise audience response’ ( Stardom, 1974,
p. 15). Alice Evans Field writes: ‘Star names on the theatre marquee, above the
title of the picture, draw great audiences not only because of their personal
magnetism but also because they are symbols of certain types of entertain-
ment and because they assure production efforts far above average’ (Holly-
wood USA, p. 74.) This suggests how stars both organise the market and act

back upon the ‘quality’ of the films they are in.

Hortense Powdermaker in her ‘anthropological investigation’ of Hollywood, the
Dream Factory, sums this up:

From a business point of view, there are many advantages in the star system. The star
has tangible features which can be advertised and marketed — a face, a body, a pair of
legs, a voice, a certain kind of personality, real or synthetic — and can be typed as the
wicked villain, the honest hero, the fatal siren, the sweet young girl, the neurotic woman.
The system provides a formula easy to understand and has made the production of
movies seem more like just another business. The use of this formula may serve also to
protect executives from talent and having to pay too much attention to such intangibles
as the quality of a story or of acting. Here is a standardised product which they can
understand, which can be advertised and sold, and which not only they, but also banks

and exhibitors, regard as insurance for large profits . .. (pp. 228-9)

The economic importance of stars can be highlighted by certain moments in film
history: for example, it was the development of the star system by the independent
producers (especially Adolph Zukor, but also Laemmle, Fox, Loew, Schenck,
Warner) which broke up the monopolistic hold the MPPC (Motion Pictures
Patents Company) had on the industry. Also, in 1933 ‘Paramount ... went into
unexpected receivership in January ... Only a break in the European market and
the unexpected success of Mae West’s films at home enabled Paramount to refloat
itself with its own resources at the end of the year’ (Walker, Stardom, p. 235). Simi-
larly Deanna Durbin ‘saved’ Universal in 1937, and Edgar Morin argues that Mar-
ilyn Monroe (and wide screen) were the industry’s answer to the threat of
television in the 50s.

Against this, however, it must be pointed out that, even in Hollywood’s heyday,
stars did not absolutely guarantee the success of a film. Stars move in and out of
favour, and even at the height of their popularity may make a film that nobody
much goes to see. If some of the careers charted by David Shipman in his two
books? are brought down by ill-health or sheer lousy pictures, the majority rise
and fall for reasons unconnected with either of these (e.g. Joan Crawford, Bette
Davis, John Wayne). For this reason, stars were a very problematic necessity from
an economic point of view.

L. C. Jarvie suggests in Towards a Sociology of the Cinema that ‘stars are neither
necessary nor sufficient for success’ (p. 188), basing this on a comparison of the fail-
ure of the star-studded Cleopatra and the success of Dr No, The Sound of Music and
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is the word chosen instinctively by Carl Laemmle, the inventor of the stars: “The fabri-
cation of stars is the fundamental thing in the film industry’ (The Stars, 1960, p. 134)

[this merchandise] is the very type of grand scale capitalism: enormous investment,
industrial techniques of rationalisation and standardisation of the system have effec-
tively made the star a merchandise destined for mass consumption. (p. 135)

Out of this emphasis on manufacture, there develops an account of the star sys-
tem as ‘pure’ manipulation. That is, both stardom and particular stars are seen as
owing their existence solely to the machinery of their production. Not only are
they not a phenomenon of consumption (in the sense of demand); they do not
even have substance or meaning. This is the essence of Daniel Boorstin’s argument
in his book The Image. According to Boorstin, stars, like so much of contempor-
ary culture, are pseudo-events. That is, they appear to be meaningful but are in
fact empty of meaning. Thus a star is well-known for her/his well-knownness, and
not for any talent or specific quality. They are an example of the ‘celebrity’, mar-
keted on the strength of trivial differences of appearance. Stars do not have a
‘strong character, but a definable, publicizable personality: a figure which can
become a nationally-advertised trademark’ (p. 162). “The qualities which now
commonly make a man or woman into a “nationally advertised” brand are in fact
a new category of human emptiness’ (p. 58).

Boorstin’s argument is close to that of Herbert Marcuse in One-Dimensional
Man, where the culture of late capitalist society is characterised by just such thin,
pseudo, fabricated elements as Boorstin describes in The Irmage. Marcuse gives this
a more intellectually tough argument than Boorstin. He maintains that in pre-
vious periods culture (including technology and the sciences as well as the arts
and philosophy) acted as a ‘negation’ of the existing society, pointing to an Other
or an Absolute to set over against the status quo. (Art he calls a promesse de bon-
heur.) In contemporary society, however, culture has become ‘positive, that is, it
merely reproduces the status quo. This does not mean that art is affirmative of
bourgeois values, for to affirm those values, however limited they are, is still to
affirm a value, a positive quality, to set against the tawdriness of the achievements
of bourgeois society. Rather, art has been drained of meaning, of values, is simply
a sideshow. It does not affirm values, merely that which is. The typical becomes
the ideal, the average the best. The ‘cultural predecessors’ of stars can be seen as
‘disruptive-characters [such] as the artist, the prostitute, the adultress, the great
criminal and outcast, the warrior, the rebel-poet, the devil, the fool, but the tra-
dition has been ‘essentially transformed’ ‘The vamp, the national hero, the beat-
nik, the neurotic housewife, the gangster, the star, the charismatic tycoon perform
a function very different ... They are no longer images of another way of life but
rather freaks or types of the same life, serving as an affirmation rather than nega-
tion of the established order’ (p. 60).

This is not the place to discuss all the problems of Marcuse’s work (see Paul
Mattick’s Critique of Marcuse). One can see the stars as a manifestation of the one-
dimensionality of advanced capitalist society, although I would prefer to see it as
a tendency of the society rather than a fully worked-through process.

The following objections can be raised against the view of the star phenomenon

as sheer manipulation:
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— Not all manipulation works. There are many cases of stars who are given the
full ?romotion treatment, but do not make it. (See, for instance, David Ship-
mans account of Anna Sten in The Great Stars — the Golden Years, pp. 505-6.)
The fluctuating careers of stars also indicate that audience control was a prol;-
lem for the studios. This does not mean that the analogy with advertising does
not hold, but, equally, not all advertising works - one needs to conceptualise
why some advertisements/stars catch on and some do not.

— Bo9rstin and Marcuse do not examine the content of star images. Indeed
their argument rests upon the idea that there is no content to star images, onl}:
31'1rface differences of appearance. But differences of appearances are not, in a
visual medium, necessarily superficial, and stars need also to be seen il”l the
context of their roles and their filmic presentation. Examination of stars’
images reveals complexity, contradiction and difference. (It might still be le-
gitimately argued that the complexity, etc. is all part of the beguiling, empty
spectacle of capitalism. In the end it all depends on how closed (and h(’)peleIZs)
you see society and people as being.)

— In a sense, both Boorstin and Marcuse treat society as a vast mechanism in
which human consciousness plays no part except to be used. Manipulation
arguments (although it is unfair in the final analysis to lump Marcuse with
BOOI.'Stil’.l here) depend upon a behavioural concept of human beings. That is
media ‘input’ has a given ‘effect’ (in this case, passive acceptance) on thé
human subject without the intervention of that subject’s mind or conscious-
ness. Where the semiotic model of communication stresses the human prac-
tices of fencoding and decoding, behavioural/manipulation models stress the
m‘echanlcs of human ‘response’. One’s position on the stars-as-manipulation
Yvﬂl then depend upon one’s position on behavioural models of the media and

indeed of communication in general.

Fashion

Fashiop ca}n be seen as a variation on the manipulation thesis, which takes one of
the op)ectlons to that thesis, namely the rise and fall in a star’s popularity, as a
question of the star coming in as a novelty and going out as a has-been. Thi’s can
be seen as a pure phenomenon of manipulation, and as such is open to the same
objeqlons detailed in the previous paragraphs. A further point may be made |
Fashlon.is often assumed to be the ultimate in manipulation because it is so'
superficial. However, as Jarvie suggests: ‘One function a star serves is to fix a type
of beauty, to help a physical type identify itself’ Clearly types of beauty define
norms of attractiveness. Fashion in this sense is a much less superficial or trivial
phenomenon than it appears. Seen in this perspective, a change in physical style is
also alVYays a change in social meaning. (For further considerations on fashion
and social meaning, see Mary Ellen Roach and Joanne Bubolz Eicher (eds.), D
Adornment and The Social Order.) e

The nature of the medium
The economic and. manipulation arguments outlined above all tend to come from
a perspective hostile to the cinema. From a more friendly perspective comes the
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argument that there is something inherent in the film medium that creates stars.
Some writers stress the role of the close-up in the creation of stardom. Says

Alexander Walker:

until the camera got close enough to record the player’s own personality, the film star
could not emerge from the stage group. The close-up was the first step to this ... by
isolating and concentrating the player’s looks and personality, sometimes unconnected
with his or her abilities, it was to be the decisive break with stage convention, the most
potent means of establishing an artist’s uniqueness and the beginning of the dynamic
psychological interplay of the filmgoers’ and the film actors’ emotions. (Stardom, the

Hollywood Phenomenon, p. 5)

Similarly Richard Schickel compares film and theatre:

the stage is a less intimate medium (even though the audience is physically in the pres-
ence of the actors) because the proscenium has a profoundly distancing effect — no
close-ups here. (His Picture in the Papers, p. 6)

In this way, the star process already under way in the theatre could be intensified
by film’s supposed inherent intimacy.

This view of the importance of the close-up has been more philosophically
considered by Bela Balazs.> He sees the close-up as a fundamental aspect of the
film medium which reveals ‘the hidden mainsprings of a life which we had
thought we already knew so well’, for instance, ‘the quality in a gesture of the hand
we never noticed before when we saw that hand stroke or strike something’ (p.
185). The close-up led to ‘the discovery of the human face’:

Facial expression is the most subjective manifestation of man [sic], more subjective
even than speech, for vocabulary and grammar are subject to more or less universally
valid rules and conventions, while the play of features, as has already been said, is a
manifestation not governed by objective canons, even though it is largely a matter of
imitation. This most subjective and individual of human manifestations is rendered

objective in the close-up. (p. 188)

Close-ups are a kind of ‘silent monologue’ in which:

the solitary human soul can find a tongue more candid and uninhibited than in any
spoken soliloquy, for it speaks instinctively, sub-consciously. The languages of the face
cannot be suppressed or controlled. (p. 190)

Quite apart from notions of the soul, and Balazs’ emphasis on the ‘solitariness’ of
human individuals, this account of the role of the close-up does raise problems.
Balazs is essentially treating film as transparent, just ‘capturing’ the face and the soul
it reveals. However, we know that how we read (and produce) facial expressions is
deeply dependent on conventions of various kinds: filmic (e.g. Kuleshov’s experi-
ments with editing; the role of lighting in highlighting different facial features and
so changing expressions), artistic (i.e. the iconography of expressions developed in
painting, etc.), and cultural (i.e. facial expressions are coded; cf. Polhemus, Social
Aspects of the Human Body). However, Balazs is important because he gives
expression to a widely held view, namely that the close-up reveals the unmediated
personality of the individual, and this belief in the ‘capturing’ of the ‘unique’
‘person’ of a performer is probably central to the star phenomenon.
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of both these categories. Second, the notion of ‘talent, especially as defined by
Jarvie, is historically and culturally specific. Even if one simply meant talent as
skill, one would have to ask, skill at what? Not ‘acting’ in the classic sense, as in-
numerable examples show. Skill then at being a certain sort of person or image.
This may be right, but then the key question is, why does that sort of person
become a star? A question once again of culture and ideology. Third, Haskell’s
positing of a gap between role and performance in the case of certain stars need
not be discussed in terms of those stars’ magic powers. One can see it either as a
contradiction in the film text between the role-as-written and the star image (see
p. 129), or else as a question of authorship (i.e. the star’s authorial concerns being
in conflict with those of a film’s other authors; see p. 155).

The enormous economic importance of the stars, the elaborate machinery of
image-building and film’s importance in establishing character-types all suggest
the potential power of the forces of cinematic production for creating the star
phenomenon. However, these explanations of the star phenomenon are not suffi-
cient in themselves, and we need to see the phenomenon in its cultural, historical
and ideological context to understand where the producers’ ideas and images of
stardom and of specific stars themselves come from. This will be returned to after

a consideration of the stars in terms of consumption.

Stars as a phenomenon of consumption

Looking at the stars from the point of view of production puts the emphasis on
the film-makers (including the economic structures within which they work and
the medium they use) who make stars, or cause them to exist. However, it has
been argued that a more determining force in the creation of stars is the audience
~ that is, the consumers — rather than the producers of media texts.

Andrew Tudor has suggested a typology of audience/star relationships, drawing
on Leo Handel’s work and reinforced by the latter’s finding that people’s favourite
stars tend to be of the same sex as themselves, which Handel and Tudor take to in-
dicate that star/audience relationships cannot be based on sexual attraction. (One
could of course argue that attraction to one’s own sex is also sexual, and that, as
homosexuality is taboo in this society, the cinema has provided through the star
phenomenon the vicarious and disguised experience of gay feeling for non-gay
audiences.) Tudor’s model (as given in Image and Influence, p. 80) is as follows:

Range of consequences
Context specific Diffuse

High Self-identification Projection

Imitation

(of physical
and simple
behavioural
characteristics)

Range of
star/individual

identification Low Emotional affinity

TYPES OF AUDIENCE/STAR RELATION




The distinction between specific and diffuse consequences is not hard and fast,
but is intended to catch the difference between a response that is limited to the
‘watching-the-movie situation’ and one that has ‘consequences for a diffuse range
of aspects of the fan’s life’

The four categories of star/audience relationship that emerge in this classifi-
cation are thus:

— emotional affinity. This is the weakest category and ‘probably’ the most com-
mon. “The audience feels a loose attachment to a particular protagonist deriv-
ing jointly from star, narrative and the individual personality of the audience
member: a standard sense of involvement’ (Image and Influence, p. 80).

— self.-identiﬁcation. This happens when ‘involvement has reached the point at
which the audience-member places himself [sic] in the same situation and
persona of the star’ (p. 81). He quotes one of the women interviewed by Han-
del as an example of this: ‘These actresses | mentioned are great. They make
me 'feel every emotion of their parts. I feel as if it were myself on the screen ex-
periencing what they do’ (p. 81).

— imitation. This is apparently commonest among the young and takes the
star/audience relationship beyond cinema-going, with ‘the star acting as some
sort of model for the audience’ (p. 81).

~— projection. Imitation merges into projection ‘at the point at which the process
b.ecomes more than a simple mimicking of clothing, hairstyle, kissing and the
like’ (pp. 81-2):

The more extreme the projection, the more the person lives his or her life in terms
boun_d up with the favoured star . . . In asking themselves what the star might have done
in this situation the star-struck are using the star as a way of dealing with their realities
At the extreme the whole range of life experiences are mediated in this way. The ‘reai
world’ becomes constituted in terms derived from the ‘star-world. (pp. 82—3).

(Tudor warns against our taking examples of extreme projection as being wide-
spread.)

What is clear from this account of the star/audience relationship is that the
audience’s role in shaping the star phenomenon is very limited. That is, the
account tells us what audiences do with the star images that they ate offered’ and
hence indicates the sources of the success of stardom, but it does not tell us wh
the offered images take the form they do. ’

Needs, dreams and the collective unconscious

Many Writers see the stars, in general and in specific instances, as giving expression
tq variously conceptualised inner wants on the part of the mass of the people.
Richard Griffith states: ‘no machinery ever of itself and by itself made a star. That
takes place in the depths of the collective unconscious’ (The Movie Stars, p. 23)
The notion of the collective unconscious is suspect on several counts. It tends t(;
suggest a supra-individual, quasi-metaphysical human consciousness (rather than
pef)ple having in common the codes of the culture they live in); it is presented as
being beyond determination, an essence that precedes existence.
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Edgar Morin and Robert K. Merton in their use of ‘dreams’ and ‘needs’ do not
perpetuate the problems just outlined, but their formulations have their own
drawbacks. Morin quotes from some of J. P. Mayer’s correspondents who speak of
their dreaming about stars, and concludes:

The star thus becomes the food of dreams; the dream, unlike the ideal tragedy of Aris-
totle, does not purify us truly from our fantasies but betrays their obsessive presence;
similarly the stars only partially provoke catharsis and encourage fantasies which would
like to but cannot liberate themselves in action. Here the role of the star becomes ‘psy-
chotic’: it polarises and fixes obsessions. ( The Stars, p. 164)

It is not clear where Morin gets these ideas of how dreams work from, nor whether
they have any theoretical support or validity. Why should one assert that dreams
are necessarily more obsessive than cathartic? The way Morin writes does suggest
that he sees this ‘polarising’ effect as in some sense an ideological — or simply ‘bad’!
— function of the star system, but he does not question where the imagery of
dreaming comes from. Finally, he does not examine the problems of the analogy
between the dream as a sub- or unconscious individual mental process and films
as an at any rate part conscious, rule-governed (the codes of art, etc.), collec-
tive/corporate form of cultural production. (This could be said, of course, of
other celebrated uses of the film/dream analogy, including Kracauer and Wolfen-
stein and Leites.)

Robert K. Merton, in his study of the success of Kate Smith’s war-bond drive
(Mass Persuasion, described below, p. 29), stresses her embodiment of ‘sincerity’
and links this to the experience in the audience of feeling that they are endlessly
being ‘manipulated’ by contemporary society. Smith then responds to a need. This
seems to me to be acceptable enough, provided that one puts it (as Merton only
partially does) in the context of ideological questions. That is — where does that
need itself, and the response to it, come from? What shapes them? Every society
(and each class/group at each period of that society) foregrounds certain needs
(which may or may not be innate — see Abraham Maslow, Motivation and Person-
ality), by virtue of both what it promises and what it fails to deliver. Likewise agen-
cies in those societies (e.g. the cinema) provide and/or define answers to those
needs. For this reason then I discuss the detail of analyses such as Merton’s in the
next chapter, under the rubric of ideology.

Alberoni, in arguing against the manipulation thesis of the mass media, comes
up with this formula for understanding the production/consumption dialectic:
‘the star system ... never creates the star, but it proposes the candidate for “elec-
tion”, and helps to retain the favour of the “electors”’ (“The Powerless Elite’ p. 93).
This seems to me to be a very useful statement provided one remembers that or-
ganising an election is a way of defining and delimiting choice, and that both
those who propose candidates and those who elect them are shaped by the par-
ticular ideological formations of their situation in society.
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3 Ideology
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times the analogy derived from ‘a view of life directed by God, Providence or some
less anthropomorphic spiritual force, current usage derives from ‘a growing

awareness of the way in which people compose their own characters, contribute
to situations and design settings’: ‘the commonplace analogy is of the world itself
as a place where people, like actors, play parts, in an action which is felt obscurely
to be designed by “social forces” or the natural drives of individual men’ (p. 11).
One of the consequences of the growth of this notion is that we have two distinct
conceptions of what we are, of our ‘selves. On the one hand, we can believe in the
‘existence of a knowable and constant self’, which is theoretically distinct from the
social roles we have to play and the ways we have of presenting our ‘personality’
to others. On the other hand, as Burns stresses, there is increasing anxiety about
the validity of this autonomous, separate identity — we may only be our ‘perform-
ance, the way in which we take on the various socially defined modes of behav-
jour that our culture makes available. Clearly this is not the place to tease out all
the philosophical consequences of this, but if we accept for the moment the fact
of uncertainty with regard to notions of a separate self and public self-presen-
tation, performance, role-playing, etc., we can I think see a connection with the
‘star phenomenon.

Burns stresses the shared conventions of performance in the theatre, whereby
the actor performs and interprets a role and thereby constructs a character. The
actor ‘intervenes . .. between the authenticity of his own life, of his own self and
its past as known to himself (and as known or assumed at least in part to the audi-
ence) and the authenticated life of the character he is playing’ (pp. 146-7). (‘Au-
thenticated’ refers to the way an actor establishes a correspondence between the
character as played and the social norms of the time — or the way s/he embodies
a social type; see Part Two.) Stars, as I've already suggested, collapse this distinc-
tion between the actor’s authenticity and the authentication of the character s/he
is playing. While in some cases (John Wayne, Shirley Temple) this collapse may
root the character in a ‘real’ ‘authentic), ‘true’ self (the star’s), in others (Bette
Davis, Lana Turner) the gap between the ‘self” and the performance, appearance,
constructed persona may be part of the meaning of those stars. That is to say,
whereas Wayne and Temple point to a belief in a separate identity, Davis and
Turner point to the anxieties surrounding the validity of that notion of individual
identity. (Wayne and Davis are discussed below; on Temple see Charles Eckert’s
article in Jump Cut, 2; on Turner refer to my article in Movie, no. 25.) The star
phenomenon orchestrates the whole set of problems inherent in the common-
place metaphor of life-as-theatre, role-playing, etc., and stars do this because they
are known as performers, since what is interesting about them is not the charac-
ter they have constructed (the traditional role of the actor) but rather the business
of constructing/performing/being (depending on the particular star involved) a
‘character’.

A historical paradigm — from gods to mortals

A third aspect of the question of how the star phenomenon works ideologically
emerges from the historical paradigm of the development of stardom, found in
Morin, Walker, Schickel, Griffith and others. This is that in the early period, stars
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were gods and goddesses, heroes, models — embodiments of ideal ways of behav- |
ing. In the later period, however, stars are identification figures, people like you f

and me — embodiments of typical ways of behaving.
Some take the transition point as being the coming of sound. Walker writes:

A ‘loss of illusion’ was certainly one of the first effects that the talkies had on audiences.
Richard Schickel defined ‘silence’ as the most valuable attribute of the pre-talkie stars, |

‘A godhead is supposed to be inscrutable. It is not expected that he speaks directly to us.

It is enough that his image be present so that we may conveniently worship it (Schickel .

and Hurlburt, p. 13) Once they had dialogue on their lips, the once-silent idols suffered

a serious loss of divinity. They ceased to be images in a human shape personifying the i
emotions through the delicately graded art of pantomime. Their voices made them as

real as the audience watching them. (Stardom, p- 223)

Alexander Walker sees sound itself as creating de-divinisation of the stars,
partly because it enhanced the naturalism of the medium. Edgar Morin on the
other hand sees the progress from gods to identification figures as part of the ‘em-
bourgeoisement’ of the medium. He suggests 1930 as the turning point, but main-
tains that sound is only one of the elements in the process. Sound brought a
certain realism (‘the concrete truth of noises, the precision and nuances of words)
The Stars, p. 15), but the search for ‘realism’ was also marked by the growth of
‘social themes’ in Hollywood cinema (Vidor, Fury, Mr Deeds Goes to Town, etc.).
Concurrently, the Depression caused Hollywood to commit itself to the ‘dogma’
of the happy end: ‘The new optimistic structures favoured the “escapism” of the
audience and in this sense departed from realism. But in another sense, the mythic
content of films were “profaned”, brought down to earth’ (p. 16). This, Morin ar-
gues, constitutes the embourgeoisement of the cinematic imagination. The cin-
ema was a ‘plebeian spectacle’ at first, drawing on the melodrama and
penny-dreadful, characterised by magic, extraordinary adventures, sudden rever-
sals, the sacrificial death of the hero, violent emotions, etc. ‘Realism, psycholo-
gism, the “happy end” and humour reveal precisely the bourgeois transformation
of this imagination’ (p. 16). Chance and occult possession are replaced by psycho-
logical motivation. Bourgeois individualism cannot take the death of the hero,
hence the insistence on the happy end. So stars become more usual in appearance,
more ‘psychologically’ credible in personality, more individuated in image (and
hence less obviously standing for a given virtue or, as Janet Gaynor said of herself,
‘essence’). The star does not cease to be special, but now combines ‘the excep-
tional with the ordinary, the ideal with the everyday’ (p. 19).

In Morin’s formulation, this combination of the ideal and the typical is a prod-
uct of the mingling of the proletarian and the bourgeois imagination. (There are,
it needs to be said, considerable problems with identifying early cinema with pro-
letarian culture/consciousness — since it can hardly be said to have been a product
of the proletariat — and with the apparent valuation, simply because ‘proletarian;
of notions of chance, the occult and violent emotion.) The same combination
could be seen as another aspect of the wider process (affecting all levels of art and
culture) of one-dimensionality described by Marcuse. Thus the early stars main-
tained the distinction between the ideal (what should be) and the status quo (what
is) — they were a ‘negation’ However, the later, demystified stars closed the gap
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between the ideal and the status quo, and can be seen as part of the process
whereby the type, the average, has become the ideal. ' ' . .

Anot)},xer way of looking at this process is suggested in the dlscg5510n by Orrin
E. Klapp and Leo Lowenthal of the ‘deterioration of the hero’ Morin and Marcuse
both work within forms of Marxist thought; Klapp and Lowc.enthz%l on the other
hand work within a context of liberal thought, seeing the deterioration of the hero
as the corruption of bourgeois ideals. ' .

Klapp’s afcount of the deterioration of the hero, in Heroes, Villains and Fools,
focuses on the following points in contemporary images: the.facf that the Elf:ro as
a model is not much (if any) better than the average; that high ‘character’ is not

 stressed; that the ‘goodfellow’ quality so currently valued is easily simulated; that

models are diverse and contradictory. Klapp does not suggest w.hat. shoulc.i have
caused this change, nor does he link this account to specific earlier ideals, just to
‘ideal’ in general. )
ld;ilv:;'ﬁhal’s account is based on an analysis (‘The Triufr%ph' of Mass Idols,
described below, in Part Two) of biographies of heroes/celebrities in Popular mag-
azines, in which he sees a shift away from heroes who embody the 1‘dez?ls of what
he calls an ‘open-minded liberal society’ (p. 113) to those who are ad]u‘sted toa
closed society’. Thus success is shown as based not on work but on lqu: Thlere 1;
no longer a pattern for the way up. Success has .becor-ne an accidental an
irrational event’ (p. 126). Everything in the biographle.s points towards a concep-
tion of the hero as ‘passive’: s/he is a ‘product’ of her/h’ls background ('by v1ftue cl)f
‘a kind of primitive Darwinian concept of social facts’, p. 119);. thferc? is no deve‘-
opment; i.e. progress from childhood to adulthood, for thg child is just seen als) la
midget edition’ (p. 124) of the adult: ‘people are not conceived as the responsi ﬁj
agents of their fate in all phases of their lives, but as the bearer.s of certain use
or not so useful character traits which are pasted on them. like de.cor.a'tlons o;
stigmas of shame’ (p. 125). There is an emphgsis on co-operation, soc?b%hty, go?d
sportsmanship as against unrestrained ‘emotional’ behaviour, hence ‘it is a wor
> (p. 129). o
Ofssazlrllfle:;lc,};ﬂg Klapl);), writes within the context of Iiber.al. disa_)ntent. This view
is concerned with the erosion of liberal values such as in@mduahsm and .freedom
by the large-scale development of industrial, ur!)an society, and in partxculard py
such pressures towards conformism as production-line goods, the mass me 1a%
the centralised organisation of education and government, etc. The’z l‘<ey concept of
this view is the ‘mass), as in ‘mass society’, ‘mass communications’, mass culture),
etc. Social issues are then posed in terms of the individual versus .soc1e.ty/ the mass,
rather than class struggle, and inevitably, as with Lowentha,l, notions like sociabil-
ity and dependence are devalued. Nevertheless, Lowenthal’s analysis does sxt{ggest
a further possible way of conceptualising the: work the star phenqmenon performs
for ideology, namely the suppression of notions of human practice, achievement,

making the world.

Stars and the status quo ‘ .
Discussion of Marcuse and Lowenthal has already pointed to possible ways of

. . . B o of
conceptualising the ideological function of the star phenomenon — as negation o
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negation (Marcuse), as concealer of the humanity which makes history (Lowen- f
thal): functions which serve to preserve the status quo. The majority of accounts
of the star phenomenon are concerned with this ‘conservative’ function, but con-

ceptualised in different ways.
In his Collective Search for Identity Klapp suggests that stars (and other celebri-

ties) can have one of three different relationships to prevalent norms — reinforce-

ment, seduction and transcendence,

“To reinforce a person in social roles — encourage him [sic] to play those which
are highly valued - and to maintain the image of the group superself are presum-
ably the classic functions of heroes in all societies’ (p. 219). Given Klapp’s alterna-
tive, but necessarily exceptional, categories of seduction and transcendence (see
below), this is acceptable. His elaboration of the concept is more problematic:

The beauty of heroes as a character-building force is that the individual, daydreaming,
chooses for himself [sic], within the opportunities the available models provide — which,

fortunately for the social order, usually ‘just happen to be’ more supporting than ero-
sive or subversive. (p. 220)

We might want to question here the extent to which the individual is not so
shaped by the ideologies of her/his culture, or so structurally placed within her/his
soclety, that choice becomes very delimited and predefined indeed. Equally, Klapp
does not explore the implications of his view that models ‘just happen to be’ sup-
portive of the status quo — his inverted commas show he is aware of the problem,
but his liberalism does not allow him to ask who fashions the status quo or who
controls the provision of models.

In the seduction scenario the hero breaks the rules or norms, but in a charm-
ing way. Klapp’s examples are Mickey Spillane or James Bond, who demonstrate
that ‘it is possible, permissible, even admirable, to romp in the forbidden pasture’
(p. 227). Klapp points out that: '

the main shortcoming of the seductive hero as teacher is that he [sic] leads a person into
experience felt traditionally to be wrong, but does not redefine and recreate standards

by which experience is to be judged. He [sic] eludes and confuses morality, but makes
little contribution to it in terms of insight. (p. 228)

In the case of transcendence, the hero ‘produces a fresh point of view, a feeling
of integrity, and makes a new man [sic]’ (p. 229). This is more than just getting
away with something, as in the previous category, since it does ‘redefine and recre-
ate standards by which experience is to be judged’. One of Klapp’s examples in this
category is Jean-Paul Belmondo, whose popularity with college students he sees as
epitomising their discovery of a radical new lifestyle. Another example is I think
more interesting, since it suggests the possibility of transcendence in a much less
intellectually respectable instance. He quotes an account by a woman student re-
calling her enjoyment of Sandra Dee in Gidget, particularly her perseverance in
learning to be a surfer, despite mockery, setbacks, etc. Here is an example, Klapp
suggests, of a star offering ‘a springboard by which a girl can vicariously leap from
femininity into a role usually reserved for boys’ (p. 234). There are problems with
Klapp’s categories of seduction and transcendence. How, for instance, can one
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actually distinguish with any rigour betwee'n the‘ two? Can one not see bot}tx, ang
especially transcendence, as simply providing a safety-va'lve for d1§c01f1ten ; ;1}11 X
by providing expression of it siphoning it off as a substa.mtlal subversive oiic.e. ¢
answer to that depends on how hermetic your conception of the mass(;ne ia, in

of ideology, is. My own belief is that the system isa good deal moreal ea;ky t anf
many people would currently maintain. In my view, to assert the tot (ci o;u're o

the system is essentially to deny the validity of class/sex/race struggles and their re-

production at all levels of society and in all human practices. I find the Sandra

Dee/Gidget example particularly suggestive beca.use‘it stresses both the pOSSIZIItl}:y
of aleak at a very unprestigious, ordinary, exp101t'<'1t1ve part of the system, and the
role of the spectator in making the image subversive for h.er. )
The notion of subversion is discussed elsewhere in this bogk (s.ee p. 52), l..1t
most examinations, of the star phenomenon, ‘other' than this 'brlef seitlon in
Klapp, discuss stars as in some sense or other reinforcing of dominant values.

inforcement of values under threat .
Il(zlilp’;]?s) cfitegory offreinforcement suggests 'only that hero'es. reinforce by emb(\)/c\lf?lfl-l
ing dominant values. Two studies of individual stars, William R. Brolv)vndon e
Rogers and Charles Eckert on Shirley Temple, suggest that stars embody socia
o some degree in crisis.

vallflejr;};?e:fﬂ:er: Will Rogers and the American Dream Bro'wn'shows how Rogers
embodied the four strands of the American Dream (the dlgmty of the commog
individual, democracy as the guarantee of freedom al}d quahty, the gospel of har
work and the belief in material progress) at a point‘ in time when the dream. x:r;s
becoming increasingly hard to believe in. Thus the.dlgmty .of the common in dl—
vidual’ strand of the dream was linked in Rogers’s image Vylth. that Qf the sturdy
yeoman’ at a time when farmers were suffering from a decline in the.lr purchzilsl'ng
power as compared to other groups in the economy and from the(lr gradua mi
corporation into a vast market economy. There was goncurrently governm;rgii
corruption, financial greed, crime and a revolution in morals™ (p. 60) and the
emergence of anti-heroes, notably Al Capone:

i e twenties, the times called for an embodiment of the drea‘m of the
\Tv}:rltsl’l gggr:lglggllty of the individual. During the thirties., when the gretaﬁ fam}im;1 cam:,
citizens cried out for such affirmation. Where were the dignity and wor asdt e au:xrcllgo)rf
in the cities stood in line for bread or soup; as lonely men left families and w 1 io or
rode forth on the quest not for the holy grail but for gainful employment l— 02 )f’or e
lost or followed later by wives and children w1jch npwhere to go except to loo Jor the
father ... as there seemed no end to the suffering in the winters and no way of co

tering human misery? (p. 61)

In the face of this experience, Brown argues, Rogers reaffirmed the reality and yal-
idity of the ‘sturdy yeoman, and similarly with the (fther values of the An}llerlllcan
Dream. One could say that at a time when the American value system might have
been redirected, the old goals appearing inadequate, Rogers was there to demon-
strate that there was life still in the traditional values and attltude’s. -
Eckert’s article, ‘Shirley Temple and the House of Rockefeller, uses a similar
model, but with greater attention to the specificities of ideology. This leads him to




stress the function of Temple for dominant ideology and interests, rather than for
the reassurance of the audience as in Brown’s approach. Eckert links Temple to the
political solutions offered by the Republicans and Democrats to the poverty born
of the Depression — the former stressed the role of individual charity (giving to
the poor), seeing the federal relief programme proposed by the Democrats as an
attack on the American ideals of initiative and individualism. By 1934, says Eck-
ert, there was a deadlock — federal relief was not really working, yet its introduc-
tion had ‘utterly demoralised charity efforts’ Into this situation comes Temple.
The empbhasis in her films is on love as a natural, spontaneous opening of one’s
heart so that ‘the most implacable realities alter and disperse’; it is a love that is
not universal but rather elicited by need:

Shirley turns like a lodestone toward the flintiest characters in her films ~ the wizened
wealthy, the defensive unloved, figures of cold authority like Army officers, and tough
criminals. She assaults, penetrates and opens them, making it possible for them to give
of themselves. All of this returns upon her at times, forcing her into situations where she
must decide who needs her most. It is her agon, her calvary, and it brings her to her most
despairing moments. This confluence of needing, giving, of deciding whose need is
greatest, also obviously suggests the relief experience. (p. 19)

Eckert stresses that one has to take other elements into account to understand

fully Temple’s star status — e. g ‘the mitigation of reality through fantasy, the exac-
erbated emotions relating to insufficiently cared for children, the commonly
stated philosophy of pulling together to whip the Depression’, but none the less in-
sists that ‘Shirley and her burden of love appeared at a moment when the official
ideology of charity had reached a final and unyielding form and when the public
sources of charitable support were drying up’ (ibid.). I would generalise from this
the notion of the star’s image being related to contradictions in ideology -
whether within the dominant ideology, or between it and other subordinated/rev-
olutionary ideologies. The relation may be one of displacement (see next section,
‘Displacement of values’), or of the suppression of one half of the contradiction
and the foregrounding of the other (see Merton on Kate Smith, p. 29 below), or
else it may be that the star effects a ‘magic’ reconciliation of the apparently in-
compatible terms. Thus if it is true to say that American society has seen sexuality,
especially for women, as wrong and, in effect, ‘extraordinary) and yet has required
women to be both sexy and pure and ordinary, then one can see Lana Turner’s
combination of sexuality and ordinariness, or Marilyn Monroe’s blend of sexiness
and innocence, as effecting a magical synthesis of these opposites. This was poss-
ible partly through the specific chains of meaning in the images of those two stars,
and partly through, once again, the fact of their rea] existence as individuals in the
world, so that the disunity created by attaching opposing qualities to their images
was none the less rendered a unity simply by virtue of the fact that each was only
one person. (One can see this process in The Postman Always Rings Twice, where
the character of Cora is totally contradictory, endlessly given ‘inconsistent’ motiv-
ation by the script; so a discussion of Cora as a constructed character would re-
veal nothing but fragmentation, yet, because it is played by Lana Turner, a unity
imposes itself. See Dyer, ‘Four Films of Lana Turner’)
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Displacement of values . .
So flzir I have been discussing the way stars may reinforce aspects of ideology

simply by repeating, reproducing or reconciling them. Howeyer, both Barry King
and Eckert (in his article on Shirley Temple) suggest that remforcefnent may be
achieved not so much by reiterating dominant values as by concealing prevalent
ictions or problems. . o
Corll(tirr?; gitscusses tP})lis in general terms. What he calls ‘Hol.lywo((')d studio reahsm
is built around ‘the centrifuge of the hero, and is, he clalrps, inescapably social
commentary’ — yet it must not offend the audience (for else it yvould not sell?. Tﬁe
star solves this problem ‘because he or she converts the opinion expressed in t e1
film to an expression of his being ... he converts the ’q,uest'wn whx do people fee
this way?” to “how does it feel to have such feelings?”’ This w?rks in terms of t}me
producers: ‘The stars ... ease the problem of judgemex?t (which w.ouk.i politicise
media) off the shoulders of those controlling the mec'ha by throwing it onto the
realm of personal experience and feelings’ Equally it ‘.,vorks for'the aUdlem’::i
depoliticising their consciousness by individualising it, rendering the soci

personal:

By embodying and dramatising the flow of information, the stars promote dep'lglllltlctsed
modes of attachment (i.e. acceptance of the status quo) in 1Fs audience. The stars
promote a privatisation or personalisation of structural detsermmatnts, they_ promote e}
mass consciousness in the audience. Individuals‘ wh.o perceive thel.r world in termls) l0

personal relevance alone are individuals in a privatised mass. Their personal troubles

tend to remain personal troubles.

The stars serve to mask people’s awareness of themselves as class ‘members by
reconstituting social differences in the audience ‘into a new polar{ty Prq—stfir/
anti-star . . . collective experience is individualised and lose§ its collectlve. insignifi-
cance’. In all these ways then stars, by virtue of being Fxpggenced (that is the'y are
a phenomenon of experience not cognition) and mfhvnduate'd (eml?odymg a;
general social value/norm in a ‘unique’ image), and having an existence in the rea
world, serve to defuse the political meanings that form the. inescapable l?ut po-
tentially offensive or explosive point of departure of all media messages. ng has
not argued this through in the case of a specific star, but the' a'rgument.m?ght run
that John Wayne or Jane Fonda, both stars with obvious Pohtlcal associations, ?.Ct
unavoidably to obscure the political issues they embO(‘i)" 51mp1¥ by demonstratmgf
the lifestyle of their politics and displaying those poht.lcal bel}efs as an aspect 0
their personality. This means that films and stars are 1deol$)glcally 51gn}ﬁcant in
the most general sense of cutting audiences off'from ;?olltlcs, rendering therr;
passive (cf. Lowenthal), but not ideologically sigr.uﬁcant‘ in the narrower sense (;)
reinforcing a given political standpoint. The specific politics c?f Wayn.e ar}d.Fon la
would thus be irrelevant in discussing their ideological function, which is identi-
cal with that of all stars. .

Whilst I would certainly share King’s view as a description of a t_end.ency of 'the
star phenomenon, nevertheless I find it hard to discount the §pe§1ﬁf 1deolog1f:?1
meaning/function of given stars. King’s view depends upon dlSIIllSSlflg as Pohtll—
célly irrelevant such things as lifestyles, feelings and ‘the personal’. S)bvu?u‘sy
whether or not one regards these things as political depends upon one’s politics.
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My own feeling is that we are so shaped and penetrated by our society that the -
personal is always political. In this perspective it may be true to say that Wayne or .
Fonda are politically irrelevant in terms of converting the ‘issues’ of convention-
ally conceived right or left politics respectively, but precisely because they are
experiential, individual living embodiments of those politics they may convey the
implications of those politics in terms of, for example, sex roles, everyday life, etc. -

Under what circumstances this can happen is discussed below, pp- 77-83.

Charles Eckert’s discussion of Shirley Temple stresses the way in which Temple’s
image both ‘asserts and denies’ problem aspects of Depression-capitalist society.

Money, in the Republican ideological complex to which Temple’s films belong,

was a problematic issue: ‘as a charitable gift [it] was benevolent, whereas [money]
in the form of dole was destructive’ Charity and initiative were the values to be

foregrounded, while money was ‘ambivalent and repressed’:

In Shirley Temple’s films and biographies, through a slight but very important
displacement, charity appears as love and initiative as work. Both love and work are
abstracted from all social and psychological realities. They have no causes; they are
unmotivated. (...) Money is subjected, in keeping with its ambivalent nature, to two op-
posing operations. In Shirley’s films and the depictions of real life attitudes toward
money, it is censored out of existence. It is less than destructive. It is nothing. But in an

opposing movement, found largely in Shirley’s biographies, money breaks free and °

induces an inebriated fantasy that a Caliban would embrace, a vision of gold descending
from the heavens, a treasure produced from a little girl’s joy and curls and laughter. (p. 20)

Eckert’s analysis seems to me to be in many respects exemplary for its linking of
the produced image to the specific ideological realities of its time. Of course, not
all stars will require the concept of displacement to account for their ideological
functioning, but many will and Temple is a good example of the usefulness of the
concept, since she is the kind of star so apparently without ideological signifi-
cance. (It is a pity all the same that Eckert does not discuss her more direct, obvi-

ous embodiment of ideological conceptions of the family, childhood and

feminity, and her relationships with black characters in the films.)

Compensation
The notion of stars compensating people for qualities lacking in their lives is
obviously close to the concept of stars embodying values that are under threat.
The latter are presumably qualities which people have an idea of, but which they
do not experience in their day-to-day lives. However, compensation implies not
that an image makes one believe all over again in the threatened value, but that it
shifts your attention from that value to some other, lesser, ‘compensatory’ one.
Leo Lowenthal sees the shift as one from active involvement in business, poli-
tics, the productive sphere, to active involvement in leisure and consumption:

It is some comfort for the little man [sic] who has become expelled from the Horatio
Alger dream, who despairs of penetrating the thicket of grand strategy in politics and
business, to see his heroes as a lot of guys who like or dislike highballs, cigarettes,
tomato juice, golf, and social gatherings — just like himself. (‘The Triumph of Mass
Idols}, p. 135)
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Lowenthal sees that this is a problem of real structural failures in society, not just
a crisis of belief in an ideology. This perspective also informs Robert K. Merton’s
study of Kate Smith in his book Mass Persuasion. This is a study of the enormously
successful war-bond drive conducted by Kate Smith on 21 September 1943. Many
factors contributed to this success (length of broadcast, its special build-up, the

content of what Smith said, etc.), but none more so than the image of Smith her-

self. Merton suggests that there was a congruence between Smith’s image and the
themes used to sell the bonds (e.g. partriotism, self-sacrifice, etc.), but above all
notes that interviewees for his study stressed time and again Smith’s sincerity. The
radio broadcast itself ‘corroborated’ Smith’s image of sincerity by the fact that she
was doing it for nothing and that it went on for so long and yet she never flagged.
Equally her image had been built up by the convergence of a variety of factors:

published accounts of her charities; inadvertent and casual radio references to her con-
tributions; expressions of her identification with other plain people; the halo trans-
ferred from the kind of people she talks about to herself - all these contribute to her
established reputation as a doer of good. (p. 100)

Smith’s image is then a condensation of various traditional values, ‘guaranteed’ by
the actual existence of Smith as a person, producing her as an incarnation of
sincerity.

Merton’s interviewees contrasted Smith’s sincerity with ‘the pretenses, decep-
tions and dissembling which they observe in their daily experience’ (p. 142). Mer-
ton suggests that the experience of being manipulated characterises contemporary
society, it is one of ‘the psychological effects of a society which, focused on capi-
tal and the market, tends to instrumentalise human relationships’ (p. 143):

The emotional emphasis placed on Smith’s ‘really meaning what she says’ derives from
the assumption that advertisers, public relations counsels, salesmen, promoters, script
writers, politicians and, in extreme cases, ministers, doctors and teachers are systemati-
cally manipulating symbols in order to gain power or prestige or income. It is the ex-
pression of a wish to be considered as a person rather than a potential client or
customer. It is a reaction against the feelings of insecurity that stem from the conviction
that others are dissembling and pretending to good-fellowship to gain one’s confidence
and make one more susceptible to manipulation. (p. 144)

The Smith following . .. is no mere aggregate of persons who are entertained by a popu-
lar singer. For many, she has become the symbol of a moral leader who ‘demonstrates’
by her own behaviours that there need be no discrepancy between appearance and
reality in the sphere of human relationships. That an entertainer should have captured
the moral loyalties of so large a following is itself an incisive commentary on prevailing
social and political orientations. (p. 145)

Although one could quarrel with aspects of Merton’s formulation (the notion
of ‘a person’ should not be taken as a given or an absolute, since notions of what
it is to be human are culturally and historically specific; it may be that the dis-
crepancy between appearance and reality in human relationships is necessary and
inescapable, Smith’s appeal therefore being unrealisably utopian), at the level of
description it seems very persuasive.

Merton also explores other aspects of Smith’s image, unfortunately in less de-
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tail. Thus he suggests that Smith embodies the first of the ‘three prevailing models

for the feminine sex role: the domesticity pattern, the career pattern, and the:
glamour pattern’ at the expense of the other two. By reinforcing and therefore:
legitimating the domesticity pattern, she ‘serves to mitigate the strain and conflict’
these contradictory roles impose on women. ‘Smith is taken as a living testimonial -
that the cultural accent on feminine attractiveness may be safely abandoned’ (p.

147). “She . .. provides emotional support for those who are shut off from occu-
pational achievement.” Merton discusses her mother Image, her success (though
remaining ‘just one of us’) and her ‘unspoiledness’ in similar terms, always relat-
ing it to specific senses of lack of anxiety in sectors of the audience. (The sincer-
ity emphasis, unlike the others, Merton found in all classes and both sexes.)

Charisma
Merton’s ideas, as well as those of Eckert and Brown, all relate to the notion of
‘charisma’ as developed by Max Weber in the field of political theory. I'd like to
end Part One by discussing Weber’s theories and their relevance to the star
phenomenon, as, in a suitably modified form, the notion of charisma (in the We-
berian sense, not just meaning ‘magic; etc.) does combine concepts of social func-
tion with an understanding of ideology.

Weber was interested in accounting for how political order is legitimated (other
than by sheer force), and suggested three alternatives: tradition (doing what we’ve
always done), bureaucracy (doing things according to agreed but alterable, sup-

posedly rational rules) and charisma (doing things because the leader suggests it). -

Chz'irisma is defined as ‘a certain quality of an individual personality by virtue of
which he [sic] is set apart from ordinary men and treated as endowed with

supernatural, superhuman or at least superficially exceptional qualities’ (On

Charisma and Institution Building, p. 329).

There are certain problems about transferring the notion of charisma from pol-

itical to film theory. As Alberoni has pointed out, the star’s status depends upon

her/his not having any institutional political power. Yet there is clearly some cor-

respondence between political and star charisma, in particular the question of

how or why a given person comes to have ‘charisma’ attributed to him/her. E. A, ;
i

Shils in ‘Charisma, Order and Status’ suggests that

The charismatic quality of an individual as perceived by others, or himself [sic] lies in °

what is thought to be his connection with (including possession by or embedment in)
some very central feature of man’s existence and the cosmos in which he lives. The
centrality, coupled with intensity, makes it extraordinary.

One does not have to think in terms of ‘man’s existence’ and ‘the cosmos’, some-
what suspect eternal universals, to accept the general validity of this statement,
especially as it is probably very often the case that what is culturally and histori-
cally specific about the charismatic person’s relationship to her/his society may
none the less present itself, or be read, as being an eternal universal relationship.
S. N. Eisenstadt in his introduction to Weber’s Charisma and Institution Build-
ing has taken this one stage further by suggesting, on the basis of a survey of com-
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.munications research, that charismatic appeal is effective especially when the
isocial order is uncertain, unstable and ambiguous and when the charismatic fig-
ureor group offers a value, order or stability to counterpoise this. Linking a star
with the whole of a society may not get us very far in these terms, unless one takes

twentieth-century western society to have been in constant instability. Rather, one
needs to think in terms of the relationships (of the various kinds outlined above)
between stars and specific instabilities, ambiguities and contradictions in the cul-
ture (which are reproduced in the actual practice of making films, and film stars).

+ This model underlines one of the earliest attempts to analyse a star image, Al-
istair Cooke’s Douglas Fairbanks: The Making of a Screen Character, published in
1940. Cooke accounts for Fairbanks’s stardom in terms of the appropriateness of
his ‘Americanness’ to the contemporary situation of America:

At a difficult time in American history, when the United States was keeping a precari-
ous neutrality in the European war, Douglas Fairbanks appeared to know all the
answers and knew them without pretending to be anything more than ‘an all-round
chap, just a regular American’ (The American). The attraction of this flattering transfer
of identity to the audience did not have to be obvious to be enjoyed. The movie fan’s
pleasure in Fairbanks might have been expressed in the simple sentence of a later French
critic: ‘Douglas Fairbanks is a tonic. He laughs and you feel relieved.” In this period of
his earliest films it was no accident that his best-liked films should have been His Pic-
ture in the Papers, Reggie Mixes In, Manhattan Madness, and American Aristocracy. These
were respectively about the American mania for publicity; about a society playboy who
was not above finding his girl in a downtown cabaret and fighting a gangster or two to
keep her; about a Westerner appalled at the effete manners of the East, and about a
Southerner of good family who married into ‘bean-can’ nobility, and was healthily
oblivious of any implied snobbery. Here already was the kernel of a public hero close
enough, in manner and get-up, to contemporary America to leave his admirers with the
feeling that they were manfully facing the times rather than escaping from them. (pp.
16-17)

Marilyn Monroe provides another example. Her image has to be situated in the
flux of ideas about morality and sexuality that characterised the 50s in America
and can here be indicated by such instances as the spread of Freudian ideas in
post-war America (registered particularly in the Hollywood melodrama), the Kin-
sey report, Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique, rebel stars such as Marlon
Brando, James Dean and Elvis Presley, the relaxation of cinema censorship in the
face of competition from television, etc. (In turn, these instances need to be
situated in relation to other levels of the social formation, e.g. actual social and
sexual relations, the relative economic situations of men and women, etc.) Mon-
roe’s combination of sexuality and innocence is part of that flux, but one can also
see her ‘charisma’ as being the apparent condensation of all that within her. Thus
she seemed to ‘be’ the very tensions that ran through the ideological life of 50s
America. You could see this as heroically living out the tensions or painfully ex-
posing them.

Just as star charisma needs to be situated in the specificities of the ideological
configurations to which it belongs (a process discussed in Part Two), so also vir-
tually all sociological theories of stars ignore the specificities of another aspect of
the phenomenon — the audience. (Assumptions about the audience as a gener-
alised, homogenous collectivity abound in the material surveyed above.}) The




