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It is the Age of Celebrity in the United States.  Movie stars run for elective office and win.  Politicians play fictional characters on television shows.  Rock stars raise money for political parties.  Musicians, athletes, and artists speak out on issues of hunger, stem cell research, and foreign policy.  


While this is not the first time celebrities have sought elective office or spoken out on questions of public policy, there are a number of factors in the contemporary period that have accentuated celebrity politics and given it a far greater prominence.  The culture has changed in ways that glorify fame and fortune.
  The news industry has become highly competitive.  Media reporters need good copy, and few sources provide better copy than actors, athletes, and entertainers.  And politics has become very expensive, which places a premium on those who can convince others to give money.
 

In this essay, I describe why we have an age of celebrity, what factors have contributed to the blurring of the lines between politics and entertainment, how politicians mimic celebrities (and vice versa), what the age of celebrity reveals about our culture, and risks facing a celebrity culture.  In important respects, the contemporary period has undergone crucial changes, sometimes to the detriment of society as a whole.
At a time when the press plays closer attention to celebrities speaking out on complex policy subjects than experts with detailed knowledge, there is a danger that politics will be drained of substance, and serious deliberation and discourse will be diminished.  If politics becomes an entertainment show based on performance skills, society loses its capacity for nuance, compromise, and deliberation.
Blurring the Lines Between Politics and Entertainment

Celebrity politics is not a new phenomenon.  In the 18th and 19th centuries, it was common in the United States for famous families and former military generals to use their prominence as an asset to gain elective office.  Many of our leading presidents were famous for their exploits on the military field.  Individuals such as George Washington, Andrew Jackson, William Henry Harrison, and U.S. Grant represent just a few of the presidents whose military fame led them to high office.

Other historical leaders were legacy politicians who came from celebrated families such as the Roosevelts, Adams, and Harrisons.  These three families produced six presidents (Theodore and Franklin Roosevelt, John and John Quincy Adams, and William Henry and Benjamin Harrison).  When Blair Lee was elected governor of Maryland in the 1970s, he was the 21st member of his extended family to hold political office since 1647.  According to Stephen Hess, 700 families account for “1,700 of the 10,000 men and women who have been elected to the federal legislature since 1774.”
  

America also had celebrated writers and non-politicos who spoke out on issues of the day.  Mark Twain was a leading political satirist, whose quips twitted many a prominent public figure.  Ernest Hemingway was a novelist who got involved in a number of foreign and domestic controversies of his era.  Charles Lindbergh gained fame for becoming the first pilot to fly solo, nonstop across the Atlantic.  He then used this prominence to lead America’s isolationist movement in the 1930s and 1940s.
But several trends over the past few decades have contributed to a celebrity culture that is far more pronounced and politically important than in earlier epochs.
  There have been fundamental shifts in media and money that have blurred the lines between politics and entertainment.  With the rise of new technologies such as cable television, talk radio, and the Internet, the news business has become very competitive and more likely to focus on gossip and prominent personalities. 
Tabloid shows such as Access Hollywood glorify celebrities and provide a “behind-the-scenes” look at the entertainment industry.  Reporters stake out “star” parties and nightclubs, and file reports on who is in attendance and who is accompanying them.  These shows attract millions of viewers and help to publicize the careers of aspiring entertainers.
The old “establishment” press that kept rumors of President John F. Kennedy’s marital infidelities out of the newspapers has been replaced by a news media that specializes in reporting on the private lives of politicians and Hollywood stars.  Individuals who have drinking or drug habits, or gamble too much are likely to find themselves in the news today.

Reporters in the contemporary era are more likely to focus on human features than detailed substance.  According to William Winter, who was one of America’s first television news broadcasters in 1950, the modern era is a time when news broadcasts are “increasingly shallow and trivial.”
  American politics has come to be dominated by nine-second sound bytes (later cut to five seconds).  Competition in American politics centers around who can reduce complex messages down to understandable sound bytes.

The growing cost of American campaigns also contributed to the emergence of celebrity politics.  With the need for money to finance television ads and get-out-the-vote drives, politicians became fundraising machines.  Senators in large states must raise $5,000 a day every day of their six-year term in order to have enough money for their re-election efforts.  Without large amounts of money, candidates cannot run television ads or mobilize likely voters. 

This need for cash forces politicians into alliances with athletes, actors, and artists who can headline fundraising events.  In order to guarantee a large turnout at a fundraising party, it has become common to feature comedians, singers, and other celebrities who can attract a large crowd.  In the 2004 presidential election, for example, Bruce Springsteen led a series of concerts to raise money to defeat President George W. Bush.  Other Hollywood celebrities such as actors Sean Penn, Mike Farrell, and Linda Ronstadt spoke out against the Iraq War.

Republicans also have turned to celebrities and athletes to raise money.  With their strong support in “red” states, country singers were especially popular among GOP candidates.  Individuals such as Garth Brooks lent their names to the cause of electing Republicans across the country.
The intertwining of politics and entertainment has blurred the lines between these two fields.  The old days when entertainers and politicians led more or less separate existences has been replaced with a system that regularly brings members of each club into close contact with the other side.  In today’s era, politicians need celebrities and celebrities need politicians.  Each possesses attributes that the other requires.
 How Politicians Mimic Celebrities (and Vice Versa)


There are several reasons why politicians and celebrities have come to form close relationships with each other.  From the standpoint of politicians, celebrities are a way to reach voters jaded by political cynicism.  In the 1950s, two-thirds of Americans trusted the government in Washington to do what is right.
  Presidents had high moral authority, and citizens had confidence in the ethics and morality of their leaders.

However, following scandals in Vietnam and Watergate, economic stagflation, and controversies over Iran-Contra and Monica Lewinsky, the public became far less trusting.  They no longer were confident about political leaders and less likely to trust the motives of these individuals.  Today, when asked whether they trust the government in Washington to do what is right, two-thirds are mistrusting.  Citizens feel that politicians are in it for themselves and that they serve special interests.  The days when citizens trusted politicians to tell them the truth is gone, replaced by a public that is highly skeptical about motives and intentions.

In this situation, it is difficult for politicians to raise money and build public support.  They simply do not have the credibility necessary for political persuasion.  It no longer is enough for them to make particular claims.  They need to hitch themselves to people who have higher credibility than they themselves do.
For this reason, politicians draw on sources from outside the political realm.  They need individuals who are considered more trustworthy and less partisan, and who have high credibility with the general public.  
Athletes are one example of high credibility sources that politicians love to draw on as are popular singers, actors, and musicians.  Because they come from outside the political world, these celebrities represent a valuable resource for politicians.  Their fame attracts press coverage and campaign contributors, and their accomplishments from outside the political world allows politicians to piggyback on their high credibility with voters.  
In many cases, celebrities are seen as white knights who can clean up the political establishment and bring new ideas to public policymaking.  They are not tainted by past partisan scandals or political dealings.  They are seen as too rich to be bought.

These were central assets in the campaign by Arnold Schwartzenegger for governor of California.  Seeking office at a time when three-quarters of state voters thought California was headed in the wrong direction and when the incumbent governor, Gray Davis, had a job approval rating hovering around 20 percent, the Hollywood actor campaigned for change and reform, and said he was better equipped than career politicians to bring about necessary shifts.  It was an ideal time for him to run since he had spent most of his life outside the political world.

Schwartzenegger’s election demonstrates why celebrities are effective in running for office and speaking out on public affairs.  They have a credibility and a name recognition that makes them attractive for voters and reporters.  Journalists crowd their press conferences and strain to hear everything they say about issues of foreign and domestic policy.  Even though they lack detailed knowledge on these issues, they have a platform that allows them to participate in civic discourse.


But it is not just politicians who form alliances with celebrities and use them to raise money, attract media attention, and persuade recalcitrant voters.  Celebrities also need politicians.  It is a long time between movies or concert tours.  In today’s rapidly-changing world, celebrities feel pressure to keep their names in the news.  It is not enough just to be able to sing wonderful songs and hit home runs.  Many sports and entertainment figures think they need a bigger public presence that will keep them prominent in the world of celebrityhood.  
Famous actors and athletes use talk and entertainment shows such as Oprah Winfrey to keep their names before the public.  Celebrities have learned that having a charitable or political cause is a way to maintain a public presence.  While celebrities generally prefer non-controversial causes such as more money for children or breast cancer research, increasingly entertainment figures are taking stances on controversial subjects, such as the Iraq war and election campaigns.


There used to be concern about celebrities’ images getting tangled up in political controversies.  Dating back to Jane Fonda’s opposition to the Vietnam War and the resulting political backlash among veterans upset with her visit to Hanoi, celebrities have worried that too much political involvement could be damaging to their careers.  
However, in recent years, the large number of entertainers taking political positions has led many to become active in partisan politics.  There appears to be far less concern about negative fallout that would have been the case a few decades ago.  There is safety in numbers.  As long as many celebrities are politically active, there is far less danger than any one of them will suffer a debilitating backlash from their political activities.  The activism of some encourages activism by other celebrities.  It is the reason why so many prominent figures have taken positions on a wide range of social and political issues without feeling there is a danger to their entertainment careers. 
What the Age of Celebrity Says About Us

With the increase in number of celebrities running for office and taking political stances, it is clear that celebrityhood is as much about us as it is about prominent people themselves.  The Age of Celebrity is a cultural lens that reveals what Americans value and how the culture has become fascinated with famous people.

In many respects, the American public is quite supportive of a regime based on celebrityhood.  Tabloid newspapers have a large circulation.  The National Enquirer sells around 2.3 million copies every week and the Star has a circulation of 1.7 million.  Television shows devoted to gossip about the famous do well.  An average of 3.5 million watch the syndicated television show Inside Edition and the E entertainment network attracts several million viewers to its shows about Hollywood figures.

Celebrities dominate lists of personalities young people most would like to meet.  A national survey asked teenagers which type of person they most would like to meet.  Fitting a celebrity era that idolizes entertainment and sports figures, this study found that the top category named was musicians, followed by athletes and actors.  Politicians were well down the list of preferred individuals to meet.  

National surveys documented that more than 10 percent of Americans get information about politics from late-night entertainment shows such as the Tonight Show or Letterman.  And for those under the age of thirty years old, that figure rises to nearly half.
  As the network news has emphasized entertainment features and lifestyle stories at the expense of hard news, more and more Americans are turning to entertainment shows such as the Daily Show with Jon Stewart for political commentary.
The emergence of “reality-based” television shows has become popular with viewers.  The final episode of the first season of Survivor earned ratings that were second only to the Super Bowl.  The popularity of this genre led pollsters to ask a national sample what they would be willing to allow a reality show to film them doing.  The most popular results were 31 percent for being in their pajamas, 29 percent for kissing, 26 percent for crying, 25 percent for having an argument with someone, 16 percent being drunk, 10 percent eating a rat or insect, 8 percent being naked, and 5 percent having sex.

This “democratization” of fame that was first described by Leo Braudy many years ago allows people of ordinary means and talent to become “temporary” celebrities.
  Not only are people fascinated with famous individuals and their personal lives, they want to be on television themselves.  Indeed, their quest for fame is so strong they are willing to eat rats or betray loved ones to achieve stardom.
Based on these trends, it is clear that the cult of personality resonates with many Americans and is alive and well in society at large.  The celebrity culture is not something that is being inflicted on an unwilling public.  Rather, it is a development that people watch and willingly participate in.  America is a voyeuristic society that values news and information about prominent people as well as ordinary people who have fleeting moments of fame.  Viewers love to hear tidbits about celebrity lives, even what these individuals think about political issues of the day.  
The Risks of Celebrity Culture

America’s celebrity politics makes for an entertaining show.  It is interesting to see a former wrestler such as Jesse Ventura win the governorship of a major state.  It also was stunning to see Schwartzenegger’s victory in the California gubernatorial election.  Hillary Clinton’s campaign for Senate from New York attracted considerable interest as did the campaigns of various “third-generation” Kennedys from around the country.

At one level, this celebrity regime is beneficial to our culture and to our political system.  Celebrities bring new ideas to the process.  Unlike conventional politicians, celebrities do not have to serve a long apprenticeship before they run for major offices.  In a world where entangling alliances are the rule, these individuals are as close to free agents as one can find.

This freedom allows them to challenge the conventional wisdom, adopt unpopular stances, and expand the range of ideas represented in our national dialogue.  Since they are not conventional politicians and are not limited to mainstream coalitions based on Left or Right, they have a greater potential to innovate than career politicians.

But in other respects, a system based on celebrityhood raises a host of problems.  Our fascination with celebrities raises the risk that there will be more superficiality and less substance in our political process.  Celebrities contribute to the circus atmosphere that has arisen in American politics.  Increasingly, politics has a big element of public performance.  Politicians get judged by their ability to deliver crisp sound bytes more than by their substantive knowledge.

With journalists interested in celebrity quotes and good copy, experts with detailed knowledge about public policy are more likely to become marginalized.  It is easier to go to the famous and get their opinion than to seek out voices of less prominent people who may actually know more.


American politics never has placed a strong emphasis on substance.  Compared to other Western democracies, fewer people vote at election time and many appear not to be very informed about their decisions.  As celebrity politics takes root, there is the long-term danger that citizens will become even less knowledgeable about policy choices.

What we have now is a system where star power is weighted more heavily than traditional political skills, such as bargaining, compromise, and experience.  Conventional politicians are being replaced by famous, media-savvy fundraisers.  The risk is that qualities such as experience and knowledge will be lost, which could hurt the system’s ability to deal with pressing problems and resolve social conflict.

Both democracy and culture depend on deliberation, participation, and engagement.  Elections are a key device by which representative democracy takes place.  Citizens must feel engaged in the process and must be able to think about their options.  And in terms of the larger culture, people must feel a stake in important decisions that get made.
In a system based on fame and fortune, there is the danger that important values are being neglected, to the detriment of the larger system.  Voters may come to act like Chance, the gardener in the film “Being There”.  They may be content to watch and be entertained.  There already is evidence that the quality of civic deliberation is becoming trivialized.  
The gossip quotient has increased and politics has become a 24-hour entertainment spectacle.  With attention spans for important stories dropping precipitously, the system rewards celebrity politicians with famous names.  Unless these individuals provide citizens with proper information, it short-circuits our system of governance.  Without quality information, voters can not make informed choices about their futures.
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