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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 informed 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, sociologically 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 specificities 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 before proceeding to analyse them; once it is granted that all texts are social facts, then it follows that these textual assumptions must be grounded in sociological 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 between the sociological and the semiotic (and between the theoretical and the empirical).

The book is structured in three parts. In all three, it is assumed that we are dealing with the stars in terms of their signification, not with them as real people. The fact that they are also real people is an important aspect of how they signify, but we never know them directly as real people, only as they are to be found in media texts. The three parts of the book can then be seen as centring on the different questions we might pose of the stars as significations. Part One (Stars as a Social Phenomenon) – why do stars signify; i.e. what kind of social reality are stars? Why do they exist, in general and in particular? What is their relationship to other aspects of social structure and values? Part Two (Stars as Images) – what do stars signify; i.e. what meanings and affects do the image of stardom and the images of particular stars embody? Part Three (Stars as Signs) – how do stars signify; i.e. how do star images function within film texts themselves in relation to other aspects of the text, including those such as characterisation and performance which directly coincide with the star's presence?

All three sections involve the concept of ideology. As this is a widely and variously used word (and a subject of much controversy), I had better state briefly here what I understand by it.1

Ideology is the set of ideas and representations in which people collectively make sense of the world and the society in which they live. It is important to distinguish between ideology in general and ideologies in particular. Ideology is a characteristic of all human societies, but a given ideology is specific to a particular culture at a particular moment in its history. All ideologies are developed in relation to the concrete, material circumstances of human life – they are the means by which knowledge is made out of those circumstances. There is no guarantee that this knowledge is true in an absolute sense – indeed, all ideology is by definition partial and limited (which is not at all the same thing as saying it is 'false'). At the same time, there is no way in which we can think outside of ideology and in this sense all analysis of ideology is itself ideological.2

Our society is characterised by divisions of class and gender, and, secondarily but not reducible to them, by divisions between races and sexual, cultural, religious and other minorities/majorities. Within these divisions, which complexly cut across one another, sense is made out of the world, collectively but also differentially. That is to say, all ideologies are rooted in the life activity of given social groups within a given particular society, but that any group may produce several contradictory inflections of its ideology. In any society – and therefore in the ideas and representations of any society – one can always discern contradictions of two orders: between the ideologies of the various groups in conflict (potential or actual) and within each of those ideologies.

The primary concern of any attention to Hollywood must be with the dominant ideology of western society. Any dominant ideology in any society presents itself as the ideology of that society as a whole. Its work is to deny the legitimacy of alternative and oppositional ideologies and to construct out of its own contradictions a consensual ideology that will appear to be valid for all members of society. The operations of the dominant ideology are thus a ceaseless effort to mask or displace both its own contradictions and those contradictions to it that 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 audiences 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 commitment 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 Hollywood lies in this process of contradiction and its 'management' and those moments 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 multiplicity 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 implications 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 performing 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 apologies already for omissions, I should like to thank Jack Babuscio, Ken Bartlett, Charlotte Brunsdon, Ros Brunt, Colin Cruise, Christine Geraghty, Malcolm Gibb, Ian Gilman, Stuart Hall, Gillian Hartnoll, Marion Jordan, Ann Kaplan, Angie Martin, Jean McCrindle, Stephanie McKnight, Tessa Perkins, Victor Perkins and Rachel Powell for many useful discussions and insights, Christine Gledhill and Nicky North for the same and support and encouragement throughout the project. Ed Buscombe for further editorial help, Erich Sargeant for help with the illustrations, the staff of the British Film Institute Library and Information Department and students in the American Studies and Adult Education departments at the University of Keele and in my 1977–8 London University extramural class for ideas and stimulation that I fear I never properly acknowledged or recognised at the time.

Notes

1.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 Marxist 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 Wolff, 'The Interpretation of Literature in Society: The Hermeneutic Approach', in Jane Routh and Janet Wolff (eds.), The Sociology of Literature: Theoretical Approaches.

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


PART ONE

Stars as a Social Phenomenon

The stars are a reflection in which the public studies and adjusts its own image of itself ... The social history of a nation can be written in terms of its film stars. (Raymond Durgnat, Films and Feelings, pp. 137–8)

Far more than men, women [stars] were the vessels of men's and women's fantasies and the barometers of changing fashion. Like two-way mirrors linking the immediate past with the immediate future, women in the movies reflected, perpetuated, and in some respects offered innovations on the roles of women in society. (Molly Haskell, From Reverence to Rape, p. 12)

Take Robert Taylor, M. Boyer, Mr Laurence Olivier, and take Miss Durbin, Miss Garson and Miss Davis and a few more film actors and actresses, and you may be able to arrive at a complete anthropological typology of which no La Rochefoucauld, Pascal or Jung could ever dream.

(J. P. Mayer, Sociology of the Film, p. 262)

Stars . . . are the direct or indirect reflection of the needs, drives and dreams of American society.

(Alexander Walker, Stardom, p. xi)

Part One is concerned with the question – why do we get the phenomenon of stardom and, given that we do, why do we get the particular stars we do? How are we to account for the phenomenon in both general and specific terms?

It is organised as follows:

—discussion of the general social conditions favouring stardom

—the role of forces of production and consumption in shaping stardom and stars

—the ideological functioning of the star phenomenon.


1Conditions 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 doings 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:

—a state 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, privileged group who yet on the one hand do not excite envy or resentment (because anyone 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 stands of a John Wayne or a Jane Fonda, or the implicit political meanings of a Bette Davis or a Marlon Brando, are irrelevant or insignificant. Whilst no one would claim that they have a direct political 'effect', surely these form part of the way by which values and attitudes are shaped? However, it is probably true to say that Wayne, Fonda et al. are widely believed to be politically insignificant and unimportant, and that the only 'real' politics is decision-making within the institutions of society. Because of this belief, the ideological significance of stars is masked or discounted. One might then suggest that just because it is so masked its real political power is all the greater for being less easily resisted.

King1 takes up the argument with Alberoni by pointing out that stars have a major control over the representation of people in society – and how people are represented as being in the mass media is going to have some kind of influence (even if only of reinforcement) on how people are in society. Stars have a privileged position in the definition of social roles and types, and this must have real consequences in terms of how people believe they can and should behave.

King also suggests his own set of preconditions for stardom:

—production of surplus (i.e. commodities in excess of basic material needs)

—development of a technology of mass communication

—extensive penetration of the cultural sphere by industrialisation which leads to a separation between a system of action committed to instrumental goals (utilitarian and predominant) and a system of action committed to expressive goals (moralistic and subordinant)

—rigid separation of work and leisure: division of role structure between expressive and instrumental roles

—decline of local cultures and the development of a mass level of culture, transformation from specific to universalistic modes of evaluation

—organisation of the motion picture industry around commodity production and the progressive centralisation of control over production

—a relative increase of social mobility into expressive role positions unconnected with sacred institutions (which in feudal society constituted centres of power).

To some extent, King's preconditions cover the same ground as Alberoni's. King's instrumental–expressive distinction reworks Alberoni's distinction between effective (i.e. in his terms politically significant) roles and non-effective ones. The advantage of King's terms is that they allow one to see the political or ideological significance of expressive roles as well as of instrumental ones. Alberoni's terminology on the other hand does remind us, as suggested above, that expressive roles are not believed to be politically significant.


2Production: 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 origins 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 summary 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
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