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			INTRODUCTION

			In 2009, I wrote a best-selling book called The Cult of Celebrity: What Our Fascination with the Stars Reveals About Us. I, with my book in tow, spoke on camera prolifically about celebrity culture. I was featured in several documentaries (American Dynasties: The Kennedys; Love, Lust, and Lingerie; An Affair of the Heart; and three episodes of the A&E show Biography) and discussed the world of celebrity on both daily and weekly programming (Entertainment Tonight, HLN’s Showbiz Tonight, Inside Edition, 20/20, and several Fox News Channel shows). I even starred in my own celebrity-oriented shows (Confessions of a Teen Idol for VH1 and Dish Nation for 20th Television). Though I was embraced as both a psychologist and an expert in all things celebrity, I had one blind spot: the impact social media would have on how celebrities communicate their political agendas. To be fair, at the time, we all had that blind spot. It was early 2009, and none of us could have predicted the jolt of social media. We could never have foreseen the major impact social media would have on our political tapestry. Not then and maybe not even yet.

			According to technology historians, social media as we know it began with Friendster in 2003. Even though Facebook launched in 2004, it would not become available to the public until 2006 and not part of our lexicon until a few years after that. This is why MySpace was the top social network until Twitter launched in 2006. But it was rock musician Tom Petty, in March of 2008, who would be the first celebrity to join Twitter, leading the way with Lady Gaga entering the Twitterverse soon after. They both used the platform as many early celebrity adapters did: as an opportunity to promote their brand, share news, and further bond fans to their brand.

			March 26, 2008: @ladygaga op rehearsing for my video just dance and am now at wmc to perform at the Armani and nervous records party. But I am no nervous record!

			Those were the first two artists we can identify as “celebrities” who communicated directly with their audience through social media. However, looking back on some of those early tweets, they seemed more like a PR person’s communiqués than personal messages from the celebrity themselves. That was about to change.

			In fact, our forty-fourth president, Barack Obama, who many considered a celebrity of sorts, regularly made news as a young political leader who used YouTube and social media to communicate with his young followers. His first tweet preceded Petty and Gaga, as it was sent on April 29, 2007. He wrote, “Thinking we’re only one signature away from ending the war in Iraq.”

			By the time our next president, Donald Trump, came around, social media as a tool for political information was weaponized. Mr. Trump knew he had to do more, do something unprecedented, or in this case, unpresidential. So, he tweeted and kept tweeting—sometimes up to twenty-two times a day, according to Politico—disseminating his missives to the masses, as it were. Mr. Trump kept us informed on policy, his meetings with advisors and dignitaries, and random thoughts he had about the news and other machinations in the world. But he also vented. He publicly called out and shamed his adversaries using the real and relatable language that got him elected. In fact, Newsweek reported that as of June 17, 2019, the president had used the words “loser” in 234 tweets, “dumb” in 222 tweets, and “stupid” in 183 tweets during some of his more notable Twitter moments.

			Somehow by turning presidential politics into a character-driven version of the WWE (World Wrestling Entertainment Corporation), Trump has turned political tweeting into an art form and a completely unexpected policy platform. Donald Trump, as the ultimate celebrity, had others following suit. Seldom heard from A- and B-listers came out of the woodwork to make their Twitter presence, and thus their political agendas, known through Twitter, Instagram, and Tumblr.

			In 2009, celebrities and their political affiliations were so uninteresting that even though I included a chapter about celebrity political influence in The Cult of Celebrity, it was scarcely discussed in over two hundred interviews. In American history, celebrities have impacted our voting behavior, political views, wedge-issue politics, and the passing of bills and, eventually, laws. In a democracy, every voice matters, but celebrity voices seem to be heard louder. This book, Celebritocracy, will explain how celebrity politics morphed into identity politics and how that, unintentionally, has damaged the country.

			I have always been fascinated with celebrities and how they affect what we buy, what we value, who our role models are, how we vote, and what we know. In fact, my dissertation for my PhD was titled, The Relationship Between Television Viewing and the Political Knowledge and Behaviors of Emerging Adults (“emerging adults” being the 2001 term for “millennials” before the word became ubiquitous in the mid-2000s). I was interested in how shows like The Daily Show and Real Time with Bill Maher or how network news like CNN or Fox News shaped what we believe to be true about politics, thus guiding our political identity and political decision-making. What I found was that audience polarization was at the core of why we watch what we watch and hold the beliefs that we do. Audience polarization is when a channel gives its viewers more of what they already think—rather than challenging them with new ideas—to increase viewership and loyalty. I also learned that satirical news shows, like The Colbert Report, had to give real news information because they might be the only source their young audience consumed for news all day.

			But the most interesting finding was that emerging adults who had a strong sense of law and fairness were the most likely to vote, stump for a candidate, and exhibit all kinds of political behaviors. Finally, the most shocking finding (at the time, but not at all surprising now) was that of the 302 millennials I spoke with, the more political news they watched, the less political knowledge they seemed to have. I tested political knowledge with questions like, “To override a presidential veto, how much of a majority is required in the Senate and the House?” and “What position is held by John G. Roberts?” I found that the more national news you watched, the less likely you were to know the answers to our political knowledge questions.

			And while one could logically assume a negligible variance of behaviors and attitudes in the ensuing ten years, quite the contrary is true. There has been yet another shift.

			Celebrity activism and political engagement on its face appear to have all the markings of a corroborative relationship, and in some cases, that’s true. This book will explore where it went right and all the places where it went wrong. Jon Stewart’s advocacy for the September 11th Victim Compensation Fund, for example, is a rare moment where a public figure used their celebrity selflessly and altruistically. Rare, when you compare his actions to those of other celebrity advocates who acted impulsively yet thoughtlessly, leading to worsening outcomes, like Brad Pitt’s charity, the Make It Right Foundation. The foundation’s mission was to rebuild the Lower Ninth Ward of New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina. A noble idea, yet years later it has been accused of deserting Katrina victims who were left with properties that are now, allegedly, falling apart and making homeowners ill from mold.

			Celebritocracy will explore the rise of conservatism in Hollywood, why we treat celebrities as experts, and how celebrities set the global agenda. But we will also attempt to answer the questions: When celebrities fail, do their causes and products follow? Should celebrities stay out of politics? And when they do enter, why are Republicans more successful than Democrats? And finally, despite her hypocrisy on Armenian genocide and her push against Turkey, does Kim Kardashian represent the present and potential future of celebrity activism?

		


		
			CHAPTER 1

			WHEN THE BEST OF INTENTIONS GO HORRIBLY WRONG

			Lindsey Graham, chairman of the Senate Judiciary Committee, said, “Thank you, Mr. Affleck,” then yielded the floor to Batman. Oscar-winning actor Ben Affleck reciprocated, greeting Senator Graham and Senator Patrick Leahy, saying he was “humbled” to be there in front of them and to be in the presence of an “esteemed panel,” which included billionaire and technology guru Bill Gates.

			Affleck continued, reading from a script, yet, almost apologetically, giving his title as “the founder of the Eastern Congo Initiative for grant-making and advocacy organization working with, and for, the people of the Democratic Republic of Congo.” As he spoke, his then-wife, actress Jennifer Garner, sat stoically behind him while dozens of photographers knelt down snapping photo after photo of the Argo director.

			Affleck then referred to Graham as a “genuine champion for smart, effective US foreign assistance,” touting his visit, with other senators, to the war-torn region as “the largest ever” to the Democratic Republic of the Congo by United States senators. He seemed to be there to give an update as to how the help the US had given to the region, thus far, had been going. All good news. Affleck, now animated, emphatically stated, “I can tell you, firsthand, that US diplomatic and financial investments in Congo are working.”

			To testify in front of Congress, or a judiciary committee, a person needs to be a lobbyist or a recognized expert in a particular field. On the surface you may be asking, what expertise does Ben Affleck have as an advocate for the Democratic Republic of the Congo? To his credit, by the time he gave this testimony in 2015, he had quite a lot.

			Affleck, looking for a philanthropic opportunity, read an article by Nicholas Kristof in 2007 in the New York Times about human rights abuses in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). Affleck began making trips there, reporting on his expeditions for ABC News’s Nightline. Soon after, Affleck directed a short film, Gimme Shelter, about the work the UN had been doing in the region in order to fulfill its mandate. Then Affleck began a series of speaking engagements all over the globe, knocking on doors of senators and world leaders, getting Theo Chocolate, Falcon Coffees, and Starbucks to use Congolese farmers to grow their beans and cocoa. He was on a real mission.

			However, Affleck’s creation of a fair trade movement for coffee and cocoa in the Congo, and similar celebrity advocacy, has its critics. Professor Michael Goodman, author of The Mirror of Consumption: Celebritization, Developmental Consumption, and the Shifting Cultural Politics of Fair Trade, might argue that celebrity support for fair trade goods misses the most fundamental point of the fair trade movement—the face endorsing the product is of little value compared to the processes leading to the products themselves.

			So, why would famous actor, writer, and director Ben Affleck leave the comforts of Hollywood to work toward change in a country nine thousand miles away? In an interview with the Associated Press, Affleck said, “This is my legacy. This is the thing I will be identified with. I take it extremely seriously.” Looking out from the website for his foundation are smiling faces of children learning and people smiling, even giving a thumbs-up gesture as if to say, “Everything is all right here in the DRC.” And Affleck’s work and passion are indeed extraordinary, but it could be an example of how many Americans will put the atrocities visited on the Democratic Republic of the Congo in the box marked “Solved” when this is far from the truth.

			In fact, several articles in the International Journal of Cultural Studies have shown that after a celebrity-driven event like a concert or fundraiser, fans are more likely to endorse the idea that whatever issue the funds were going toward must be already on its way to being fixed. And further, a British study found that when some celebrities advocate for a cause, they are perceived by fans to be elitist and less relatable. Therefore, fans are less likely to engage in charitable work unless they had a preexisting connection to the cause the celebrity is defending.

			Celebrities testifying altruistically on behalf of a humanitarian crisis is a more modern concept. For a long time, they would go to lawmakers for help in their own lives. In 1947, director Elia Kazan and then Screen Actors Guild president Ronald Reagan went before the House Un-American Activities Committee to discuss the threat of communism in Hollywood, a situation that ostensibly only impacted celebrities. In 1985, the mismatched trio of folk singer John Denver, heavy metal frontman Dee Snider of Twisted Sister, and rock music icon Frank Zappa urged the Senate Commerce, Science, and Transportation Committee to oppose the Parents Music Resource Center’s plan to put warning labels on music with explicit lyrics.

			Then, in 2000, Lars Ulrich of the rock band Metallica testified before the Senate Judiciary Committee regarding Napster, an early version of a music-sharing app similar to Spotify. His concern was that Napster profiting off of his and other artists’ music was akin to stealing and that digital downloading of music without payment or permission from musicians needed to be stopped. This testimony was in service of all music and musicians but, nonetheless, self-focused. It did not benefit most Americans.

			And while celebrities have made extraordinary contributions toward changing policy, convincing the government to fund research, and raising awareness of disease and maladies, much of this work was only the result of the celebrity themselves having the medical condition. Had it not been for Superman actor Christopher Reeve’s tragic paralysis, he likely would not have testified before the Senate Subcommittee on Labor, Health, and Human Services to urge funding for embryonic stem cell research. And it’s doubtful actor Michael J. Fox or boxer Muhammad Ali would have testified before yet another of the twelve subcommittees with jurisdiction over the Health Department—the Senate Appropriations Subcommittee on Health and Human Services—in order to drive Congress to devote more money to finding a cure for Parkinson’s, a disease that afflicted them both.

			So, perhaps it was legendary Price Is Right host Bob Barker who was the first to stump for a cause that wasn’t inherently personal. Famously, Barker has long encouraged viewers to spay and neuter their pets, but he also testified in front of a House subcommittee on the proposed Captive Elephant Accident Prevention Act. This sheer act of altruism and passion could be the direct line, metaphorically, to Jon Stewart’s successful advocacy for the 9/11 Victim Compensation Fund. The fund was created to provide compensation for any individual who suffered physical harm or death as a result of the terror attacks on 9/11. President Barack Obama had signed the program into law, and it was set to expire in December of 2020. With the emergence of first responders suffering lifelong, often terminal illnesses, the law needed to be extended and funded. When Congress opted not to, Stewart took up the cause, fighting until President Trump permanently authorized the fund. The authorization is said to be due, in large part, to Stewart’s relentless and selfless advocacy.

			A more cynical view of celebrity activism can be found in Ilan Kapoor’s 2012 book, Celebrity Humanitarianism: The Ideology of Global Charity. The author asserts that celebrity activists are “sadists” who, consciously or subconsciously, delight in their own good fortune as they play out the roles of real-life superheroes “saving” the planet, the farmers, the starving, or the less fortunate, depending on the cause. The book argues that, at its core, celebrity activism doesn’t solve the more insidious problems of inequality and economic injustice but only serves to elevate the status of the celebrity.

			Looking at Ben Affleck’s defense of the Congo, the author may have a point. As of the writing of this book, BBC News was reporting that dozens of children in the Democratic Republic of the Congo had been abducted and trafficked by a criminal faction posing as an orphanage. Some of the children, who were later found, were undergoing DNA testing to ascertain their true parentage, while a Belgian court held an investigation. This news, however, was eclipsed by the insidious measles and Ebola epidemic that raged in the Congo at that same time.

			Affleck and his colleagues are doing magnificent work, and even if they help a small percentage of people, their mission is an enormous success. But does the shine of star power overshadow the reality of what life is really like in the Congo and similar areas? We only need to look to their neighbor to the northeast—Ethiopia—to understand.

			Live Aid: The Disaster Relief That Was Itself a Disaster

			During the dark ages of the pre-internet era, way back in 1985, a young assistant named Nina at Spin magazine was tasked with conducting some research, in that primitive way people did in the 1980s: at a public library, sifting through dozens of film archives called “microfiche.” She was searching for what today one could easily Google: “Is there a civil war in Ethiopia?” Her brother was Bob Guccione Jr., the founder of Spin, and he needed the question answered. Guccione had been at a dinner party where he heard a story about this alleged civil war. The press hadn’t been covering it, and as far as he could tell, none of his friends had heard about it either. However, Guccione understood the implications a war would have on the problematic distribution of a recent $127 million raised by Live Aid. So, he asked his sister Nina, an assistant, to find out.

			Live Aid had been the brainchild of singer and activist Bob Geldof, who, at this moment (mid-1985)—as Nina Guccione was pouring over microphotographs of newspapers in her local library—was still bathing in the accolades of his enormous success. You see, Live Aid was a multivenue benefit concert aimed at raising money for famine relief in Ethiopia.

			On one side of the Atlantic, at Wembley Stadium in London, where Prince Charles and Princess Diana officially opened the night, twenty-three artists performed over the course of nearly fourteen hours. Headlining acts took the stage one by one, including David Bowie, U2, The Who, Elton John, and Paul McCartney. Queen’s Freddie Mercury delivered what some still consider to be one of the greatest live performances in the history of rock and roll. His voice lifted the crowd and transformed the moment, especially when he sang “the note heard round the world” after the Queen song “Radio Ga Ga.” Remarkably iconic, the scene was replicated in the 2018 film Bohemian Rhapsody by Rami Malek, who won an Oscar for his portrayal of Mercury in the film.

			On the other side of the Atlantic, at JFK Stadium in Philadelphia, Jack Nicholson, Bette Midler, and Chevy Chase introduced such acts as Madonna, Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers, Mick Jagger, Bob Dylan, and Led Zeppelin, with a total of thirty-five artists completing the circuit. When you consider the sheer scope of it all—organizing artists’ schedules, their bands, the backline, the staging, sound mixing, and everything else you need for one act, let alone fifty-eight acts—the thought of it is rather breathtaking.

			It was July 13, 1985, and Geldof had been inspired by a BBC News report of abject famine and drought in Ethiopia that had left 1.2 million dead in its wake. The star power that galvanized the tens of thousands of concertgoers, and millions around the world, to donate was staggering but slow. Seven hours into the concert, Geldof tallied the numbers and found only a little over $2 million had come in. He marched over to the area occupied by the BBC and bellowed into the camera, “Give us your fucking money,” which he has since denied. Needing to motivate people’s more charitable nature, he reversed an earlier decision not to air a film of starving Ethiopian children during the show and instead made these images the visual projection as The Cars sang their hit “Drive” live on stage. It worked. The rate of donations in the aftermath of the video was astonishing. All told, Live Aid raised $127 million. Coverage of Geldof hugging and celebrating with Ethiopian leader Mengistu Haile Mariam—while he, heroically, handed over the check—was a triumphant worldwide image.

			However, had Geldof engaged the services of his own Nina Guccione to comb through library microfiche, he would have seen instantly that he had just made a sickening mistake. There was, indeed, a civil war going on in Ethiopia—but Mengistu Haile Mariam was the dictator leading the charge. Mengistu, expeditiously, turned the $127 million Live Aid check over to the Russians in exchange for sophisticated weaponry with which he butchered untold numbers of helpless people rather than feeding them. And he was the cause of the famine to begin with. With just a little research, Geldof would have seen that this famine was brought on not by natural drought but by a man-made, manipulated drought. It was a creation of his friend, and Live Aid beneficiary, Mengistu. As Guccione wrote in his 1986 exposé on this scandal:
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