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INTRODUCTION




She’s tried singing, acting, modeling, even writing a book but, in the end, she’s most famous for being famous. She seems to glide through a glamorous world of prestige and privilege, where the usual rules don’t apply. When she violated her probation after being arrested for drunk driving, neither her celebrity nor her parents’ wealth was enough to keep her out of jail, at least for four days.

 

She’s a fixture on the club scene and a favorite of the paparazzi. Increasingly erratic in her job performance, she’s now better known for her highly publicized hookups, drunk-driving arrests, consecutive stints in rehab, and apparent fondness for cocaine than she is for the acting skills that made her famous in the first place. Her dysfunctional parents are in the tabloids almost as much as she is. With her fame-seeking family encroaching on her limelight, everyone’s waiting to see what she’ll do next to get attention.

 

She’s a supermodel. She wears couture and dates rock stars and millionaires. Only a teenager when she became the darling of the high-fashion set, she’s credited with popularizing heroin chic—the pale, languid, druggy look increasingly prevalent among models so emaciated that they are barely a size 0. However, highly publicized photos of her snorting cocaine, and a succession of romances with drugged-out rock stars, fueled the buzz that she should be in rehab rather than on the runway. Her public apology and promise to work on “various personal issues” stopped short of admitting she had a drug problem, but likely helped to salvage her career. Her employers and admirers were quick to forgive and forget, as her jet-setting lifestyle and reign as a style icon retained their pride of place in both fashion magazines and the tabloids.

 

From cute preteen, to highly sexualized teen pop star, to crotch-flashing paparazzi magnet, she has often traded on her sexuality to capture attention. At seventeen, her naughty schoolgirl look and provocative lyrics made her a platinum recording artist with the best-selling single of the year. By the time she was twenty-one, Forbes magazine named her the most powerful celebrity in the world. Her career was derailed by allegations of drug and alcohol abuse, unsuccessful visits to rehab, volatile relationships, and outright bizarre behavior. Five havoc-filled years later, a very public breakdown landed her in a psychiatric hospital and cost her custody of her children. Though a carefully engineered “comeback” seems to spell her return from the brink, it raises the question: Can she stay healthy if she stays in the limelight?

 

If you read People or US Weekly, regularly check gossip sites like TMZ.com, or watch entertainment news shows or even reality TV, you’re sure to have recognized each of the people described here. Without hearing their names, or their career highlights, you still know exactly who they are. Celebrities today are as likely to be recognized for their bodies, rap sheets, and rehab stints as they are for their talents or résumés.


That’s because the behavior of today’s celebrities is much more dramatically dysfunctional than it was a decade ago. The personal lives of these figures—many of them young, troubled, and troubling—have become the defining story lines of our entertainment culture, played out in real time and held up for our amusement, scrutiny, and judgment. Celebrity gossip, branded as “entertainment news,” details stories of excessive partying, promiscuity, divalike tantrums, eating disorders, spectacular meltdowns, and drug and alcohol abuse, behaviors that have become more open, more dramatic, and more troubling than in previous generations.

The media still reports on all the traditional celebrity gossip staples: Who’s lost or gained weight; who’s getting married, divorced, or cheated on; who wore what designer to which event; who’s got a new hairstyle (or, these days, a new nose or smoother forehead). Tabloids specialize in the business of making the mundane appear glamorous. In recent years, however, a new breed of extreme, salacious, unflattering dirt, courtesy of the no-holds-barred reporting on cable TV and the Internet, has redefined celebrity reporting and audience expectations.

Never before has it been as possible to feel like an insider in the culture of celebrity as it is today. We all have 24/7 access to the intimate lives of the stars, courtesy of the celebrity media machine. We can gawk at so-called candid photos of celebrities by flipping through US Weekly, In Touch, Life & Style, Star, or People at the supermarket checkout, or follow breaking gossip as it’s streamed to our home or office computers, BlackBerries, or cell phones. (In big cities, it’s even available onscreen in taxis.) We’re privy to a constant parade of sometimes private, often unflattering moments from the lives of our favorite stars, captured by paparazzi with high-tech video cameras or fans with cell-phone cameras, all of it posted on TMZ or YouTube.


Emboldened by the de facto relaxing of libel standards online, bloggers and paparazzi feed us their stories live and up close, with no apparent regard for fact-checking, especially when the reporter witnessed the action firsthand (or even captured it on video). Instead of relying on official press releases or credible inside sources, even mainstream media outlets have become increasingly willing to tackle previously taboo topics in their struggle to keep pace with the new media.

From footage of a dazed-looking Britney Spears strapped to a gurney, to TMZ video of Heath Ledger’s body being removed from his apartment by paramedics, no secret is too private, no tragedy too personal, to be considered off-limits. Life-threatening eating disorders, addictions to drugs and alcohol, self-harming behaviors like cutting or overdoses, trips to rehab and public relapses, sex tapes, and outrageous diva behavior are irresistible celebrity fodder, for both the audience who consumes it and the media outlets that exploit it. And such behavior only seems to add to the celebrities’ fame, with little or no negative consequences for their public reputation.

If that weren’t enough, the cable TV networks have filled their schedules with literally hundreds of reality TV shows, in which past, current, and aspiring stars potentially trade their dignity for a chance to play by the new rules. And those who want to do more than passively observe the antics of the rich and famous can audition to compete for our own fifteen minutes of fame on any of the hundreds of reality television shows. Or we can add our voices to the cultural chatter by anonymously passing judgment on celebrity behavior on Web sites like PerezHilton, Gawker, PopSugar, or TheSuperficial. And those who find tracking celebrities not intimate enough can even use the same media to report on themselves—blogging about their love and sex lives, parenting woes, political views, or even the most minute details of their daily lives. Those who crave the video spotlight can accept the challenge to “Broadcast Yourself” (YouTube’s trademarked slogan) and channel their inner rock star, TV star, even amateur porn star.

As those online platforms have evolved, it’s clear that they’ve given real people a forum to mimic those outsized, troubling behaviors they learn from celebrity gossip media. The Internet serves as an all-access, unmonitored version of unrated TV, on which lines between fantasy and reality are increasingly blurred. Our children, teens, and young men and women now absorb dozens of hours of gossip from the media each week, much of it featuring this celebrity bad behavior. And more and more they are imitating what they see, if only to attract attention from an audience of their peers. Teens are posting sexy, even explicit, photos and videos of themselves online. They are inviting, and engaging in, provocative conversations with strangers through social networking sites like MySpace and Facebook and in online chat rooms. (Chris Hansen’s recent “To Catch a Predator” series for Dateline NBC, a runaway ratings hit, was based on the widespread risk of teenagers being contacted over the Internet for sexual liaisons with strangers.) The Web allows vulnerable young people to project any persona they can imagine in the hope that people might notice them, fall in love with them or, just possibly, make them as famous in real life as they already are in their private fantasies.

 

In the past, most celebrities worked hard to keep their more reckless or dangerous private behavior under wraps, concerned that excessive drinking, drug abuse, and other vices might tarnish their public profile and thus their careers. Today, things have changed. Tabloid coverage may seem to be the most immediate path to building one’s career, and the most publicity-hungry celebrities and wannabes are only too willing to expose their unhealthy behavior in order to keep the cameras, and the public’s attention, riveted on their lives. The troubles of real-life characters like Anna Nicole Smith are exploited by the celebrity news business, with no concern for the example they set or even the celebrities’ own personal safety. And the public, increasingly unsure where entertainment ends and exploitation begins, consumes such imagery without thinking twice. When Anna Nicole, who lived her outrageous life on camera, was found dead in her Florida hotel room, her death felt less like a tragic loss of a deeply troubled soul than the inevitable last installment of a shamelessly exploitative miniseries.

It’s easy for any of us to fall into a pattern of following the love life of an actress we like, or the missteps of a rock star we find cool, as if they were the leads in a soap opera we can’t bear to miss. But it’s also easy to forget that these figures are real people, and that behavior that may seem merely wild or outrageous to us may actually be dangerous and troubling, a sign that those real people are going through a desperate time. And, as our exposure to the stars’ unrestrained behavior increases in its graphic intensity and intimacy, a disturbing phenomenon occurs. As we study the photos in magazines, absorb hours of “entertainment” and reality programming on TV, and stare at our computer screens, we absorb the images, and our perception of what is normal begins to change.

When stars are recorded indulging in high-risk behavior—drinking heavily, taking drugs, refusing rehab, losing huge amounts of weight in short amounts of time, making and releasing “private” sex videos—they are doing what psychological professionals consider “modeling” that behavior: that is, broadcasting an image that serves as a model for viewers of the broadcast. And when impressionable fans soak up those images in the absence of responsible mitigating commentary, it becomes easy for such viewers to impose their own desire for vicarious thrills, rebellion, or vindication onto such acts, and to mirror them in their own behavior.

We call this the Mirror Effect: the process by which provocative, shocking, or otherwise troubling behavior, which has become normalized, expected, and tolerated in our media culture, is increasingly reflected in our own behavior. In this book, we’ll examine the inherent danger when the line between fantasy and reality becomes blurred; when the public becomes accustomed to seeing celebrity dysfunction or acting out portrayed as sexy, compelling, and dramatic; and when these corrosive behaviors are increasingly mirrored in our lives and those of our children.

 

After years of interacting daily with famous people, I cannot dismiss these behaviors as harmless or tolerable. I’m alarmed to see how widely such dysfunctional behavior has come to be accepted as glamorous, even desirable. While some may view the outrageous conduct of our entertainers as the inevitable byproduct of talent, creativity, and celebrity itself or a sign of today’s relaxed social mores, I want to identify it for what it is: a danger sign of the insidious group of traits that are clinically defined as narcissism.

Many celebrities display unmistakable symptoms of classically narcissistic behavior, from high levels of specific personality traits to dangerous and self-destructive behavior. As we’ll discuss at greater length in chapter 4, the word narcissism can be misleading: It’s often taken to mean self-love but, in fact, narcissism has more to do with self-loathing than self-love. Celebrity narcissists aren’t egomaniacs with high self-esteem. Rather, they are traumatized individuals who are unable to connect in any real way with other people. They are driven to attain fame, with its constant stream of attention, flattery, and empowerment, because they need the steady trickle of adoring recognition to take the place of any kind of real self-love or self-respect. As one of the most famous celebrities in the world has said privately (and darkly), he considers himself “a piece of shit around whom the whole world revolves.”

As I’ve studied celebrity behavior in the course of my work, one thing that has become clear to me is that celebrities don’t become narcissists. Rather, narcissists are driven to become celebrities. Viewed through this lens, the dramatically compelling celebrity soap opera we follow daily no longer seems quite so amusing; rather, it seems like cause for dismay. When you understand the danger of narcissistic behavior, which happens to be rampant among celebrities, but which is rooted in family and early childhood experiences, you will understand why the current preoccupation with celebrity has troubling implications for modern society. And why it’s important to recognize, and positively channel, the narcissistic traits we all share.

 

It was an act of nature that brought me together with my coauthor, social scientist Mark Young, and set us on the path to writing this book. One morning, during my morning run, I came across a large tree that had fallen across the road just a few houses away from mine. As I tried to drag it out of the way, Mark came out of his house to investigate. We introduced ourselves, first as neighbors and then as professionals, and thus began a fruitful friendship and collaboration.

For more than twenty-five years, I have co-hosted the syndicated radio show Loveline (a version of which also ran on MTV for four years). Today, I also host a daytime radio show, Dr. Drew Live. On television, I treat celebrity addicts on the VH1 series Celebrity Rehab, and work with adolescents and their families on MTV’s Sex…with Mom & Dad. As an addiction medicine specialist, I treat patients at a rehab facility in Los Angeles.

Mark holds the George Bozanic and Holman G. Hurt Chair in Sports and Entertainment Business at the Marshall School of Business at the University of Southern California and is trained to conduct research in social and organizational psychology. At the time we met, he was studying the entertainment industry, while developing an MBA curriculum aimed at grooming the next generation of entertainment business professionals.

My time on Loveline has given me a unique view of both celebrity and adolescent behavior. Thousands of celebrity guests have appeared on the show and many of them have shared their personal and psychological struggles with me and asked for guidance. On the air, I’ve taken hundreds of thousands of calls from adolescents seeking practical answers to the problems they deal with every day. At the hospital, I’ve treated thousands of addicts, both celebrities and everyday people.

Over the years, as I treated more and more celebrities, I noticed an increase in the frequency and intensity of acts of unregulated behavior. And, increasingly in recent years, I have also seen signs that my nonfamous patients were mirroring such behavior. I gradually became convinced that narcissistic personality traits were at the root of many challenging personality characteristics, and that they played a key part in the psychiatric issues that drove this behavior.

Because of the nature of our work, Mark and I often talked about celebrities: how to deal with their issues, how to interpret their shared psychological traits, and how to understand the allure they held, particularly for Mark’s students, most of whom hoped someday to work with celebrities in the sports or entertainment industries. One day, I suggested that Mark might enhance his understanding of how to manage and work with celebrities if he had access to celebrity culture from an insider’s perspective. So, I invited him to join me at the Loveline studio each night. For many months he sat and talked with the celebrities appearing on the show and with their entourages: the friends, family, agents, and publicists who accompanied them. He also spent time with celebrities on television and movie sets and at innumerable entertainment industry events.

When I asked Mark what he thought of these experiences, he admitted that he found most of the celebrities to be friendly, accomplished people, and that he’d become quite fond of many of them. As a group, however, they often behaved in ways that unnerved and puzzled him. I knew what he meant. I have a lot of friends who would be considered celebrities, and sometimes their behavior makes my heart ache for them. Practicing medicine in a psychiatric environment taught me long ago that otherwise lovely people may behave in obnoxious ways when driven by forces they have not acknowledged and therefore cannot manage.

When I told Mark my theory that extreme narcissistic issues were the root cause of most celebrity meltdowns and misbehavior, he responded immediately. His students were highly motivated professionals, but many of them admitted to admiring celebrities and, increasingly, his students were showing high levels of certain traits associated with narcissism, most notably a heightened sense of entitlement. Mark had also seen psychological studies of young people that backed up his own anecdotal impressions. Some of the students at USC, he said, were so sure they were about to become famous that they retained agents just in case. He described the rise of “USCene,” a gossipy blog (now defunct) that reported on and photographed USC students, effectively creating campus celebrities. Like most gossip blogs, it featured candid photos, the more provocative the better, and message boards that invited unfiltered commentary from viewers. The undergraduate population at USC, at least among participants in this blog, was modeling itself on the celebrity lifestyle.

 

Many of today’s celebrity story lines are powerful enough to trigger behavioral pathology among their audience, especially among its most vulnerable members. The media is full of accounts of celebrities wrestling with dysfunctional behavior, usually in four specific areas: body image, hypersexuality, substance abuse and addiction, and harmful acting out. Anyone who follows celebrity gossip even casually can name half a dozen widely admired celebrities who have had cosmetic surgery or eating disorders; who have released a sex tape; who have been arrested for DUI or possession of controlled substances; or who have played out an ugly breakup on the world stage. More explicitly than ever, the tabloids and gossip sites reveal which stars abuse drugs and alcohol, engage in divalike behavior or explosive aggression, or undergo dramatic swings in their body weight and physical condition. Especially when it comes to young celebrities, this kind of behavior is portrayed as tragically glamorous, dramatically alluring, and, most alarmingly, normal and expected.

Adolescents in particular are at high risk for mirroring such dangerous behavior. Among teens and college students, eating disorders are commonplace: As many as 3.7 percent of all female adolescents suffer from anorexia, up to an additional 4.2 percent suffer from bulimia. Nearly half (46 percent) of teens aged fifteen to nineteen have had sex at least once, and one in four teens has a sexually transmitted disease. Approximately 10.8 million teens (more than 28 percent of the total population for that age group) admit to consuming alcohol. Around 10 percent of twelfth graders use the prescription drug Vicodin for nonmedical reasons. Nearly as many eighth graders have used marijuana. Bullying and more serious forms of aggression and acting out are causing increasing concern among educators and parents from grammar school through college. And the bar for teen entitlement has been reset to a mind-boggling level.

In short, the levels of narcissistic behavior in our culture appear to be at all-time highs.

 

As an educator and a doctor respectively, and as parents ourselves, Mark and I were concerned about how the current entertainment landscape might affect our children. The more we talked about it, the more we felt we needed to analyze these troubling aspects of celebrity culture and consider what society could do to guard against their harmful influence.

My training leads me to evaluate a patient’s symptoms in detail before I arrive at a diagnosis. As a social scientist, Mark studies research data in much the same way, identifying and interpreting patterns that point to new conclusions. When I told Mark that I saw the growth of celebrity narcissistic behavior as an increasingly troubling cultural virus, he suggested that we study it at the point of transmission. If I were right, if celebrities as a group do tend to suffer from unhealthy levels of narcissism that drive their worst behavior, a scientific study of celebrity personality would give us a way to confirm and quantify that theory. In reviewing research on celebrity, neither of us could find a single systematic scientific analysis of celebrity personality. As far as we could tell, no one had undertaken to collect data from celebrities, and no empirical studies of their personality traits or behavior had ever been published.

The barrier wall of fame, of course, would have blocked most curious researchers from attempting such a study. However, my work in radio and television, and Mark’s network of connections in the entertainment industry, give us access to stars of all kinds. It may seem surprising, but when we began approaching celebrities about participating in a study of narcissism and celebrity, most of them were eager to participate. Over the course of approximately two years, we administered a well-known psychological survey tool called the Narcissistic Personality Inventory (NPI) to two hundred celebrities from all fields of entertainment. The NPI assesses the scale of narcissism for a respondent, based on their answers to forty questions tailored to measure levels of specific narcissistic traits.

Most of the celebrities we surveyed had been guests on Loveline: comedians, actors, musicians, reality TV participants. Some of them are considered A list, some B list, or C list, but they were all famous enough to feature regularly in the tabloids, on entertainment news shows, and on Internet gossip sites. We also surveyed a group of MBA students. Since previous studies had found links between MBA students’ aspirations to corporate leadership and the traits of narcissism, we expected that our study would allow us to place the general population, MBA students, and celebrities all on the sliding scale of narcissism.

The results of our study, published in the October 2006 edition of the Journal of Research in Personality, confirmed our instinct. They showed that narcissism is not a byproduct of celebrity, but a primary motivating force that drives people to become celebrities. This study, along with additional, previously unpublished research, original interviews, and a detailed review of the entertainment press, gave us a springboard to continue our analysis of celebrity narcissism, and of its effects on the vulnerable and increasingly wide audience it influences. This book is the result.

The prospect of narcissism playing an increasingly dominant role in our culture is a sobering one. People with narcissistic personality disorder (NPD) have difficulty maintaining relationships, are more likely to have mood disturbances, gravitate toward high drama, and have a much higher likelihood of using drugs and alcohol to excess. That may sound like just another day in the tabloid life of Britney Spears, Lindsay Lohan, or Paris Hilton, but it also sounds like the story of too many regular people who call in to my radio shows every day seeking advice; who offer themselves up as reality show contestants competing for their chance to perform in front of an audience; or who post shocking photos, stories, and videos of themselves on the Internet.

Our work suggests that contemporary culture has become fixated on a group of stars whose narcissistic tendencies appear to be approaching personality-disorder levels. This theory raises disturbing questions, especially for those of us who worry about the examples these celebrities are setting for our children. The celebrity lifestyle has become a subject of aspiration for the rest of us. We have created entire industries to help us wear what the stars wear, drink what they drink, party like they party. Reality TV shows us how to act the way they act. And Web sites like YouTube and MySpace have encouraged millions of people to launch their own online pseudo-selves, to promote their own personal dramas until they seem as compelling as any played out in Hollywood.

What does our insatiable hunger for such celebrity stories tell us about ourselves? Before we can understand its adverse effects, we must start by realizing that celebrities, as a general rule, are driven to seek fame and attention because they suffer from unhealthy levels of highly narcissistic traits. Our willingness to accept, admire, and even emulate these stars’ behavior—without understanding or acknowledging its underpinnings in narcissism—is causing damage to our relationships, our families, and the fabric of society.

When we see celebrities “get away with” outrageous behaviors, it tends to reinforce our sense that they are “special,” and makes their status look even more desirable. Witnessing such behavior also tends to provoke our own narcissistic impulses, causing us to feel envy, and tempting us to act like the celebrities we admire. Many of these behaviors can be detrimental, or even dangerous, in and of themselves. But for anyone who has experienced childhood trauma—the fundamental source of pathological narcissism—surrendering to such impulses can lead even mildly narcissistic people to spiral out of control, with devastating results.

The same instincts that drive us to want to mimic these celebrities, however, can also compel us to try to tear down the very idols we create. This urge to destroy what we cannot have often takes the shape of indulging in “harmless” gossip about celebrities whose behavior makes us uncomfortable. This, in turn, fuels the tabloid madness—delivering constant new episodes of the latest celebrity train wrecks in progress.

If we want to understand this behavior, the way to start is by exploring its roots—in the specifics of the psychological phenomenon known as narcissism. But there’s another point that’s equally important to understand: that the link between celebrity misbehavior and the behavior of everyday people (even vulnerable teenagers) is more complex than simple cause and effect. Narcissistic celebrities whose hypersexuality, body image issues, substance abuse, or other extreme behaviors are paraded in the public square are certainly “modeling” behavior to their fans, making it seem more normal and appropriate, and encouraging others to emulate it themselves. Yet not everyone—not even every young, impressionable teenager—will be influenced by such modeling. Those who are susceptible will be so because their own family lives have made them especially vulnerable to narcissistic examples.

The phenomenon we call the Mirror Effect has troubling implications for society at large. For parents who have begun seeing signs of such behavior in their children, it also suggests that a look in the mirror may be the first step in addressing the problem. To paraphrase Shakespeare: The fault may not be in the stars but in ourselves.









CHAPTER ONE

Modern Celebrity: From Marilyn to Miley




NEW YORK, NEW YORK, 1962

When Marilyn Monroe arrived at Madison Square Garden to perform at a gala Democratic Party fund-raiser and birthday salute to President John F. Kennedy, her reputation as a temperamental, sexy, vulnerable, and troubled star preceded her. Her erratic behavior on the set of her latest film, Something’s Got to Give, had compromised the production, and her producers had failed to keep her in Hollywood. The rumor that she was having an affair with JFK had become widely circulated, and she was ill with a high fever. However, nothing was going to prevent Marilyn from making her appearance at this historic event. When Peter Lawford introduced her, the crowed roared as she shrugged out of her white ermine stole, revealing a flesh-colored, sequined gown, so form-fitting she had literally been sewn into it. She minced across the stage and into the spotlight. Despite her unsteady appearance and disjointed performance, her oppressively sexy, nightclub-style version of “Happy Birthday, Mr. President” was mesmerizing. JFK’s nearly speechless reaction only added to Marilyn’s legend, as the entire nation was riveted by this early, and very public, collision of sex, politics, and Hollywood.


COLLEGE PARK, MARYLAND, 1974

By the mid-1970s, Elvis Presley was deep in the throes of a dependence on prescription drugs. It should have been apparent to any observer, as evidenced by his dramatic weight gain and puffy face, his inability to remember lyrics, his slurred speech, and his rambling diatribes during his shows. According to Jerry Hopkins, author of Elvis: The Final Years, “It was a bad time for Elvis. Everything seemed to be coming apart.”

The King was in rough shape when he arrived to play a concert at the University of Maryland. When Elvis arrived at the venue, he fell out of the limousine to his knees. As his band looked on in horror, he staggered up the stairs to the stage. Grabbing the microphone for balance and slurring his words, he swayed on his feet as he rambled his way through a two-hour show. Elvis ended his performance with a tirade against the rumors that he was “strung out” on drugs, imploring his fans to take his word, rather than that of movie magazines, gossip columnists, or reporters. Five months later he was hospitalized to treat an enlarged colon, the press was told. Years later, his private physician, Dr. George Nichopoulos, confirmed that the main reason for the hospitalization was to allow Elvis to undergo drug detoxification.

LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA, 1999

By the time Robert Downey, Jr., dressed in an orange prison jumpsuit, appeared in a Malibu courtroom to answer to his third parole violation in as many years, the gifted actor, musician, and physical comedian had become as famous for his addictions as for his talent. His fans and detractors knew all the details of his downward spiral. The multiple arrests, imprisonments, and stints in rehab had all made tabloid headlines; the entertainment press dissected each comeback and fall with mingled horror and relish. There was the arrest for speeding and drunk driving, along with possession of heroin, crack cocaine, and an unloaded gun. There was the bizarre incident when he was found passed out in a bed at his neighbor’s house and arrested for being under the influence of drugs. His continued drug use caused him to violate his parole continually. Downey didn’t deny he had a problem. “It’s like I have a loaded gun in my mouth and my finger’s on the trigger,” he told the judge. “And I like the taste of the gunmetal.” Downey was sentenced to the California Substance Abuse Treatment Facility and state prison in Corcoran. A year later, he was released on bail and went to work on the popular series Ally McBeal. However, neither a year in prison, nor a critically acclaimed role on a hit series, were motivation enough to curb his self-destructive tendencies. On a break from working on the show he was arrested again, at a posh resort in Palm Springs, California, when police found cocaine and Valium in his room after receiving an anonymous 911 call.

 

Three very different stars; three snapshots of the kind of celebrity conduct that has spread to epidemic proportions in today’s celebrity landscape. When I look at the behavior of Marilyn, Elvis, and Robert Downey, Jr., and the actions of the people around them during their careers, I see a pattern that has only been amplified in today’s world.

After her death, Marilyn Monroe’s addiction to opiates and other pharmaceutical drugs was well documented, as was her over-sexualized behavior, her penchant for nudity, and her constant preoccupation with her image. But while she was alive, she sought stability in her relationships, marrying men like Joe DiMaggio, whom she considered a “decent” man, and Arthur Miller, the bookish American playwright. Despite her carefully maintained persona as a ditzy blonde, Marilyn cared deeply that she be perceived as a talented actress. She was ambitious in her career, and longed for a family to enhance her lonely personal life.


Her childhood was traumatic. She never knew who her father was, and her mother was institutionalized for mental illness. Marilyn spent much of her young life in foster homes and with family friends. She was sexually abused at a young age, married for the first time at sixteen, and divorced four years later. Arriving in Hollywood at the age of twenty, she used her sexuality to seduce agents, producers, directors, and the American public. Increasingly addicted to barbiturates, pain-killers, and alcohol, Marilyn nevertheless built a successful career, making thirty films in her sixteen-year career, and along the way establishing herself as a Hollywood icon.

Elvis Presley depended on the people around him to hide his sense of shame; in return, he was exploited by them. Introduced to prescription drugs during his time in the U.S. Army, he grew increasingly dependent on them throughout the 1960s, though his habit remained hidden from the public until the early 1970s. By then, sadly, he was habitually sick or high, and eventually his fans got used to seeing him that way. In the end, he was no longer able to perceive how ill he had become, which is why he continued to get up in front of people and behave so erratically. Society’s collective denial of his illness and addiction was so profound that it took twenty years for Elvis’s personal physician to be penalized for being too liberal in his prescribing of drugs, despite the fact that, at the time of his death, Elvis had as many as ten different prescription drugs in his system.

Elvis spent his career surrounded by enablers, but they didn’t take the same care to hide his problems as the Hollywood handlers who shaped Marilyn Monroe’s image. Whether their acceptance of his increasing substance abuse was symptomatic of the changing standards of behavior in the rock ’n’ roll lifestyle of the 1970s, or a testament to his inner circle’s reluctance to challenge their leader, Elvis’s dysfunctional behavior was more amplified than Marilyn Monroe’s indiscretions a decade earlier. And yet, even as his career peaked, then began its precipitous fall, Elvis’s performances were broadcast to a vast public, through radio and records, movies and television, in a media synergy that Marilyn never experienced.

The son of an avant-garde filmmaker and an actress, Robert Downey, Jr., was born in Greenwich Village in New York City. He moved frequently during his childhood, living in Paris, California, Connecticut, and London. At seventeen, he dropped out of high school in California and moved back to New York to pursue an acting career. From the mid-1980s through the 1990s he worked with respected directors like Oliver Stone, Robert Altman, and Richard Attenborough, and stars like Kevin Kline, Michael Douglas, Halle Berry, and Penelope Cruz. In 1992, his portrayal of Charlie Chaplin in Attenborough’s Chaplin even garnered him an Academy Award nomination for best actor. However, by the late ’90s his escalating drug and alcohol problem had become an inextricable part of his persona, and his friends and handlers seemed helpless to control him. The public was divided, some decrying him as a common addict, others excusing his outrageous behavior as the price of creative genius.

These days Downey’s story sounds a note of redemption, with a second marriage, a revived movie career, and years of sobriety. However, his earlier downward spiral illustrates the blunt reality that recovery from addiction almost always includes a series of relapses and progressive consequences. In the end, the fact that he was unwilling, or unable, to hide his increasingly dangerous and destructive behavior may be what saved him.

 

In 1991, I started working in the field of addiction medicine at Las Encinas Hospital in Southern California. Las Encinas has been known as one of the nation’s most prominent psychiatric hospitals since the 1930s and 1940s. It’s also one of the places where Hollywood went, and still goes, to get dried out and cleaned up. Since I’ve worked there, I’ve treated people from all walks of life, from everyday people to many of the biggest stars of the past five decades. To the doctors and staff at the hospital, even the biggest of these celebrities are simply patients. Still, I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that, over time, the famous people who have become patients have become increasingly challenging to treat.

I remember the first time I truly recognized that treating celebrities could pose a special set of challenges. In the early 1990s, a major film star who was a severe alcoholic entered treatment at the hospital. She made it quite clear that she expected to be treated as a celebrity first and a patient second. And we complied. She demanded a special room, which we had to repaint before she would move in. The CEO of the hospital got personally involved in her case, even making sure there were always fresh flowers in her room. We made special allowances for her, letting her opt out of certain groups. She did poorly in treatment. I quickly perceived that treating celebrities as special in any way could have catastrophic consequences for their recovery.

Such behavior is common among celebrities in trouble. When Britney Spears was considering going into treatment, a story made the rounds of rehab centers that she had asked that an entire wing of a hospital be closed to the public while she was in residence. More and more frequently, I’m finding that even nonfamous rehab patients arrive at our clinic expecting such special treatment. One of the hardest things I must convey to my patients, famous or not, is that their rehab cannot be successful until they realize that they’re not special.

Las Encinas isn’t the only place I’ve seen stars behaving badly. Having hosted innumerable celebrity guests on my radio shows, I’ve witnessed outrageous celebrity behavior both on and off the air. Yet I still get upset whenever I hear one of these individuals characterized as obnoxious or crazy in the press. Having grown friendly with many of these guests, I can see the pain or illness that underlies their behavior, and it is heart-wrenching for me to watch what they are doing to themselves, and how the public reacts.

My time at Las Encinas has convinced me that Hollywood itself has undergone something of a transition, at least when it comes to the personalities of those who come to us for treatment. When I treated movie stars from the 1940s, ’50s, and ’60s, they often presented as vain or self-preoccupied, but still deeply sensitive and caring. As a young doctor, I was often conscious of the fact that my patients wanted to make me feel good about the job I was doing. Typically, these patients were being treated for alcohol or drug addiction. While their substance abuse was obviously an issue, their struggles with it had been carefully guarded and weren’t really reflected in their public image. These were people who had maintained long careers and lasting relationships, and I observed very little obvious chaos in their personal lives. In fact, I was frequently surprised by how chronic and severe their problems were, given how well-kept and together they seemed on the surface.

As these old-time Hollywood stars gradually died out, I started treating a younger generation. These patients were the stars of the 1990s, and they gloried in the sex and drugs and rock ’n’ roll lifestyle. They were sick, but they weren’t jaded: As their friends overdosed and died—John Belushi, River Phoenix, Kurt Cobain, Chris Farley—they realized that it might not be enough just to ease up on the partying. Maybe they needed to admit that they had a problem, not just their alcohol or drug habits, but something deeper that was driving the magnitude of their substance abuse.


After spending nearly two decades working to understand addictions and the underlying psychological conditions that can complicate and undermine treatment, I’ve become attuned to alarming trends among my celebrity patients. Beyond any doubt, the trajectory of dysfunctional celebrity behavior has escalated. The addictions are more extreme, the behaviors are more intense and attention seeking, and the senses of entitlement have reached toxic levels. I have also noted an alarming increase in how many such patients reveal that they suffered childhood traumas, and the fallout in their lives is clear: These patients are disturbingly lacking in empathy, unable to maintain healthy relationships, and frequently unwilling to do the hard work necessary to maintain recovery.

I’m also sensitive to how the extreme behavior of celebrities is often misrepresented in the press. The celebrities who lose control of their lives and end up in rehab are often portrayed as not really sick, or not actually pursuing genuine treatment; the media presents their unhealthy behavior as gossip fodder, as entertainment. Yet, in truth, most of the people I see are very sick indeed. Moreover, the public response to celebrities in distress is increasingly lacking in empathy. Online commenters and talk-show callers often assume a finger-wagging attitude toward celebrities, scorning their behavior as “spoiled,” dismissing each new breakdown as “just another publicity stunt,” and demanding that they be held accountable for their behavior.

Because of Loveline, I’ve met many of the celebrities whose behavior regularly lands them in the tabloids, or on the more sensational entertainment shows. They often confide in me, sharing their personal stories and asking my advice. It’s clear to me that many of them are suffering from significant mental health issues. Almost without exception, such a conversation changes my perspective on these celebrities immediately. Instead of seeing their behavior as a way to attract media attention and stay in the spotlight, I recognize that it usually has roots in a troubled past, and likely signals that the patient is headed for hard times. As reporting on celebrity behavior becomes ever more ruthless and mean-spirited, I am struck by this disconnect between how a celebrity’s behavior is portrayed in the media and the very real problems that underlie their actions.

It’s easiest to understand the scope of what I have been observing if you imagine the trajectory of celebrity behavior as a bell curve. In the past, such behavior was clustered in the center of the curve: A few outliers displayed extreme pathological behavior, but most troubled celebrities managed to maintain a certain level of control over their lives. Today, the shape of the distribution has shifted, with more and more individuals falling into the region of extremely problematic behavior.

Now, for every Marilyn Monroe there is a Paris Hilton, an Anna Nicole Smith, a Lindsay Lohan. For every Elvis Presley, there is a Tommy Lee, Scott Weiland, or Kiefer Sutherland. And, remember, the behavior in question isn’t limited to drinking, drug use, or other forms of hard partying. Though a certain amount of vanity has always gone hand-in-hand with celebrity—no one ever claimed that Marilyn and Elvis weren’t preoccupied with their appearance—today’s celebrities take it to a new level, and at a much younger age. Influenced by the demands of their career, by overbearing parents, or simply by their own insecurities, even teenage stars have increasingly resorted to body reshaping or image-changing plastic surgery, turned to prescription medications to lose weight, or fallen into debilitating eating disorders, such as anorexia and bulimia.

 


It’s impossible to talk about the new generation of badly behaved celebrities without examining the four young women considered by some the “Four Horsewomen of the Apocalypse”: Paris Hilton (a socialite and heiress who achieved celebrity without the burden of performing); Nicole Richie (Paris’s friend since kindergarten, and the adopted daughter of singer Lionel Richie); Lindsay Lohan (a child star, teen sensation, talented actress, and poster child for the perils of growing up in the spotlight); and Britney Spears (a multiplatinum recording artist who became at least as famous in 2006 and 2007 for her bizarre behavior as she was for her singing career). More than anyone else in Hollywood today, these young women have set a new bar for outrageous behavior on the celebrity circuit. Moving in and out of one another’s orbits, they have invited intense media scrutiny for most of this decade, turning their lives into minor epics of dysfunction.

In 2002, the radio station I worked for asked me to introduce a band at a concert they were sponsoring. This gig sticks in my mind, not because of any of the performances, but because it was the first time I came face to face with a celebrity who was, in the well-known phrase, famous for being famous.

As I was waiting backstage for the show to begin, I started hearing whispers about one of the other presenters, a young woman who’d just begun showing up on the Hollywood scene. From what I could gather, she’d had bit roles in a few unremarkable films, but the producers and other event organizers at the concert—all women—didn’t seem interested in her as an actress. What they all wanted was to meet “Paris the heiress.” They were excited about being in the same orbit as this beautiful, rich socialite, though their excitement was definitely tinged with envy. Paris Hilton was already on her way to becoming a celebrity, despite her lack of any special quality or talent beyond simple beauty. By virtue of heredity, and an unrelenting determination to be noticed, she had been elevated over thousands of other young, attractive, fame-seeking women in Los Angeles. Paris was exploiting a new formula for fame, and I remember thinking that she was unlike any of the celebrities I had met before.

I had my next glimpse into what made this new breed of celebrity tick in late November 2003, when Paris’s friend Nicole Richie came to Loveline to promote The Simple Life, one of the first celebrity reality shows. Paris was also supposed to be a guest, but she failed to show. When Mark naively asked why, Nicole explained, “Well, because of the tape. She’s in hiding.” The week before, Paris’s ex-boyfriend, Rick Salomon, had attempted to sell a tape of the couple having sex that had been filmed several years before, when Paris was only nineteen. Threatened legal action stopped him from going any further, but by then the gossip machine was working overtime to keep the story, and Paris, in the news.

 

From 2003 on, a series of minidramas, often with Paris at the center, and always in the picture, kept Paris and her cohorts in the public eye. Even before her sex tape hit the Internet, Paris was no stranger to public exposure. The New York and LA gossip pages began tracking her adventures (often with her sister Nicky in tow) in the early 2000s, while Paris dabbled in modeling and established a reputation on the party circuit. However, it was The Simple Life that cemented the image of Paris and Nicole as shallow, entitled rich girls with more attitude than brains. The 2005 breakup and subsequent reunion of the BFFs kept the show on the air and in the entertainment news for five seasons.

On the other hand, Lindsay Lohan, who’d been in front of the cameras since she was an infant, was generating tabloid headlines simply by virtue of going through puberty until a feud with Paris catapulted her into the tabloid maelstrom of boyfriend stealing, are-they-or-aren’t-they-friends speculation, and one particularly angry encounter when Paris’s friend Brandon Davis famously ranted about Lindsay, forever enshrining the term firecrotch in the gossip lexicon. The feud continued for a few months, until peace was declared in late 2006 at what the New York Post dubbed the “Bimbo Summit”—a weekend Paris, Britney, and Lindsay spent partying together in Las Vegas.

The Summit was a circus of outrageous behavior and, for many, the first time these starlets’ antics came into focus. Britney, on hiatus from her singing career, had just announced her intent to divorce husband Kevin Federline. Leaving her one-year-old and two-month-old sons at home, she joined Paris and Lindsay for a girls’ weekend out. Britney lost no time in grabbing the tabloid spotlight with a series of outrageous paparazzi encounters, including the first of her infamous crotch-flashing episodes. At first, Britney may have been surprised by the mayhem she caused among the paparazzi, and worried about damage to her image; pleading on her blog for forgiveness from her fans, she conceded that she “probably did take my newfound freedom a little too far.” Nevertheless, over the next few months, she continued to put herself in compromising situations, partying hard and allowing the paparazzi to get several more revealing photos, sparking a wider trend for titillating the public with “upskirt” shots and other celebrity wardrobe malfunctions.

 

Public nudity and divaish acting out weren’t the famous four’s only troubling behaviors. Drug and alcohol use among the Paris/Nicole/Lindsay crowd was fairly open from the start.


In 2006, Paris Hilton was photographed with pot, and in June 2007, she was arrested for driving with a suspended license while on probation for alcohol-related reckless driving. Despite a tearful breakdown in the courtroom, she was sent to Lynwood’s Century Regional Detention Facility home for twenty-three days. Upon her release, she appeared on Larry King Live in a carefully scripted attempt to rehab her image by claiming, among other things, that she never used drugs. It wasn’t long, however, before Paris was back in the news, her makeover short-circuited by an Internet video of her allegedly smoking pot, talking about mushrooms, and joking about her drug use.

When I met Nicole on Loveline in 2003, she impressed me as a lovely and sweet girl who had somehow been sidetracked down a very dangerous path. She had admitted to smoking marijuana at age thirteen, and says she was injecting heroin by age nineteen. Her bad-girl reputation was solidified by a series of arrests and drug-related incidents. In 2003, she was arrested for DUI and charged with possession of heroin, while driving with a suspended license. In late 2006, she was arrested for driving the wrong way down an LA freeway, and received her second DUI when she failed a field sobriety test, admitting to using marijuana and Vicodin before the incident. In summer of 2007, a newly pregnant Nicole was sentenced to four days in jail; she was released after serving just eighty-two minutes. Nicole has since said that her daughter, Harlow, has saved her life. The ability to connect deeply with her child, while maintaining her relationship with Harlow’s father, is a positive sign for Nicole. It may be that motherhood has fulfilled her in such a way that she no longer seeks to numb and regulate her feelings with drugs, alcohol, or other self-harming behaviors.

By her late teens, child star Lindsay had blossomed into a beautiful young woman, but just as she was poised to emerge as a bona fide movie star, reports of her out-of-control partying and substance abuse began to surface. Rumored to be a habitual cocaine user, Lindsay was as likely to be seen out at Hollywood hotspots with her mother, Dina, who partied as much as she did, as she was with Nicole and Paris. Lindsay’s reputation as a wild girl soon threatened to overshadow her credibility as an actor and derail her career. In May 2006, she was arrested for DUI when she crashed her Mercedes convertible into a curb in Beverly Hills. Toxicology reports concluded she had almost twice the legal limit of alcohol and traces of cocaine in her bloodstream. After repeatedly failing to show up for work on the set of Georgia Rule in the summer of 2006, she received a memo from the producer, James Robinson, calling her “irresponsible and unprofessional” and blaming her “all-night heavy partying” for her “so-called ‘exhaustion.’” Posted on The Smoking Gun’s Web site, the letter soon made headlines in the press, fueling the stories about Lindsay’s out-of-control spiral, which was rumored to include bulimia, heavy drug use, and frequent hookups with others in her party circuit.

In January 2007, Lindsay checked into rehab at the Wonderland Center in Los Angeles for a month, beginning a cycle of rehab pit stops and out-of-control partying. In July 2007, police in Santa Monica spotted her SUV chasing another vehicle at high speed. After failing a field sobriety test, she was taken into police custody, where a search turned up cocaine in her pants pocket; she was arrested for drunk driving and cocaine possession. In August, she returned to rehab, checking into the Cirque Lodge Treatment Center in Utah for close to two months. Her treatment was far from private, however, as paparazzi continued to stalk her for photos, and stories about her rehab romances remained tabloid staples. Estranged from her parents, caught up in a cycle of meaningless relationships, and in the grip of her addiction, Lindsay’s physical and mental well-being, as well as her career, were in obvious jeopardy. However, I do believe that her attempts at treatment were sincere and meaningful and expect that one day she will achieve a sustained sobriety.

Although those in Britney Spears’s inner circle knew that she’d been drinking and using drugs since her early teens, at first Britney didn’t have as much of a public reputation for drug and alcohol abuse as the other three. Her grueling recording and video schedule, and back-to-back pregnancies, may have kept her from participating in the Hollywood nightlife in which the other three indulged. There’s no doubt, however, that drugs and alcohol played a part in accelerating her psychological decline and likely precipitated her headline-making breakdown, which spanned nearly all of 2007. In fact, the trajectory of Britney’s actions from 2004 to 2008 shows just how acceptable outrageous celebrity had become. Although she was in and out of rehab three times during a seven-day period in 2007, Britney remained deeply in denial about having a problem with drugs or alcohol, posting a letter on her blog claiming she was just blowing off steam and insisting that it was “actually normal for a young girl to go out after a huge divorce.” The reality is that Britney would never have been admitted to a drug treatment facility without evidence of a substance abuse problem; regulatory standards would likely have prevented her admission and would certainly have prevented any attempt at readmission.

It wasn’t until early 2008, when Britney was finally committed to a psychiatric ward, lost control of her finances, custody of her children, and was remanded into the custodial care of her father, that people began to acknowledge that Britney’s wild acting out was actually evidence of a life-threatening illness.

 


It isn’t just female celebrities who publicly push the limits of unhealthy behavior. Andy Dick has made a second career out of public intoxication, and Disney star Shia LaBeouf’s transition from child actor to action star was marked by arrests for trespassing, driving under the influence, and a spectacular car crash.

Drug abuse is widely accepted as a byproduct of the rock ’n’ roll lifestyle, with regular tabloid updates on rehabbing rock stars like Steven Tyler of Aerosmith, Steven Adler of Guns N’ Roses, Scott Weiland of Stone Temple Pilots, and Pete Doherty of the Libertines and Babyshambles. Violence is such an ingrained part of rap culture that many of its biggest stars—Tupac, Notorious B.I.G., DJ Jam Master Jay, and D12’s Proof—are as well-known for their brutal deaths as they are for their rhymes.

Some of the most celebrated bad boys in entertainment, like Colin Farrell, Kid Rock, Eminem, and Tommy Lee, have made news for both displays of physical aggression and highly aggressive sexual behavior. Over the past ten years, male politicians have also escalated their sexual acting out, from President Bill Clinton and New Jersey Governor Jim McGreevey to New York Governor Elliot Spitzer and former Democratic presidential candidate John Edwards. And Johnny Knoxville, Steven “Steve-O” Glover, Bam Margera, and their gang have made careers out of acting like a bunch of destruction-bent adolescents on MTV’s Jackass and on spinoffs like Wildboyz and Viva La Bam.

As celebrity behavior has become increasingly unregulated in all arenas—sex, substance abuse, entitlement, exploitation—our preoccupation with celebrities and their private lives has exploded. Today, the constant stories of celebrity misbehavior offer a steady diet of amplified, vicarious thrills for a society that’s increasingly obsessed with the famous. Such behavior is unhealthy: It derives from toxic extremes of vanity, entitlement, superiority, exploitation, and impulses for self-harm. Yet our culture no longer seems to regard it as cause for alarm or dismay. Instead, our mass media happily transmits salacious celebrity images into our homes 24/7, to an audience with a seemingly insatiable appetite. The way the media highlights and portrays this behavior, and the nature of our response as consumers of popular culture, is at least as troubling as the individual behavior of any celebrity plunging into the abyss.

 

Famous people, by definition, are famous because we pay attention to them, but only recently have the offscreen antics of so many entertainers come to rival their scripted roles for sheer dramatic impact.

Decades ago, it was a star’s talent that captured, and held, an audience’s attention. A star’s persona was a commodity to be carefully maintained and protected. From the early 1900s to the mid-1950s, the Hollywood studio system was a tightly controlled movie-making machine. Stars were little more than well-paid employees who could be rented or sold to other studios for profit. The studio heads signed them to five-to seven-year contracts and, in return, the studios assumed legal control of their identities. The studios had the power to suspend actors without pay and fire them without notice. Stars who refused to be loaned out to another studio, or complained about poor scripts, ran the risk of suspension or worse.

Under the studio system, aspiring stars had every aspect of their lives managed by the studio that signed them. They were given new names, image and physical makeovers, and fictionalized life stories that were published in fan magazines. Actors were type-cast in order to make films easily identifiable to the audience, and the studios decided the roles the actor would perform. Realizing that the way stars acted outside the studio walls could affect their popularity with fans, the studios used in-house publicity departments to script the stars’ lives. Cary Grant, Rock Hudson, Tab Hunter, Roddy McDowell, and Tony Perkins were all cast as leading men, even though they were gay or bisexual. Joan Crawford, Clara Bow, Jean Harlow, Frances Farmer, and Lana Turner were all held up as glamorous ideals, with no mention of the sex scandals and/or alcohol abuse that created chaos in their personal lives.

For the earliest movie stars, their screen image was everything. Living up to it in the eyes of the fans was the only way to continue their careers. Women wanted to be as cool and glamorous as Lauren Bacall, or as charming and sophisticated as Olivia de Havilland. Men wanted to be as handsome and virile as Cary Grant, or as affable and sincere as Jimmy Stewart. Some mainstream magazines, such as the Saturday Evening Post, covered entertainment, and magazines like Photoplay and Movie Digest provided fans with their dose of studio-sanctioned celebrity gossip.

Even eighty years ago, stars engaged in their share of sensational behavior, some of it foreshadowing the escapades of celebrities today. Exhibitionism among Hollywood starlets, for instance, is nothing new. In the 1940s, Carmen Miranda reportedly lost her 20th Century Fox contract when her boss, Darryl F. Zanuck, reviewed the stills from a studio photo session that showed her leaping into the air, revealing that she wore no underwear. As Patrick McGilligan recounts in his biography Alfred Hitchcock: A Life in Darkness and Light, Tallulah Bankhead caused a similar stir on the set of the 1943 film Lifeboat by refusing to wear underwear during filming. The cast was required to repeatedly climb in and out of the boat using a small ladder and, in so doing, Bankhead flashed her costars repeatedly. A cameraman protested she was ruining shots every time she spread her legs. When a journalist from a ladies’ magazine visited the set, she was so appalled by Bankhead’s shenanigans that she complained to the publicity department. Confronted with the problem, Hitchcock, who reportedly admired the star’s larger-than-life personality and lack of inhibition, famously responded, “Should I call wardrobe, makeup, or hairdressing?”

Rumors of such behavior sometimes leaked out, but most of what went on—affairs, illegitimate children, unusual sexual proclivities, substance abuse—was kept under wraps, at least until the star passed away. In the days of top-down studio control, actors and actresses were schooled in how to interact with their fans, and the paparazzi were instructed to keep a respectful distance. Actresses were expected to be classy and glamorous. Actors were to behave as gentlemen—and, at the risk of being blackballed or losing lucrative studio contracts, to hide it when they didn’t. This wasn’t as difficult as it appears today. The stars’ behavior was less dramatic, their capacity for forging real and stable relationships was greater and, just as significantly, consumers didn’t want to see their favorite stars’ idealized images tarnished. The audience was far less prone to the envy and aggressive outbursts of fans today.

Once the star system disintegrated in the 1950s, Hollywood responded to the scandal of the McCarthy years, and the desires of the audience, with a carefully designed fantasy world of Disney productions and frothy melodramas. At the same time, the burgeoning age of rock ’n’ roll created an increasingly influential teen audience that found their craving for rebellion reflected onscreen in the antiheroes of James Dean and Marlon Brando, the censor-defying sexiness of Elvis, and the blatant sexuality of Marilyn Monroe. Rumors of sexual transgressions and addiction were published in the lurid smear magazines like Confidential, Uncensored, and Exposed, but fans pointedly ignored these whispers, preferring to remain steadfastly infatuated with the manufactured images of the stars.

 

In the 1960s and ’70s, the film industry responded to hippies, free love, and the counterculture movement by creating movies and stars that expressed the wilder side of those generations, exploring sexual freedom and drug use. Stars flirted with a rawness that not all audiences were ready to accept. Dennis Hopper, Peter Fonda, Warren Beatty, and Jack Nicholson reigned as the bad boys of Hollywood. Reports of the stars’ misbehavior in their private lives became more commonplace, but in the era of free love and experimentation such antics were taken in stride.

The mid-seventies also saw the dawn of an increase in coverage of the personal lives of celebrities—a trend that continues unabated today. In 1974, People magazine was spun off from Time as a way to give readers more intimate details of famous (and nonfamous) people’s lives. Announcing the magazine’s launch, managing editor Richard Stolley said: “We’re getting back to the people who are causing the news and who are caught up in it, or deserve to be in it. Our focus is on people, not issues.”

People was a success. For a society politically exhausted in the aftermath of the Vietnam War, confronted by shifting roles in the nuclear family brought about by the feminist movement, and economically deflated by recession on the home front, freedom from heavy issues, and the notion of escapism, had a powerful allure.

 

By the 1980s and ’90s, the hippies of the 1960s and the me generation of the 1970s had become adults and parents, without losing their “If it feels good, do it” mantra. In the early 1980s, celebrity coverage was split between the red carpet (glossy accounts of the glamorous aspects of celebrity life) and the gutter (tabloid reports of celebrity scandal, which increasingly hinted at addiction, relationship problems, and embarrassing personal revelations). Shows like Entertainment Tonight mainly focused on celebrity-friendly pieces, featuring interviews and light celebrity gossip; Robin Leach’s Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous took viewers inside celebrities’ homes, paving the way for current shows like MTV’s Cribs and VH1’s The Fabulous Life of…. On the other hand, tabloid news shows like A Current Affair, Hard Copy, and Inside Edition (followed a little later by Extra, Access Hollywood, and The Insider) focused on more scandalous stories, like Drew Barrymore’s metamorphosis from ET’s adorable friend to overdosing rehab patient.

A childhood star from a celebrated Hollywood family, Drew presented a spectacle that was irresistible to the tabloid press. In her memoir, Little Girl Lost, Drew reveals that she started smoking when she was nine years old. “It wasn’t long before I began thinking, ‘Well, if I smoke cigarettes, I can drink,’” she writes. “It was an easy step…. I was also a club hopper at ten, as much as someone that age can be…. After a while, though, I started thinking, ‘Well, this is getting boring now, so let’s try something even better. If I can drink, I can smoke pot. There’s nothing to it….’ Eventually that got boring, too, and my addict mind said to me, ‘Well, if smoking pot is cute, it’ll also be cute to get into the heavier stuff, like cocaine.’ My usage was gradual. But what I did kept getting worse and worse, and I didn’t care what anybody else thought about me.”

A decade earlier, Drew might have been able to downplay her problems in the press, and her fans might have chosen to look away from such troubling revelations. In those days, a beleaguered star could still reasonably expect a measure of privacy. However, the increasing competition among the various corners of the entertainment media was already fostering a more relentless, unblinking approach to celebrity reporting. As a result, in these years, consumers flipping through a tabloid magazine or watching an entertainment news show were increasingly confronted with candid reports of famous people in unflattering, often disturbing, situations. The behavior of troubled celebrities, which pointed to very real problems with substances or other serious issues, began to seem common among the rich and famous. As such dysfunctional behavior was accepted as par for the course, the coverage showed a lack of concern for the actual well-being of the stars themselves.

The 1990s saw the emergence of a new generation of celebrities who seemed to thrive on courting tabloid attention, and an equal appetite among consumers eager to follow every detail of a celebrity’s most outrageous exploits, often choosing stars they loved to follow (or loved to hate) as avidly as sports fans follow their favorite teams. Madonna had been pushing the sexual envelope with her performances since the mid-eighties, but from 1990 to 1992 she upped the ante with her erotic video for “Justify My Love,” her Blond Ambition tour (in which she mimicked masturbation onstage), and her book Sex, a collection of erotic photographs that sold half a million copies. In a different corner of the entertainment universe, Howard Stern, the provocative New York radio DJ, rode his obsession with sex, strippers, and breast implants into national stardom, capped by his bestselling autobiography Private Parts (1993) and the 1997 hit film of the same name.

Actress Angelina Jolie, who emerged in the mid-nineties, was one celebrity who appeared untroubled by pushing the boundaries of outrageous behavior. In fact, she seemed to relish demolishing them. For Angelina no subject was off-limits, from her multiple tattoos and her episodes of cutting to her heroin use, bisexuality, and dalliances with S&M. Her chaotic personal life was well-documented in the tabloids: her feud with her father, her extremely close relationship with her brother—so close, in fact, that she felt compelled to deny rumors of an incestuous love affair in 2000—and her controversial romances. In 1995, she married her first husband, Johnny Lee Miller, wearing a white shirt with his name painted in her blood on the back. They were divorced a year later. In 2000, she became the fifth wife of Billy Bob Thornton, a man twenty years her senior. The two wore vials of each other’s blood around their necks at the ceremony. (That marriage ended in 2002.) Angelina’s tempestuous lifestyle perfectly suited the new era of tabloid reporting and set a new standard for supply and demand. Before long it was clear that the public was more interested in her personal life than in her considerable professional achievements, and no one seemed inclined to question what her bizarre behavior might imply.

By the early 2000s—thanks to the rapidly multiplying opportunities for exposure on cable TV and the Internet—the celebrity firmament was dotted with an endless and practically interchangeable array of celebrities, mainly young women, whose lives were intimately documented. These celebrities accumulated hordes of fans and detractors alike, who scoured gossip sources for new dirt on their favorites and most hateds, and used it to engage in the sport of building those celebrities up and tearing them down, rooting for their redemption or breathlessly awaiting their demise in the ultimate “train wreck.”

A perfect example is Miley Cyrus, perhaps better known to her young fans as her alter ego, Hannah Montana, on the Disney show of the same name. In her role as Hannah, Miley was the star of a hit TV show, filled arenas on concert tours, and made millions on merchandising deals. She was arguably on her way to becoming one of the most successful and popular performers of the decade. Her fans were devoted to her image: a squeaky clean average teen who was extremely close to her parents. Yet, as Miley enters adolescence, she has flirted with some questionable behavior. Provocative self-portraits have found their way on to the Internet; she and her friend Mandy Jiroux were accused of mocking fellow Disney teen stars Demi Lovato and Selena Gomez on their Miley and Mandy Show videos on YouTube; and an increasing stream of gossip and photos about her alleged boyfriends, including a twenty-year-old model, began adding uncomfortable shadings to her public image.

When a provocative photograph of an apparently topless Miley wrapped in a bedsheet, taken by famed photographer Annie Leibovitz, appeared in Vanity Fair in April 2008, it created a scandal that threatened her lucrative image. Her fans, and their parents, reacted with a wave of outrage that may also have been fueled by envy and aggression. Disney immediately jumped to her defense with a barrage of spin, claiming the young singer and actress had been “deliberately manipulated.” Leibovitz defended the photographs, calling them “very beautiful,” and claiming they’d been misinterpreted. Miley herself issued a statement apologizing for the incident. “I took part in a photo shoot that was supposed to be ‘artistic’ and now, seeing the photographs and reading the story, I feel so embarrassed. I never intended for any of this to happen and I apologize to my fans who I care so deeply about,” she said at the time. Critics painted Cyrus and her parents as seizing an opportunity to boost her profile and tweak her image as an innocent girl, and accused the magazine of exploiting America’s tween sweetheart in a bid to sell magazines.


Fans have generally excused such missteps as inevitable fallout when a teenage star grows up in the spotlight, and Miley has so far remained as popular as ever with the eight-to-twelve-year-old crowd. Yet, when I see Miley’s behavior, I think there’s reason for concern about her. I’m worried that she hasn’t gone through normal teenage milestones. I see a fifteen-year-old who often pretends she is a grown-up, a young girl who wants everyone to think she’s capable of talking, thinking, and acting like an adult, even though she’s still very much a child. If Miley’s parents are not extremely vigilant, and she’s not allowed to experience the types of social frustrations that are necessary for any teenager’s healthy development, I worry that she could end up trapped in a permanent state of adolescence, her persona stalled in the idealized fusion of child star and adoring audience, even as she tries to mature.

 

The admired but aloof Hollywood idol, with a carefully crafted persona and tightly controlled mystique, has largely been replaced by new celebrities whose primary career motivation has less to do with their craft than with a desperate need to hang on to the spotlight by any means necessary. Their very celebrity has become their most compelling role, the entertainment media their enablers. By casting them in real-life minidramas, the new media universe invites these celebrities to act as if they can do anything and get away with it. And the media walks away with maximum profits: more magazines sold, higher ad rates on TV, more exposure on the Internet.

This interdependence between celebrities and the media is a dangerous bargain. The more a celebrity attracts the attention of the media, the more famous he or she becomes. The more dysfunctionally the celebrity behaves, the more interest he or she generates from the tabloids. The more the audience finds out, the more we want to know. And the cost of it all—to the vulnerable celebrities on one side of the mirror, and the impressionable viewers on the other—is impossible to estimate.
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