The role of celebrities in mediating distant suffering
1. Introduction 
Within the study of international development, increasing attention is being paid to the role of celebrities
. A well established body of work now exists, part of which addresses the apparent role of celebrities in raising the profile of particular issues or campaigns, providing access to or brokering relationships with decision makers and mediating relations between Western publics and politicians (see Cooper 2008; Tsaliki et al 2011). Equally, there is also a more critical literature in which celebrities involved in humanitarian communications have variously been criticised for being ignorant, ill-informed, un-elected, publicity-seeking hypocrites who trivialise and simplify complex issues and speak for the poor rather than with them (see Dieter and Kumar 2008; Littler 2008). Finally, from a political economy perspective, celebrities have been accused of legitimising and even promoting neoliberal capitalism and global inequality by advancing consumerism and diverting attention away from consumers’ complicity in global regimes of exploitation (see Boycoff and Goodman 2009; Richey and Ponte 2011; Kapoor 2012).
Despite this growing attention and debate, one of the very first issues to have been raised about the role of celebrities in international development remains remarkably under-explored; that is, their value in acting as mediators between audiences of Western media and the lives of faraway strangers. How effective are celebrities, not just in drawing attention to distant suffering, but in overcoming the moral distance between spectators and faraway strangers? What function does the perceived authenticity of a celebrity play in their role as mediator? How does the mediation of distant suffering by celebrities in explicit humanitarian campaigns compare to the quality of spectators’ encounters with distant suffering in other contexts? 
This article begins with a review of how this issue has been addressed theoretically, particularly within the context of the study of the mediation of distant suffering. The major contribution of this article, though, is to move on from such abstract theorising and begin to redress the acute lack of robust empirical work on this issue. As Daniel Brockington (2011:40) concludes in his review of the history of the study of celebrity and development;
We actually need to listen to what exactly different groups of the public say about their interactions with celebrity and development. How are they consuming it, what are they thinking about it, and what individual journeys does it lead to? This sort of work is generally absent – indeed it is the plague of celebrity studies that few people talk to consumers about their interactions with celebrity literature... The meanings audiences perceive in celebrity interactions with development, and how they act upon them, are yet to become clear.
Here Brockington also alludes to the lack of audience-focussed research more broadly – both in the study celebrities and the mediation of distant suffering. With respect to celebrity politics, for example, John Street (2012:346) has argued for ‘more emphasis on audience perceptions... going beyond the current focus on large-scale surveys and experimentation’. Equally, the study of the mediation of distant suffering is characterised by theoretical claims ‘largely based on anecdotal evidence' (Robertson 2010:2), and an acute ‘lack of empirical studies of audiences’ reactions’ (Hoijer 2004:513).  
In this context, the principal aim of this paper is to examine empirically the role of celebrities in regulating spectators’ mediated experiences of distant suffering. To achieve this I examine the results of a large scale-audience study involving two phases of focus groups separated by a two month diary study. The results provide little evidence to support a celebration of the role of celebrities in cultivating of a cosmopolitan engagement with distant suffering.
2. Celebrities as mediators of distant suffering 

2.1 The mediation of distant suffering
The term ‘distant others’ is used here to refer, not to specific groups of people occupying a particular part of the world, but to persons who are constructed as being both geographically, socially/culturally and morally distant from spectators and who ‘only appear to us within the media’ (Silverstone 2006:109). In this context, ‘mediation’ refers to a dual process of ‘overcoming distance in communication’ (Tomlinson 1999:154), between those in front of and those on the television screen, and of ‘passing through the medium’ (ibid). 
One of the most robust theoretical frameworks used to conceptualise this process of mediation and how it manages spectators’ connectivity with distant suffering – and the framework drawn on throughout this article – is Lillie Chouliaraki’s (2006) analytics of mediation. In The Spectatorship of Suffering (2006) Chouliarki argues that existing accounts of the mediation of distant suffering are polarised between two abstract either/or understandings of mediation. ‘Utopian’ accounts celebrate the capacity of the media to generate concern for distant suffering while ‘dystopian’ accounts regard the potential of the media to generate genuine concern as impossible. The analytics of mediation is a theoretical and methodological framework used for examining how the three central paradoxes which exist between these two competing understandings of mediation are seemingly resolved within individual television texts. Firstly, the ‘paradox of distance’ relates to the role of mediation in establishing both proximity and distance and can be resolved by investigating the construction of space-time. Secondly, the ‘paradox of in/action’ draws attention to the claims that mediation renders the spectator as both actor and as onlooker and can be interrogated by examining the degree of ‘humanisation’ (Chouliaraki 2006:88) of distant suffering and the orchestration of the ‘benefactor’ and ‘persecutor’ figures (see Boltanski 1999). Thirdly, the ‘paradox of technology’ draws attention to the claims that the media simultaneously establishes and undermines the immediacy of the sufferer (Chouliaraki 2006).  

Chouliaraki’s theoretical framework helps to illustrate that within this area of study the central concern is with how certain dimensions of media texts – or strategies of discourse – regulate spectators’ mediated experiences of faraway others. In particular, there is frequently an over-riding normative concern for how different elements of the process of ‘passing through the medium’ may be used more effectively to ‘overcome distance’ between spectators and distant suffering. Some of the various strategies that have been put forward for achieving this include; incorporating the voices of distant others themselves, finding a ‘human interest’ angle and covering more ‘everyday’ or ‘positive’ stories (Smith et al 2006; Scott et al 2011). 

Chief amongst these strategies, however, is the role of a mediator. As Rony Brauman (1993:149) suggests in his tips on ‘How to get on TV with your Disaster’, 
There must be a mediator – a personality or volunteer from a humanitarian organisation – to ‘authenticate’ the victim, channel the emotion generated, and provide both the distance and the link between the spectator and the victim. 
He goes on to argue that the ideal mediating figure should be a newsworthy humanitarian volunteer; ‘neither diplomat nor guerrilla, half amateur and half expert, both hero and narrator’. 
2.2 Celebrities as mediators 
It is in performing this role of mediator that the figure of the celebrity frequently assumes its importance. In particular, celebrities are often heralded as being especially effective at mediating the lives of distant strangers more effectively for those, particularly young people, who are otherwise disengaged from such concerns. As Phil Harding (2009:23) explains,  
The use of well-known popular celebrities as guides to unfamiliar subjects and places can be [a] powerful tool… in reaching out beyond the straightforward foreign affairs audience... [to audiences who] who are initially resistant to international themes in programmes and think such programming has ‘nothing to do with me or my family’.
Chouliaraki’s analytics of mediation is helpful here in enabling us to pin down more precisely what function celebrities may be playing in regulating spectators’ mediated experiences of distant suffering. Regarding the ‘paradox of in/action’, celebrities can act as ‘benefactor’ figures – demonstrating to audiences how to act towards the suffering and upon what ethical basis they should act. In this vein, Signe Rousseau (2012) draws on Herbert Simon’s (1955) theory of attention economics to suggest that celebrities play an important role in providing a ‘short-cut’ to ethical decision making in the contemporary world characterised by an abundance of information. Regarding the ‘paradox of distance’, the physical presence of a mediating figure in the life-world of distant others can, as Brauman said, provide the ‘link between the spectator and the victim’. By combining the celebrity’s personal testimony of the suffering of others, with the celebrity’s own ‘star aura’ (Chouliaraki 2012), the distance between the spectator and faraway others may be at least partially bridged.
Yet, as the distinction between ‘utopian’ and ‘dystopian’ accounts of mediation reminds us, the presence of a celebrity is no guarantee of an intense mediated experience. What matters is the character of their involvement and how this performance is received and understood by audiences. Regarding the ‘paradox of in/action’, for example, while celebrities may well serve to demonstrate for audiences how to act in response to instances faraway suffering – what matters is the nature and quality of that action and the justification upon which it is based. Do they invite us to act based on feelings of sympathy or solidarity? Do they manage to engender a sustained commitment amongst audiences to tackling the root causes of suffering in other countries by promoting values associated with collective action and citizen engagement (Darnton & Kirk 2011)? Or do they, as is perhaps more often claimed, promote a de-contextualised and simplified account of events that prompts only a fleeting, ill-informed, over-emotional and entirely monetary-based response, which is more likely to preserve the structural causes of poverty rather than challenge them (Dieter and Kumar 2008; Richey and Ponte 2011)? 
Equally, regarding the ‘paradox of distance’, the presence of a celebrity may serve, less as a ‘bridge’ between audiences and distant suffering, and more as a graphic illustration of the chasm that separates ‘us’ from ‘them’. As Jo Littler (2008:243) argues, the contradiction between ‘grinding poverty’ and celebrities as ‘the embodiments of personalised wealth’ makes the relationship between the two ‘to say the least, problematic’. At worst, it reinforces a hierarchy of human life between celebrities as ‘ultimate’ individuals (Goodman 2013) and distant others, as often less than human. 
2.3 The role of perceived authenticity 
It should be clear from the above discussion that the role of celebrities in regulating spectators’ experiences of distant suffering is highly contested. Claims range from ‘utopian’ accounts which celebrate a celebrity’s capacity to connect spectators with faraway strangers, to ‘dystopian’ accounts which argue that celebrities disrupt such experiences and play an active role in maintaining unequal power relations. One of the key determinants of precisely what role celebrities play in any particular instance is how ‘authentic’ audiences perceive them to be (Richey and Ponte 2011; Chouliaraki 2012; Brockington 2012). Chouliaraki (2012) defines authenticity in this context as the performative strategies used to render impersonations of altruism credible and legitimate. But while such credibility and legitimacy may be central, there are multiple competing sources of authenticity against which a celebrity can be judged. Brockington (2012:19) suggests four such possibilities, including; 

1. Expert or Experiential Authority: an intellectual knowledge or practical life experience that provides special insights into other people’s condition;

2. Affinity: some sort of structural similarity with others (being a parent, living on the wrong side of unequal power structures);

3. Empathy: the shared emotions one has with others as a result of some shared experience or affinity;

4. Sympathy: the emotions provoked in you by another’s fate.
However, Brockington (2012:20) also points out that such sources of authenticity are often ‘muddled’, arguing that celebrity interventions are; 
characterized by the absence of any single claim to authenticity in their delivery, and most likely, in their interpretation... Claims made on the basis of empathy with the audience, may in fact be read in terms of intellectual expertise, as may claims made on the basis of experience.
Even if we were able to identify when a celebrity is perceived to be authentic and when they are not, the role that perceived authenticity plays in determining how a celebrity mediates the relationship between spectators and distant suffering is far from straight forward. It is not simply the case that the more ‘authentic’ a celebrity is perceived to be, the more effective they will be in connecting spectators to distant suffering. Celebrities with both credibility and legitimacy may still fail to connect spectators with distant suffering if, for example, they direct spectator’s attention entirely towards themselves. In fact, this is precisely what contemporary styles of ‘confessional’ celebrity performance have been accused of doing. As Chouliaraki (2011:366) argues, 
Unlike the earlier communicative ethos of ‘de-celebritization’, where a dispassionate celebrity effaced her own voice so as to ‘speak’ the voice of the sufferers and appeal to our ‘common humanity’, today’s ethos is one of ‘hyper-celebritization’: by co-articulating the humanitarian and the private in one hybrid public persona, contemporary celebrity prioritizes the communication of her own emotional voice about suffering others over the voice of those others.

Put another way, contemporary celebrity performances have been accused of inviting audiences to ‘feel for the celebrity’s feelings for the feelings of the sufferer’ (Chouliaraki 2012:16). The suggested consequence is that the distance between ‘us’ and distant strangers remains intact and the viewer is invited instead to engage in ‘indulgent contemplation... [that is] detached from the subject’ (Chouliaraki 2006:92). 
Furthermore, in contemporary styles of humanitarian campaign, the presence of celebrities is accused of replacing suffering others. Since the role of the celebrity is often to speak on behalf of sufferers, and in a way that audiences can seemingly better understand or ‘relate to’, the testimony of the other is no longer required. As Goodman (2010:104) puts it, ‘it is now through the global media mega-star that the subaltern speaks’. In which case, the presence of highly ‘authentic’ celebrities would seemingly disrupt the quality of spectator’s encounters with distant suffering. 
Equally, even if audiences perceive celebrities as in-authentic, this is still no guarantee that they do not play an important role in connecting spectators with distant suffering. In making this particular argument, Robert Fletcher (2012:3) points to empirical findings which suggest that popular reception of celebrity tends to be quite ambivalent, ‘combining reverence and ridicule, deference and deprecation’. Such apparent ambivalence towards celebrity is often interpreted as evidence that it is not taken particularly seriously and thus lacks authority and influence. However, Fletcher suggests we might also interpret this as demonstrating that widespread ambivalence towards celebrities in fact does little to diminish their apparent power to shape public sentiment. The same point is made by Slavoj Žižek (1989:25-6) more generally, when he contends that the contemporary world increasingly functions in terms of ‘cynical reason’, which he describes as, 
a paradox of an enlightened false consciousness: one knows the falsehood very well, one is well aware of a particular interest hidden behind an ideological universality, but still one does not renounce it.
In short, Fletcher’s suggestion is that audiences remain compelled by the mystique of celebrity even though they see through it. Thus, we should at least recognise the possibility that cynical suspicion concerning celebrities’ authenticity may in fact enhance their ability to connect spectators with distant suffering. 
In summary, there are a number of competing theoretical claims regarding the role of celebrities in connecting spectators to the lives of distant strangers, and particularly regarding the role of perceived authenticity. I contend that unpacking the role of celebrities requires a long over-due focus on audience responses to such encounters. The details of the methodology used to provide such a focus are discussed in the following section. 
3. Capturing encounters with celebrities and distant suffering 
In order to explore empirically the role of celebrities in mediating distant suffering, I draw on the results of a large scale audience study conducted in 2009, alongside the market research company TWResearch
. The initial purpose of this research, funded by the International Broadcasting Trust (IBT), was not to study the role of celebrities specifically, but to investigate the ways in which the UK media in general seemingly regulates spectators mediated experiences of distant others (see Scott 2014). This makes it a particularly useful study to examine here because this data not only allows us to interrogate the role of celebrity humanitarianism, but also to situate this analysis both within the context of celebrity-led encounters with distant others in general, and more widely in the context of all mediated encounters with distant others. By distinguishing between research participants’ talk and comment about mediated distant others in general, and those encounters involving celebrities, I aim to produce an account of the role of celebrity humanitarianism that does not lose sight of audiences’ multiple experiences of faraway others. In other words, it enables me to ‘de-centre’ the role of the celebrity, by not centralising or assuming its importance.  
The format of this study was adapted from Nick Couldry, Sonia Livingstone and Tim Markham’s (2007) work on Media Consumption and Public Engagement and involved two phases of focus groups, with a diary study in between, all involving the same cohort of participants. This format was chosen because, rather than relying only what participants say in one-off focus groups as evidence of their mediated experiences of distant others, these multiple contexts, spread out over a three month period, provided participants with the opportunity to ‘move beyond’ their initial responses, which were often distinctly contrived or inhibited. The diaries in particular provided participants with the opportunity to produce more detailed accounts, closer to the time of the event, and not limited by the conventions of focus groups. 
The first phase of focus groups, conducted in January 2009, consisted of 27 separate conversations with four participants in each group. In these sessions, which lasted around 30 minutes, participants were invited to talk generally about their impressions of media coverage of distant others, or ‘people who live in countries that are poorer than ours’. Forty eight of the one hundred and eight original focus group participants then went on to take part in the two month diary study – between February and March 2009. Here participants were asked to record, in an online diary, all media and non-media sources they encountered on a daily basis that had some connection to ‘people who live in countries that are poorer than ours’ (whether they chose to watch/read/listen them or not). Whilst recording the location of such encounters, participants were also given the opportunity to write further about what they ‘thought about’ each reference and why they decided to watch it, or not. It is these ‘thoughts’ that are used here as further evidence of participants’ mediated experiences of distant others. The second series of focus groups, conducted in March 2009, consisted of six, two hour sessions with all of the remaining diarists (only 2 had dropped out). In order to generate two-hours of further talk about this subject, participants were shown a compilation of short clips of recent television programmes and questions were also asked about their experience of the diary study. 

A recruitment agency was used to screen and select the participants of this study. The sample included a range of ethnicities (20% ethnic minorities), levels of education, lengths of residence in UK, viewing habits and experience and interest in distant others. There was an even distribution of ages with 25% of participants in each of the four different age ranges (18-25, 26-39, 40-54, 55-65) and an even spread of gender (50% female, 50% male). Focus groups and diarists were spread evenly between Glasgow, Norwich and London. In total, 33 different focus groups were conducted during the two phases, generating around 26 hours of talk and 290 diary entries were made, or an average of 6 per diarist.
4. Results and Analysis 

4.1 De-centring celebrities  

The first and most apparent observation from an analysis of the results is that talk about celebrity humanitarianism seldom emerged, unprompted, as a topic of conversation about media coverage of ‘people who live in countries that are poorer than ours’. In the first round of focus groups, celebrity humanitarianism was explicitly raised by participants themselves on only six occasions during the twenty seven conversations. In the diaries, only six percent of all entries were about celebrity humanitarianism - almost all of which were about programmes or advertisements in the build-up to Comic Relief (a biennial telethon in the UK). In the second round of focus groups, although celebrity humanitarianism was talked about spontaneously much more often, this was primarily because Comic Relief had recently been broadcast.   
Moreover, conversations about Bono, Bob Geldof, Angelina Jolie and Madonna, were generally surprisingly brief. Unlike in the findings of other research (see Brockington forthcoming), many participants did not appear to be comfortable or particularly interested in talking about celebrity humanitarianism, as the following focus group extract demonstrates.

I: Would you make a point of watching [Comic Relief] because you know who the celebrities are? 

Not sure.

I don’t know.

I probably would.
Yeah.

Yeah.

We watched... sorry, it's not really to do with that, but we watched The Long Way Down with that Ewan McGregor.

And they touch upon different communities. 

Snippets of their life, and that's really quite interesting (Norwich 1I).
This extract also helps to illustrate that advocacy or fundraising campaigns were by no means the only context in which celebrities played a role in mediating distant others. In fact, it was striking that, despite this research taking place during Comic Relief, there were more references to celebrity-led travel programmes than telethons or news coverage of celebrity humanitarianism. In the diaries, for example, there were as many references to Ross Kemp: Return to Afghanistan; a SKY 1 documentary series fronted by actor Ross Kemp, as there were about Comic Relief. This suggests that celebrity humanitarianism may in fact be less important in the mediation of distant others than is often assumed. 
4.2 In-authentic celebrities, in-authenticity encounters

When participants did write or talk about celebrity humanitarianism, the most common responses, as others have suggested (Littler 2008; Fletcher 2012), were of ambivalence. Celebrities were both valued for their seemingly instrumental role in drawing attention to ‘worthy’ causes, but at the same time, this was often accompanied by cynical statements about their motivations for involvement or about the genuineness of their emotional responses. In the following focus group extract, for example, the US actress Angelina Jolie is both commended for ‘building affinities’ with local communities, but at the same time, condemned for drawing too much attention to herself in the process. 

I think Angelina Jolie’s done a lot of good though, and everywhere she’s adopted from she’s built up affinities with. But by the same token, go and do that if that’s what you want to do but don’t shout, ‘look at me’ (Glasgow 1C).

This general sense of ambivalence towards celebrities was primarily associated with a sense of distance, indifference and inaction regarding distant suffering, particularly amongst older and male respondents. This manifested itself in a number of ways. In what Irene Bruna Seu (2010) describes as a ‘shoot the messenger’ response, there were occasions when the undermining of the credibility of the ‘messenger’ (the celebrity) threw into doubt the truthfulness of the events being reported, as is evident in the following quotation. 
I think when it is a celebrity figure you question whether it is a credible source or not. Is it all for good TV or are you actually showing what's going on over there? (Glasgow 2A).
Similarly, in what Seu (2010) terms ‘medium is the message’ responses, audiences expressed resentment at the various ways in which celebrity involvement was seemingly designed to manipulate their sentiments. This resentment appeared to obstruct any sense of proximity or connectivity between themselves and the people the celebrity was mediating, as the following quotation illustrates.

You just see snippets so how do we know that we are seeing the reality, that it isn't sensationalised, that it's not scaremongering? They are trying to capture an audience. Their agenda is not just, ‘here is the truth’, but, ‘get an audience’.  Hence the celebrities and the lovely shots and the beautiful camera work and the interesting people – it’s all selective (Norwich 2A).

Moreover, doubt about the authenticity of celebrities was often combined with the sentiment that, rather than serving as testament to our common humanity, the presence of celebrities actually signalled the stark differences between ‘us’ and ‘them’ – thus reinforcing a sense of distance. In the following focus group extract, for example, the participant combines their scepticism of the authenticity of a celebrity involved in Comic Relief with the, albeit unfinished, suggestion that the programme ‘shows the real division between the celebrities going out there’ and the local people they interact with or are raising money for. 

I: What don’t you like about Comic Relief?

It shows the real division between the celebrities going out there, the jet home, loads of doctors on site. There was one bit where Fearne Cotton collapsed because it was so horrific for her and all the doctors ran around her and it was just awful to watch.
Finally, on many occasions, this general sense of ambivalence towards celebrities appeared to be associated with the ‘annihilation’ (Silverstone 2002:306), or complete lack of reference to, distant others. Focus group participants in particular were often so caught up in considering the ‘in-authenticity’ of celebrities that they often failed to notice or comment in any way upon the condition of distant others. However, it is difficult to know whether this was a consequence of the format of the focus groups, rather than responses to specific texts. 

4.3 Authentic celebrities, in-authentic encounters

Evidence to support dystopian accounts of the mediation of distant suffering could be found, not only in instances where celebrities were perceived as in-authentic, but also on occasions where celebrities were perceived as authentic. As Chouliaraki (2012) predicts, there were instances in which participant’s talk about the actions, feelings and qualities of the celebrity distracted entirely from any potential connectivity with distant suffering. In the following quotation, for example, the focus of attention, even in a conversation about the death of a baby, is entirely on the celebrity Davina McCall – whose authenticity is unquestioned. 
When Davina [McCall] went into that hospital because of the women dying in childbirth and she was there with her hand on the baby’s chest as he failed to breath and she was crying. It actually hit home that this is a woman who has got children of her own who has gone somewhere frigging dire and she is not living a charmed life and she is mucking in and they all do and that’s what makes the difference. They all do (Norwich 2A).
In this account, the participant tells us that what ‘hit home’ was not the condition of the woman dying or her stillborn child, but the fact that a celebrity, with children herself, could go somewhere so ‘frigging dire’. 

Furthermore, there was an abundance of evidence of encounters with distant suffering, through celebrities who participants appeared to regard as ‘authentic’, that resulted, not in reflection upon the condition of the other, or even upon the celebrity, but on the self. Boltanski (1999:21) refers to this as ‘solitary enjoyment’, or a ‘way of looking which is wholly taken up with the internal states aroused by the spectacle of suffering: fascination, horror, interest, excitement, pleasure etc’. Such self-focussed responses included comments about how ‘interesting’ and ‘informative’ it was to ‘learn’ about events and places in ‘other’ countries. 
It’s good when they have celebrities going to poor countries to bring about awareness (London 1D).
I think Madonna and Angelina Jolie adopting these children is bringing a little bit of awareness (London 1I).
In almost all of these examples, the value of this awareness raising appeared to lie, not in its capacity to connect spectators with distant suffering, but in the educational benefit to audiences - in learning for the sake of personal gain. As one participant put it, ‘I’m keen to know what was going on in the world but just from an educational point of view. I wouldn’t want to start going out there and working to make a difference’ (Glasgow 1H). 

4.4 Authentic celebrities, authentic encounters 

Thus far, I have reflected both the general lack of references to celebrities and the tendency for talk about celebrities (whether authentic or not) to conform to dystopian accounts of the mediation of distant suffering. Despite this, the results do not tell a simple story of the ‘failure’ of celebrities to act as effective mediators of the lives of distant others. Given the seemingly high levels of public scepticism in the UK towards international development efforts (Lindstrom & Henson 2011), it is perhaps not surprising that celebrities do not serve as a ‘magic bullet’ for cosmopolitan connectivity. Indeed, the full results of this audience research, discussed elsewhere (see Scott 2014), suggest that participants’ mediated experiences of distant suffering overall were generally characterised by indifference and solitary enjoyment, with respect to distant and dehumanised distant others. 
Given this, it is significant that – although not evident in most conversations - there were still a relatively large number of occasions in which seemingly ‘authentic’ celebrities did appear to generate a distinct sense of proximity and agency vis-à-vis distant suffering. In the following diary entry, for example, the diarist clearly demonstrates that she finds celebrity involvement in a particular Comic Relief appeal credible in her use of the terms ‘highly motivated’ and ‘impressive’. This affordance of authenticity is combined with what appears to be evidence of a strong emotional response to scenes of distant suffering when she refers to the content as ‘incredibly moving and upsetting’. 

Very impressive how all the celebrities were highly motivated in order to raise money for children in Africa.  I always totally approve of people in that position being able to use their status in order to raise money for charity. The clips of the poor children in the poorest areas of Africa battling against malaria was incredibly moving and upsetting.  Makes everyone realise how we take our living conditions here in the UK for granted.

The following example illustrates how participants’ expressions of the authenticity of a celebrity often coincided with a sense of proximity to distant suffering. The reference to the ‘real’ here appears to refer both to the genuineness of the emotions of the celebrity and to the condition of distant others. 
Seeing someone immaculately groomed breaking down makes you realise it’s actually real and not just the news (Glasgow 2B).
As others have found (Couldry, Livingstone & Markham 2007), the respondents in both of these examples, and those responding in this manner more generally, were mostly younger and female. Young mothers appeared to be particularly strongly associated with proximate and emotional mediated responses in this context, with comments often made that, ‘it does really get to me since I have my own child’ (Norwich 1G). 
The criteria participants drew upon to make judgements regarding the authenticity of different celebrities were, as predicted, highly subjective and often contradictory. Angelina Jolie, for example, was both derided and praised for using her profile to raise awareness of various issues. Despite this, it was possible to identify one particular recurring criterion in participants’ talk and comments. Specifically, the authenticity of a celebrity appeared to depend, in part, on the extent to which they were able to maintain both their public personality, but at the same time, demonstrate their ‘everyday ordinariness’ - as a fellow human being who cares about the suffering of others. As Chouliaraki (2012:7) puts it, it depends on their persona, or ‘strategies of humanization that seek to domesticate the extraordinariness of the celebrity and construe an altruistic self that is compatible with the ethos of humanitarianism’. Whether this is achieved through attempts to temporarily ‘cast off’ markers of celebrity or through appealing to ‘universal’ discourses, such as motherhood, unless celebrity’s performances of ‘ordinariness’ are convincing, they cannot act as a carrier of a ‘common humanity’ upon which appeals to care for distant others are made (Chouliaraki 2011). 
The importance of a convincing account of ‘everyday ordinariness’ is highlighted in several different ways in the following conversation; in references to ‘stripping ‘them bare’, being ‘herself’, ‘down to earth’, ‘natural’, ‘gentler’, not ‘patronising’ and ‘motherly’.
I: Which programmes take you there in a way that makes good television?

If you put a celebrity into any of these places and strip them bare and let them explore, people will watch because of who is in the programme and be made aware of what the country is.

Didn’t Victoria Wood do one?

Oh yes that was fantastic.

She went to India.

She took the train and things.

She was more herself in it than the comedian... She was very down to earth, very natural, and just gentler.

She wasn’t patronising.  She just has a really lovely motherly way of communicating.

I would pay more attention to Victoria Wood doing something like that because she is famous.
I: Why are these people useful for taking us to these places?
Because we can relate to them (London 2A).

One participant summed this up well when they described the most effective celebrities as being ‘those who don’t act like celebrities’ (London 2B). 
4.5 The quality of connectivity 

Although there were examples of encounters with distant suffering which appear to conform to ‘utopian’ accounts of mediation – which were associated with celebrities who were perceived to be more ‘authentic’ - it is important to examine the character of these mediated experiences more closely. Whilst there may have been instances when ‘authentic’ celebrities, acting in the role of benefactor, appeared to invite audiences to feel that they had the power to act upon distant suffering, expressions of this sense of agency only ever took the form of intentions to donate money. As one participant said in a diary entry about Comic Relief, ‘the health problems could be solved in the majority of cases with cash’ (Diary 33). 

Moreover, the justification for action in talk about celebrity humanitarianism was based almost entirely on pity, rather than justice. This was particularly apparent in claims about how celebrities had made participants ‘feel sorry’ for distant others. 

I feel sorry for the children in Bangalore and I always watch Comic Relief and always give to this cause (Diary 14).
The following example was the only apparent reference to the injustice of global inequality in talk about celebrity humanitarianism. 

I do not usually watch Comic Relief, but this year, a couple of the films really opened my eyes... The world is very unjust, that there is so much wealth in UK and USA and then so much poverty in other areas (Diary 27).  
Finally, the references to 'our living conditions' and 'someone immaculately groomed' in the quotations above signal that the sense of connectivity with distant suffering may have been based on a particular kind of 'post-humanitarian' (Chouliaraki 2013) proximity with distant others - one based upon a focus on or a return to the self and others like ‘us’. 
In sum, talk and comment about celebrity humanitarianism was associated with an unequal relationship between spectators and distant others, based on pity and charitable donations. This is well summarised in the following diary entry which describes a strong emotional reaction to humanised suffering others, but whose lives depends on the charitable responses of individuals in other countries.   

I spent a lot of time crying watching this [Comic Relief fundraising] programme because it was horrifying watching babies die because they have malaria or AIDS related illness. [It showed] how a small amount of money could save lives, but that their government, or any other government, doesn't seem to care. [It showed] how desperately poor and sick these people were, yet they still manage raise a smile and carry on regardless. They never give up, even when all the odds are against them (Diary 22). 

4.6 Authentic celebrities and authentic encounters in other contexts 

The context in which seemingly authentic celebrities appeared to be most successful at facilitating more proximate, active and emotive mediated encounters with distant others was in fact outside of explicit humanitarian campaigns. In celebrity-led travel and adventure programmes in particular, celebrities were often talked about by participants as being more ‘authentic’, perhaps because of the tendency of this genre to focus on the ‘everyday ordinariness’ of (often less well known) celebrities and to avoid association with explicit humanitarian campaigns - thus avoiding ‘medium is the message’ and ‘shoot the messenger’ responses. A sense of proximity to distant others was frequently apparent in such contexts and was again often signalled by references to ‘reality’. In the quotation below, for example, the first participant appears to reflect a sense of proximity to the life-world of distant others when she speaks of going with Paul Merton and experiencing ‘virtually everything’. This is combined with a statement about how ‘real’ the programme was. 
I thought it was nice to go off the beaten track with Paul Merton because he experienced virtually everything. 

It was quite real (London 1I).  
In talk about celebrity travel-adventure programmes distant others were also noticeably more ‘humanised’ (Chouliaraki 2006:88), or spoken about as possessing a degree of agency over their lives. As one participant said in a conversation about a special edition of the BBC2 motoring magazine show Top Gear in Botswana, ‘they get on with things a lot better than we do because they have to’ (Norwich 2A). Similarly, the following quotation reveals how ‘happiness’ was often used by participants as means of signalling the humanisation of distant others.

That’s why I put The Long Way Round because... even though they didn’t have much food, they were very happy people and that was really good to see... They have problems but at the same time they are very happy, very genuine and very caring people (Diary 18).  

Such expressions of the humanisation of distant others were often combined with a sense of agency of spectators. Moreover, as the following quotation illustrates, it was also apparent that a participant’s expression of agency in these contexts related to a much broader range of activities than just charitable giving. 
They took cameras with them and they stayed in people’s houses and met farmers who were just doing their daily thing and it gave you insight without seeming staged. It can lead you into things that interest you, that you will look out for again, like Kazakhstan. All you know about Kazakhstan is Borat but McGregor stayed there and he said it was one of the most beautiful countries he had ever seen and that might make you want to find out more about that country (London 2A).
Inevitably, there was significant variation in participant’s talk and comment about celebrity-led travel and adventure programmes and some participants were extremely hostile to the idea that such television formats could connect them in any way with distant others. Despite this, in general, such talk and comment was characterised by distinctly more authentic, proximate and active encounters with distant others compared to celebrity humanitarianism. 

5. Conclusion

Overall, the results of this research suggest that celebrities are generally ineffective in cultivating a cosmopolitan engagement with distant suffering. In conversations about the mediation of distant others, research participants rarely talked about instances of explicit celebrity humanitarianism. When they did, participants generally expressed a sense of ambivalence towards celebrities, which was associated with encounters with distant suffering characterised by distance, indifference and a lack of agency. Even when celebrities were perceived as being authentic, this was linked more to a sense of connectivity with celebrities and a reflection on the self, rather than on the condition of distant others. Finally, despite there being a significant number of occasions in which ‘authentic’ celebrities were linked to relatively proximate and active encounters with distant suffering, these mediated relations were characterised by pity and charity. 

These results invite us to question, as others have (Brockington forthcoming), who gains most from celebrity involvement in humanitarian campaigns. Celebrities themselves may gain exposure, NGOs may even gain publicity, but spectators are unlikely to gain any greater sense of the common humanity between themselves and distant strangers. This can be interpreted as one of the consequences of what Pheng Cheah (2006) describes as the instrumentalisation of the aid and development field – whereby increasing competition amongst humanitarian agencies results in a tendency to conform to the logic of the market. The result is a tendency to adopt corporate communication strategies which may do more to support the interests of celebrities, than a cosmopolitan ethics of global responsibility. 
Looking beyond these specific findings, one of the recurring themes in this article has been the illusive role and character of celebrity authenticity. But despite being a highly subjective and ‘slippery’ phenomenon, the results did suggest that a celebrity’s ability to perform a convincing account of ‘everyday ordinariness’ was particularly important in determining their perceived level of authenticity. As for the precise role that authenticity plays, the results suggest that it is not a reliable predictor of a celebrity’s ability to generate intense mediated experiences of distant suffering. Both authentic and in-authentic celebrities were associated with indifference towards distant suffering. Similarly, a sense of proximity was evident in conversations about both authentic and in-authentic celebrities. The point here is not that authenticity doesn’t matter, but that the ways in which it matters are perhaps just as unpredictable as audience judgements of it. 
A second theme here has been an attempt to ‘de-centre’ celebrity from the study of celebrity humanitarianism. This has produced a number of insights. Firstly, it has enabled us to question the relative importance of celebrities as a force in mediating ‘our’ encounters with distant others; a claim that is often taken for granted. Outside of Comic Relief, there were only two mentions of celebrity humanitarianism in the diaries of the 48 participants over the two month period. In the same vein, it has enabled us to get a better sense of the relative quality of celebrity-mediated encounters with distant suffering. While most responses to distant suffering involving celebrities were characterised by indifference, compared to encounters with distant suffering in other contexts, celebrities still appeared to be relatively ‘successful’ in connecting spectators and faraway strangers (despite questions over the nature of that sense of connectivity). Finally, it has drawn attention to the significance of the role of celebrities in mediating distant others in contexts outside of humanitarian campaigns. Not only were participants more likely to talk about celebrities in travel-adventure programming as being authentic, but their talk about distant others in such contexts provided evidence of seemingly more proximate and active encounters.
There are, as always, a number of important exceptions and qualifications to bear in mind. Despite efforts to move participants beyond the ‘contrived’ responses often associated with one-off focus groups, the format of the research would still have influenced the nature of responses. There has also been an assumption that mediated experiences of distant suffering characterised by a sense of agency and proximity make a ‘positive’ contribution to international development – yet there has been no regard for what participants actually go on to do. Very few of the participants in this study claimed to be fans of celebrities, who may well have a very different relationship to distant suffering, through celebrities. Finally, it is not always clear whether it is the presence of the celebrity or some other dimension of a media text that contributes to spectators’ mediated experiences. 
Notwithstanding these important points, I hope that by dwelling on the character of audiences’ responses to celebrity humanitarianism I have begun to answer the calls to listen to what exactly the public say about their interactions with celebrity and international development (Brockington 2011:40). In the talk and comment generated by this research they are saying that celebrities matter – but not always in the ways and to the extent we might predict. 
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� TWResearch and IBT have given all necessary permissions for using the material from this research here.





1

