CULT OF CELEBRITY & THE ELECTIONS

Maya

he world over, the preoccupation of people with the life

histories, lifestyles and private lives of celebrities has
become obsessive. Sri Lanka is no exception and the choice
of celebrities as candidates for the 8 April election is
revealing. Secveral celebrities are contestants as well as
nominees on the National Lists of the two major political
parties. The UPFA leads the way with a galaxy of ‘stars’

from the film and sports world including Malini Fonseka,

Geetha Kumarasinghe, Susanthika Jayasinghe, Sanath
Jayasuriya, and Someratne Dissanayake. The UNP has
Upeksha Swamamali (ak.a Paba), Rosy Senanayake, and
Ranjan Ramanayake.

What are we to make of this phenomenon of celebrities in
politics, which is nothing new in South Asia or elsewhere.
In India there have been film celebrities such as M.G.
Ramachandran, Jayalalitha and Jaya Bacchan, and in Sri
Lanka, Vijaya and Jeevan Kumaratunge, Gamini Fonseka,
Ranjan Ramanayake and Anarkali have entered politics after
successful film/teledrama careers. :

M.S.S. Pandian, in his book The Image Trap, writes about
M.G Ramachandran’s transition from Tamil films to politics,
and how actors ‘constructed biographies’ out of their {ilm
personas. Playing celluloid stereotypes such as tough guys,
good guys, gods or brave men, or even as women fighting
injustice, they have projected these roles onto real life,
constructin g a favourable image for themselves for political

advantage — so much so that it sometimes becomes difficult:

to distinguish the actual identity of the actor/actress from
the fictitious one. Life imitating art, as they say!

Alternative faces

e have had celebrity endorsements of politicians

before. Every key clection sees famous figures in the
arts, business, sports, and academia co-opted to sanction
politicians. The last presidential election also saw the
phenomenon of key public servants endorsing the president,
thereby compromising the integrity of their institutions. But
while the celebrities added, at best, some glamour on the

stage, never before have they come forward in such large

numbers to be nominated, or to contest the polls.

| Why does the coming election in particular have this feature?
| Does the entrance of celebrities indicate that people are, by

and large, fed up of the current lot of MPs — for their
corruption, thuggery, inefficicncy and self-serving interests?
If so, this indicates that all political parties are aware of
how unpopular their MPs are with the general public. But if

| there is a nced for fresh faces, why celebrity faces?

- A quick fix

26

aving actors, actresses, beauty queens, businessmen,
military figures, sports men and women contest
elections is a quick fix in the face of unpopularity and
uncertainty as to the outcome of the general clection. They

. are the big guns parachuted to give leadership to a district.

Under the PR and manapa system where everyone contests
against everyone else, each contestant also needs a significant
amount of money to run a campaign that has an impact on
the whole district. Consequently, we see politicians with

| newly airbrushed, digitally enhanced faces that are part of a
. whole marketing package. Moreover, thanks to the media

they are already household names. Given this
‘professionalization’ by the entry of marketing/advertising
agencies, an election campaign is said to cost Rs. 6 million
upwards per contestant. Given the shortage of cash, the media
coverage that a cricketer, athlete, or award winner can
already command, it is a tremendous advantage. [t can be
seen as half the campaign done and half its costs covered.

Role of the media

The celebrity contestants in this election are certainly high
achievers whether in the field of cinema, sports, or art.
The media has played a significant part in popularizing their
names, images, and achievements in their respective fields.

. But in which way? When it comes to the film stars and

producers, we have been [ed a regular diet of gossip and
trivia about their lives. We are informed ol their birthdays,
favourite foods, and names of their pets. Once in a way there
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arc serices reviews of their wark. We doe oot know mach
abuul their activiam in ancial movermenie, ar what they have
achigved outside of theie flins g weledramas, (fiven the
sand biee culmire thal pow colonizes our prime-time pewes
bulleting, all we are given — parallel to the trvia abesl their
liwes —are short exeerprs of whiol ey scream from clection
platforms and e counter bellow Fram cpposing politiciaons.
Wary ellen in the caze of serresses lmed politician. the somd
bites ure those thar segually wallate. insult. and provieke
lawghtzr.

Commilment to social change?

hiz Trdia, which bas played o ke role in nsharing these

celebrilies inlo pelitics, now has a cesponsibilily o
Inlzrvisw and write abont razim o wavs il enliphien the
voler shout thair sariousoess amd commitment in solving
social and ceonomic probdems. The media bas ra hizhligh
thoir sxperience i management. commoniry developuasot
and slalevrall. T hax to make ns awace of whether these
celshritics the  vision necessary and  the
impletnentational capacity Tor the developmant ot this
counrry, Fveryons is eolitled wo g second ar third career path,
But the puolitical Tutore of a eonnny it Iis such o lomg v
L gar L estahlish its demoseatic cosdentials und develop its
sconomy, nacds 0 be o the hands of rhose who ace
experienced, principled and vigionwy, Clamour dees nar
preclude these — bir we pewd to be sure why we are varing
tor these peaple. T ooe reason why celabeitios have been
catapulied owe politics is a3 an antidote W unpopular
poditicingg, itz nol good eneagh oo e ey replace e Jatter
with those who have slamowr ar onse il the stmina w
gt a hondresd mma cr con g boodred meters.
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Fihnicity and celebrity
W:‘. alse need Lo reflact on wly  all the conmesting
celebritics are of Stnhale ethnicity, wha have come
thromzh the Sinhals cinems or thooosh sporls which have 3
spectdl appal 1o Sinhala Gang This iz nal coiocidental and
sy sumnething aheast the media and national ealmea) pelicies
which, ever the yeura, have predomioantly supported the
Sirthaly lanpoage ans ta the detdment of achers, Whers e
the Tamil actorsfae lresses not toomention crickelers such as
Muralitharan? [ alse indicates the sulouladons of partics
who aseert it the ain constittency is Sinhiala,

Blow to demoeracy?

Whﬂ:wﬂtm this leave the conoiled Tural palirician wha
has warked stsadily within a pary 10 build o base, o
the aspiring young pabicician, or social worker prapsled by
the commumity 1o become a palitizian? I this vurrent trend
is te continue. then rhess prassrools proups will Le
marginalized frorm nabivnal palitics given their inability oo
giwner the culossal mambers hat pelitical pamics seem to be
lonking tos, T e therefore anather blow Lo democratic ideals
soe practices that this counlry seems 0 be fast shadling,

How these celebrilies perform ar the polls will indicate
whether we are coimfostable with the blending of polies
and oelebrily culture. Thoss whio wanl poliiies o be a seriogs
business will find the current shilt o celebrily puliticians
distasteful und cynicul. Orhars may want o give thom a
chuance. Still others wha have civen up en politiciaos in 51
Lanka may well Teed there is nathing more e Jose. .
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