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Fame is fickle, as the saying goes, but in current times, celebrity seems to be in crisis more 
than ever. If one takes stock of what has been published over the past decade or so on the 
theme of crises and conflicts in the field of stardom and celebrity, it appears that we are 
witnessing the turbulent demise of the age of celebrity. The rise of ‘influencers’ across 
digital media is shifting the traditional landscape of fame by expanding who counts as 
a ‘celebrity’ and complicating the traditional paths to building and maintaining fame 
(Abidin 2018). Public reckonings with disturbing facts about the reality behind fame’s 
façade, such as the #MeToo movement or sexual abuse scandals surrounding stars such as 
Kevin Spacey or Bill Cosby, have called into question the moral underpinnings of stardom 
(Mortensen and Kirstensen 2020, McDonnell 2024). The conspicuous consumption asso
ciated with stardom is attracting sharp and increasing criticisms in an era of pandemic 
lockdown (Chin 2021), austerity (Martin 2025), and environmental crisis (Goodman and 
Littler 2013). Developments in artificial intelligence are feeding an existential crisis of 
celebrity, too (Holliday 2021): stardom, some fear, might become a post-human phenom
enon. Additionally, geopolitical conflicts (Livio and Afriat 2021, Hu and Wang 2024), as 
well as polarising debates on gender (O’Brien Hallstein 2011), class (Luckett 2019), race 
(Monk-Payton 2022), age (Shingler and Steenberg 2019) and health differences (Franssen  
2020), have put stars under increased political pressures, and have resulted in vicious 
attacks on – and by – celebrities. Increasingly, the darker sides of stardom – hate mail, hate 
speech, lawsuits, feuds (Davidson 2016) and anti-fandom (Click 2019) – are demanding 
our attention. Finally, more and more public figures are opening up about their mental 
health crises, raising awareness about the negative effects of fame, such as burnout 
(Hnatuk 2023), depression, anxiety (Calhoun and Gold 2020), the impact of hate speech 
(Ghaffari 2023), fat-shaming (Limatius 2020), or performance pressure.

In popular media, too, the ‘celebrity crisis’ seems to be a recurring trope. 
‘Celebrity Culture Is Burning’, headlined The New York Times for instance, observing 
in 2020 (in the midst of the COVID-19 crisis (Hess 2020)): ‘The pandemic has 
disrupted relations among the masses, the elites and the celebrities who liaise 
between them’. In 2018, attempting to capture the impact of the #MeToo 
Movement, a Hollywood Reporter columnist observed: ‘Hollywood’s #MeToo Crisis 
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Won’t Subside Until the Industry Is Rebuilt’ (Ryan 2018). Seven years later, the 
movement itself appears to be at risk, as The New Yorker reports on ‘the collapse 
of the Hollywood #MeToo Era’ (St. Félix 2025). Conflicts, assaults and lawsuits further 
shake up the industry and capture the attention of newspapers, tabloids, gossip 
blogs and star gazers’ social media streams.

Interestingly, the idea that celebrity culture is increasingly suffering from crises and 
conflicts has also resulted in professional organisations offering management training 
and HR expertise that might help stars and those working in celebrity culture to deal with 
turmoil and attacks. In the wake of the #MeToo crisis, The Hollywood Reporter signalled the 
rise of a ‘New #MeToo Economy: Hollywood Lawyers, Crisis PR Pros Seeing 
“Unprecedented” Uptick in Business’ (Cullins and Sun 2018). Even today, examples are 
just a click away: offering their services, one such company states on their website (Anon  
2025): ‘We regularly provide media training and crisis management for celebrities. With 
our media training for celebrities such as actors, writers and filmmakers, we’re helping 
them to get their messages across and maintain more control of an interview’. Another 
brand management organisation states on their company blog (Tariq 2025): ‘One mistake 
can spiral into a full-blown catastrophe, ruining a star’s career and damaging their 
reputation. This blog explains why knowing and using successful PR crisis management 
techniques is vital for everyone in the limelight’. And finally, one company simply – and 
shamelessly, one should add – boasts (Anon 2025): ‘It’s just a shame that Prince Andrew 
didn’t ask us to help him’.

Together, these developments raise important questions about the current and past 
status of celebrity, such as: what do celebrity crises and conflicts tell us about the social, 
political, economic, cultural and media-technological dimensions of stardom? What can 
we learn about current, as well as historical, celebrity crises and conflicts? What impacts 
do they have on the study of celebrity as an academic endeavour? How do they shape or 
unsettle its assumptions and methodologies, but certainly also its politics and ethics? 
These were also some of the questions that were addressed during the 5th International 
Celebrity Studies Journal Conference, held in Amsterdam, the Netherlands, from 1–
3 July 2024, by over 200 scholars from all over the world. This special issue is the result 
of that memorable event.

Admittedly, the questions raised by celebrity conflicts and crises are familiar, as, to 
some extent, it has always been implied in the study of stardom that the culture of 
celebrity is inherently a culture of crisis. The authors cited in the opening paragraph of this 
introduction testify to the fact that conflicts and crises are well-researched phenomena in 
the fields of celebrity and stardom studies (also see Pesce and Mascio 2023). Even more so, 
in his seminal work Stars, Richard Dyer already maintained in 1979 that stars speak to ‘a 
sense of crisis as to what a person is’: the most famous individuals in society, and our 
responses to them, dramatise how representations, ideas and social practices construe us 
as inherently unstable subjects. ‘A fruitful way of studying the stars then’, Dyer concluded, 
‘would seem to be charting the ways that this crisis is articulated in, through and by them’ 
(Dyer 1998, pp. 160–161). Additionally, it has been repeatedly argued that celebrity is at its 
core transgressive: fame, after all, is the result of a transgression of the boundaries of the 
everyday (Penfold-Mounce 2009). In a sense, then, crisis is part and parcel of celebrity: 
every single star embodies a dramatic conflict between the ordinary and the 
extraordinary.
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The social, cultural and political crises that ‘inflect’, so to speak, the syntax of 
celebrity in a particular historical and geographical context, however, have dramati
cally changed over the last decade or two. The mainstreaming of internet and social 
media, the shifting poles of the neoliberal world order, climate change, societal 
polarisation in terms of gender, class, colour, health, and political views, and the rise 
of algorithms, surveillance and AI – these are all developments that have fore
grounded once again, yet in new and unexpected ways, the sense of crisis in celebrity 
culture. The authors contributing to this special issue have accepted the challenge to 
face these crises and explore what they tell us about the contemporary state of fame. 
Their contributions not only shed new light on the different dimensions of the 
celebrity crisis but also offer deep insights into the global turmoil that characterises 
the times we live in.

In the first contribution to this special issue, Moya Luckett investigates the phenom
enon of female celebrity failure, considering the ways media industries use the spectacle 
of failure to ‘extract further value from crisis-ridden stars’. Using Britney Spears and 
Meghan Markle as case studies, Luckett shows how media coverage of these women’s 
supposed failures disciplines them for disturbing social hierarchies, while asking us to find 
them unfit and unworthy of fame and success. Importantly, these narratives of failure and 
the public judgement they invite are especially lucrative in a new media economy where 
content creators and influencers challenge the dominance of traditional celebrity media 
outlets.

Ellie Tomsett, in her contribution, draws our attention to another (comedian-turned-) 
influencer as she examines the fallout resulting from the broadcast of UK Channel 4’s 
documentary Russell Brand In Plain Sight: Dispatches, which publicised numerous sexual 
assault allegations against comedian Russell Brand. Considering Brand’s unique comedic 
celebrity persona, Tomsett shows how he was unable to manage this image crisis in the 
same way as many other accused male celebrities. Brand’s transition to wellness influen
cer and ties to the right-wing manosphere helped him both distance himself from his past 
behaviour while also defending himself against the perceived injustices of a ‘woke’ cancel 
culture.

That celebrity crises not only revolve around personalities, but also pertain to brands, is 
demonstrated by the third article in this issue. Exploring the celebrity CEO, Rebecca 
Williams looks at the public discourse around CEOs Bob Chapek and Bob Iger to better 
understand how fans negotiate moments of crisis around a beloved brand – in this case, 
the Walt Disney Company. She unpacks the contrasting receptions of each CEO by both 
fans and anti-fans, suggesting that the construction of the celebrity CEO ‘is always 
mutable, subject to outside factors including crises and challenges’.

The next crisis examined by our contributors finds its starting point in the extramarital 
affair scandal surrounding the Chinese actress Bai Baihe. In their contribution, Liao Zhang 
and Ning Zhang trace the downfall of Bai, once considered a top actress with the greatest 
potential to become the highest-grossing film star in Chinese film history. After a video 
surfaced of Bai engaged in intimate behaviour with a male model, the actress was publicly 
accused of cheating and slut-shamed. Zhang and Zhang argue that both Bai’s rise to 
success and her career crisis can be explained by an idealised post-(state-)feminist con
figuration, which straddles neoliberal discourses, the legacy of socialist state feminism, as 
well as a conservative Confucian family ideology.
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The deeply gendered nature of public responses to celebrity crisis is further elabo
rated by Júlia Havas and Anna Mártonfi, as they address public as well as academic 
responses to scandals surrounding two male celebrities, Polish-French filmmaker 
Roman Polanski and American filmmaker Woody Allen. Both have become highly 
controversial figures (again) in the wake of the #MeToo movement: Polanski fled the 
US in 1977 after entering a plea to statutory rape of a minor, while Allen has been 
publicly accused of sexually abusing his then-seven-year-old adopted daughter. Havas 
and Mártonfi demonstrate how Polanski and Allen are both framed in (Eastern) 
European auteurist traditions, implicitly exculpating them from wrongdoing and thus 
offering an ‘escape route’ for audiences – both general and professional – unwilling to 
engage with this crisis.

Touching on similar themes, Jenessa Williams explores the celebrity crisis through the 
lens of fandom, investigating how fans navigate the moral dilemmas that arise when 
a favourite celebrity faces allegations of serious abuse or harassment. Using in-depth 
interviews with fans of rap artist XXXTentacion, whose celebrity image is shaped by both 
artistic creativity and deeply violent behaviours, Williams introduces the concept of 
‘severity hedging’ to understand how fans negotiate the truth and/or impact of 
a celebrity’s alleged misconduct as a means to rehabilitate a celebrity image and maintain 
the social connections of fandom.

Finally, in the closing article of this issue, Nathalie Weidhase focuses on the British 
royal crisis. In her analysis of the royal couple Meghan Markle and Prince Harry, 
Weidhase traces how the couple turned to ‘traditional forms of celebrity labour’ – 
including interviews, documentaries, and podcast hosting deals – in the wake of their 
decision to leave the UK and their roles as active royals. Unlike traditional expectations 
of royal celebrity that position the royals outside of capitalist labour, Meghan and 
Harry’s celebrity labour represents a moment of rupture within the construction of the 
royal celebrity image that draws attention to the deeper connections between royal 
status and capitalism.

Together, these contributions call to mind the connection between the general sense 
of crisis and the task of academic researchers in stardom and celebrity. Crisis, as has often 
been pointed out, shares deep and meaningful etymological roots with the words 
‘critique’ and ‘criticism’: the shared source is the Greek krinein, which means ‘to separate, 
judge or decide’. In his book The Crisis Paradigm, Gilbert (2019, p. 10) goes on to evoke the 
originally medical connotations of krinein, pointing out that ‘the medical terminology of 
crisis originating with Hippocrates suggests a moment in the course of a disease when, 
according to a physician’s judgement, it undergoes a decisive change by increasing, 
diminishing, or turning into another disease’. Crisis, in other words, cognates with critique, 
which in its turn implies a diagnosis of, and intervention in, a crisis. A crisis, Gilbert (2019, 
p. 9) continues, demands that we ‘suspend our ordinary understanding of it and allow 
ourselves to pursue different lines of thought or practice which run counter to preestab
lished routines of thought or action’; and critique also entails crisis: ‘If we are performing 
critique we are observing and describing objects that are problematic’.

As scholars of stardom and celebrity, then, it is our task to respond to the crisis in 
celebrity and to pursue new avenues for research in order to understand it. However, the 
crisis-critique connection also implies that it is our additional responsibility as cultural 
critics to bring celebrity ‘into crisis’, that is, to bring to the surface once again the crisis of 

478 G. FRANSSEN ET AL.



subjectivity that lies at the heart of celebrity, to unsettle its ideologies and conventions, 
and to expose its problematic conditions. It is this double task of researching the celebrity 
crisis that the contributions to this special issue inspire us to take up.
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