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Political liberals, many conservatives will argue to-
day, dominate three important institutions: the media,
the universities, and Hollywood. In this new book, Uni-
versity of Southern California film historian Steven ]J.
Ross sets his sights on debunking the last of these three.
Exploring the history of Hollywood from its inception
through the present, Ross offers case studies of ten lead-
ing Hollywood figures, five liberal and five conservative.
Alternating these studies in a rough chronological fash-
ion, Ross suggests that it was the conservatives who had
a longer and more direct influence on the nationas polit-
ical history. The liberals were more vocal and issue ori-
enteddand more visibledbut the conservatives produced
more tangible results, among their lot a governor, a sen-
ator, and even a president. Of the ten figures Ross high-
lights, nine were actors and the tenth was an early pro-
ducer and studio head.

At the outset Ross correctly notes that what movie
stars think of politics does matter. He explains the mo-
tives of the House Un-American Activities Committee
(HUAC) on the introductionas first page: 4They under-
stood that movie audiences were also voters, and they
asked themselves: Who would people be more likely to
listen to: drab politicians or glamorous movie stars?4 (p.
3). It is a truth so obvious that it is almost intuitive.

Ross notes the intimacy that movie audiences feel for
the actors they watch, adding that Americans love the
stars when they stick to their projected image but bru-
tally condemn them when they cross that image or show
their flaws. Despite this truth, one cannot help but won-
der if Ross overstates Hollywood4s importance. For ex-
ample, also at the outset, Ross states definitively: 4The
conservative revolution of the 1980s could not have hap-
pened without the groundwork laid by Louis B. Mayer,
his protA©gA© George Murphy, and his protA©gA©
Ronald Reagana (p. 4). Really? While Hollywood was
important, was it the one essential ingredient without
which history would have been different? This smacks of
hyperbole, diminishing the influence of print and broad-
cast journalism, the campaigns of the politicians them-
selves, and a number of other factors.

One might expect an academic like Ross to denounce
the historic influence of Hollywood in politics. In fact,
Ross applauds Hollywoodas involvement, whether from
the political Right or Left. Hollywoodas political ac-
tivism has encouraged participatory democracy. Unlike
paid political commentators motivated by ratings and
profit, Hollywoodas activism has always been pure, of
the heart. Tinsel Townas activists were, in short, models
of the Founding Fathersa vision of a nation of citizen-
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statesmen.

Ross begins with the silent star Charlie Chaplin,
whose political activism was the most subtle. Chap-
lin, the first Hollywood actor to spread a political mes-
sage, quietly parodied and mocked authority, his antifas-
cism evident in his comedic portrayal of Adolf Hitler but
his embrace of communism, at least in its stated ideals,
earning the wrath of much of the public. Louis Mayer,
Ross continues, set the template for Hollywood Repub-
licanism. Mayer got directly involved in the Republican
Partyas media strategy and advised the GOPas Herbert
Hoover. In time he became the head of the California Re-
publican Party. As the lone producer, Mayer remained
largely out of the spotlight but his low-tax, business
agenda advanced nevertheless. Ross explores the HUAC
episode through the lens of actor Edward Robinson, aLit-
tle Caesara to much of the public. Robinsonés antifas-
cism became conflated with communism, earning him
the wrath of anti-Semites and Red-baiters. It was a sad
tale, the charges derailing Robinsonas career and leading
him into depression and bitterness. Rosséas inclusion of
George Murphy may appear surprising at first glance as
the actor was perhaps the least well known of the figures
discussed in the book. Ross argues, however, that Mur-
phyas ascension to the United States Senate foretold the
rise of his more famous successors, Ronald Reagan and
Arnold Schwarzenegger, both predictably covered. Of
the liberals who got the most directly involved in politics,
Warren Beatty stands out. Like Mayer advising Hoover,
Beatty advised George McGovern and other Democrats,
helping to champion the concert fundraiser. Like Mayer,
however, Beatty remained relatively behind the scenes.
When it came to the issues motivating liberals, Rossas
selections are obvious: Harry Belafonte and civil rights,
and Jane Fonda and the Vietnam War. Of all the figures
Ross includes, Charlton Heston is perhaps the most inter-
esting, given his evolution from the political Left to Right,
culminating in his famous advocacy for gun rights. Like
Fonda, Heston seemed to enflame the opposition. Of all
the figures Ross omits, perhaps one stands out the most:
John Wayne. While mentioned in passing, the 4&Dukea
embodied much of the rough and tough individualism
and nationalism so attractive to the political Right.

Ross does an excellent job placing his subjects into
context and, in this sense, his introductory chapter is es-
sential. Ross notes the dynamism not only of national
and world events but also of Hollywood, for example,
the early importance of the studio system but the grow-
ing independence of the actors. Given the emotions that
Hollywood evokes, Ross notes that the perceptions of po-

litical activism evolved. Many actors weredand undoubt-
edly remainéafearful of too great an involvement lest they
alienate key segments of their audience, if not, at times,
the government. Ross notes that the emergence of the
twenty-four news cycle increased the celebrity status of
actors, and thus augmented their potential political stage.
There are many angles to this tale and Ross does a good
job of tying them together.

Conservative readers may perceive a subtle bias in
this work, for example, in one instance Ross suggests
that the Democratic Partyas 4democratizationdda term
embodying a core principle that all Americans arguably
shareddpushed Heston to the rightd (p. 9). In another
instance, Ross writes that the commentator Glenn Beck
asucceeded in getting his audience to read (or at least
buy) serious works of political theory such as Friedrich
Hayekas The Road to Serfdoma (p. 417). Implicit in this, of
course, is the assumption that Beckés conservative audi-
ence would not have otherwise been so interested in such
an intellectual treatise. Ross notes that while conserva-
tives and liberals alike Awant a better world,A the conser-
vative message was one of afear and reassurancea while
the liberal message was one of ahope and guilt.4 The po-
litical Right 4plays more to emotion,& Ross notes (p. 412).
Since fear and emotions usually sway more voters than
hope, the conservative message has had more direct po-
litical success. Fear and emotionédnot exactly, a conserva-
tive might argue, a positive portrait of their movement.
One could argue other subtle examples as well. While
Rossés position in academia will undoubtedly suggest to
conservatives another institution that they perceive as bi-
asedahigher educationaand thus underscore for them the
impartiality in this book, the reality is that Ross for the
most part does a good job of approaching his subject in
a fair and equal manner. If nothing else, his argument
is based in sound research, including a great number of
archives. A complete bibliography might have helped at
the end but the extensive citations include an impressive
array of secondary literature.

This book will earn a wide audience. In addition to
those trained and knowledgeable in modern American
political history or American social history, movie lovers
with no other interest in the past will be attracted to its
biographical component. Ross is an excellent writer and
the narrative flows smoothly, easy for a general audi-
ence to understand. While readers who do have a lit-
tle broader background in the historical context will un-
doubtedly appreciate the story to a greater degree, Ross
does not lose those less well informed. This book is ab-
solutely terrific for students at any level of higher ed-
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ucation. Given the familiarity that students have with
celebritiesathe celebrity culture that Ross notesiand the
opinions many have already formed politically, they will
undoubtedly want to speak up, encouraging classroom
discussions. This text would make an excellent addition
to any film history class, combining the text with clips of
the movies or actors themselves.

The epilogue, like the introduction, is necessary to
wrap up Rossas tale, and once again Ross does a good job
concluding. The epilogue carries the reader past the 2008

election cycle and mentions such entertainers as Fred
Thompson, Oprah Winfrey, and John Stewart, suggest-
ing, if nothing else, that historians have only begun to
mine the subject. So much comes to mind that could have
been added or explored, developments like the Internet or
people like Angelina Jolie or Ben Affleck, to name only a
few. Of course Ross could not have included it all. This
book will probably prove more a beginning of the discus-
sion than its end. As such, it is a welcome addition to the
literature.
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