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Abstract

This thesis seeks to explore young working class women’s engagement with celebrity
culture, and its connection with their everyday lives and subjectivities. Given the
ubiquitous nature of contemporary celebrity culture, and the repeated debates
regarding the potential ‘harm’ celebrity images of perfection have on young women’s
self —esteem, this study seeks to move away from traditional ‘audience’ research, and
adopt a more ethnographic approach to understanding the significance of the

discourses of celebrity culture for the everyday lives of young women.

Through a discourse analysis of several celebrity gossip texts, this thesis argues that
the discourses within celebrity culture are highly ‘classed’ and highlights that the little
empirical research on female audiences of celebrity gossip magazines does not pay
significant attention to the category of social class. Therefore, this research seeks to
explore how young working class women not only negotiate and interact with the
‘classed’ discourses of celebrity culture, but also the role these discourses play in
young working class women’s everyday lives and lived experiences. The empirical
data demonstrates how young working class women negotiate the complex discourses
that are at work in celebrity culture, particularly with regards to the construction of
the self, the female body, fashion, and beautification. Furthermore, through a feminist
ethnographic framework, this thesis explores the place of celebrity discourses within
the context of young female working class experience, and provides a valuable and
much needed insight into the ways in which these discourses are at play in the

subjectivities of young working class women.
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Chapter One

Introduction: Celebrity, Femininity and Authenticity

This thesis explores the discursive field of celebrity gossip magazines and the
operation of these discourses in the worlds and subjectivities of young working class
women. Taking a qualitative, interpretative, broadly ethnographic approach to
audience research, this thesis seeks to understand the ways in which classed
discourses and subject positions within the field of celebrity culture and magazines
are taken up and invested in, or denied and defended, by young working class women
in everyday life. The focus of this study is primarily on the corporeal and the way in
which celebrity discourses of the body, beauty and fashion are constructed along
classed lines. The empirical chapters of this thesis will demonstrate its central
argument; that talking about celebrities has become a way of communicating to others
who we are through positioning ourselves in particular ways, and that the body is used

as the primary site of accomplishing this in everyday life.

Background and Rationale of the Research

Firstly, I have a confession to make: I am such a fan of Britney Spears that I named
my car after her. I'm not even a fan of Lily Allen, yet she was the inspiration behind
my cat’s name. I love celebrity culture, and I make no apologies for stating from the
outset that my weekly addiction to Heat magazine is partly responsible for the
production of this thesis. In fact, every Tuesday I rush to get my weekly fix of
celebrity gossip and fashion recommendations, and to paw over pictures of half-naked

female celebrities to find out how they got their ‘bikini bodies’. However, my love



affair with celebrity culture turned into an academic interest when I decided to
analyse Heat magazine for my master’s dissertation. Ever since, I have read celebrity
magazines in two different, and often contradictory, ways: the ‘subjective me’ who
enjoys reading about celebrity drama and recreating celebrity ‘looks’, and the
‘critical, feminist me’ who wonders why so many of us are so fascinated with reading

about other people’s lives, bodies, and what they are wearing.

Thus, the initial interest in the topic of femininity and celebrity is very much informed
by the ‘subjective me’. My teenage “girl crush’ on Geri Halliwell' and her ‘girl
power’ message was responsible for my initial interest in feminism; however, an
academic interest in feminism was developed thanks to a male sociology teacher who
told us the only thing we needed to know about feminism was that feminists think “all
men are bastards’. My personal and scholarly interest in representations of women,
particularly young women, developed throughout my early twenties during my
sociology degree, and in my mid-twenties I decided to leave my job in fashion retail

to pursue this academic interest.

The focus of the research

Initially, this thesis started life as a study exploring ‘traditional’ women’s magazines,
such as Cosmopolitan, Marie Claire, and Glamour. Whilst these magazines (and
their readers) are indeed relatively under-researched, it became clear from my own
fandom of celebrity magazines that there was a genre of magazine, and indeed a

cultural movement, emerging that warranted significant critical and feminist attention.

! The member of the Spice Girls also known as ‘Ginger Spice’.



Whilst there have always been ‘stars’ (Dyer, 1998), the all-pervasive cultural
phenomenon we witness ‘stardom’ as today can be considered as a new development
(Turner, 2004). Indeed, the rapid development of an entire ‘sub-genre’ of the
women’s magazine market entirely devoted to all things celebrity in the early 2000s
particularly warrant academic attention. Furthermore, they are particularly worthy of
feminist critique: you don’t need to look beyond the front cover to understand that the
celebrities featured within them are almost entirely female. In addition, the focus of
celebrity magazines is almost entirely on how female celebrities look whilst they are

doing what they do, rather than what they do per se, as this thesis will demonstrate.

Whilst some feminist analyses of media representations do include examples of
celebrity representations, albeit often limited to a discussion of ‘Hollywood stars’
(Negra, 2001; Epstein, 2000), a comprehensive feminist discussion of celebrity
discourses and the ways in which these are negotiated and lived by young women is
missing from this body of work. Furthermore, the way in which the very concept of
‘celebrity’ is constructed through discourses of gender and class is also overlooked,
both in the body of feminist work on cultural representations and in the field of ‘star
studies’ itself (Tyler and Bennett, 2010). In contrast to work which claims class has
lost its analytic value in our ‘consumer society’, this thesis contends that class is
central to the meaning and constitution of celebrity. As Tyler and Bennett (2010)
point out, celebrity is a key vehicle through which value is distributed in public
culture, and is instrumental in practices of distinction-making between individuals and
groups in everyday life. However, Tyler and Bennett’s (2010) discussion is limited to

an analysis of the media, and this thesis seeks to explore this ‘classed’ distinction-



making at an empirical level, with a particular emphasis on the construction of the

gendered and classed self in everyday life.

Representations of celebrity women are increasingly becoming the focus of critique
both inside and outside academia. Young womanhood in particular exists within the
realm of public debate as a topic of fascination, enthusiasm, concern, anxiety and
titillation (Harris, 2004a). The category of ‘young woman’ has recently been
reconstituted within neo-liberal western capitalist societies, in which young women
are increasingly configured as ‘top girls’ (McRobbie, 2007; 2009) and ‘can do girls’
(Harris, 2004a). Indeed, young women are now celebrated as successful, sometimes
more so than young men, in many arenas of public life, including education
(Ringrose, 2007a) and employment (McRobbie, 2007; 2009), implying that young
women have supposedly ‘won’ the battle for equality (McRobbie, 2009). As such,
young women’s lives have taken on fresh social and cultural meanings, and a newly
valorised femininity has emerged in the context of young women’s apparent
liberation. Indeed, my own girlhood was strongly influenced by this discourse of
empowerment: as I danced around my bedroom, the Spice Girls’ lyrics I was singing
into my hairbrush as I imitated Geri Halliwell in front of the mirror told me that I was
a strong, independent girl who could do and be anything I wanted, and all without a

man.

However, beyond the ‘girl power’ discourse stand the girls who are unable to embody
the successful, postfeminist female subject that dominates our cultural landscape:
coming from a working class background myself, I began to wonder about the extent

to which the “girl power’ discourse served to obscure the enduring inequalities



between women, not just between women and men. As Walkerdine et al, (2001)
argue, working-class women and girls come to occupy fragile and restricted positions
in relation to the category of the ‘successful female subject’, meaning that parts of
their working-class self must be regulated, corrected or left behind. Indeed, Tyler
(2008) and Tyler and Bennett (2010) note that class antagonisms are currently being
played out within contemporary culture, with working class femininity in particular
being pathologised through the reviled figure of the ‘celebrity chav’ (such as Kerry
Katona, Jade Goody and Katie Price). Thus, this thesis seeks to explore the
negotiation and interpretation of these classed discourses by working class young
women themselves, and the way in which these discourses are taken up or avoided in

their construction of subjectivity in everyday life.

Whilst young women are celebrated as having ‘arrived’ in the public world (Harris,
2004a), they are also the object of extreme concern within wider culture. Popular
culture may celebrate all things “celebrity’, but other areas of the cultural milieu, such
as broadsheet and ‘middle market’ tabloid papers, denigrate celebrity culture and the
supposed ‘effect’ it has on society. This ‘effects’ argument is particularly applied to
young women, who are the subject of concern for both their physical and moral well-
being: for example, skinny celebrities are popularly cited as the reason for eating
disorders amongst girls and young women. The popular truism of ‘blaming’ celebrity
culture and the media in general for high levels of eating disorders (Wykes and
Gunter, 2005) is evident in many newspaper articles about young women and body
image (for example see Henry, 2007). Furthermore, popular arguments suggest that
girls and young women are becoming ‘preoccupied’ with celebrity at the expense of

their educational and moral well-being (for example see Tallis, 2009). These



arguments echo the standpoint of a particular tradition within the academy that sees
popular culture as evidence of cultural decline (Adorno and Horkheimer, 1997). Once
more, this argument is bound up with notions of class, with the culture of the working
class ‘masses’ constructed as superficial and trivial (Holmes, 2004). However, as
McRobbie (1994) points out, an increase in the ‘superficial’ doesn’t necessarily
represent a decline in meaning, and young working class women’s status as primary
consumers of the genre (discussed further below) forms another component of the
rationale for exploring this groups’ negotiation and application of celebrity

discourses.
The Celebrity Weekly Magazine

Whilst the ‘textual’ focus of this thesis is on ‘magazines’, these magazines were
chosen as a stimulus to explore young women’s negotiation of celebrity precisely
because they can be seen to embody the qualities of the broader phenomenon of
celebrity culture. Llewellyn Smith describes Heat magazine as ‘the bible of
contemporary celebrity culture’ (2002:114), and Holmes argues that, ‘Heat can be
conceived as a particularly productive site for thinking through the construction,
circulation and consumption of contemporary celebrity culture’ (2005:22). Thus, a
focus on celebrity magazines allows me to explore the discourses of celebrity culture
that are both specific to the magazines’ ‘world view’ and symptomatic of celebrity

culture as a whole.

In order to investigate the women’s weekly magazine market, at the outset of this

project I examined two data sources that allowed me to map the market and its



readership, the Audit Bureau of Circulation figures and the National Readership
Survey. At the time of this scoping exercise, six out of the top ten selling women’s
weeklies were a celebrity gossip magazine (ABC data Jan-Jun, 07). In 2007 when the
scoping exercise was carried out, the best-selling celebrity weekly was Closer,
followed by infamous sister publication Heat. One time leader of the market OK! was
the third highest selling title, with lesser known titles Now and New trailing behind
(ABC data Jan-Jun, 07). Closer is unique in terms of its approach to celebrity culture.
Using the tagline ‘Celebrity + Real Life = Closer’ in its advertising, it features stories
and fashion with a celebrity angle, as well as in-depth human interest stories from
‘real life’ readers. Furthermore, sister publication Heat has an iconic status within
popular culture: it acts as ‘part fashion bible, part gossip magazine, and part
televisions listing guide’ (Feasey, 2006:178). Closer and its contemporaries seek to
bring the ‘ordinary’ reader into the glittering world of celebrity, showing us how to
have the body, face, and fashion sense of a star’. Their ‘moralising’ critique of
inappropriate celebrity behaviours also show us how to “act’ like a star. Furthermore,
in emphasising the ‘everydayness’ of celebrity, these magazines aim to represent stars
as ‘ordinary’, emphasising their flaws and knocking them off their ‘pedestals’
(Holmes, 2005). In doing so, these magazines have been described as ‘the province

of the cellulite bottom’ and ‘the rogue nipple’ (Llewellyn Smith, 2002:12).
Gender and Class in the Celebrity Market
I would like to briefly outline the readership characteristics of the celebrity magazine

market as they stood at the commencement of this study. It is no surprise that women

make up the bulk of the readership of celebrity women’s weeklies (NRS, 2007);



however, within the market there are some interesting divisions in terms of the
magazines women read by age and class. Heat was particularly popular amongst
younger women, at that time reaching more 15-34 year olds than any other women’s
weekly magazine (NRS, 2007). Interestingly, OK! and Hello commanded a slightly
older female readership, and were most popular within the 35-44 age range (NRS,
2007). Thus, the bulk of celebrity magazine readers were found to fall within the 15-

34 category, and as such this study chose to focus on young women aged 16-30.

There are also some interesting divisions in readership in terms of social class: NRS
(2007) data revealed that the vast majority of celebrity weekly readers were
concentrated in social grade C1, which the survey characterises as ‘lower middle
class’. It was significant that titles OK! and Hello attracted significant readership
from social grades A and B (NRS, 2007). However, Heat and Closer had the highest
proportion of readers from social grade C2, which the NRS (2007) labels “skilled
working class’, along with titles Reveal, Star, and New (NRS, 2007). These class-
based differences in readership can be seen reflected in the cover price, with the titles

read by those in social grade C2 commanding a lower cover price.

Reading magazines

This initial scoping exercise allowed me to identify the classed nature of the women’s
weekly market, with celebrity magazines attracting more readers from the working
classes than other women’s weeklies, and particular titles being popular with
particular fractions of the working class. This justified my focus on working class

young women in particular as the main audience for these magazines. However, in



terms of the magazines that were the focus of the research, I allowed the preferences
of the young women in the study to guide the magazines I analysed and read with
them. Indeed, the different groups of young women all had specific titles they
preferred to read: the Molefield girls preferred Closer, the Ashpool girls liked Heat,
the Molefield mums read OK!, and the Tinsworth girls enjoyed Heat and Look, which
has more of a focus on celebrity fashion. The mums stood alone in their preference
for OK!; in fact, the other young women in the study disliked OK! because it had ‘too
much writing’ (Vanessa, Ashpool girls) and was full of celebrities they ‘didn’t know’
(Sian, Tinsworth girls). Many of the young women also perceived OK! to be a

magazine for women of higher social status than themselves:

Ceri: Oh I'll have OK! then.
Sian: Here, you can have Reveal.
Ceri: No, I'll stick to my high class OK! And read about toffs who I don’t even know

who they are!

-Tinsworth Girls (Ist Reading Group)

Actually, the young women generally expressed a preference for the ‘lower class’
titles, such as Heat, Closer and Reveal, on the grounds that they preferred a ‘trashy’

celebrity gossip magazine:



Lilly: 1like all the cheap ones I do, like Reveal and New and that. The gossip’s a bit
more juicy and it’s not as snobby.

Amy: Yeah, when I read a magazine I just want to read something trashy and gossipy
like Reveal or Closer or something. If I wanted a classy read I'd buy Cosmo.

-Molefield Girls (1st Reading Group)

Thus, the celebrity magazine market is significantly divided in terms of those
magazines that are considered ‘classy’ and those that are considered ‘trashy’. Apart
from the mums, all the other young women openly preferred the ‘trashier’ (and
cheaper) magazines. The mums saw OK! as providing ‘value for money’, as there
was more in it and it would last them for the whole month (even though it is a weekly,
not a monthly magazine). For the other young women, the fast and weekly
consumption of celebrity magazines is a significant part of their everyday life and is
almost ‘routine’ or ‘habit’. For the mums in this study reading celebrity magazines
was a luxury in terms of time and money, and as such they read OK! in order to get
the most out of their investment. This difference can be seen to reflect the young
mums’ interaction with celebrity culture as a whole, and this thesis will explore the
way in which the young mothers can be seen to take up different positions in relation

to the discourses of celebrity culture than the other young women in the study.

The young women seem to recognise the low cultural value of these texts within
wider society in their categorisation of them as ‘trashy’ and ‘cheap’. However, they
value these texts on the basis of their lack of pretension and the resultant
‘authenticity’ this affords them. Given the class-based connotations of particular

celebrity titles, it is important to consider the class-based nature of the magazines’
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latent meanings, which very few studies of these magazines and celebrity culture
more broadly have attended to (Tyler and Bennett, 2010). However, more significant
is the way in which these classed discourses are subjectively experienced by working
class young women, who are often the subjects of shame, humiliation and derision

within the magazines, which informs the empirical focus of this study.

The Aims of the Study

The cultural and academic context of the topic described above informs the focus for
this study. From a critical engagement with existing literature (see Chapter Two) and
my own analysis of celebrity magazines, three central research questions have been

developed that this research seeks to address. These are:

e How are the discourses within celebrity magazines, particularly those that are
used to culturally construct the female body, interpreted and negotiated by
young working class women?

e In what different ways do young working class women position themselves in
relation to these discourses within celebrity magazines?

e How do these discourses inform young working class women’s accounts of

subjectivity and presentation of self in everyday life?

‘Keeping it Real’ and the structure of the thesis

In order to explore these questions, this study will combine several qualitative

methods across various social sites, such as textual analysis, reading groups, narrative
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interviews and participant observation. The use of a multi-sited ethnography
spanning the period of a year allowed me to collect rich, contextual data regarding the
operation of these wider discourses in young women’s everyday lives. This study
focuses on the way in which the classed discourses of celebrity culture are negotiated
and interpreted, and resisted or taken up, by twenty young women from the South
Wales Valleys, ranging in age from 16 to 28, some of whom are in education, others
in employment, and some are full-time mothers. Particularly, this thesis is concerned
with the way in which these discourses operate to construct femininity and the female
body, specifically in relation to social class. This study adopts a broadly interpretive,
social constructionist framework, and draws on various key theoretical concepts from
theorists of social class, gender, identity, the body, and feminist cultural theory.
Using this framework, this thesis specifically explores the way in which authenticity
is the primary discourse through which the young women in this study negotiate and
construct the site of the body, and through which they can be seen to invest in

particular positions in relation to these.

As such, this thesis is aptly named: the title reflects the important status of
‘authenticity’ as a key discourse both within celebrity magazines and the young
women’s negotiation of them. As this thesis will argue, being a ‘real’ and ‘ordinary’
person, with a ‘real’ body, ‘real’ beauty, and ‘real’ style is of paramount importance,
not only within the magazines themselves, but also the girls’ negotiation of them and
the construction of their own selthood. Furthermore, the focus of this study is on how
celebrity discourses are subjectively experienced in real lives: the methodological
design of the study is designed to give partial access to the lives of the young women

in this study across several key ethnographic social sites in which these discourses are

12



lived and experienced. Thus, authenticity, and being ‘real’, is at the heart of this
study, and is where the discourse of the ‘real woman’ within celebrity magazines and
the lived experience of authenticity as it is constituted in the subjectivities of ‘real

women’ intersect.

The thesis is divided into nine chapters. This introductory chapter has allowed me to
set the scene for the thesis as a whole, exploring the personal and academic
motivations behind the study, and locating the topic within specific debates
concerning celebrity culture, gender, and class, to which this study hopes to
contribute. This study’s original contribution to knowledge lies in its research design,
which allows me to explore the complex and often contradictory applications of
celebrity discourses in the lives of young working class women, which is yet to be

fully explored.

Chapter Two critically engages with the academic literature and body of theoretical
work that has informed the focus of this study. Here, I trace the shifts in
conceptualising the young female body and representations of it. I argue that, despite
a vast field of literature that is concerned with the cultural ‘representation’ of the
female body, relatively little attention has been paid to the way in which these
discourses are subjectively experienced by young women themselves. In this sense,
this critique of the literature informs the focus, aims and analysis of this research, as
well as providing a useful backdrop to the cultural field of the representation of young
women within the media. As such, this chapter examines literature that explores the
complex relationship between class and femininity both within the media (Tyler and

Bennett, 2010; McRobbie, 2009), and in lived cultures (Skeggs, 1997). It also

13



outlines the key theoretical concepts around class, the body, gender, and feminist
cultural theory that will be used to inform my analysis presented in the empirical

chapters of this thesis.

The third chapter outlines the methodological and theoretical framework
underpinning this research. The feminist framework that this study adopts is
discussed, along with the theoretical model of exploring media texts in relation to
‘socially-situated subjects’. Through a critical engagement of the field of audience
research, I argue that an exploration of the media’s place within subjectivity and
everyday life necessitates empirical research with an ethnographic framework. Thus,
this chapter outlines and explores the various qualitative research methods and tools
that were used to collect the data for this research. In keeping with the ethnographic
tradition, this chapter also considers my own subjectivity within the research process
in terms of the ways in which this was brought to bear on data collection, analysis and
representation. Furthermore, it also explores the ethical dimensions of feminist-
oriented ethnography in terms of the research relationships that were formed
throughout the fieldwork. Finally, this chapter considers some of the limitations of
this study, including the limited nature of the sample and the validity of the data and

the findings.

Following the methodology chapter are the four empirical chapters of the thesis that
present the main findings of this research. The first of these aims to provide a context
for the kinds of classed identifications the young women in this study can be seen to
make with celebrity culture, and places these within the context of their everyday

lives and subjectivities. This chapter specifically relates to the way in which the

14



construction of contemporary selfhood is classed, and introduces the discourse of
authenticity and its significance in the construction of female working class identities.
This discussion provides the social, cultural and moral context in which the young
women can be seen to make classed identifications in terms of their bodies,

beautification practices, and the way they dress.

Chapter Five begins my exploration of the female body as the primary site of celebrity
culture and the young women’s engagement with it. In this chapter, I draw on my
own analysis of celebrity magazines and the empirical data from ethnographic
research with young working class women to trace a shift in the discursive
construction of the female body from the skinny, androgynous body towards a
celebration of the curvy, yet toned, ‘sexier’ and more ‘authentic’ version of the female
form. It explores the ways in which the young women interpret this discursive shift,
and the ways in which they regulate their own bodies in terms of avoiding the
representation of the working class, excessive body (Skeggs, 1997; 2004a) and the
now pathologised ‘skinny’ body. I also consider the particular ‘classed’ affects of
positioning themselves in particular ways in relation to these discourses of body

shape.

In Chapter Six, I explore the process of ‘making up’ the face and body in terms of
beautification practices such as makeup and fake tanning. I argue that the discourse
of ‘natural’ beauty within celebrity culture pathologises representations of working
class beauty cultures as excessive, overly sexual and inauthentic. I analyse the young

women’s negotiation of the discourse of ‘natural’ beauty within celebrity culture, and
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the way in which this classed discourse is subjectively experienced in their own

practices of ‘making up’.

The final empirical chapter, Chapter Seven, examines the way in which bodies are
clothed and the articulation of ‘style’ within celebrity culture through the discourses
of individualism and authenticity. Here, I explore young women’s lived experiences
of ‘dressing up’ in relation to the sophisticated style of celebrity culture, and describe
the identity work involved in, and particular affects of, this classed performance. I
argue that representation of working class styles in the form of ‘slapper’ and ‘chav’
are pathologised and shamed within celebrity culture, and explore the variety of
complex ways in which these young working class women position themselves in
relation to these representations. This chapter also explores the associated practice of
‘shopping’ as a way in which individual style is created within a group context, and a

means of confirming their own status as empowered, individual consumers.

In the final chapter, I synthesise the findings of the previous four chapters and
consider what these findings contribute to existing scholarly and popularised
understandings of young working class women’s negotiation of celebrity discourses.
I argue that despite the girls’ complex relationships with the discourses of celebrity
magazines, their talk is still primarily centred on them and their bodies. This can be
understood in relation to the wider social context of their classed positions, in which
the only form of capital they have is their bodies (Skeggs, 1997). The multi-lens
nature of this research has enabled me to explore the young women’s regulation and
construction of their bodies within different social contexts and through their own

accounts of the ways in which bodily regulation is subjectively lived and experienced.
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This concluding chapter therefore seeks explore how this preoccupation with their
bodies can be understood in terms of the wider social and cultural construction of
femininity and class. Finally, this chapter identifies future avenues for research, and
provides a personal account reflecting on the journey of the PhD and the way in

which I have come to understand my own bodily subjectivity through it.
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Chapter Two

Young classed femininities, the body and celebrity culture

The fields of academic writing and theoretical frameworks with which this thesis
connects are numerous: celebrity has become a ‘meta discourse’ that encroaches into
all areas of social and everyday life (Redmond, 2006), and as such its meaning is
often difficult to pin down. This chapter will argue that the academic literature as it
stands fails to comprehensively consider the complexity with which young women
make and refuse different identifications with celebrity culture. Furthermore, I argue
that the arena of celebrity culture needs to be subjected to a more gender-focused and
class-focused lens. Throughout this thesis, I will demonstrate that the discourses of
celebrity culture are primarily focused on the display of wider values concerning the
signification of femininity and social class, which is accorded little attention in the
field of ‘star studies’. As such, this chapter highlights the way in which the
framework adopted by feminist scholars of class (Skeggs, 1997; Walkerdine et al,
2001 to name a few) can be usefully applied to understanding celebrity culture and its
consumption in everyday life. Within this chapter, therefore, I will draw on various
key theoretical concepts from different social theorists, primarily feminist cultural

studies theorists, around the themes of identity, class, gender and the body.

The popular ‘moral panics’ about the ‘effect’ of celebrity culture on the physical and
mental well-being of young women, and the consequent concern in the academic
literature with the representation of gender in the media, means that the place of the
discourses of celebrity culture within young women’s lives often go unconsidered.

Instead, the empirical investigation of the ‘consumption’ of media representations has
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been replaced by a concern with ‘fan studies’ (also see McRobbie, 2009), which does
not explore the way in which class, gender and subjectivity interrelate in this process.
This study uses multiple theoretical lenses to explore a field which, as this chapter
will highlight, is a highly complex and contradictory terrain. As such, this chapter
will map the different fields of study, such as cultural and ‘star’ studies, feminist
media studies, critical social psychology, and the topic areas which inform the themes
that emerged out of this study, such as girlhood studies, feminist analyses of the body
and embodiment, fashion, beauty, and class. In exploring these theoretical fields, I
will argue that these areas of inquiry need to connect with one another in order to
produce a comprehensive understanding of the way in which young working class
women negotiate celebrity culture, and the way in which this is incorporated into their

everyday lives and subjectivities.

‘Here come the girls’: Young women, popular culture, and visibility

I would first like to consider the relatively recent concern with young women within
the popular media and the academy. Today’s media is a highly gendered world, with
young women in particular being the popular media’s main focus of attention. For
example, Hopkins (2002:2) argues that ‘this is a gir/’s world’, and more recently
McRobbie (2009) has also shown that young women are being put under a spotlight
so as they become visible in a particular kind of way. This increasing visibility, or
‘luminosity’ to use the term McRobbie (2009:54) borrows from Deleuze, of young
women in contemporary media has led to a proliferation of a new type of femininity
represented by popular culture. These young women ‘illustrate how young women

have made it; they are emblematic of the arrival of the can-do girl in the public world’
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(Harris, 2004a:127) and represent a ‘new girl order’ (Kehily, 2008). Young women
who appear in the media seem to live by the mantra of ‘girl power’, believing that
young women can do and be anything they want through hard work, determination
and ‘girl power’. Seemingly empowered women are everywhere, especially in the
pages of the celebrity magazines this research explores, where their success and
achievement of fame and fortune is repeatedly celebrated as a marker of feminine
success. Here, I shall consider the ‘girl power’ discourse within the media, and the
way in which girls and young women have been simultaneously celebrated as the
beneficiaries of late modern social change, and pathologised as ‘in crisis’ and worthy

of significant concern (Harris, 2004a).

Girl Power and empowerment

During the 90s, pop music phenomenon the Spice Girls received much attention from
academics (Lemish, 2003), and their message of ‘girl power’ spawned a breed of
‘popular feminism’ in the media that emphasised independence, assertiveness and
empowerment (Hollows, 2000). Indeed, ‘Girl Power’ has even been added to Roget’s
thesaurus as a synonym for ‘feminism’ (Hopkins, 2002). Some claim that this sense
of empowerment is also reflected in the culture and outlook of young women more
generally: ‘young girls, especially, seem to be a new breed of women...they have
begun to speak a new language, and it is one of buoyant confidence’ (Walter, 1999:2).
Cultural imagery stresses the agency of its female characters, like Buffy the Vampire
Slayer, who is more likely to be seen ‘kicking ass’ (Pender, 2007) than crying into her

pillow over a man.
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Indeed, it is the case that the young women who fill the pages of celebrity gossip
magazines are hailed as ‘successful’ and ‘empowered’: they are (mostly) beautiful,
slim, rich, sexy young women. For Hopkins (2002), our culture has wholeheartedly
embraced these ‘virtually super heroic ideals of young femininity’ (2002:3), which
she claims provide images and identities that can become a site of positive
experimentation in the negotiation of girlhood. In what is often termed a
‘postfeminist media culture’ (Gill, 2007), the young woman is recast as a ‘neo-liberal’
subject constantly engaged in the construction of the self (Harris, 2004a; Gill 2007,
Ringrose and Walkerdine, 2008). Their alleged status as ‘individualised subjects’
(Giddens, 1991; Beck, 1992), and furthermore neo-liberal ‘empowered’ subjects,
means that young women are commonly regarded to construct themselves as sexy
young women in an act of self-fulfilment rather than as sexual objects for the pleasure
of men. This is therefore the ‘freely chosen wish of active, confident, assertive
female subjects’ (Gill, 2007:259), rather than a manifestation of male domination and

oppression.

Many argue that this formation of self and new sense of female empowerment is
inextricably linked to consumer culture. For instance, Taft (2004) argues that the
most pervasive meaning of ‘girl power’ is as ‘consumer power’, and Harris (2004b)
claims that consumption is central to this new citizenship, which is evidenced by the
consumer rights and buying power the media urges us to exercise in our consumption
choices. It is young women in particular who are seen to wield this economic power,
and consumer culture places buying power and the consumption of the symbols of
femininity that display ‘girl power’ credentials at centre stage of personhood. As Taft

(2004) rightly points out, this means that ‘girl power’ is only accessible to those girls
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and young women who can afford these signifying products and practices. This thesis
will explore the extent to which working class young women, who cannot afford these
symbols of feminine success, attempt to be included in the celebrity/consumer culture
that has come to symbolise female empowerment and personhood. This link between
celebrity culture and the consumer worlds of young women as they are experienced in
everyday life is not explored in sufficient depth by the existing body of feminist work.
The fashion/beauty industry, of which celebrity culture is now a significant part
(Pringle, 2004), appeals to these new affluent female subjects to embrace their new
position as agentic consumers and to display their ‘freedom’ and new found power
through the consumption of things for the body. However, many feminists claim that
the ‘beauty myth’ is the last remaining obstacle in the way of women’s advancement
(Wolf, 1991), since it pits women against each other in a hierarchy of beauty
(Ferguson, 1983) rather than against the very sources of female oppression. The
beauty industry and its wider discursive and social function will be discussed further

below.

‘Troubled’ Femininities

As a result of neo-liberal discourse, a proliferation of ‘new femininities’ have come
into being (Gill and Arthurs, 2006) which Kehily (2008) argues characterise the
changes in young women’s experiences and their engagement with the social world.
The representation of many of these ‘new femininities’ resonate with the ‘girl power’
discourse and represent femininity as empowered and empowering, such as the
‘working girl’ and the ‘yummy mummy’. However, some of these ‘new

femininities’, such as ‘ladettes’ (Jackson and Tinkler, 2007) and ‘chavs’ (Tyler, 2008;
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Tyler and Bennett, 2010), have been constructed as ‘problematic’, leading to
widespread moral panics about the ‘state’ of contemporary femininities. As literature
which explores these ‘problematic’ femininities argues, they implicitly evoke
categories of social class (Tyler, 2008; Tyler and Bennett, 2010; Jackson and Tinkler,
2007) and construct working class, particularly white working class, femininity as
pathological. This thesis will therefore explore the extent to which the representation
of white working class femininity is pathologised in celebrity culture, paying
particular attention to the discursive construction of ‘train-wreck’ femininity (see
Chapter Four of this thesis). Fairclough (2008) notes the proliferation of young
female stars spectacularly represented as ‘out of control’, experiencing mental and
physical breakdowns in the full, scrutinising glare of the media, such as Britney
Spears, Amy Winehouse and Kerry Katona. This study will critically explore these
‘problematic’ representations of femininity, and the way in which they are constructed

via class categories.

Thus, the message that young women have ‘made it’, symbolised by their increased
visibility, is more complex than the ‘girl power’ message would suggest, as many of
these feminist critiques have demonstrated. It is this body of work that this thesis
critically examines and responds to. Whilst it could be argued there are indeed strong,
female role models in the form of glamorous, sexy, rich celebrities who are
independent and ‘successful’, the way in which particular femininities are culturally
constructed as ‘problematic’ suggests that the picture is not quite so rosy for all young
women. It is some of these young women, in the form of working class young
women, this study seeks to explore, both in terms of their ‘problematic’ representation

and the way in which this position is subjectively experienced and lived.
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Anti-feminist culture and the pain of ‘doing girl’

In a critique of the ‘girl power’ discourse, many argue that we are actually witnessing
a period of ‘retrosexism’ (Whelehan, 2000) which seeks to ‘undo’ the gains of
feminism (McRobbie, 2009). This critique argues that the ‘empowerment’ we see in
the popular media is in fact a highly sexualised raunch culture (Levy, 2006; Walter,
2010) in which young women become complicit in their own objectification in the
assumed ‘knowledge’ that they are now equal with men. Gill (2003; 2007) conceives
of this as a shift from ‘objectification’ to ‘subjectification’: the hyper-sexualised
presentation of young women’s bodies is a knowing and direct response to feminism
having been ‘taken into account’ in contemporary culture (Gill, 2003, 2007;
McRobbie, 2009). Gill (2007) argues that this display of ‘sexual empowerment’ hides
the inequality that still exists between women, since only some women will be able to
present themselves in this socially endorsed way. As such, the boundaries of
‘normative’ femininity become ever-smaller and ever more exclusionary to particular
groups of women, including working class women, who are typically pathologised on

the basis of their ‘excessive sexuality’ (Skeggs, 1997; 2004).

More important, however, is Gill’s (2003) argument that the shift she traces from
sexual ‘objectification’ to ‘subjectification’ entails a shift from an external male
judging gaze, to a self-policing and narcissistic gaze (also see Orbach, 2010). As such,
this thesis will explore the extent to which young working class women embark on
this supposed regime of self-perfection and self-critique (McRobbie, 2009). Sexual
subjectification, Gill argues, ‘has turned out to be objectification in new and even

more pernicious guise’ (2003:105), since the resulting ‘look’ of women’s bodies is so
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similar to what has always been prized by patriarchal culture (Gill, 2007). However, I
will also explore the importance of the female-to-female gaze in contemporary
celebrity culture: these magazines are full of pictures of young women in their bikinis
and glamorous outfits designed principally for other women to look at and judge their
physical and ‘moral’ worth. The concept that young women’s ‘success’ is able to be
‘read off” from their body is therefore particularly poignant within celebrity culture.
Wolf’s (1991) claim that women tend to resent each other if they look too good and
reject each other if they look too bad not only applies to the young women’s
negotiation of celebrity culture, but also their social interaction with other young
women in everyday life. In fact, the body of empirical work that explores the
everyday peer cultures of girls demonstrates the extent to which they engage in the
policing of their own and each other’s bodies, manifesting in a wariness of one
another and competitiveness on the basis of appearance (Hey, 1997; Guendouzi,
2001; Ringrose, 2006, 2008a, 2008b; Kelly and Pomerantz, 2009). Similarly, Hermes
(1995:127) argues that readers interpret celebrity magazines through the ‘repertoire of
melodrama’, which involves taking pleasure seeing things go wrong for celebrities,
and can also be seen in light of the female-to-female gaze when young women ‘enjoy’
seeing female celebrities looking ‘unkempt’ (Holmes, 2005). Coward (1984) has
argued that women are encouraged to view both their own and other women’s bodies
with a critical ‘male gaze’; this thesis will therefore explore the way in which the gaze

operates in young women’s experiences of celebrity culture and everyday life.

Thus, the representation of women in the media is highly complex and often

contradictory: the celebration that young women have ‘made it’ is often undermined
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by hyper-sexual images and a popular concern that young women are a ‘concern’ or at

risk’ (Harris, 2004a). As Gill succinctly summarises it:

‘confident expressions of ‘girl power’ sit alongside reports of ‘epidemic’ levels of
anorexia and body dysmorphia: graphic tabloid reports of rape are placed cheek
by jowl with adverts for lap-dancing clubs and telephone sex lines; lad magazines
declare the ‘sex war’ over, while reinstating beauty contests and championing
new, ironic modes of sexism; and there are regular moral panics about the impact
on men of the new, idealized male body surgery, while the re-sexualisation of

women’s bodies in public space goes virtually unremarked upon’ (2007:1).

This thesis will demonstrate that nowhere is the complex and contradictory terrain of
women’s representation so clear than in the field of celebrity culture. Whilst many
feminist studies acknowledge celebrity culture in their analyses of the representation
of femininity in the media, the way in which young women themselves negotiate
these contradictions is left relatively unexplored. Many feminists argue that, as a
result of the consumer image of female empowerment, the pain involved in ‘doing
girl’ has been forgotten (Kehily, 2008; McRobbie, 2009). This thesis attempts to
connect this important work which focuses on ‘representation’, with an empirical
understanding of the way in which ‘young woman’ is actually performed by white
working class women. The cultural and third wave feminist focus on the ‘pleasure’
involved in ‘doing girl’ (Baumgardner and Richards, 2000; 2004) has detracted from
the complex nature of this field, and this study will explore the extent to which young
working class women experience both pleasure and pain in their engagement with

feminine culture and the performance of ‘femininity’ (Skeggs, 1997).
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Theorising Class and Subjectivity

Feminist scholarship that pays particular attention to the way in which young women
‘do girl’ often also highlights that the ‘pain’ of doing girl is particularly more
pronounced for working class young women who lack the cultural, social, and
economic capital to engage fully in the consumer culture of young women’s
empowerment. As such, Kehily (2008) argues, these young women are positioned as
the ‘at risk’ subjects we should be ‘concerned’ about as they are prone to early
motherhood and social exclusion. Indeed, the representation of this ‘type’ of
femininity in the media attaches social stigma to this breed of young woman in the
figure of the ‘chav mum’ (Tyler, 2008). The empirical chapters of this thesis will
explore the way in which ‘working class’ young female celebrities are represented,
and how the young working class of this study negotiated these classed

representations.

Conceptualising Class

Social class as a concept has recently returned to feminist analysis after falling off the
radar in the 1990s when the ‘death of class’ (Gorz, 1982) was declared.
Contemporary neo-liberal discourses serve to reinforce the elimination of class as a
significant category in late modern theory, with a focus on ‘individualisation’ and
‘choice’ embedding the reasons for social inequality in the subjectivity of social
actors rather than societal, structural factors (Walkerdine, 2003; Skeggs, 2004b).
However, many feminist scholars in particular have reinvigorated class analysis

through transforming the way in which the concept is theorised. This body of work,
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