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Week Date
1 3 Oct   Introduction
2 10 Oct Communication as 

structure3 17 Oct

4 24 Oct Communication as 
ritual5 31 Oct

6 7 Nov Communication as 
performance7 14 Nov

8 21 Nov Communication as 
discourse9 28 Nov 

10 5 Dec Student presentations
11 12 Dec Individual tutorials



Coursework  1 – (5 Dec)
Group presentation (50%) 

As a group, choose two celebrities. 
Compare and contrast their 
communication strategies.

Coursework 2 – (9 Jan)
2.000 words essay (50%)

Pick one celebrity of your choice. Choose 
one of the four theoretical approaches 
covered in class. Using these theories, 
perform an analysis of your celebrity’s 
communication strategy.

For next 
week

1. Work on your final assignment

2. Readings
Featherstone, M. and Wernick, A. (2005)  

Images of Aging: Cultural Representations of Later Life. 
London: Routledge.

(Read intro plus one chapter of your choice)
In the library



Communication as 
discourse 2

Celebrity activism

Discourse of Activism

Activism relies on dramatised struggle 
and commitment
- 19th c. equality and welfare
- 1960s identity and diversity
- Current themes: migration, religion, 

globalisation, ecology…

Context:
- traditional politics seen as irrelevant 
- Public sphere consensual discourse 

neglecting oppositional and counter-
hegemonic tendencies 



Popular Culture and 
Politics

Dual moralisms: 
left wing elitist concern, 

conservative condemnation 
of decadence 

Anti-hegemonic potential:
Failure of traditional politics to provide resemblance 

and delegation -- celebrities as more in-touch and 
relevant 

Corollary: increase of PR co-opting celebrity formats 
and techniques while traditional news decline

Celebrity Politics
“celebrities have 
become `integrally 
involved' in political 
activities … it 
contributes to their 
overall professional 
strategy of marketing 
their own celebrity-as-
commodity and it also 
gives them political 
influence”

(Turner 2004: 125)



Lady Gaga on Twitter

“Gaga’s fans] were requested to call their 
senators, asking them to vote against the [Don’t 
Ask Don’t Tell] policy then post videos of 
themselves on YouTube undertaking the act…

Gaga's call for action functioned as an instigator, 
relying on fans to draw upon their own networks 
to spread the message further to create a larger 
collective.”

(Bennett 2012)

Terms of the Debate
Does the use of celebrities drown out the voices 
and the agency of people they are trying to 
help? 

Are stereotypes, myths, and misconceptions 
about a cause perpetuated by the use of 
celebrities? Are complex problems individualised 
and simplified?

With corporate events and philantrocapitalism, 
who gets more out of it, the corporation or the 
causes being promoted? 

Increasingly, will only celebrity-related causes be 
funded? Who decides which causes are popular?

Can the apparently progressive celebrity cause 
disguise other, oppressive discourses? 

2. Readings
Essay on Angelina Jolie (online)



I will now recap the main topics 
covered in this module. While I 
speak, please make notes of a 
concept you particularly liked, 

and/or used in your work. After my 
talk, share your chosen concept 

with your group. Explain what this 
concept means to you, why did 

you relate to it, and how you see its 
relevance in your daily life.  

Be prepared to discuss your findings. 

ActivityActivityActivityActivity

Week Date
1 3 Oct   Introduction
2 10 Oct Communication as 

structure3 17 Oct

4 24 Oct Communication as 
ritual5 31 Oct

6 7 Nov Communication as 
performance7 14 Nov

8 21 Nov Communication as 
discourse9 28 Nov 

10 5 Dec Student presentations
11 12 Dec Individual tutorials



Communication 
as structure 

Visual Analysis: 
How to read an image

Look at each of the following images: 

What is it? 
How was it made? 

Who made it? 
What was it made for?

Where is it? 
Why am I looking at it now?

What sort of picture is it? 
What other pictures is it like?

What is the meaning of the picture? 
What does it make me think about?

Note down your impressions, thoughts and reactions



… But how does it FEEL?

Jouissance “bliss”
before or beyond meaning
emotive response to the text 
defies and resists translation (e.g. 
bodily reaction to music)

Plaisir “pleasure”
About textual construction
technical execution
Can be explained and analysed

What is a Sign?

A sign stands for something else, 
according to three types of relationship 
(C.S. Peirce)

 Icon – likeness
 Index – association, cause
 Symbols – arbitrary convention 



Narrative gives 
meaning to a story

A story is what happens 
A narrative is how the story is told

- A story is a sequence of events where something happens 
e.g. Lady Gaga is betrayed and hurt by her boyfriend, but she 
triumphs in the end

- A narrative is the telling of the story, an account of the events 
e.g. The video “Paparazzi” itself

- A narrative has a point of view: character(s), or a narrator
e.g. The camera work and the mise en scene in the video

“Realism” “Truth”
“Authenticity”

Our perception of a 
narrative will be heavily 
dependent upon: 

Who is the author
who is telling the story 
whether we believe the 

narrative to be “truthful” or 
“realistic”



Realism is not 
the Real

The term ‘realism’ does 
not mean ‘the real’ itself. 
In any form of media 
the real is always, by 
definition, a re-
presentation of the real

‘Realism’ is the attempt to make the narrative 
appear real; to have the illusion of being real; 

to be believable

Communication 
as ritual 



Shocking and liberating 
Utopian/dystopian

Joining of opposites 
Birth and death
Laughter and pain/fear
Satire, parody

Mocking the system
Role reversal
Religious dogma
Social norms

Grotesque 
Bodily functions
Abjection
Derision Bakhtin’s Carnivalesque

Ambiguities, contradictions, 
topsy-turvy reversals, masks

Subverts AND reproduces social 
order

Dialogical approach, ventriloquism

Riviere’s
Masquerade

Over-exaggerated 
femininity is a masquerade 
to hide the threat of a 
woman’s masculine power

All femininity is culturally 
constructed and involves a 
masquerade

Masquerading icons 
remain at risk of reprisal for 
their being phallic 

“The reader may now ask how I 
define womanliness or where I 

draw the line between genuine 
womanliness and the 

‘masquerade’. My suggestion 
is . . . they are the same thing”

(Riviere 1986: 38).



Bourdieu’s
Capital

Bourdieu expands on Marx’s 
idea of “capital” to describe 
the scaffolding of social class

Economic Capital
money, goods

Cultural Capital
- Embodied

attentive family, habits
- Objectified 

books, paintings
- Institutionalised 
university degree

Social Capital 
Professional bodies

Symbolic Capital
honour, prestige, recognition

Celebrity cult

“the popular imagination 
combines folktale elements with 
the consumption of still and 
moving images to mythologize 
real life female celebrity figures.”
(Woolf 2006) 

Archetipal narratives

Powerful myths 

Blank canvas for us 
to project narratives 

Identification and 
desire



Who is in control?

Passive celebrity marketing or 
active  image management?

Accumulation of visual images:  
- to objectify
- to explore celebrity’s own self

Camera: 
- Male gaze (control and desire)
- Enabler of mythical self-creation 

19th. C.: mass diffusion of visual images

Image (self)-management
Celebrity public relations practice 
based on a particular genre of 
personal disclosure

Key strategy: linking celebrity with 
moral credibility, “authenticity”

Celebrity persona: a performance 
that is not acting

- A morally authentic public identity 
based on "good causes“

- The authored fiction of  “true self”
and "ordinariness" 



The performance of being yourself
The fiction of a “true self”

“Be yourself”: the neoliberal 
narrative of individuality, 
personal responsibility, risk, 
underwrites the focus on 
“good causes”

“for not only does the 
humanitarian cause appear to 
transcend narrow political and 
cultural interests; it also takes 
the form of a popular 
mediated response to a 
mediated public concern”
(Tolson 2001: 456)

Communication as 
performance 



What is celebrity?

Highbrow press: 
- Decadence, triviality, “fake”

Mainstream popular opinion:
- Adored, “authentic”

Cultural studies:
- Cultural formation/text
- Discursive field of representation 
- Part of social, cultural and 

economic processes

Agency and Power

Interdependent but conflicting interests 
- celebrity as autonomous agent
- commodified industry products

Various drivers:  
entertainment, communication, 
publicity, representation, 
appearance, coaching, 
endorsement, business&legal…

Various players:  celebrity, 
agents, managers, publicists…



So: can we use 
“spectacle” today?

Proliferating production:
convergence of 
commodifying market 
strategies by the media 
industry, or widening of 
opportunity for a variety of 
diffuse and heterogeneous 
messages?

Proliferating delivery sites 
and channels: 
from industry to DIY,  who 
owns and controls 
distribution?

Proliferating representations: 
widening participation of 
lowering standards? Who 
controls and determines 
symbolic capitals?

Identity as discursive 
formation 

The individual subject is not stable 
- there’s no “essential” fixed self
- the self is a social construct

Discursive categories structure the 
individual, put it in a “subject position”

Foucault, Madness & Civilisation (1967)
- Madness is a highly constructed notion
- “raw data” of aberrant behaviour is 

constructed differently (e.g. medieval divine 
possession vs. today’s illness)



Behaviour and Identity:  History of Sexuality

Identities are not fixed, do not 
determine who we are

Sexuality is fluid over a very 
diverse spectrum

Sexual identities are socially 
constructed

Discourse engenders a 
view of sex as marker of 
identity, not just a set of 
behaviours

“sexual acts with a person 
of the same sex”

vs.
“a homosexual”

Important parts of identity,  such as sexuality or gender, are 
constructed and brought into being through a performance. 

The performance engenders the subject. There is no identity
before or  outside its performance.

“gender is a kind of persistent impersonation that passes as
the real” (Butler 1990, viii)

Gender is always a doing, though not a doing by a subject 
who might be said to preexist the deed… There is no 
gender identity behind the expressions of gender …

identity is performatively constituted by the very 
‘expressions’ that are said to be its results”

(Butler 1999: 33).

Identity through Performance



“in the circuits of late capitalist consumption, the 
visibility of sexual identity is often a matter of 
commodification” (Hennessy 1995: 31)

“goods … are another form of discourse of power 
structure which maintains the status quo … Celebrities 
[as a] camp ‘product’ “ are subverting the discourse 
(Kates 1997)

Lady Gaga has a keen awareness of camp mechanisms 
for “tricking” and infiltrating mainstream culture: 

• pop song as the sugar, Gaga as the medicine
• trying to “change the world one sequin at a time”
• programmatic commitment to gay rights
• multiple allusions to camp icons: Andy Warhol, David 

Bowie, Freddie Mercury, Grace Jones …

Gaga’s Camp: Consumer 
Phenomenon?

Communication 
as discourse 



“Successful aging”
can be:

Consumerist 
appropriation  of 

age-bending

Masquerade
Ridicule, grotesque,  

monstrous, abject,  
decay, scandal, 

spectacle women at risk 
of scandal when not 

acting their age (Russo)

Aging as a performative discourse
age-bending de-naturalises age:  
Madonna’s ‘passing‘

Potential subversion of age 
categories and discourses

Act your 
Age! 

“Act 
naturally”

The discourse of “natural 
aging”

flaunting one’s age
feminist rejection of the discourses 
of invisibility, mortification , decline 

denounciation of the tyranny of 
commodified “succcessful aging”

(Chambers)

“Authentic/fake” double bind
Can invalidate subversive 
potential of masquerade  

Can still make aging women 
invisible (age gracefully = retire 

and disappear)
Can sell ‘natural beauty’ products



I will now recap the main topics 
covered in this module. While I 
speak, please make notes of a 
concept you particularly liked, 

and/or used in your work. After my 
talk, share your chosen concept 

with your group. Explain what this 
concept means to you, why did 

you relate to it, and how you see its 
relevance in your daily life.  

Be prepared to discuss your findings. 

ActivityActivityActivityActivity

Don’t wait until the last minute. Allow 
time to think, review, rewrite

Address the essay question

Make your argument, demonstrating a 
critical understanding of the topic

Support your argument with 
appropriate references from the 

reading materials suggested in the 
module 

Make sure all references are properly 
attributed

A good essay: content



At the top, include your name, the module’s 
name/code, and the title of your essay

Type neatly (12 point Times New Roman 
recommended)

double-space

include page numbers

Spell-check

Format your bibliography according to the CU 
Harvard reference style

A good essay: form

Presentation checklist
Keep in mind your key points: what do you want to say? 

What is most important? How can you say it best?

Provide useful support material (slides, handouts…)

Keep graphics readable

A slide set is not a Word document in chunks

Speak clearly , audibly and slowly

Time yourself, and allow for some slack. E.g. for a 15’ slot, 
limit yourself to no more than 10

’
If more than one speaker, make sure each of you has one 

key point to make; rehearse together

Leave some space for questions


