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C e rtain kinds of cultural studies writing have

often sailed close to the wind of popular jour-

nalism. And the reverse is true as well. Much as

j o u rnalists love to denigrate cultural studies as

an academic field, cultural studies appro a c h e s

and enthusiasms have often been taken up

d i rectly in the quality pre s s ’s colour sup-

plements, in the television diet of tabloid cur-

rent affairs, and in the approach taken to

popular entertainment or sport or celebrity.

Engaged in a battle for cultural authority, com-

peting for the right to explain contemporary

culture to its chosen audience, cultural studies

and cultural journalism seem to be getting

closer together. Despite the familiar criticisms

that cultural studies academics write incom-

p rehensible prose only the cognoscenti can

understand, much cultural studies writing

actually reads like what the media tend to call

‘cultural commentary’. Not only do the pitch

and the content of the two modalities converg e ,

but their audiences as well. Both the journalist

and the cultural studies academic have (re l u c-

t a n t l y, perhaps, but ultimately) accepted the

responsibility of communicating their thoughts

to the public: for the journalist, simply, their

readers; for the cultural studies writer, the

chimera of that mythical crossover from the

academic to the trade market.

The danger for the cultural studies academic

who wants to write for that crossover market is

that they simply write high-end cultural jour-

nalism. This is particularly the case when

writing about celebrity. Once, an anonymous

reviewer of a book proposal told me that my

plan of writing semiotic analyses of a series of

iconic public individuals was really a waste of
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time: ‘the weekend colour magazines have

done your work for you’, she wrote. Among the

consequences of this advice was that when

Frances Bonner, David Marshall and I wro t e

our book about celebrity in Australia, F a m e

G a m e s, we decided to focus on the pro d u c t i o n

i n d u s t ry and simply not deal with individual

celebrities at all. A doctrinaire position, perh a p s ,

but Ellis Cashmore ’s book on David Beckham

p rovides a clear demonstration of the pitfalls

this helped us to avoid.

P a rt of a new series, C e l e b r i t i e s, published by

Polity in the UK (the second book dealt with in

this re v i e w, Muhammed Ali, is in this series too),

B e c k h a m deals with ‘the icon, the celebrity, the

c o m m o d i t y, the Beckham that exists indepen-

dently of time and space and resides in the

imaginations of countless acolytes’. (4) Cash-

m o re presents an account of David Beckham’s

celebrity from a number of points of view: as a

component of the branding of Manchester

United, as a ‘gay icon’, as a new-age husband

and father, and as the beneficiary of Vi c t o r i a

B e c k h a m ’s skill with publicity. Along the way,

C a s h m o re presents an interesting account of

the political economy of the intersections

between British football and Rupert Murdoch’s

media empire, the contrasting career trajectory

of Paul Gascoigne, and the operation of the

publicity and promotion industries that market

such celebrity-commodities as David Beckham.

Briskly written, aimed at a general reader with

just a smattering of cultural studies term i n o l-

ogies, this is a classic attempt at the cro s s o v e r

book. While it draws on cultural studies

re s o u rces, it does so without much obvious a c a-

demic paraphernalia, and with a breezy chatti-

ness that defuses any sense of catering to an

elite reader.

The trouble is, I’m afraid, to do this seems to

demand prose that is breathlessly hyperbolic

and banal. At the end of the intro d u c t o ry chap-

t e r, for instance, we have this series of sum-

mative statements:

Beckham would simply not have happened

in another era. He’s perfect for today. In

fact, I’ll argue, he’s as much part of the

twenty-first cultural landscape as Bob the

Builder or Tony Soprano. None of them

would have happened any time else but

the present. (13)

Sigh. How (or, indeed, why?) might one pro v e

such a silly proposition? Well, in this case,

C a s h m o re doesn’t even try: he simply re p e a t s

the assertion and others like them thro u g h o u t

the book. What the reader winds up with is a

really long colour supplement profile.

Just as my publisher’s reader had warn e d ,

there is no need for us to do this kind of work.

It is constantly being done, as we speak, in the

weekend press, on weekend or late night tele-

vision arts and culture shows looking to attract

a hip younger viewer, and in radio magazine

f o rmats addressed towards understanding con-

temporary shifts in popular culture.

To be fair, there is some historical re s e a rc h

informing the project, but again not of a depth

that would clearly diff e rentiate it from the

a p p roach likely to be taken by a journalist. The

analysis of Beckham’s appeal is historicised

through the narrative of his football career and

his relation with Posh Spice, eventually Vi c t o r i a
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Beckham. Such an approach provides us with

m o re detail than we might normally expect at

one sitting, but the level of analysis is incapable

of doing much with this detail—other than

simply laying it out for us. There is no doubt

that Cashmore understands the current re-

s e a rch on celebrity: there is plenty in the book

which makes use of it, and which takes a posi-

tion on it. However, he is unsuccessful at de-

ploying it in such a way as to make it useful;

too much of the book is spent in pursuit of the

killer phrase or aphorism that will make his

audience understand.

I had my doubts about Polity’s C e l e b r i t i e s

series from the start, I’d have to admit, and this

book embodies the kind of problems I ex-

pected cultural studies to encounter in pre s e n t-

ing breezy and accessible analyses of celebrities

to a crossover audience. Simply, it becomes part

of the thing it hopes to analyse. The second title

in the series, Charles Lemert ’s Muhammed Ali:

Trickster in the Culture of Iro n y does suggest

slightly better things, however, and takes a

significantly diff e rent approach. For a start ,

although the writing is also relentlessly per-

sonalised, albeit without the gushiness of Cash-

more’s, it reveals a stronger commitment to the

usefulness of sustained historical re s e a rc h .

L e m e rt shapes the history through the literary

f i g u re of ‘the trickster’, outlining Ali’s part i c u l a r

g e n re of celebrity as a means of understanding

the boxer’s behaviour and cultural appeal. The

p rovocations to such a reading are obvious

enough. Ali’s self-promoting behaviour as pro-

fessional boxer certainly acted as a goad to

much of the white audience and invested

heavily in his own ability to carry it off —

not just as the public figure but as the elite

sportsman.

This is the kind of reading one is used to in

l i t e r a ry criticism, wheeling a central tro p e

a c ross a fictional field to see if it provides a con-

vincing frame for thinking about the meanings

and pleasures to be found in the text. For much

of the time the trickster idea is exploited in

L e m e rt ’s book it does seem to me just a little too

a r b i t r a ry; as a conceit, it illuminates cert a i n

aspects of Ali’s public appeal but it does detract

f rom the wider historical battle in which his

s e l f - p resentation participated. However, Lemert

does make positive use of this conceit as a

means of considering a particular dimension of

celebrity: the celebrity as an aspirational figure ,

o ffering their audience an antidote to the ord i-

n a ry, and operating in ways that are analogous

to the spiritual or the religious.

What is more powerful and more valuable,

though, is Lemert ’s location of Ali within the

h i s t o ry of prominent Afro-American fighters

from Jack Johnson onwards whose careers and

historical significance are complexly over-

d e t e rmined by the cultural politics of race in

the USA. The central chapters of this book are

o v e rw h e l m i n g ly concerned with charting these

politics, and reflecting upon them. This is 

the strongest component of the book, thought-

fully written, and re w a rding to read. It is hard

for Lemert to generate much new material for

us here, however. As he points out, there is no

written archive to delve in to and the media

material available is extremely familiar to us

t h rough its re - p resentation in many other

locations —most compellingly, in Leon Gast’s

film When We We re Kings (1996). What this
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p roduces, unfort u n a t e l y, is Lemert ’s continual

recourse to mythic parallels as a means of giving

us a better sense of the historical contingency of

A l i ’s reputation on the one hand, and his uni-

versalising cultural resonance on the other.

Along the way, Ali is compared to a range of

mythical or fictional heroes that takes us fro m

Odysseus to Brer Rabbit. I would have to admit

that there really is a limit to how illuminating

such parallels can be, and this book does re a c h

those limits from time to time. There are a few

too many apocalyptic, universalising moves

and they culminate in a final chapter that I

found plain embarrassing in its proliferation of

banal observations about celebrity, the body

and death. At this point, the insistent sound of

a book with not much left to tell us—the sound

that dominates Cashmore ’s book—becomes

painfully audible.

These two books are addressing a market

that wants to read about celebrities but which

is left undernourished by the kinds of tre a t-

ment provided by the glossy monthlies and the

weekend colour supplements. It seems like a

reasonable idea to publish them, and to take a

version of cultural studies approaches to this

market. My concern is that not enough of what

is valuable about cultural studies’ approaches to

celebrity is employed (certainly not in B e c k h a m) ,

and that the historical consciousness that

i n f o rms so much of Lemert ’s book is not more

evident throughout both of them. I understand

that this is a narrow line to tre a d — m a k i n g

books that are accessible as well as intellec-

tually rich is easier said than done and the

series editor, Anthony Elliott, faces a diff i c u l t

task in pursuing these twin objectives. It is not

impossible, though, nor is it a problem that is

in any sense new. Indeed, many who work in

cultural studies have embraced the challenge of

popularisation and have managed to deal with

it successfully over the years. On the evidence

of these two books, however, Polity’s C e l e b r i t y

series could as easily participate in the trivial-

isation of cultural studies knowledges as in

their popularisation.
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