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Introduction 

 

 

 

 

 

In the chapter “Photography and Celebrity” from his book Photography, Stephen Bull 

discusses the “celebrity obsessed age” in which we now live. He said it could be 

argued that the desire to see what other people looked like is one of the catalysts for 

the invention of photography (2010, p.167). In relation to photography and fame, Bull 

said: 

Over the last century and a half, photographs have played an ever-

more significant part in the creation of fame in the first place; indeed, 

this has become so much the case that, in the 21st century, a form of 

celebrity can be gained purely through images themselves. (2010, 

p.167) 

 

While fame through the reproduction of images has formed the basis of my 

investigation, I am keen to explore the transgression of already established 

celebrities through photos and the role in which infamy plays in photography. In 

Celebrity/Culture, Ellis Cashmore wrote that the “peculiarity of celebrity culture is the 

shift of emphasis from achievement-based fame to media driven renown” (2006, 

p.7). In relation to this, Chapter one will focus on the way in which the representation 

of infamy has changed in photography and within media. To be infamous is to be 

renowned for a bad quality or deed and personally I feel the line between infamy and 

celebrity are being blurred by western media. I will explore this issue by comparing 

the ways in which the Oklahoma city bomber, Timothy McVeigh was represented in 

print with the celebrity treatment Boston Bomber Dzhokhar Tsarnaev received.  

Chapter two will explore the social change we have experienced in western media 

where as a society we are far more interested in celebrity news and images than 

current affairs. Sociologist Chris Rojek wrote in Celebrity about the concept of the 

cult of distraction saying “celebrity culture produces an aestheticized reading of life 

that obscures material reality and, in particular, questions of social inequality and 
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ethical justice” (2001, p.91). In response to Rojek’s ideas I will discuss the MTV 

Video Music Awards, an annual event held in America which celebrates the best in 

the music video medium from over the previous year. Many writers and critics were 

outraged over the coverage the award ceremony received such as Rick Robinson 

who spoke of his outage in an article “What You Should Have Been Looking At While 

Miley Was Twerking” which can be found on the River City News site.  

Finally in chapter three I will explore the concept of transgression in relation to 

already established celebrities having their fame boosted by scandal and notoriety.  

Cashmore wrote “Notoriety is a resource for those who crave fame” (2006, p.144) 

and I will explore this statement by looking at images of three different celebrities’ 

transgression in images. I wish to explore is how some celebrities can remain 

famous despite committing a crime or gain notoriety from an event which they have 

used in their favour to further their own fame. 
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Chapter one: Blurring the lines between celebrity and infamy 

 

In June 2000, David Copeland was sentenced to six life terms after he carried out 

terrorist attacks in London that led to the deaths of three people, including a 

pregnant woman and injured 139 others. Following the arrest and trial of Copeland, it 

became apparent how much he desired becoming famous and the means in which 

he was willing to go to become publically well known (Rojek, 2001 p.143). He openly 

spoke about wanting to become famous, saying to police “If no one remembers you, 

you never existed.” (Copeland as cited by Rojek 2001, p.143). Nicknamed ‘the Soho 

nail bomber’ by the media, Copeland was fascinated by his own celebrity and over a 

six month period spoke to a reporter from The Mirror who he believed to be a female 

pen pal; “He writes approvingly when his photograph is printed on the front page of 

newspapers. His letters are concerned to establish his singularity and integrity and to 

confirm his celebrity status in the sight of the British Public” (Rojek, 2001, p.146). 

 

Using online articles, key texts such as Celebrity by Sociologist Chris Rojek and 

ideas from part of comedian Russell Brand’s Messiah Complex tour, this chapter 

aims to explore how infamy can be gained through the reproduction of images and 

how these images are used by the media. Infamy is when someone becomes well-

known as the result of a notorious event, bad quality or deed (Houghton Mifflin 

Company, 2009). In relation to Photography, because of how technology and media 

have developed, I feel infamy can be successfully attained quickly through the mass 

reproduction of images. I am keen to explore what it says about the society in which 

we live when images of infamous individuals are reproduced and shared and how 

notoriety and infamy are achieved. The first half of the chapter will primarily focus on 

Timothy McVeigh, the bomber of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal building in Oklahoma 

City. McVeigh was featured on the front cover of weekly news magazine Newsweek 

and attempted to depict himself in a more positive light in a bid to change public 

opinion of him (Rojek, 2001 p.156). I will also discuss the issue of TIME magazine 

that McVeigh was featured on the cover of but as a hard faced convict. The second 

half of the chapter will investigate two front covers of Rolling Stone Magazine; the 

first from July 2013 which featured Boston Bomber Dzhokhar Tsarnaev and the 

second from June 1970 which featured Charles Manson on the cover. The images 

featured in these magazines are important to investigate as they show the shift from 
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a political stance to offering a celebrity status of convicted criminals. While people 

called for the boycott of these issues of Rolling Stone magazine and retailers 

refusing to sell future copies of the magazine, both issues were successful; the cover 

featuring Manson won a National Magazine Award (Bazilian, 2013) and the cover 

featuring Tsarnaev doubled the average sales per issue of the magazine from the 

previous year (Saul, 2013). Rojek wrote that “Without doubt, Celebrity is a widely 

desired characteristic of modern life, but the chances of gaining it via achieved 

celebrity are limited (2001, p.148).” Personally I feel that in contemporary society, 

there is a fine line between being a celebrity and being infamous.  

At 9:02am on April 19th, 1995 security guard and ex-US army soldier Timothy 

McVeigh parked a rental car that contained a bomb which would kill 168 people 

including 19 children and injured several hundred others (CNN, 2007). After 

detonating the bomb and reducing a third of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building to 

rubble, McVeigh got into a getaway vehicle and drove away. McVeigh was arrested 

90 minutes later but not in connection with the bombing, but because an Oklahoma 

State Trooper pulled him over for a missing license plate. By the time the FBI had 

realised who was responsible on April 21st, McVeigh was already being held (Ottley, 

n.d.). What came as a shock to Americans was the fact that the individual 

responsible was a home-grown terrorist and may be accountable for the different 

types of reception McVeigh has received. I will discuss two magazines McVeigh has 

been featured on the cover of; an issue of Time magazine from 1st May 1995, and 

the issue of Newsweek from July 3rd 1995. Both Newsweek and TIME magazines 

are American weekly published news magazines.  

The photograph TIME magazine chose to use on the cover of the 1st May 1995 issue 

shows McVeigh as he is being escorted by police to his trial while dressed in an 

orange jumpsuit (see figure 1). He has hardened features, a serious expression and 

isn’t making eye contact with the camera. The cover story simply says “The face of 

terror” and it is clear TIME magazine are taking a political stance to how they are 

representing McVeigh which differs greatly to the celebrity stance Rolling Stone 

magazine chose to represent Boston Bomber suspect Dzhokhar Tsarnaev but I will 

discuss this later. In an article published on CNN’s website, McVeigh said he was 

stoney faced as due to his army training he was methodically searching for snipers 

as he believed a civilian or member of the government would assassinate him but 
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“he wasn’t afraid to die, but was intent on surviving to tell his side of the story” 

(2007). I feel this photo was chosen as they do not want readers to connect with him, 

they want him to be seen as an apathetic, unremorseful psychopath. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Fig 1 TIME Magazine, 1st May 1995. 

Also featured on the front cover of the same issue of TIME magazine is a 

photograph of fire fighter Chris Fields on the day of the Oklahoma bombing (see 

figure 2), carrying injured toddler Baylee Almon who later died of her injuries (Boyle, 

2013). The image was captured by amateur photographer Charles Porter and went 

on to win the Pulitzer Prize the following year for spot news photography (Benner, 

2012). The image of Fields cradling fatally injured Baylee appeared on the front of 

newspapers all around the world the next day and spoke out to people as it “seemed 

to capture all these horrific stories” from the day of the bombing (Linenthal, 2003, 

p147 ). The image spoke to Americans in particular as it captured the emotions and 
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shock felt at the devastation caused by a home grown terrorist (Williamson, 2000). 

Fields is looking down pitifully at the innocent dying child he is carrying to an 

ambulance, a stark contrast to the photograph of McVeigh. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Fig 2 Porter, Charles (1995) Firefighter Chris Fields removing infant Baylee Almon 

[Photograph] 

TIME and Newsweek both lobbied with Porter in order to gain rights to use the image 

of Fields on the front cover of their magazines but as Newsweek lost out, they took 

on a different approach to the Oklahoma bombing tragedy with the issue published 

on July 3rd 1995. McVeigh was featured on the front cover of the magazine along 

with the headline ‘The Suspect Speaks’ and tagline “A Prison Interview with alleged 

Oklahoma City Bomber Timothy McVeigh” (see figure 3). The mood and 

representation of this image has changed, although McVeigh is still not making eye 
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contact with the reader. He looks as if he could be wearing his own clothes rather 

than a prison outfit and his facial expression, while still serious, is softer and less 

stoney faced than the image of him on the front cover of TIME. Half of his face is 

cast in shadow, perhaps representing that the public don’t know the truth behind 

McVeigh’s actions. McVeigh and his attorney attempted to use the interview and 

feature on McVeigh in order to soften public perception of him (Rojek, 2001 p.156). 

Fig 3. Newsweek Magazine, 3rd July 1995. 

I feel this image differs to the TIME issue featuring McVeigh as the political stance is 

less obvious and this issue feels more aimed at pushing McVeigh as of celebrity of 

cause célèbre1. McVeigh was surprised to find himself at the centre of condemnation 

___________________________________________________________________

1 A cause célèbre  an event, such as a famous legal trial, that attracts a lot of public attention 

(Cambridge dictionary, 2014) 

http://dictionary.cambridge.org/search/british/direct/?q=event
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/search/british/direct/?q=famous
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/search/british/direct/?q=legal
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/search/british/direct/?q=trial
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/search/british/direct/?q=attracts
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/search/british/direct/?q=public
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/search/british/direct/?q=attention
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from not only Americans, but also from extremist groups as he expected the horrific 

act of terrorism he carried out to be admired and seen as courageous (Rojek, 2001, 

p.156). McVeigh revelled in any attention offered to him by the media and wanted his 

actions to act as a call of arms to those with similar views (CNN, 2007).  

Moving on from the Oklahoma City Bomber, I wish to discuss a far more recent 

terrorist event which has been captured and covered by the media but the main 

suspect has received a different kind of infamy to that which Timothy McVeigh 

gained. On Monday 15th April during The Boston Marathon, two backpacks 

containing pressure cooker bombs were detonated by brothers Tamerlan and 

Dzhokhar Tsarnaev killing three people and injuring and maiming over 260 others 

(Botelho, 2013). When the brothers were publically identified as the suspects behind 

the bombing, Tamerlan was killed in a shoot-out between himself and police when 

he and his brother tried to escape (NBC News, 2013). Dzhokhar was later 

apprehended and is currently on trial but has pleaded not guilty to the 30 federal 

counts he has been charged with.   

Controversially Rolling Stone magazine made the decision to use a photograph of 

Dzhokhar Tsarnaev on the front cover of the August 2013 issue (see figure 4). This 

decision was met by a public backlash with online petitions calling for the boycott of 

the issue and traders such as drugstore chains CVS and Walgreens refusing to 

stock the issue in their stores (Saul, 2013). However, according to figures published 

by the Magazine Information Network, sales for this particular issue were 102% 

higher than the average per issue sales over the past year (Saul, 2013).Outcry 

against the issue came from the custom that Rolling Stone magazine usually 

features already established celebrities, rock stars and musicians on the cover and 

so the choice of a charged suspect of terrorism caused great controversy. Rojek 

wrote in his book Celebrity that “celebrity bears no moral connection with moral 

evaluation” (2001 p.61) and this relates to the decision that Rolling Stone made to 

feature Tsarnaev on the cover as Tsarnaev has been represented in the same way 

as celebrities. Critics such as Northeastern University criminologist Jack Levin said 

that by giving Tsarnaev the same rock star treatment as established celebrities such 

as The Doors’ Jim Morrison and Bob Dylan, it sends out a dangerous message that 

“If they want to become famous, kill somebody,” (as cited by Rhett Miller, 2013). This 

has been further supported by Rojek; “In extreme cases, people who do not attain 
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achieved celebrity resort to violent behaviour in order to acquire acclaim” (2001, 

p.15). Alongside the image of Tsarnaev was the headline ‘The Bomber’ with the 

tagline “How a popular, promising student was failed by his family, fell into radical 

Islam and became a monster” (Saul, 2013). I find the style of headline and tagline 

similar to that used on the July 3rd 1995 issue of Newsweek featuring McVeigh on 

the cover but the image that accompanies it makes all the difference as readers still 

can’t connect with McVeigh as he isn’t making eye contact.  

Fig 4. Rolling Stones Magazine, August 2013. 

The image of Tsarnaev is a ‘selfie’; “a photograph that one has taken of oneself, 

typically one taken with a smartphone or webcam and uploaded to a social media 
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website” (Oxford Dictionary, 2013). It is interesting that Rolling Stone magazine 

chose to use an image taken by Tsarnaev himself as when someone takes a selfie 

they have control over how they want to be seen and by using this image over say a 

mug shot of Tsarnaev, they have put him in a position of power.  Tsarnaev can be 

represented in the way he wants to be seen as Rolling Stone have given him the 

same treatment as other cover stars.  The image of Tsarnaev shows him leaning 

casually against the wall looking directly at the camera. He is good looking, has 

tousled brown hair, and is not a far cry from the typical teen celebrity heartthrob 

usually featured. Personally I feel by featuring Tsarnaev in this way it has completely 

trivialised the events that unfolded because of him as he’s represented as a rock star 

and a figure to look up to by being featured on a well renowned magazine.  

The difference between McVeigh and Tsarnaev being featured on the front of a 

magazine is that while McVeigh revelled in infamy and requested further interviews 

with different media outlets, Tsarnaev was not interviewed and the type of almost 

positive infamy that has been pushed onto him by publishers such as Rolling Stone. 

Former friends and teachers were asked for information and the only contribution 

Tsarnaev made to the issue was the selfie image he took but he did not make this 

especially for Rolling Stone.  

Fig 5 Fox News (2013) Rolling Stone blasted for giving rock star treatment to 

accused Boston bomber [Photograph] 
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As the image comparison found on the Fox News website shows (see fig 5), there 

are several similarities between the image of Tsarnaev, Bob Dylan and in particular 

Jim Morrison. Morrison and Tsarnaev has similar hairstyles, expressions, tousled 

brown hair and are trying to connect with the reader in order to build a connection. 

Even the titles are similar as ‘The Doors’ accompanies Morrison like ‘The Bomber’ 

accompanies Tsarnaev and so he could easily be mistaken for a rock star by 

someone unaware of the Boston Bombing terrorist attacks. 

Fig 6 .Rolling Stones Magazine, June 1970. 



17 
 

The celebrity treatment Tsarnaev received from Rolling Stone is not the only time 

that the magazine has done this to an infamous criminal. The magazine caused 

controversy in June 1970 when it featured convicted criminal Charles Manson on the 

cover. While again there was a public outcry against the issue and people called for 

a boycott of the magazine, Rolling Stone went on to win a National Magazine Award 

for the interview with Manson. The image of Manson draws up religious connotations 

as he has long hair, beard, simple clothing and a graphically added halo that likens 

him to Jesus Christ (see figure 6). The pose is almost iconic and he looks more like 

an inspirational figure rather than like a prison inmate. Perhaps Rolling Stones 

reasoning for doing this is because of the shift in western society from religious to 

celebrity worship, as Rojek explains in Celebrity; “Celebrities replaced the monarchy 

as the new symbols of recognition and belonging, and as the belief in God waned, 

celebrities became immortal (2001 p.14)”. Rojek has discussed the idea that as 

belief in God has waned, the obsession with celebrity has increased; “As a modern 

society developed celebrities have filled the absence created by the decay in the 

popular belief in the divine right of kings, and the death of God” (2001, p. 13). This is 

also a concept that is discussed as part of comedian Russell Brand’s world tour 

Messiah Complex: 

The German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche said “God is dead”...to 

which the British writer G.K Chesterton responded “The death of 

God doesn’t mean that man will believe in nothing but that he will 

believe in anything”...meaning there is a vacuum for belief, Now what 

has fallen into this vacuum? I think without over much emphasis on 

the eve of the MTV awards, I can tell you it is celebrity! The 

pantheon of celebrity that fills this void where celebrities are over 

worshipped, overpaid, over celebrated, over rewarded. (Brand as 

cited by Angulardragon03, 2013). 

 

From the ideas of Rojek and Brand I personally feel that as western societies 

religious beliefs have diminished, we have allowed celebrities to become the 

forefront of a new obsession. However, using the ideas of G.K Chesterton discussed 

by Brand, we are not so selective when it comes to who we choose to give a 

celebrity status to and so there has become a very line between infamy and 

celebrity. As I’ve discussed throughout this chapter, the way in which infamous 

individuals are presented has changed. When Timothy McVeigh appeared on the 



18 
 

front cover of TIME magazine accompanied by the words “The face of terror”, it’s 

clear there is no attempt to create a positive connection between McVeigh and the 

reader. When McVeigh then appeared on the front cover of Newsweek, he was 

given a platform in which to speak and try and connect with the reader and present 

himself in a more positive light. Finally, we’ve seen a complete shift from a political to 

celebrity stance when it comes to infamy as Dzhokhar Tsarnaev appeared on the 

front cover of Rolling Stone magazine, a space usually occupied by rock stars and 

celebrities. Tsarnaev was not involved with the article but the image used on the 

front cover was a “selfie” and so personally I feel he was given the platform to 

represent himself how he wanted to be seen. In a society where there is such a 

strong desire to become famous, I feel this shift in treatment of infamous individuals 

is dangerous as it may cause other individuals desperate to become famous to do 

whatever they feel is necessary to get the media attention they crave. When a 

terrorist bomber is featured on the front cover of a popular culture magazine such as 

Rolling Stone magazine, is there really much difference between infamy and 

celebrity. 
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Chapter Two: Twerking and the Cult of Distraction 

 

 

“Really what they want is no one saying anything, that’s what they 

want. If you’re poor they say you’re bitter, if you’re rich they’ll say 

you’re a hypocrite ‘cos they don’t give a fuck. They don’t want this 

conversation. They don’t want us talking about this. People in power, 

privileged positions… They want you talking about Justin Bieber, 

they want you to be talking about twerking. They don’t want you 

talking about fracking, They want you talking about twerking” (Brand, 

2013) 

 

In The Celebrity Culture reader, P. David Marshall wrote that: 

 “The influence of celebrity has been especially pronounced on 

certain kinds of media product. In television, it has become an 

increasingly significant component of news and current affairs 

programming…In print media, celebrity journalism has completely 

dominated the tabloid newspaper market in the UK” (2006, p. 487). 

 

This chapter will focus primarily on the transgression in western society from current 

events being regarded as important to celebrity obsession taking over. Using key 

texts such as Living dolls: The return of sexism by Natasha Walters, Celebrity by 

Chris Rojek and the ideas of Walter Lippman on the bewildered herd, I will mainly 

explore the Video Music Awards 2013 and two key political events; The first key 

political event being assassination of Hyon Song Wol and the second being The 

Syrian Crisis as I feel both were overshadowed by Miley Cyrus’ and Robin Thicke’s 

controversial performance. I will explore the idea that in society today, we would 

rather hear about celebrity news and look at images of celebrities rather than 

pictures and news relating to current affairs, especially when the images depict 

devastating events such as the aftermath of chemical attacks. I think there are 

several reasons as to why we are more interested in celebrities than current affairs 

but I intend to focus on how in western society we are more aesthetically pleased by 

images of celebrities than of catastrophic events but also governments and higher 

powers are sometimes willing take advantage of distractions from serious political 
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events. I will also touch upon celebrity culture as a replacement for religion as 

discussed in chapter one. 

The Syrian Crisis is an on-going civil war which saw one of the most serious 

chemical attacks happen on 21st August 2013 in Ghouta, Syria and according to 

statistics on articles such as “Americans Were 12 Times More Interested in Miley 

Cyrus Than Syria” 12% of the total web page views in America the day after the 

VMA awards were on stories about Miley Cyrus while articles on Syria accounted for 

just 1% (O’Connor, 2013). Despite there being double the amount of articles about 

Syria published than about Miley Cyrus, Americans were 12 times more interested in 

reading about Miley Cyrus’ performance than what was happening in Syria 

(O’Connor, 2013). Searching the term “Miley Cyrus Syria” will also bring up other 

terms such as distraction and even conspiracy theories that the US government are 

using Cyrus as a tool to distract the public from America’s invasion of Syria (Ann, 

2013)  

The Video Music Awards or VMAs, is a coveted award ceremony hosted in America 

by MTV and aims to celebrate the best in music videos. Running since the mid-

1980s, the awards frequently have celebrities causing controversy such as in 2003, 

Madonna, Britney Spears and Christina Aguilera made the headlines when they 

kissed onstage (Sauvalle, 2013) and in 2008, Russell Brand angered Americans 

when called then US President George W. Bush a “retarded cowboy” and said that in 

Britain he “wouldn’t be trusted with a pair of scissors” (Potter, 2008). At the 2013 

VMAs held on 25th August, Miley Cyrus and Robin Thicke caused controversy when 

Cyrus stripped down from a bear leotard to a flesh coloured bikini, made sexually 

suggestive actions with a giant foam finger and grinded against Robin Thicke during 

their performance of “Blurred lines” (Halperin, 2013). The song “Blurred lines” faced 

criticism before the performance at the VMA awards as critics have said that the 

song promotes rape and was even banned from being played on several University 

campuses by some Student Unions (Hopkin, 2013). George Hopkin who writes for 

student media website The Medwire argued that we should not ban songs such as 

“Blurred Lines” as by banning it, it could “create an easy precedent for future bans” 

and that universities should instead have a zero tolerance policy when it comes to 

sexual harassment cases in order to set a better example (2013). The director of the 

video, Diane Martel defended it by saying: 
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Fig 7 Blurred lines. 2013. [Music Video]. Diane Martel. Dir. US: Black Dog Films. 

 

 “It forces the men to feel playful and not at all like predators. I 

directed the girls to look into the camera. This is very intentional and 

they do it most of the time; they are in the power position. I don’t 

think the video is sexist. The lyrics are ridiculous, the guys are silly 

as fuck.” (as cited by Lynskey, 2013)  

 

There are two versions of the “Blurred lines” video, both feature Thicke, American 

rapper T.I., Pharrell Williams and three scantily clad women dancing around a plain 

backdrop with props such as an oversized dice, an exercise bike and hairbrush. The 

censored version of the song features the women dressed in some skin coloured 

bikinis and clear plastic, similar to what Cyrus wore during the VMA performance 

while the explicit version shows the women bare breasted with skin toned thongs on. 

Personally I don’t feel offended by this representation of women as the women 

appear comfortable, confident and despite them appearing scantily clad there aren’t 

any over sexually suggestive actions however it’s important to bear in mind a point 

made by Rojek in Celebrity “To us, celebrities often seem magical or superhuman. 

However, that is because their presence in the public eye is comprehensively 

staged” (2001, p. 13). This means that the video is constructed and so the women 

have to appear as directed. While I don’t feel offended by the video I do not agree 

with Martels opinion that the women in the video are in the power position as they 

http://www.promonews.tv/profiles/black-dog-films-2
http://www.theguardian.com/profile/dorianlynskey
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are naked while the men are fully clothed and they cannot change how viewers see 

them so they are not in power at all. I find the viewpoint expressed by British 

Feminist writer Natasha Walter in Living Dolls: The return of Sexism interesting as 

when discussing the highly sexualised culture we now live in, she stated: 

“This highly sexualised culture is often positively celebrated as a sign 

of women’s liberation and empowerment… The fact that women can 

now be sexually active and experienced without being condemned is 

a direct result of second-wave feminism. And this is clearly 

something to be celebrated. But it is strange that all aspects of the 

current hypersexual culture are often now seen as proof of women’s 

growing freedom and power. (2010, p. 5) 

 

Returning to The VMAs, On 18th December 2013, Barbara Walters interviewed 

Cyrus for her programme The 10 Most Fascinating People of 2013. In the interview 

Cyrus discussed her behaviour over the year saying “I don’t always want to be 

naked,”  but went on to say she feels she is criticised whatever she does; “No matter 

what I do, I’m either boring or I’m a slut.” (Miley as cited by Melas, 2013). If we are 

now in this new age of women’s liberation then it comes as a surprise when Western 

media is so shocked by performances such as this when they have also come to 

expect it. When Cyrus performed on the X factor on 17th November 2013 wearing a 

long gold dress, she faced criticism for being “boring” with tabloid showbiz columnist 

James Ingham tweeting “Miley Cyrus on #Xfactor = anti-climax. I wanted at least one 

twerk, tongue action, foam finger or hammer lick!” (as cited by Cole, 2013). It then 

seems as if the media have transgressed to expect celebrities such as Cyrus to keep 

pushing the boundaries even though they face some criticism for doing so.  

Near the end of August 2013, US President Barack Obama threatened strike action 

against Syria as it was alleged that during civil conflicts, chemical and possibly 

biological warfare were used against civilians in Syria. Writing for Forbes, Alex 

Kantrowitz stated in his article “Miley Cyrus’ VMA performance drove over 300,000 

Tweets per minute” that over the day of the MTV Video Music Awards, Google 

registered over 10 million hits for “Miley Cyrus” and only 100,000 searches for 

“Syria”. In Media Control: The Spectacular Achievements of Propaganda, Noam 

Chomsky discussed Walter Lippmann’s idea of the bewildered herd, the term he 

coined to describe the majority of people who are part of a democracy but act as 
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spectators (Lippmann as cited by Chomsky, 2002). Relating to controlling the 

bewildered herd and keeping them in line, Chomsky said: 

“The bewildered herd is a problem. We’ve got to prevent their roar 

and trampling. We’ve got to distract them. They should be watching 

the Superbowl or sitcoms or violent movies. Every once in a while 

you call on them to chant meaningless slogans like “Support our 

troops.”... They may start to think, which is very dangerous, because 

they’re not competent to think. Therefore it’s important to distract 

them and marginalize them.” (2002, P. 28) 

Fig 8 Google Analytics (2013) Miley Cyrus VS Chemical Attack Syria [Photograph] 

From this and the graph pictured, I’ve formed the opinion that as a society we are far 

more interested in celebrity news than what is happening in current affairs and in the 

‘real world’. I believe that as a society we would rather look at images of celebrities 

over serious current affairs such as events in Syria as aesthetically we would rather 

look at them but also as Susan Sontag wrote in Regarding the Pain of Others: 

 “Central to modern expectations, and modern ethical feeling, is the 

conviction that war is an aberration, if an unstoppable one. That 

peace is the norm, if an unattainable one…War has been the norm 

and peace the exception” (Pg 66, 2003). 

On 17th August 2013, Hyon Song Wol and eleven other members of the Unhasu 

Orchestra were arrested and several days later were assassinated by firing squad at 

the order of North Korean leader Kim Jong Un. Allegedly the group had made and 

distributed a sex tape and so were shot by machine gun while immediate family were 

forced to watch and then sent to North Korea’s notorious labour camps (Stuart, 

2013). Hyon Song Wol was the ex-girlfriend of Jim Jong Un from the early 2000’s 
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and it’s rumoured they had begun secretly dating again. It’s been alleged that Kim 

Jong Un’s current wife found out and is the real reason behind why Un called for the 

execution of the group. In an article entitled “What You Should Have Been Looking 

At While Miley Was Twerking” (2013) author Rick Robinson wrote that the events 

surrounding the assignation of Hyon Song Wol and the other members of the 

orchestra went underreported due to the “public’s obsession with Miley Cyrus 

twerking” at the MTV Video Music awards which took place around the same time. 

Robinson stated that “the public’s obsession with Miley Cyrus’ twerking instead of 

Hyon Sung-wol’s assassination may say more about us than it does about the teen 

idol” (2013). In Celebrity, Rojek discussed the idea of the cult of distraction:  

“Society requires distraction so as to deflect consciousness from 

both the face of structured inequality and the meaninglessness of 

existence following the death of God…Celebrity and spectacle fill the 

vacuum” (pg 90, 2001).  

The screenshot from the performance shows Cyrus and Thicke on stage at the VMA 

awards (See figure 9). Thicke is fully clothed in a striped suit while Cyrus is wearing 

a small flesh colour bikini and an oversized foam finger. The performance was 

similar to the “Blurred lines” video because of the way Cyrus and Thicke are dressed 

and the general attitude of the two. Cyrus “twerked”, stuck out her tongue, simulated 

masturbation with the oversized foam finger and grinded against Thicke. Thicke 

didn’t behave in the same way as Cyrus as he mainly walked about singing but 

allowed Cyrus to behave the way she did against him. It appears then that Cyrus is 

trying to appear to be in control and is acting in a way to get as far away from the 

“Hannah Montana”2 image she has grown up with. In the chapter Lovers in Living 

Dolls: The return of Sexism, Walter discusses the idea that due to the second wave 

feminist movement of the 1970s, women can enjoy sex without being held back by 

traditional social expectations (2010, p. 84,). By acting in a way she thinks is 

provocative, it appears Cyrus is playing up to this shift in the way women see their 

own sexuality. As Walters writes “ This new culture of shags and threesomes, orgies 

and stranger fucks, seems to be replacing the culture in which sex was associated 

2 Hannah Montana is a Disney programme that starred Cyrus. It’s a teen sitcom which follows the 

double life of Miley Stewart, a schoolgirl by day and popstar Hannah Montana at night. 
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Fig 9 Barnard, Neilson (2013) Cyrus and Thicke VMA performance [Photograph] 

with the flowering of intimacy” (2010 p.101). From this, I take that young woman like 

Cyrus can express and explore their own sexuality but not quite as publically as her. 

As Cyrus is doing it so publically it appears she’s only doing it for shock value and to 

distance herself as far as possible from the teen star she once was as Hannah 

Montana. Speaking to American talk show host Katie Couric, Demi Lovato a fellow 

former Disney star who has known Cyrus since they were 14 said she feels Cyrus is 

aware of the way in which she is marketing herself: 

“I think she knows what she’s doing. A lot of artists take that route of 

shock value, and that’s totally fine and that’s great. But I think she 

has such an incredible voice that’s overshadowed by some of the 

things that she’s doing.” (as cited by Nanner, 2013). 
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Returning to the idea of the cult of distraction, Rojek did discuss that it can be used 

positively such as when Princess Diana became involved in the landmine campaign. 

Diana visited Angola in 1997 to raise public awareness and mobilise resources 

(2001, p.91). She was documented visiting landmine survivors, toured minefields 

and raised awareness of the injuries that were inflicted often on children from 

landmines left behind long after conflict (Biography Online, n.d.) Personally I feel we 

should use such high profile events such as the events at the VMA to raise public 

awareness of certain issues. Whether it’s true or false that Hyon Song Wol made 

and distributed a sex tape, it’s incredibly wrong that she was assassinated for an 

allegation against her sexuality when there are individuals such as Cyrus who can 

openly share their own. 

Fig 10 Unknown (1997) Princess Diana Landmine campaign [Photograph] 

What Kim Jong Un and Barrack Obama both share in common is that the events at 

the VMAs acted as a welcome distraction from highly political events unfolding within 

their own countries. The bewildered herd could be distracted with a trivial 
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controversial celebrity performance while hundreds were killed in chemical attacks in 

Syria and twelve others were murdered by firing squad. The Video Music Awards are 

the pinnacle of the cult of distraction as society can watch them while not giving a 

thought as to the real issues happening in the world as the void left by the decline in 

religion is filled by celebrity. It is clear we are more interested in celebrities than real 

issues as backed up by Google hits and tweets.  
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Chapter three: Celebrity Culture, Success through scandal 

In 1998 George Michael was fined and ordered to carry out community service after 

being arrested by an undercover police officer for lewd behaviour in a public toilet 

(Cashmore, 2006 p.146). The incident forced Michael into coming out as gay and 

rather than let the potentially embarrassing incident end his career, he used it to 

parody himself and make light of the situation. He released “Outside” as his next 

single following his arrest and the music video (see figure 11) that accompanied it 

features Michael dressed in a police uniform dancing in a men’s bathroom decorated 

like a nightclub while surveillance style footage shows various gay and straight 

people engaging in sexual activity in public (GeorgemichaelVEVO, 2009). “Outside” 

reached number 2 in the UK singles chart and Michael still continues to have top 40 

singles in the UK chart (Official Charts Company, 2013). 

Fig 11 Outside. 1998. [Music Video]. Vaughan Arnell. Dir. UK. 

This chapter aims to explore transgression and scandal of well-known celebrities and 

how controversial images and incidents can further boost their already established 

fame and sometimes work in their favour. Transgression is when an act violates the 

limits or boundaries of social acceptability and in relation to photography, this can 

mean depicting an act that breaks social conventions (Houghton Mifflin Company, 

2009). The main texts I will be looking at to explore this issue are The Celebrity 

Culture reader by P David Marshall, Celebrity/Culture by Ellis Cashmore and 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vaughan_Arnell
http://www.eref-trade.hmco.com/
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Celebrity by Chris Rojek. The first part of this chapter will focus on a controversial 

photo shoot by Terry Richardson featuring Miley Cyrus from October 2013 which 

showed the Disney Channel child icon turned raunchy pop star making sexually 

suggestive actions with cans and exposing herself (Wass, 2013). The next part of 

this chapter will look at a series of photographs that appeared in British Tabloid 

newspapers in 2013 of celebrity chef Nigella Lawson being grabbed around the 

throat by her now ex-husband Charles Saatchi outside a restaurant. The last 

celebrity whose public image I intend to explore is Michael Jackson, as I am 

interested in the swift change to his public image after his death in 2009. From 1993 

until his death, Jackson’s public image was tainted by allegations of child abuse 

which he was not found guilty of.  

As I’ve already discussed in the previous chapter, Miley Cyrus caused controversy at 

the MTV Video Music Awards during her performance of “Blurred Lines” with Robin 

Thicke on August 25th 2013. Cyrus went on to cause further controversy when she 

later modelled for photographer Terry Richardson and photos appeared of her on 

Richardson’s website “Terry’s diary” on October 3rd 2013. Richardson faced a small 

public back-clash which heightened towards the end of October when a petition on 

change.org called for big brands such as H&M, Vogue and Mango to stop working 

with Richardson (Louise, 2013); several models came forward and made allegations 

against him. The petition titled “Big brands: Stop using alleged sex offender & 

pornographic Terry Richardson as your photographer” currently has nearly 19,000 

signatures and alleges that Richardson has taken advantage of his position as a 

photographer and created degrading pornographic images while exploiting and being 

inappropriate with models (Louise, 2013).  

The first image I wish to discuss was taken by Terry Richardson and is part of a set 

that appeared on his blog “Terry’s Diary” in early October 2013. Richardson’s blog is 

a tumblr site that mainly consists of photos of celebrities he’s photographed and 

Richardson himself with celebrities. The image shows Cyrus stood against a plain 

background while wearing a bright red leotard that strongly contrasts against the 

negative space of the white backdrop. She is looking directly at the camera and has 

a slightly blank expression, while pulling her leotard so that it exposes most of her 

crotch (see figure 12). It follows the usual conventions of Richardson’s style; a 

grungy snapshot aesthetic showing a subject doing something mundane filled in with 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charles_Saatchi
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flash. Richardson’s style has been compared to the aesthetics of 1970s Polaroid 

porn, particularly because a fair amount of his photos feature young, vulnerable 

looking female models (Adams, 2013). The image clearly shows Cyrus’s attempts at 

showing she has transgressed from the teen pop star she was and is trying to make 

it very clear she’s not Hannah Montana by trying to show herself in a more sexually 

mature and explicit way. By pulling the leotard to expose her crotch the way she has, 

she’s drawing attention to herself, her sexuality and attempting to redesign herself as 

a raunchy pop-star. By choosing a photographer such as Terry Richardson to work 

with, it’s clear what type of transgression she’s trying to create as Richardson has 

become the “‘go-to guy’ for brands seeking to adopt what marketeers call an ‘edgy’ 

image” (Adams, 2013). 

Fig 12 Richardson, Terry (2013) Miley Cyrus in NYC #19 [Photograph] 



31 
 

In the November 2013 issue of Canadian Magazine Fashion, Cyrus was featured on 

the cover and interviewed about working with Richardson, she said “Terry 

Richardson shot my video for ‘Wrecking Ball’ and he’s about capturing strength 

versus beauty. His women look so strong in his images” (Cyrus as cited by Fashion 

Magazine, 2013). In response to this, celebrity blog site Celebitchy said “The stuff 

she says about Uncle Terry is ridiculous too. Of course Terry makes women look 

strong! Incredibly strong blow-up dolls” (Bedhead, 2013). In the chapter “Choices”, 

Walter wrote that “The highly sexualised culture around us is tolerated and even 

celebrated because it rests on the illusion of equality” (2010, p.119). Personally I feel 

this is why celebrities such as Cyrus resort to highly sexualised stages of 

transgression because Cyrus has been quoted as saying that Richardson’s images 

of provocative and highly sexualised women makes them look strong as opposed to 

degraded. Cyrus doesn’t see a problem with the way she has been represented and 

personally I feel she has been taken advantage of her willingness to prove she is her 

idea of strong. She has used transgression in order to distance her public image as 

far away from her Hannah Montana appearance as possible. 

Fig 13 Richardson, Terry (2013) Me and Miley in NYC #2 [Photograph] 
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The second image I wish to discuss from the set on Richardson’s website features 

both Cyrus and Richardson (See fig 13). Part of Richardson’s “thing” is that he has 

photos of himself with celebrities including President Barack Obama while he makes 

his “trademark” thumbs up sign. An image of Cyrus and Richardson in this style 

appeared alongside the set of images on his blog “Terry’s Diary”. Cyrus is stood next 

to Richardson smiling while covering her breasts with Richardson’s flannel shirt. She 

is smiling and leaning towards Richardson, appearing comfortable with the situations 

she’s in. 

The shoot prompted singer Sinead O’Connor to write an open letter to Cyrus 

begging her not to let the music industry “prostitute her out” as there have been 

comparisons drawn between Cyrus’ music video for Wrecking Ball which was also 

directed by Richardson and O’Connor’s video for Nothing compares to you.  

O’Connor wrote:  

“As for the shedding of the Hannah Montana image … whoever is 

telling you getting naked is the way to do that does absolutely NOT 

respect your talent, or you as a young lady. Your records are good 

enough for you not to need any shedding of Hannah Montana. She’s 

waaaaaaay gone by now … Not because you got naked but because 

you make great records.” (2013) 

Supporting O’Connor’s statement is Walters who discussed the inequality in society 

between women and men:  

Since the idea has taken hold that women and men are now equal 

throughout society, it is seen as unproblematic that women should 

be relentlessly encouraged to prioritise their sexual attractiveness…if 

we look more clearly at the current situation we can see how shaky 

this illusion of equality really is…The hypersexual culture is not only 

rooted in continuing inequality, it also produces more inequality 

(2010, p.119-120). 

From the comments and ideas of O’Connor and Walters, it is clear that the way in 

which Cyrus has been marketed and represented is overly sexualised and at a level 

others are uncomfortable with and feel is needless. As well as O’Connor, Cyrus has 

faced criticism from other musicians on the way she has been marketed. In the 

article “Miley Cyrus is a nightmare of the 21st century” that appeared on the NME 

website on  20th January  2014, members of English Rock band Kasbian spoke of 

their disdain with Cyrus’s image saying: 
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“I don’t really know what that world is man. It’s just a fucking money 

making thing. We (the music industry) created Miley Cyrus man, 

that’s our fault. She’s just a fucking accumulation of internet porn, 

fucking hip-hop, fucking Disney world. She’s just a fucking nightmare 

of the 21st century.” (Pizzorno as cited by NME, 2014). 

 

The next celebrity whose transgression in images I wish to discuss is Nigella 

Lawson, an English TV personality most known for TV presenting and cooking. 

Lawson, a self-styled “domestic goddess” is well-known for her flirtatious hosting 

style (Metro, 2006).  In June 2013, Images appeared in tabloid newspapers of 

Nigella Lawson and her then husband Charles Saatchi apparently in a domestic 

dispute (See figure 14). Saatchi was pictured grasping Lawson’s throat several 

times, speaking to her in a heated manner and tweaking her nose which reportedly 

left Lawson leaving the restaurant in tears (Sunday People, 2013). The image I have 

chosen to look at is particularly aggressive as Lawson is obviously uncomfortable 

and appears upset as Saatchi has his hand tight around her throat.  

Figure 14 Paul, Jean (2013) Nigella Lawson and Charles Saatchi “choking incident” 

[Photograph] 
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The images that emerged of Lawson sparked a national debate about Domestic 

abuse. The chief executive of Women’s Aid, Polly Neate: 

“While it is shocking to see someone as high-profile as Nigella 

Lawson linked to an alleged attack by her partner, it is vital to 

remember that domestic violence is actually extremely prevalent, 

with one in four women being abused by a partner at some point in 

her lifetime. Many women do not tell anyone because they feel 

embarrassed or ashamed. Having this story in the news is likely to 

resonate with many women currently living with abuse, and it is 

important to remind everyone that there is help and support out 

there.” (as cited by Furness & Ward, 2013) 

Furthermore an article that appeared on the NewStatesman website entitled “Nigella 

Lawson pictures: We must not look away from domestic violence, but we can do 

more than just gawp” raised valid concerns about what happens when images such 

as this are published. The author of the article Sarah Ditum, asked whether printing 

images such these of Lawson actually do raise awareness of issues like domestic 

violence or whether they simply give society something to gawk at and neglect the 

issue at hand. I found the way in which the images of Lawson were published in 

British tabloid Sunday newspaper The People disturbing (See figure 15); the 

headline “Artichoked” is completely tasteless as it has trivialised the situation Lawson 

is in. By trivialising the situation and acting as a voyeur to the situation rather than 

choosing to help Lawon, it raises questions what paparazzi style images such as  

 

Fig 15 Sunday People Newspaper, June 16th 2013. P.4-5 
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these achieve especially when they depict a serious issue such as domestic abuse. 

Ditum said “you should be there as a human being first and a camera second, and 

as a human being your first responsibility is to check that help has been called, and 

call it yourself if necessary.” (2013). It has also raised issues with Lawson’s privacy 

as because a statement didn’t appear alongside the images in the article, it is likely 

they were published without her consent.  

After the incident outside the restaurant with Saatchi, during a trial involving former 

assistants accused of embezzling money from Lawson and Saatchi, allegations 

came to light that Lawson has taken cocaine and smoked marijuana. To me it seems 

like celebrities such as Lawson can be hit by scandals such as drug abuse and it not 

harm their career because of their celebrity status particularly when they are deemed 

middle class. I also feel the nature of the crime also depends on whether it will have 

an effect on the celebrities’ career and drug abuse has begun to become socially 

acceptable (BBC News, 2000) and so in the case of Lawson, went unpunished as 

highlighted by Anderson: 

“… The Metropolitan Police initially announced that it would 

investigate neither the serious allegations of drug-taking made 

against Nigella Lawson in court, nor even her own confession of 

cocaine use”. (2013) 

Fig 16 Channel 4. 2013. Screenshot from The Taste Advert.  
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Certainly the allegations made against Nigella haven’t appeared to have harmed her 

career as a new programme called The Taste aired in the UK on 7th January 2014. 

Adapted from the American format, The Taste has been dubbed “The Voice but with 

food” (Jones, 2014) as contestants are mentored by Lawson, Anthony Bourdain, and 

Ludo Lefebvre. The promotional advert for the taste caused a stir online as slow 

motion clips show each judge pulling faces as they try a spoonful of food. The advert 

was deemed too risqué for some twitter users who said “Did I just witness a slow 

motion recording of Nigella Lawson mid-orgasm being used as an advert for The 

Taste?” (@_LaurenBear , as cited by Telegraph, 2013). The advert and show itself 

have certainly tried to restore Lawson’s domestic goddess image which could have 

been damaged by the domestic abuse images and junkie allegations made against 

her.  

The final celebrity whose transgression I will to explore is that of Michael Jackson. 

Jackson was a singer, song writer and global icon; Often referred to the King of Pop 

Michael Jackson’s image has transgressed continuously over the four decades he 

was active. Twice over his career Jackson faced allegations of child abuse against 

him; Firstly in the summer of 1993 when 13 year old Jordan Chandler told police 

Jackson had abused him and secondly at the end of 2003 when a controversial 

documentary “Living with Michael Jackson” led by British TV personality Martin 

Bashir showed Jackson discussing sleeping arrangements with a minor. Following 

the documentary, Jackson was investigated and arrested but eventually cleared of 

all charges (Cashmore, 2006, p.148). Regarding the allegations made against 

Jackson and his arrest, in The Celebrity Culture Reader, P David Marshall wrote: 

Michael Jackson’s arrest and trial connected with the alleged sexual 

assault of minors has similarly produced an inordinate amount of 

news coverage. From blanket coverage of Jackson’s arrest to 

speculative reporting on his changing support and defence team, 

Jackson’s latest scandal has maintained a media circus that allows 

some journalists to work full time on the story. (2006, p.322) 

Despite the allegations and his increasingly elusive behaviour, Jackson frequently 

appeared in celebrity magazines and news reports which often documented his 

erratic behaviour such as “the baby dangling incident” in 2002. Diehard fans of 

Jackson in Germany were shocked when he dangled his baby son Prince Michael II 

over the balcony of the Adlon Hotel (BBC News, 2002). Holding a blanket over his 

sons face, Jackson held him over the railings of the balcony leaving fans fearing the 

baby might be dropped (See figure 17). Jackson later admitted the stunt was a 

terrible mistake saying “I got caught up in the excitement of the moment. I would 

never intentionally endanger the lives of my children,” (As cited by BBC News, 

2002).  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Living_with_Michael_Jackson
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Martin_Bashir
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Martin_Bashir
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Fig 17 Unknown. 2002. Michael Jackson holds baby over balcony 

[Photograph] 

In the chapter “Thriving/On Scandal”, Cashmore likened Jackson’s life to that of a 

movie script: 

“If this had been a script, and if Jackson were not a mortal human 

but a dramatic construct whose publicists are forever trying to dream 

up ways of maintaining his position as one of the most famous 

people on the planet, it’s unlikely that any focus group asked to read 

over the script and adjudicate on whether it should go into production 

would think it tenable enough (Cashmore, 2006, p.150) 

From this, I take that the type of scandals that Jackson’s career was littered with 

almost seems like calculated and dreamt up scandals in order to keep him in the 

spotlight. While the scandals did affect Jackson’s career as he became more 

reclusive and his album sales began to decline, he did remain one of the most 

influential figures of the pop world frequently topping charts on the greatest Pop 

Artists of all time (Lamb, n.d.) 
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In the chapter “Celebrity and Religion”, Rojek discussed the concept of redemption, 

which is when a fallen celebrity attempts to re-acquire a positive celebrity status 

through confession and public absolution (2001, p.88). Rojek mentioned the damage 

caused to Jackson’s career and public image because of the allegations: “Jackson 

complained that he had been the victim of police intimidation and denied all charges. 

However, his position as the supreme idol of his day was seriously damaged” (2001, 

p.88). Personally I feel celebrities can go through this stage of redemption without 

having made a conscious effort themselves to reinstate a positive public perception 

of celebrity. Death is the biggest of all absolvers of scandal as often a celestial status 

is awarded to the now deceased celebrity. The fans of the celebrity desire to be 

close to their idol, even going as far as to take mementos from places of special 

meaning such as outside celebrities homes where fans have congregated to 

morning: 

 “The desire to be joined to a celebrity, even in death, further 

underlines the peculiar seduction of celebrity culture. At the death of 

a celebrity, it is quite common for fans of a celebrity to carry away 

flowers and message tags and even handfuls of burial earth as 

relics” (Rojek, 2001, p.60)  

Fig 18 Los Angeles Times, June 2009. 
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Following the sudden death of Jackson, his public image went through a stage of 

redemption. Many newspapers which previously referred to him as “Wacko Jacko” 

instead returned to calling him the “King of Pop” (See figure 18). Jackson’s back 

catalogue re-entered music charts and according to the Billboard charts, by the first 

year anniversary of his passing he had sold a further 35 million albums worldwide 

(Access Hollywood, 2010). The child abuse allegations that plagued Jackson’s 

career were no longer at the forefront of his legacy as during the days following his 

passing, music channel devoted hours of airtime to his music. The Doors song An 

American Prayer rings true on the redemption transgressed celebrities such as 

Jackson face after their passing, “Death makes angels of us all and gives us wings 

where we had shoulders smooth as raven’s claws” (Morrison, 1978). Perhaps 

another reason for Jackson attaining redemption is while he face serious child 

allegations, his public image has been described as “unusual but unthreatening” 

(2006, p.154). 

Over this chapter I have discussed three different ways a celebrity may use scandal 

in order to boost their own fame. Whether it is a clearly conscious effort as seen by 

Miley Cyrus who was photographed by controversial photographer Terry Richarson 

or by making admissions for mistakes such as the drug abuse allegations made 

against Nigella Lawson. After a scandal has tainted a celebrities’ image, it is possible 

that these transgressions may be absolved by death as seen in the case of Michael 

Jackson. Rojek’s concept of redemption does apply to other celebrities I discussed in 

this chapter as the allegations of drug abuse made against Lawson went un-

investigated even though she admitted to using cocaine and marijuana. It seems as 

though because she confessed to drug abuse, she went through the stages of 

transgression in order to remain famous and remain in the spot light by continuing to 

host TV programmes. What all three celebrities I have discussed share in common 

with each other is that while their reasons for transgression are completely different, 

the end result has been similar for each as all have been able to remain famous in 

the public eye and talked about. The mere fact I am including them in my research is 

a testimonial to their fame and scandal has clearly brought them some success at 

staying in the spotlight. As Cashmore said, “Celebrity Culture, as we’ve seen, 

nurtures success from scandal” (2006, p.155) 
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Conclusion 

 

 

 

 

 

Chris Rojek closed Celebrity by commenting on religion and celebrity: 

“Celebrity culture is the expression of social form. The grotesque, 

bloated cultural shape assumed by some of our celebrities is the 

development of the common constituents of social form. As long as 

democracy and capitalism prevail there will always be an Olympus, 

inhabited not by Zeus and his court , but by celebrities, elevated from 

the mass, who embody the restless, fecund and frequently disturbing 

form of the mass in the public face they assemble” (2001, p.198-

199). 

Throughout my chapters, religion has been a clear running theme when it comes to 

celebrities. I wrote of the ideas of Friedrich Nietzsche and G.K Chesterton who both 

agreed there has been a strong decline in religion. G.K. Chesterton went a step 

further and said that there is a perception that celebrity has filled the void left by the 

decline of religion. Adding to this idea, a key concept of chapter two was the cult of 

distraction, a term coined by Chris Rojek that refers to spectacle of celebrity which 

distracts the masses from the void left by the waning of religion. We have begun to 

treat celebrities as new religious idols even pushing religious iconography onto them 

as seen on the front cover of the Rolling Stone issue featuring Charles Manson as 

discussed in chapter one. 

 Chapter one explored the issue that this new obsession with celebrity can send out 

a dangerous message through images as the line between celebrity and infamy has 

become blurred. When the image of a terrorist is put on the front cover of Rolling 

Stone magazine, a space usually reserved for musicians and high profile celebrities 

it becomes a serious issue that must be addressed; some individuals who desire to 

see their own image mass reproduced on a well-known magazine will go to 

desperate lengths in the hopes of becoming famous. The way in which we represent 

infamy in images has changed; the political approach to the Oklahoma bomber taken 
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by TIME and Newsweek has been replaced by celebrity treatment like that which 

Rolling Stone magazine gave the Boston Bomber.  

As well as a decline in religion, I also discussed the loss of interest in current affairs 

in chapter two. Figures from Google searches following the Music Video Awards 

showed ten times the amount of hits looking for Miley Cyrus than they did for the 

chemical attack within the same period. This is something I feel maybe welcomed by 

the government in America and North Korea as highly controversial political events 

were taking place at that time in both countries; The bewildered herd as Noam 

Chomsky discussed need to appear to be part of a democracy but when it comes 

down to real events, need to distracted from the real issues and be diverted with 

trivial events such as the Video Music Awards. 

Finally chapter three explored when already established celebrities fame is boosted 

by scandal. While chapter one discussed notoriety and scandal in terms of infamy 

and “nobodies” becoming infamous, chapter three looked at already established 

celebrities using scandal in order to boost their own fame and remain in the spotlight. 

Like the celebrity treatment the Boston Bomber received from Rolling Stone 

magazine, I feel rewarding notoriety can send out a dangerous message to the 

masses as celebrities have begun to replace religious figures, we idolise them and 

look up to them to lead us in life. However, as they are human we can imagine what 

it would be like to be in their place and this could lead to individuals taking extreme 

steps in order to become famous, or infamous. 
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