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Political context: 
Aspiration nation?



X Factor culture fuelled the UK riots … Kids believe that their 
stepping stone to massive money is the X Factor. Luck is great, but 

most of life is hard work. We do not celebrate people who’ve 
made success out of serious hard work. (Iain Duncan Smith, 2011)

Kids nowadays just want to be famous. If you ask little girls, they 
either want to be footballers’ wives or win The X Factor … Our 

society is in danger of being Barbie-dolled. (Barbara Follett, 2008)



1) What discourses of 
aspiration circulate in 
celebrity representations?

2) How do young people use 
these discourses in 
constructing their 
aspirations?

3) How are the discourses of 
aspiration in celebrity and 
their uses classed and 
gendered?

Research questions



Data Collection

6 secondary schools (11-18) in 
England, rural and urban, reflective 
of local demographics

24 group interviews with 148 young 
people (Year 10 & Year 12)

Follow-up individual interviews 
with 51 young people

12 celebrity case studies





Entrepreneurial success discourse
Success is increasingly characterised as only achievable through the 

deployment of one’s personal, private resources of passion and drive. 
According to this model the individual is the only, or at least primary, source 

of their success and will be judged accordingly. (Biressi & Nunn 2013)



Joanna: ‘The world is in your hands’

If you set your mind to something then you will do it. … like the world is 
in your hands, basically. No one else’s. So you get to control that. … I am 
in the middle of my own world, so I get to choose what I want.

My successful thing would be to help my little brother.

What I want is to get somewhere in life, cos obviously if you have 
parents from like a different like sort of background from me, you want 
to be the person that they wanted to be … and I’m trying to do that for 
them. 

You’re not always safe with [Drama] … I need to know where I stand, 
because I’m not really fortunate, like some of these people who are like 
of wealthy backgrounds.



Edward: ‘the only thing that gets in the way of 
success is yourself’

I’d say the only thing that stops you from achieving your dreams is 
you…You have to constantly believe in yourself, you have to constantly 
know that if you wanna do it, you have to put your mindset to it and do 
it … Like you need to know where your weaknesses are … I can happily 
say that my weakness would be writing my Personal Statement, it’s 
hard.  Like I am finding it hard to write a whole page about myself and 
what I’ve done, and stuff like that.  But I am pushing through it, like I’m 
learning how to do it.  I’m learning all my mistakes, learning from them 
and stuff. … And there are people would say ‘Yeah.  But then what about 
the people around you?  What if they’re pulling you back? Bla bla bla’  
The only reason they’re pulling you back is because you’re letting them 
pull you back.  If they were really pulling you back, it’s still on yourself, 
because you can be smart enough to walk away, or you can just be 
stupid and just stand there, while they ruin the rest of your life for you, 
and then end up blaming it all on them.  When really it was just yourself.  
So the only thing that gets in the way of success is yourself. 



Edward: ‘It’s not in our nature’

It’s rough yeah, but it’s, it’s not too bad … you don’t get into much trouble 
and stuff if you just keep your head down and live your life. 

Your dreams [are] like something you have to climb towards, and grab 
yourself. … [But] You don’t necessarily have to make dreams that are 
impossible. … So like if someone were to just say to you ‘I’m gonna be the 
first person to fly. I’m gonna be like superman’. Fine. Go ahead. Try it. 
They’ll be trying their whole lives to fly and they’ll never get it, because it’s 
not in our nature, we’re not people who can fly. 

Universities like Oxford and Cambridge, around here we don’t even look at 
them. … Even if we are getting amazing grades and stuff, we’re not coming 
out of a grammar school or one of those like private schools … so we’re less 
likely to get a place. 

It’s not holding me back to the point where I can’t do what I wanna do. 



Getting by success discourse
Sometimes, ‘coping with’ or ‘getting by’ or ‘making do’ might appear as a 

way of not attending to structural inequalities, as benefiting from a system 
by adapting to it, even if you are not privileged by that system, even if you 

are damaged by that system. (Ahmed 2014)



Stability, security and a normal life

Obviously having enough money to support myself so like for a house 
and paying bills and stuff. (Herbert, South West, 14-15)

My dad said if you work hard you’ll become successful, but if you don’t 
you end up struggling to pay bills and stuff. (Manjula, Manchester, 16-
17).

I don’t know if I’ll be rich. I want to be but I don’t want to be mega-rich 
… [money has to be important] because of the world we live in right 
now. You kind of need money. So I want enough money to live on and 
use and some money left over to use for stuff for leisure or something. 
(Dave, Manchester, 14-15)

Not so much money, but I’d like to have a lot of money, obviously to like 
support a family. … Just a normal life really. (Mat, South West, 16-17)



Archibald: ‘a decent job and a decent income’ 

Police or army: ‘just to keep some order’. 

If he is turned down for these, he could do accountancy ‘because I’m 
good at business’.

‘But I will just try and get a decent job really, going into work’. 

He speaks of ‘people that like develop and push themselves to make 
themselves [to be] successful’ that he particularly associates with 
computing

And those, like him, who prioritise happiness: ‘To be honest like just 
being able to get a decent job, erm like being able to get a decent 
income, being able to support like a family or something. That would 
make me happy’. 



Archibald: ‘Money isn’t going to be plentiful’

Like today we got brought up on a false point. Because we were born in 
like the 1990s which was a good time, it was brilliant, the economy was 
great, everything was wonderful, no weather problems, no global 
warming yet. And then we hit 2000. In 2000 everything just starts to go 
downhill. … So slowly and gradually the economy just plummeted. So 
since their generation and into ours it’s just been getting worse and 
worse. 

With the jobs people are getting recently money isn’t going to be 
plentiful … we’ve had a triple-dip recession. It’s not looking great for the 
future. … it’s putting a lot of people in the same position. I mean money’s 
getting cut, all the, like all the benefits that people are getting are being 
slashed repeatedly. It’s not going to help in the future, I mean it’s just 
going to cause a riot. You take enough from people there’s going to be 
trouble. I don’t think the government seems to see that yet. 



‘Failure’: Passivity, Hedonism, 
Manual Labour 



The queer art of failure
What kinds of rewards can failure offer us? 
Perhaps most obviously, failure allows us to 
escape the punishing norms that discipline 
behavior and manage human development 
with the goal of delivering us from unruly 
childhoods to orderly and predictable 
adulthoods. Failure preserves some of the 
wondrous anarchy of childhood and disturbs 
the supposedly clean boundaries between 
adults and children, winners and losers. And 
while failure certainly comes accompanied 
by a host of negative affects, such as 
disappointment, disillusionment and 
despair, it also provides the opportunity to 
use these negative affects to poke holes in 
the toxic positivity of contemporary life.



Person McPerson: Expressing doubt and not knowing

H: So let’s start with can you tell me what it’s like to live round here?
P: To live round here? It’s okay.
H: Yeah.
P: Er, I don’t know. [slight laugh]
H: Do you live in [area round school]?
P: Erm [neighbouring area].
H: Oh okay that’s quite close isn’t it. Yeah. And have you always lived here?
P: Yeah.
H: Okay … So what would you say to someone like me who doesn’t know 
the area like the highlights and the lowlights of [area round school]?
P: [pause] I have no idea.
H: So what things about it kind of stand out for you, in the area?
P: Erm. Stand out? [sounds uncertain] It’s okay.
H: Okay. And do you think you kind of want to carry on living here?
P: Maybe, I don’t know.
H: And it’s okay but there are other places that you think you would want to 
live, more than here?
P: Maybe, I don’t know.



Person McPerson: Refusing to tell her life

H: Okay. So what do you want to do after school?
P: Maybe go university.
H: Okay. Erm, and have you got any idea of where you would want to go?
P: No, I have no idea.
H: Okay do you want a chance to stay in London, would you like to leave 
London?
P: [exasperated] I don’t know. [both laugh]
H: Okay. Have you figured out what subject you want to do?
P: Nope.
H: Okay.
P: I might do English but I’m not sure.
H: Okay. So why English rather than film or drama?
P: I don’t know.
H: [laughs] Okay, and have you got people to talk to to help you make 
your choices?
P: Not really. … 
H: Okay. So what is it about university that makes you want to go there?
P: I don’t know, to kind of put off whatever I have to do with my life.



Person McPerson: It’s difficult to achieve your dreams if...

H: So the first question is: Do you think there are things which 
make it difficult for young people to achieve their dreams?
P: Erm. [pause] Like what type of things?
H: It could be anything. It could be like, I don’t know it could 
be like money, or it could be like things which happen to some 
people rather than others. It could be like I don’t know, erm, 
like where you’re born, where you live. Just some things 
people have said before.
P: Er, erm. [pause] I’m not sure, it might be difficult to achieve 
your dreams if you don’t have any. But I don’t know maybe.
H: That’s a really good point no-one’s ever said that. It kind of 
assumes that you have something you want to end up doing, 
but if you haven’t got that then actually if you just let things 
happen, as they happen which is kind of what you do isn’t it?
P: Yeah.



Homer: Family

R: I think my mum said it was one year ago, two days ago. I remember it 
like it was yesterday.
H: Really. So why do you remember it so much?
R: Dunno, I was at my nan’s and my mum like just came knocking on my 
nan’s door and like said mum and dad had had an argument and then I 
said ‘Oh why! I leave you two k- two kids alone for two minutes and you 
squabble’. And then yeah [pause] It was mainly because I left them for a 
day to sleep around my nan’s because I hadn’t seen her for a long time, 
and then she just tells me.
H: Yeah. So it sounds like from what you’re saying that you feel a bit 
responsible for what happened.
R: Yeah I feel like the man in the house now. … 
H: So what kind of things do you feel this role involves, like being the man 
of the house?
R: Erm. Sometimes it involves getting money, like I have to work with my 
dad, to get some money. Sometimes it involves like just mowing the grass, 
or like tidying up sometimes, looking after my little brothers, helping them 
do things.



Homer: Aspirations

R: I don’t know whether to be a plasterer, a plumber, a electrician or a 
welder. My granddad is a- My dad’s a plasterer. My granddad’s a welder. 
But a electrician and plumber I don’t anybody who does it, apart from my 
dad does. Electricity’s always interested me because it's like dangerous.
H: Right. So is there like a first memory that you have of when you became 
interested in electricity?
R: When I was at work with my dad I touched a plug and I got an electric 
shock. I stood there like just shaking for like two seconds, it was weird. … It 
was good though. I felt all right with it. It doesn’t like hurt, it just makes 
you like shake and you can’t control your body for it only lasts for like two 
seconds – and then you just go ‘Oh that’s a weird feeling’. … It weren’t 
even that long ago, I don’t think. It's like the other month. … 
H: And welding?
R: My granddad does that and he’s quite a successful man. Erm, wife, 
three kids, grandkids, and he’s still alive at the age of 70 and he smokes. … 
He’s got quite a lot of money, he’s got a nice house, car, van, and he’s like 
kind and stuff so. … He’s always been a role model. … And it seems quite 
fun; you get to play with fire.



Homer: University
H: … your grandpa’s a really important influence, do you talk to him about 
what you want to do in the future and stuff?
R: Yeah, he’s always been trying to get me to like colleges and unis and er, 
yeah I just tell him I want to do an apprenticeship. See how I like that for a 
couple of weeks, if I don’t like that I’ll try to get to a college or a university.
H: Right. So why would you prefer the apprenticeship to the college?
R: Because I want to like work straight away … I think … experience is better 
than knowledge, because if you’ve experienced it you’ll remember it more 
than just learning about it in school. And yeah, if I get experience at a young 
age then I might have potential to be good at that, sort of thing … My auntie, 
she tries to convince me to go to university and college as well. … She, she’s 
[pause] Yeah. She likes gets me to go to erm- She gets, you know the 
brochure things for colleges, she gets me them, and then she asks me if I like 
any of them. I normally just tell her I don’t want to stay in school. [Both 
laugh] 
H: So do you find that that puts pressure on you or do you just like let it go?
R: I think it's just them looking out for me, but it does kind of make you feel 
pressure, because like, it makes me think how old I am, even though I don’t 
really feel it. I still feel like I’m like 10.



I would love to be him, but no, I just don’t 
like him really.

I reckoned he would’ve been on drugs 
and everything already, but I reckon he 
would’ve been a laugh.

If I got rich. Like if I got rich, I wouldn’t 
bother spending the money on me, I 
would bothered about my family and 
putting it in a safe place. And then I 
would probably move my entire family, if 
I was that rich, and then we got, live in a 
nice estate, properly nice. Like, like upper 
London, not upper London, like in central 
London, busy and stuff. But like not on a 
highway, so that we can go to like 
shopping centres a lot. I’d probably be 
like- I’d probably buy them everything 
they wanted, because I’d have that much 
money I suppose. But that won’t happen.



H: So you kind of want something that won’t happen.
R: Yeah. I’ve got used to it, that it’s not going to happen, because I’m 
not really clever and yeah.
H: So why do you think you are not clever?
R: Because I’ve not got an A in one subject yet.
H: But some people are clever at things which you don’t learn at 
school.
R: Yeah I know but, I count clever as things as like, things that you 
learn in school, while we’re at school, until we like get outside of 
school. Like physics, that’s hard, so  people that do that are clever.
H: Right. Sometimes people become clever later on. They’re not clever 
at school, but they’re clever when they’re like 25. So you might find 
that you’re clever when you’re 25.
R: I could do, you never know. Yeah, it would be good.
H: So you’d like to be clever.
R: Yeah I would like to be clever, yeah, and then I would like to be rich.
H: What would you like most?
R: To be rich. 


