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PREFACE 

 

CELEBRITY CULTURE AND THE AMERICAN DREAM 

 

Stardom and Social Mobility 

 

Love it, hate it, or love to hate it, celebrity culture is one of the hallmarks of twenty-first 

century America. Never before has it been so easy to know so much about so many people, 

even people we might not want to know about. We seem to be on a first name basis with 

them, give them nicknames, and sometimes even feel as if we know all about them. We 

hear about their romances, their escapades, and, of course, their failures. Entering this 

fishbowl does not require any unique skill or talent; in fact, many people join the celebrity 

realm by just allowing the public into their lives (or their bedrooms), as the Karsdashians, 

and the cast of the Real Housewives series have done . 

 

What Does Celebrity Culture Tell Us about American Society? 

 

Rather than simply superficial distractions, celebrity and fame are unique manifestations 

of our sense of American social mobility: they provide the illusion that material wealth is 

possible for anyone. More than simply changes in taste or style, the fluctuating nature of 

celebrity culture reflects and reveals the so-called American Dream itself, a dream that 

continues to evolve and change along with our expectations about what it means to achieve 

success in America. 

Using examples from the first celebrity fan magazines of 1911 to those of the present, 

Celebrity Culture and the American Dream considers how major economic and historical 

factors shaped the nature of celebrity culture as we know it today. Rather than simply 



hypothesize about the “effect” celebrity behavior might have on the rest of us, this book 

uses a sociological lens to examine how celebrity stories serve to reinforce the prevailing 

notion of success. Celebrities seem to provide proof that the American Dream of going 

from rags to riches is real and attainable. 

The goal of this book is to use a sociological imagination to take an in-depth look at 

our culture of celebrity—something familiar to all readers—and understand its broader 

sociological importance. While I primarily focus on the connections between celebrity 

culture and concepts of social mobility, this book also provides an opportunity to examine 

issues such as consumption, social change, and social structure. Celebrity culture also 

reflects shifts in gender, marriage, families, relationships, and race relations in addition to 

political and economic changes, and this book can be used in a wide variety of courses 

about American society. 

Books by and about celebrities dominate the trade market today, and dozens of 

academic titles about celebrity culture have been published over the past two decades. Most 

of these books are written primarily for a scholarly audience, offering comprehensive 

theoretical discussions that would be difficult for lay readers and undergraduate audiences 

to connect with. This book aims to avoid academic jargon in order to provide a 

straightforward discussion about the role celebrity culture plays in American life. 

The second edition of Celebrity Culture and the American Dream includes updated 

examples from the world of celebrity, more discussion of the role of the internet and social 

media in celebrity culture today, as well as an expanded theoretical discussion in the first 

chapter. Key features of the book include: 

 

• explores the relationship between celebrity culture, consumption, class, and social 

mobility; 

• discusses social changes pertaining to class, gender, marriage and divorce, and race; 



• includes numerous pictures from fan magazine articles and ads; 

• examines the connections between celebrity culture and economic, political, and 

social changes; 

• considers the importance of the structure of the entertainment industry in order to 

understand how celebrity culture is manufactured; 

• includes questions at the beginning of each chapter to help readers focus on central 

issues within each time period. 

 


