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The screaming crowds, security guards, groupies 
and motorcade at a Lincoln elementary school 
Wednesday were for an 11-year-old Lincoln boy 
battling a brain tumor and dreaming of pop star-
dom … Dozens of photographers, volunteers and 
family members surrounded him as he walked the 
red carpet … into a black stretch … limousine, 
past hundreds of sign-holding and screaming 
schoolmates. (Johnson, 2012)

The nature of popular music stardom can be 
understood in a number of different ways. 
David Shumway (2007), for example, defines 
rock ‘n’ roll stars as ‘a select group of per-
formers who, like movie stars, have had the 
means, ambition, and imagination to take full 
advantage of their spot in the limelight’ 
(p. 530). Lee Marshall (2013) proposes,

A popular music performer becomes a star once his 
or her cultural meaning becomes relatively stable  
(it is never fixed). There is no set amount of time 
that this takes; it could be after two singles, or one 
album, or five albums, but, once this situation is 

achieved, the star-as-cultural-text has some kind of 
meaning independent of the music he or she has 
produced. (p. 3)

Both suggest that stardom does not inhere 
in the music. Fame and popularity as a musi-
cian are means to achieve stardom; they do 
not constitute stardom in themselves. Once 
achieved, popular music stardom becomes 
a platform for broader cultural meaning and 
action. At this level, stardom is a character-
istic of the person, not the musician. If Mick 
Jagger or Lady Gaga were never to perform 
music again, their status as stars and celebri-
ties, if not as recording artists, would remain 
intact. In this respect, star status achieved 
through popular music is no different from 
star or celebrity status achieved by other 
means – in all cases star identity is some-
what detached from the particular activity 
through which it was achieved. Nevertheless, 
the way popular musicians embody their star 
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identities is not the same as the way stars 
emanating from other cultural realms do so 
because popular musicians’ star identities 
must remain congruent with the identities they  
perform within their respective musical genre 
worlds. Jagger, for example, must maintain 
as a celebrity both the mischievous bad boy 
attitude and the distinctive physical presence 
that have been his stock in trade as a rock 
singer since the early 1960s.

In earlier work on musicians’ performance 
of identity, I proposed that the entity the audi-
ence sees performing the music should be 
understood as the performer’s musical per-
sona. Because this persona is not usually a 
fictional entity, as is the case for actors, it is 
best understood as a presentation of self in 
Erving Goffman’s (1959) sense (Auslander, 
2006). Like all presentations of self, musical 
persona is situated: it is a performance of a 
specific social role for a particular audience 
in a defined context. We do not present our-
selves identically to the many audiences we 
encounter in our daily lives. Goffman empha-
sizes that social roles are highly conventional 
in addition to being situated. If an individual 
wishes to assert the identity of a professor, 
say, his or her appearance and demeanor 
should be recognizably professorial to the 
intended audience (which is not to say that 
there is only one way of appearing professo-
rial). The same is true for musicians. Just as 
any presentation of self is context-dependent, 
so musical persona is genre-dependent. As 
Franco Fabbri (1981) suggests, each genre 
carries with it expectations as to what musi-
cians and audiences will look like and how 
they will behave and interact. In Goffman’s 
terms, genre-specific musical personae are 
communicated through the performer’s  
use of the basic building blocks of self- 
presentation: setting, appearance, and manner.

The question of stardom brings a new vari-
able into this equation without fundamentally 
changing it. As I have already suggested, 
popular musicians who achieve star status 
must perform that status in ways that remain 
congruent with their musical personae, or 
risk alienating their original audiences. In 

this sense, there is actually no such thing as a 
popular music star; there are only rock stars, 
pop stars, country stars, hip-hop stars, and 
so on, and the audience – even the broader 
audience the performer reaches by virtue of 
becoming a star – expects each type of popu-
lar music star to perform star identity differ-
ently. Nevertheless, to perform star identity 
in a particular genre context is not the same 
thing as performing a genre-inflected musi-
cal persona. For example, I was recently on 
the same flight as the members of a Southern 
rock band that had been quite famous and 
successful in the second half of the 1970s. 
Although it was not difficult to discern from 
their appearance that these men are rock 
musicians, they did not behave with the aura 
of privilege and the expectation of atten-
tion one might associate with public perfor-
mances of rock star identity. Popular music 
star identity is thus a particular inflection of a 
genre-specific musical persona.

The news story from which I took my 
epigraph tells how Cayden Hubbard got his 
chance ‘to be a pop star’ and sheds light on 
what this means. Being a pop star meant 
Cayden was given the opportunity to behave 
like one. These behaviors are well known and 
highly codified; they include: receiving the 
tribute of adoring fans, the protection of secu-
rity guards, and the attention of paparazzi; 
signing autographs; riding in a well-stocked 
limousine; doing radio interviews; and fly-
ing out to LA (or Nashville, or elsewhere) 
for a recording session. Cayden’s experience 
shows that pop music stardom is performa-
tive. It is not an identity that inheres passively 
in individuals but is constituted through 
action: a person is a pop star insofar as he or 
she performs the social role of pop star.

Cayden’s experience also shows that 
pop star identity is not something simply 
enacted by an individual to be consumed by 
an audience. Although audiences are some-
times characterized as passive, even by per-
formance theorists,1 I argue, with Richard 
Bauman (2004), that audiences are never 
mere consumers of performances: ‘the col-
laborative participation of an audience … 
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is an integral component of performance as 
an interactional accomplishment’ (p.  9). As 
Goffman emphasizes, to be part of an audi-
ence is to play a role defined by the way 
the particular performance is framed. In his 
discussion of the theatrical frame, Goffman 
(1986/1974) argues that the audience per-
forms a dual function, as ‘theater goer’ (the 
person who bought the ticket for the perfor-
mance) and ‘onlooker’ (the same person as 
participant in the fictional world of the play) 
(pp. 129–31).2 For Cayden’s performance of 
pop star identity to take place, his classmates 
had to assume the spectator role defined by 
the pop music frame, that of his fans; inter-
viewers and photographers had to treat him 
as a worthy subject, record producers as a 
professional musician, and so on. Popular 
music star identity is thus an interactional 
accomplishment; it is, as Goffman (1959) 
says of the self, ‘something of collaborative 
manufacture’ (p. 253) – a joint performance 
by stars and their audiences.

I propose in this chapter to treat ‘popu-
lar music star’ as a social role in Goffman’s 
sense: a situated role or routine. Goffman 
focused primarily on face-to-face interaction, 
and live concert performances still afford the 
most direct contact between popular music 
stars and their audiences, though the internet 
and social media have recently changed this 
somewhat. It is clear, however, that commu-
nication between popular musicians and their 
fans is more often than not indirect and medi-
ated through sound recordings, television, 
and video. Sound recordings in particular 
present interesting difficulties for the theory 
of musical persona or star persona because 
performers cannot avail themselves of most 
of the communicative resources afforded by 
performance. In many cases, the voice of a 
song’s protagonist, while literally belonging 
to the singer, may express the perspective of 
a character that may or may not represent the 
singer’s attitudes, experience, or biography. 
Using two contrasting songs by Ray Davies 
of the Kinks as his examples (‘The Village 
Green Preservation Society’ and ‘Lola’), 
Keith Negus (2011) points out:

The [songs’ respective] narrators are equally con-
trasting characters, framed by sharply sketched 
lyrical and musical personae in the songs. 
Depending on our prior knowledge, we may also 
hear the star persona: we may comprehend these 
two songs as part of a body of work containing 
many other characters and narrators. We may also 
hear them as expressions or constructions of a star 
identity: a persona adopted by Ray Davies as a 
means of publicly commenting on mores, behav-
iours, habits, and routines. (p. 622)

Negus suggests here that artists do not per-
form star identity directly in their recordings 
as they do on stage – rather, the star persona 
is implied to be ‘behind’ what we hear in the 
recording, which is understood to be a prod-
uct of the star persona rather than a manifes-
tation or performance of it. Therefore, prior 
knowledge gained from exposure to the star 
persona in other arenas may be necessary to 
hear that persona in the recording.

Implicit in my Goffmanian approach is the 
idea that ‘popular music star’ is but one of 
the routines performed by a given individual 
in the course of a life. A star is not always a 
star – he or she performs other routines that 
define him or her in different ways in other 
contexts (e.g., when among friends, with 
family, and so on). Another assumption is 
that each individual does not invent how to 
perform this role on his or her own. There are 
normative models for what a popular music 
star looks and acts like within every musical 
genre frame. Any individual performing this 
role, including those who wish to perform it 
in an unconventional way, must negotiate a 
relationship to the existing norms as well as 
to the audience that is invested in them.

Make iT real: PerForMing sTar 
idenTiTy

Although the Make-A-Wish Foundation 
enabled Cayden Hubbard to act and feel like 
a pop star, it could not make him into a ‘real’ 
pop star. Goffman (1986/1974) distinguishes 
playing a social role from playing at one 
(p.  45), and clearly Cayden’s experience 
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exemplifies the latter rather than the former: 
he played at being a pop star while his class-
mates played at being his fans. Cayden’s 
performance of pop music star identity was 
theatrical in that both he and his classmates 
agreed to act as if he were a pop star much 
in the way theater audiences agree to act  
as if the actors are actually the characters 
and the spectators are onlookers in the world 
of the play for the sake of sustaining a suc-
cessful representation (Goffman, 1986/1974, 
pp.  129–131). But the difference between 
playing a role and playing at the same role 
does not reside in what the performer does 
but, rather, in the frame within which the 
performer does it. A real pop star, Cayden 
Hubbard, an actor playing a pop star, and 
someone fraudulently claiming to be one all 
do the same things, perform the same ‘strips 
of behavior’ to use Goffman’s term 
(1986/1974). But these actions are framed 
differently in each case: as real, as ‘playing 
at’, as fiction, and as ‘real’ (but deceptively 
so) respectively. His story shows, however, 
that the line between playing and playing at 
can prove to be quite thin. A follow-up story 
about Cayden’s time in Los Angeles, where 
he met the members of the band Maroon 
Five as well as making his own recording, 
describes him as a ‘fifth-grader turned celeb-
rity’ (Reist, 2012). Even if Cayden was only 
playing at being a pop star, the publicity he 
received from doing so turned him into a 
real celebrity. And if the recordings Cayden 
made as part of his Make-A-Wish turn out to 
be hits, his playing at the role of pop star 
will have enabled him to become one.

Musical competition reality shows on tele-
vision such as American Idol work much the 
same way. These programs allow contestants, 
who are largely amateur or unsuccessful pro-
fessional musicians at the time they appear, 
to experience stardom once they are selected 
as finalists. Not only do they get to perform 
in major venues with professional back-up 
musicians, they also have hordes of fans who 
populate the audience holding up signs, are 
treated as local celebrities when they return 
to their home towns on breaks during the 

show, appear at red carpet events, are pursued 
by paparazzi, and so on. If all of this is clearly 
artificial, chiefly because the contestants are 
not fully authorized to perform star identity 
(a point I discuss below) the exposure they 
gain is very real. While some American Idol 
winners, like pop singer Kelly Clarkson and 
country artist Carrie Underwood have gone 
on to very successful careers in music, other 
performers who did not win (who were, in 
some cases, eliminated from the final round 
quite early on) have also built successful 
careers on the exposure the show afforded 
them. The actress and singer Jennifer Hudson 
and Chris Daughtry, leader of the rock band 
that bears his last name, are examples.

Both the story of Cayden Hubbard and 
American Idol show that under certain cir-
cumstances, people who are not really pop 
music stars will nevertheless play the social 
role, the normative characteristics of which 
are well-known. Goffman (1959) observes, 
‘Sometimes, when we ask whether a fos-
tered impression is true or false [i.e., whether 
someone actually is what they appear to be] 
we really mean to ask whether or not the 
performer is authorized to give the perfor-
mance in question’ (p. 59). Only some of the 
people who act like pop stars are authorized 
to give the performance; the rest are pretend-
ing, playing, deceiving, or posing. Many of 
Goffman’s examples are taken from walks of 
life for which the mechanism of authoriza-
tion is quite clear: in my state of residence, 
for instance, doctors, cosmetologists, and 
people who breed dogs all require licenses 
to be authorized performers of these roles. 
Since there are no boards that license popu-
lar music stars, however, how one becomes 
authorized to perform the role is less obvious.

Nevertheless, it is fairly clear who the 
licensing authorities in question are, even if 
the process is informal. They include fans, 
the music industry, the media (including 
music journalists and critics), and the star-
candidate’s peer musicians (Inglis, 1996, 
p. 69). The precise mix of assent from these 
sources that constitutes authorization to per-
form the role of pop star is difficult to specify 
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in advance – there are instances in which 
musicians become pop stars despite a lack of 
critical approval, for example. It is also the 
case that there is a certain objective quality 
to pop stardom, as there is to movie stardom. 
Everyone knows who the stars are, and can 
agree that they are stars, without necessar-
ily appreciating their music or believing that 
they deserve star status. I have to acknowl-
edge, for instance, that Madonna is just as 
much a star as Bob Dylan, meaning that she 
is authorized to perform the role of popular 
music star within her genre context just as he 
is within his, regardless of how I feel about 
the situation.

Performance serves as a means by which 
popular musicians may achieve authorization 
to perform the role of star in two different 
ways. Some analyses of pop stardom suggest 
that the star-candidate must possess certain 
identity characteristics and experience to be 
worthy of authorization. In discussing presen-
tation of self, Goffman (1959) distinguishes 
between sign vehicles ‘such as racial charac-
teristics [that] are relatively fixed and over a 
span of time do not vary for the individual 
from one situation to another’ and other ‘sign 
vehicles [that] are relatively mobile or transi-
tory, such as facial expression, and can vary; 
during a performance from one moment to the 
next’ (p. 24). In popular music, the authority 
to perform legitimately within a genre, let 
alone become a star, is sometimes defined 
at least in part in terms of fixed sign vehi-
cles: rappers are supposed to be Black and 
urban, country musicians are supposed to be  
White Southerners, klezmorim are sup-
posed to be Jewish, zydeco musicians are  
supposed to be Louisiana Creoles, while 
conjunto musicians are supposed to be from 
Texas, and so on. It is generally easier for 
musicians possessed of these identity traits 
to achieve legitimacy and stardom within the 
relevant genres than for those who do not.

It is very obvious, however, that any given 
genre may contain musicians whose rela-
tively fixed sign vehicles suggest an inap-
propriate identity and that sometimes such 
musicians can even become stars within the 

genre. For example, among country stars, 
Shania Twain is Canadian, Keith Urban 
is Australian, and Taylor Swift grew up 
near Reading, Pennsylvania. They cannot 
change their origins, but they can and do 
perform authentic country music identities.  
As Michael Hughes (2000) points out, there 
is a set of conventions through which the 
authenticity of a country artist is commu-
nicated to the audience, conventions that 
change over time. These include notions of 
what country artists look like, what they sing 
about, and also how they sing and sound:

As one can easily see by looking at contemporary 
[c. 2000] music videos for mainstream popular and 
country music, the particularly important conven-
tions at the present time are vocalizations 
(Southerness [sic] and the characteristic intona-
tions rarely heard outside country music) and inclu-
sion of certain instruments played in ways 
characteristic of country music (currently pedal 
steel guitar and fiddle are important defining ele-
ments, but country guitar and piano sounds, man-
dolin, dobro, and banjo are also important 
signifiers of country music). These conventions 
signal to consumers that the music is of certain 
type [sic] and create a symbolic context in which 
particular musical, lyrical, vocal, and other individ-
ualistic expressions are made. (p. 194)

Many country artists do not have the back-
ground these conventions are understood to 
express, but they perform as if they do:

Many currently popular country music artists have 
to put on an accent when they sing because many 
have suburban backgrounds and/or are not from 
the South, the Southwest, or the lower class, and 
because the pervasiveness of television and other 
media as socialization agents has helped to elimi-
nate some of the distinctive speech patterns of 
persons from formerly more isolated rural and/or 
Southern areas. (Hughes, 2000, p. 196)

Arguably more important than the fixed 
sign vehicles that define the country artist’s 
origins is the artist’s willingness to act as if he 
or she is the right kind of person, to perform 
the identity appropriate to the genre. Hughes 
(2000) rightly suggests that the authenticity 
of such a performance resides in artists’ will-
ingness to become what the audience needs 
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them to be. ‘The fostered reality is that of 
being a person who engages in impression 
management as a country music star, and 
this constitutes, for them, the “real reality”. 
In this way, audiences can see the obviously 
manipulative act of wearing a cowboy hat in 
country music videos in the year 2000 as the 
act of a sincere performer’ (pp.  194–195). 
Authorization to perform legitimately within 
a genre and, perhaps, to rise to stardom argu-
ably comes not as much from who the artist 
is as from how the artist performs identity in 
relation to genre conventions. As Shumway  
(2007) puts it, ‘the authenticity of the star 
inheres primarily in the star image or persona, 
and not in its relation to the biographical subject 
who inhabits that image’ (p. 528). What mat ters 
is not who the performer is but the iden tity he 
or she is willing to perform for the audience. 
Commitment to the performance of an identity  
appropriate to the genre counts as authen-
ticity. In this sense, even the ostensibly 
‘fixed’ signs may prove to be performative.

The second way performance provides 
a means by which artists may achieve star-
dom is well known: performance, both 
live and recorded, enables the artist to gain 
exposure and develop an audience. Simon 
Frith (1988) outlines the traditional model 
of a pop music career that developed in the 
1960s in a diagram he calls ‘The Rock’, a 
pyramid with ‘MUSICIANS’ at the base and 
‘SUPERSTARS’ at the pinnacle. The path 
upward is from local to regional to national 
to international recognition and stardom, 
punctuated with ever improving record con-
tracts and media opportunities along the way. 
Live performance (in the conventional sense 
of playing at clubs and giving concerts) plays 
a key role in the musician’s progress. Lady 
Gaga, for example, consistently emphasizes 
the importance of the years she spent play-
ing in New York’s downtown clubs before 
rising to star status. ‘The superstars’ position 
at the top of the pyramid is justified because 
they have paid their dues on their way up 
it’, largely by continuously performing for 
increasingly larger and more widespread 
audiences and thus making their way past 

gatekeepers at each career stage (Frith, 1988, 
p. 112). From this perspective, the musician’s 
experience, the paying of dues, evaluated by 
both industry gatekeepers and audiences, as 
well as the acquisition of ever larger audi-
ences, are requisites for ultimately being 
authorized to perform the role of star.

Although American Idol and other music 
competitions short-circuit this established 
pattern somewhat by condensing an entire 
career’s worth of live performances, televi-
sion appearances, and recording into the span 
of a television season, Idol in particular also 
exposes the workings of the traditional pro-
cess by making it very clear that ultimately 
what matters is how the contestants are per-
ceived by the music industry, represented 
on the show itself by the judges. As Jake 
Austen (2005) suggests, the show is struc-
tured to encourage the viewing audience to 
identify with the judges rather than the con-
testants, thus aligning viewer perception of 
the competition with the idea that a few key 
players actually create stardom in the music 
industry (pp. 228–229). In light of this, and 
the fact already discussed that a number of 
artists who did not win the competition were 
offered recording contracts on the strength of 
the talent they demonstrated on the show, it is 
apparent that Idol and other shows like it are 
not alternatives to the established means by 
which popular musicians become authorized 
to play the role of star but only new arenas 
in which industry gatekeepers perform their 
traditional tasks.

Much the same is true of YouTube and 
other online sites that are sometimes said to 
provide such an alternative. One musicians’ 
blog declares, ‘YouTube is More Important 
Than Anything Else in Your Music Career’ 
and goes on to describe YouTube ‘as the new 
radio, the new MTV, the new record store, the 
new music magazine, the new everything’.  
It also advances the claim ‘Many artists 
have built their careers strictly through 
YouTube’ (Robley, 2013). Although the for-
mer claims are credible, this last statement 
requires closer examination. A poll among 
working musicians in the United States 
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conducted as part of the Pew Internet &  
American Life Project found that very large 
percentages felt that the internet helps them 
to conduct their careers. Seventy-two per-
cent said that the internet enables them to 
make more money from their music, while 
65 percent said the internet makes it easier 
to book appearances and 88 percent felt that 
the internet enables them to reach a wider 
audience (Madden 2004). (The poll was 
taken in 2004; one imagines that the num-
bers would be at least as high today.)

It seems to be true that the internet pro-
vides musicians with valuable tools, includ-
ing YouTube, for creating professional 
opportunities, increasing sales, and building 
an audience. But can one become a popu-
lar music star ‘strictly through YouTube’? 
The Canadian teen idol Justin Bieber is fre-
quently cited as an internet success story, the 
first music superstar created by YouTube. It 
is the case that he first came to notice via 
videos he posted on YouTube in which he is 
seen playing multiple instruments, singing, 
and moving emotively. Bieber’s manager, 
Scooter Braun, discovered him through these 
videos and set about to make him a star, first 
by using YouTube:

Instead of hawking his new talent to record com-
panies, Braun set about building a bigger follow-
ing for Bieber on YouTube, where his videos had 
already attracted tens of thousands of views …  
When Bieber’s videos had attracted around fifty-
four million eyeballs, Braun arranged meetings 
with fifteen music executives in New York and L.A. 
(Widdicombe, 2012)

What Braun realized when these executives 
did not sign Bieber is ‘that a YouTube follow-
ing wasn’t enough’ (Widdicombe, 2012).  
He then took the more traditional route by 
pitching Bieber directly to record labels and 
the people running them and found success 
with Island Def Jam Records. From this point 
on, ‘traditional marketing mechanisms fell 
into place’ (Widdicombe, 2012).

It seems clear, then, that YouTube is a 
tool that musicians can use to market them-
selves, not a platform on which a career as 

a popular music star can be built. In the case 
of Justin Bieber, YouTube was the Schwab’s 
Pharmacy of the internet, the place where the 
new star was discovered. It is important that 
it was a manager, a traditional music industry 
gatekeeper, who discovered and ultimately 
marketed him to other gatekeepers at record 
labels and thus launched him into stardom. 
Like American Idol, YouTube substitutes for 
the performances at local venues that tradi-
tionally provided the foundation on which 
the star’s career was built, as Frith’s model 
suggests. But the rest of the model remains 
intact, as star candidates must attract through 
their performances – whether in traditional 
venues or on YouTube or American Idol –  
industry players who will assist them in 
 gaining authorization to perform the role of 
popular music star.

geT baCk: inTiMaCy and soCial 
disTanCe

As a performer ascends to the pinnacle of 
Frith’s pyramid, his or her relationship to the 
audience changes. Whereas musicians may 
initially be very close with their audiences, 
perhaps because they first encountered one 
another on a local music scene, the social 
distance between performer and audience 
increases as the performer’s status rises, for a 
number of reasons. One is simply that stars 
appeal to a much larger and more dispersed 
audience than that of a local scene and 
cannot readily be socially available to such 
an audience. Goffman (1959) also stresses 
that the maintenance of social distance is 
crucial to retaining control over one’s image 
and persona (p. 67). Far more is at stake for 
a star in this regard than for a local per-
former; large parts of the ‘starmaker machin-
ery behind the popular song’ are devoted to 
the cultivation and maintenance of a particu-
lar image and the consequences of that 
image’s being sullied can be dire.

As Goffman (1959) also points out, ‘restric-
tions placed upon contact, the maintenance of 
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social distance, provide a way in which awe 
can be generated and sustained in the audi-
ence’ (p.  67). The audience’s reverence for 
the star is partly an effect of the star’s unat-
tainability. Audience members can fantasize 
about having a personal relationship with a 
music star, sometimes described as a ‘para-
social’ relationship3 because it is conducted 
by the fan alone with only mediatized repre-
sentations of the star as the other participant, 
but the fantasy is inevitably undergirded by 
the idea that such a relationship is impos-
sible. Social distance is not simply created 
by the performer, however. Like star identity 
itself, social distance is produced conjointly 
by performers and fans. ‘In the matter of 
keeping social distance, the audience itself 
will often co-operate by acting in a respectful 
fashion, in awed regard for the sacred integ-
rity imputed to the performer’ (Goffman, 
1959, p. 69). In a different version of coop-
eration, the audience may do the opposite. By 
seeking to get too close to the star, the audi-
ence gives the star good reason to maintain 
social distance. In either case, performer and  
audience each plays a role in the creation  
and maintenance of social distance.

Although the pursuit of a star is pleasur-
able for fans, groupies, autograph collec-
tors and the like in part because of the star’s 
inaccessibility, the maintenance of social 
distance is not necessarily something stars 
relish. The Beatles, for example, were forced 
by the overly enthusiastic behavior of their 
Beatlemaniac fans to go to great lengths to 
create social distance from them. Eventually, 
they withdrew from performing live con-
certs altogether because the experience had 
become so unbearable. They regretted hav-
ing to make this move, however, and missed 
the intimacy with the audience they had 
experienced when still a local group playing 
Liverpool clubs such as The Cavern. Ringo 
Starr expressed this sentiment when com-
menting on the Beatles’ experience playing 
at New York’s Shea Stadium in 1965:

What I remember most about the concert was that 
we were so far away from the audience … I like to 
have the audience right in my face. I like to have 

some reaction, something going on between me 
and them. It was just very distant at Shea … it was 
totally against what we had started out to achieve, 
which was to entertain, right there, up close.  
(The Beatles, 2000, p.187)

George Harrison revealed similar feelings 
about the Beatles’ experience as performers 
and their preference for a more intimate con-
nection with their audience:

We probably loved The Cavern best of anything. 
We never lost our identification with the audience 
all the time. We were playing to our own fans who 
were just like us … It was just spontaneous. 
Everything just happened. (Davies, 2009, p. 159)

After they stopped playing concerts in 
1966, the Beatles used television and film 
to recreate in virtual forms the intimacy they 
had once shared with their local audiences. 
The promotional television films they made 
for the songs ‘All You Need is Love’ (1967) 
and ‘Hey Jude’ (1968) both show the Beatles 
performing in a recording studio surrounded 
by a large group of people who sing along 
with them to the point, especially in the ‘Hey 
Jude’ clip, that it becomes difficult to distin-
guish the Beatles from everyone else. This 
idea of the Beatles as regular people at one 
with their audience is the premise of their 
television film Magical Mystery Tour (1967), 
in which the Beatles appear as ordinary par-
ticipants in a Sunday bus outing rather than 
as Beatles or celebrities (Auslander and 
Inglis, forthcoming).

It is observable that popular music stars 
seek ways of at least appearing to maintain a 
close connection with their audiences while 
also sustaining the necessary social dis-
tance from them. From 1963 through 1969,  
the Beatles made Christmas records that they 
distributed only to the members of their offi-
cial fan clubs. On the records made for their 
British fans in 1963 and 1964, each Beatle 
speaks individually and directly to the listen-
ing fan recounting the Beatles’ activities for 
the year, expressing gratitude for their fans’ 
support, and answering perennial fan ques-
tions, such as whether they still like jelly 
babies (no) and whether they prefer concerts, 
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television performances, or making records 
(on the recording for 1963, McCartney 
expresses a strong preference for the record-
ing studio over the other two venues). 
Interspersed with these greetings are parodic 
versions of Christmas carols and other bits 
of jokey, informal behavior on the part of the 
Beatles.4 Through direct address and planned 
informality (both of these recordings were 
scripted by the Beatles’ press officer Tony 
Barrow) these records create an effect of 
intimacy with the listener. At the same time, 
the fact that the Beatles are communicating 
only through the mediation of recording, also 
the primary way their fans experienced their 
music from 1963 on, sustains social distance, 
as does the fact that the Beatles address their 
audience specifically as fans rather than as 
peers.

This strategy of offering fans simulations 
of intimacy while simultaneously maintain-
ing social distance persists in the realm of 
popular music today where it is enabled by 
social media. Lady Gaga, for instance, created 
a series of weekly videos called Transmission 
Gagavision distributed on a number of web-
sites from late June 2008 through the end of 
March 2009. Described on Gagapedia.com 
as a ‘web series documenting Gaga’s journey 
into pop superstardom’, this series served to 
help build Gaga’s fan base while also offer-
ing very informal, ‘behind the scenes’ views 
of Gaga touring, rehearsing, hanging out with 
her entourage, and so on. Most shot with a 
handheld camera to create the impression that 
Gagavision consists basically of home videos 
and that the viewer is getting the same access 
to Gaga as a member of her inner circle. The 
intimacy of these videos is in stark contrast 
with Gaga’s practice of appearing in public 
heavily disguised, often wearing designer 
fashions that distort her body and hide her 
face. When her face is visible, she looks so 
different from one time to another that it is 
often difficult to believe that you are seeing 
the same person (Auslander, 2014). Gaga 
thus combines an extreme form of social dis-
tance (since she cites Andy Warhol, who is 
known to sometimes have used doubles for 

public appearances, as an influence, it is even 
possible that sometimes Gaga is not Gaga at 
all) with an equally extreme version of simu-
lated backstage intimacy.

As Alice Marwick and danah boyd show 
in their analysis of celebrity uses of Twitter, 
Lady Gaga is not alone in her use of social 
media to create the same effects of intimacy 
and backstage access as the Beatles did with 
their Christmas recordings. By tweeting (or 
seeming to tweet, since not all celebrities’ 
tweets are actually composed by the celeb-
rity) on a continuing basis, stars can keep 
fans apprised of the moment-by-moment 
details of their lives. By re-tweeting mes-
sages sent by fans, celebrities can create the 
effect of dialogue with them. By mention-
ing the people they are with in tweets, they 
can also create the effect of backstage access 
(Marwick and boyd, 2011, p. 145). Marwick 
and boyd (2011) suggest, however, that 
whereas the kind of mediated communication 
in which the Beatles engaged with their fans 
constitutes parasocial interaction that ‘exists 
primarily in the fan’s mind’ and is therefore 
often suspected to be inauthentic (p.  148), 
social media such as Twitter offer at least the 
possibility of genuine, albeit mediated, social 
interaction between stars and fans.

Twitter conversations between fans and famous 
people are public and visible, and involve direct 
engagement between the famous person and 
their follower. The fan’s ability to engage in discus-
sion with a famous person de-pathologizes the 
parasocial and recontextualizes it within a medium 
that the follower may use to talk to real-life 
acquaintances. (Marwick and boyd, 2011, p. 148)

In the current context of more interactive 
communication between star and fans, social 
distance is maintained largely through fans’ 
willingness to play their role:

Celebrity practice reinforces unequal power dif-
ferentials. While Twitter users who do not use the 
site instrumentally may think of their followers as 
friends or family … celebrity practice necessitates 
viewing followers as fans. Performing celebrity 
requires that this asymmetrical status is recognized 
by others. Fans show deference, creating mutual 
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recognition of the status imbalance between  
practitioner and fan. (Marwick and boyd, 2011, 
p. 144)

iF My Friends Could see Me now: 
role disTanCe

The last issue I will entertain here is Goffman’s 
concept of role distance in its relation to the 
performance of popular music star identity. 
For Goffman, role distance is a particular way 
of performing a social role. He contrasts role 
distance with role embracement, which he 
defines by saying, ‘to embrace a role is to 
disappear completely into the virtual self 
available in the situation, to be fully seen in 
terms of the image, and to confirm expres-
sively one’s acceptance of it. To embrace a 
role is to be embraced by it’ (Goffman 
(1972/1961, p.  94). ‘Role distance, on the 
other hand, involves “effectively” expressed 
pointed separateness between the individual 
and his putative role’. Goffman goes on to say, 
however, that in distancing oneself from the 
role one is playing, ‘the individual is actually 
denying not the role but the virtual self that is 
implied in the role for all accepting perform-
ers’ (Goffman (1972/1961, p.  95). In other  
words, to engage in role distancing is not to 
refuse to perform a given role but, rather, 
to perform it in a way that clearly communi-
cates that one does not embrace the role and 
does not wish to be identified in terms of the 
virtual self it implies. Robert Cohen (2004) 
offers a clear illustration: ‘The Manhattan 
waitress smirks to show that beneath her apron 
is “really” a yet-unsung poet or stage per-
former. “Know that I am not who I appear to 
be” is the message such “distancy” (as Goffman 
sometimes calls it) telegraphs’ (p. 117).

Popular musicians perform many social 
roles, which can include those of artist, crafts-
person, businessperson, social commentator, 
political advocate, celebrity, star, commod-
ity, and many others. The question of which 
roles a particular artist embraces and from 
which she distances herself is partly driven by 
genre and historical context. For example, the 

Grateful Dead were very conscious of their 
role as businessmen:

The musicians who constituted the Dead were 
anything but naive about their business. They 
incorporated early on, and established a board of 
directors (with a rotating CEO position) consisting 
of the band, road crew, and other members of the 
Dead organization. They founded a profitable mer-
chandising division and, peace and love notwith-
standing, did not hesitate to sue those who 
violated their copyrights. (Green, 2010)

This was not, however, a role the band 
foregrounded to its fans, preferring to focus 
on its role as a public face of the anti- 
materialist hippy scene in San Francisco. 
The members of the group lived collectively 
in a house in the Haight-Ashbury district, 
played free concerts in parks, allowed their 
fans to record their shows, and so on, all 
of which were actions consistent with the 
hippy persona they embraced as psychedelic  
rock musicians.

By contrast, hip-hop artists often fore-
ground their success as business people in 
order to present themselves as having come 
up from the streets and beaten the music 
industry at its own game.

From Scarface’s ‘Money and the Power’ (1995) to 
50 Cent’s ‘Get Rich or Die Tryin’ (2003), making 
money is a legitimate goal for rappers, and one 
that is stated outright in lyrics. This motivation to 
make money separates hip hop music culture from 
other forms like punk or indie rock, where mone-
tary success is equated with selling out. In hip hop, 
money equals power, and making money is cele-
brated as long as it happens on the artist’s own 
terms. Mike Jones and Slim Thug brag about sell-
ing hundreds of thousands of records before they 
ever signed with a major label. Wu-Tang Clan and 
Jay-Z boast about maintaining control of their 
music even as they sign with corporate record 
companies. Hip hop is big business, and these rap-
pers are entrepreneurs who seek to maintain con-
trol of their product, both in financial and artistic 
terms, using street smarts to negotiate contracts 
that allow them more control than was granted to 
earlier black rock and roll and blues musicians. 
(Hess, 2007, p. 14)

As Hess suggests, hip-hop artists’ embrace 
of the roles of business person and entrepre-
neur relates directly to the way the hip-hop 
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persona is rooted in an underclass identity. 
Hip-hop thus becomes a means of social 
mobility that does not compromise the artist’s 
original identity as ‘street’ and an arena in 
which the same skills and tactics that ensure 
survival in tough neighborhoods can be used 
to bend the music industry to the artist’s will.

While it is true that rock stars often distance 
themselves from the roles of businessperson, 
entrepreneur, and rich person that they nev-
ertheless play – the very roles embraced by 
hip-hop artists – this distinction is not abso-
lute in rock but depends on context. Even as 
the Grateful Dead were implicitly distancing 
themselves from their roles as businessmen 
and rich people in the countercultural 1960s, 
the Beatles indulged in conspicuous con-
sumption on the other side of the Atlantic. 
Steven Stark (2005) explains the difference 
in the two contexts:

London’s counterculture scene … had a strikingly 
different attitude to money than its American 
counterpart. American counterculturalists –  
perhaps because they took the nation’s abundance 
for granted – often made antimaterialism a key 
part of their ethos as they set up food coops, 
shared property, and advised their fellow citizens, 
in Abbie Hoffman’s words, to ‘steal this book’. In 
contrast, the English never stopped celebrating the 
acquisition of wealth because, if nothing else, it 
upset a class system where inheritance had previ-
ously been almost the sole avenue to riches. ‘To 
have money was the “Revolution” ‘, wrote Jon 
Savage. ‘To make it was a public service and if you 
were young, heroic’. (pp. 202–203)

In the Beatles’ social context, the material 
success they achieved as avatars of the coun-
terculture was valorized as a form of ‘stick-
ing it to the man’. In much the same way, 
hip-hop culture celebrates wealthy rappers as 
ghetto entrepreneurs who made it big on their 
own terms rather than by capitulating to the 
man in the form of the music industry.

The choices popular musicians make con-
cerning which roles to embrace and which to 
distance themselves from can be seen to be 
partly functions of genre and cultural context. 
But role distancing can also be used as a means 
of establishing distinctions within genre com-
munities. Writing on country music, Richard 

Peterson (1999) famously applied the terms 
‘hard-core’ and ‘soft-shell’ to describe two 
tendencies within the music and its perfor-
mance. Hard-core refers to country musicians 
who identify themselves as traditionalists 
belonging to the hard livin’, ramblin’ man 
lineage of Hank Williams, while soft-shell 
country artists lean more toward the pop 
music current at their time. There is a long-
term, on-going conflict within country music 
between these two factions that is cyclical in 
nature: when traditionalists feel that the genre 
as a whole is veering too much toward pop 
music, they reassert hard-core values that 
much more strongly. As Barbara Ching sug-
gests, the assertion of what she calls a ‘hard’ 
country identity frequently takes the form 
of foregrounding an abject ‘loser’ identity 
opposed to the glossy sheen many successful 
mainstream Nashville artists acquire.

Celebrating their own success would poison its 
source … Unlike gilded Trumps and yuppies in 
tasteful suits, hard country stars rise and shine due 
to the darkness of the background they create. 
Since their success lies in a formulaic articulation of 
failure, it can only be given plain and disdainful 
stage names like ‘the Possum’ [George Jones] and 
‘the Hag’ [Merle Haggard]. (Ching, 2001, p. 29)

In other words, the assertion of a hard 
country identity entails embracing the per-
sona of an abject loser and singing songs 
written from that perspective while simulta-
neously distancing oneself from the role of 
successful Nashville artist even when the 
musician’s level of success may warrant the 
performance of that role.

Hard country artists who distance them-
selves from their own success and stature 
in Nashville exemplify the phenomenon of 
popular music stars who distance themselves 
from the very role of popular music star. 
This is also the case in a different way for 
the Grateful Dead whose refusal to embrace 
the star role was ideologically driven and 
meant to maintain the impression that they 
were members in good standing of the hippy 
community and had not sold out, despite the 
fact that they made records for Warner Bros. 
By contrast, the British context allowed the 
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Beatles to embrace their star identities and 
attempt to leverage those to draw attention to 
their respective aesthetic, cultural, religious, 
and political concerns. Hip-hop is a context 
in which stars are expected to embrace and 
celebrate the material success and celebrity 
that comes with stardom without distancing 
themselves from the role of ghetto striver and 
losing touch with the street and the block.

Among rock groups, perhaps none have 
distanced themselves so frequently from 
their role as rock stars than the British group 
The Kinks, from whom the title of both this 
essay and this section are taken, particularly 
on two albums: Lola Vs. Powerman and the 
Moneygoround, Part One (1970) and Every-
body’s in Show-Biz (1972). The former fea-
tures four songs that are explicitly about the 
music industry and portray the recording 
artist, even an artist of the stature the Kinks 
had achieved by 1970, as essentially power-
less in the face of the machinations of music 
publishers, record companies, agents, and 
managers. A fifth song, ‘Get Back in Line’, 
powerfully defines the economic plight of the 
working class and also implies in the context 
of the album that the situation of the rock star 
from whose labor many other people profit is 
similar to that of the unionized worker whose 
ability to work on a given day and make a 
living is entirely in the hands of the union 
boss. The album is bracketed by two different 
versions of the song ‘Got To Be Free’, which 
expresses both the desire for artistic freedom 
and a more general wish to simply escape 
from oppressive circumstances, an idea also 
underpinning the song ‘Apeman’. On this 
album, The Kinks distance themselves from 
their own star identities by airing the dirty 
laundry of the music industry and presenting 
themselves as toilers of the field whose live-
lihood is in the hands of others rather than 
privileged rock musicians or artists in control 
of their work.

On Everybody’s in Show-Biz, the Kinks 
develop these ideas further. The album is 
structured as two discs, the first a set of new 
songs recorded in the studio, the second a 
live recording of earlier work taken from 

the group’s performances at Carnegie Hall 
only five months before the album’s release. 
Three songs on the studio portion deconstruct  
the star image by exposing the realities of life 
on the road: the tedium of playing the same 
show night after night, the dissipation atten-
dant on drinking oneself to sleep in a suc-
cession of hotel rooms, bad nutrition, and an 
overall sense of alienation. The protagonist 
of Sitting in My Hotel thinks out loud about 
how distant he has become from his social 
origins, and how his friends from earlier in 
his life would find him unrecognizable in 
his rock star guise, which they would also 
consider to be a ridiculous pose. Celluloid 
Heroes complements these other songs by 
underlining the artificiality, contingency, and 
fleetingness of stardom, while Supersonic 
Rocket Ship once again suggests the desire 
for escape from present reality at any cost, 
albeit in a playful way.

Taken together, these songs create an ironic 
context for the performances on the concert 
disc, which are heard consequently as prod-
ucts of the labor and conditions described in 
the studio songs. We first hear Davies dis-
tancing himself from the role of rock star in 
songs on the studio disc then hear him per-
forming that role full bore on the live disc,  
raising questions about the sincerity of Davies’ 
portrayal of his star persona on the concert 
stage. Although Ray Davies and the Kinks  
certainly embraced star identity and celebrity, 
they also frequently questioned and under-
mined that very identity in the music they 
performed. This ambivalence and the role 
distancing through which it was performed 
reflect the malaise that characterized the rock 
scene of the early 1970s. No longer able to 
marshal the sense of community with their 
audiences that had characterized rock in the 
previous decade, the music’s stars became 
more aware of themselves as commodities, of 
rock concerts as shows rather than gatherings 
of the tribe, and of the possibility – despite 
the rejection of show-biz that characterized 
rock in the 1960s – that the role of rock star 
was not so different, after all, from that of any 
other kind of celebrity.
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ConClusion

I argue here that it is productive to think of 
the performance of star identity in popular 
music as a social role and a variety of what 
Erving Goffman called presentation of self. 
As such, it is a situated identity performed in 
contexts over which musical genre has a 
powerful framing influence. The expressive 
equipment available to the musician per-
forming star identity is drawn largely from 
what is available within specific genre con-
texts and stars are obliged to continue to 
perform a musical persona that is consonant 
with the genre context in which they achieved 
success even if their stardom and celebrity 
ultimately transcend that context. Star iden-
tity is performative in the sense that it is not 
simply a characteristic of a person but, rather, 
a set of behaviors through which a person 
enacts an identity. It is also an interactional 
accomplishment undertaken jointly by musi-
cians and their audiences each of which has 
a role to play in its realization.

A number of Goffman’s analytical con-
cepts can be brought to bear fruitfully on 
the analysis of the performance of popu-
lar music star identity, beginning with the 
idea that ‘popular music star’ is a social 
role  that entails the manipulation of social 
front and can be performed in many keys. 
Only some of the people performing this 
role are authorized to do so, and the mecha-
nisms of authorization are embedded within 
the music industry. Although the advent of 
digital culture and social media have seen 
the development of new means for artists to 
gain exposure, they have not fundamentally 
altered the way musicians rise to star status. 
Social media have had a more substantive 
impact on the way in which music stars main-
tain the necessary social distance from their 
audiences while also promoting an effect of 
intimacy. Whereas in the past the relation-
ships between stars and fans were primarily 
parasocial, now there is at least the poten-
tial for genuine exchange between them that 
does not entail excessive sacrifice of social 
distance. Finally, the Goffmanian concept of 

role distance provides a valuable heuristic for 
thinking about the roles music stars embrace 
and those they distance themselves from in 
specific genre, ideological, and historical 
contexts.5

noTes

  1  For example, Pelias and VanOosting (1987) 
famously constructed a scale of audience partici-
pation the lowest degree of which is described as 
‘inactive’.

  2  I have used Goffman’s analysis of the relationship 
between performers and audience in the theater 
as a heuristic for understanding the audience for 
jazz performances, both live and recorded, in 
Auslander (2013).

  3  The concept of para-social interaction was intro-
duced in the context of television and mass media 
by Horton and Wohl (2006/1956).

  4  From 1963 through 1969, the Beatles recorded 
Christmas records that were distributed only to 
the members of their various fan clubs. Davies 
(2009, pp. 317–318) describes their typical con-
tent as ‘little sketches and … a few corny songs’. 
Both he and Stark (2005, p.  101) suggest that 
the Christmas records convey something of the 
spirit of the Beatles’ antic shows at the Cavern 
Club in Liverpool and on the Reeperbahn in  
Hamburg before they refined their act to court a 
mainstream audience beginning in 1962.

  5  The author thanks Barbara Ching, Mickey Hess, 
and Lee Marshall for helping me get this work off 
the ground, and Steve Waksman for inviting me 
to contribute to this volume and, particularly, for 
his patience.
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