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Abstract:

David Chaney (2001) argues that access to lifestyle templates are available primarily through multiple media channels, where lifestyle is an example of a new ‘social form’ based on specific patterns of consumer choice. This article examines a very particular kind of ‘celebrity’. It is concerned with how television, print and advertising contribute to the construction of media stars whose function is to transfer knowledge of particular lifestyles to the lived experience of ordinary people. It looks at systems that direct the flow of such information and why the proliferation of this new breed of expert arises out of a particular set of historic conditions, namely the rise of and recent challenges to neo-liberalism.  Specifically, it explores the role of the celebrity expert as cultural intermediary at a time when objective and subjective class positions do not necessarily coincide.  This allows questions to be posed that consider the growth of the celebrity expert, their role as tastemakers in contemporary culture and how viewers appropriate, or not, the particular lifestyles that are communicated across popular media forms. Moreover, it examines how the celebrity expert has benefited from the reinvention of government where emphasis is now placed on the self as project and where television plays a critical role in the development of the self as citizen.

Introduction 

We made sauce mornay endlessly at catering college, as we did glossy-brown sauce Espagnole, demi-glace and bland, floury sauce béchamel.  We made potatoes into little balls –‘Parisienne’ they called it; we turned carrots and potatoes into six-sided barrels then made pomme duchesse with the trimmings.  College was obsessed with classical French cooking…

 Nigel Slater (2004: 221)

In a recent supplement of The Sunday Times (2009) the new ‘Jamie at Home’ collection is featured.  Sold via the reinvention of the Tupperware party for the twenty-first century it taps into the needs of those who “want to live like Jamie” through the acquisition of “affordable kitchenware” (Burroughs, 2009: 10).  This embedded layering of lifestyle connotations are reinforced through other promotional media forms with which Oliver is associated.  Similarly, designer Linda Barker features in magazine advertisements and the website for DFS furniture stores proclaiming: “great design needn’t cost the earth”.  Like Oliver, she informs and is informed by the symbolic value of commodities and lifestyle choices in the twenty-first century. Beyond the boundaries of the UK, Australian television chef Rachael Ray and Canadian designers Steven Sabados and Chris Hyndman additionally illustrate the international appeal of a specific type of cultural intermediary that we term here the ‘celebrity expert.’  This article examines the ‘cult of celebrity’ but of a very particular kind.  It is concerned with how television, print and advertising play a role in constructing media stars who transfer particular lifestyle knowledge through to the lived experience of ordinary people.  It looks at systems that direct the flow of such information and why the  production of this new breed of television expert arises out of a particular set of historic conditions, namely the rise of neo-liberalism.  Conditions, we suggest, that not only have significance particularly to British ways of life but also contribute and perpetuate social inequalities.  The genre of Do it Yourself (DIY) programmes has always been popular on British television. However, of specific interest here is both the shift in style of these programmes and their sheer volume.  Therefore, the questions this article considers are: Why have ‘celebrity experts’ grown to such prominence and how do they seek to function as the conduit through which mediated lifestyle becomes lived experience?  Moreover, we consider why such programmes have become important not only as transmitters of particular taste cultures but also as a significant site through which certain factions seek to legitimate their own cultural status.  

The Celebrity Expert as Cultural Intermediary 

To contextualize the emergence and to examine the proliferation of these celebrity experts it is necessary to explore a particular set of market conditions that has allowed this cultural intermediary to blossom.  Within this ‘new economy’, information and the symbolic are highly valued and they allow for those who specialize in such culturally specific materials to increase their standing based not on their education but rather on their knowledge of the aesthetic in all its forms.  The “enculturation of markets” (Slater & Tonkiss, 2000: 179) requires intermediaries to act as creators of meaning and as an authorial voice on the connotations of appropriate consumer choice that in itself operates on highly abstract terms and is maintained and legitimated by its own internal logic.  In this way, the sign value of goods creates a new social order whereby increasingly a sense of collective identification is informed by market choices and guided by the rhetoric of advertising, design and the television celebrity expert.

Bourdieu first used the term ‘cultural intermediary’ in his book Distinction (1984) and related it to a new faction of the ruptured middle class.  Such a group gained authority in a Post-Fordist environment where social status increasingly was derived on the basis of consumption over production and where ways of life were replaced by highly aestheticized lifestyle choices and immediate gratification.  Their role argues Negus (2002: 504) is critical for consumption to occur as “cultural intermediaries shape both the use values and exchange values, and seek to manage how these values are connected with people’s lives through the various techniques of persuasion and marketing and through the construction of markets”.  Whilst Negus (2002) and Hesmondhalgh (2006) agree upon their social positioning within the new bourgeoisie, there is a point of difference in terms of their overall function.  Hesmondhalgh (2006: 226) sees the cultural intermediary in the context of “critic” or social commentator rather than producers of symbolic meaning.  However, Negus (2002: 508) argues that their power and credibility comes not only from the “production and circulation of information and symbolic materials” but also, interestingly, from the “concealment of knowledge, deception and manipulation” (ibid.).  Thus, from their position within the cultural institutions, they are “able to exert a certain amount of cultural authority as shapers of taste and the inculcators of new consumerist dispositions” (Nixon and du Gay, 2002: 497).  In practice, we would argue that the ‘celebrity expert’ operates as a fusion of both subject positions: disseminator of certain lifestyle preferences and critic of others.

In this context, if lifestyles “give material form to a particular narrative of self- identity” (Giddens, 1991: 81) and are influenced by “group pressures and the visibility of role models, as well as by socio-economic circumstances” (82) then celebrity experts as role models become significant.  Through highly performative, mediated interaction they offer a lifestyle template located within a setting of familiarity and trust accrued through a weekly slot on television (Chaney, 2001; Powell and Prasad, 2007).  It is within the context of such socio-cultural conditions that the television expert transforms into popular celebrity; such individuals provide knowledge to “inform choice, repair damage etc” (Knorr Cetina, 1997: 4).  Furthermore, it can be argued (Ouellette and Hay, 2009) such celebrity experts have gained notoriety as part of the reinvention of government in neo-liberal capitalist democracies whereby their discourse of instruction across a plethora of media platforms function “as a resource for achieving the changing demands of citizenship” (31).  

One example of such experts in practice is the celebrity make-over designers Colin and Justin from their ‘How Not To Decorate’ series (Channel 4, UK). (See also Queer Eye for the Straight Guy, US, Bravo TV).  A study of this programme is interesting in terms of the subject positions adopted by the two presenters. As with many lifestyle programmes, ‘How Not to Decorate’ operates on the basis of transformation, set against a backdrop of a race against the clock leading up to the final reveal.  However, the discourse of the two presenters throughout the programme makes it clear that transformation takes place within a context: the transposition or implementation of one taste culture over another.  Colin and Justin reinforce each other’s values and, from a position of authority as presenters of the show, are allowed their choices to be legitimated and implemented.  This authority is established in the opening shots where the two presenters critique the current interior on the basis of it being not of ‘good taste’.  Interestingly, these celebrity experts are not involved in the actual transformation: they show no skill in painting, carpentry, plastering.  Rather they remain firmly rooted in the world of the aesthetic and knowledge of the communicative value of objects and styles.  Their own value and status is therefore located in the decision making process made apparent on television which legitimises their own particular cultural tastes and preferences.  In this way, 

The manner which designates the infallible taste of the ‘taste-maker’ and exposes the uncertain tastes of the possessors of an ‘ill-gotten’ culture is so important, in all markets especially in the market which decides the value of literary and artistic works, only because choices always owe part of their value to the value of the chooser, and because, to a large extent, this value makes itself known and recognised through the manner of choosing (Bourdieu, 1984: 91). 

The Democratization of Taste & Lifestyle Programming 

If lifestyle is manifested in the choices we make in relation to interior design or the food that we cook and serve and that such choices make statements concerning our sense of self and social positioning, then celebrity experts become important by providing, through the media, templates of possibilities.  Such offerings, according to the consultancy team at the Future Foundation, become particularly important at a time when “the middle ground is getting bigger” and yet “many still feel working class with only around four of ten” in the UK prepared to accept “official middle class status” (December, 2006).  Through the case studies that follow, we explore the role of the cultural intermediary in the context of lifestyle programming.  In particular we consider whether they function as the democratizers of taste, as representative of a postmodern turn and the indicative collapsing of hierarchical boundaries between high and low culture (Featherstone, 1991: 48), or whether they seek instead to utilise such widespread media exposure to preserve their own highly fragile class position and its appropriated values grounded in the aesthetic.  If such questions are then located within the context of celebrity culture and its own set of values that rely heavily on public appeal, the precariousness of the tastemakers’ existence becomes realised.    They position themselves as being part of the masses but ultimately, they stand apart.  In the case of the celebrity as expert, they seek to promote this inclusivity through a media style in which, according to Bauman, “no individual agent ought to feel handicapped by the poverty of the imagination – model identities are also to be supplied by the market, and the only job left to be done by the individual himself is to follow the instruction attached to the kit” (1988:63).  
The ‘ordinary’ tastemaker

If we trace the DFS furniture campaign from 2003 to the present (2009) a series of ‘designers’ reinforce the idea that taste is important for the ordinary homemaker but more significantly it can be bought with the right guidance.  Linda Barker has played a key role in promoting the brand and her latest   ‘Why I love DFS’ advertisements guide the public to examine particular features of a sofa which her expertise can validate. (www.dfs.co.uk/linda-and-dfs) Barker regularly features in these ads sitting on a selection of sofas she has designed for the retail chain or personally endorsed. Across the DFS website and in text accompanying print campaigns her personal statement is manifest: “Great design needn’t cost the earth”.  Additionally other advertisements are endorsed  by her signature, a ‘guarantee’, denoting her authentication of the product.  In smaller print at the bottom of the page of one such advert Linda Barker explains:

If, like me you want to make a style statement then don’t hold back. Let’s face it, you don’t buy many sofas in your life, so make it count. Great design needn’t cost the earth with specially introductory prices on the latest additions to my ‘Simply Stylish’ collections, and exclusive to DFS.

The photograph embedded in the advert only works in its entirety if we know who Linda Barker is, namely one of the design experts from the internationally successful television programme ‘Changing Rooms’ (BBC TV, UK, 1996-2004).  Along with co-star and designer, Laurence Llewellyn Bowen, Barker’s career developed from small scale TV appearances to national coverage across multi-media platforms promoting home design, goods and services bearing the Barker brand name. The format of the show was based on the usual team of design experts guiding ordinary people in a makeover of a room in each other’s homes. Thus, good room design is not simply a matter of paint, fabric and furniture. Rather it involves knowing how to combine these elements to make that all-important ‘style statement’. Having particular taste or style are ways of categorising people that also carry value judgements (Chaney, 2001:83).  Experts like Barker are there, we suggest, to facilitate the decision-making process. In turn, they reduce the anxiety that, in a consumer driven culture, might come with seemingly limitless choice.  She provides reassurance and practical guidance but ultimately her function is one of cultural intermediary and tastemaker (Philips, 2005).  A textual analysis of  DFS advertisements shows the enforcement of a particular taste in action, its appeal is to the ‘cultivated mind’ and of Barker’s authority to guarantee style and distinction.  In purchasing her furniture ‘collection’ any potential buyer feels secure in achieving coherent design and good taste, even on a budget.  In fact, following through these design plans to their ultimate conclusion involves stripping away the mundane, ordinary objects accrued through time, through ‘ways of life’ in most households and replacing emotional value in favour of a carefully constructed lifestyle statement.

Television was crucial as a medium for Barker’s transformation from design expert to celebrity expert.  Makeover programmes became one of the new breed of lifestyle reality shows from the 1980s onward and became integral to the ‘lifestyling’ of Britain, as Brunsdon (2003) has highlighted.  These shows moved on from instructional DIY programmes of the 1950s and 1960s to ones predominately about entertainment with very limited instruction or information.  If we compare the two designers in ‘Changing Rooms’ the dramatic, theatrical ‘sets’ designed by Llewellyn-Bowen were counterpoised with the more restrained tastes of Barker.  In fact much of the dramatic tension in the show was generated not only by the usual race to complete the makeover on time, but in the competition between designers over who would win in the ‘taste’ stakes in terms of popular opinion, as represented by the contestants.  The success of Barker in this was to present ‘good’ taste in a form that was palatable for mass consumption and to appear to reflect the sensibilities of ‘ordinary’ people; what some social commentators have described as a democratization of taste.  But this notion of the ‘ordinary’ is problematic as Taylor suggests: 

Lifestyle never floats free of class. The ‘ordinary’ people of terrestrial lifestyle television for example, are usually at least lower middle-class; the embrace of working class people is extremely rare in lifestyle programming (2005: 115).

So what is demonstrated in such makeover shows are not the ordinary tastes characteristic of everyday life but a focus, as Taylor suggests, for “competing middle class taste….from the traditional patrician ….to the playful, eclectic codes which would appeal to the postmodern stand alone subject.” (ibid).  
If we acknowledge the growth of a new kind of class, one which is distinctive by its relationship to consumer goods (Lury, 1996), then inequalities move beyond traditional boundaries and struggles over matters of taste become significant.   Bourdieu recognised the primary role of the aesthetic as a vehicle through which distinctions could be made more apparent in the context of social change.  In this way consumption can be viewed as something other than self-gratification; it is more accurately a creator of social distance.  Thus, class struggle is always inextricably linked to consumer choice, itself a game of cultural preferences played out in a postmodern marketplace where, increasingly, any fixed values of ‘good taste’ are highly questionable (as kitsch, retro and vintage testify).  In this context, the role of the tastemaker becomes valuable: intelligibility of form allows for the re-creation of hierarchies of value among objects and from the consumer’s perspective, facilitates assurance of choice.  Tastemakers and, by extension, celebrity experts have seized the opportunity to legitimate their role as bearers of aesthetic knowledge, as function is replaced by the expressive qualities of any object in terms of what it says about a sense of self or aspirational standing.  Knowledge thus becomes a currency that allows for distinctions and judgements to be made, played out through the format of makeover television (Lury, 1996:88).  At the same time, class factions seek to mask the fragility of their existence through this relationship to a commodity culture.  Those with cultural capital use lifestyle choices and access to commodities that support these as a tool to maintain such distinction.  Other groups use the same or similar commodities to make themselves ‘like the rest’, to be ‘ordinary’, to give them a sense of belonging.  The notion of ordinariness is of significance for it can also mask a form of disavowal.  Consumer culture blurs class boundaries and particular groups can occupy ‘contradictory class locations’ (Wright, 1985; McGuigan, 1996).  Academics, (Steedman, 1986; Skeggs, 1997) ourselves included, have noted such a dislocation, having moved from working class roots by way of education and thus accumulating cultural capital, but never feeling quite at home in either class.  Evidence suggests that, more than at any other time, people today want to disavow for whatever reasons their class positions or have ambivalent or ambiguous feelings towards class identities (Bottero, 2004; Future Foundation, 2006).  However, as Bottero suggests, this lack of allegiance to a particular class does not render us classless:

People do not have to explicitly recognize class issues or identify with discrete class groupings for class processes to operate. All that is required is for specific cultural practices to be bound up with the reproduction of hierarchy. (Bottero, 2004:5)

We believe that particular cultural practices are indicative of such class processes at work; ones which normalize hierarchical relationships. Television makeover shows thus play a role as a form of popular culture which engages in power struggles but which ultimately succeeds in reproducing, at least on screen, a particular middle class view.  The screen ordinariness that Barker projects derives from her ability to appear ‘classless’, with regional vowels smoothed away and any distinguishing features neutralized for an inoffensive mass incorporation.  Cultural organisation of hierarchy therefore gets normalised and incorporated into the everyday. 
From Cultural Intermediary to Political Intermediary

Studying the celebrity chef Jamie Oliver provides a vehicle through which we can explore how the relationship between the ordinary/extraordinary is represented across a variety of media forms.  The cultural impact of the expert turned celebrity began with his apprenticeship at the River Café, London. Oliver broke the mould of the traditional cookery show format through ‘The Naked Chef’ (beginning in 1999) by positioning food at the centre of his lifestyle construction and placing family and friends at the heart of programme content. This format enabled the genre to develop away from its traditional didacticism and into the realm of narrative story telling with a culinary theme.
The second phase in the rise of Oliver was through the adaptation of the programme format into an advertising campaign by the agency Abbott Mead Vickers BBDO for the national Sainsbury’s supermarket chain.  According to Pringle, “since 2000, the Jamie Oliver campaign has helped turn around Sainsbury’s business fortunes” (2004: 220).  Even in times of recession the retention of Oliver as the face of Sainsbury’s coupled with the ‘Feed Your Family for Fiver’ campaign saw it recently announce an 11% rise in annual profits. (Finch, 2009)  This success is believed to be attributable to the transference of the celebrity chef’s personality onto that of the supermarket through the circulation of a set of values that fused approaches to food based upon accessibility, value and quality. (McCracken, 1989)  Sainsbury’s had used long-established celebrity chef Delia Smith in a previous campaign and she had been chosen on the basis of her credibility.  This also had informed the choice of Oliver by client and advertising agency (Byrne, Whitehead and Breen, 2003:291).  In addition to his known culinary expertise, Oliver’s appeal derived from his youthful appearance and enthusiastic manner of presentation which struck a chord with a younger and indeed more masculine demographic.  Therefore, the emphasis placed within Oliver’s television programme on the choosing and acquiring of suitable quality ingredients was transferred to Sainsbury’s with a knowing consumer believing and trusting that the products must indeed be of high quality if a celebrity chef uses them.  Through such media exposure and his highly successful recipe books, Oliver has been transformed into a brand in his own right.  Like a number of celebrity chefs who have endorsed brands and created their own, their cultural expertise is believed to offer a mark of differentiation to an object that is situated within an already crowded domestic goods market, which extends from food processors to food ranges to instructional manuals in print and on DVD.  On a crowded shelf any other saucepan is faceless: a celebrity pan comes with a personality.  We buy such merchandise for we are “buying into a lifestyle narrative that you already understand because of the oxygen provided by the TV cookery shows.” (The Money Programme, 2009)

 De Solier (2005: 477) sees the uniqueness of the ‘Naked Chef’ in terms of the way in which it positions cooking “in the distinction projects of twenty-something new middle-class lads.”  Furthermore, she argues that Oliver portrays in his programmes not a “professional identity” but rather a “leisure identity” where “cooking is reconfigured as a form of leisure, rather than domestic or professional labour” (ibid.).  This is reflective of the hedonistic value system of the new middle class identified by Bourdieu (1984: 310) and  attributed to what was deemed new ‘lad’ culture (Benwell, 2004).  Yet such middle class values are subtly diluted through his appearance, language and overall approach towards his professionalism, which is always understated. For the accumulation of cultural capital is always subverted within the context of such programmes and embedded within the persona of the expert (Philips, 2005:221).  As a consequence, what is seen on screen may not always be realised in practice.

As with other lifestyle programmes cooking shows are also informed by a transformational aesthetic.  As Spittle argues (2002: 58) “television has always sought to represent ways of life in its output, but the focus of many programmes has become the affirmation of lifestyles through an engagement with market-based consumption practices”.  In this way we can begin to see a shift in the constitution of, for example, cookery programmes away from teaching us how to cook towards the value of food as a “marker of distinction” (ibid.) and it is here that another set of problems are highlighted.  Food has long been a site of distinction, as Nigel Slater’s opening quotation testifies, and of course was recognised as such by Bourdieu (1984).  Consequently, the power of the TV chef is such that he/she has the capacity to determine culinary value and “construct aesthetic hierarchies of culinary taste that are inherently informed by notions of class.” (de Solier, 2005: 471)  

It is in relation to the creation of such taste hierarchies that this article now turns informed by the oscillating subject positions of Oliver between celebrity expert and political intermediary, or as we define it ‘brand engineer’ and ‘social engineer’.   Here the subtleties and nuances of Oliver’s persona can be re-contextualised through the interrelationship of Oliver’s goals to turn Britain’s children into a nation of healthy eaters and the Government’s own attempt to decrease childhood obesity and subsequent pressure on the National Health Service. Oliver’s successful positioning as the saviour of the nation’s health came at a time when government could be described as “a decentralized network of entrepreneurial ventures on the one hand and the diffusion of personal responsibility and self-enterprise as ethics of ‘good’ citizenship on the other.”  (Ouellette and Hay, 2009: 31) His mission began with ‘Jamie’s School Dinners’ (Channel 4, UK, 2005) where he sought to expose the inadequacy of school catering standards in the UK.  This was followed by a 300,000 parent petition delivered to the then British Prime Minister, Tony Blair, and Government support followed with a £220million healthy ingredient subsidy which runs to 2011.  In addition, in September 2006 an extra £240 million was made available.  However, the overall frustration of the television expert that funds were slow in materialising at the local level was later documented in a follow up series ‘Return to School Dinners’ (2006). In November of that year, it was reported that 59% of local authorities said fewer pupils were choosing to participate in the new menu (Deal, 2006: 14).  One reading of this statistic might be informed through the appropriation of hierarchies of taste cited earlier.  For the discourse of the Government’s initiative has always been contextualised in relation to the health of the nation, never about the dissemination of a preferred culinary repertoire.  The Labour Party in the UK has sought a strategy of appeasement in relation to the traditional working class voter, fearful that without Oliver as celebrity spokesperson the policies themselves would be too alienating.  Only when the media seized upon the photo opportunity to publicise two mothers at Rawmarsh Comprehensive School, South Yorkshire, passing chips and pies through the school gates did the debate become represented as the value of a filling, familiar diet over the newly constituted school dinner menu which was no longer seen by many as offering value for money, either for parents or local education authorities.  Set in the context of wider educational reforms, Lawler comments (2005: 803) that “this is middle-class politics that works without naming ‘class’ as a system.”  Such a position is further iterated by Skeggs (2004: 54) who argues that the theoretical shift towards individualisation “enables a particular middle-class habitus to be institutionalised in government policy”.  This is not a new argument, as Green (1985) has explored in relation to how, across a range of discursive forms, 19th century poverty in the UK was made to appear ‘distant’ and ‘strange’ as a means of defamiliarising and denying responsibility for social inequalities. That is to say, there has been a history of critiquing explanations of poverty as individualistic rather than systemic to a capitalist economy.  The solution becomes not about reorganizing society but on the improvement of individuals.

Oliver vehemently denied that the obesity crisis was down to class.  Appearing before the select committee on health inequalities at Westminster in November 2008 Oliver called on the Government to invest £6.5 billion in food education over the next decade – ten times the amount it has stumped up so far to improve school dinners.  He called for the Government to place tighter controls on the expansion of the fast food industry, when in the next financial quarter Domino Pizzas would post a 25% profit for 2008 and KFC announce a £150 million expansion programme in the UK. (Prigg, 2009: 24)  Additionally he called for the appointment of a Minster of Food as  Oliver attributed the current crisis to a lack of knowledge on how to cook.  “There is a new poverty that I have never seen before.  This isn’t about fresh trainers or mobile phones or Sky dishes or plasma TV screens – they’ve all got that.  It is a poverty of being able to nourish their family, in any class.” (Oliver cited in Pidd, 2008: 19)  This denial of obesity as a class issue and rather one informed by lifestyle underpins his next two stateside projects: ‘Jamie’s American Roadtrip’(2009) and the as yet unnamed programme for 2010 which for Oliver will be “without question the most important and challenging thing I'll ever do in my life but I truly believe that I can at least plant the seeds of change in America in terms of helping a community to cook better, feed their kids better and save money” (Thomas, 2009).
Conclusion  

This article has traced the rise of the celebrity expert, a cultural intermediary emerging from the growth of the communications and promotional industries and shifts in patterns of social organisation.  Such celebrities have found their niche in contemporary culture through the development of a particular genre of reality television, namely lifestyle. Whilst this style of programming  flourished under the ideology of neo-liberalism, under current economic conditions their existing form and function have become problematic.  We would argue that the genre and its presenters are worthy of study as they both hide and reveal social inequalities less evident at the level of the diurnal.  Economic inequalities are significant but what makes these programmes unique involves the gate-keeping by the celebrity expert of the distribution of cultural capital.  For if the principal domain where these systems of inequity are played out is through “symbols and representations” (Lawler, 2005:797) then lifestyle television is a direct manifestation of this.  Whilst such programmes have sought to demonstrate that material differences may appear less obvious, cultural distinctions are nevertheless foregrounded within the realm of the symbolic.  In this way middle class taste is never problematized, rather through the highly performative medium of television it is always “constituted as a personal characteristic which is desirable” (Lawler, 2005: 801).  Indeed, according to Skeggs (2004: 5) certain social groupings are not even represented including the disabled, ethnic minorities and the aged.  

Of course, television makeover shows do not ‘speak’ to everyone.  For many, knowledge and inspiration continues to be drawn from the lived experience and where culturally specific tastes and preferences are affirmed at a local community level (Taylor, 2005).  In this context, such programmes have little meaning or reference point and may function simply as entertainment.  For others, if the concept of lifestyle transformation is explored as a “game” (Bourdieu 1984: 316), then viewers restricted by the ideology of individualism may re-appropriate meaning away from that intended by the programme makers.  In this way, within the viewers’ own domestic settings, hierarchies of taste can be challenged at the local level and more meaningful taste cultures reaffirmed even if not represented.  

Lifestyle television becomes important according to Skeggs (2004: 97) “for recognition of difference is a lot more difficult to maintain, to know and to see; boundaries are far more permeable than in the past”.  In this context, it becomes a site where the taste of the expert can gain mass appeal and confirms their status as a celebrity.  It makes those with symbolic power visible and provides a medium whereby their judgements and classifications can be legitimised.  This strengthens their market value and brand extensions can follow. During 2005, Barker disappeared from British prime-time television screens, whilst her design career and promotions  have continued to flourish across a range of other media platforms. In contrast the Oliver brand proliferates across both old and new media.  Influencing the nation’s eating habits, he simultaneously demonstrates celebrities increasing incursion into the political domain (Drake and Higgins, 2006). What these two celebrities share, and representative of this particular lifestyle genre, is a disavowal that transformation can ever be limited by social inequalities. However, the current economic climate may challenge this belief.
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