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Hannah Montana and Miley Cyrus: ‘Becoming’ a Woman, 

‘Becoming’ a Star 

 

The beginning of the twenty-first century saw a vast expansion of media aimed at the 

pre-adolescent female consumer demographic. Through an analysis of Hannah 

Montana, and in particular its lead character Miley Stewart/Hannah Montana and star 

Miley Cyrus, this article argues that tween popular culture uses celebrity as an 

allegory for growing up female. Drawing upon the concept from within girlhood 

studies, it demonstrates that the girl ‘becoming’ a woman is paralleled with the girl 

‘becoming’ a celebrity. Both are highly invested in formulations of the ‘real’ and 

‘authentic’, and Hannah Montana highlights this significance of ‘staying true to 

yourself’ through celebrity, as a way of making sense of the tween’s growing up 

female. Fitting in with the broader contemporary postfeminist and neoliberal cultural 

context, Hannah Montana employs the narrative of a perpetual makeover, addressing 

the tween as a self-surveilling subject who must continually work to retain an 

‘authentic’ self as she progresses towards womanhood. Both the onscreen girl and 

celebrity Miley Stewart/Hannah Montana, and the franchise’s star, Miley Cyrus are 

constructed as simultaneously ‘becoming’ a woman and ‘becoming’ a celebrity, and 

the three personae become more enmeshed as the series nears its end; the franchise 

draws upon the ‘offscreen’ persona of Miley Cyrus to further parallel ‘becoming’ a 

woman and ‘becoming’ a celebrity and to emphasise the investment in the ‘real’. This 

article demonstrates that tween popular culture addresses the young, female viewer in 

terms of her ‘becoming’ woman by teaching the importance of investing in celebrity, 

and effectively preparing her for the consumption of adult female films and television 

programmes. 

 

Hannah Montana, tween, female celebrity, ‘becoming’, Miley Cyrus 
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The ‘tween’ and Hannah Montana 

 

The first decade of the twenty-first century saw a considerable increase in mainstream 

output of films and television programmes aimed at pre-adolescent girls, and an 

expansion more broadly of tween popular culture. Within this recent body of films 

and television programmes (dominated by Disney) is a significant number that centre 

on celebrity in their narrative, thematic and character focus. Celebrity is depicted in a 

range of different forms, from pop and rock music stardom, to television ‘personality’ 

fame, to theatrical stardom, and the films and television programmes centre on 

characters at different stages in their celebrity, from the aspiring to the already well-

known. Such constructions of celebrity can be found across Disney Channel 

programming, including television series Hannah Montana (2006-2011), Jonas 

(2009-2010), Sonny with a Chance (2009-2011), Shake It Up! (2010- ) and Austin & 

Ally (2011- ); and Disney Channel Original Movies Camp Rock (2008, 2010), 

StarStruck (2010), Sharpay’s Fabulous Adventure (2011), Lemonade Mouth (2011) 

and Let it Shine (2012). The most recognisable text amongst these is arguably Hannah 

Montana which, in 2008, according to Stephen Armstrong, had a global audience of 

200 million: ‘If Miley’s viewers were a country, they would be the fifth largest 

population in the world – just ahead of Brazil. And all of them are tweens’ 

(Armstrong, 2009: 5). People magazine estimated that the ‘projected fiscal year 2007-

2008 sales of Hannah Montana merchandise’ would be $1 billion (Dagostino et al., 

2008: 97), and in 2010 the series’ star Miley Cyrus reached number 13 on the Forbes 

Celebrity 100 list, earning $48 million (‘The Celebrity 100’, 2010). 

The texts that make up tween popular culture – in particular those which are 

centred on celebrity – are often discussed both in the popular press and girlhood 
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advocacy literature, and within academic fields, in terms of their potential ‘harm’ 

towards vulnerable girls who are seemingly celebrity culture’s most eager consumers 

(Hamilton, 2008: 57; Levin and Kilbourne, 2008: 46-7; Luscombe, 2011; Uhls and 

Greenfield, 2011)1. Furthermore, with much anxiety surrounding the nature of 

contemporary celebrity, in particular the value of seemingly ‘unachieved’ fame of 

many female celebrities2 – and a great deal of these anxieties directed towards young 

female celebrities (such as Lindsay Lohan, Demi Lovato, Miley Cyrus and Amanda 

Bynes) – it seems imperative to look not only at the gendered (read ‘female’) nature 

of contemporary celebrity culture (as has been done), but also the fact that it is largely 

age-defined (read ‘young’). Much of celebrity culture centres on young females 

growing up, and the very transition these young females (such as Miley Cyrus) are 

making into young womanhood is a central part of their celebrity. Indeed, it seems 

that concerns regarding the nature of ‘unachieved’ celebrity, and concerns regarding 

the ‘harm’ of young girls’ consumption of celebrity, are both centred on 

understandings of ‘appropriate’ or ‘inappropriate’ femininity, and these concerns 

come together in a particularly heightened way in tween popular culture’s 

constructions of celebrity, of which Hannah Montana is emblematic. 

This article suggests that we should recognise the complexity of tween popular 

culture’s scripts of femininity: Hannah Montana exemplifies the recent body of tween 

films and television programmes that centre on celebrity, in its paralleling the 

narrative of ‘becoming’ woman with that of ‘becoming’ famous. Whilst the multi-

                                                 
1 Recent work within the social sciences and girlhood studies recognises the contradictory 
contemporary anxieties and panics which understand girls as both sexualised, and innocent and in need 
of protection. This work is valuable in tracing the cultural construction of and social concerns 
regarding the sexualisation of girls, and for revealing that such debates are more complex than they 
may appear in these fields. See for example the ‘Making Sense of the Sexualisation Debates: Schools 
and Beyond’ special issue of Gender and Education (2012), and Girls’ Sexualities and the Media, 
edited by Kate Harper et al. (2013). 
2 See for example the ‘Going Cheap?: Female Celebrity in Reality, Tabloid and Scandal Genres’ 
special issue of Genders (2008). 
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media texts examined in this article come from an American cultural context, the 

recent emergence and expansion of tween popular culture is very much a global 

phenomenon, evidenced in recent work within girlhood studies which explores this 

popular culture and the girls who consume it, across a range of national contexts 

including Australia, Britain, Israel and New Zealand (Harris, 2005; Willett, 2005; 

Reznick and Lemish, 2011; Vares, Jackson and Gill, 2011). What makes tween 

popular culture a distinct phenomenon is its emergence from, and reliance on, the 

postfeminist cultural context, the socio-cultural discourse of neoliberalism, and the 

pervasive investment – and embedment – in contemporary celebrity culture. Hannah 

Montana can be situated within a broader global tween popular culture which 

employs celebrity as an allegory for growing up female, paralleling the values of 

‘authentic’ celebrity and ‘authentic’ young feminine selfhood. The tween subject as 

an exclusively female pre-adolescent belonging to a distinct consumer culture is 

defined by her in-between status, as a transitional moment or life-stage in 

womanhood. The very socio-cultural ambiguities surrounding when the tween is a 

‘girl’ or a ‘woman’ can be made sense of through the allegory of celebrity for 

growing up female.  

I take this concept of ‘becoming’ from girlhood studies, as outlined by 

Catherine Driscoll (2002) and Rebecca Coleman (2009). Driscoll believes that girls 

are in a perpetual state of transition in their development of a gendered identity as 

they progress towards womanhood. Coleman argues that ‘Central to the notion of 

becoming is a process of transformation, not of forms transforming into another or 

different form but of constantly processual, constantly transforming relations’ 

(Coleman, 2009: 20). It is this very transformative process of both ‘becoming’ a 

woman and ‘becoming’ famous that I will be focusing on here, demonstrating its 
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centrality to tween popular culture and its pervasive and emotive potential for the 

tween growing up female. Hannah Montana, and the broader tween media landscape, 

should be understood as products of the contemporary postfeminist, neoliberal pop 

cultural moment highly invested in celebrity as well as the attendant discourses of the 

self, the ‘real’ and the ‘authentic’.  

The sitcom began on the Disney Channel in 2006, and ended with its fourth 

and final series in 2011. It centres on ‘ordinary’ teenager Miley Stewart, played by 

Miley Cyrus, who attends school with her best friends Lilly and Oliver, and spends 

time with her brother Jackson and widowed father Robby Ray (played by offscreen 

father Billy Ray Cyrus). Miley is also secretly the world famous ‘teen pop sensation’ 

Hannah Montana, a disguise managed with the addition of a blonde wig and 

glamorous clothes. The multi-media franchise’s narrative focuses on Miley managing 

to balance her ‘ordinary’ life as a schoolgirl, friend, sister and daughter, with her 

‘extraordinary’ life as a successful and globally famous multi-media star, a paradigm 

articulated in the lyrics of the Hannah Montana theme song, ‘The Best of Both 

Worlds’ (Montana, 2006). Throughout the four series and the feature-length film, we 

witness moments in which Miley struggles to balance her on- and offscreen personae, 

and several times she must choose between Miley and Hannah. This tension, although 

very recognisable and apparently simplistic to many (Wee, 2010; Mayes-Elma, 2011), 

is central to an understanding of the construction of tween femininity.  

 

Being ‘true’ to yourself 

 

Like so many films, television programmes and songs that make up the contemporary 

tween popular culture landscape, the Hannah Montana franchise often employs the 
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message of ‘staying true to yourself’. This reflects the broader contemporary media 

investment in the ‘authenticity’ of the self, particularly in the wake of reality 

television (Corner, 2002; Hill, 2002, 2005; Dubrofsky, 2007). It seems that the phrase 

‘staying true to yourself’, which prevails throughout tween popular culture, is 

synonymous with discourses of ‘authenticity’. Of course, the concept of ‘authenticity’ 

and the ‘real’ have in turn been central to theoretical understandings of the self in 

stardom and celebrity, with Richard Dyer’s seminal work displaying this: ‘the whole 

media construction of stars encourages us to think in terms of “really” – what is [the 

star] really like?’ (Dyer, 2004: 2). Elsewhere, Dyer argues that ‘The processes of 

authentication […] are the guarantee of […] star “quality”’, and that ‘It is this effect 

of authenticating authenticity that gives the star charisma’ (Dyer, 1991: 132-3). The 

constant reminder to Miley/Hannah to ‘stay true to yourself’ can be seen to act as a 

process of authentication. To prove and ‘guarantee’ her star status, she must 

continually remember where she came from, be a ‘true’ friend3, and constantly be 

invested in the ‘real’, not allowing herself to get carried away with the ‘trappings’ of 

celebrity. 

Applying Chris Rojek’s model of celebrity to tween popular culture’s 

narratives of fame provides a useful framework for understanding the value of 

celebrity in the construction of tweenhood. However, that celebrity in tween popular 

culture is an inherently gendered – and aged – construction (that is, young female), 

highlights the need to reframe Rojek’s model in terms of this gendered dynamic. One 

finds that that time and time again, as is shown in Hannah Montana, the protagonist 

must move out of the categories of what Rojek calls ‘ascribed’ and/or ‘attributed’ 

celebrity and into that of ‘achieved’ celebrity (Rojek, 2001) if they are to succeed, 

                                                 
3 The song ‘True Friend’, featured on the series two album soundtrack (Montana, 2007). 
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thereby instructing the tween on the ‘appropriate’ values of celebrity (and femininity). 

‘Achievement’ – the deservedness of celebrity through a balance of hard work, 

‘natural’ talent and personal worthiness – in each case is predicated on proving that 

the girl has ‘stayed true to herself’, by ‘keeping it real’. This necessity is particularly 

important for girls, given the gendered nature of celebrity, and the association of 

women with ‘unachieved’ fame (Negra and Holmes, 2008). According to Hannah 

Montana, and tween popular culture more broadly, an ‘authentic’ self (which exists 

‘inherently’ within the girl) needs to be revealed and maintained if the tween is to 

successfully ‘become’ ‘appropriately’ feminine, and ‘authenticity’ with regards to 

tween selfhood is not tied down to one specific site. Rather, it is found in the girl’s 

role as same-sex friend, daughter, sister, and heterosexual partner, and she must fulfil 

each role as ‘true’. In the girl’s quest to bring (back) to the surface her ‘real’ self, 

authenticity is commonly situated in the family and one’s geographic, ethnic and 

familial roots. Miley/Hannah doesn’t gain authenticity but rather learns how to get in 

touch with her inherent authenticity, how to bring her ‘natural’ authenticity to the 

surface. This is articulated most succinctly through the explicit construction of the 

onscreen/offscreen or ordinary/extraordinary dual persona (Dyer, 2004; Ellis, 2007; 

Marshall, 1997) of Miley Stewart/Hannah Montana. For the tween viewer, the vital 

importance of authenticity is emphasised through the literal separation of Miley and 

Hannah, of the offscreen/ordinary and onscreen/extraordinary personae. Each time 

Hannah performs on stage, makes a public appearance or works at the recording 

studio, she always returns home to be Miley again, removing her blonde wig and 

carrying out household chores, doing homework or relaxing with friends and family. 

Jo Littler argues that one of the ‘markers of what makes a celebrity authentic [is] an 

ability to reference the legitimate “moment before” fame’ (Littler, 2003: 13). Because 
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of the dual narrative of Hannah Montana, this is something Miley/Hannah does 

continually: when she is Miley, she is not famous, but just ‘ordinary’. Whilst as 

Miley, she effectively represents ‘The subjectivity that is aspiring to be a star’, which 

Littler argues ‘is the position that is coded as being “real”’ (13).  

Not only is ‘staying true to yourself’ of central importance to the fictional 

character Miley/Hannah, but according to empirical research carried out into girls’ 

relationships with female pop stars and fame, it is also central to actual girls growing 

up female. Such studies reveal girls’ desires to become famous themselves, along with 

their investment in the ‘real’ and ideas about authenticity; this applies both to their 

choices in consuming and enjoying particular celebrities, and in their own values and 

behaviour as girls becoming young women. For example, in her empirical research, 

Kim Allen found that ‘the notion of authenticity – the importance of “being yourself” 

– was central’ to girls attending a performing arts institution, imagining themselves as 

potentially becoming famous in their futures (Allen, 2011: 164). Whilst Allen’s 

empirical research reveals how actual girls negotiate these discourses, applying this 

investment to Hannah Montana is useful in understanding how both ‘becoming’-

woman and ‘becoming’-celebrity require this maintenance of ‘authenticity’. Allen 

states that ‘While becoming a celebrity was far from guaranteed, investing in the 

discourses of authenticity can be seen as one of the ways in which they sought to 

build a bridge between who they are now and who they may become’ (169, emphasis 

in original). More recently, Kim Allen and Heather Mendick found in their empirical 

research with young women people aged 14-19 in England, that celebrity operates as 

a classed and gendered discursive device in young people’s identity work; that is, the 

young people in their research drew upon the markers of class and gender within 

celebrity discourses, in the construction of their own identities in relation to work, 



 9 

aspiration and achievement (Allen and Mendick, 2012a). The discourse of 

authenticity – the concept of ‘staying true to yourself’ – in Hannah Montana can be 

seen as a site for pleasure and meaning-making in terms of tweens’ own ‘becoming’. 

Both the tween-‘becoming’-woman and the tween-‘becoming’-celebrity must retain a 

sense of ‘really’ and prove their authenticity in order to achieve a successful 

transformation.  

This paralleling of ‘becoming’ woman and ‘becoming’ famous within tween 

cultural texts can be seen in narratives within the Hannah Montana franchise that 

specifically deal with this very task of making the transition into 

womanhood/celebrity, whilst also successfully retaining authenticity. This parallels 

the girls in Allen’s research: ‘The girls were caught between the perceived pressure to 

change in order to ‘get ahead’ and a desire to maintain a sense of their authentic, 

essential self’ (Allen, 2011: 170). Hannah/Miley seems to share these same anxieties 

of ‘getting ahead’ and keeping her appeal with her fans, whilst ‘staying true to 

herself’. This anxiety is depicted in series two, episode 26 of the sitcom (Hannah 

Montana, 2008). Whilst being fitted for new Hannah Montana outfits at her costume 

designer’s studio, Hannah becomes intimidated by Isis, a Madonna-style older female 

pop star. Isis claims to know what her own ‘next next next look’ will be. Hannah 

worries that her fans will soon get bored of her good-girl image, so she comes up with 

the ‘anti-Hannah’ – an angry, rock star image. She states, ‘you’re all just trying to 

keep me in a box, an artist needs to keep moving’. Whilst asleep, she dreams that 

when testing out this new image at a Sunshine Girls (a Girl Guides-style organisation) 

concert having been presented with the title of ‘Role Model of the Year’, the young 

girls revolt and become violent. After wakening from this nightmare, Miley admits to 

her father: ‘You’re right, I don’t want to be a hard-edged Hannah; that’s not the kind 
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of message I want to send to my fans’. Robby Ray asks her how she plans to keep her 

audience interested, and she expresses the centrality of authenticity to her star image: 

 

Miley: There’s got to be a way to keep them interested, and still be me. Sure Isis can 

change who she is all the time, but I like who I am and I don’t want to 

change to hold onto an audience who hasn’t even left me yet. 

 

Robby: Well, as long as you’re true to yourself, your fans’ll always be there. […] As 

an artist, you’ve got to have the freedom to explore, and I wasn’t giving you 

that. 

 

Thus, by staying ‘true to herself’, Miley/Hannah will successfully ‘become’ a young 

woman and retain her ‘achieved celebrity’ status with her fans. It is assumed that she 

will go on to attend the Sunshine Girls concert and receive the ‘Role Model of the 

Year’ award, even though (if one considers the cultural hierarchy of music genres and 

their assumed authenticity), the alternative, sub-cultural ‘anti-Hannah’ could 

potentially be the more ‘authentic’ of the two star images. Isis, the ‘inappropriately’ 

feminine pop star is shown to be ‘fake’ because she is constantly changing her image. 

Isis does not maintain her ‘real’ self. This moment, and the franchise as a whole, 

highlights the contradictory importance of ensuring a consistent, unchanged self 

(rather than altering oneself), in order to ‘become’ a better, improved self (Dubrofsky, 

2007: 267-8). At the end of this episode we see that Isis has in fact copied Hannah 

Montana’s image. However, she is too ‘old’ and inauthentic in comparison to 

Hannah, who successfully balances a performance of ‘appropriate’ femininity and 

sustains a notion of ‘realness’ or ‘truth’. As the antithesis of authenticity, Isis has not 

been successful in her ‘becoming’-woman and ‘becoming’-celebrity.  
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As such, tween popular culture can be situated within the wider contemporary 

media context investing in the ‘authenticity’ of the self, particularly in the wake of 

reality television, and the broader rhetoric of confessional culture. This particular 

narrative can be seen to fit in with the broader discursive context of reality television 

and Rachel Dubrofsky’s concept of the ‘therapeutics of the self’ (2007).  Drawing 

upon such work from television studies helps make sense of tween popular culture’s 

investment in “authenticity” and selfhood, because of the similarities between reality 

television programming and tween media’s emphasis on the ‘real’ self.  Dubrofsky 

builds upon traditional notions of the therapeutic (which suggested the importance of 

changing the self) and argues that in contemporary reality television, the 

programmes’ participants demonstrate ‘a process of affirming a consistent 

(unchanged) self across disparate social spaces, verified by surveillance’ (266, 

emphasis added), which ‘brings about a therapeutic transformation’ (278). The 

importance of developing a self, and the necessity to work at maintaining authenticity 

within this self, firmly situates tweenhood within the context of neoliberalism. Here, I 

use the term neoliberalism as it has been discussed by Nikolas Rose, whereby 

subjects are understood to be required to self-govern, rather than rely on traditional 

institutions for help and regulation with regards to how to behave and order their 

everyday lives (Rose, 1998: 166). Tween popular culture is heavily invested in 

authenticity and selfhood, and it claims that an ‘authentic’ self (which exists 

‘inherently’ within the girl) needs to be revealed and maintained if the tween is to 

successfully ‘become’ ‘appropriately’ feminine. In this way, tweenhood can be seen 

to reflect broader neoliberal selfhood, and should be understood as existing within 

this postmodern context in which identity is something which needs to be reflexively 
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constructed, and in which authenticity within this self is vital (Rose, 1999: 267, 272; 

Giddens, 1991: 79). 

This paralleling of stars and celebrities’ balancing of performance and 

authenticity, with girls’ balancing of performativity (of femininity) and staying ‘true 

to oneself’, supports Linda Duits and Pauline van Romondt Vis’s research findings 

when discussing with tween girls the functions of celebrities as identity tools. They 

argue that: 

 

At this age, girls are trying to find their position in society. The development from 

child to young adult is accompanied by exploring and experimenting with different 

identities. […] However, although this age allows for some experimentation, they 

must keep up a veil of ‘trueness’. Thus the need for authenticity limits the available 

range of identities. (Duits and van Romondt Vis, 2009: 54)  

 

This notion of a fine balancing act being carried out by tweens ‘becoming’ is 

reinforced in the official Hannah Montana magazines. Amongst the ‘Fab Free Gifts’ 

that readers received, was a ‘Makeover Set!’ (consisting of lip balm, nail stickers and 

hairbands) and a ‘Superstar Belt!’ (pink with a silver star-shaped buckle) (Disney 

Presents: Hannah Montana Forever, 2010). Thus the magazine encourages the tween 

to ‘become’ a young woman by performing and decorating ‘appropriate’ femininity 

onto the body, and imagine themselves as ‘superstars’ like Hannah Montana. 

However, if all the consumers of this particular issue choose to wear the free 

accessories, their identities would, as Duits and van Ramondt Vis state above, be 

limited in terms of uniqueness and authenticity. 

 

‘Becoming’ a woman, ‘becoming’ a celebrity: a neoliberal paradigm 
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Like the girls in Allen’s study who ‘were caught in […a] bind between an investment 

in the more transformative potential of the celebrity lifestyle and a critical distancing 

from the “negative” aspects of fame’ (2011: 163), Miley/Hannah must carefully live 

the life of a star, without letting herself get caught up in the ‘negative’ aspects of 

fame: not staying ‘true’ to oneself and forgetting one’s roots – ultimately, the loss or 

lack of authenticity. This responsibility that the neoliberal girl (Allen, 2011: 165-6) 

has to continually remind herself of her roots and ‘stay true to herself’ whilst making 

the transformation into woman/celebrity, is at the centre of the narrative of Hannah 

Montana: The Movie (2009). During the first scenes of The Movie, it is apparent that 

Miley/Hannah has become too invested in the ‘negative’ aspects of fame: whilst 

followed by journalists and paparazzi, Hannah shops with her publicist in Los 

Angeles, and is visibly immersed in the appeal of designer shoes and watches – so 

much so that she physically fights Tyra Banks over a pair of high heeled shoes. This 

commitment to consumption comes at the cost of personal and family ties; she misses 

saying goodbye to her brother Jackson as he leaves for college, and is late for best 

friend Lilly’s sweet 16. Moreover, since she doesn’t have a chance to return to being 

Miley without risking being seen by tabloid journalists and paparazzi, she arrives at 

the party as Hannah, stealing the limelight from Lilly. She thus prioritises the 

attention and extravagant consumption allowed for by celebrity over the markers of 

authenticity – her family and best friends. Remaining as Hannah rather than making 

that crucial transformation back to Miley (the ‘moment before’ celebrity), renders her 

inauthentic.  

Miley’s father Robby Ray decides to intervene and take Miley/Hannah ‘back 

to her roots’ in Tennessee, whilst she thinks she is flying to New York to perform at a 
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concert. Hannah is angry once she realises she has been taken to Tennessee, telling 

her father ‘Hannah means everything to me’, to which he responds, ‘That right there 

just might be the problem’. Miley has become too invested in her 

onscreen/extraordinary persona, and needs to re-invest in the offscreen/ordinary 

persona. Robby Ray tells her of his plan: ‘Right now let’s just see if the country girl 

exists. Think of it as a Hannah detox’. Thus, by employing the popular language of 

celebrity culture, evoking the tabloid coverage of young female celebrities such as 

Britney Spears and Lindsay Lohan entering rehabilitation for alcohol or drug abuse, 

the intervention and task of regaining authenticity is established.  

After some initial protest, Hannah/Miley finally realises her responsibility to 

work on bringing back to the surface her ‘true self’ after a conversation with her 

grandmother who tells her, ‘I just miss my Miley’. Miley asks, ‘Why does everyone 

keep saying that?’ to which her grandmother replies, ‘Maybe you should be asking 

yourself that question’. This ‘Hannah detox’ narrative relies on its star Miley Cyrus’s 

– and father Billy Ray Cyrus’s – southern identity. Billy Ray Cyrus was already 

known for his country music stardom (and Robby Ray was a successful country music 

star before Hannah Montana’s fame in the series), and regular references are made 

throughout the television series to the family’s Tennessean identity, having moved to 

California at some point before Miley became Hannah. Allusions to their previous 

rural lives in Tennessee appear not only in the series’ narratives, but also in the 

construction of Miley Cyrus’s star persona. She discusses the centrality of her 

southern, rural heritage in her 2008 autobiography, with an entire chapter on being a 

‘Southern Girl’, stating ‘Who I am has a lot to do with my family and where and how 

I grew up’ (Cyrus, 2010: 132). It is problematically suggested then that because Cyrus 

grew up as a young girl on a farm, surrounded by nature and animals, she can more 
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easily access her ‘authentic’ self. Diane Negra similarly notes the use of ‘the south as 

an identity-restoring home for white women’ in a number of 1990s and 2000s 

postfeminist chick flicks (2009: 39). In The Movie, Miley/Hannah needs to return to 

this rural, southern setting in order to bring back to the surface this ‘real’ self and to 

reject the ‘wrong’ type of female celebrity she was at risk of becoming. However, 

whilst her rural Tennessean heritage allows her easier access to her inherent 

authenticity, it also makes the need for her to work at ‘becoming’ ‘appropriately’ 

feminine even more necessary; her thick Tennessean accent and colloquial idioms, 

and investment in more rustic pleasures earns her the label ‘hillbilly’ at numerous 

points throughout the series.  

 The franchise’s reliance on the Cyruses’ Tennessean identity to articulate the 

‘real’ reflects a global popular culture context in which the intersecting categories of 

class, gender and national or regional identity are used to construct authenticity. 

Within a British context, a comparable site for the ‘real’ can be found in constructions 

of the white, working class young woman, the ‘chav’, a comparison similarly made by 

Imogen Tyler (2008: 25; see also Ringrose and Walkerdine, 2008: 235). Both figures 

work as ‘hypervisible “filthy whites”’ (Tyler, 2008: 25) to exemplify how white 

people should not be (Hartigan, 1997: 320). The cultural significance of the white, 

working class young woman is that she offers the narrative of ‘becoming’ 

‘appropriately’ feminine, and the narrative of social mobility. The possibility that the 

‘white trash’ young woman or female ‘chav’ can work hard on the self as a project to 

‘become’ the culturally and socially ‘correct’ type of femininity is particularly 

compelling in the contemporary neoliberal moment which emphasises self-

surveillance, evidenced in the visibility of working class white women as subjects on 

makeover programming, and as (often winning) contestants on reality game-docs (see 
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also Ringrose and Walkerdine, 2008). At the same time, these classed and gendered 

figures promise access to the ‘real’ and reassurance of their authenticity (see Skeggs 

and Wood, 2008: 565, 567), in particular when regional identity is highlighted within 

these culturally constructed figures through strong, classed accents; the popularity of 

British reality television series The Only Way is Essex (2010- ), Geordie Shore (2011- 

), Desperate Scousewives (2011-2012) and The Valleys (2012- ) demonstrates the 

current cultural currency that the figure of (working-) classed, white, regionally-

identified young woman holds across international socio-cultural contexts heavily 

invested in neoliberal values of self-surveillance, ‘authenticity’ and celebrity culture. 

Whilst Beverley Skeggs (1997) focuses on working class British women, her 

argument can effectively be applied to American rural southerness: following the 

notion that femininity is always classed, then, in order to avoid degrading 

connotations associated with the figure of the lower class ‘red neck’, Miley Stewart 

needs to work hard at bringing out her ‘authentic’ self, whilst simultaneously 

performing glamorous femininity as Hannah (Skeggs, 1997: 110-1). This is a 

paradigm similarly recognised by Allen and Mendick within the context of British 

reality television programming: they argue that working class contestants can be seen 

as too ‘authentic’, and are required to practice self-surveillance and self-

transformation towards the appropriate middle-class norm. However, they note that 

this task has risks, as the working class contestants in such reality television 

programming can be read as failing to present themselves authentically (Allen and 

Mendick, 2012b: 3). As such, in the case of Hannah Montana, Miley’s southern 

identity, most significantly marked by her distinctive accent and in frequent 

references to her family’s heritage (see Allen and Mendick, 2012a: 12) – whilst kept 

‘under control’ – are constant reminders to the audience of her ‘authentic’ self. 
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After spending the first night in Tennessee in The Movie, Miley wakens the 

next morning telling herself to ‘Commence Operation Save Hannah Montana’, 

enthusiastically volunteering to feed her grandmother’s chickens whilst wearing a 

checked shirt, denim dungarees, Wellington boots and her hair in pig-tails. By taking 

time to work on bringing back to the surface her authenticity, to focus on getting back 

to her ‘true self’, in Hannah Montana: The Movie then, Miley/Hannah can be seen as 

an icon of postfeminist culture, representing ‘the self as a project’ (Tasker and Negra, 

2007: 21). As this example demonstrates, Miley/Hannah is ‘the self-surveilling 

postfeminist subject’, working towards ‘the achieved self’ (Negra, 2009: 119) – which 

can also be read here as ‘achieved celebrity’. As part of the broader postfeminist and 

neoliberal popular culture context, this intervention narrative – ‘Operation Save 

Hannah Montana’ – can be seen to function in the same way as the ‘life intervention 

[…] strand of makeover television’, which has, according to Laurie Ouellette and 

James Hay, ‘a concern to facilitate care of self as a strategy of freedom and 

empowerment’ (2008: 475). Here, however, the freedom and empowerment is 

claimed but merely illusory, when one considers that Miley/Hannah succumbs to her 

father’s intervention.  

 Whilst Miley needs to be reminded of her responsibility to retain an authentic 

self and carries out the necessary self-work in order to achieve this, this does not 

mean that the investment in celebrity is discarded. Rather, a desire to ‘become’ 

celebrity is still very much emphasised. Instead of discarding the accoutrements of 

celebrity altogether, Miley’s self-work towards regaining authenticity allows her to 

‘become’ a better celebrity – one that can enjoy the material payoffs that she has 

worked hard for through a self-surveilling maintenance of authenticity. During the 

film’s final scene, whilst performing as Hannah at a charity concert in her hometown, 
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she faces the dilemma of carrying on living her two lives, wondering whether it would 

be easier to give up her extraordinary persona and ‘just’ be Miley. However, she is 

easily persuaded by fans in the audience who promise to keep the secret and beg her 

to carry on as Hannah, at which point the film ends. Therefore the film’s overall 

message is that one should be invested in the transformative potential of celebrity, yet 

whilst maintaining an authentic self, mirroring the contradictory position in which the 

girls in Allen’s research found themselves (2011: 163, 165-6). 

 This contradictory position of wanting to be a celebrity whilst not letting 

oneself become too invested in celebrity is typical of tween popular culture, and can 

be seen as a downshifting of the contradictory nature of adult female popular culture. 

The narrative of The Movie fits in with ‘postfeminist retreatism’ found in a number of 

contemporary chick flicks, as discussed by Negra (2009). Therefore, what we can 

arguably see here is a rehearsal of the complex and conflicting narratives circulating 

within mainstream media for the female further along in the process of womanhood. 

Negra notes that ‘it has become common practice for the female protagonist of the 

contemporary romantic comedy to abjure an urban environment, “downshifting” her 

career or ambitions in order to re-prioritize family commitments and roles’ (Negra, 

2009: 18). Through her father’s literal dislocation of Miley/Hannah from Los Angeles 

to her hometown in Tennessee, Miley shifts the emphasis from her career to family 

and friends and successfully rediscovers her authenticity; this film – for tweens – fits 

in with the wider range of recent films for women, epitomising the narrative of 

‘retreatism’, as according to Negra, ‘Popular culture insistently asserts that if women 

can productively manage home, time, work, and their commodity choices, they will 

be rewarded with a more authentic, intact, and achieved self’ (2009: 5). As the ideal 
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neoliberal subject, Miley is rewarded with a more authentic self – both in her celebrity 

and as a young woman – through her ‘coming home’ (Negra, 2009: 5). 

However, The Movie – and more broadly the franchise as a whole – does not 

straightforwardly fit in with the ‘retreatist formulae of contemporary chick flicks’ 

(Negra, 2009: 17). As discussed above, once Miley has addressed her need to alter her 

priorities and rediscovers her authenticity, she returns to her double-life of ‘ordinary’ 

tween and ‘extraordinary’ pop star in California; the audience know this because at 

the film’s close she agrees to continue her career as Hannah, and because series three 

of the sitcom continues to air when tweens leave the cinema. Thus, she does not give 

up paid work, or stay home (Negra, 2009: 5). However, the film’s narrative can be 

read as a makeover, and I would suggest that this particular film is representative of 

the Hannah Montana franchise as a whole, and the wider body of films and television 

programmes that make up tween popular culture, which display a never-ending 

process of transformation. The makeover here never fully reaches an end point; 

instead, we see a perpetual makeover at work. What marks tween popular culture as 

separate to teen or adult women’s popular culture is the distinct coming together of 

the rhetoric of ‘authenticity’, with the themes of the perpetual makeover and celebrity, 

within a specifically neoliberal and postfeminist culture. Again, Dubrofsky’s 

‘therapeutics of the self’ can be found in The Movie’s narrative in Miley’s perpetual 

makeover: ‘The therapeutic impetus in the “therapeutics of the self” is the process of 

affirming the self, but the end result is less important’ (2007: 279); instead, the 

emphasis is placed on the process of the transformation through bringing (back) to the 

surface one’s ‘real’, ‘true’ self. In reality television, this is done under constant literal 

surveillance by cameras (Dubrofsky, 2007: 274), but in The Movie, the tween is 
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addressed as a girl-‘becoming’-woman who must understand and learn the importance 

of constant self-surveillance to ensure her ‘consistent’, authentic self.  

This cyclical nature of the retreatist makeover narrative is expressed in The 

Movie’s closing song, ‘You’ll Always Find Your Way Back Home’ (Montana, 2009), 

at which point Miley’s journey to rediscover her innate authenticity has been 

achieved, and she has agreed to carry on with her onscreen celebrity persona as 

Hannah. The lyrics articulate that no matter how much you change your surface 

attributes, you will return back to your roots time and time again. She leaves the stage 

through the large crowd of Hannah fans in the back of a truck, presumably back to 

Los Angeles. The song suggests that, through the metaphor of Miley/Hannah’s 

celebrity, girls are in a constant state of transition – ‘becoming’ – in their testing out 

of new identities, and yet they always ultimately need to be reminded of their ‘true 

selves’ before beginning this process all over again – this chorus is repeated three 

times during the song. The emphasis here is on the process of the transformation.4  

 Hannah Montana, then, can be seen as preparation for adult female 

postfeminist media, establishing within the tween demographic the notion that the girl 

– and later the woman – is in a constant state of development, going through continual 

processes of transformation. The neoliberal requirement of self-surveillance and work 

towards an achieved, authentic self is ingrained here, ready for the next logical step up 

to teen girl narratives, and eventually adult woman narratives. According to tween 

popular culture’s narratives of celebrity, to ‘fail’ at ‘achieved’ celebrity means one 

has failed at revealing and maintaining one’s authenticity – and therefore failed at the 

ideal of the neoliberal girl. Of course, such a message is entirely contradictory given 

that celebrity is a discursive construction at odds with the notion of authenticity. Thus 
                                                 
4 See also Sarah Banet-Weiser and Laura Portwood-Stacer who argue that this is a trope of reality 
makeover programming in the context of postfeminism (2006: 24), an argument similarly shared by 
Brenda R. Weber (2009; 2011). 
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tween popular culture’s narratives of success and fame fulfil a pedagogic function in 

articulating to the tween what is required of her in terms of the development of a 

successful neoliberal, gendered self, whilst delivering the contradictory lessons of 

contemporary femininity in the palatable and familiar narrative of celebrity. 

 

Growing up female with Miley Cyrus, Miley Stewart and Hannah Montana on 

the Disney Channel 

 

Whilst the dual persona of Miley/Hannah acts as the site through which the tween girl 

makes sense of her ‘becoming’, it must also be recognised that the actress Miley 

Cyrus, too, was ‘becoming’-woman and ‘becoming’-celebrity throughout the duration 

of Hannah Montana. Whereas many films and television programmes aimed at 

teenage viewers feature actresses and actors older (sometimes by many years) than the 

characters they are portraying, tween films and television programmes tend to feature 

stars and celebrities who are the same age as their characters, and who are much 

closer in age to their viewers. When she took on her role in Hannah Montana, Miley 

Cyrus – like Miley/Hannah, and a segment of her audience – was 12 years old. Over 

the next four years onscreen, Cyrus ‘becomes’-woman. Paralleling the franchise’s use 

of the makeover narrative, in her 2008 autobiography Miles to Go Cyrus discusses the 

process of gaining the role and the physical transformation she had to undergo, stating 

that ‘they “fixed” me’ (Cyrus, 2010: 77), and from that point ‘I wasn’t just Miley 

Cyrus any more. I was carrying Miley Stewart and Hannah Montana around with me. 

It was weird. It was cool. I was twelve.’ (78) As the title of her autobiography alludes, 

Miley Cyrus is presented very much as being in a perpetual state of transition in her 

journey into womanhood and celebrity.  
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 As the excerpt above suggests, from the beginning of the series, the personae 

of Miley Cyrus, Miley Stewart and Hannah Montana were already blurred, and I 

would argue that the more the three personae grow up, the more the offscreen persona 

of Miley Cyrus becomes enmeshed within the onscreen personae of Miley/Hannah. 

The franchise further embeds the celebrity Miley Cyrus within Hannah Montana as a 

way of negotiating its ‘ageing’ star’s transition into young womanhood. Whilst 

various strategies for embedding Cyrus within the franchise were employed across the 

duration of the four series, and within the multi-media extra-texts, these strategies 

were heightened in the fourth and final series. Series four began in 2010, and whilst 

this final series comprised of considerably fewer episodes than the previous three 

series, the narrative included a great deal more milestones in Miley’s ‘becoming’ 

woman. Over 13 episodes, Miley attends her senior year of high school and graduates, 

ends a romantic relationship and enters another, and applies to and prepares to begin 

attending Stanford University in California. As Hannah, she develops a new musical 

style (which is ambivalently received by her fans5), reveals the secret of her double-

life on television (and then as Miley must deal publicly with the aftermath), is offered 

a role in a Steven Spielberg film with Tom Cruise in Paris, and ultimately must decide 

whether or not to go university with her best friend Lilly.  

 The final series features a number of guest stars playing themselves; whilst 

guest stars appeared in the previous three series, this number increased significantly in 

series four. The use of music stars and television personalities such as Sheryl Crow 

and Jay Leno works to firmly situate Miley/Hannah in the ‘real’, and further embed 

Miley Cyrus within her onscreen persona. The franchise continually emphasises the 

                                                 
5 In episode eight of the series (2010a), Hannah records a new song in a more mature musical style to 
her previous songs, and the song is played to a focus group of tweens. The group is divided in opinion, 
with half liking Hannah’s bold new sound, and the other half strongly against her change in music 
style. 
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onscreen/offscreen duality when the audience see Hannah removing her wig and 

becoming Miley again, or when she sings that she has ‘The Best of Both Worlds’ 

(Montana, 2006). From the very first episode, the tween viewer is ‘let in on the secret’ 

and allowed access to the very construction of celebrity. Elizabeth Eva Leach argues 

that with regards to the Spice Girls at the height of their fame, ‘their success lies […] 

with their exploitation of the markers of authenticity’ (2001: 149), and I would argue 

the same for Hannah Montana. Furthermore, Leach states that ‘[the Spice Girls] stress 

their difference from other pop stars, critiquing the world of the famous whilst 

partaking of it’ (149), and by ‘letting the audience in on the secret’ of the 

Miley/Hannah duality, Hannah Montana, too, offers a commentary on the 

construction of stardom and celebrity, whilst actively carrying out this very 

construction. The franchise claims to empower the tween by revealing the 

construction of celebrity. Whilst the ‘real’ can be found in the Miley side of the 

duality, by embedding Miley Cyrus firmly within this already complex duality, the 

tween finds the ‘real’ and ‘authentic’ in Cyrus, for example when listening to the 

series two soundtrack, Hannah Montana 2/Meet Miley Cyrus (2009), or watching 

Hannah remove her wig backstage in The Best of Both Worlds Concert (with the help 

of real-life mother Tish Cyrus) and return to the stage as Miley Cyrus. 

After revealing her secret dual-identity on NBC’s late-night talk show The 

Tonight Show with Jay Leno in series four, episode nine (Hannah Montana Forever, 

2010b), episode 10 (2010c) was presented as an interview with Miley, reflecting on 

her career as Hannah and discussing her decision to end the dual persona. Within the 

narrative, the interview is carried out by Robin Roberts and broadcast on ABC’s 

morning news and talk show Good Morning America, thus firmly placing this 

narrative milestone within the ‘real’ world. More specifically, the ‘real’ is located 
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here in Miley Cyrus. Indeed, John Corner’s notion of ‘selving’ can be seen at work 

here; with regard to factual television, Corner argues that ‘selving’ is ‘the central 

process whereby “true selves” are seen to emerge (and develop) from underneath and, 

indeed, through, the “performed selves” projected for us’ (Corner, 2002: 261). As the 

‘true self’ of Hannah Montana, Miley Stewart’s ‘true self’ is here revealed to be 

Miley Cyrus. The tween is invited here to judge the ‘really’ in Hannah Montana, 

specifically in Miley Cyrus, just as Annette Hill argues that audiences search for the 

real ‘self’ in reality television (2002), firmly placing the franchise within the broader 

context of therapeutic culture, reality television and a cultural investment in 

authenticity. 

In this episode with Good Morning America’s Robin Roberts, Miley 

reminisces beginning her role as Hannah. Miley states that ‘that’s what, at the end of 

the day, people did love about Hannah, is that she was real, because I was real’ 

(emphasis in original dialogue). ‘I’ here can be read as Cyrus-as-Miley/Hannah, rather 

than Miley-as-Hannah, complexly layering the on- and offscreen personae. The 

interview, whilst part of the Hannah Montana narrative, can be seen as an interview 

with Cyrus upon the series’ approaching end, preparing the tween for Cyrus’s 

eventual growing up and out of the role. However, before allowing Cyrus to fully 

move onto more mature roles independently of Hannah Montana, Miley states in the 

interview – direct to the camera, and therefore the tween viewer – ‘I’ll never say 

goodbye to Hannah. She’s always been a part of me, and always will be.’ At the end 

of the interview, Miley Stewart asks that her fans love her as Miley; arguably this 

statement should be read as being delivered by the Miley Cyrus layer of the personae.  

 Episode eight of the final series also used narrative strategies to prepare the 

tween for the end of Hannah Montana and Cyrus’s own maturation into more ‘adult’ 
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roles (Hannah Montana Forever, 2010a). We watch Hannah performing a new music 

style in the recording studio, which is then tested out on a focus group of tweens. The 

response is mixed, with some participants not ready for Hannah to move on as an 

artist for teenage and adult audiences. She reassures the group that ‘I know change 

can be scary, but it’s part of growing up, […] it’s how we find out who we are and 

who we’re going to be. Change is exciting, and it’s fun’. One tween hugs Hannah, 

telling her ‘I don’t want you to change. I love you just the way you are.’ Robby Ray 

tells Hannah that ‘any time an artist tries to grow, there’s always going to be people 

who don’t like it’, articulating the offscreen (from Hannah Montana at least) 

transition Cyrus was making into more mature roles. However, he advises her that 

ultimately she needs to be happy, rather than trying to please every one of her fans. 

This ironically goes against his previous advice in series two when she tried to change 

her image (Hannah Montana, 2008). Furthermore, it seemingly goes against the 

series’ previous investment in the concept of an unchanged self; however, the 

‘change’ demonstrated here is illusory, as Miley Cyrus becomes more and more 

embedded within the Hannah Montana persona, limiting any real change. Between the 

broadcasts of the episode of Hannah revealing her secret and giving up her 

ordinary/extraordinary duality (Hannah Montana Forever, 2010b), and the episode 

featuring Miley’s interview and reflection upon leaving behind that stage in her life, 

offscreen Miley Cyrus turned 18. Thus, to acknowledge that Cyrus had made the 

transition into adulthood offscreen, the series necessarily allows the Miley/Hannah 

duality to be broken down, whilst for the tween this transition is made sense of by a 

reminder that Cyrus’s star persona is embedded within the Miley/Hannah onscreen 
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personae, and she is crystallised within the girlhood of Hannah Montana, particularly 

with the addition of ‘Forever’ to the final series’ title.6  

Whilst the series ends with Miley deciding to put the film opportunity on hold, 

and instead attend Stanford University with Lilly, the Hannah Montana Forever 

series DVD boxset features the alternate ending within its bonus material (2010d). In 

this alternate ending, Miley and Lilly say goodbye at the airport as Miley leaves for 

her film role in Paris, and Lilly stays to attend university. Following a shot of a tween 

playing with a Hannah Montana doll in the airport lounge, we transition to the final 

scene, with subtitles telling us that we are now in ‘TENNESSEE, TWELVE YEARS 

AGO’. A young girl is playing in her bedroom with a Barbie doll dressed as a pop 

star, singing ‘I’m a rockin’ rock star, yes I are [sic]/ Miley Cyrus is a rockin’ rock 

star, gonna go real far, far, far far’. Thus, we are watching a young Miley Cyrus 

playing at her future role as Miley/Hannah. Cyrus’s real-life mother and father then 

enter her bedroom and tuck her into bed. Young Miley Cyrus tells her parents, ‘I 

really am gonna be a rock star someday. Just like daddy’. The ‘real’ here, then, is 

intimately tied to the family – and more specifically in this case, the southern, rural 

family. The centrality of the family to tween formulations of the ‘real’ is articulated 

within Hannah Montana, and also within the construction of Miley Cyrus’s star 

persona. Just as she emphasises her southern, rural identity within her autobiography, 

she also highlights the importance of her family in her ‘becoming’ throughout the 

book (2010). Having established an ‘appropriate’ version of authenticity through his 

own country music stardom for his daughter to learn from, Miley follows in Billy 

Ray’s footsteps. Whilst himself a ‘hillbilly’ (Miley Stewart refers to Robby Ray 

during the narrative with this label), Billy Ray Cyrus has not had to employ glamour 
                                                 
6 Miley/Miley/Hannah sings ‘I’ll Always Remember You’ (Montana, 2010), in which she expresses the 
emotional difficulty of saying goodbye to an anonymous ‘you’ but being grateful for the memories 
‘we’ have together, firmly tying together her on- and offscreen personae. 
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in his performance of masculinity as a country music star, due to the unequal role 

class plays in gender identities; rather, his southern, rural identity is emphasised in his 

‘authentic’ masculinity. Miley, on the other hand, must employ glamour in her alter-

ego Hannah (Skeggs, 1997: 110-1) and remove her Tennessean identity from this 

persona, whilst paradoxically using that very identity as the source for her inherent 

authenticity. The scene then ends with a still photograph of Miley, Billy Ray and Tish 

Cyrus, thus firmly solidifying Miley Cyrus’s star persona within the Hannah Montana 

franchise, enmeshing all three personae of Miley, Miley and Hannah.  

 

Conclusions 

 

The texts that make up the tween popular culture landscape are products of the 

broader contemporary media moment – one in which emphasis is placed on reality 

television and celebrity, with a pervasive cultural investment in self transformations 

and the ‘real’. It has been widely acknowledged within both academic and childhood 

(or more specifically girlhood) advocacy fields that a great deal of contemporary 

tween popular culture centres on narratives of celebrity. However, we need to move 

beyond simplistic generalisations and assumptions regarding the messages and values 

claimed by such films and television programmes (Uhls and Greenfield, 2011; Wee, 

2010; Mayes-Elma, 2011). The cultural anxieties about girls’ seeming vulnerability to 

the allure of contemporary celebrity, and the anxieties about ‘bad’ types of largely 

young female celebrity currently circulating demonstrates that we need to pay 

academic attention to these texts that make up tween popular culture. Contemporary 

forms of celebrity and contemporary celebrity culture are not only gendered, but also 

age-defined. Much of celebrity culture centres on young females growing up, and the 
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very transition these young females are making into young womanhood is a central 

part of their celebrity.  

 By employing celebrity as an allegory for growing up female, with the 

parallels of ‘becoming’-woman and ‘becoming’-celebrity used to make sense of the 

tween’s own transitional identity, Hannah Montana normalises the desire to ‘become’ 

famous. Stars and celebrities’ balance of performance and authenticity is paralleled 

with girls’ balancing of gender performativity and ‘keeping it real’. I do not wish to 

overstate (as many cultural commentators tend to do) the idea that today’s generation 

of tweens all share an obsessive aspiration to become celebrities. Instead I would like 

to emphasise that the normalisation of the experience of ‘becoming’-celebrity works 

to stress the importance within tween popular culture of an investment in celebrity 

culture. Regardless of whether or not the tween viewer actually wants to ‘become’ 

famous herself, she is nonetheless addressed by these texts as requiring an emotional 

investment in, and needing to actively consume, celebrity. Miley’s grandmother, 

Ruby, does not approve of the celebrity lifestyle and ‘trappings’ of fame that Hannah 

has allowed herself to get carried away with in Hannah Montana: The Movie; yet she 

nonetheless helps Miley/Hannah divert a tabloid journalist, later hides her from the 

chaotic crowd that has gathered to see Hannah perform, and finally shows pride in 

watching her granddaughter use her celebrity power as Hannah to aid her community. 

Thus, alternative positions are offered within Hannah Montana, but the tween is 

ultimately told of the value of investing in the ‘real’ and ‘authentic’ within celebrity, 

as a way to guide her in her own ‘becoming’ as a woman. Celebrity here then can be 

seen as a pedagogic tool in articulating the discourse of the self, playing a central role 

in the production of the self (Marshall, 2010: 36), in this case the transitional self of 

the tween as she grows up female. Such an argument is in keeping with Allen and 
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Mendick’s empirical research with young people in England, in which they found that 

the young people expressed their ‘true’ selves through their judgement of reality 

television contestants’ ‘authenticity’, effectively regulating selfhood (2012a: 13).  

 As Duits and van Romondt Vis argue, ‘celebrities offer audiences a perfect 

opportunity to engage in questions of authenticity and an ideal of individual 

autonomy’ (2009: 43). The use of celebrity as an allegory for growing up female in 

Hannah Montana works to articulate to the tween the necessity of a neoliberal process 

of self-surveillance and investment in and maintenance of authenticity in her own 

‘becoming’-woman. However, as noted by Duits and van Romondt Vis, ‘The 

repertoire of authenticity and the reflexive nature of the sense-making process 

especially hinder the notion of the neo-liberal subject’, and ‘The norm of authenticity 

restrains experimentation and limits choice’ (55). According to the scripts of tween 

femininity claimed by Hannah Montana, authenticity is an inherent quality, located 

largely within the family and one’s roots, which can be brought to the surface through 

a makeover-esque transformation that needs to be continually repeated to ensure the 

authenticity is maintained. Furthermore, this transformative process of both 

‘becoming’-woman and ‘becoming’-celebrity is of course predicated on consumption, 

whether that be through purchasing the music album soundtracks, the official 

magazines, or cinema tickets for the theatrical films. Thus the ‘authentic’ femininity 

that the franchise claims becomes redundant, and yet the tween has already begun the 

cycle of self-surveilling transformation, which is firmly upheld and reinforced in 

postfeminist popular culture for adult women. Hannah Montana, and the other media 

texts that make up the tween popular culture landscape are not simple films and 

television programmes about which we can make straightforward assumptions, but 
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are, as this article has shown, complex and contradictory in their constructions of the 

girl ‘becoming’-woman and ‘becoming’-celebrity.  
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