
Celebrities & American Culture

Intro to Celebrity



Do you follow any 
celebrities on social 

media or in some 
other format?

If yes, what kinds of 
people & why?

If no, why not?



Americans are 
celebrity 

obsessed.



Do you think that the NEWS devotes too 
much attention to celebrities? 

Why/why not?



Think about what news 
YOU choose to 

consume. 

How often do you 
read/watch the “real 

news”? 

Are you more likely to 
read/listen to a story 

about a celebrity?



How would 
you define a 

“fan” vs. a 
“stan”?



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gOMhN-hfMtY&t=113




Fans/stans are a 
natural outgrowth 
of the 24-7 access 

we have to 
celebrities.



Parasocial relationship: An 
ongoing, one-sided bond with a media 
figure
★ Example: If  you adore an actor, singer, 

influencer, gamer, etc. and often think about and 
discuss the person as if  they were one of  your 
friends, then you have a parasocial relationship 
with that person.

Parasocial interaction: An 
imagined interaction with a media figure 
during a discrete viewing situation
★ Example: If  you feel like you’re hanging out with 

your favorite YouTuber when watching them live 
stream themselves applying makeup, playing a 
video game, eating a meal, etc., you’re engaging in 
a parasocial interaction.



Why does this happen?
● When we spend a lot of  time with someone, it’s 

natural to feel closer & more committed to 
them/the friendship.

● Humans are wired to make social connections. 
○ When we are presented with a person or 

person-like individual via video or audio media, 
our brains respond as if  they were engaging in a 
real-life social situation. Despite the fact that we 
know that the interaction is an illusion, our 
perception will cause us to react to the situation as 
if  it were real.

● Social media has introduced a new way to 
develop, maintain, & strengthen our parasocial 
relationships. 



Do YOU have any 
parasocial 

relationships with 
famous people?



EXAMPLE: Britney Spears
● In 2008, Britney was put under conservatorship 

following a public breakdown (& a year of  erratic 
behavior like shaving her head & attacking a 
paparazzo's car with an umbrella.)

● FreeBritney.net, launched in 2009, arguing that 
Britney did not need a conservatorship this far into 
her life and career.
○ In the years since, devoted fan combed her posts for 

clues about her feelings on her health, wellbeing and 
thoughts on her continued conservatorship, camped 
outside the courthouse, made podcasts/IG accounts 
devoted to #freeBritney, etc...

● Part of  fans’ connection to Britney was cultivated 
by a following who bonded with her at a formative 
age & has remained loyal since. 



Celebrity news has shifted a lot in the last 25 years. 

We’ve moved from the paparazzi as the sole outlet of info 
on celebrities’ private lives to a world in which celebs invite 

us in & engage with fans through their social media.



Do you think 
that social 

media helps or 
hurts 

celebrities? 
Explain. 



The Kardashian family is an example of 
American industriousness.

(“Industriousness” = hard work & business savvy)



Steve Jobs, Mark Zuckerberg, 
and Elon Musk are examples of 

American industriousness. 



What are some of the ways 
(even in death) that media 

shapes the role of & attention 
we give to celebrities?



Are there any 
celebrities whose 
death YOU would 

genuinely 
mourn?

Why do you think 
celebrity deaths 

trigger 
widespread 
mourning?



Notable celebrity deaths



Forbes: 
Highest Paid 

Dead 
Celebrities of 

2021

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IYthrNXGYZo


Does it influence you to see a celebrity endorsing a 
product? Why or why not? 

Would you purchase a product because of a celebrity 
wearing/using/endorsing it?



Do you follow celebrity 
scandals? 

Why or why not?



“The 
Slap”, 
Oscars 

2022

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=myjEoDypUD8


Johnny Depp v. 
Amber Heard trial 

Depp sued Heard over an essay she published in The 
Washington Post in 2018 about sexual violence, in which she 
described herself  as a “public figure representing domestic 
abuse.” Though Depp wasn’t named in the article, he argued 
that it clearly alluded to him, damaging his reputation & 
career. Depp claimed Heard was the abuser, not him. Heard 
countersued.

After a 3 week trial, all of  which was aired live, the jury 
found BOTH Depp & Heard liable for defamation. The 
jury awarded Depp $10 million in compensatory damages 
and $5 million in punitive damages (the judge reduced the 
punitive damages to $350,000, which is the cap in VA.) 
Heard was awarded $2 million in compensatory damages 
and no punitive damages.



Do you think that 
celebrities & famous 
people get the same 

treatment when it 
comes to the law as 

regular people? 

Should they?     
Why or why not?



The O.J. 
Simpson case

The “trial of the century”

In 1995, former NFL player, broadcaster 
& actor was tried & acquitted for the 
murder his former wife and her friend.

Simpson was charged with the murders 
on June 17, 1994 after investigators found 
a blood-stained glove on his property. 

When he didn’t turn himself  in, he 
became the object of  a low-speed pursuit 
in a white Bronco. TV stations 
interrupted coverage of  the 1994 NBA 
Finals to broadcast live coverage of  the 
pursuit, which was                        
watched by an                             
estimated 95 million                        
people.



The “most publicized" 
criminal trial in history - all 

133 days of  courtroom 
testimony were televised. 

Foreign leaders like Margaret 
Thatcher & Boris Yeltsin 

eagerly gossiped about the 
trial. When Yeltsin stepped 
off  his plane to meet Pres. 
Clinton in 1995, the first 

question he asked was, "Do 
you think O. J. did it?" 

When the verdict of  "not 
guilty," was read, 91% of  all 
people watching tv in the US 
were glued to the unfolding 

scene in the L.A. courtroom.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6VnijA5Abv4&t=59


Why do you think people/media 
get so riled up & invested in 

celebrity scandals?





Evolution 
of  

Celebrities 
& Media



When did celebrity/hero obsession begin?
• People have always been intrigued by celebrities. Thousands of  years ago, one 

of  the best ways to gain fame was through title (leaders) or to be a warrior 
whose actions and bravery directly impacted the lives of  the masses. 
– Leaders saw fame as important, motivating force. The quest for fame propelled them to 

greater accomplishments.

Alexander the Great Julius Caesar Constantine the Great



• Some of  the first celebrities were warriors in the ancient 
Olympic Games. 

• These Olympians were given the red-carpet treatment after 
the Games. 
– When they returned home, part of  the city wall was demolished so 

they did not have to use the gates like “ordinary mortals.” They 
also won free meals for life. 



• Gladiators also gained fame in the Roman era. News 
of  their battles spread through word of  mouth, boys 
idolized them and took lessons in fighting at gladiator 
schools, while women pursued them.



The Dying Gaul, formerly known as 
the Dying Gladiator, an ancient 
Roman marble copy of  a lost bronze 
Hellenistic sculpture commissioned 
between 230 BC and 220 BC.

Ancient Romans celebrated their most 
famous, powerful citizens by imprinting 
their faces on coins and immortalizing 

them in sculptures or artwork. 



• In the ensuing centuries, artists, athletes, 
writers, rulers, discoverers, and 
conquerors became celebrities.
– These individuals benefited from a growing 

interest in science, religion & culture.

• By the mid-16th century, dramatic shifts 
were happening in science, religion, and 
culture. 
– The Elizabethan Era saw popular theater 

become a major source of  entertainment for 
the masses. In this era, William Shakespeare 
became London’s most celebrated playwright.



• Celebrity, as we know the term, began to appear in the 
United States in the 18th century. 

• 18th century American celebrities generally fell into two 
categories: politicians & preachers (who were in many ways, 
America’s first entertainers.)

Ben Franklin G. Washington Rev. Jonathan 
Edwards

Rev. George 
Whitefield



• America’s obsession with political celebrity began when we 
broke away from England. 

• In a nation without royalty (the celebrities of  the Old World), 
those with political aspirations had to stand out if  they hoped 
to be elected by popular vote.
– Without a well-established family name or royal line, what helped to 

distinguish people was their character (integrity, honesty, courage) & 
actions/service.

Early political celebrities included 
George Washington, John Adams, 
Alexander Hamilton, etc. – men 

who sought to leave a lasting 
mark on the nation.

Why 
politicians?



• In the 18th c., true media love was with travelling preachers. 
– To spread “the Word,” preachers didn’t just stand and drone on from the pulpit; 

they gave engaging, fiery sermons and made sure that newspapers reprinted 
their sermons and published detailed accounts of  their travels.

• Rev. George Whitefield was one of  the fathers of  Evangelicalism and was as 
close to a superstar as one could be in the 18th century. 
– He once preached to a crowd of  30,000 in Boston during a  

colonial tour.
– His fame was certainly helped by the fact that his message was 

popular – that salvation was universally attainable.

– He also published hundreds of  his 18,000 sermons, letters, 
journals and several biographies.                      

Why preachers?



• By mid-19th century, American celebrities included 
well-known people in society who were glamorous or 
fashionable.
– By the 19th century, the MEDIA began making celebrities 

rather than celebrities using the media to reach the public. 
• i.e., the press choosing to write a story on a wealthy socialite vs. a 

preacher asking a newspaper to print his speech to get it out to a bigger 
audience

• As literacy rates continued to improve, more people 
amused themselves with reading newspapers and 
magazines, increasing the fame of  these new celebrities. 



EXAMPLE: Sam Patch (1807-1829)
• Patch was a poor cotton mill worker with no 

remarkable talent other than his penchant for 
jumping off  bridges, mill dams, and ships’ masts 
and surviving (with one notable exception!)

• In the news-hungry 19th century, he was 
propelled to national fame. He became a true 
press spectacle.
– In 1829, he bowed to a crowd of  10,000, kissed the 

American flag and jumped 120 feet into Niagara Falls.
– Newspapers around the country called him “The 

Yankee Leaper” and “The New Jersey Jumper.” 
– If  Patch was scheduled to jump in a particular town, it 

was covered in handbills and ads.
– Newspapers called his stunts the greatest feats of  their 

kind ever attempted by man.





• After his death, a wave of  worry and contrition swept the 
Northeast as the public started wondering if  they were 
somehow responsible for his death. People began blaming the 
media for its pressure and hype, for driving Patch to his death. 
– (Sound familiar? Marilyn Monroe, Kurt Cobain, Amy 

Winehouse, etc.)

• Sadly, Patch plummeted to his 
death attempting his second jump 
into the Genesee River when he 
was only 22 years old. 
– Before his fateful jump, he’d 

compared himself  to Napoleon 
and had decided that he, Patch, 
was more courageous.



• By the late 19th century, looking to fill the pages of  daily 
newspapers, reporting focused more and more on the careers 
and personal lives of  stars & stories of  notorious criminals. 
– Lots of  interesting folks to report on: famous outlaws like Jesse 

James, Wild West legends Buffalo Bill Cody and Doc Holliday, the 
many publicity stunts of  PT Barnum, serial killer Jack the Ripper, 
and a host of  other athletes, businessmen, and show biz folks.

PT Barnum John Sullivan Jesse/Frank James Billy the Kid JP MorganSarah Bernhardt



Tabloid Newspapers

• By World War I (1910s), improvements in print technology led to an 
increase in tabloid news.

• Hollywood film studios also began cashing in on Americans’ growing 
fascination with stars by publishing stories about their leading actors.

Modern 
tabloid 
papers

Early 1900s 
fan magazine



Movie fan magazines

•In 1911 the first true movie fan magazine debuted.
•Fan magazines published interviews with the stars, gossip 
columns focused on the personal lives/careers of  the stars. 
– Gave rise to the idea of  celebrity culture. 



Walter Winchell – 
gossip columnist

• Winchell was the most famous/influential gossip 
columnist in the 1920s. 
– He wrote 6 columns a week that appeared in nearly 2,000 

newspapers nationwide. 
– By the 1930s, he had a Sunday radio show which enabled him 

to reach nearly 50 million homes.
– “Feeding the public’s craving for scandal and gossip, he [was] 

the most powerful & feared journalist of  his time.”
– Winchell helped foster the rise of  more modern                          

publications like US and People.



Modern 
Media & 
Celebrity 

(late 19th-early 
20th century)

• The invention of  film, the radio & eventually the tv, brought 
the public the sounds and images of  the famous. 
– Consider, how did those inventions change the public’s relationship 

with celebrities?



New media (radio, movies & tv)
• New media opened up new opportunities for celebrity.
• Along with those new technologies came a very important addition 

to celebrity: INTIMACY.
– The introduction of  radio meant you could actually hear a famous 

person’s voice – even if  he was 1000 miles away.
• When FDR spoke to the nation during his Fireside Chats of  the 1930s and 

1940s, he seemed to speak to people individually in their own parlors and 
living rooms.

– The invention of  movies created thousands of  stars. Famous, beautiful 
people appeared on the screen of  the local movie theater each week and 
people felt like they knew them. Their small gestures, the subtleties of  their 
faces in close-up allowed Americans to connect to these new stars in a 
more intimate way.



Television
• The introduction of  TV (which grew in popularity in the 

mid-1940s) further promoted celebrity: 
– Provided viewers with a more intimate experience than 

radio or print media by putting familiar faces into people’s 
living rooms. 

– Elevated the celebrity to imaginary friend status (para-social 
relationships)…a major change in the history of  celebrity 
worship.



Stars like The Beatles and Elvis were able to use these new 
mediums as a tool to increase their fame through a combination of  

tv, radio, newspapers, magazines, live shows, the music charts, 
record shops and film appearances. 

Feb. 9, 1964Sept. 9, 1956

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8-ETiR1Pd3U
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_qXyw1JiW7I


The mainstream media have long been 
fascinated by celebrities. For example, 
this 1962 Life cover featuring superstars 
Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton 
during the filming of  “Cleopatra.”

By the 1960s, ownership of  fan magazines 
shifted from being tools of  promotion for the 
movie studios (interested in protecting their 

movie stars and increasing their fame) to 
privately owned businesses. (Those 

businesses were driven by a desire to sell 
magazines & make money, NOT to 

protect/promote their stars.)

Changes in celebrity 
coverage 

(1960s -> present)



• Tabloid reporting meant that more areas of  celebrities’ 
lives fell under scrutiny, including their personal lives.
– The business became making money for the magazine, whatever 

the cost to the star.



Rise of  the paparazzi

The term “paparazzi” came from a 1960 movie. One of  
the characters in the film, Paparazzo, was an overly 

intrusive freelance photographer. (That character’s name 
came from a negative term for a large buzzing mosquito.)



Rise of  the 
Paparazzi

• In the 1980s & 1990s, gossip magazines & shows began to 
demand pictures of  famous people going about their daily lives. 
The paparazzi met that need.
– PROS: helped boost stars’ profiles 
– CONS: no privacy, personal space, risk to reputation when caught in 

compromising positions 

• This increase in stories & info about stars’ lives only served to 
increase people’s thirst for celebrity gossip further.



CASE STUDY: 
Britney Spears

● From childhood to adulthood, Britney has lived in the public eye.
○ Discovered” on Star Search at the age of  10 -> Mickey Mouse Show at the age of  12 -> 

signed with first major label at the age of  16
○ First big hit “Baby One More Time” was released at the age of  16

● From the age of  16 on, Spears had between 35-40 paparazzi following her 24-7 to 
get the perfect shot.
○ US Weekly had a $140,000 weekly budget for celebrity photos and a single exclusive photo 

could earn a paparazzi 10s of  thousands of  dollars.

https://www.hulu.com/series/the-new-york-times-presents-f22278d1-ef56-40e8-9227-af3a029ca6f4


This one 
photo netted 

the 
photographer 

$400,000

Paparazzi stalked, 
teamed up in groups, 
surrounded, jostled, 

yelled at/catcalled stars 
to get a response & 

photo 



Celebrities take control 
of  the narrative 

(late 1990s-present)

• With the growth of  the internet, many celebrities 
have embraced social media as a way to take 
charge of  their own image.



How does social 
media HELP 
celebrities?

• Enables them to share aspects of  their professional & 
personal lives with their fans 

• Able to control the narrative & show themselves as they 
want and to speak to fans directly in their own words

• Helps develop and build a connection with their fans





Celebrities, Icons & 
Heroes

What’s the difference?



• Icon: a person or object which/who is 
important as a symbol of  certain 
beliefs or concepts. 
– Icons generally symbolize something that Americans 

value.

– Icons usually have a positive/successful image and 
sense of  permanence

– Many people become icons because they have 
overcome some type of  adversity (i.e., rags to riches, 
performing despite great trials, etc.)

– Cultural icons have a sacred or near-religious 
influence within the culture 



How can a person be an American icon?

Consider the icons above. What makes these people iconic? 
What do they symbolize for Americans? How do they in many 

ways define or speak to our values or beliefs?



Pick ONE of  the people below & 
answer the questions.

1. What is the person known for professionally?
2. What does the person symbolize for Americans? How 

do they speak to American values or beliefs? 

http://dontchangethislink.peardeckmagic.zone?eyJ0eXBlIjoiZ29vZ2xlLXNsaWRlcy1hZGRvbi1yZXNwb25zZS1mb290ZXIiLCJsYXN0RWRpdGVkQnkiOiIxMDQxNDE5MjEwNzQ3Mjk3MTM1NTUiLCJwcmVzZW50YXRpb25JZCI6IjFLVTR3OVdHRDlBZVpCV2haNzRoalJObk1TazdweFByTG9mdVB2cGNrTm1ZIiwiY29udGVudElkIjoiY3VzdG9tLXJlc3BvbnNlLWZyZWVoYW5kRHJhd2luZyIsInNsaWRlSWQiOiJnOTNmNzhhNGU5OF8wXzI2IiwiY29udGVudEluc3RhbmNlSWQiOiIxS1U0dzlXR0Q5QWVaQldoWjc0aGpSTm5NU2s3cHhQckxvZnVQdnBja05tWS82MmZjMjA5Yy0zOWRkLTQ0NTctOGI0OS1jZjE0ZjQ4NTZiYTIifQ==pearId=magic-pear-metadata-identifier


How can an inanimate object be an 
American icon? 

Consider the icons below. What makes these object iconic? What 
do they symbolize for Americans? How do they in many ways 

define or speak to our values or beliefs?



Pick ONE of  the 
images & answer 

the questions.

1. What do we know about the object? (How would you 
describe it to someone who wasn’t familiar with the image?)

2. What does the object symbolize for Americans? How does 
the object speak to American values or beliefs?

http://dontchangethislink.peardeckmagic.zone?eyJ0eXBlIjoiZ29vZ2xlLXNsaWRlcy1hZGRvbi1yZXNwb25zZS1mb290ZXIiLCJsYXN0RWRpdGVkQnkiOiIxMDQxNDE5MjEwNzQ3Mjk3MTM1NTUiLCJwcmVzZW50YXRpb25JZCI6IjFLVTR3OVdHRDlBZVpCV2haNzRoalJObk1TazdweFByTG9mdVB2cGNrTm1ZIiwiY29udGVudElkIjoiY3VzdG9tLXJlc3BvbnNlLWZyZWVoYW5kRHJhd2luZyIsInNsaWRlSWQiOiJnOTNmNzhhNGU5OF8wXzE3IiwiY29udGVudEluc3RhbmNlSWQiOiIxS1U0dzlXR0Q5QWVaQldoWjc0aGpSTm5NU2s3cHhQckxvZnVQdnBja05tWS8yNGJjNjYyYi05ODI5LTRmMTAtYTRmMC1mNWFkYWMyODczMmIifQ==pearId=magic-pear-metadata-identifier


How would 
you define 
the term 
“hero”?

(What makes someone a hero? 
What characteristics do you 

associate with heroes?)

http://dontchangethislink.peardeckmagic.zone?eyJ0eXBlIjoiZ29vZ2xlLXNsaWRlcy1hZGRvbi1yZXNwb25zZS1mb290ZXIiLCJsYXN0RWRpdGVkQnkiOiIxMDQxNDE5MjEwNzQ3Mjk3MTM1NTUiLCJwcmVzZW50YXRpb25JZCI6IjFLVTR3OVdHRDlBZVpCV2haNzRoalJObk1TazdweFByTG9mdVB2cGNrTm1ZIiwiY29udGVudElkIjoiY3VzdG9tLXJlc3BvbnNlLWZyZWVSZXNwb25zZS10ZXh0Iiwic2xpZGVJZCI6InAxMCIsImNvbnRlbnRJbnN0YW5jZUlkIjoiMUtVNHc5V0dEOUFlWkJXaFo3NGhqUk5uTVNrN3B4UHJMb2Z1UHZwY2tObVkvOThhMjBhYzMtYzRmMi00NTg0LWJjZTYtNzY5OTZiMTM2YTFhIn0=pearId=magic-pear-metadata-identifier


• Heroism is about
– character (not fame or glory)

– service (working for the good of  others)

– bravery, facing a challenge and digging deep 
to find the courage, wisdom or inspiration to 
rise above

– making the world a better place 

Heroes



Our heroes have changed over time from 
heroic leaders to celebrities made famous 

through social media & tv.

Heroes 
of  deed 

Celebrities 
(media created 

characters)



Heroes of  Deed
People who made a contribution that goes above and 

beyond the call of  duty.

EXAMPLES: 

Fictitious superheroes 
like Captain America, 
Superman, or Wonder 

Woman

First responders (fire fighters, military personnel, 9/11 first responders, hospital 
workers during Covid-19 shutdowns, etc.)



EXAMPLE: Cultural Rebels

• Rebellious heroes of  deed: 
– People who act out against injustices in the dominant culture. 

They typically succeed in their goals with great costs or, in some 
cases, suffer martyrdom before their goals can be reached. 

– Examples (pictured above): Jackie Robinson, Katharine Hepburn, 
Billie Jean King, Langston Hughes, Andy Warhol, Colin Kaepernick



Many say that heroes of  deed are a dying breed. 
Today, we more often celebrate people whose fame 

is generated by media.

➔ Can you think of  an example of  someone whose fame 
is in large part generated & increased by media 
attention?



– People who often have talent but that may not be what they're best 
known for.

– Fame represents values & qualities are the fad in at the time. 
– Their celebrity is typically short-lived, lasting only as long as the 

nation’s interest lasts.

Examples: “Damn, Daniel,” reality tv stars, Kevin Hart, 
Charli D’Amelio, Ninja, Selena Gomez, James Charles, 
Travis Scott, Drake, Nicki Minaj, Taylor Swift, Andrew Tate,
Jimmy Fallon, etc.

Celebrities (media-created figures)



Talk with your table group

What makes each of  these people an example of  
qualities/fads Americans value today? 

Kim Kardashian and/or 
Kanye West

Elon Musk (founder of  Tesla, 
SpaceX)

http://dontchangethislink.peardeckmagic.zone?eyJ0eXBlIjoiZ29vZ2xlLXNsaWRlcy1hZGRvbi1yZXNwb25zZS1mb290ZXIiLCJsYXN0RWRpdGVkQnkiOiIxMDQxNDE5MjEwNzQ3Mjk3MTM1NTUiLCJwcmVzZW50YXRpb25JZCI6IjE1aEJ0bUZNMWNXM1hDZlFPcGlwZFJEcXliY0NHNTZxMzFXeHpSYjN5OHFJIiwiY29udGVudElkIjoiY3VzdG9tLXJlc3BvbnNlLWZyZWVoYW5kRHJhd2luZyIsInNsaWRlSWQiOiJnOTQwZGUwYzQ0Nl8wXzAiLCJjb250ZW50SW5zdGFuY2VJZCI6IjE1aEJ0bUZNMWNXM1hDZlFPcGlwZFJEcXliY0NHNTZxMzFXeHpSYjN5OHFJLzJlZjg2NzViLWFhZDYtNDdhNi1hOTVjLWRiNDYzNjMyZWQ2NiJ9pearId=magic-pear-metadata-identifier


Some famous people choose to use their 
platform for more than just advancing 

their career. 

It is possible for a person to be BOTH 
a celebrity AND an icon/hero. 



EXAMPLE: Celebrities who 
also became icons

• Sports icons: sport itself  is key to their 
initial status or popularity, however, they 
often become associated with something 
else that goes beyond their athletic success 
– Examples: Muhammad Ali (boxing, refusing the 

draft, ban, Parkinsons), Billie Jean King (tennis star 
& crusader for equality for women in sports), Naomi 
Osaka (tennis & mental health), etc.



What’s 
next?

FIRST, an example of  
celebrity turned icon...

THEN, a chance to 
explore a cultural icon 

of  your choosing...





Muhammad Ali

The Making of  a Sports Icon



Early Years
•Born Cassius Clay in 1942 in Louisville, 
Kentucky. 

•Took up boxing at the age of  13. 
• Off  duty police officer took him under his wing, 

introduced Clay to the integrated gym where he 
trained and 6 weeks after he started training, 
Clay won his first bout.

•By the age of  18, Clay had 2 Golden Gloves 
titles, 2 Amateur Athletic Union national 
titles and 100 wins/8 losses.



1960 Olympics
•Clay won the light heavyweight gold 

medal at the 1960 summer Olympics 
in Rome (at 18.)
• When he returned home to segregated 

Kentucky, he wore his medal around 
his neck everywhere with pride. 

• Shortly after he arrived home, refused 
entry to a whites-only restaurant. Clay 
reportedly yelled “this medal don’t 
mean nothing!” and threw his medal 
into the Ohio River. 

•After the Olympics, Clay turned pro 
& landed a sponsorship deal with 
some Louisville businessmen. 

• From Oct. 1960-June 1963, he won 
all 19 fights he entered.



The Louisville Lip
“If  you dream of  beating me, you better wake up 

and apologize.”

•Clay became known as a non-stop talker, a 
self-promoter and a poet.
• Proclaimed himself  to be ”the greatest”
• Boasted of  his exploits, often in rhyme
• Predicted the round in which he would beat his 

opponents

• “He had incredibly fast hands and cat-like 
reflexes,” noted sportswriter Michael Silver. “His 
handsome face was rarely hit” – a point of  pride he 
would often repeat in press conferences.

The Beatles visit Cassius 
Clay



https://docs.google.com/file/d/1M7bXdtQsoQTWXuZlWTs0jRkXqu5zbErC/preview


https://docs.google.com/file/d/1YrH9vO49is0dCcfhRRsnmJ_xgK-BY6RQ/preview


A different kind of  athlete…
•Didn’t fit the stereotypes applied to previous black boxers: 

•Ali was his own man, had his own opinions & wasn’t afraid to say 
what he thought. (Early in his career, he told a reporter, “I don’t have to be what 
you want me to be, I’m free to be the person I want to be.”)

Joe Louis, the “Brown 
Bomber,” heavyweight 

champ 1937-1949. 
Widely celebrated for 
his sportsmanship, 

modesty, humility and 
softspokeness.

Sonny Liston, the “Bear,” 
heavyweight champ 

1962-1964. Arrested 20+ 
times, 2 long prison 

terms where he learned 
to box. Intimidating in & 

out of the ring, 
menacing attitude & 

vicious punch.



First Professional Fight
•Ali’s first pro title fight in Feb. 1964 was 
against Sonny Liston (the reigning 
heavyweight champ) 
•The odds were stacked 7-1 against Clay.

•Undaunted, Clay wrote the following 
poem predicting his victory:
• “Ain’t he ugly?! He’s too ugly to be the world 
champ. He should be pretty like me!”
•He even left a bear trap (for the “Bear”) on 
Liston’s front lawn prior to the fight to fuel the 
rivalry.



Liston is still rising and the ref  wears a frown,
For he can’t start counting till Sonny goes down.

Now Liston is disappearing from view,
The crowd is going frantic,

But radar stations have picked him up,
Somewhere over the Atlantic.

Who would have thought when they came to the fight?
That they’d witness the launching of  a human satellite.

Yes the crowd did not dream, when they put up the money,
That they would see a total eclipse of  the Sonny.

Clay comes out to meet Liston & Liston starts to retreat,
if  Liston goes back an inch farther he’ll end up in a ringside 

seat.
Clay swings with his left, Clay swings with his right,

Look at young Cassius carry the fight
Liston keeps backing, but there’s not enough room,

It’s a matter of  time till Clay lowers the boom.
Now Clay lands with a right,

What a beautiful swing, and the punch raises the Bear clean out 
of  the ring.

https://docs.google.com/file/d/1O9ry6YkhXqmh2OkQgPxbyZZfA05sWKE7/preview


Ali v. Liston

•Much of  the boxing press corps 
skipped the fight, disgusted with Clay’s 
antics & convinced that Clay would be 
demolished.

•  No one expected Ali to go the 
distance, but Ali knocked Liston out, 
and promptly announced to the TV 
cameras, “I shook up the world!” & “I 
am the greatest!”



Ali gets the last word… (in his own words)

https://docs.google.com/file/d/1BVVisn7ZgTJN16lNq9Pas-stTwRnp1qO/preview


Career Stats

Ali defended his heavyweight title 
in 9 bouts from 1965-1967, 
including in a rematch with Liston 
in 1965. 

•The 1965 fight against Liston lasted 
just 2 minutes & 8 seconds 
• It was in this fight that he coined his 
signature phrase, “float like a butterfly, 
sting like a bee, you can’t hit what your 
eyes don’t see…” as a reference to his 
light-of-foot and quick punching style.



Ali & the Nation of  Islam
• Ali became an outspoken member of  the Nation of  

Islam, a black separatist movement that practiced the 
religion of  Islam.

• The Nation of  Islam:
• Wanted the complete separation of  the races 

• Believed that integration wouldn’t work – instead, argued 
that African-Americans had to take their fate into 
their own hands and learn to be self-sufficient.

• Voiced irritation at “all of  this non-violent, begging-the- 
white-man kind of  dying…all this sitting-in, sliding-in, 
wading-in, eating-in, diving-in, and all the rest.” 
(Malcolm X)

• Argued the key to self-knowledge was to know your 
enemy (the white man and white supremacy.)



Ali: “I don’t hate rattlesnakes, I don’t hate tigers — I just 
know I can’t get along with them,” he said. “I don’t want to 
try to eat with them or sleep with them.”
Reporter: “You don’t think that we can ever get along?”
Ali: “I know whites and blacks cannot get along; this is 
nature.”

Reporter: “You like George Wallace?
Ali: “Yes, sir. I like what he says. He says Negroes shouldn’t 
force themselves in white neighborhoods, and white people 
shouldn’t have to move out of  the neighborhood just 
because one Negro comes. Now that makes sense.”

In the words of  Ali…

Wallace, 4 term gov. of  Alabama, ran 
for president on a segregationist 

platform.



Cassius Clay 
becomes 

Muhammad Ali
• In 1964, Clay changed his name 
Muhammad Ali 

•The media & many of  his 
opponents refused to call him by 
his new name. 

•Ali’s parents also rejected his 
name change and denounced the 
Nation of  Islam, saying they were 
cons who were exploiting their 
son. 



Ali & the 
Vietnam War

• By the mid-1960s, the country was split over the Vietnam War, and Ali quickly 
became part of  the controversy and polarization. 
• In 1967, Ali was called up to serve in Vietnam. 
•At that time, roughly 500,000 troops were stationed in Vietnam and nearly 30,000 

had been killed. 



https://docs.google.com/file/d/14ZatU6vss42yXuRDYiS2OR5AjTXyEqSW/preview




Ali’s Protest in Historical Context 
Race, Power and Protest

•America’s racial politics changed a lot from 1964-1968. 
• Racial unrest had broken out in LA in 1965; in Newark, New Jersey, Detroit, 

Michigan, and a dozen other cities in 1967.
• In April 1968, following the assassination of  Dr. Martin Luther King, protest and 

unrest occurred in more than 100 cities (frustration, anger, despair building)



The movement for Black Power & Black pride had begun 
by the late 1960s. 

Black athletes at the Summer 
Olympics in Mexico City in 1968 
had given the black power salute 

from the medals podium

In the summer of  1968, the James Brown song, “Say It Loud, Say it 
Proud,” hit No. 1 on the R&B music chart.

https://docs.google.com/file/d/1mwNXhrkB_1LwaTurpKtI0piiYHcbQJHN/preview


QUESTION: How is what Ali says in the video clip connected to how many black Americans felt at the time?

https://docs.google.com/file/d/1FzLcU9cVQVyWJtoT8KbXrtw1_WL05CW-/preview


Ali v. Frazier (1970)
• Ali was allowed to return to the ring in 1970. 

• In his 3rd fight back in the ring, he fought Joe Frazier in 
Madison Square Garden. 
• Frazier, with a record of  26–0, was the reigning heavyweight 

champion of  the world. He was known as a ferocious fighter 
with a powerful left hook.

• Ali, the former heavyweight champ, like Frazier was also 
undefeated, with a record of  31–0. (Ali had held the title 
from 1964-1967.) 

• Lots of  hype in the run up to the fight – question of  who 
the true heavyweight champ was
• In his trademark way, Ali trash talked and stoked the rivalry 

leading up to the fight: “Frazier is so ugly that when he cries, the tears turn 
around and go down the back of  his head.”

Before their fight in 1971, Ali arrived 
to Frasier’s training gym in Philly to 
taunt his opponent. In the words of  
the photographer, “Ali was walking 

around outside trying to psych Frazier 
out but Frazier was this rock.”



● Billed as the biggest event 
in the history of  boxing, 
Ali won the early rounds 
but Frazier knocked him 
to the mat in the 11th 
round and ultimately 
won.

● Ali sacrificed 3 ½ years in 
the prime of  his career in 
exile – he made no 
excuses & lost with grace. 

Why was the fight 
significant?



Ali’s most famous 1975 bout was the ‘Rumble in the Jungle’ against the 
mighty George Foreman, which no-one gave Ali a hope of  winning. 

(Foreman was feared throughout the boxing world; his previous 8 fights had not gone beyond the 2nd round!)

Ali’s trademark 
confidence and rhyming 

scheme comes through in 
a pre-fight press 

conference…

https://docs.google.com/file/d/11uHgsiEln8VlJo6yquRVnlXmReOggA4v/preview


The Rumble in the 
Jungle

•The fight was set up by promoter Don King in 
Zaire, Africa.
•Billed as a triumph of  Black Power, enlisted BB 
King, Sister Sledge and James Brown to perform 
with the fight as the marquee event. 
• $10 million purse = largest in history



The Rumble in the Jungle & the “Rope-a-dope”
• In the early rounds, Ali let Forman 

pummel him, whispering “that all 
you got George?” By round 8, 
Forman was exhausted and Ali had 
him where he wanted him. Then 
Ali moved in and stopped 
Foreman with a knockout.

• Legend restored - 10 years after his 
first heavyweight title.

https://docs.google.com/file/d/1LLo2KlqcsS5edKrwkqo7xsF2z_lXp9Pf/preview


● In 1971, the Supreme Court granted Ali conscientious objector status, 
reversing Ali’s prior conviction. 

● In 1984, at age 42 (three years into retirement), Ali revealed he had 
Parkinson’s disease. The symptoms include tremors, a tightening of  the 
muscles, and slowness of  movement and speech. 

● Ali remained a public figure until his death in 2016.

1990 Ali helped release 15 US hostages from 
Iraq after meeting with Saddam Hussein.

1996 he lit the flame at 
the Atlanta Olympics.

2005 Pres. GW Bush awarded Ali the 
Medal of  Freedom.
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