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Abstract

This article investigates the complexity in audience reaction to the hypersexuality of contemporary
female music artists. Seeking to understand how the response of young female consumers of the
music created by these celebrities differs from that of patriarchal society. Considering in particular
Strip by Little Mix and WAP by Cardi B and Megan Thee Stallion, this analysis and research
investigates how subversive and challenging representations of female sexuality are important for a
renewed focus on feminism and empowerment in a modern context.

By combining research methods with a close understanding of feminist and postfeminist theory this
article forms detailed conclusions of how young female consumers are affected by representations of
hypersexuality in popular culture. The argument that develops throughout looks to show that
challenging acceptable presentations of sexuality is important for women’s understanding of their
own sexuality. The research also identifies the need for more representation in celebrity feminism so
that all young female consumers feel empowered without the need for them to adhere to societal
beauty standards.
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Introduction

Cardi B and Megan Thee Stallion broke records with their 2020 hit WAP. With 93 million streams in

the first week of release and topping 10 different charts, the song reached huge audiences all around

the world (McIntyre, 2020; Wood 2020). Cardi B sings “[p]ut this pussy right in your face, swipe your

nose like a credit card. Hop on top, I wanna ride. I do a kegal, while it’s inside. Spit in my mouth, look

in my eyes. This pussy is wet, come take a dive” (2020). The uncensored description of sexual desire

in the lyrics and the hypersexual content of the music video continues to be evident throughout

WAP. By creating content where they openly talk about their sexual pleasure, contemporary female

artists such as Cardi B and Megan Thee Stallion aim to challenge patriarchal norms that women

should be seen as ‘nice’ (Fox, 1977). These songs are often vilified by the media, described as

harmful for young female consumers. Remarkably, despite the amount of discourse about female

agency, there is little research into the feelings of empowerment of the young female audiences who

are being discussed. The lack of critical investigation into the opinion of women (especially young

female consumers of the media that I am considering) is problematic, because it deemphasises

counterdiscourses regarding the potential empowerment of cultural texts like WAP. This allows

hegemonic ideas regarding acceptable representations of female sexuality, that are reductive and

highly feminised, to dominate. In order to fill this gap in knowledge, my research aims to discover

whether postfeminist representations of female hypersexuality in contemporary music cause young

female consumers to feel empowered and confident in their own expressions of sexuality, in contrast

to a predominantly male coverage in the media that is critical of musicians such as Cardi B. My

research will be democratising by giving a voice to women who don’t have a huge platform to share

their opinion. This will allow other women to gain a deeper authentication of their own feelings in

response to the contemporary female music artists who are choosing to hypersexualise their image.

For my research project, I chose to study two songs by contemporary female music artists.

The first is WAP. The second is Strip by Little Mix, featuring Sharaya J, which was released in 2018.
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The music video for Strip has close to 50 million views on YouTube. There are 1 million likes for the

video, 31 thousand dislikes, and over 35 thousand comments (YouTube, 2021), showing the huge

amount of discourse around the song. I chose WAP and Strip in particular, because of the very public

backlash that the artists received for the hypersexual content of the lyrics and the music videos. I am

keen to explore whether young women are made to feel empowered by these songs and their music

videos as postfeminist theory would suggest, or whether they think that explicit expressions of

female sexuality are detrimental to the progression of feminism.

Women are increasingly fed different instructions for appropriate explorations of their

sexuality through media they consume. On the one hand, to be too hypersexual is to risk being

labelled a ‘slut’, whereas covering up or rejecting derogatory banter can lead to the same thing.

Academics investigating issues of female agency in postfeminist times have contrasting ideas about

female sexuality. Rosalind Gill and Breanne Fahs consider societal pressures and the internalisation of

the male gaze essential for understanding why seemingly empowering public displays of sexuality are

not in fact a women’s choice (Gill, 2007; Fahs, 2017). Brian McNair, Linda Duits and Liesbet Van

Doonen however, emphasise the importance of differentiating between hypersexuality that is forced

onto women, and sexualities that they choose to pursue (MacNair, 2002; Duits & Van Zoonen, 2006).

There have been vast amounts of research about female sexual agency, whether it is positive, or is

simply reinforcing ingrained ideals, however, the research that has been conducted previously to

now  is lacking when it comes to considering the opinions of young women.

To achieve my aim, my research grapples with three objectives. The first is to understand

why prominent men in the media react so negatively to contemporary female music artists who

explore female sexuality openly in their music, and then to discuss why this reaction is helpful in

clarifying the urgency of a renewed focus on female empowerment. The second is to understand the

reaction of young women, to explore how they feel about the hypersexuality of the artists, and to

investigate how this affects their feelings about their own expressions of sexuality. My final objective
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will be to explore the limitations in understanding hypersexuality of contemporary female music

artists as progressive for female empowerment.
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Literature Review

The evolution of female representation, porno-chic and the internalisation of the male gaze.

The first topic that I am going to consider is female representation, and how it has developed in

post-feminist times. Whilst previously, hypersexualisation of women was something external that

was put upon them, it has now evolved to be an internalised ideal in heteronormative society. Greer

Litton Fox, in her 1977 article “Nice girl”: Societal control of women through a value construct”,

explores the idea of normative restriction; this being how women are indoctrinated by the societal

idea that they should behave like and embody a ‘nice girl’ (Fox, 1977, p.805). Fox goes on throughout

her article to explain why normative restriction is an effective way for hegemony in society to

continue. Women are taught throughout their lives that the main goal for them is to be seen as nice.

To embody the traits that will make them ‘acceptable’, they restrict their own behaviour, thus

removing the need for physical restrictions to be in place. A big part of adhering to hegemonic

normativity is to appear sexually chaste. The very fact that it wouldn’t be ladylike to be seen doing

certain things that society would deem manly has long been a pressure for women to stick to

normative behaviour (Fox, 1977, p.805). Duits when considering nice girl theory explains that there

are no specific guidelines around what constitutes ‘nice girl status’, making navigating how to show

appropriate sexuality challenging for women (Duits, 2008, p.19).

Scholars explore how this internalisation has fashioned into an idea coined ‘porno-chic’.

Porno chic is described by McNair in his 2002 book, Striptease Culture: Sex, Media and the

Democratisation of Desire, as the integration of pornography into our culture and things that are not

associated with porn by design (McNair, 2002, p.62). McNair explains how the pop star Madonna

was one of the first popular artists to use porno-chic in her image and suggests that utilising the

appeal of porn helped her mass-market success (2002, p.66). He describes how Madonna’s

hypersexualisation was different from women who had been sexually suggestive in music videos and

other popular culture in the past. He explains that previously to this era, sexualisation of women in
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mainstream culture seemed exploitative, whereas Madonna chose this as a way to market herself in

a postfeminist culture (2002, p.67). Duits and Van Zoonen further evaluate Madonna’s presentation

of herself in their 2006 article, “Headscarves and Porno-Chic: Disciplining Girls' Bodies in the

European Multicultural Society”. They describe how with Madonna’s young female audience, her

hypersexual self-image is seen as freedom from an oppressive past where female agency was

thought of negatively and porno-chic would have been against the norm. Duits and Van Zoonen talk

about how young women who consume this media feel empowered to express their own sexuality

(Duits & Van Zoonen, 2006, p.10). This evaluation of Madonna choosing to brand herself

hypersexually is important for me to consider in my research, as the pop star is seen, by McNair,

Duits and Van Zoonen, as an early example of a woman using her hypersexuality to empower

consumers to feel in control of their own bodies.

Although they disagree on the value of female hypersexuality, Fox and McNair agree that in

postfeminist times, women have internalised societal pressure. McNair however, considers certain

types of sexuality from women to be powerful in challenging patriarchy (McNair, 2002, p.67). Fox, in

contrast, does not consider any female hypersexuality beneficial to feminism. She talks of how

women who don’t fit the appropriate sexuality of a ‘nice girl’ will be considered abnormal and

shunned by society, thus unable to help further a movement (Fox, 1977).

Similarly to Fox, Gill believes that societal pressure is instrumental in a woman's apparent

free choice. She rejects the theories of McNair, Duits and Van Zoonen that women choosing to

hypersexualise themselves is positive, instead suggesting that this apparent ‘choice’ is in fact, a result

of internalisation of the male gaze. In her 2007 article, “Critical Respect: The Difficulties and

Dilemmas of Agency and ‘Choice’ for Feminism”, Gill responds to and critiques Duits and van

Zoonen’s ideas of female agency. She criticises their lack of consideration of external influences

within female agency, raising the issue that consumers who feel empowered when ‘choosing’ to

hypersexualise themselves neglect to consider internalisation of the male gaze. Gill suggests that it is

inconclusive to theorise that women choose to hypersexualise themselves as an autonomous act
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rather than a product of societal influence (Gill, 2007, p.5). She talks of the false ideology of women

as neoliberal subjects and rejects ideas of female individualism and empowerment claiming they

have control over whether or not they decide to use sexuality in their self-presentation.

Janet Holland, Caroline Ramazanaglu, Sue Sharpe and Rachel Thomson expand on the idea of

internalisation of the male gaze in their 1998 book, The male in the head. They explain that

heterosexuality comes from within masculinity and that female sexuality comes from this adoption

of patriarchal ideals into their own ‘free will’ (Holland, Ramazanoglu, Sharpe, & Thomson, 1998,

p.14). In the heteronormative society that we live in, they theorise that these ideals and this way of

thinking have become so ingrained that it is no longer noticed, so female sexuality is not explored on

women’s terms. This theory is relevant to my research into the way that contemporary female music

artists hypersexualise themselves. According to this theory, Holland, Ramazanoglu, Sharpe and

Thomson, like Gill, would argue that self sexualisation is not a choice, but instead a result of

internalising the male gaze, or ‘the-man-in-the-head’.

In her article “Postfeminist media culture: Elements of a sensibility”, Gill explores the idea of

how the perception of women in the media has moved from a “sex object to desiring sexual subject”

(Gill, 2007, p.152). She again argues with the idea of female autonomy, criticising the assumption

that women are empowered to choose whether they sexualise their image. Gill explains that they

have been conditioned by the media to think that they have agency, whereby they have become

exactly the sexual objects that had previously been seen as degrading.

Gill further expands on her work around neoliberalism in her 2008 article

“Empowerment/Sexism: Figuring Female Sexual Agency in Contemporary Advertising”. She talks

about the rise of the ‘Midriffs’, which was a movement in the advertising sphere that moved away

from the idea of women being powerless objects of male desire, to a focus on empowerment and

choice, “a shift from objectification to sexual subjectification” (Gill, 2008, p.7.). Gill explains that the

way that the media presented women at the time put a huge emphasis on their own agency. The

idea was that they were choosing to be sexually explicit in their presentation, and it just happened to
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be in a way that men would also find attractive (2008, p.8.). Gill discusses how the postfeminist idea

of midriffs was even more damaging to women than the previous marginalisation of women

pre-second wave feminism. She argues that previous to this, sexism was external, seen as something

‘done to women’ but with this movement, it became something that women internalised. That now

they are expected to be hypersexualised, to be happy about it, feel empowered and to come to this

choice themselves (2008, p.11.). Gill’s argument that women are influenced by the internalisation of

the male gaze and past patriarchal ideals rather than true empowerment is important to my research

on how the hypersexualisation of women in contemporary music influences a modern audience. It

will be important to consider the internalisation of the male gaze as a possible cause of why women

subscribe to a culture of hypersexualisation. Influenced by the pornographication of culture rather

than natural feelings of empowerment.

In my research into women’s perception of themselves in a neoliberal context, I considered

academic work on aesthetic labour. In their collection of works about aesthetic labour, Ana Sofia

Elias, Rosalind Gill and Christiana Scharff include Breanne Fahs article entitled “Mapping ‘Gross

Bodies’: The Regulatory Politics of Disgust”, where Fahs studies women’s reaction to body hair,

fatness, and menstruating. Her research showed that women have been conditioned to be subjects

to society, disgusted by natural bodily functions due to women who they see in advertising. In

popular culture, female bodies are generally pruned to be free of all of these natural things, and

these same bodies are imagined as perfect. Therein, leading to the internalisation of societal

pressure, which imagines natural functions of human bodies as unnatural. This disgust leads women

to buy into a consumerist economy, working hard to ensure that they rid their bodies of any hair, stay

thin and hide signs of menstruation to adhere to what they consider their own standards. Fahs - in

agreement with Gill before her - argues that these standards are in fact those imposed upon them by

patriarchal society (Fahs, 2017).
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Media representation of sexuality

Many contemporary academics understand the internalisation of the male gaze as a direct product of

how female sexuality is represented in the media. Understanding why it is that women unconsciously

tend towards patriarchal embodiments will be important to the conclusions that I draw about

audience response to the hypersexuality of women in contemporary music. In a 2005 article written

for The Guardian interviewing the editors of top lads’ mags in the UK, Janice Turner includes this

quote from Phil Hilton, editor of Nuts,

“You are imposing outmoded sexual politics on a world that doesn't fit anymore. Women are

gagging to appear in Nuts: hundreds send in their pictures, seeing it as empowering, sexy, a

celebration of their youthful good looks” (Turner, 2005).

Turner discusses how the line between pornography and reality has blurred because of how women

are presented in the media as perpetually up for it. She explains that feminist opinions that criticise

this, are seen as outdated and no longer necessary. Turner goes on to critique the media

pornographication of popular culture. Her understanding aligns with Gill - that it is damaging to

women to think of themselves as empowered, neoliberal subjects who are making their own

decision to portray themselves hypersexually. Turner’s research links to ideas of the

‘male-in-the-head’, as she agrees that there is now an internalised expectation for women to keep up

a sexualised image of themselves, whereas before it was understood to be external (Turner, 2005).

Dee Amy Chinn’s research aligns with the widespread opinion of cultural academics that

women acting hypersexuality is a result of environmental pressures rather than female agency. In her

2006 article, “This is just for me(n): How the regulation of post-feminist lingerie advertising

perpetuates woman as object”, Amy-Chinn considers how the advertising of female underwear using

hypersexualised images and an emphasis on porno-chic is considered empowering, despite
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conforming to heteronormative ideals of prioritising the male gaze (2006). Through her research into

this particular type of advertising, she explains that women’s representation in the media has

conditioned them to think that they are choosing to be hypersexual in their self-presentation. She

discusses, that women have used their apparent newfound agency to become replicas of women

who are written into pornography, written by men for men. This normalisation and expectation of

hypersexuality is a result of women internalising societal pressure encouraged by the media, rather

than their own choice. Amy-Chinn’s research is especially useful for me in considering if feelings of

empowerment from consumers of hypersexual content is a result of the internalisation of media

portrayals of what women should aspire to be.

In his 1992 book, Reading Ads Socially, Robert Goldman talks about the idea of power

femininity created by the media. He criticises the idea that women have complete agency, have

reached equality and are empowered to make their own choices and explains how the media portray

that women want “the sexual power to bring men to their knees” (Goldman, 1992; Gill, 2008, p. 43).

He argues that historically this is what men have always desired, to be brought to their knees. In the

past, this was something that could only be realised through pornography as hypersexuality of

normal women was not acceptable to society. However, with the rise of neoliberalism, the myth of

empowerment and the pornographication of mainstream culture, it has become an expectation that

all women will choose to conform to this ideology of sexy and empowered women. Goldman makes

the point that the idea of empowerment, though thought to be a woman’s choice, has ensured that

women choose to become the exact things that men desire. Similarly to Amy-Chinn and Turner’s

work, Goldman’s argument, that the power femininity ingrained in popular culture causes women to

internalise patriarchal embodiments, will be useful to my research as I consider why women feel

empowered by hypersexuality of women in contemporary music.
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Celebrity and sexuality

My research focuses on the influence that female hypersexuality in contemporary music has on

modern audiences, so the final theme for my literature review is celebrity and sexuality. In my

research, I want to understand whether celebrities’ display of their sexuality affects the feelings of

empowerment in their audience. Sharon Lamb, Kelly Grayling and Emily E. Wheeler in their 2013

article, “Pole-arized’ discourse: An analysis of responses to Miley Cyrus’s Teen Choice Awards pole

dance”, discuss the discursive reaction to Miley Cyrus’s Party in the USA music video and Cyrus's

controversial pole dancing. Lamb et al. explain that many consumers reacted to the singer’s

hypersexuality by suggesting that she is a bad role model for her young female audience, saying that

she should have a responsibility to them to be a good influence (Lamb, Grayling & Wheeler, 2013,

p.13). From this research, the scholars conclude that everyone is invited to have an opinion about

women, in particular female celebrities who choose to portray themselves hypersexuality, but none

of the criticism considers the celebrities’ choice to be a result of the internalisation of the male gaze

(2013, p.17). This study is relevant to my research into audience opinion of the hypersexuality of

female artists in contemporary music, as I will be able to consider the past vilification of celebrities

who adopt post-feminist tendencies and compare my findings to that of the artists whom I am

researching.

Miley Cyrus draws a lot of attention from her hypersexualised image. Amelia Butterly in 2013

explained how, in a BBC Newsbeat interview with Chi Chi Izundu, Cyrus described herself as a huge

feminist. She thinks that the way that she acts on stage, choosing to portray herself sexuality, is

empowering to her audience as it allows them to be anything that they want to be (Butterly, 2013).

In her 2016 article, “Taking time between g-string changes to educate ourselves: Sinéad O’Connor,

Miley Cyrus, and celebrity feminism”, Anita Brady considers the argument between Sinéad O’Connor

and Miley Cyrus and their clashing ideas of feminism. O’Connor agrees with the argument that

women shouldn’t celebrate the pornographication of female artists as an act of empowerment and
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rejects Cyrus’s idea that women should be free to hypersexualise themselves if that is what they

want to do. Cyrus however, criticises the idea of the internalisation of the male gaze and celebrates

the neoliberal theory of choice (Brady, 2015, p.5). Brady talks of how the idea of competing

feminisms rose from the aftermath of the public feud between Cyrus and O’Connor. There was

obvious confusion between the two celebrities, both with juxtaposing ideas of what constitutes

empowerment. Other theorists’ critique post-feminist celebrity hypersexuality, as encouraging

audience conformation to a heteronormative contemporary culture where women now internalise

the male gaze under the guise of empowerment. Brady however, argues that the very value of

celebrity feminism is the inconclusive nature of what feminism should be (Brady, 2015, p.12). Brady

challenges the idea suggested by Gill, Turner, Dee-Chinn and Goldman who condemn

hypersexualisation as a means to empowerment, and she suggests that women should be invited to

be empowered in any way that they choose. Brady talks of celebrity feminism through hypersexuality

as a positive thing, encouraging large audiences of young female consumers to feel empowered and

confident with their own feelings of sexuality.

In contrast to Brady’s celebration of celebrity feminism, Sarah Banet-Weiser, Rosalind Gill and

Catherine Rottenberg, in their 2020 article “Postfeminism, popular feminism and neoliberal

feminism?” argue that celebrities using feminism publicly as a part of their image has caused

commodification of the movement (Banet-Weiser, Gill & Rottenburg, 2020, p.10). They consider how

feminism has morphed into a way for celebrities to make money whilst posing as neoliberal and

empowered women, taking popular ideas of feminism to aid their image whilst ignoring key feminist

themes of racism, marginalisation and patriarchal ideas of pornographication. These scholars discuss

how celebrities brand themselves as feminists seeking to empower their audience but are in reality

choosing feminist themes that will help their image and celebrity status (Banet-Weiser, Gill &

Rottenburg, 2020, p.9). Red Chigley agrees with Banet-Weiser, Gill and Rottenburg. In her 2020

article, “Postfeminism™: celebrity feminism, branding and the performance of activist capital”,

Chigley criticises celebrity feminism as flawed by the capitalist appeal that branding themselves as a
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feminist brings the individuals. Rigley however, does see some value in celebrity feminism with the

existence of “movement feminism” (Chigley, 2020, p.13), arguing that although celebrities are often

motivated by monetary factors to invoke feminism into their branding, they have activist capital

which is useful for the feminist movement as a whole. Celebrities have a platform from which to

influence, so when they brand themselves as feminists this permeates into their audience (Chigley,

2020, p.14). Despite realising that celebrities gain from the popular feminism they promote, Chigley

understands that they have a huge audience, so by openly describing themselves as feminists, the

movement will permeate to their consumers which can be positive for societal change.

Diane Railton draws conclusions similar to Banet-Weiser, GIll and Rottenberg's idea that

celebrity feminism serves to benefit the individual in terms of the progression of status and wealth.

In her 2011 book, Music video and the politics of representation, Railton explains that music video is

a means of advertisement for artists and their management (Railton, 2011, p.11). She describes how

many music video creators also design advertisements for commercial products and are experts in

knowing which content is most marketable. Railton links celebrity to commercial products that need

to be sold for profits to be made. She talks about how, in postfeminist times, people’s construction of

self is influenced by society, and that factors of their environment cause them to act a certain way.

Thus, she argues, music videos are important to study in relation to how consumers view

themselves. Are celebrities marketing themselves with music videos for capital gain but influencing

consumers by the way they are acting in line with the theory of internalisation of societal norms?

Railton makes the case that music videos must be considered as influential factors in consumer’s

construction of the self (Railton, 2011, p29). Her work on the music video will help me form my

argument about the effects on the consumer and whether it aids or inhibits their young female

audience’s feelings of empowerment.
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Methodology

Feminist Theory

Throughout the research that I conduct in this project, I link my findings back to feminist theory. My

study aims to show whether influential contemporary female music artists taking agency and

choosing to be hypersexual is empowering to young women, or if it is going against feminism and

showing the postfeminist development of internalisation of the male gaze. Yvonna S. Lincoln and

Egon G. Guba in their 1985 book Naturalistic Inquiry theorise that successful research must adhere to

ideals of “credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability” (1985, p246). Using both

surveys and content analysis, rather than a singular research method, ensures that my resulting

conclusions are credible. After extracting the data, I form conclusions based on previous research

and critical theory from feminist and post-feminist academia to ensure my research is dependable

and confirmable.
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Content analysis

In the first part of my study, I use content analysis to research how the artists use hypersexuality in

their music so that I can understand the relationship this self-presentation has to empowerment for

consumers of their work. In their 2011 article “Towards a Linguistics of News Production”, Paola

Catenaccio et al. discuss how news has to be considered within its context (2011, p.22). The context

that I am considering is the post-feminist era. Post-feminist theory suggests that women are already

equal, however, the content analysis that I conduct seeks to show that women - in the case of this

research prominent female music artists - who are open about their sexuality and position

themselves as sexually empowered are attacked by the media.  From this, I explore the idea that

women are seen as sexual subjects, as theorised by Rosalind Gill (2007, p152), and, that when they

are seen to show signs of embracing their own sexual power, society - or more specifically,

hegemonic society - deems them inappropriate. I conduct a qualitative content analysis of the music

videos and the lyrics for both WAP by Cardi B featuring Megan Thee Stallion and Strip by Little Mix

featuring Sharaya J. To do this, I study both the music videos and the lyrics of the songs themselves.

It is important to use analytical constructs to move from findings of the text to conclusions

that help me to answer my research question (White, & Marsh, 2006, p.27).  In order to do this, as

described by Klaus Krippendorff in his 2004 work Content analysis: an introduction to its

methodology, I link the data that I find to existing theories, previous work and the experience of

experts (Krippendorff, 2004, p.173). I investigate how often words that have hypersexual connotation

come up in the two songs, and then seek to analyse the context in which the words are used by

comparing this with how the artists view their work and whether they see themselves as

empowering women. By linking my research to academic theories of post-feminism, I ensure that I

am accurately moving from my findings to conclusions. Throughout this research, I particularly

consider Brian McNair’s 2002 book Striptease Culture: Sex, Media and the Democratisation of Desire,
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and I engage with his work about the evolution of female empowerment and the idea of

hypersexuality challenging patriarchal values (McNair, 2002).

After researching how the artists understand themselves to be empowering, I look at the

engagement of young women to see how it compares to the reaction of prominent men in the

media. I use this data to conclude whether media reaction to hypersexuality is swayed by the opinion

of men and if young females feel empowered by the hypersexuality of contemporary female music

artists, contrary to what the media portrays. To do this, I first look at the reactions of prominent men

to the hypersexuality of my chosen artists to compare this to the research that I acquire from

women.

An issue with using content analysis as a research method is that it can easily be biased.

There is a process of selecting which content to analyse, as it would be an impossible task to consider

all that has been published. By considering particular articles and areas to look at on social media it is

difficult to select a representative sample of publications and social media posts. To combat this

possible bias, I consider social media posts of contrasting opinions and include them in my survey -

my second research method - so that my respondents can agree or disagree with the sentiments

shown. This takes away the bias of the selection process, allowing me to collect data that is

representative of the opinion of many different people rather than a select sample.
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Online Survey

As briefly discussed previously, the second part of my research is an online survey of 18-25-year-old

women. In the survey, they are asked questions seeking to understand their feelings of

empowerment concerning the two songs I have chosen. I investigate whether they think that

contemporary female music artists using hypersexuality is a good thing for women and the

progression of female sexual agency. I first ask the women what they understand by the word

empowerment, then ask them to watch the music video for each song, and to pick the top 5 feelings

that they felt in regards to the media, along with an explanation of why they felt that way. I finally ask

them if they agree or disagree with 4 tweets of various opinions for each of the songs.

Conducting a survey is an essential part of my investigation, as it allows me to consider the

opinions of women who are not necessarily part of the demographic who would publicly discuss

their views of the artists I am choosing to study. This helps to ensure that my conclusions about the

feelings of women concerning the subject are inclusive of all young women rather than just those

who have very strong opinions on the artists themselves. I chose to aim my survey solely at women

as too often in modern society, discourse about women’s feelings of sexuality comes from a male

point of view. My research focuses on the feelings evoked in women by the hypersexuality of

contemporary female music artists, so for this reason they are the only respondents in my survey.

A benefit of using an online survey is that it allows me to easily target large numbers of my

chosen demographic in a way that wouldn’t necessarily be possible in face-to-face interviews. The

answers collected should be truthful as the anonymity of the research method ensures that the

respondents don’t feel as though their answers will reflect onto them, thus ensuring that they don’t

seek to please me as the organiser of the investigation (Fricker & Schonlau, 2002, p.358). The

anonymity of the survey means that none of the participants should feel a responsibility to me, thus

mitigating against the potential issue of bias depending on how the respondents view the individual

leading the survey (Ernest & Edwards, 2015, p.72).
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Another possible limitation of using surveys as a research method is the systematic bias that

is common with this approach. In his 2012 book Collecting, Managing, and Assessing Data Using

Sample Surveys, Peter Stopher explains how there are several biases to pay attention to when

conducting research surveys (Stopher, 2012, p73). The biggest one in relation to my study is that my

sample would be automatically exclusive of women who do not have access to the internet as these

women would not be able to access the Facebook groups where I will be posting the link to my

survey. My research aim, however, is to investigate feelings of empowerment felt by women about

the lyrics and music videos of contemporary female music artists. Responses from women who don’t

have access to the internet would not be valid in my study, as they would most likely not have

experienced the songs or videos.

Stopher goes on to explain that no surveys can be completely free from bias, but biases can

be mitigated by taking the following steps; ensuring random sampling, avoiding judgements of the

participants, ensuring anonymity, ensuring that the survey questions are written clearly so that there

could be no room for misinterpretation and making sure that all of the women can understand what

the questions are asking (Stopher, 2012, p78). Throughout my considered creation and distribution of

my survey, I adhere to these rules so that I avoid bias as far as possible in my conclusions.

The final limitation that I address about using a survey as a research method is that there is a

limit on how many people would conduct the survey. Using surveys, however, alongside my

qualitative research, ensures that I have a lot of responses to consider from a wide range of sources

thus ensuring more complete knowledge (Harraway, 1988). Over 600 respondents to my survey with

varying opinions ensure that my research pulls from a large data set, offering quantifiable

conclusions to my study.
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Discussion

Chapter 1 - The reaction of men in the media to WAP and Strip

Brian McNair in 2002 posed the question “Does proactive, even promiscuous female sexuality

reinforce the patriarchy or undermine it?” (2002, p. 119). Rosalind Gill would argue the former, she

describes how displaying sexuality has become essential for women due to societal pressure and

explains that, by adhering to this, women are reinforcing the patriarchy (Gill, 2007, p.72). An

application of this postfeminist theory to Cardi B’s music would suggest that the more aggressively

women sexualise themselves in popular culture, the more positive a response they receive.

Throughout my research, however, I found that men did not seem to like music where women

hypersexualised themselves and appeared in control of their own bodies. Both WAP and Strip

received strong negative responses from men, especially prominent public figures, a number of

whom expressed their opinion very loudly to their respective audiences. The highly negative

response to this music demonstrates that the specific ways in which female sexuality is displayed by

these artists proffers something subversive and therefore potentially productive.

The controversial TV personality, Ben Shapiro, created a reaction video to WAP in which he

reads out the lyrics to the song, providing a sarcastic and disdainful commentary. When talking about

the line “Get a bucket and a mop for some wet ass pussy” (B, C. & Thee Stallion, M., 2020) he draws

connotations to something abnormal, his exact words being

“I mean, a bucket and a mop, this sounds like there’s something going on here that is not

biologically normal, and, by the way, this song is so unsexy that it frankly sounds like

somebody describing what amounts to a serious condition that requires the care of a

doctor” (Knowenth, 2020).
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In this statement, Shapiro seeks to influence his audience to think about the words literally, rather

than in the metaphorical way that they were intended - as a way to describe female pleasure.

Shapiro suggests that women should not be so blatantly open about their own sexual pleasure. In

WAP, Cardi B and Megan Thee Stallion are discussing female sexual pleasure in a manner that

subverts patriarchal society’s expectation of them. Their lyrics come from the point of view of them

telling a man how to pleasure them. WAP includes lines such as “hop on top, I wanna ride”, “put this

pussy right in your face” and “quick jump out ‘fore you let it get inside of me” (B, C. & Thee Stallion,

M., 2020), all of which show the women are talking with power and control over the sexual acts that

they desire. This is an inversion of patriarchal norms; the words are said as commands and don’t take

into account the wants of the man, which are traditionally the main focus when sex is displayed in

popular culture. Shapiro uses the explicit language in the song as fuel for his opinion and invites his

audience to feel the same disgust as he ridicules the video. His description of the song as “unsexy”

evidences the expectation of women to create content that is appealing to the male gaze.

Throughout the commentary video rather than saying ‘pussy’, Shapiro instead uses the

phrase “p-word”. This aversion to saying ‘pussy’ shows how offended he is by female contemporary

artists exploring their sexuality in a manner geared towards female empowerment.  This echoes the

view that women should curtail their desires, and display a ‘nice girl’ sexuality that is modest and

appropriated to archetypal stereotypes.

Piers Morgan, former co-presenter of Good Morning Britain, was quick to offer his opinion

on national television in reaction to Little Mix’s song, Strip. He started the news segment with the

line “Former X-Factor winners Little Mix have become the latest stars to make a statement, a feminist

statement of empowerment by taking all their clothes off” (Good Morning Britain, 2018). His

sarcastic tone in this declaration is not dissimilar to the way Ben Shapiro talks about Cardi B and

Megan Thee Stallion. Morgan advised the audience of women watching the program, saying “[h]ere’s

a really great idea girls, if you want to empower yourselves get naked and put the word slut all over

your body.” In the music video for Strip, the women end the video sitting undressed with derogatory
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words written all over their bodies in black paint, to display the negative words that have been used

over the years towards each of them. Throughout the video, Little Mix show women of different sizes

and ethnicities in order to challenge the patriarchal view of what is beautiful. In challenging

hegemonic values, they threaten Morgan’s view of how women should express themselves. Similarly

to Shapiro’s reaction to WAP, Morgan evidences that he is distressed by the girl's choice to be naked

in a way not intended to appeal to men but to challenge societal norms. The girls sing “rub off all

your words, don’t give an uh, I’m over it” (Little Mix, 2018). With these lyrics, Little Mix are

demonstrating their rejection of media opinion and are refusing to adhere to what is expected of

them. This subversion of heteronormative values is key to what caused such an emotive reaction

from mainstream media as demonstrated by Piers Morgan’s reaction. Little Mix sing “you say I ain’t

pretty, well I say I’m beautiful, it’s my committee” (Little Mix, 2018). This lyric demonstrates their

refusal of the opinion of society, instead suggesting that they will themselves decide what they think

is beautiful in regards to their own body. It is evident that through displaying their sexual freedom

and refusing expectations of appropriate sexuality, Little Mix are provoking anger from those who

benefit from the patriarchy.

If Shapiro and Morgan’s opinions are reflective of wider societal views, then to answer

McNair’s question, yes; promiscuous female sexuality can be seen to undermine patriarchy. These

untraditional expressions of sexuality from women in the public eye are offending men and evoking

negative reactions, therefore posing a challenge to what society views as an acceptable type of

female sexuality. In Amy Chinn’s work around porno-chic, she theorises that women performing

hypersexually is internalising the male gaze and thus concludes it to be negative (Amy-Chinn, 2006).

It is evident, however, from the reaction of men to these songs, how much power there is in

contemporary female music artists using hypersexuality that is not appealing to men in their work

and how progressive it is to feminist empowerment in a modern context. McNair talks in his chapter

“Bad girls: sexual transgression as feminist strategy” of how, in order to change the narrative of

patriarchal society, women must go against the norm in ways that will evoke strong emotions;
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particularly from men. By showing such aggressive and powerful sexuality, these contemporary

female music artists are challenging patriarchal views rather than pandering to the traditional

sexuality that is placed upon them.
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Chapter 2 - Women’s reaction to the songs and why this is important for challenging patriarchal

norms

It is necessary for women to challenge gender norms imposed by society in order for them to

progress towards equality and ownership of their sexual identity. Moving from the outdated idea of a

‘nice girl’ image to that of a ‘bad girl’ empowers women to express their sexuality freely. Women’s

expectation to be a nice girl has been internalised making them subjects to society (Fox, 1977). It is

difficult to achieve ‘nice girl’ status, as it is born of constant management, not to seem too sexual

while at the same time maintaining a feminine appeal by adhering to societal expectations of

aesthetic labour. Linda Duits explores the challenge that women face to employ a ‘nice girl’ construct

by saying,

“The dilemma of too much too little has been argued particularly about girls’ sexuality... As

with the nice girl, what constitutes a ‘slag’ is not defined or operationalised in discourse, and

this lack of definition makes the construct all the more productive” (Duits, 2008, p.19).

In this statement, Duits shows frustration at the fact that women can be insulted both for being too

promiscuous and, in the same breath, for being too chaste or boring. Women struggle to find this

balance so internalise the male gaze in order to be deemed valuable to society. In doing so they

become subjects to societal expectations. The counter to the ‘nice girl’ ideal is that of the ‘bad girl’,

Brian McNair explains how

“[f]or self-proclaimed ‘bad girls’ their use of the label was an intentional subversion of its

original patriarchal connotations; a rejection of the notion that women had to be good

(where goodness is defined by the moral and gender codes of patriarchy), and a
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countervailing assertion of their ‘badness’ as a statement of intellectual, political and sexual

empowerment (McNair, 2002, p195).

With this statement, McNair suggests that instead of conforming to the hegemonic normative idea of

what female sexuality should involve, using the ‘bad girl’ model and challenging the patriarchy is

essential for the progression of female empowerment. Hypersexuality from contemporary female

music artists demystifies female sexual pleasure as the artists have a huge reach and can

communicate to a large proportion of society. As Anita Brady theorises, celebrity feminism is

important because of the large audiences that these women are able to reach (2015, p.12).  The very

fact that men such as Piers Morgan and Ben Shapiro are condemning these actions is irrelevant to

the real goal of empowering women. These women are challenging patriarchal ideas in a way that is

deemed unbecoming by men. This was to be expected by such a subversion of traditional hegemonic

values.

My research has shown that displays of controversial sexuality from these artists are

successful in empowering much of their young female audience. In my survey of 665 women aged

18-25, when asked what empowerment meant to them, the most common word listed was

confidence, mentioned in 242 of the responses. When shown the music video for Strip, 74% of the

women described feeling confident and after watching WAP 54%. It is clear to see that contemporary

female music artists who use their platform to openly show their hypersexuality and to challenge the

patriarchal idea of the ‘nice girl’, are able to evoke feelings of confidence in their young female

audience. Through their strong and unconventional sexual openness, the singers leave many of their

viewers feeling empowered, showing that such displays of overt sexuality by women in the public eye

are necessary to allow for their female audience to feel sexual agency.

Many of the responses in my survey showed that women felt empowered by the song Strip

and they described how Little Mix’s confidence in the video made them feel the same way. One of

the respondents to my survey explained how “[s]eeing women hype each other up and being
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confident and bold in their own skin makes me feel like I can be confident in mine”, another saying

that the song “[f]elt like women talking to women FOR women”. It is clear from these responses that

many of the women taking part in my survey felt themselves empowered when they saw Little Mix’s

confidence in the song and how the artists challenged the patriarchal idea of beauty including

wearing makeup and covering up.

Response to WAP was even more emphatic than to Strip owing to the more intense

exploration of female sexual pleasure in the lyrics and the video. One woman reacted by saying

“[t]he WHOLE VIDEO makes me feel so empowered and happy that women can be singing about

their own sexual desire in a confident, autonomous way”. Another respondent described that she

“love[d] how disruptive it is to the purity culture”. A third described how empowering it was to be

“taking back derogatory terms like 'whore'”. Cardi B and Megan Thee Stallion throughout WAP use

words that are often enlisted as derogatory slang used by men towards women. The way they are

used in WAP, however, works to take back control of female sexuality.  The word ‘pussy’ appears 18

times in the song, pussy is historically a word appropriated by men talking about women. It brings

connotations of the ‘nice girl’ aesthetic by taking the vagina away from its reality and instead, linking

it to a young cat. Cardi B and Megan Thee Stallion take this word back and use it repeatedly

throughout the song.  They show aggressive sexuality and wear sexualised animal costumes

throughout the video which shows the power brought by regaining control of what has long been

seen as things that men put upon women. In the survey responses, the women describe how the

hypersexuality of the artists is directly related to their own feelings of self-empowerment. That by

consuming this media and seeing representations in popular culture of women subverting

heterosexual expectations, they feel more confident about their own sexuality. Empowered to

explore their bodies in a way that is not centred around the enjoyment of men.

In my survey one of the tweets that I sought opinions about read;
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“WAP is actually a feminist anthem because lyrics such as “Put him on his knees, give him

somethin’ to believe in” alludes to Meg[h]an Thee Stallion as [the] deity in which the man on

his knees “believes in”, thus asserting her power over the man...”

457 of the 665 respondents agreed with this statement. When asked why they felt this way, 165 of

the responses used the word “power” in their answer. It is clear from this research, that many

women who see female music artists portrayed in popular culture as empowered to control their

sexual desires, feel powerful themselves to challenge an idea ingrained in society that women are

sexual objects. Scholars who criticise postfeminist ideas of female agency challenge the idea that

women are empowered unless they create a new sexuality that is dissimilar to the archetypal male.

McNair however - and Tickner before him - disagrees, describing how

“[b]ad girls reject the once orthodox feminist notion that there is such thing as an ‘authentic’

female art defined by its rejection of and distance from male images and symbols. They take

the [patriarchal] heritage and work with it - attack it, reverse it, expose it and use it for their

own purpose” (Tickner, 1987, p.239; McNair, 2002, 201).

Tickner and McNair conclude that women taking back control of showing off their body is a positive

step for women in owning their sexuality. Through finding sexuality that is empowering, and showing

women in control of their desires, contemporary female music artists using hypersexuality in their

lyrics and videos are appropriately challenging the patriarchal view that women should be sexual

correctly and appropriately. At the same time, this content is showing women that they are allowed

to dress in a way that is sexual and talk about their desires without feeling as though they are

pandering to the male gaze.
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Chapter 3 - The challenges with understanding this kind of hypersexuality as progressive for female

empowerment

Despite my findings that the hypersexuality of contemporary female music artists is useful for many

women’s understanding of their own sexuality, it is important to understand that this is not a

conclusion for all women. Banet-Weiser, Gill and Rottenberg talk of how celebrities only use feminist

themes that are self beneficial whilst ignore deeper issues that are instrumental in feminist ideology,

such as representation (Banet-Weiser, Gill and Rottenburg, 2020, p.9). In my final chapter, I will be

exploring the idea that the type of sexuality and empowerment encouraged by popular media texts

created by contemporary female music artists is not universally accessible.

Out of the 665 participants in my survey, 15% of the women upon watching the video for

WAP described feeling marginalised, and a smaller, but not insignificant, 7% felt marginalised after

watching Strip. Whilst this isn’t indicative of a huge proportion of the respondents, it does raise the

issue of representation in these videos. Hypersexuality of women in contemporary music is only seen

in women who are stereotypically good looking, thus creating the rhetoric that sexual freedom is

only afforded to certain types of people. When asked what they understood by the term

empowerment in my survey, the second most common word (appearing in 196 out of the 665

answers) was ‘self’, so it is clear to see that women's understanding of empowerment is closely

intertwined with how they perceive themselves. If women with huge audiences owning their

hypersexuality are vastly different to their audience, be that in looks, ethnicity, physical ability or

class, then it will be hard for their audience to identify with the artists’ expressions of sexual

freedom.

McNair describes how “[i]n the vast majority of advertising and fashion images, an

unhealthily, unnaturally narrow range of body types is on view. These representations are deeply

unrepresentative of ‘real’ women - that is, the average woman in statistical terms” (2001, p.119). In

their music video for Strip, Little Mix involved a variety of women including their own mothers,
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women with different sexual orientations and women of different ethnicities. This went some way to

encouraging inclusivity. One woman who took part in my survey said “It was lovely to see women of

all ages and sizes participating! It makes me think that regardless of my size, I can look/be sexy,

confident, powerful and empowered too!”. Responses like this make it clear to see that for some

women, just seeing people who look like them in the video was enough to encourage feelings of

empowerment. Others, however, were quick to pick up on the fact that simply including different

women in the music video wasn’t enough to challenge the expected aesthetic. A common criticism

from respondents to the music video is that by using women who are conforming to society's

aesthetic standards they aren’t empowering all women to be attractive. One respondent described

the video for Strip as “hypocritical” as Little Mix are “trying to convey this message of empowerment

and body confidence when in reality they have been heavily photoshopped and made over”. Another

of the participants said

“The message of body positivity is kind of lost when everyone in Little Mix is so

conventionally attractive and thin. They have to invite other women with different body

shapes in the second half of the video for their message to work so it kind of seems

patronising in that way? Like they’re telling you to be confident and it’s like ok but easy for

you to say you all 100% adhere to traditional beauty standards.”

This response to the music video criticises Little Mix for trying to advocate confidence and

empowerment for all, whilst having looks and bodies that would require intense management to

replicate for the average woman. Responses to WAP also criticised the lack of representation, one

woman mentioned how, rather than offering hopes of sexuality to all women, the song and music

video only serve to celebrate “the pleasure of objectively attractive women”, describing how the

video “doesn’t represent the body of a normal woman”. In this understanding, the artists using their
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platform to show off their own empowerment could be seen as harmful for those who do not look

like them, as this aesthetic perpetuates the idea that there are certain acceptable body types.

Breanne Fars in her 2017 article about the politics of disgust, suggests that famous women

who have these huge audiences encourage their consumers to internalise a desire to become the

image of the women that society parades as correct. She says

“[l]inks between neoliberalism and disgust also move beyond ‘choice’ and ‘agency’ by

showing us that good neoliberal subjects must demonstrate their ability to practice

(seemingly effortless and pleasurable) self-care; those who resist such self-care practices, or

who do not display significant disgust at the ‘unkempt’ body (e.g. hairy, fat, wild, and so on)

lose their moral autonomy as neoliberal subjects'' (Fahs, 2017, p.95).

Fahs identifies the struggle that women internalise to replicate patriarchal characteristics of beauty.

By buying into consumerism and sharing their image of success and empowerment from the

privileged space of fitting the archetypal body type, contemporary female music artists are helping to

perpetuate the internalised pressures for women to adhere to a consumerist image of beauty. Little

Mix, Cardi B and Megan Thee Stallion, although promoting empowerment through their lyrics, are

benefitting from their music both in terms of monetary gain and enhancement of their celebrity

status. In order to do this, they have to make content that will be popular (Railton, 2011), and to do

so, they conform to a certain aesthetic that will appeal to their audience. This serves to reiterate the

patriarchal rhetoric that to be liberated, explore their sexuality, and feel empowered women must

first conform to a body type that is recognised by society as beautiful.

When I asked the respondents of my survey if they agreed with the sentiment of a tweet

reading;
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“[r]emember that time Little Mix released Strip, it was a self-empowering anthem for

basically anyone, talking about loving whoever you want to love and being confident in

yourself, the video featured women of all shapes and colours and sizes...”

46 of the 665 women disagreed. 21 of these women stated the reason for their disagreement to be

the lack of inclusivity meaning that the video was not empowering for “anyone” but is specifically

empowering for women who see themselves represented in the video. One woman said that it is

“[h]ard to find parallels between yourself and these women”, showing feelings of disconnect when

she does not see an achievable image in the celebrities who are encouraging their audience to feel

empowered. This isolation of certain women from gaining feelings of sexual freedom from the music

shows that there is still a way to go in creating mainstream content that will empower women as a

collective, rather than solely those who fit an archetypally beautiful body image.

Little Mix sing “say we too provocative, still, look at me, look at me, look at me, yeah” (2018),

their intention being to encourage women to demand attention and challenge patriarchy by choosing

to be hypersexual. The result, however, of them talking from their privileged position of conventional

beauty, rather than being representative of all women, is to pave the way for certain women to feel

empowered. Other women, who don’t conform to archetypal beauty, are left uninspired.
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Conclusion

It’s important for the furthering of female sexuality that women create content that defies

patriarchal ideals. If female sexuality is only explored in polite ways, without evoking negative

responses from those who benefit from the current societal structure, then this content doesn’t

serve to challenge the gender norms and stereotypes that exist. Ben Shapiro and Piers Morgan’s

responses to the displays of female agency in WAP and Strip respectively show that Little Mix, Cardi B

and Megan Thee Stallion are successfully using their platforms to challenge the ‘nice girl’

expectation. Through this, they are enabling young women to see people whom they look up to to

choose how to explore their sexuality, encouraging these consumers to feel empowered themselves.

The results from my survey showed that a huge amount of the young female respondents

felt confident after watching WAP and Strip. Confidence was overwhelmingly listed as the marker for

how the women understood empowerment. These media texts allow women to see honest

representations of female pleasure not designed for men, showing them that they don’t have to

show polite sexuality and encouraging them to explore their own pleasure.

The limitation of understanding hypersexuality of contemporary female music artists as

positive for female empowerment is the lack of representation. If women only see an exploration of

sexual pleasure from women who are stereotypically beautiful and not what the majority of women

look like, this creates the rhetoric that, in order to make choices about their sexuality and choose to

be hypersexual, women have to look a certain way. Women who don’t see celebrities with the same

body type, the same race, or the same ability as themselves can be excluded from the feelings of

empowerment that this music is intended to evoke.

The scope of knowledge into this area is one that needs to be further explored. Research into

ways in which contemporary female music artists could empower all women who consume their

music will allow for these findings to help further female empowerment and women’s confidence in

exploring their sexuality. To further solidify my conclusions, research would be useful in other
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industries. What makes my study unique is that it is concentrated on female hypersexuality in

contemporary music, so there is more scope for research across other areas to compare findings and

create more complete theories.

Megan Thee Stallion when talking about WAP said “there’s still a shift [that needs to happen]

around the perception of a woman owning her sexuality. Powerful women who have agency over

their bodies aren’t something to look down on” (Penrose, 2020). By challenging accepted

expressions of sexuality, contemporary female music artists like Megan Thee Stallion, Cardi B and

Little Mix are carving paths for new artists to continue helping young women to feel empowered and

confident about their own expressions of sexuality. It is a step towards challenging the ‘nice girl’

construct, and, with greater representation in the celebrity sphere, more women will feel

empowered in postfeminist society. “Sexiest when I’m Confident” is a lyric that every woman should

relate to, no matter what they look like. All women should feel able to challenge the patriarchy with

expressions of honest, rather than appropriate, sexuality.
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Appendix 5 - Survey results

Due to the sheer volume of responses to my survey, I have not included them all in this appendix.

The above photos are representative of the data but show only 30 of the participants. Full results

from the 665 respondents can be found here.

https://hudac-my.sharepoint.com/:x:/g/personal/u1655378_unimail_hud_ac_uk/EfX5XytPWb9OhtmTnZ1zc8MBhdM16EzXmc5hOFmZWlthwg?e=ROOUS8

