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Abstract
Pop music as a mainstream medium is often more enjoyed than critically studied. Former studies
and literatures point out a major issue that many American female pop music artists face. These
artists are often confined in a box that reduces their full human-being attributes to a narrowed
view, where their identity is portrayed in a diminishing and inaccurate way. Despite this
narrowed narrative of what a woman should be, this box has become a norm that many female
artists must adhere to in order to achieve mainstream success. This paper responds to this
phenomenon by analyzing Christina Aguilera’s music, spanning from 1999 to 2018, to
understand the cultural narratives of her music in response to the findings in literature. This
paper argues that Aguilera’s music explores multi-dimensional aspects of life and womanhood,
challenging the limited portrayal of women in the mainstream music industry. With a focus on
lyrics, this paper identifies five themes and examines the cultural relevance of these themes in
her music, including (1) romance and love, (2) introspection of vulnerability, (3) gratitude for
support, (4) empowerment, and (5) sexual liberation. These themes are culturally relevant in a
way that they challenge and reach beyond the dominant narrative of womanhood, by offering a
view that captures women’s multi-dimensional identities and experiences.

Keyword: culture, pop music, America, female artists, Christina Aguilera, womanhood
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Women in American Pop Music: Christina Aguilera’s Music Speaks Volumes

Born at the cross of the 20" and 21% century, I grew up listening to American pop music.
Besides learning English as my second language at school, I also learned some American
expressions through pop music, which I would not be able to learn from textbooks. While taking
in the musical sound and American language, [ was also consciously and subconsciously taking
in the content of the music. It was not until recently that I started contemplating on the meanings
and social implications of pop music. I began to wonder what the artists sang about, why I
identified with certain artists, and why certain songs become so successful that they transcended
geographical boundaries. I could not help thinking if American pop music has had such a
gigantic influence on me as an individual, what effect could it have on our culture?

These inquiries can be easily omitted when people enjoy the rhythm and the beat so much
that they do not ask the meaning of the song or the reason why an artist becomes famous, nor do
they question the song’s value or certain stardom in relation to the social context. Pop music as
one of the major pop culture manufacturers has penetrated many people’s lives, bringing real-life
impacts. On a more surface level, pop music is a way for the general public to entertain
themselves and to learn what is trendy. Pop artists often make a living out of their presence in the
industry, through their looks and/or talent, by expressing themselves and by responding to the
social environment. Besides the joy and expression pop music brings, it also carries multiple
forms and layers of messages.

Therefore, it is a media scholar’s goal to identify, analyze, and interpret these meanings
to start understanding a culture. It is noteworthy to acknowledge that this research started out
from the researcher’s admiration for Christina Aguilera. However, this paper aims to analyze her

music through a scholarly perspective and a systemic research process. The goal of this paper is



to understand the cultural narratives represented by the themes in Christina Aguilera’s music and
its cultural relevance in relation to womanhood. This paper encompasses a background section
that provides a general overview of American pop culture and music. It is followed by a section
of cultural theories and literature review that aims to pave the way for the primary research of
Aguilera’s lyrics through a qualitative content analysis. In the discussion section, the cultural
narratives in Christina Aguilera’s music are compared with the cultural narratives found in the
literature review.

Current research finds that the dominant themes of Aguilera’s music are (1) romance and
love, (2) introspection of vulnerability, (3) gratitude for support, (4) empowerment, and (5)
sexual liberation. The theme of (4) empowerment is in opposition to the dominant cultural
narrative of the objectification of women which identifies women as passive, powerless, and
inferior. Additionally, her lyrics deal with the other themes mentioned, focusing on the identity
of females and capturing various aspects of life one would experience. This, on a cultural level,
portrays women as active agents of their own life. The themes identified from her lyrics are
culturally relevant, as they not only challenge the narrowed narrative that the mainstream pop
music industry imposes on women, but they also expand the view of womanhood and offer
alternative narratives for the audience to relate to.
Pop Culture

From a theoretical perspective, popular culture has many definitions. Different schools of
thought see popular culture in a different light. For example, some believe it is the inferior
leftover culture that does not meet the standards of the high culture, yet some argue that there is
no high or low culture, and that popular culture is a part of a true culture (Storey, 2018). In spite

of the divergence concerning what it is, popular culture is marked by its popularity among a



majority of people, iconicity of its place and time, and omnipresence in a variety of forms, such
as television, advertising, and popular music (Delaney, 2007).

Understanding popular culture allows people to understand the social context and
development of a culture. The rise of popular culture is attributed to the industrialization and
urbanization in the late 18" century, which allowed people to move into bigger cities and paved
the way for greater social diversity (Delaney, 2007). Meanwhile, the rising media technologies
provided this heterogeneous condition that led to mass production and, therefore, mass
consumption (Delaney, 2007). This means that what is produced in popular culture is a large
number of homogenous, standardized products, which are meant to be consumed by a large
number of people (Storey, 2018). As media technologies developed, with its omnipresence and
people’s reliance on media, popular culture has been merged with media culture (Leavy & Trier-
Bieniek, 2014). In other words, mass media and popular culture go hand in hand, and to
understand popular culture, it is critical to understand the way mass media delivers the messages
of popular culture to the people.

As a major cultural manufacturer, the United States has been the leader of global media
(Herman & McChesney, 1997). With its strength and ambition, The United States did not limit
its potential to geographical boundaries, but it extended its influence overseas, taking up a major
part in the global media system (Herman & McChesney, 1997; McChesney, 2001). Over time,
the cultural influences produced and imposed by the few major media firms in the U.S. spread
throughout the world due to its “naturalness” and “inevitableness” (Currans-Sheehan, 2009;
Herman & McChesney, 1997, p. 35). Granted, globalization allows local cultural artifacts to be
shared on an international landscape. However, the influence and the scope of these cultural

artifacts differ, as some are more far-reaching than others. In other words, globalization in



essence has the potential to push one form of cultural narrative as the dominant narrative on a
global level, which can be seen as a form of “cultural imperialism” by the United States, through
cultural artifacts that spread and normalize the “heavy American accent” (Herman &
McChesney, 1997, p. 40). The way the ideologies are spread widely and intensely is accredited
to the media system.
Popular and Pop Music

One major industry that carries such sweeping influence is the music industry. Popular
music as one of the main carriers of popular discourse shares the characteristics of popular
culture — its popularity, iconicity, and omnipresence. More specifically, popular music is marked
by its affordability, high-accessibility, ephemerality, and its commercially driven and
entertaining nature (Chin, 1990; Cunningham, 2021). Popular music saturates a society with
elements like images, lyrics, sounds, as well as ideologies that both reflect and shape a certain
culture. Therefore, popular music is a product, as well as a constituent, of a culture.

It has been a common phenomenon that popular music and pop music are used
interchangeably in daily conversations. “Pop” is abbreviated “popular,” but there is a difference
between these two terms. Popular music encompasses a variety of music that is popular among
people, such as R&B, hip-hop, rap, rock, and heavy metal (Currans-Sheehan, 2009; Errey, n.d.).
Comparatively, pop music is “the genre of popular music that produces the most hits,” and the
hits depend on the commercial popularity of the music (Errey, n.d.). This means pop music is
also marked by its commercial nature, its target of the mass audience, its repeated and easy-to-
remember patterns and hooks in the music that keep listeners’ attention, and its approximate two-
to-five-minute length of each song (Errey, n.d.; Lamb, 2018; Wagner, 2016). One of the most

important reasons that pop music is so memorable can be attributed to its repetitive patterns. As



Jean (2020) described, the simplicity and repetition of patterns, lyrics, and rhythms in pop music
are designed to appeal to the nature of human brains, which explains the catchy characteristic of
pop songs. In addition, pop music is recorded to be louder than other genres (Jean, 2020), which
is another attribute of pop songs that aims to appeal to a wide range of audiences. Besides the
sound, the content of most pop music is centered around common topics and social trends
(Official.FM, n.d.), which accounts for the popularity and relatability between the music and the
audience. Echoing Currans-Sheehan’s (2009) claim, the popularity of cultural artifacts, such as
pop music or pop stars, is a reflection of the mass’s attitude and values.
American Pop Music and Artists

With its dominant role in the global media, the American entertainment industry cannot
be mentioned without its pop music. American pop music has been the leader of the pop music
industry, attested by the dominance of the music charts by American pop music, its ability to
“transcend language barriers,” as well as the fact that genres such as hip-hop and R&B are being
copied by other countries to replicate success (Hennessy, 2014). This is, no doubt, attributed to
America’s ongoing innovation in sounds and genres, more affordable and accessible music
media, and the development of Music Television (MTV) in the 1980s, which mainly promoted
American artists (Hennessey, 2014).

In addition to music styles, American pop artists are so widely recognized that they
became decade-defining figures. In 1980s, Michael Jackson, Madonna, and Whitney Houston
dominated the popular music industry (Myers, 2016). And in the 1990s, the surge of teen pop
brought pop bands such as Spice Girls and Backstreet Boys, as well as individual artists like
Britney Spears and Christina Aguilera, whose influence continued in the following decade

(Joubert, 2020; Myers, 2016; University of Minnesota Libraries Publishing, 2010).



At the turn from the 20" to the 21% century, the dominating genres included rap, hip-hop,
R&B, and electronic sound (Christenson et al., 2019; Myers, 2016). The popular themes in this
period were concerned with romantic relationships, straight-forward sexual references, joyous
activities like dancing and partying, luxurious lifestyles, and substance use such as drugs and
alcohol (Christenson et al., 2019). What was also prominent was the disrespect for female artists,
such as misogynistic and hateful white rap represented by Eminem and Limp Bizket (Miller,
2008). That period was a hard time for female artists, but overtime, the industry saw more
powerful presence from many influential female artists.

Cultural Studies Theories

This paper aims to examine the cultural narratives in American female pop music artists’
work by applying cultural studies approaches. Cultural studies are “a body of theory generated
by thinkers who regard the production of theoretical knowledge as a political practice” that
renders knowledge of relations in society (Barker, 2011, p. 5). Multiple theories allow scholars to
investigate certain cultural artifacts through multiple angles. One can understand cultural texts in
a more holistic way by combing these theoretical perspectives. The following paragraphs discuss
the idea of power through the theories of Marxism and hegemony and provide guidance on the
analysis of media texts through structuralism and semiotics. These theoretical perspectives are
used to help understand pop music stardom and female pop artists’ music respectively in the later
part of the paper.
Power and Meaning

Marxism as a major cultural studies theory can be used to analyze the production of
meaning in media texts. In the core of Marxism stands the power difference between the

dominant group and the subordinate group (Barker, 2011; Muravchik, 2002; Wayne, 2003b). Not



only does the dominant group own the products produced by the subordinate group, the laborers,
but they also possess the laborers, the means of production. Therefore, what the people from the
subordinate group do defines who they are. This relation can be seen in the same light as the
commodification of the laborers. Commodification is “the process ... by which objects, qualities
and signs are turned into commodities” to be purchased or consumed (Barker, 2011, p. 12). Due
to “the human propensity to internalize the institutional norms and expectations which structure
our action” (as cited in Wayne, 2003a, p. 28), the subordinate group often follows the dominant
narrative set by the dominant group. The has led to the concept of cultural industry, in which
cultures are produced like industrial factory items through the process of commodification, mass-
production, and standardization (Durham & Kellner, 2009; Wayne, 2003a).

In addition to Marxism, social power cannot be discussed without Gramsci’s concept of
hegemony. Hegemony is “the moral and intellectual lead of the dominant classes” (as cited in
Wayne, 2003b, p178) that is willingly accepted by the subordinate classes (Storey, 2019). What
is accepted is ideology, a body of ideas that is upheld by a group of people, that is carried
through some form of manifestation and has social implications and impacts on real-life
practices (Storey, 2019). Though different schools of thoughts define the term ideology in
different lights, this general, compressed definition should describe the main ideas of ideology.
In this light, power is partly yielded by the dominant class through concessions for the
subordinate classes to willingly submit their consent to the ideology, and at the same time fulfills
the dominant group’s capitalist interests (Wayne, 2003b).

Understanding the relationship between power and meaning through Marxism and
hegemony theory provides a theoretical framework to analyze relevant literature. Accordingly,

the commodified and standardized dominant cultural narrative and the participatory



manipulation, also known as partipulation, are used as references to analyze the way women are
represented in the American pop music industry.
Language and Meaning

Structuralism is another major cultural theory that offers a set of guidance in
understanding the meaning in media texts. Based on the structuralist main concept, language
shapes people’s social reality, and one can understand language through a series of structures
(Storey, 2019). Language itself has a structure, and it is the structure that allows meanings to be
generated (Storey, 2019). The structure involves aspects that can create different meanings, such
as the selection of words and the relationship between words, which play a key role in the
meaning-generating process (Storey, 2019; Wayne, 2003b).

The principle in making sense of language is Saussure’s linguistic model of the signifier,
the signified, and the sign. The signifier is a medium that can be identified through human
senses, such as a word, an image, or a sound; the signified is the meaning of the word or the
concept that the signifier indicates (Storey, 2019; Wayne, 2003b). By combining the signifier
and the signified, a sign is formed, which represents the real thing — the referent (Storey, 2019;
Wayne, 2003b). The sense-making process is said to be “purely conventional” (as cited in
Wayne, 2003b, p.157), meaning that the connection between the signifier and the signified is a
construct that allows people to make sense of knowledge and meaning through ““shared cultural
codes” (Storey, 2019, p. 121; Wayne, 2003b).

This model is furthered by scholar Roland Barthes, who proposed the polysemic nature of
signs, meaning that a sign can have multiple meanings and can be interpreted in different ways
(Storey, 2019). In Barthes’ Mythologies, he created a series of structures of language, using

“denotation” of signs to stand for their primary significance, and “connotation” for their



secondary significance (Storey, 2019; Wayne, 2003b). He noted that the connotation of signs lies
in the process of consumption through the “existing cultural repertoire” (Storey, 2019, p. 121),
which sheds light on the cultural context of knowledge. Therefore, media texts can produce
different meanings depending on different people’s interpretations according to their different
backgrounds.

Referencing the social context and relations is involved in Barthes’ semiotics and the
post-structuralist theory; however, social context is absent in Saussure’s structuralist view, as it
focuses only on the language itself (Wayne, 2003b), and therefore denies the fluidity of
meanings. Regardless of their differences, this paper appreciates the thorough analytical structure
in Saussure’s structuralism and aims to utilize Barthes’ two-fold structure of significance to
analyze music lyrics while considering their social context. This helps produce a more holistic
understanding of contemporary media texts.

Literature Review

Media advancement not only allows for the proliferation of the quantity of texts but also
the forms of texts. In addition to words and images, what can also be studied as sources of
meanings are pop stars. Kooijman (2013) conducted an in-depth content analysis on the song
“We Are the World” and extrapolated the embedded American ideologies of democracy,
consumerism, and universalism (Kooijman, 2013). Kooijman’s (2013) analysis not only focused
on the lyrics, the production process, and the social practice of the song, but it also emphasized
the significant role the stars played in this song. The message of “We Are the World” was meant
to be consumed across borders, and therefore with the star power such as Michael Jackson and
Bruce Springsteen, the stars became a global medium that delivered and amplified these cultural

values as the universal truth with an American core. As stars can be analyzed as texts in relation



to their work, this also applies to female pop stars, who are seen as commodities that are
branded, sold, and consumed (Barker, 2011; Lieb, 2019). They are living carriers of ideologies,
or cultural narratives, to establish current cultural norms and desires.

One way pop artists manage to establish certain cultural narratives is through their
images. Even though music is originally created for the ears, with the rise of MTV in the 1980s,
music now is also consumed with eyes, in which the images of female artists become
significantly crucial to their success in the industry (Currans-Sheehan, 2009; Miller, 2008). One
pervasive theme in women’s representation in pop music is the sexualization of women. And one
major key to their career success is their sexualized images (Caputi, 2014; Currans-Sheehan,
2009; Jhally, 1995; Jhally, 2007; Miller, 2008; Sullivan & McHugh, 2009). Sut Jhally, a media
scholar and professor of communications at the University of Massachusetts, pointed out that
female sexualization is not inherently wrong or negative, but the point is to probe what is shown,
or consumed, and what is not (Jhally, 1990; Jhally, 2007; Sullivan & McHugh, 2009).

Since images become a dominating cultural narrative, in which appearances matter more
than substances, the star’s imagery power has greatly displaced their talent (Caputi, 2014;
Currans-Sheehan, 2009; Jhally, 1990). Sut Jhally devotes much of his research on advertisement
and argues that imaged-based advertisements are efficient and powerful in telling people what
they should look for in life, and advertisements are designed to provide a solution to fulfill
people’s values and desires through an act of purchase or consumption (Jhally, 1990). In his
documentaries Dreamworlds 1 (Jhally, 1995) and Dreamworlds 2 (Jhally, 2007), pop music
videos are seen as an equivalence of image-based advertisements that sell stories filled with
ideologies, and these ideologies aim to perpetuate the culture with one monopolizing form of

cultural narrative. This monopolizing cultural narrative normalizes female sexualized images.
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Literature and previous studies were examined, and five major patterns of cultural narratives
were identified to understand the way women and female artists are represented in media. The
patterns discussed in the following paragraphs include 1. Objectification through the Male Gaze,
II. Commodification of Sexual and Youthful Image, III. Transformation of Sexuality, IV.
Beyond Sexuality, and V. Diverse Identities of Female Artists.
I. Objectification through the Male Gaze

One major cultural narrative embedded in the American pop music industry is the
objectification of women through the male gaze. What is shown is the sexualization of women
through the male perspective that objectifies women. Objectification is defined as the process in
which “people are viewed as objects existing solely for the pleasure of the viewer, rather than as
agents capable of action” (Palczewski et al., 2018). In music, objectification is marked by the
idea that women are reduced to mere body parts — such as breasts, hips, and legs — to be viewed
panoramically and in great details, that women’s bodies are objects that arouse men’s sexual
interests, and that women’s existence is to solely please men in a sexual way (Jhally, 1995;
Jhally, 2007; Sullivan & McHugh, 2009). Moreover, because women are severely objectified,
they are deprived of subjectivity, and thus become dehumanized, soulless, empty on the inside,
and desperate for men’s attention that gives women life (Jhally, 1995; Jhally, 2007; Sullivan &
McHugh, 2009).

Women are not only objectified by males but also by themselves. This self-objectification
is a result of people “[internalizing] the objectifier’s view of their body and ‘[participating] in

299

their own objectification’ (as cited in Palczewski et al., 2018). This resonates with Gramsci’s
theory of hegemony which posits that people consent to the dominant narrative. In the case of

pop music, women not only see themselves as sexual objects in the same way the dominant male
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viewers do, but they also internalize that being sexual objects is their only value, submitting
themselves to the way their male counterparts see them. Such objectification and passiveness
became the dominant cultural narrative of women in pop music, who are treated and act as
objects, which resonates with the Marxist idea of the way laborers are defined by their labor,
and, therefore, do not exist outside of their labor. This understanding paved the way for the
commodification of women.
II. Commodification of Sexual and Youthful Images

Commodification is another dominant cultural narrative of female artists. It is the next
level of objectification, meaning that female artists become products to be consumed by others,
especially their images. Pop music, like pop culture in general, is a commercially driven industry
that sells products to the masses to gain profit (Chin, 1990). What is sold is women’s identity as
sexual objects and their inability to live without men. These selling points become what define
them in the market. In other words, women need to feed into these narratives in order to survive
in the industry. Therefore, this commodifying cultural narrative posits that female artists’ sexual
images are more valued than their musical achievement. Many female artists recognize that their
sexual images are the staples in their musical career if they want to become successful.
Therefore, they willingly participate in this dominant narrative by selling their sexual images to
fulfill, what Sut Jhally (2007) called, the “pornographic imagination” of men, which aligns with
the idea of partipulation in which women participate in their own manipulation.

Not only do many female artists feed into this narrowed narrative of what it takes to be a
popular female artist, but they also need to manage their image. Image management is not an
easy task. Especially in the case of sexual images, it is extremely difficult to reverse a female

star’s bad girl image back to a good girl image, and if the star image is not strategically managed,
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the bad girl image can lead to an end of their music career (Lieb, 2019). Therefore, once a female
artist claim