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Preface 

As a part of the course curriculum, it was required to make a research project to 

deepen and widen my practical knowledge about the concept of “Women and Anglo-

American Popular Song”. Completing this project helped me gain more knowledge about the 

trends of popular music and to problematize the complexities between women listeners and 

women performers. In this research, both fieldwork and qualitative methods have been 

deployed for comprehending the case studies of three women performers, Taylor Swift, 

Adele and Beyoncé. The Introduction to this paper includes the trajectories of three women 

pop singers, Taylor Swift, Adele and Beyoncé in the 21stcentury. The complete doctoral 

thesis has also shed light on the feminization of the genre of pop music. Additionally, I have 

also focused on music that is deemed feminine or is dominated by women and its interactions 

with race, politics, sexuality and intersectional feminism. 

At the same time, I have also highlighted the dependency of 21st century’s pop music 

on lyrics, appearance and presentation and its interactions with social and economic 

structures. Some of the notions given by foundational feminism theorists have been used to 

playoff this thesis, such as, Horton, Kotarba and Vannini. Cultural studies pioneered by 

Stuart Hall and others have driven the Marxist analysis around pop culture. Nevertheless, 

most women face stigma in their performance of pop culture, as it is often associated with 

drugs and alcohol. Several reasons behind creating a sexually-charged environment in 

reputed nightclubs have been discussed here. Meanwhile, the inclusion of self-sexualization 

and feminist politics in pop music culture has been taken to task in feminist musicians 

including Annie Lennox. Subsequently, overall doctoral thesis is focused on the era of 

‘#MeToo’ and ‘Time’s Up’. Not only this, the golden age of women’s movement, 1969-1984 
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has been emphasized upon here to analyze the difference of women’s musical experiences of 

mid-to-late 1980s and early 1970s.  

I have argued that due to the destruction of a liberal system of education in America 

by repeated Republican government, feminist politics and awareness in America has suffered 

a great deal. The word “feminist” was thought of to be dirty and noted public personas would 

often want to avoid any association with it. However, the softer alternative of rock ‘n’ roll 

and the evolution of rock music both have resulted in the current Anglo-American feminist 

expression in pop culture along with several political and social shifts. The thesis has aimed 

to analyze the reception of pop music within the fan circle. For describing this phenomenon, 

several multidisciplinary primary texts have been examined and cited such as, Beyoncé’s 

“video album” Lemonade, Taylor Swift’s music and music videos and pop songs composed 

by British singer, Adele. A range of casual variables regarding pop music have been taken in 

concern. Ultimately, the discrepancy between discernment and sentiment of women pop 

musicians has been discussed in terms of various social issues, such as, gender inequalities, 

social justice and feminism.  

For producing better result, the movement of Beng and Kopanski, Reinhard have 

been discussed in harmony with different pre-existing scholars. The example in this context 

has been taken from BBC article, which trashes the iconic WAP of Cardi B. We note that the 

lyrics of pop songs go through extreme censorship, especially when they deal with female 

sexuality. The argument that female pop artists receive fame while they stop tempting teen 

girls clarifies that pop is women-frivoled and easy as a genre. From the perspective of 

western and Indian societies, vindication of women’s rights has been discussed. Due to the 

sexist tradition present in pop music culture, these songs have become occupied with 
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emotion, impulsivity and sexual desire. Conferring with this proclamation, reason behind 

deemed pop songs and restriction of female participations from films, fictions or TVs have 

been designated in this study.  

This thesis has been prepared using MS Word and printed in black text on good 

quality white paper of 75 GSM. At the top, bottom and right side, a 25 mm margin has been 

given. All pages are numbered in lower case Roman numerals at the top of the pages with 

right alignment. Furthermore, 12 points Times New Roman font has been used in MS Word. 

Contents of these pages are preceded by the titles of each section, such as, introduction, main 

body, conclusion and so forth. Figures and tables are labelled and numeric figure. The 

current thesis has been presented in fully bound form with soft cover page. In accordance 

with the university regulations, this copy has been properly bounded. Ultimately, the title 

page has included author’s name, abbreviated thesis title (optional), degree, department, and 

the year. I have used many other features, such as, bold typeface, italic note for quotation and 

increased size of font for titling sections, yet avoided excessive amount of smart arts and 

plates, which can distract from the main content
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Chapter One: Introduction 

1.1 Intersectional feminist perspective 

 Popular music takes on many forms among the public, and its many artists represent a 

variety of genres, personal interests, emotions, lyrical presentations, and approaches. Both male 

and female solo artists as well as groups have influenced the popular music genre for many 

decades and continue to evolve based on current trends, social considerations, and personal 

experiences. The variability of different artists in popular music is of critical importance because 

it provides the opportunity for listeners to explore many types of music within this genre and to 

determine their likes and dislikes. Some buyers of popular music may prefer some types of music 

more than others and therefore, indicate a need for variety and differentiation among artists. 

Many people across different age groups, but particularly younger people, often have a greater 

impact on popular music because they tend to understand what fans of the genre gravitate 

towards by their purchases and activities, such as their attendance at concerts.  

The issue of Women in pop music at the 21st century is involved in huge difficulties 

among women performers and women listeners in terms of public personas. From the 

intersectional feminist perspective, the “Crenshaw's landmark essay” can be reviewed that 

focused on Antiracist Politics, Feminist Theory, and Antidiscrimination Doctrine. The case 

studies of Taylor Swift, Adele and Beyoncé suggest that genre of pop music is mainly belonging 

to their emotion, since fulcrum of demeaning is misogyny. Meanwhile, Taylor Swift’s 

composition evoked a sense of true feminism, which attracted audiences and fans. In this 

research, the Socialist and Marxist feminism theory has been used, which attempts to identify 
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emotional state of women. At the same time, the lyrics and music used in popular songs reflect 

concern about feminism in contemporary of ‘#MeToo’ and ‘Time’s up’.  

For each artist, a successful career path in music is dependent on many factors, including 

the types of songs released, their appearances on television or in music videos, and their ability 

to capture the zeitgeist or the interest of the public for one or more moments in time. They 

brought their experiences to the world through their music and made an impression on their fans 

over time. Their actions in the music industry reflected a variety of different paths, but they share 

some commonalities, including the desire to earn a good living, to gain recognition for their 

music, and to express themselves in their music and lyrics. For artists such as Aretha Franklin, 

her humble beginnings and raw talent played a critical role in her success throughout her career, 

and she created a following and a legendary status over many decades that continue today 

despite her death. Among musical artists, their success within the desired genre requires a 

combination of factors to get noticed and to sustain a high level of success. Although some 

artists do not perform well under this type of pressure, they nonetheless make an impression on 

the world and establish themselves as a driving force in the music industry in their own ways.  

 All artists within the popular music genre have a unique vision of their music and a voice 

that they want others to hear. Feminist intervention is considered as the philosophy of 

commandment that mainly concerns with inspection and reformulation of classical permissible 

system in order to reflect economic, social and political state of women (Gadir, 53). This idea 

has been typically composed from “feminist legal theory”, which facilitates feminist 

interferences from legal viewpoint diverging from the most collective feminist jurisprudence. 

Some artists may be inspired by the environment, their families and friends, social change in the 

world, political movements, and other factors. Their actions in music are often diverse, with 
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some artists exploring different kinds of music within the same song or album (Hayes and Tillery 

46).  

Horton a former actress and feminist theorist wrote novels on various social issues, 

politics and philosophy around women. “The advocacy of women’s rights” composed by her, is 

based on existentialist feminism and sexuality. According to this theorist, ultimate cause of 

women's oppression is social and historical construction of femininity. The American feminist 

activist, Joseph Kotarba theorized the resources provided to women to combat or overcome the 

sex discrimination and sexism (Kotarba, 13). She also brought the issue, dismissal of feminism at 

hometown and incorporated doctors, women lawyers and feminist psychologists for joining in 

gender equity. From the year 1980, feminist IR gained a momentous traction in discipline 

(Duriesmith, 359). Another American feminism theorist, Sara Vannini was also a leading figure 

in domain of women's movement, which composed “Feminist theory and the paradox of 

progress”. The ideas of all these foundational feminist theorists have been played off of in this 

thesis.  

1.2 Demeaning and de-legitimization of pop music 

As artists begin their careers and evolve over time, they have a unique opportunity to 

explore different choices, some of which are under their control and others that are out of their 

control. The music industry is highly competitive and requires artists to be flexible in their 

choices and to sign contracts with record companies, agents, public relations professionals, and 

others, all of whom have different ideas regarding the direction their careers should take. Many 

artists may be forced into decisions that are not their first, second, or even third choice; however, 

with a variety of representatives offering their input, it is difficult for them to embrace and 

strengthen their personal identity. For these reasons, the music industry is difficult to navigate 
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and requires significant attention to many characteristics at one time. Demeaning and de-

legitimization of pop music is not overtly spelt out for sexism, which can be understood from 

Cardi B's iconic WAP case. The compliant partner-pleaser and glamorous POTUS roles 

intensified this scene (Bbc.com, 2020).  

From a business perspective, many popular music artists face numerous risk factors and 

challenges due to their contractual obligations and the goal to make profits for their 

representatives. The term, intersectional feminist is popular for intersecting or overlapping the 

social identities of women and some of the associated systems, such as, discrimination, 

domination and oppression. Present idea of intersectional feminism refers to the matter that 

women experience oppression has varied configuration and varied degree of intensity. 

Accordingly, intersectional feminist lens specifies patterns of oppression that are not only 

interrelated, but also predisposed by these interrelations. Pop music acts as a phenomenon that 

has considerable impact on inner life of women and its practical purposes (Zhang, 495).The 

observation of Pauline Oliveros and Fred Maus have used here.  

For many people within the music industry, fame and fortune are the key priorities, with 

musical talent and a good voice falling secondary to these objectives. For these artists, fame may 

be a product of repetitive lyrics and music, with various gimmicks thrown in for good measure. 

Others may find that their ability to play instruments and write lyrics contribute to long and 

successful careers. Additional artists may discover that their voice talents will bring them to the 

next level and differentiate them from all other artists. These examples demonstrate that popular 

music artists have many important choices to make and must examine all of their options when 

committing to this career path (Bennett et al. 239). When they are in the spotlight, they must be 
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cautious regarding their actions to minimize negative attention and to maintain positive support 

from their fans.  

It is necessary that artists take a variety of directions with their music and seek new 

alternatives as necessary to improve their likelihood of success. Artists who tried to stand out 

from everyone else may experience mixed results with their music, depending on the number of 

risks taken. Some artists are entirely about taking risks, and this increases their value 

exponentially. There are many choices that artists must make to support and expand their 

musical careers and to ensure that they remain in good favour with their fans. In many ways, 

popular music represents one of the most difficult genres to navigate because its fans skew 

younger and have distinctive tastes and preferences. Under these circumstances, artists must keep 

their music fresh and interesting for the target audience, an objective that is difficult to 

accomplish. The success of many artists in popular music relies upon large numbers of fans from 

specific age groups who support artists by purchasing their music and attending their concerts. 

At the same time, many of these fan bases are unforgiving when their artists take a different turn 

in their careers, where they may lose fans in large numbers. The landmark essay by Crenshaw 

addressed marginalization of Black females in antiracist theory and politics, feminism and 

antidiscrimination law. Law of inter sectionalist has also been highlighted in this essay in such a 

way that advocacy and social movement organizations can act against violence. From this idea, 

the pop understanding of feminism expressed in newspapers and tabloids can be identified. 

However, marginalization female fans prefer rock genre (Theguardian.com, 2020).  

Among female artists in popular music, there are significant issues that affect women that 

are different from their male counterparts. This group of artists throughout history has dominated 

many facets of the music industry, as they have broken barriers that once excluded women from 
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participation in many activities. Women in popular music have taken significant steps to be 

noticed for their contributions to music, and therefore, they made significant inroads in a difficult 

and competitive genre in the 20th Century and into the 21st Century. Women have made 

significant contributions to music in the past several decades, as they have inspired many other 

younger and older women to be themselves and to share their talents with others. As their careers 

have taken off, some of these artists begin to understand what is most appealing to their fans and 

may go a safe route or consider new alternatives to diversify their careers.   

1.3 Female artists in pop music 

Despite their advantages, many female artists have a difficult road within the industry and 

do not have the same opportunities as many men. They may work as hard as male artists but do 

not reach the same level of success in some instances, while others may surpass other artists with 

their talents. To add to their problems, pop music is demeaned as not being highbrow enough. 

Moreover, misogyny has been an issue as the media of ten hyper sexualizes women without their 

consent or interest. Female artists may find it more difficult to attract fans in the popular music 

genre if they do not differentiate themselves considerably from other artists in their brand 

manufacturing.  

 Female artists in popular music may follow a unique path, and it is important that they 

explore their options and test their boundaries as needed. Not all female artists have the same 

kind of talent, so they must utilize their skills and strengths to their advantage. Female artists are 

not a monolith in either their musical styles or their social locations. The decisions that the 

artists’ themselves make are important in determining the risks that should or could be taken and 

how they will affect the career path. Female artists may be viewed by some fans as less worthy, 

or they may have to work harder to reach their goals. Intersectional feminism can be specified in 
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this context. It focuses on expressions or performances of lived experiences and in the 21st 

century has often commented on the impact of inequalities in the social relationships among men 

and women. Nonetheless, each artist has a difficult road to climb and may not meet the demands 

of the industry and its fans without consideration of their options.  

 Among female pop singers, identity is a critical component of their music and lyrics. For 

these artists, they recognize the importance of setting themselves apart from the rest, and this 

requires an understanding of current trends as well as ways that they can stand out above the 

crowd. Specifically, their identity as females offers a distinction between themselves and male 

singers, thereby creating an environment where they understand the importance of what it means 

to be a woman and how it is interpreted by society. Many male artists express their masculinity 

in their lyrics, thereby representing a different perspective of society than females (Krause and 

North 18). For instance, “expression of emotion is influenced by cultural norms so that, for 

instance, boys are more likely to conceal their emotion, whereas the female script instead 

encourages open expression” (Krause and North 6). With these differences, many female artists 

represent a unique set of topics in their lyrics and are likely to introduce more emotion into these 

songs (Krause and North 6).  

Female artists develop a different approach to their music and lyrics and develop 

messages that are distinct from many male artists. They may also exhibit aggression in their 

music, but it may be the product of personal experiences or emotions that represent their identity 

more closely. Race, sexual politics and other intersectional feminist issues has driven the 

complication of the category of the woman. While initially conversation was about “women’s 

music”, now people talk about “black women’s music”. Race, sexuality and other such identities 

cannot be addressed without an intersectional feminist lens. Moreover, the complex relationship 
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between women musicians and women listeners should also be considered. For this reason, we 

can argue that music is made by women and simultaneously women are made by music, in any 

certain social location. An example of this idea can be taken from Beyoncé’s music. Beyoncé’s 

status as an icon has impacted the listening experience for many black women who now see a 

reflection of their power in her persona. Applying an intersectional feminist lens, relative 

positions of the individuals in the category of women and their respective social location can be 

comprehended (LaVoulle, 7).  

Female musical artists face a unique set of circumstances within the popular music genre 

because expectations are high and room for failure is low. Even if they experience success, they 

may not maintain a fan base over a long period if another artist comes along with a different 

vision that fans find more appealing. This is a problem for many female artists: maintaining their 

longevity; as it is difficult within the industry to accomplish this goal. They may lack the support 

and guidance of their record companies, representatives, and fans to go the distance within the 

industry and may falter in their careers. However, many artists maintain a long and successful 

career in music because they play the right cards, are unique and make difficult choices and 

negotiations within the industry. It is also important that female artists with a strong opinion get 

the chance to share their talents and to attract audiences, instead of simply being tagged as 

“difficult women”. Not all points of view are the same, and this applies to female artists. They 

have different interests and different politics.  

Female artists in popular music continue to explore different options with their music and 

may reach their goals when they have a distinct view and interpretation of their own experiences. 

As artists evolve, their authenticity is likely to be attractive to many fans and will generate 

greater interest and sales. Another reason behind the denigration of pop music is that it typically 
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engages in romance and love. The realm of emotion is considered to be feminine while the realm 

of rationality is considered to be masculine. (Yi, 409) Misogyny often operates by stigmatizing 

the feminine and therefore by stigmatizing emotions which forms such an important part of pop 

music. Women’s pop can often be sexually suggestive or laden with expletives. Sometimes such 

expressions cause problems in conservative nations often resulting in their censorship. 

Sometimes musicians censor themselves. For instance, Egyptian musicians banned the 

performance of the chart-topping “Mahraganat” song for being very too racy for conservative 

nations. The cultural authority of Egypt has taken legal proceedings against the performer 

(Timesofisrael.com, 2020).  

From the 1980s, loneliness and sadness among women has become prevalent in pop 

songs’ lyrics, which simply express the demonstrative undercurrent in modern society (Bennett 

et al. 239). Many female artists stumble in their careers from time to time and may not achieve 

consistent success. There are other reasons why female artists may only attract fans for a brief 

period, depending on the mood of society or a shift towards a different type of genre within 

popular music. Artists must continue to explore new options for their music to maintain the 

interest and enthusiasm of their fans. 

Some of the most popular female artists of the past two decades established their 

successful careers with distinctive beginnings, as some began in groups and became solo artists 

while others started in different genres and moved over to popular music. In these examples, it is 

evident that each artist has a unique pathway to her success and has been influential beyond 

measure on many fans around the world. These artists have exceptional visions and these 

resonate with fans around the globe. Different female artists add different priorities to their 

music which may be effective in appealing to specific demographics. With their messaging, they 
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may focus on a personal relationship in one song and make a political statement in the next song. 

Many of these artists have major platforms to share their music, such as award shows and 

sporting events, where they can test out a new song or bring on a fan favourite for all to enjoy. 

The scholarship about race and sexuality teaches the difference between rights of two genders. 

Recent trends in scholarship have been dealing with diversity in personal and professional lives 

for the last 30 years. Diversity therefore has become important in the music industry. A sex 

positive attitude has taken hold of Hollywood (Hargons, 529).  

1.4 Liberal feminist theory 

 With 21st Century popular music, artists continue to test new boundaries by using 

technology and exploring messages that were controversial in the past, such as violence, abuse, 

sex, and politics. Liberal feminism advocates for equality between men and women and often 

advocates against the exclusion of women in the public sphere. Liberal feminism campaigns 

against discriminatory laws against women and their right to citizenship and to join the “liberal” 

or free market system. Women’s right to earn their own living and luxury in equal footing with 

men is a liberal feminist concern. The popularity of liberal feminist theory is important to 

comprehend the acceptance of pop music in society (Chua, 89). However, intersectional and 

black feminist discourses have gained considerable ground in pop music. For instance, some 

artists may explore topics such as a revolution or a resistance by becoming activists for a specific 

cause or causes; this is achieved in popular music in the following way: “Pop is a genre that is 

created, manufactured, and produced to be as mainstream as possible, so artists in the genre must 

be cognizant of how they tap into rhetoric to distribute messages of resistance” (Carey 135). In 

this context, female artists who join or tap into the resistance will do so with some degree of 

restraint to remain in the mainstream to attract and maintain large audiences (Carey 135).  
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 It is known that “In order to be resistant in the genre of pop, musicians must find ways to 

be rhetorically effective and aesthetically pleasing as a mainstream and catchy source of music 

many listeners demand” (Carey 135). These are further reasons why messaging by women can 

be lukewarm or muted. Loss of status within the genre is a serious concern for many artists 

(Carey 135). When female artists test their boundaries with their music that has a message of 

resistance, it may fall within the mainstream but should not be too outside of the box to maintain 

the interest of their fans (Carey 135). Music that has a message that may be controversial or 

resists mainstream ideas is not a new concept, but when it is far from what is expected, it may 

cause some resistance among fans and affect artist sales and enthusiasm for their music (Laszlo, 

132).Artists who explore new themes in their music may or may not reap the benefits of these 

choices, but they often expand their musical experiences.  

 As female popular artists identify new ideas in music and express themselves in a variety 

of ways, they must learn how to navigate new themes and the respond to these themes to their 

fans and the mainstream media (Horton 5). Some artists can afford to take greater risks than 

others because they have a greater following and a history of success. Nonetheless, they may 

experience backlash for their actions if they somehow offend fans or other groups. Their actions 

are already under intense scrutiny and they must navigate difficult situations effectively to 

maintain their image. Even socialist feminism has had some impact on popular music. The idea 

of unpaid women’s labour, American imperialism etc. was important in the music of the 1960s 

(Joan Baez’ “Where Have All the Flowers Gone?” is an example).  

 Modern popular music allows many female artists to be recognized at the same time, but 

they must stand out above the others to have a true impact. There are many artists that fit into 

this recollection, but the actions of a few select artists make the cut and have long and productive 



 
 

12 
 

careers. Those who stand out may have a different approach to their music, may have a look that 

has wide appeal to the masses, or may have a message to share that is different from all others. In 

each instance, these artists attract a wide array of fans from different population groups and 

develop a strong understanding of what their fans appreciate and are willing to support.  

The rise of Anglo-American music has played a critical role in the development of 

popular music in the 20th Century. As these artists continued to grow in popularity and evolve, 

they became multi-dimensional and understood how to use the tools available to them to attract 

new fans and admirers. Their success in the genre relies upon a formula that includes a powerful 

or catchy lyric with a recognizable melody that allows their fans to develop an affinity for the 

song and for their catalo of music. Artists may take similar steps to expand their careers and to 

gain followers, but some are more successful than others and only some artists emerge as 

worldwide phenomena. The success of these artists is examined through the eyes of their fans, 

but they also generate significant business for their record companies and other employees.  

 In recent history, some of the most popular women in music have adopted a formula that 

has created worldwide superstardom and great success. For instance, artists such as Madonna 

and Lady Gaga represent women with inner and outer beauty, strength, resilience, and dedication 

to their craft and to their fans. As these and other artists evolved, their music and other activities 

are observed in the public eye and they have separate politics, messages and goals that appeal to 

audiences. Although each artist has a unique story to tell, they share some similarities then 

enable a connection with their fans. They often discuss issues that are important to fans or their 

lyrics are relatable on a different level. As artists such as Madonna paved the way for current 

artists, her accomplishments as a superstar are recognized by some of her songs, clothing, and 
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overall style choices. She also set the tone for artists that were even more progressive with their 

lyrics and artistry, such as Beyoncé, in the 21st Century.  

 Over the past decade plus, female artists such as Beyoncé, Adele, and Taylor 

Swift continue to attract millions of fans to their music and performances. Each artist has made 

her mark in the music industry and made a statement with music, lyrics, and style. Often their 

lyrics are feminist and speak about collective experiences of women. For these reasons, Anglo-

American musical expression is highly influenced by mainstream feminist politics. Pop music 

culture is also concerned with the emotional pull of the artist, which critically sheds light on 

young feminist culture. This thesis aims to discuss the appearance, insight, and induction behind 

musical emotions under the lens of multiple social issues such as, gender inequalities, social 

justice and feminism. 

Beyoncé is an important example in this respect. She is female artist who empowers 

others by displaying her success and strives to make a statement with her music, words and 

performances. According to Patrick & Petri Laukka, attraction to certain music is produced from 

“emotional powers” of singers (Juslin & Sloboda, 2001). Multiple sources of sentiments are 

involved here and are inclined by various causal variables in music, individual, and condition 

(Jørgensen, 1988). If this is the case, then Beyoncé is certainly a very powerful musician. 

Despite her successes, however, Beyoncé also represents a kind of sexualisation in 

contemporary popular music which greatly confuses many viewers regarding her actions and the 

example that is set for younger girls (Goddard). In this context, her music represents messages 

that are important to this female demographic, but they may be muddled by the types of clothing 

worn in music videos and on stage during live performances (Goddard). These messages may 

cause some confusion among different groups and create difficult challenges for some members 
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of the public to reconcile. Growing girls might find themselves in an environment where they 

think sexualisation of their bodies is a compulsion. 

 Adele, a global phenomenon from the United Kingdom, arrived on the scene in the late 

2000s to much critical acclaim and fanfare. Adele had much to share with the world regarding 

her heartbreak from a failed relationship and used her unique and rich voice to make a difference 

and inspire other women around the world. Adele is not only a multiple Grammy winner but is 

also an Oscar winner and often performs the persona of a scorned woman who has learned how 

to heal herself and others through her music. As an artist, Adele captured the attention of many 

critics and fans for her soulful music that often represented pain and suffering; she also enabled 

many women to relate to her body type and low key presentation. Her artistry is distinct from 

other female singers of her generation because her voice is darker, deeper, and more passionate 

than many and she recognizes how to use her voice to keep the public interested. In this context, 

her music represents many women who have experienced their own heartache through 

relationships and could relate to her pain and suffering. Among modern female artists, Adele has 

a distinct place in popular culture because she represents a young woman with many stories to 

tell regarding her life experiences and understands the importance of her actions and decisions in 

promoting the free expression of the anger, hurt, and pain that many women feel when they end a 

relationship. Her lyrics represent a different approach to popular music among female artists that 

is celebrated and symbolizes her success in many ways.  

1.5 Evaluation of case studies 

 Taylor Swift is an American artist who became a pop culture icon as a teenager when she 

emerged as a singer and songwriter in the country genre. She was different from many others 

because she wrote her own songs and could play instruments; she also had a different kind of 
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appeal because she was the girl next door with a modicum of sweetness and light. Taylor Swift is 

an important figure in recent pop music history because she has widespread crossover appeal and 

when she modified her genre to pop from country, she was accepted by her fans with open arms. 

The response from her fans indicates that she has a broad appeal among many fans who 

appreciated her for her song writing abilities and her interest in country music as well as her 

desire to enter the popular music genre. As she grew up in the public eye during her teens and 

into her adult years, Taylor Swift projected herself as a career woman, someone who has just 

moved to the city but still a small town girl in a large world. Taylor Swift is an icon to many 

adolescents and young teens who admired her for her success and her ability to release different 

types of music has been instrumental in her career path to date. With her shift towards popular 

music, her messaging also evolved to include lyrics with greater maturity often owning the sexist 

stereotype of the “crazy girlfriend”. The case studies of the three female pop singers I have 

included (Beyoncé, Taylor Swift and Adele); demonstrate the intricate connections between pop 

music and the normalization of feminist politics.  

 The messaging of Beyoncé, Adele, and Taylor Swift represent a group of female artists in 

popular music who share information through their lyrics as well as their actions. They represent 

a group of women in modern society who have a group of messages to share and understand 

their impact of their influence on other women. Each of these women is responsible for their own 

messaging to the public and how they use their music to not only sell records but to set an 

example or to be an inspiration to many women and girls. Their messages reflect numerous 

concepts and ideas, many from personal experiences that affect how they are perceived by the 

public. Their success as artists is not just a function of their personal musical styles but also of 

their relativity in a specific socio-cultural context.  
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 Women in popular music have many difficult choices to make and they often gain 

notoriety for sexualizing themselves (Janet Jackson is a case in point). Some take the route of 

developing a platform that will allow for free expression and understanding of how they are 

perceived by others. Not all artists are successful with these attempts, but many make a lasting 

impression on society. Their expressions of anger, hope, inspiration, opportunity, and 

empowerment are important to young women and even children who look up to them for 

guidance and advice in some form. The effectiveness of their messaging plays an essential role in 

music and lyrics and demonstrates asset of key principles that influence their actions and 

decisions. Their ability to make a difference in the lives of their fans is one key driver of their 

success and can have a critical impact on their success and achievement.  

The development of new messaging strategies for artists seeking a diversion or a change 

in their approach to music is not unusual, but these changes should be examined closely to 

maximize their potential to be effective and timely for public consumption. For women in 

popular music, the message is as important as their style in creating a perception that focuses on 

the delivery of songs and lyrics that inspire others and make a difference in their lives. The 

effectiveness of these messages demonstrates an understanding of the key factors influencing 

change and promoting a new set of avenues for artists to explore that might have otherwise not 

been considered. Artists may pursue new options in popular music for a variety of reasons, 

including lack of a successful run of songs, albums, or appearances, or the latitude to try a new 

direction or focus that has the potential to expand their appeal. In these cases, artists may face 

few or many obstacles that may limit their success in a new direction or could cause a series of 

impacts in different ways. Not all actions are equivalent and could impact their activities in 

positive or negative ways. 
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Artists taking different directions with their music for any reason may involve one or 

more key elements, including the style of music that is created, the lyrics that are written, and the 

physical appearance of the artist and her overall style. She may seek a change to her image to 

attract a larger group of fans and to gain more widespread appeal among members of the public. 

Their actions make a difference to their fans and to others within the media, so it is important 

that they provide the best possible opportunity to examine key elements that influence their 

actions and decisions in public to impact their careers. Some artists such as Taylor Swift may be 

forced into uncomfortable situations, such as the feud with rapper Kanye West at the MTV 

Video Music Awards that caused controversy (Cullen 33). Cullen is of the opinion that Swift 

made some unforced errors in her career that have resulted in a lasting bad impression among 

certain fans and resulted in risk for Swift (Cullen 33).  

Among female popular music artists, success is a product of an environment where these 

women are celebrated and represented by their fans in large numbers. Artists such as Beyoncé, 

Adele, and Taylor Swift are important reminders of the power of popular music to not only have 

an impact on fans and admirers, but to create messages that gain notoriety and lead to success, 

such as reaching the top of the music charts (Krause and North 233). Pop musicians often deal 

with the most conservative of antifeminists and the media too may vilify them (McLaughlin, 31). 

However, after the MeToo and Time’sUp movements, there has been a larger reckoning in pop 

culture regarding sexism and sexual violence. The effectiveness of specific women musicians in 

this genre is largely a product of multiple factors that influence how they respond to their fans, 

how they address their own personal experiences, and what they want to share with others that 

will have a dramatic impact on their success over the short and long term.  
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The thesis addresses the significance of expression and affect among three of the top 

female artists: Beyoncé, Adele, and Taylor Swift, as their music has impacted millions of people 

around the world in the 21st Century. Their actions and decisions as artists are represented in 

many forms, including their musicality, lyrics, public appearances, and personal style. Often 

these songs are consumed in sexually charged environments, where alcohol and even drugs may 

be consumed. However, it is quite possible that women feel a sense of control and resistance by 

listening to empowering music while engaging in activity that is forbidden to them dye to sexist 

limits placed on their movements (Nelson, 479). Their impact also conveys the importance of 

public perception and opinion in driving future actions of other people as well as the careers of 

the musicians. The role that these artists play in Anglo-American music and the popularity of 

female music artists shows the need to explore their contributions to the world. 

The thesis explores different dimensions of Anglo-American female music stars that have 

dominated the charts in different ways and have carved a successful pathway to success and 

dominance. In visiting various music events in Europe that attract broad audiences, it is 

demonstrated that public perceptions of Abeyance, Adele, and Taylor Swift are likely a 

representation of the larger public’s opinions on pop music. The use of interviews tools 

important in determining how the public views these artists and how their influence impacts 

different populations. The study acknowledges the significance and impact of the music of 

Beyoncé, Adele, and Taylor Swift and its impact on many people around the world, with a focus 

on an international audience with a variety of perceptions of these artists and their music.  

The interviews conducted offer a broad swath of participants from a variety of cultures, 

races, and ethnicities with vast knowledge and experience within the world of music. Therefore, 

their contributions are invaluable in determining the effect of these artists on popular music. The 
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interviews address key characteristics exhibited by each artist, including lyrics, messaging, and 

fashion, among others. Artists of this ilk play a specific role in the larger sphere of popular music 

and therefore, an investigation of their actions, decisions, and messages is warranted to better 

understand their impact and value to the public. Each interview provided value to the study 

because it offered a perspective of the work of Beyoncé, Adele, and Taylor Swift as key 

contributors to popular music who continue to have a significant impact. Due to authentic lyrics, 

representations and performance, Taylor Swift’s music is found to be evoking feminism and 

equality (North, 639).  

The data collected for the study offers insight regarding the importance of these artists to 

popular music and the characteristics that make them successful. The patterns identified in the 

responses indicate that the three female artists make important contributions to music, even if all 

participants did not agree regarding the quality of their music or their levels of influence. Themes 

identified and discussed in the results support key narratives regarding these artists and how they 

share their music and express their ideas with the world. This approach to the study was 

conducted in different locations around the world to gain a variety of perspectives from study 

participants and to identify other factors that may influence personal opinions. This type of 

research study is important because it allows participants to be more comfortable in their familiar 

surroundings while participating in interviews and enables them to have a strong sense of their 

experiences and encounters with music that have a critical impact on their lives. The study 

outcomes using an ethnographic approach are important because of the range of close reading 

afforded by the same. Fieldwork also facilitates the identification of key themes and other factors 

that influence public perceptions of Beyoncé, Adele, and Taylor Swift that may be representative 

of those within the larger public sphere.  
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 Interviews conducted with the public are important because they offer participants a 

chance to express themselves regarding a set of questions so that the researcher can examine the 

importance of the surrounding environment as an influencing factor in these responses. The 

studies have an important impact on these artists and represent a unique approach to their music, 

messages, and style that impact how fans and non-fans perceive their music, lyrics, and overall 

style, with the surrounding environment playing a role in how they respond to the questions. The 

participants offer information that is necessary to further determine the appeal of these artists 

among different swaths of the public, many of whom have different perspectives of the popular 

music genre, particularly female artists, and the impact of their music in their own lives. The 

outcomes of the thesis indicate that the level of artistry and relevance of Beyoncé, Adele, and 

Taylor Swift are subjective but nonetheless contribute to their value within the world of music. 

Chapter 2: Methodology 

2.1. Research Model 

This research project was intricately linked to my own position as a musician and my 

fledgling interest in women’s music. As a musician and performer, I noted how women’s Anglo-

American music took a very prominent feminist turn in the 21st century, and I linked it to pre-

existing histories of feminist consciousness in Anglo-American women’s music. Naming and 

shaming, anti-sexual harassment litigation, MeToo and Time’s Up are all phenomena that has 

enabled and been enabled by the growth of women’s pop music. Similarly, Black Lives Matter 

has been instrumental in anti-racist consciousness and has contributed and interacted with the 

music of African American performers like Beyoncé. Among two different types of research 

models, such as, quantitative or qualitative, primary qualitative type has been chosen. The main 
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goal of these models is to gather data from representative samples drawn from a population to 

draw a significant conclusion about that population. Samples of these participants are selected 

from all-inclusive populations of interest (Melnikovas, 31). For analyzing the case study, three 

feminists including Taylor Swift, Adele and Beyoncé have been chosen and data collected from 

various sections of their audience including academics, critiques, college students and young 

women. 

I have chosen three particular vocal musicians as focus figures for my research: Taylor 

Swift, Beyoncé and Adele. I have chosen these women because they have all reached incredible 

success in the pop industry (audience favour and critical acclaim) at a fairly young age. All of 

these three singer-songwriters have projected specific personas which have created great affect in 

audiences, which is another matter I have tried to address through qualitative research 

(questionnaire based and semi structured interviews).Moreover, I have also engaged in 

participant observation in real-life circumstances where music was being consumed at clubs etc. 

Although these methods have been popularized by anthropologists, it is in use in many other 

disciplines, including in the humanities. This research model has supported deeper understanding 

of my research problem (Snyder, 335). Through adopting this process, I have been able to 

identify and analyze various unexpected issues related to the participants. The survey method 

based on qualitative research study around music listeners attempts to identify the preferences of 

pop music listeners. These methods have enabled me to understand the research problem and 

look at possible resolutions. 
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2.2 Research method 

Method used for data collection and analysis 

In my research, I have utilized textual analysis of lyrics and videos, historical analysis of 

American and British society as well as delved into media coverage of the musicians I have 

worked on. For carrying out the textual analysis, lyrics of songs and albums have been 

thoroughly read and critically analyzed. I have also engaged in qualitative research method 

through interview and participant observation. Between two methods of observation, passive 

observation and contextual interview, the latter type has been selected here.  

For my textual analysis, I have thoroughly investigated the discographies of Taylor Swift, 

Beyoncéand Adele. I have analyzed much of Taylor Swift’s work: six albums up to Reputation. 

Similarly, for Adele, I have analyzed her three albums: 19, 21 and 25.Through analyzing these 

albums, I have tried to read the literary, cultural and historical trajectories of these artists. 

For practical purposes, I could not analyze the entirety of the large volume of Beyoncé’s 

work so I have chosen a few exemplary albums to make my point. These are B’Day, I 

Am…Sasha Fierce and Lemonade. I have also studied accompanying music videos and images 

associated with these albums and with these stars in general. This has enabled me to see how 

personas create affect among listeners.  

Admirers of music may have different reasons for supporting and listening to different 

female pop singers although here I deal only with three of them. A survey enables us to identify 

the various strands and voices among admirers of music and allows us to think through their 

interests in specific types of music. This survey has also enabled me to utilize my knowledge of 

qualitative research methods, which does not only use numerical figures but interact with 

research subjects as complete individuals with their own historical and cultural preferences and 
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trajectories. This approach is has also enabled me to involve myself in rich descriptions of music 

events, and also resulted in observing common spaces of music consumption like clubs and 

programmes. I have also tried to find ways in which audiences could share stories with me and 

through qualitative research methods I have myself tried to tell the story of an audience. The 

setting of course is a society which loves to hyper sexualize its female stars and then devalues 

them on said hypersexualization.  

The questions I have tried to address are not just questions about three particular pop 

musicians but culture and society in general. They deal with a larger picture of pop culture and 

the music industry. I have tried to take an intersectional feminist approach in my qualitative 

research method, focusing on the location of the survey as well as the gender and lived 

experiences of those I interviewed. My own location as a musical artist from the Global South, 

with relative local privileges as well as a degree of ease at crossing borders have also determined 

various exchanges and implications in my ethnographic work. I have tried to collect as much 

data as possible as through data collection in a musical environment, this has made it possible to 

obtain information regarding preferences and areas of interest among admirers. This provides a 

realistic portrayal of their responses to their surroundings and how they observe music in their 

own lives. Since data analysis by qualitative research method offers an important means of 

understanding the surroundings of a group of people and how they might influence their 

perspectives and interests in different types of music (including popular music), I have chosen 

this research method. (Vanden Eynden  2). 

With exposure to participants in various surroundings, the data collection process allowed 

individuals to share their knowledge and preferences regarding female popular music artists. 
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This information is important to gain insight regarding the importance of music to the 

participants and how they respond within different environments.  

Justification of method 

An effective qualitative study through structures, semi structured and unstructured 

interviews will draw conclusions regarding the influence of different genres on the participant 

audience. The information that is shared will determine if the participants are admirers of the 

music in question or if they have specific reasons for supporting these artists, such as their 

clothing, voices, performance and lyrics. In some instances, the social messages shared in the 

lyrics and in visual depictions such as music videos or live performances may have a clear 

impact on the development of fans of different types of music (Williams 82).  

To conduct the study, I attended several programs and conferences as a participant and/or 

presented a paper regarding my own research interests, and these events occurred in different 

international locations around the world. Also interacted regarding my questionnaires with my 

UK and Australia based sound engineers who have worked for my songs. The events that I 

attended included the following: 

 A summer school experience at Charles University in Prague, Czech Republic entitled 

“Theory and Ethnography of Music Community” from June 4-12, 2018 

 The Eighth Annual International European Popular Culture Association (EPCA) conference 

known as EUPOP, held at Mary Immaculate College at the University of Limerick, Ireland, 

from July 16-18, 2019 

 The Innovation in Music Conference held at the University of West London’s Ealing 

Campus from December 5-7, 2019 
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During these events, I managed to interview about 140 individuals on how they relate to 

music. Half of the sample consisted of women from various age groups. In the primary 

qualitative method, 72 women and 68 men were randomly selected. The present research model 

is helpful to emphasize numerical, mathematical and statistical analysis through highlighting an 

objective measurement (Anguera et al. 2196). Only the survey research type has been adhered to 

this research over the target audience group. This approach can be useful to perform a cross 

section research study.   

Along with this, snowball-sampling method has been applied as the most effective 

sampling technique, (Hong et al. 51). The researcher has selected a primary data source 

proposing that is able to contribute to this research study. Among multiple types of snowball 

sampling, only linear model has been incorporated here. The process of data collection took 

place through including 30 participants from Charles University conference in Prague. Then 45 

participants were interviewed in EOUPOP Conference at Limerick, Ireland. Additionally, 65 

more participants have been selected at Innovation in Music conference in London.   

While at Charles University experience, I was a summer school scholar of 

Ethnomusicology, attending different lectures that included subculture, social intimacy, and 

community-building in music cultures, while also using my free time to explore the music scene 

and its various venues in the Prague area.  

At the EUPOP conference in Limerick, I attended various discussions related to cultures 

of music and different perspectives on music from experts with an international exposure to 

music. I recorded their opinion, observing them and carefully noted down everything I found 

relevant. Finally, at my experience at the Innovation in Music conference, I interviewed a 

celebrated pop music producer, Trevor Horn, who has significant knowledge of the industry and 
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has worked with some of the top artists of the 1980s. This interview was an important part of the 

qualitative research method study to obtain an expert’s perspective of the industry as well as get 

industry perspective on the questions raised of all study participants.  

2.3 Research questions 

Through this PhD dissertation I have attempted to make a feminist intervention into the study 

of pop music by Anglo American women in the 21st century and audience response to it. Current 

Anglo-American expression of pop feminism is largely connected to the mainstream feminist 

politics. This is why the present study is suitable for attempting cultural analysis of pop that are 

composed and consumed by women large scale. Research questions to be answered in this thesis 

paper are as follows.  

 What are the practical purposes of feminist intervention that has a substantial impact on 

inner lives of young women in terms of identification? 

 What is the role of feminism in affect creation and affect perception? 

 How is the stardom of specific stars related to the creation of affect? 

 What is the relevance of Socialist and Marxist feminist theory in understanding women’s 

emotion that influences female musicians in pop music industry? 

 What is the response to music among Anglo-American fan circles in the context of 

feminist movements against sexual and other violence’s against women? 

For fulfilling all these research questions, qualitative research method through questionnaire 

has a great significance. For initiating a survey or interview, I had prepared interview 

questionnaires and observe the situations and people. As a consequence, the qualitative study 
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became important in my understanding of the effectiveness of Anglo American women’s pop 

music in the 21st century.   

2.4 Hypothesis  

Research hypotheses are mentioned below.  

 H0: Feminist intervention has a substantial impact on women’s 

performance in music and Anglo-American feminist expression in pop culture in terms of their 

emotional qualities has normalized feminist politics in society to a degree.  

 H1: Feminist intervention does not have a substantial impact on women’s 

performance in music and Anglo-American feminist expression in pop culture in terms of their 

emotional qualities, normalized feminist politics and status of social system.  

It is important to study the participatory nature of music because it provides information 

that will be useful in addressing key factors that influence individual response to the music of 

these artists. I intended to investigate if artists are part of peoples’ daily lives or have had any 

type of impact on their interest in popular music. As such, I was asking how these artists became 

icons. This data will determine how the messaging of these artists plays a role in if they have 

fans or admirers among the participants and what the population believes are the most important 

aspects of their contributions to the popular music industry. The data collected was further 

evaluated and the study results has been provided in Qualitative Research Method chapter of the 

thesis  to examine key themes and identifiers among these artists and the public perceptions of 

their work. 
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2.6 Research philosophy 

Interpretivism has been chosen here, which aims to assess the variation present among 

multiple social entities. But following this research, social roles can be accessible with respect to 

a set of meaning around pop culture. The qualitative research method through interview was 

done through direct contact with the individuals who have a strong interest in music and I tried to 

study how the same has impacted their lives. I have also tried to keep in touch with some 

interviewees online in order to follow up with their progress in music and get valuable insight 

into musical research and innovation. 

2.7 Research strategy 

Analytical research strategy has been applied in this study, which allows analyzing the 

already available information and facts. This has suited my qualitative research strategy as well. 

Rather than simply perusing the archives (as I have detailed before), this research strategy 

(qualitative research, interview etc. followed by stringent analysis) is likely to provide a deeper 

understanding on determining how music affects different groups of people and why some artists 

are more impactful than others. 

2.8 Research approach 

Inductive type of approach has been performed in this research. For doing this, theories 

including socialist and Marxist feminism theory have been described to understand emotional 

control of women and its interpretation into pop music culture (Masic et al. 231). The ideas of 

three feminism theorists have also been taken into consideration, such as, Horton, Kotarba and 

Vannini. My approach, using interviews and the same set of questions for all participants, was 

designed to address several key themes among female artists in popular music who have made a 

significant impact on popular culture. This trio of artists, Beyoncé, Taylor Swift, and Adele, play 
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a critical role in pop culture and set the tone for many other artists who try to replicate their 

success and their visions. 

2.9 Preparation for data collection 

The data collection that took place at each of these events included 30 participants at the 

Charles University conference in Prague, 45 participants at the EUPOP conference in Limerick, 

and 65 participants at the Innovation in Music conference in London. During each of the events, 

individuals who consented to participate in the study were asked primarily the following 

questions: 

1) How do you receive the songs of Beyoncé, Taylor Swift, and Adele? 

2) In your view, which of these artists is more influential? 

3) How do your judge their songs, voices, music videos, and musical performances in the 

context of gender, war, discrimination, feminism, love, and betrayal? 

4) What is your perspective of their styles of clothing in live performances as well as music 

videos?  

5) Do you believe that there is a connection between their clothing and the expression or 

effect of popular music in popular culture? 

Each question that was asked of the study participants led to various responses from the 

participants regarding their interest in each of these artists. I have found that semi-structured 

interviews are particularly useful during ethnographic studies as they allow one to not just collect 

information but also build rapport with the interviewees, a feature that enables the researchers to 

make the interviewee comfortable as well as allowing the researcher to stay in touch with the 

interviewee for further clarifications or research. The sample was diverse in nature and was 
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designed to gather people from different ages and populations to share their insights and 

experiences regarding music that affect their daily lives. 

 The interviews conducted in each of these locations provided information that would be 

useful in addressing music culture in different parts of the world including the Global South. 

Within the intersectional feminist framework, the whiteness of Taylor Swift amid her feminist 

image was discussed as well as the black feminism of Beyoncé amid the neoliberal impetus in 

her music was analyzed. Data analysis around this topic showed an entrenchment in neoliberals, 

in which, the debate around class and nationality is reflected. Intersectional feminism could 

further be applied in case of Adele. This is a phenomenon I have seen in my textual analysis as 

well e.g., during her acceptance speech for Album of the Year in the 59th GRAMMY Awards, 

Adele addressed the importance of Beyoncé’s music and admitted that “the way you made my 

black friends feel is empowering and you made them stand up for themselves” (Adele 2017). By 

saying this, she basically admitted that her lived experience of music was different from black 

women’s experience of music. The same differences in experiencing music were reflected in my 

qualitative research. 

Chapter 3: Literature Review 

In this section, I will attempt to lay down a survey of existing scholarship in my area 

which I have had the chance to peruse. I have looked at popular music through various lenses 

and explored it beyond the three case studies I have done. From my review, it has emerged that 

pop music is a widely appreciated genre which deep rooted cultural significations. 

Music a part of the common pop culture that is involved and associated with all the radio, 

music, movies, comics and fiction and the influence of pop-culture is most evident in America, 
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Latin-America and Europe. Firstly, it is important to note that pop music is not just marketed to 

women but also teens. In fact, many listeners are introduced to their pop music idols in their 

teenage years.  

3.1 History of popular music: 

The Antiquity of popular music has been demonstrated by the scholars while providing 

instances of several disapproval as well as opposition cases of new forms that occur in the 

Anglo-American mainstream. Based on the review of the scholar, it can be said that the influence 

of popular music by the Afro-American community was come into effect from the year 1890 to 

rap in the 1990s onwards; however, scholars started to provide focus on the music genre when 

Beatles became extremely popular in British culture Tony Bennett stated that representation of 

music nowadays is completely different from the 90s. However, in modern culture the genres of 

music have expanded that has portrayed music in various forms. The lyrics have become bold 

relating to the specific issues of the society that was not observed in the past (Bennett et al. 1993 

p.1).  

Most of the songs composed from American popular culture are written in a manner of 

intimate conversation and direct address, by which persons and speakers are known as first 

person and second person. There are also some cases where "I" is recognized as feminine or 

masculine, wherein there is no sexual sign is given by the speaker. Moreover, this same versus is 

used by both the sexes for addressing other persons. As opined by Donald Horton the role of 

languages to encourage social interaction are very vital in the songs of the country America and 

these types of languages are used mainly for dating and courtship. Numerous social 

psychologists mainly focus on finding out the social psychological functions in the languages 

of these songs.  (Horton 1957).  
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That is the reason scholars feel that relationships in pop music implied or described in 

music lyrics are generally mentioned as courtship and dating (Bennett et al. 1993 p.1). By 

following this manner, they tried to mention that lyrists simply express their sentiment or attitude 

present within the speaker toward the addressed person. 

Meanwhile, the song's contents can be soliciting a response, reproach, complaint, 

demand, request, or appeal, which are expressed in the form of a sequence of dialogues. For this 

reason, it has been mentioned that the culture of popular songs offers a conservative and informal 

language that is mainly utilized in courtship and dating. In addition to this, highly repetitious and 

stylized symbols or rhetorical forms are restricted to manipulating or expressing contracted 

ideals (Horton 1957 pp. 11).My research pointed me to the scholarship of Griffith who pointed 

out that it is important to many artists (such as Taylor Swift) to capture the teen and teen fan base 

because they not only enthusiastically support their work but also promote their success as 

artists. Jaclyn Griffith stated that the pop singer Taylor Swift is very much famous and has 

mainly female fan bases and their fans knows the detailed information about her. Their female 

fans are very much enthusiastic not only about songs but also her personal life and relationships; 

all of them literally start gossiping about her break up. (Griffith 1). Among this audience, 

however, many young girls are influenced by the actions of these pop stars as well as their 

music; many teens look up to these stars and recognize what they could become or relate to their 

struggles (Griffith 1). At the same time, they acknowledge some of the most important aspects of 

their lives that do not occur on camera, including their personal relationships and other actions 

that shape their music and lyrics (Griffith 2). In this manner, female pop stars aim to please their 

fans and may not be successful in doing so if they are perceived as less than ideal role models 

(Griffith 2). This is important to the conceptualization of Swift’s image as the “good girl” in her 
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early music. Among some teens that are raised in a conservative or religious background, the 

messages put forth by these artists may be disturbing or questionable and therefore, represent a 

challenge to their fans and the potential for widespread disapproval (Griffith 2). The perceptions 

of teens, therefore, may shape girls as they grow and mature, recognizing that their support of 

popular music may change and evolve over time (Griffith 2). 

These lyrics are not written according to the consents of women, and they include 

provocative contents. Gender politics are also considered to be controversial in terms of popular 

culture music videos. These provocative contents can manipulate the minds of the younger 

generation. As stated by Emiley Honzel Virtual Reality and Music Therapy is very important in 

the health care sector to reduce the pain of their patient. This treatment contributes to regulating 

the emotions levels of an individual correctly and helps to heal their affliction and tries to give 

them better feeling and relief from their pain.  (Honzel et al. 1909). In several generations, 

American popular culture has protested against several malpractices happening within 

contemporary society. In the era of 1970, popular culture has answered against pornographic 

malpractices. Artists such as Donna Summer and Robert Plant have answered against these 

malpractices through their popular culture songs. In the 90s era, complications regarding AIDS 

within society have been showcased through artists such as Micheal Jackson, Prince, and 

Madonna. Eroticized fantasy has been considered in their songs as well.     

Based on the scholar’s review, music has been termed as a “social product” that reflects 

culture, identity, and other factors influencing the masses (Kotarba and Vannini xi). Historically, 

1950s rock ‘n’ roll represented a “youth culture” that introduced many artists with a new and 

somewhat rebellious vision of the world, and by the late 1960s and early 1970s, rock music 

became politically charged, enabling artists to share their messages with their fans (Kotarba and 
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Vannini 11). By the late 1970s and early 1980s, music became a business more than ever before 

and a way to showcase artists through videos and mass commercialization, and by the late 1980s 

and early 1990s, artists sought to transform popular music through the independence of young 

and emerging artists (Kotarba and Vannini 11-12). The Swedish group ABBA established a 

sensation in the 1970s and set a standard for popular music across the globe that is rarely 

matched by today's artists. According to Ola Johansson the Sweden Group of ABBA was so 

famous in the 1970s mostly in the American People. Their music is famous globally and their 

artist achieved all the success due to their music composition and the languages of lyrics 

particularly and this music set a quality and grade for other artists. (Johannson 134). However, 

perhaps one of the most important contributions of ABBA to popular music is their ability to 

make music a global phenomenon that many artists have replicated since (Johansson 134). Their 

ability to capture the spirit of the dance music phenomenon taking place in the 1970s offered a 

path forward for fans to explore their journey and to understand the attributes that made them 

famous and instantly recognizable for their melodies, lyrics, and physical appearance. 

The shift in the tone of women’s music is nothing new. The success of women artists has 

always represented changing social dynamics. Take the case of women in rock music who 

earned how to express themselves not only through voice but by learning to play instruments, 

such as guitars, that gave them additional liberties to express them and to pursue unique styles. 

As opined by Mina Carson the rock music is only famous for Men but after the participation of 

Women’s this thought is completely changed. Women are getting success not only in this music 

but all of them learn to play rock instruments and also focus on the gestures as both of these are 

crucial.  (Carson, Lewis, and Shaw 3). Up until the rise of women in rock ‘n’ roll, much of the 

genre was male-dominated and did not permit women to serve as a driving force and an 
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inspiration to male and female fans alike (Carson et al. 3). Women in rock, therefore, were often 

viewed as rebellious yet made a statement in the genre that stood out from their male 

counterparts (Carson et al. 3). This politics of rebellion, of standing out through music has as 

much a cultural and political connotation as it does musical.  

The nod to emotions is not just a feature of Swift’s music but of women’s pop music in 

general. Much of popular music, including the works of female pop artists, is a product of 

emotions that drive interest in their work, such as the cues that are present in their songs to 

indicate sadness or happiness. Glenn Schellenberg opined that music is mainly a reflection of 

Human Culture. Music mainly gives rise to the emotions level of their audiences. It helps to 

balance the administration of mood properly and after listening to the music all fans want that all 

of them are connected with their artists (Schellenberg and von Scheve 196). In this context, some 

of the most important components of music involve its emotional messages: “music composed 

with conflicting cues to happiness and sadness (fast and minor or slow and major) leads to mixed 

emotions or simultaneous happy and sad emotional responding, both in terms of listeners’ 

perceptions as well as their feelings” (Schellenberg and von Scheve 196). In this context, female 

artists may be perceived based upon the types of emotional notes that are in their songs, 

including the tone of the music as well as its broader message; therefore, some fans may develop 

an emotional connection to an artist that promotes greater enthusiasm and engagement for the 

artist through her music and lyrics (Schellenberg and von Scheve 197). Some artists emote 

strong tones of darkness and pain in their lyrics and tones, often perceived by the listener as sad 

and desolate, thereby creating feelings of empathy and an ability to be relatable among fans. 

These emotions reflect the importance of establishing a message that sets the tone for their 

success as artists. As per the views of Laura-Ashley Taylor the American singers mainly the 
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female popular singers mainly promoted the women empowerment through their songs. It mainly 

supports the Black Feminism and raises voice to support all the black women’s and promotes 

that all of them deserve to get equal rights like others.  (Taylor, 114). Many artists apply a 

specific emotion or mood to attract audiences and to achieve reliability and capture the attention 

of many people around the world. For example, Adele arguably became a pop sensation because 

of the darkness and pain observed not only in her lyrics but in the tone of her songs, which are 

often perceived as sad and desolate, thereby creating feelings of empathy and an ability to be 

relatable among fans. These emotions reflect the importance of establishing a message that sets 

the tone for their success as artists.  

3.2 Different case studies in regards to music culture: 

3.2.1 Analyzing the songs composed and sung by Taylor Swift: 

Structural patterns are generally followed within popular songs of the USA. These kinds 

of songs generally follow idiomatic phrases along with catchy lyrics. However, themes 

associated with these kinds of songs are generally limited in nature. Romanticism is considered 

as the core theme of numerous culturally popular songs, which maximum scholars find as a 

common theme in modern Western Pop Music. Such one example can be considered based upon 

the songs written, sung and composed by Taylor Swift. One example of such a song by Taylor 

Swift can be given for critical analysis which is 'Wildest Dreams'. According to Meyer, there are 

ten different themes associated with Taylor Swift's songs such as 'losing innocence', 

'friendship', 'hatred', 'isolation', 'and family’, 'growing up', and many other songs (26). Leah 

Donella (2018) has stated in NPR News that songs sung by Taylor Swift are generally consumed 

by the majority of audiences and are based on themes such as scrutiny, double standards, 

heartache, and loneliness. Hence, most of them may empathize with personal life through songs. 
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Jake Harwood opined that, Music is one of the vital approaches all peoples listen to music at any 

time in their daily life. It is actually a medium of communication, by which this artist easily 

communicates with their fans. This strain gives a wonderful experience to everyone and it has an 

intense existence in the life of everyone. (Harwood, 30).  

There are other themes found within Swift's songs such as pettiness, manipulation, 

myopia, and whitewashing. Leah Donella stated that Taylor Swift is one of the most famous pop 

stars of this century. All her songs give messages and stories of her personal life actually. In her 

songs many times she invites her opponent to connect with her and this is the unique style of her 

songs. Scott Beveridge and Don Knox mentioned in an article “Popular music and the role of 

vocal melody in perceived emotion (2018)” that whether an artist will be successful is not as 

important in many cases as his or her capacity to instil emotion and create feelings of joy, 

sadness, anger, or bewilderment. As per the views of Scott Beveridge, the voice of an artist plays 

an immense role to convey emotion in music. This voice has the ability to communicate with 

their fans by using the nonverbal process of interaction. It gives satisfaction to both the artist and 

their fans and it raises the value of the properly. The success of artists is a product of what is 

heard by listeners; it also involves many cultures, experiences, and perspectives of the world that 

drive creativity and inspiration to write lyrics and compose music that presents unique ideas to 

others. Hence, the scholars believe that it is the ability to connect with audiences that makes 

popular singers more inspiring and connectable to the audiences (Harwood 30).  

The impact of popular music on audiences, therefore, is a product of a group of artists 

who share a spirit of creativity but make autonomous decisions regarding their works to stand 

out from the rest. Popular music represents a set of unique views that remind listeners of specific 

lyrics, melodies, and hooks that keep them interested in the works of many artists. According to 
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Michael Campbell, the impact of popular music depends on the creativity of the artist and it 

needs to be added to their songs as it contributes to attract their audiences widely. The context of 

lyrics needs to be clear and also needs to be unique from others as it makes the song popular. 

(Campbell 5). According to Phiilip Meyer, the songs of Taylor Swift give a particular message in 

every song. It uses different themes in her songs. It shows the innocence level, focuses on the 

relationship with both the families and friends. She also sings songs that indicate the hatred 

emotions properly. The other theme of her songs is “Growing Up”.Regardless of the intended 

genre or focus, some artists experience the challenges of having their music perceived as a single 

genre when it is not, while others may find that if then fall into a specific genre, the emotions 

experienced by the listener are often stereotypical because they are aligned with the culture that 

is shared with the genre. Marco Susino stated that stereotypes are interrelated to approaches to 

music. The preference of individual fans is crucial and these fans are expected to have the same 

cultural aspects beautifully expressed in music and this is the reason that some artists face 

complications to hold their fan bases permanently.  (Susino and Schubert 342). She also said to 

NPR News that "I try to encourage girls who are in middle school to do is to figure out a way to 

distract yourself from that negativity. Figure out what kind of art you love to create or your 

favourite hobby. “Something to throw all of your energy into and realize that you're going to 

have to learn how to cope with this at some point because it's never going to end, necessarily." 

LeahDonnella of NPR also asserted that "A huge part of Swift's draw is the acknowledgment of 

that reality, that our strongest emotions don't always correspond to the world's biggest injustices, 

and that we're entitled to them anyway (2018). Her music doesn't make fans feel guilty about 

feeling what they're feeling. It provides space for them to be as angry or heartbroken or in love as 

they want to be. That is why the scholars mentioned that her success as an artist is predicated on 



 
 

39 
 

selling that contradiction: that you can be one of the most powerful, influential, beloved pop stars 

in the world and still be victimized by the (often very normal) people around you (Susino and 

Schubert 342). 

 

Figure 3.1: Central themes of Taylor Swift songs 

(Source: Harwood 30) 

3.2.2 Analyzing the songs composed and sung by Beyoncé 

It can be observed that the majority of successful female artists cannot gain full control 

over their image towards the public through their performances. Kai Arne Hansen has implied 

that, it is not mandatory for pop music to focus on the cultural aspect or dimensions of social 

factors only. In this music, artists can show the current scenario as it is more valuable to 

everyone. Similarly, the concept of sexuality and gender needs to be incorporated in their music. 

However, female artists such as Beyoncé have embraced the openness related to Beyoncé’s 

public image (8). However, there are certain challenges associated with this kind of openness. 
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These challenges may arise due to frustration, anger, and pain shown by the female artists 

through their lyrics and songs and Beyoncé through songs, generally shares personal values and 

goals with devotees. With this approach, Beyoncé has been able to build a community around. 

Followers of Beyoncé have made a community having completely different viewpoints from the 

fans from other contemporary singers. Beyoncé’s passion is reflected through songs by 

interpreting individual suffering, identity, suffering, and anger. It is generally observed that 

female artists reflect their feelings regarding getting overwhelmed by male patriarchy through 

their lyrics. According to Anuradha Roy, the female artists express their feelings from their 

songs and mainly present the dominating role of the society towards women’s. All of them 

focuses to promote and support women empowerment throughout the world from their beautiful 

lyrics and music and mentioned the powers of males particularly.  (Anuradha  2448).  

Beyoncé’s music videos reflect visual references about those feelings based on musical 

cues and political engagement. Phoebe Macrossan stated that Beyoncé in her music mainly 

shows the support for women’s and stated that women’s are very powerful. It focuses to promote 

the facts that “Black Live Matters” and it gives immense support to the women who belong to 

this group completely and mention their problems in her song. Beyoncé’s world is generally 

based upon females from minority communities within the USA, and their lives are celebrated 

through songs (Macrossan 143). The actions that many artists take to achieve stardom may be 

unsettling to some observers but necessary for their success and achievements; for instance, 

some may argue that "music might be among many media used to advance an agenda, or to 

glorify a particular figure or event, through spectacle." In Beyoncé's songs, it can be seen that 

there are a noticeable amount of cameos from successful Afro-American native. These 

noticeable celebrities are an actor and musician Zedaya, Tennis maestro Serena Williams, 
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Winnie Harlow, and Amandla Sternberg. With different types of music, individuals develop an 

identification that is strengthened by their preferences for artists they identify personally. 

AntonisGardikiotis opined that the music preferences of different peoples are different from each 

other. Each of them has separate thoughts about their choices and that mainly reflected from their 

personality. Similarly, social identities are one of the important factors that make differences in 

choices of music in an individual.  (Gardikiotis and Baltzis 143). In a study involving a group of 

college students in Greece, it was acknowledged that “all values were related to this preference 

structure: self-transcendence and openness to change in a positive way and conservation and 

self-enhancement in a negative way” (Gardikiotis and Baltzis 158).  

The scholars further mentioned that for singers, the voice involves a combination of 

physiological and other processes that produce different types of sounds and reach the heart of 

the audiences. As per the views of GillyanneKayes, the voice of an individual artist mainly 

attracted their fans towards their song. Therefore, the vocal mechanism depends on the 

individual physiological system properly. The other important instrument of voice is breathing 

as it helps to generate energy in an individual.  (Kayes 11). Not all voices have the same impact 

on listeners because each voice is biologically unique and distinct.  
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Figure 3.2: Central themes of Beyoncé’s songs 

(Source: Macrossan 143) 

 

3.2.3 Analyzing the songs composed and sung by Adele: 

 Adele is known for melodic and emotional compositions. Adele's music allows melody in 

creating a crescendo for creating powerful emotions. Though Adele's songs, she generally 

reflects upon personal heartache and loneliness. Meyer has commented that Adele's songs' strong 

theme is reflecting on past self with nostalgia (26). Adele's song 'Million Years Ago’ is 

considered a prime example of used music themes. According to Brenda Lainez, the cultural 

aspect needs to give greater importance in every artist and it gives them success by raising their 

fan bases accordingly. Women empowerment is one of the important aspects as it attracts the 

female fans more strongly. It needs to be mentioned that there is no chances of discrimination. 

Adele's impacts on the music industry can be considered to be an attack on the present attitude 
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shown by the music industry. Adele's music has reflected sexism about female artists within the 

industry (Lainez 40). In addition to that, using Adele's music protests against objectifying female 

artists have been interpreted. Despite the confusion that some of these messages may cause, they 

generate large amounts of attention from the media and fans, which may be their primary 

purpose. According to Nina Dabhade, Adele’s performances attract their fans powerfully as it 

connects with their audiences properly. Her expression and gestures towards their fans is very 

unique and that gives her much more population than others. In her song, she mentioned the 

importance and needs of independence for each person. However, it may also be perceived that 

some women who express themselves in this manner acknowledge the importance of meeting the 

demands of the moment and seek an opportunity to differentiate themselves from others (Nina 

50). Among popular artists, their expression should be unique from the rest to gain a following; 

these messages may ultimately gain favour with the public because their actions of toughness 

and malice may be a source of inspiration and personal identity that is largely feminine. Felix has 

interpreted that Adele has described that music pieces that have objectified female artists have 

led to uninspiring, mundane, and regressive kinds of music (5). As per the views of Dorren St. 

Felix, the female artist, gains much success in pop music and getting equal popularity compared 

to the male pop singer. Therefore, it is vital that all female singers need to encourage other 

talented women to show their talents throughout the entire world. Just as the success of women 

in rock music, therefore, empowered other women with an interest in different genres to pursue 

their passion, so has the pop industry by mainstreaming the MeToo and Time’s Up movements 

which they have contributed to and been made by. 

One of the primary components of women’s pop is the sentiment of love. The pleasures, 

pains and ruthlessness of love are all described in great detail in the music of the three women I 
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have studied. . JulijaVaitonytė stated that the music connected with their audiences by using two 

facts properly and that is Sound and lyrics. Both are the medium that raises the value of each 

song on the artist and it clavers the meaning of the songs properly. Vaitonye writes about the 

1990s and 2000s (when these three musicians start gaining fame) that in the 1990s, the most 

common views of love include “love is a unity,” “love is a disease,” and “love is war,” while in 

the 2000s, the most common expressions included “love is madness,” “love is war,” and “love is 

a disease” (Vaitonyte 115-116). The metaphor of “love is a unity” is expressed in lyrics such as 

“I finally found you/my missing puzzle/I’m complete” by Katy Perry; “love is war” is expressed 

with “it’ll leave you breathless/or with a nasty scar” by Taylor Swift; and “love is a disease” is 

noted with “you can be a sweet dream or a beautiful nightmare/either way, I don’t wanna wake 

up from you” by Beyoncé (Vaitonyte 118-119). The differences between the two decades at the 

top of the spectrum are subtle but they reflect differentiation in how female artists perceive love 

as part of a larger extension of themselves.  

When Kai Arne Hansen writes about the interconnection between women’s music and 

body image, he is also dealing with the lack of confidence women have to deal with in the 

competitive sexual market. Hence, it is no wonder that the “female point of view” in popular 

music involves confident self expression through music videos which is sometimes even done in 

a dramatic fashion (Hansen 3). Many women in this genre in more recent depictions, such as 

Lady Gaga and Beyoncé, represent a level of sexuality through an expression of body image and 

self-confidence that supports greater creativity and strength (Hansen 3). However, with this self 

expression is tied the business of music.  In Anglo-American society, the notion of female artists 

who are sexualized for the benefit of larger society is unsurprising, and artists do attempt to 

express their inner views and core values but also see the reality that to sell records, they must 
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engage in sometimes excessive portrayals of sexuality to strengthen their image and to earn 

profits (Hansen 4). Therefore, confident artistry and body image is also related to music that is 

profitable and the open expression of sexuality does sell. Jacqueline Warwick opined that music 

helps to generate emotions in each of their audiences. In this respect, it is very clear that there is 

no value of genders and fairness in this industry as an artist can get success just only because of 

their voice, sounds and lyrics accordingly. The actions that many artists take to achieve stardom 

may be unsettling to some observers but nonetheless necessary for their success and 

achievements; for instance, some may argue that “music might be among many media used to 

advance an agenda, or to glorify a particular figure or event, through spectacle” (Warwick 332).It 

is this stardom, this drama, this flair that endears the musician to the listener, even when done 

precisely for profit. Adele is only one of many artists who use a specific emotion or mood to 

attract audiences and to achieve reliability, but she is arguably the most significant artist over the 

past decade to do so in dramatic fashion and to capture the attention of many people around the 

world. For many female pop stars, their musical talent may be secondary to their image, such as 

the following: “The idea that a girl’s face is her fortune undergirds the stereotype of the trophy 

wife but also supports the fact that women workers dominate occupations in the beauty industry” 

(Warwick 340). In this context, female pop artists are viewed for their looks first and their music 

second, a concept which may lead to frustration and concern regarding their capacity to make a 

real impact from an artistic point of view (Warwick 340). Therefore, all three women in my case 

studies, Taylor Swift, Adele and Beyoncé are really toeing a thin line of balancing empowerment 

with the objectification of their bodies, balancing the subversion of the male gaze with the ever 

present nature of the male gaze. 
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I have also analysed important key scholarships from the chapters of ON RECORD: 

ROCK, POP, AND THE WRITTEN WORD, Simon Frith and Andrew Goodwin, Editors. These 

essays/chapters are 1. Listening to popular music 2. The dialogue of courtship in popular song 3. 

The young audience 4. Settling accounts with subcultures as a critique of feminism 5.Way of 

women becoming musicians 6. The grain of the voice 7. Do and Don’t-talk: the division of the 

subject in girl-group music, 8. Sexing Elvis and 9. Teenage dreams associated with the products 

of the pop-culture.   

As per the views of David Riesman, the main humiliations of pop songs are that the 

singer describes the sexuality and discrimination in their music. It brings them as unsophisticated 

as classical music does not allow to add this context in their lyrics completely. According to 

Simon Frith, classical music is shown the cultural background properly, whereas this aspect is 

missed in pop music as this music is focussed on mentioning the present scenario accordingly. 

This is the main difference between the music and that makes the classical music so 

knowledgeable and experienced. David Reisman has researched the effects that non-verbal 

aspects of pop-culture like music and paintings bring on individuals (Firth and Goodwin, 4). The 

essence of sophistication that was brought in by classical music has been unsophisticated by pop-

culture (David Riesman, 6). Riesman stated that the demeaning of pop occurs due to 

sexualisation, un-sophistication and gender discrimination that are considered by the music 

makers. According to Helen Elizabeth, the cultural aspects are missing in these pop songs and it 

focuses on the empowerment of women mainly and that's the main reason for its immense 

popularity. It contributes to increasing the numbers of fans and also raises their retention rate 

effectively. (Frisby, and Elizabeth, 7). A lot of songs are written in a way that they are addressed 

directly to the speaker, a lot of times these seem like a conversation which are often intimate and 
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in form of courtship. Donal Horton has stated that in such cases the artist refers to themselves as 

“I” and refers to the listener as “You” irrespective of the gender of the audience (DonaldHorton, 

13). The culture and process of courtship have been changed by popular songs. Firth and 

Goodwin very finely divide the songs, their lyrics and the progression as a drama to show the 

courting process influenced by the artists of this culture (11). Young audience also describes that 

It is observed that very often the responses of the younger generation may create natural tension 

for them. Stuart Hall stated that study of culture is very important and needs to be incorporated in 

the music well. Similarly, the young audience also wants to enhance the facts of freedom, 

empowerment in the music as it gives motivations to them and all of them are able to feel the 

song. Stuart Hall and Paddy Whannel stated however, there is another tension for them regarding 

the radical change in political energy (38). According to Frith and Goodwin, the threats generate 

through nuclear weapons, bureaucratic quality in the case of political life, political apathy and 

many more (22). The young generation is going to be the pioneer of puritan restraints and built 

morality in English bourgeois. Settling account shows that the subcultures that have been 

highlighted by pop-culture are still often seemed to be patriarchal and promote toxic masculinity. 

Firth and Goodwin mentioned that the idea of feminism has changed; however, the functionality 

is still portrayed in the traps of romance and family that are further influenced by these 

subcultures (57). However, this needs to be noted that pop culture has always shown 

discrimination towards the dark races and encouraged white supremacy. The ideal highlighted 

previously was white masculinity and it is now focused on white feminism. The feminists protest 

against the oppression that has been standardised in domestic and social life by the subcultures. 

Angela McRobbie opined that, the female singer or the musicians are mainly focussed to bring 
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changes that may help to the other females to become a more successful artist. It contributes to 

give them proper learning about the various instruments and their proper use in an individual.  

Angela McRobbie also stated that the literature and the historical archives are purely 

cantered on masculine figures and almost no female was acknowledged that gave the youth’s 

ideas of silencing femininity an emphasis and justification (58).  

Women and musicians focuses on the different aspects that are needed to be considered 

when a female aims to become a musician and especially the ones in the bands. Firth and 

Goodwin opined the fact that there is a huge shortage of women who can play instruments, 

which is very unlikely for males as the males who aim to join bands generally already know how 

to play an efficient instrument if not more than one (201). According to Mavis Bayton, the 

industry needs to focus on women to help all of them to become successful musicians. Similarly, 

the women also need to take initiative to play different music equipment properly and make their 

career in these departments well. Music mainly shows the expression and feeling of an individual 

correctly. Mavis Bayton stated that the industry has seen a noticeable lack of female bass players 

or drummers, often the females are seen to be in the need to change their intention of learning to 

play a certain instrument due to lack of appropriate individual that could fill that spot (202). In    

Grain of voice Music is a language that can be comprehended, composed or understood by all 

individuals. Firth and Goodwin stated that even though the subjective look on any art is just 

predicative however, the subjective outlook of music is different from that of other arts (250). 

Music can be called to be coded expressions and feelings that have been versed by the writer of 

the maker. Roland Barthes mentioned that the grain of a voice is the fusion of language with 

music. The idea of grain is however an abstract one and is accounted for differently by different 

individuals (251). Thus, the style of interpretation of the different individuals varies from one 
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other (Firth and Goodwin, 252). In the essay called “Do and Don’t-talk: Division of subject in 

girl group music”Feminisation of music is an aspect that was brought to the attention of the 

audience in the late 1980s. This brought up the idea of the rock ‘n’ roll that was brought forward 

to be a feminised subgenre of rock music. Firth and Goodwin stated that the girl-groups 

introduced a new face to the pop-music on a global scale (290). Ronald Barthes stated that 

language in the music is important as it helps to attract their fans properly. Both the aspect of 

voice and language plays an immense role in making the song become popular. On that, the 

female pop singer makes the pop song popular globally by adding the empowerment of women’s 

in her songs properly. The music produced by the girl bands acted as a protest to the patriarchy 

and masculinity that is worshiped by the subcultures and restructured the thought processes of 

the audience. As per the views of Barbara Bradby, Feminisation in music grabs the attention of 

larger audiences at a time. It makes the song so popular and it needs to be remembered by all the 

artists that their music needs to be connected with the emotions and feelings of their audiences 

completely. Barbara Bradby added that this was accountable for keeping in mind the fact that the 

audience can be manipulated by the type of music that they listen to (291).  

In Sexing Elvis The Elvis fandom is a controversial topic on its own due to the stand of 

the man Elvis Presley and the way he depicted his music and work. Firth and Goodwin state that 

any girl is often embarrassed to accept the fact that they appreciate the music of Elvis Presley 

(333). Sue Wise added that the elements of sex and his lyrical vulgarity were the elements that 

made him a phenomenon for the feminists (333). In the chapter Teenage dreams Music is a huge 

influence on teens who are intrigued by it, their thought, dreams and fantasies are driven by their 

music taste (Sheryl Garratt, 343). Firth and Goodwin stated that often the teenagers are seen to 

be trend followers and try to set their musical taste in accordance with the musical trends (342).  
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3.3 Analysis and interpretation these essays of On Record book: 

The individual idea of what is junk is up to the individual themselves and their thought 

processes. Firth and Goodwin, strongly state that in order to get a better idea or understanding of 

the culture an individual needs to walk out of their home or comfort zone to be able to talk to 

various individuals who might have various opinions towards the pop-culture (5). Labels, 

jukeboxes and ratings of hits have come up like Billboard and Variety and many more, there are 

a lot more organisations that have made awards and other glorious prestige that are offered to the 

music producers by these organisations (David Riesman, 7). However, the pop culture is often 

demeaned due to its encouragement and normalisation of the wrong morals like, fighting, 

insulting and breaking rules.   

The acts of courtship that are portrayed by different artists are different in their 

approaches or depiction of the lover or the loving counterparts. In the book On Record, the 

chapter by Donald Donald Horton added that the various stages of a relationship that are 

portrayed by songs in the form of a drama (14). Firth and Goodwin extensively divided this 

drama into various Acts and scenes, the first one being the approach of two possible lovers 

towards each other (12). The pop industry is dominated by the themes of feelings and love and 

that has become a stereotype that influences the act of courting.  

From the book On Record, it is clear that in the age of fifties and sixties, many people in 

Britain were confused about the signals of society. However, the younger generations have an 

authentic response in this context. Stuart Hall and Paddy Whannel added that the adolescent 

works as per the values of society. There is a generation gap among the audiences which is wider 

at present. Therefore, there is a conflict between the generations (39). Firth and Goodwin stated 

that the young generation is going to be creative and they have humane as well as civilized 



 
 

51 
 

behaviour towards society (22). In this condition, the young generation is facing serious 

problems regarding their symptomatic attitudes towards society as a whole. It is often seen that 

these false ideas that are put in the minds of young audience by the artists leads to them 

becoming ignorant or delusional in their actual lives. The subcultures pay an unprecedented 

homage to the concept of the strength of “White Masculinity” and completely disregard the 

other races; the other gender is not even taken into consideration.  Kiera Allen opined that Taylor 

Swift makes their songs more attractive and unique from others. In his song “Look What You 

Made Me Do”, she plays an immense story of her own death and plays a character of Zombie 

perfectly. It entertains her fans and creates completely different music videos. Firth and Goodwin 

also mention the sheer partiality is performed by the youth subculture towards racism and sexism 

(61). These subcultures highlight sexuality, masculinity and a redundancy towards the female. 

The suburban cultures assume that the association of pop is with feminism and rock is with 

masculinity and the other way round cannot occur. These cultures have considered these facts as 

laws that rock cannot be appealing to female audience. Angela McRobbie added that the main 

problems of the subcultures are the large-scale generalisation and stereotyping of the genders and 

considering that they would be followed without any exception (59). Critiques often relate the 

idea of music by the expression of feelings as the only way that female makers produce music. 

The musicians of those times were drawn to perform in bands that were restricted to a single-

gender that seemed quite unfair to the genders. Firth and Goodwin have also stated the women to 

face a lack of skills due to their stereotypical classical training over years (203). These women 

often felt a lack of confidence or downgrading of skills due to the change in the genre of music 

and its different ways of training. According to Stan Hawkins, there is no scope of gender 

discrimination in the music. This strains is basically depends on the capability of forming proper 

https://www.routledgehandbooks.com/author/Stan_Hawkins
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language, lyrics in songs and expressions and gestures that helps to connect and communicate 

with fans. Mavis Bayton stated that the author states that where men are already learned when 

they joined the band however for females the learning process starts from the time when they 

join the band that seems to be problematic (206). With the progression of the years and 

advancement of music the cultures have also changed and so did the grain in the voices of the 

artists. Roland Barthes mentioned that the culture that is created by a certain musical grain 

develops with the number of listeners and decreases with the decrease of practitioners in the 

industries (252). According to Justine Mae, Music is connected with the soul of everyone. It 

helps to change the mood of an individual properly. It helps to express love and creates 

communication between each other. Music is an intangible fact; individuals just feel and listen to 

it properly.  

Firth and Goodwin describe “grain” is the main body of a song that is performed with the 

vocal skills of an artist (254). Simon Frith stated that Music is capable of healing the pains of an 

individual. It connected directly the soul of their audiences and all of them felt each and every 

lyric properly. Music creates good communication between each other and it is a language of 

expressing love in an individual.  

The thoughts of the audience were taken control by the popular girl bands as they rebuilt 

the past sub cultural ideologies, discarding the domestic ideologies of women and giving the 

sexual appeal a filter of romanticism. Barbara Bradby mentioned that the stereotypes of woman 

domesticity were broken by the girl-groups, however, the fact that the dominance of masculinity 

never faced a decline was never acknowledged by the media of that generation (290). Elvis was 

stated to be a sexual fantasy and claimed that he could “lay girls” by just his appeal. Firth and 

Goodwin also stated that the way that the man dressed showed a reflection of the man’s toxically 
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masculine and narcissistic way of thinking (Firth and Goodwin, 335). Presley was the first to 

change the outlook of rock to a matter of dressing, pronunciation, punctuation and masculinity 

that was originally considered as a mode of expressing rebellious thoughts. Sue Wise also opined 

that he was considered the sexual hero of popular rock music who had a castrated career 

swooning female audience of mainly young age (338). Quite often it is seen that the teenage girls 

swoon over talentless artists and are often criticised. However, Firth and Goodwin stated that this 

cannot be accounted as the fault of those teenager individuals but a fault of society which has 

made sex a commodity that is used as a marketing strategy as well as thought process (342). 

According to Maulana Karenga, in the songs the social factors need to be incorporated as it helps 

most of the people to be aware about the role of these facts correctly. Music is directly connected 

with the soul of an individual and therefore, language background in the songs is very important.  

According to Sheryl Garratt, Music greatly influenced the teenage and also motivates 

them completely. Their music tastes are different from other age groups as all of them are their 

own dreams and imaginations and according to that all of them choose their music. Sex is 

considered as the most common con-trick that is delivered to teenagers in a romantically cream 

coated way (Sheryl Garratt, 346). According to Farooq Rayees, the research gap helps to analyse 

the facts that cannot be determined well in the music. It gives ideas about the limited resources 

and shows the unavailability of relevant sources. It does not show the impact of male artists on 

the performances of female one.  

3.4 Critical Evaluation of these essays of On Record Book: 

A lot of individuals opine that the audience influences the products of this industry 

however, the actual fact is the opposite and quite often the audience gets overwhelmed due to 

such influences (Firth and Goodwin, 5). Firth and Goodwin stated that this culture has also seen 
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to grow social conflicts among the audience and a lot of artists have to face racism by the 

audience (8).  The pop culture is often demeaned by the music critiques due to its lowering of 

value and encouraging un-sophistication and low morals. Joseph A. Kotarba stated that proper 

learning of music along with different equipment is vital. On that, it increases the knowledge 

about these instruments properly. In this respect, the play of both the classical and electronic 

guitars needs to be learned properly as it enhances the skill and knowledge about these 

instruments well.  

Various songs have been taken in this part to portray the various stages of the courting process 

that has been proposed by the pop-culture and its musical products. Firth and Goodwin 

mentioned that the effect of these acts can be seen in the young people who get impacted by 

these colloquial verses (19). These expressions in the products of pop culture lead to the 

induction of thoughts that seems to normalize materialization and objectification of women that 

is actually a moral and ethical crime. The point of full and complete dedication is very much 

likely to come easily from male artists however it is not that simple for the female as they also 

have the burdens of a household and family. This often occurs due to the presentation of simple 

verses in the form of personal expressions (Firth and Goodwin, 20). According to Valerie 

Pollock, Taylor Swift is famous for the topic that she incorporated in her songs properly. She 

gives importance about the girls and their emotions properly. The support of women’s is the vital 

topic in her songs and promotes the empowerment of girls correctly.   

Media has an important role to speed up the fashion cycle among youngsters. This is beneficial 

for this generation in terms of being a distinct group in society. In the adolescence stage, they do 

not understand reality. This culture is influenced by the commercial entertainment market and 
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plays a vital role. The media generally highlights the wrong or the darker sides of the cultures 

and this causes that rise of negative ideas in the minds of the youth. 

Firth and Goodwin added that the various youth cultures and subcultures add to these 

misconceptions that are built in the minds of the individuals and create a problem for the female 

individuals (66). The sexualisation and objectification of females are one of the greatest 

problems that are influenced by the subcultures that have a noticeable amount of oppression and 

pressure on the girls and the boys think that such activities are completely normal and acceptable 

which is not in the actual cases. It is often noticed that the pop culture influences white feminism 

or primacy and these cause the ingenuity of the artists and the “feminist”. Firth and Goodwin 

also shed light on the fact that the females are forced to abdicate their youthfulness for the sake 

of untimely middle age that is incorporated by the implementation of maintaining a family 

household and childbirth (66). 

The aspect of commitment and dedication is a big factor in the case of musicians. Firth 

and Goodwin also added that there are a lot of bindings for female musicians who have a family 

to tend to and affects the choice of practice place, time or frequency as well (216). This is also 

because the women are expected to be “committed” to their family and give it the utmost 

importance, even more than their career. The normalisation of these thoughts has been made by 

the thoughts of the pop culture and encourages the misogyny that prevails in the society.Andy 

Bennett opined that, the academic support for the growth of musical classes is very vital as it 

contributes to popularizing the music in the entire world properly. This helps an individual learn 

the skill and knowledge from the music classes and develop their particulars.  

The grain in a song can inculcate feelings within the audience as per the original feelings that the 

maker felt while making the concerned song. Firth and Goodwin opined that the grain in the 



 
 

56 
 

music often adds aesthetics to the music and makes it more melodious or appealing to the ears of 

an individual (255). This is important as the works in the music industry are actually a reflection 

of one’s mind and state of thoughts that are presented in the form of verses. 

Another important point that needs to be acknowledged in the songs of the girl-groups is 

that there is always an association of either a lover or counterpart or sexual romanticism as the 

main content of the lyrics. The sub cultural thoughts of sexuality and objectification have just 

been made universal and did not actually develop in any form (Firth and Goodwin, 295). Firth 

and Goodwin also stated that the passivity of the females in the music industry can be observed 

by judging the songs that made to the tops of the U.S top 10s (295). 

A lot of females were embarrassed to show themselves as Presley fans due to his 

narcissistic outlook towards female and his attitude. The artist legibly made grunt and moaning 

sounds as the background harmony of his lyrics that depicted the sexual peak of a male and thus, 

again showing his ideal of toxic masculinity and sexualise (Firth and Goodwin, 335). It was said 

that his downfall occurred due to his loss of “potency” which is also said to affect his music 

producing capabilities and his career and according to Wise “Elvis was the very worst kind of 

male superhero—no further explanation was necessary. Some-how (quite how I don’t know) 

Elvis was a central part of the patriarchal plot, for “Elvis” consisted of a social phenomenon and 

personal image which downgraded women by elevating the male macho hero to unprecedented 

heights” (336).The teenage girls find it subjective that the singers and artists they like are their 

lovers of fantasy and they like to dwell over them in the imaginary situations they create in their 

minds. Firth and Goodwin also focus on the hysteria that is created among the teenage girls by 

popular male singers and especially groups and boy bands (345). As per the views of Sue Wise, 

mainly gives brief information about the competition between the male and female singers. The 
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music of pop mainly the male one dominate the female ones after all the female singers 

achieving equal success like male singers properly. There are no chances of discrimination based 

on the gender of an individual properly and the music platform gives equal chances to both of the 

genders. Pop music is basically famous for the female singers as all of them in their songs 

promoted the facts of the important role of women towards their societies and behaviour of 

societies towards them accordingly.  

3.5 Effect of Gender, Sexuality, and Feminism in pop songs: 

Megan Riedlinger (2020) wrote an article called “History Making LGBTQ Moments in 

Pop Culture” where he had reflected the story of Ellen DeGeneres back in 1997 who came out 

publicly as a lesbian on the cover of Time magazine featuring the headline "Yep, I'm Gay." In  

"The Oprah Winfrey Show" Ellen came for the first time to share her story being gay and in 

2015 in an interview with Oprah she reflected on the milestone, the backlash, her deep 

connection with fans. In that interview Ellen explained, "I remember the first letter I got, where 

somebody said I saved their life. They were going to kill themselves and they didn't because of 

what I did." That was a historical as a huge pop culture moment that made her "Ellen" character, 

Ellen Morgan (played by Ellen DeGeneres) the first leading gay character on television, which 

paved the way for all the LGBTQ characters that have followed on the small screen. 

(https://www.wonderwall.com/celebrity/photos/history-making-lgbtq-moments-pop-culture-

3022468.gallery ) accessed 9 March 2021. Ann Powers stated the views of American peoples 

towards genders, sexuality and values to their both families and friends. It also shows their 

knowledge about music and the singers. It focuses on analysing the facts of both the White and 

Black concept in this country and the views of each individual person on that. The society’s 
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needs to build up facts that there is no discrimination according to the fairness of individual 

persons and all of them are equal to each other.  

Emma Powell (2016) reported on a local free daily newspaper The Evening Standard  

that Adele’s record breaking single, Hello, has been accused of normalising sexual harassment. 

A per the article The University of Oklahoma’s Gender + Equality Center circulated posters 

containing the lyric “I must have called a thousand times” to raise awareness during Stalking 

Awareness Month. The article added that the lyric is accompanied by the slogan: “Even great 

songs can normalise sexual harassment.” Which became prominent when Kathy Moxley, 

Director of the Gender + Equality Center, told FOX411: “The music examples were used to 

demonstrate how aspects of popular media could be interpreted to normalise unhealthy 

relationship behaviors." https://www.standard.co.uk/showbiz/celebrity-news/adele-s-hello-can-

normalise-sexual-harassment-says-us-university-group-a3178196.html accessed 10 march 2021.  

Scholarship around the sexism faced by female musicians has long existed. Warwick 

writes that, among female artists, gender represents a different set of challenges for many women 

who want to set an example for the world and to express their creativity openly and without 

reservations. However, this may require them to extend themselves beyond what male artists 

may have to do to make an impact (Warwick 340). In some popular music videos, it can be 

observed that unusual partnerships being developed between members from different queer 

groups are being stated by their performances. As per the views of Constantine 

Chatzipapatheodoridis, the singer Beyoncé special performances on Black Camp are getting so 

famous through their fans. In her songs, she mainly showed the dominating culture towards the 

black community and promoted the fact that it needs to be stopped correctly. Constantine 

Chatzipapatheodoridis has commented that in the majority of the music videos in the USA, it can 
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be observed that there are well-intentioned gender stereotypes, especially for the female artists 

(410). In most of them, they get extremely objectified. In popular music culture, many artists are 

talking about gender politics being present in the music industry. As of 2014, a civil suit has 

been filed against Kesha's producer named Dr. Luke (Snapes). According to Ronald Barthes, 

voices of an individual are the main aspect that gives good feelings to their fans. It has the 

capabilities to grab the attention of an individual correctly and impress an individual well. 

Similarly, individuals need to focus on improving the languages of songs as it influences 

individual’s choice or preferences of songs. The lyrics mainly take an important position as it 

helps to continue the connection with their fans accordingly. 

 According to Giuseppe Polise, in the years of 2015- 16, some American singers protested 

against the black properly in their songs. It started several campaigns also to promote the facts 

that “Black live Matters”. The main focus of this camp is to give equal chances to all back 

singers in this music industry accordingly. Many female artists in popular music achieved 

success through a series of messages designed to support and engage the public and expand their 

audiences. Specifically, black female artists represent perspectives that not only support feminist 

ideals but also recognize the importance of a message that coincides with personal struggles 

based on racial diversity and a history of discrimination (Polise 227). According to Dean Vuletic, 

the “Eurovision Song Contest '' was held in the poorest states but organised the designer dress 

for every singer. It mainly shows the influences of the political factors in the music. Similarly, 

shows the roles of cultural importance properly. For many black women, racism is further 

intensified because they are black and are also women; this reflects the widespread mistreatment 

of minority females, often for no other reason but the color of their skin (Polise 227). For black 

women who have achieved success in popular music, their unique spirit, creativity, and passion 
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allow them to make a difference and to provide an example of hope for many who may 

otherwise have little hope in the world. As per the views of Roy Sukher, the evaluation of the 

culture of music is very important. As it gives knowledge about the popularity of the songs and 

helps to analyse the current cultures on these songs properly and raises music popularity more 

progressively than the previous.  

Feminism may take on a different perspective among female artists in the form of 

“malice to attain equality,” whereby women may “take up malice in order to feel more self-

confident and prepared to play a dominant role in society” (Cabrera 299). Therefore, some 

female artists, particularly those in the pop genre, seek a form of expression based on malice as a 

means of breaking age-old stereotypes and have a positive impact on perceptions of image 

(Cabrera 299). Female pop stars express themselves in specific ways and develop an aesthetic 

that is unique and different from all others; in the example above, they may take on a perception 

of malice or ill intent to break stereotypes and to achieve greater equality with their male peers 

(Cabrera 299). Despite the confusion that some of these messages may cause, they generate large 

amounts of attention from the media and fans, which may be their primary purpose. However, it 

may also be perceived that some women who express themselves in this manner acknowledge 

the importance of meeting the demands of the moment and seek an opportunity to differentiate 

themselves from others. Among popular artists, their expression should be unique from the rest 

to gain a following; these messages may ultimately gain favor with the public because their 

actions of toughness and malice may be a source of inspiration and personal identity that is 

largely feminine (Cabrera 300).  Laura Snapes started that, in pop music the rap culture also 

incorporated. It changes the views of people from this pop music’s as it now handles the matter 

of sex in this department. This culture is completely different from the traditional music and 
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songs. Many people do not support this type of music as it incorporates the languages that 

express the sexuality in both genders accordingly.   

As women emerged throughout the 20th Century as representative of different genres of 

music, their influences are distinct and unmatched. They offer unique approaches to creativity 

and exploring their passions that attract listeners; many artists write or sing lyrics involving 

many topics and focus on delivering sounds that have a genuine emotional impact on many 

groups of people. When these artists express different elements of life in their songs, they are 

likely to convey emotions such as anger, passion, frustration, and commitment; they also reflect 

differentiation the way they perceive love as part of a larger extension of themselves, which the 

scholars think as one of the most essential aspects of popular music. Also, feminism imageries 

are considered as one of the predominant themes in the contemporary American pop music, 

where women have been portrait as the reason behind breaking or healing hearts (Vaitonytė 15) 

For these women, their voices offer a message to the world and the way others perceive them as 

well as receive them in context of reality. A study of these negotiations form the backbone of my 

thesis.According to Sarah Thornton, cultural intent plays a major role in the music department. It 

gives importance to the cultural background and that needs to be present in every kind of music 

accurately. This aspect is beautifully present in the traditional and classical music accordingly. 

People believe that, in these new era songs there is a lack of cultural aspects and that gives no 

good impact on the society. It gives bad impacts also on their children’s as all of them are not 

able to understand the cultural background throughout the music departments properly.  

3.6 Research gap analysis: 

 For the literature review, there was an abundance of information regarding popular music 

and how it impacts individual expression. A variety of articles were selected that offered greater 
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insights regarding the importance of popular music as a genre and how it affects artistic 

approaches to music, lyrics, and overall image. Despite the number of articles available, 

however, it is also evident that gaps in research existed during the search that included limited 

resources regarding popular music as a key influence in many non-Western countries. 

Furthermore, literature regarding the importance of many male artists as well as bands and their 

impact on female artists and the popular music genre was not explored, thereby limiting the 

amount of information available regarding the impact of other artists and their roles in population 

music sung by women. Research gap can be described as research questions that have not been 

addressed properly in the previous researches. Oftentimes, researchers find it difficult to identify 

proper research gaps within the literature which is why identifying proper literature gap is 

essential; otherwise, chances of repeating the same mistakes remains within the existing study. 

Since,  in every research study, it is essential to formulate questions that can create the need for 

further studies, understand the problem from a theoretical and a practical perspective is essential 

(Farooq 68). This further helps generate better results and recognize the research gap within the 

existing literature so that the same mistake can be avoided. While analyzing the research gap of 

the existing literature review on pop culture, it can be said that understanding the history of 

popular music from the point of view of different cultures and their studies are rare. The reason 

is that literature has not truly concentrated on this music genre from different cultures and 

societal norms. Most of the literature mainly focused on the western impact on literature, and 

rarely, the focus has been given to non-westernized countries and their take on popular music. At 

the same time, the previous literature did not show the impacts of male artists and bands on 

female artists and their takes on gender equality or societal and cultural liberalism. Due to the 

unavailability of authentic information, the further gathering of authentic information has been 
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limited on the topic of evaluation of pop culture in music and the impact of female singers on 

this genre. Moreover, information is also rare on contemporary pop music and its impacts on 

modern culture and their overall success in all over the world, which further hampered the 

ongoing collection of factual data based on which literature review can be designed. Hence it can 

be said that the limitation of accurate information has created an innate gap in forgoing literature 

which further impacted the overall flow of the literature in the present study. 
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Chapter 4: Case Study on Taylor Swift 

4.1 Introduction 

When Nashville resident Taylor Swift broke into the country music scene in 2006, she 

was just seventeen. Swift was not originally a Tennessee resident. She had lived in a Christmas 

tree farm in Pennsylvania before and the family had moved to Nashville in order to further her 

career. She came from a solidly white, middle class background. Her parents were supportive of 

her career and she looked every inch the good girl persona she would play in her songs- thin, 

blonde and with blue eyes. Seventeen year old Swift enabled Big Machine records to capitalize 

on a market not many knew existed – that of white teenaged girls who listened to country music. 

Her debut album was named after her (Taylor Swift), as a means to bring recognition to the 

unknown artist. The album did decently in the music charts and five other singles from it were 

released later. 

4.2 Brief information about Taylor Swift 

Swift propagated a certain kind of femininity that was not threatening. She did not 

scream sexuality like Madonna or dress up in outlandish garb like Lady Gaga. Here was a music 

everyone could feel comfortable about. There was no trace of queerness and everything about 

her music was prim and proper. In order to make her music identifiable, she depended on cultural 

stereotypes in music videos, simple themes and so on. Keeping intact the tradition of country 

music, she emphasised romantic love. In Swift, romantic love is a result of a capitalist 

marketplace. Her stereotypical characters too, depended on what the marketplace wanted out of 

music. Broadly speaking, her marketplace consisted of white teenage girls who listened to 

country music. This was how first album Taylor Swift, defined her brand. If one is to study the 
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trajectory of her career and the emotions she has elicited from her female listeners, a political 

and sociological study of the background in which the album was produced is essential.  

4.3 Voice of Tracks used by Taylor Swift in her music 

The tracks in Taylor Swift are speaking nothing new. They follow the conventions of 

heterosexual love which is a done and dusted theme. Yet, Swift’s teen girl persona put charm 

into it. The trajectory of the album involves a summer long love affair with a boy, a break up, the 

arrival of a different girl, revenge and healing. But we should be wary of taking the trajectory too 

seriously. After all, much of the album would be heard in bits and pieces, as singles. The singles 

therefore had to stand out. Indeed five tracks from the album were released later as singles 

accompanied by videos accessible on YouTube and various other online platforms. This first 

album introduced the singer and defined her. In other words, the persona of Taylor Swift the 

musician was written by Taylor Swift the album. Any analysis of her later work cannot be done 

without examination of the music and the persona present in this album. Therefore, a study of 

these five singles would be useful to us for the purpose of this thesis.  

4.4 Taylor Swift’s First album 

The first of these five tracks, “Tim McGraw”, evokes the image of a country boy from 

the American South who the narrator has spent a summer with.  The narrator and by extension 

Swift, enhances her country credentials by evoking Tim McGraw, another country musician. The 

romance between the narrator persona and the boy is drenched in country culture as she croons: 

“But when you think "Tim McGraw" 

I hope you think my favourite song 
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The one we danced to all night long 

The moon like a spotlight on the lake…” (Swift, 2006) 

The entire song is drenched in sweet, nostalgic romance and almost devoid of overt 

sexual markers. Not even a kiss has been mentioned, the song is incredibly “safe” for girls and 

for family. In fact, being the first album, Swift could not afford to be overtly sexual as parents 

would not buy the album for their teenaged girls then. She is specifically catering to the 

incredibly conservative population of the Bible Belt and the deep American South. Her image is 

built accordingly, the album cover offers a picture of the young girl’s face, with a dreamy 

butterflies and stars in the background, no trace of skin beyond neck and arms and a head full of 

curly blonde hair. Her blue eyes stand out. The singer is the face of everything right with the 

world. Young, white and female, she is the picture of the woman who stays in line, the one who 

white masculinity would want to protect.  

 

(Figure 4.1: Cover of Taylor Swift, Pinterest) 

The same image is held up in “Teardrops on my Guitar”.  A love struck young girl looks 

at her beloved and wonders who he loves. She croons: 
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“She better hold him tight, 

Give him all her love.” (Swift, 2006) 

The image of the second girl is barely present in this song but in the video released later 

on, the second girl is a brunette. Here again, we see women pitted against women, blonde white 

femininity pitted against darker haired women. The blonde is symbolic of innocence and the lack 

of seductive sexuality, the brunette is defined by her ability to seduce the object of her affection. 

The video ups Swift’s image of the perfect princess, dressing her up in a long, flowy 

gown.(Swift, 2009) The same applies to “Our Song”, which deals with the same theme of young 

love, two teenagers who decide that their song is the “slamming of green doors”. (Swift, 2009) 

The emotions conveyed are sweetness, shyness and the hopes of young love. It ends with the 

process of creation. This entirely female perspective on love with the woman writing the story is 

what appealed to teenage girls about Swift’s music. Nothing about her was too risqué, parents 

would willingly buy her records for their daughters and the daughters would imagine themselves 

as the princess of the story quite like her narrator persona. Even in anger, as in “Picture to Burn”, 

her dress, conduct and everything else never crosses an invisible line of American propriety. 

(Swift, 2009) Compare this line of action to what Britney Spears did in “Hit Me Baby One More 

Time”, a sexualised track that depicted the rising consciousness of sexuality and body in a 

schoolgirl’s mind. (Spears, 1999) 

4.5 Comparison of the Swift's music with others 

The primary difference in Taylor Swift and Britney Spears’ music is the timeline and 

genre. The 1990s was a time of rising connectivity thanks to the internet. By the late 1990s, 

information about anything could be found in the internet. This led to newer anxiety around child 

sexuality, pornography and various other debates. It is remarkable that in Taylor Swift’s first 
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album, she makes no mention of communicative technology other than the telephone. This is not 

accidental. Swift is selling an America that no longer existed. In 2006, the same year that Taylor 

Swift released, teenage pregnancy rates went up by 3%. (“Teen Birth Rate Rises for First Time in 

15 Years”, 2007)This was believed to be the result of an abstinence centric sex education that the 

Republican Bush administration patronised. However, rising teenage pregnancy laid bare the 

sexual activity that young girls were engaging in. It became necessary to create a different kind 

of conservative femininity. Taylor Swift’s narrator catered to this need and created the blonde 

haired, blue eyed girl that she would be known for. Therefore, to sell a nostalgia which made 

everyone comfortable, the album had to obliterate traces of all that was considered threatening. 

Also important is to pay attention to all the songs uploaded by her fans on YouTube and 

the videos that accompany them. While the songs typically talk about a teenage girl’s lack of 

confidence in her body, considering herself ugly or unattractive, the photos uploaded as part of 

the video are of a young blonde Taylor Swift decidedly drenched in the glamour of early 

stardom. This image of the successful Taylor Swift contrasted with the crooning persona trying 

to come to terms with her body provides as ideal for the women watching the video and maybe 

even for the ones making them. At the end of this period of realization, reflection and pain, 

comes a period of success, beauty and stardom. This audience reception to Swift is reminiscent 

of the Ugly Duckling tale, who after being bullied for her ugliness, is transformed into a 

beautiful swan.  Unfortunately, this ideal beauty type is bound by racial conventions of white 

beauty.   

Why then has Swift repeatedly played blonde and brunette against each other, competing 

for a jock? As I have already pointed out Swift’s music has depended on storytelling, which has 

in turn depended on cultural stereotypes which are easy to identify with. These stories are a way 
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of intervening in the affect that the music produces in the mind of the listener. Swift’s agency as 

an artist is to render her stories visible which are achieved through stereotyping. To blame Swift 

for her stereotypes and to ignore the culture that bred her would be to make a mistake. She only 

fuels the culture that made her thereby perpetuating her music.  

4.6 Themes of the songs of Taylor Swift 

Playing blonde against brunette, pitting woman against woman, repeatedly showing the 

blonde girl as innocent, identifiable and approachable while the brunette is always the 

competition for male attention wresting boyfriends away from the blonde girl, is a result of the 

white, racist and nationalist patriarchy that bred her. Swift is made by this culture and capitalist 

distribution of music assures that she perpetuates this culture. This is a case of power structures 

that enable each other. For the blonde girl to stick out as the innocent one, it is necessary to 

create the more threatening brunette. Her teenaged fans, already raised on a diet of misogyny 

would immediately identify the “other girl” who, according to the insecure narrator has what she 

does not. Why does a group of millennial young women identify with this profoundly patriarchal 

project? To understand this, we need to understand the jock culture that has shaped American 

cultural representations of teenaged life, schools etc. Films like Mean Girls, Pretty in Pink, John 

Tucker Must Die, 17 Again etc. have marketed public school culture placing the jock at the 

centre. Teen coms, or teenaged comedies, a variance of the romantic comedy genre typically 

trace the development of the jock from vulgar to sensitive. These movies market a school 

environment teenagers would identify with. They are specifically marketed at women, featuring 

a masculine sportsman figure, the “jock” and for whose attention women clamour. The jock is 

not just the creation of Hollywood. It is ingrained in American nationalism, ableism and 

patriarchy. 
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4.7 Belief behind the Jock Figure 

The jock figure is believed to have its roots in the expansionist history of the United 

States. As the settlers moved westwards, it became increasingly important for them to be 

physically strong. Men were expected to carry on the colonial mission of expansion and hence 

the ideal of physically strong masculinity as desirable and virile was born. Colony building by 

settlers dictated that such masculinity be free of any trace of homoeroticism, it had to be strictly 

heterosexual. The project of nation building later kept the same dynamics in place as the free 

American nation too was built on expansion, massacres of Native American people and slavery. 

Therefore, the virile white jock became a central figure to the nation. Although the days of 

slavery are gone, the jock continues to enjoy his privileges. Sports scholarships for students are 

popular in American colleges, making sportsmanship a desirable quality in a society where 

higher education is an expensive commodity. Sexual attraction is built on societal ideas; the 

white jock character has become sexually desirable since the early days of slavery. 

The jock, however celebrated, is also stereotyped. Perhaps one of the best known jocks in 

modernist English literature is Biff from Death of a Salesman. Unable to deal with his father’s 

shenanigans, and slow at numbers, he fails maths in high school and cannot go to college on his 

football scholarship. There are plenty of other portrayals of the intellectually inefficient jock. 

Other portrayals have shown him as narcissistic (Joey Donner, Ten Things I Hate About You), 

sexually dishonest (John, John Tucker Must Die) and vulgar (Jake Wyler, Not Another Teen 

Movie).  
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4.8 Impact of Societal culture on the songs of Taylor Swift 

Settler culture suffers from white guilt. White guilt has been defined as intense shame felt 

by white individuals resulting from the awareness of racist treatment meted out by whites to 

other racial groups. In settler colonies like Canada, United States of America and Australia 

where land was stolen from native groups, such awareness is ever present in culture. To add to 

this, the United States has an atrocious history of slavery. There is a pervading sense of shame 

regarding the privilege enjoyed by white people among the more aware white youth. 

Representations of the brash jock are largely a result of the same white guilt. By projecting the 

white jock as less than desirable these movies and other cultural products question the fabric of 

white liberal Americanism. However, a capitalist product in itself, this question is resolved by 

the reformation of the jock. The brash jock must fall in love with the white girl who will 

“domesticate” him, bringing him into the fold of the gentle white family. Only with the rise of 

racial and feminist politics in the neoliberal culture of America can such films be made. The loss 

of brash white masculinity in favour of a gentler white masculinity is essentially a co-option of 

more radical anti-racist and feminist discourses.  

4.9 Existence of Jock Characters in the case of music of Jock 

Jock characters exist in Swift’s music too – young boys who drive Chevy trucks and in 

the summer vacation woo the girl next door. But these men are not parodied or criticised. Her 

jocks are taken uncritically in the music videos too. Again, this is not accidental. The jock cannot 

be critiqued if the underlying exclusively white culture of her music is to be maintained. 

Moreover, the trope of the desirable jock is necessary to make the music relatable to young girls 

who could then imagine themselves as the victim of the seductive other woman to whom the jock 

is ultimately attracted. Thus we see that the dominant power structures of patriarchy, ableism, 
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white supremacy and nationalism all work hand in hand in a liberal culture of free market. 

Taylor Swift’s music has to be placed within this context. 

However, as I have already pointed out, affect is not one dimensional and often how 

audiences hear music has nothing to do with how it is intended to be felt. Part of the Swift’s 

intervention is creating identifiable characters, roles that listeners can easily slip into. A listener 

can as easily step into the role of the wronged blonde as she can into the seductive brunette. 

Although the seductive brunette, or the angry diva are not popular archetypes in Swift’s first 

album, they will become more important as her career progresses. 

4. 10 Details of Second album of Swift 

Released in November of 2008, Swift’s second album Fearless marked her movement 

from national to international. Her style distinctly changed as the attempt brought her listenership 

all over America and abroad. Gone was the girl from the deep south, she was now a persona 

from suburban America with a crush on the guy next door, a situation thousands of teenage girls 

would identify with. The album released two months after recession hit America hard, 

dramatically it did not stop it from selling more than 3.2 million copies, the highest grossing 

album of that year. “Love Story” sold more than 8.1 million copies worldwide, till then it was the 

best selling country song of all time. (Wikipedia, 2019) This was followed by “You Belong With 

Me”. (Wikipedia, 2019) Five songs from the album were released as singles and all of them were 

hits, played again and again by radio stations and television channels. These songs were “Love 

Story”, “You Belong With Me”, “White Horse”, “Fifteen” and “Fearless”. The trajectory of the 

album followed the heterosexual romance again but this time, it was tinged with self-discovery, 

journey and growing up. For example, in “Fifteen”, Swift sings: 
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“Back then I swore I was gonna marry him someday 

But I realized some bigger dreams of mine 

And Abigail gave everything she had to a boy who changed his mind 

And we both cried” (Swift, 2008) 

The theme was well thought out. This was her second album and her foray into a larger 

market. Growing girls needed a role model, a space which Swift gladly took up. She provided 

that role model and told them not just about love but bigger dreams. She was white, had just 

lived teenage and had a spotless reputation (no reports about drug abuse or alcoholism) and this 

placed her in a unique position to talk to teenagers about their lives. At a time of intense 

hopelessness in America, parents would support her positive message. Again, the absence of 

threatening female sexuality allowed her easy access to the hearts of all parents including the 

more conventional ones. Her realizations and discoveries were tinged in fairy tales too for 

example, in the music video of “Fifteen” and most remarkably in “Love Story”, where she 

played the Juliet archetype albeit with the happy ending of marriage. The structure of most of 

these songs would qualify as a ballad, telling a story of love and rediscovery. “You Belong With 

Me” was part of the same tradition. It told the story of the girl next door with a crush on a boy 

who loved another girl.  

The music video made it all the more relatable for girls as the boy became a jock, the 

pining narrator persona the archetypal “awkward nice girl” and the other girl the cheer captain as 

dictated by the lyrics. The slight difference was that the cheer captain and the nice girl were both 

played by Swift in the video. A resolution to the problem of pitting girl against girl was reached 

in this way in favour of Swift’s rising stardom.  But the female star is a creation of patriarchy too 

and both of Swift’s roles in the video of the “nice girl” and the “evil bitch” are roles created by 
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patriarchy which young girls are conditioned into falling for. The video brought forward this 

aspect of the text. By slipping from one role to another, it emphasized how easy it is to don these 

performances. It also worked as a cautionary reminder of taking Swift’s “nice girl” persona too 

seriously. She was just as capable of being the “evil bitch”; if she could so could other women. 

Swift would later take on an angrier persona. “You Belong With Me” would sow the seeds of 

what would later become songs like “Look What You Made Me Do” or “We Are Never Ever 

Getting Back Together”. “White Horse”, another song from the album, used the fairy tale trope 

again, but resolved the conflict between romantic love and female subjectivity in favour of 

separation and self discovery. The protagonist leaves her cheating boyfriend and moves on to a 

bigger town, hopefully for a bigger, better life. She finishes this transition by claiming that the 

small horse to catch me now”. 

4.11 Controversy and Taylor Swift 

The video of “You Belong with Me” is important. (Swift, 2009) It generated controversy 

when at an awards show (Video Music Awards) Kanye West claimed that Beyoncé deserved the 

award. Kanye West was called out for obstructing the path of success for a newcomer to the 

industry in favour of a pre-existing mogul like Beyoncé. However, the controversy missed one 

important point. Swift was being lauded for doing the kind of work many black women are not 

accepted for. Her later spat with Nicki Minaj only proved this point. (CinziaDuBois, 1) This 

racial angle to her work was ignored and the following coverage of the incident struck a chord 

with the public. Many have argued that the socially sanctioned roles of the victim white woman 

and the predatory black man was apparent in the incident. The dominant narrative of the incident 

and that surrounding Taylor Swift was one of white fragility. It was not too divorced from her 

music which revolved around the cute while girl who was always ignored. Although her songs 
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intend to create sympathy for the cute girl, affect might not work in such a simple unidirectional 

way. Here I will try and demonstrate that. 

It is important to understand that in this video the brunette has far more sexual power 

than the blonde. The cautionary bad girl in the video for “You Belong With Me”, also played by 

Taylor Swift has the boy at her mercy. She appears in a car and he immediately rushes to take his 

place next to her, following which she initiates a kiss. (Swift 2008) She is described as being the 

desirable one, the one in the short skirt and high heels. The “girl like that” has much more 

economic and sexual capital than the awkward teenage girl and is even played by the star of the 

video. (Swift 2008) 

If romantic fantasies are essentially fantasies of lifestyle, the trope is turned on its head in 

this video. Instead of the girl gravitating towards the rich man, the boy gravitates towards the 

rich girl. In the climate of recession, the rich brunette is likely to appear even more powerful than 

usual. When listeners slip in and out of archetypal roles, they are likely to want to play this role 

for the duration of the song as much as they want to see themselves as a victim of a neoliberal 

system that has deprived them of the riches of the brunette. Sexual capital and economic capital 

collapse in this moment. 

Depending on the personal tastes of the listener and many more social factors, women are 

likely to choose one role over another. The poor white teenage girl in a public school who has a 

family member out of work might consider herself a victim but she might as well escape her 

reality by imagining herself as the rich brunette with the car. There is no predicting how the 

listener will make meaning of the song and the artist cannot control that, only mediate. Affect is 

therefore not one dimensional. 
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The same lifestyle fantasy can be found in the video for “Love Story” (Swift, 2008). The 

video shows the heroine coming out of a college and meeting the hero. She immediately starts 

fantasising about them. The fantasy takes the form of a period drama with echoes from Romeo 

and Juliet. The hero and the heroine are dressed in period attire and the markers of economic 

wealth are visible everywhere – the houses, dresses and the horse. If in “Tim McGraw” Swift 

provided a fantasy that was not existent in the Bible Belt anymore, in “Love Story”, she provided 

everyone with a fantasy that had not existed in the Anglophone world ever. It was a product of 

cultural stereotypes of the early modern period. During a period of recession and increasing 

joblessness, her music was providing people with fantasies of wealth. Even the brief reference to 

a college life is important as college is expensive in the USA. These were all fantastical roles 

provided to young girls so that they could play much wealthier selves. Depending on her work in 

Fearless and catering to demands created by increasing insecurity in the white population of 

America, Swift steadily rose to success. 

By 2010, when Speak Now was released, Swift’s stardom had caught up with her music. 

Moreover, the teenage country girl persona was no more a viable option for her. She was not a 

teenager anymore, having crossed twenty the year before the album’s release. To complicate 

matters, Swift had had several public flings with other stars. In Speak Now she turned the media 

attention her personal life received into music and ultimately hits. From Speak Now onwards, her 

music would be tinged with the controversy of her very public love life. (Billboard, 2017) 

4.12 Impact of timeline of American history in Swift’s music 

The timeline coincided with a particularly progressive period in American history. The 

country had the first black President, the Republicans were on the back foot and with greater 

access to technology, and more “woke” circles were emerging on social and other media. The 
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Bush days were a matter of the past and so were the Deep South for Swift. She was now an 

international star with fans spread over all continents. Her music had to be identifiable for all of 

these people. This is why songs about her personal life entered her discography. Public curiosity 

would be satisfied, the media would be happy and it would keep her relevant. 2010 was a highly 

competitive year. It saw the release of several remarkable albums both in country and pop music. 

Lady Antebellum’s “Need You Now” released that year and swept the GRAMMYs later. Miley 

Cyrus’ “Can’t Be Tamed” was released too. Like Swift, Cyrus had been a teen idol but now she 

had taken up a wilder persona. Sia’s We Are Born, Maroon 5’s Hands All Over, Enrique Iglesias’ 

Euphoria and various other pop albums gave Swift a lot of competition. Selena Gomez’ A Year 

Without Rain released the same year. Meanwhile, in March of that same year Lady Gaga made 

headlines when “Telephone” became the sixth song by her to make it to the top spot in the 

Billboards Pop Songs Chart. (Wikipedia, 2019) Justin Bieber, another teenaged sensation 

released an album and topped Billboards for some time. (Wikipedia, 2019) At the same time, 

globally she had to compete with Shakira and K’naan’s hits which were being played for the 

FIFA World Cup. 

The adult Swift had to jostle for space among a lot of people without risking her older 

audience. Speak Now was walking quite a thin rope. Moreover, her audience was growing up, 

her older schoolgirl audience were likely in college now. The music and lyrics had to have some 

maturity in order to be identifiable to these middle class white women who would likely live in a 

different town, away from home or were planning to live that way in some time.  

Speak Now, I argue, sells an American dream different from the ones sold by Taylor Swift 

and Fearless. The opening song of the album “Mine”, describes a relationship between two 

loners who are trying to make a life in town. The inspiration for the song is believed to have been 
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a man who kept her hands around her shoulders and she saw the entire relationship flash before 

her eyes. (Billboard, 2017) But that cannot be the only context for the song. A cultural product is 

the result of historical forces. With increasing costs of tuition and living, college students found 

(and still find) it difficult to survive in the city. The song “Mine” caters to this middle class 

millennial population who move to the city in the hopes of living something bigger. References 

to separated parents, leaving a small town, bills piling up all bespeak the condition of middle 

class millennials. The next song that was released as a single was “Back to December” and it is 

believed to have been written about her brief relationship with actor Taylor Lautner. Songs like 

“Back to December” kept the fans and media guessing as a well known celebrity seemed to offer 

someone an apology. She mentioned the “tan skin”(Swift, 2010) of the man concerned, leading 

people to speculate that she was in fact crooning over Lautner who had native American 

heritage. Remarkably though, the music video failed to cast a native American actor, instead 

Swift again promoted white masculinity as desirable.  

Taylor Lautner was not the only person that she sang about in the album, there was “Dear 

John” a reference to John Mayer, who she had reportedly dated. Her relationship with Mayer and 

the age gap that she mentioned brought her sympathy from her audience. This too, kept people 

guessing. These were all ploys that were used to boost sales. Other songs referred to more 

celebrity gossip. “Better than Revenge” in the same album was supposedly meant for Camilla 

Belle. The song slut shamed the woman in question calling her an “actress/ known for what she 

does on the mattress”. Belle had dated Swift’s ex, Joe Jonas. (Billboard, 2017) 

4.13 Taylor Swift focuses on the requirements of Fans 

Yet, what is it that kept the female fan following intact over all these feuds over men? 

Why are women interested in a star whose fights with other female stars made headline news? 
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Why were a group of urban women interested in a female star who deliberately failed the 

Bechdel test over and over? Taylor Swift captured the imagination of white teenaged girls in 

America who saw themselves as awkward and starved of male attention. Swift represented those 

women in more than one music video. To see Swift date famous men made these women believe 

in their own sex appeal. They could easily slip into the role that Swift provided them with, that of 

the vulnerable woman who had been betrayed by the desirable man. Noteworthy is that this 

entire dynamic plays out in a deeply patriarchal society where the underlying assumption on part 

of the musician is that a woman’s importance is dependent on her sex appeal. Women 

themselves have been conditioned to believe these myths. Hence, the female star made through a 

patriarchal gaze becomes representative of the hopes and dreams that other women have. What is 

left unsaid is that these hope and dreams are themselves manufactured by patriarchy. 

Taylor Swift was careful enough to not let go of her previous audience right away. In 

“Mean” she took a stance against bullying, promoting people considered weak in toxic masculine 

culture, showing women in positions of power and a man who is bullied.  

 “You, picking on the weaker man You can take me down 

With just one single blow 

But you don't know what you don't know…” (Swift, 2010) 

These stances again allowed her to project herself as a teen role model. However, in real 

life her lack of overt political stances always undercuts whatever positive messaging she 

provides in her work. Even when Swift plays being a grownup, her adulthood is symbolised by 

patriarchal markers like marriage (“Mine”) and motherhood (“Mine” and “Never Grow Up”). 

She continues to peddle the image of the happy family complete with both parents as desirable.  
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It should be noted however that these are roles that Swift is playing, which her audience 

is quite aware of. Susan Douglas’ quote is applicable here, as it is applicable to many other 

albums by Swift, “the fusing of yourself with another larger than life persona that girls [feel] as 

they sing along”. (Stimeling, p 86) These roles allowed women to make use of certain 

expressions they would otherwise not be able to. They could play at being the “mean girl”, the 

“nice girl” and even the mother. An adolescent girl who is stereotyped as the “mean girl” would 

find it difficult to express herself as the “nice girl”. Swift’s music allowed them to breach this 

boundary as they sang along and pretended they were someone else by fusing their persona with 

hers. This is the underlying principle of role playing while listening to music. 

Role playing, which I have been harping on from the beginning of this chapter, is 

intimately connected to affect. Scientists who work in the area of affect in speech and affect in 

music have recently theorised that both language and music are dependent on affect in order to 

elicit emotion from an individual. However, while speech is capable of eliciting emotions that 

are not “basic emotions”, music expressivity is conventionally considered limited to a set of 

basic emotions. (Cespedes-Guevara, Julian and Tuomas Eerola, 2018). Part of this reason may be 

that our understanding of emotions has much to do with our understanding of language. Simply 

put, more complex emotions are a construct of our language system. When we do listen to music 

that has a strong verbal component however, we understand it through our more complex 

natures. Taylor Swift’s music has a strong verbal component and hence affect felt through this 

music is clearly mediated by language.  

4.14 Role of Swift in the world of Pop music 

There is more to the music that Swift creates. Like many other famous female icons in 

the pop music industry, her work is lyric heavy, making visibility obvious. This allows the 



 
 

81 
 

female singer to mediate between music and the perception of music through language. It is in 

this space that the female musician exerts her agency. Taylor Swift, Adele and Beyoncé all 

utilise lyrics in order to make their presence felt. Beyoncé, additionally also depends heavily on 

dancing in order to assert herself. Swift’s music is remarkable as it is dependent on a verbal 

component which in turn depends on social stereotypes. I have already pointed out how this is a 

result of catering to a certain demographic of listeners. Depending on the demographic of 

listeners, the musician creates characters, based on cultural stereotypes. These are basically 

archetypes constructed by language and mediated by Swift. Swift’s agency brings about the 

existence of these archetypes within her music. Since archetypes are easily recognisable, when 

the audience indulges in “sing along” with Swift she can identify with these archetypes. 

Therefore, the brunette is immediately recognized as the sexually wily woman and her presence 

is threatening. There is a certain agenda associated with such representations of women and as 

has been pointed out that is a right wing, liberal agenda. However, listenership is not as 

unidirectional as musicians and production houses expect them to be. In my thesis, I have argued 

that listenership is much more complex and pose a challenge to capitalist pigeonholing of 

women. An example has already been provided with the different ways the brunette can be 

perceived in “You Belong With Me”. 

Speak Now is the album where Swift’s break from country music became apparent. Already 

slammed for her inclination to pop, Swift has since been criticised for being inauthentic. 

However, we should also remember that authenticity and borders are masculinist notions. Most 

remarkably, in rock music, authenticity stands for the complete expunging of any form of 

femininity and celebrating stereotypical “rock” masculinity. The mixing of genres and breach of 

boundaries is what gives birth (and I use “birth” very consciously here) to new genres and styles. 
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A straightforward critique of authenticity would be a phallocentric endeavour. Cixous has 

already pointed out the existence of ecriture feminine or the feminine language, which defies 

phallocentric expectations of a singular straight narrative. The mixing of genres can be seen as an 

attempt at said ecriture feminine that defies a set trajectory and the expectations of listeners. 

Materialistically speaking, country being a male dominated space, Swift’s decision to branch out 

can hardly be blamed. Her female audience, even those who are practitioners of country music 

would identify with her and “sing along”. Therefore, although Swift’s music is consciously 

market oriented, it cannot divorce itself from subversion that happens quite unconsciously. 

Such unconscious subversion has been reflected in the reception of her music too. As her 

music refused to be contained by one genre, it became increasingly fluid. The taking on and 

casting off of roles is likely to inspire other non-women queer individuals too. Her next album 

Red would be played at gay clubs as queer individuals would finally warm up to her. Dylan 

Jones in their opinion piece on “Why the queer community has finally embraced Taylor Swift” 

mentions that the singles “I Knew You Were Trouble When You Walked In”, “22” and “We are 

Never Ever Getting Back Together” were “sassy pop bangers”. They also go on to say that the 

album Red was liked by people because, “for the first time, Taylor was exhibiting bolshiness, 

personality and sass.” However, this change was being written for a long time, since Fearless as 

she prepared to take her pride of place beside names like Madonna, Lady Gaga and other icons in 

the pop industry. The confrontational turn that her music takes in “Look What You Made Me 

Do” had been there for a long time (“Dear John” is a perfect example). 

Red marked Taylor Swift’s complete movement away from country music to pop music. 

The album was released to generally favourable reviews. In 2012, Swift was the leading recorder 

of the break up song. She emphasized her strong point and hired Max Martin to help her 
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complete her transition. Martin is one of the most highly esteemed record producers in 

Hollywood and had previously worked with legends like Eric Clapton, and stars like Katy Perry 

and AvrilLavigne. Hiring Max Martin, Shellback and others meant that Swift was ready to 

complete her journey from country to pop and she was serious about joining the ranks of Lavigne 

and Perry. She had coincidentally also fought with Katy Perry very publicly. Keeping up with 

her popstar image, the cover for the album did away completely with the dreamy country girl 

look and donned a more chic appearance with the focus on her red lips. 

 

(Figure 4.2: Album cover of Taylor Swift’s Red, 2012) 

4.15 Subject of the songs by Swift 

This is the first hint of sexuality tinted sass that the album would promise. It is also gave 

the audience a hint of what they were buying. A woman buying Taylor Swift’s music at this 

point would not just buy music. Swift and her producers were selling a lifestyle now. Parts of it 

were relatable but parts of it were about stardom. Her life had been highly documented by 

tabloids and her romantic interests speculated over. When the average woman bought an album 
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by Swift, she was joining the select group of audience who had been allowed to join this life of 

glamour and glitz. Through Swift, she would live the role of a star and a strong city woman 

capable of getting over any failed relationship. It would even allow her to role play at a failed 

relationship, irrespective of whether it actually was so in her real life. 

The album keeps in mind a demographic of women to whom city life is “cool”. But this 

too should not be taken too seriously. We have already established Swift’s penchant for 

roleplaying and the general ability of pop music to do this. But the song keeps in mind a 

threshold demographic of young women who have just turned adults, have moved away from 

home or are pursuing degrees in college. To them, Swift is crooning about a city life, the life of a 

star and break ups with emotionally unavailable men in Red. 

The opening song of the album “State of Grace” keeps this in mind as it evokes the image 

of the city in its very first lines.  

“I'm walking fast through the traffic lights 

Busy streets and busy lives 

And all we know 

Is touch and go.” (Swift, 2012) 

The very opening of the album presents an imagery of movement – of traffic and busy 

streets. The people in it come and go. This representation of the city is nothing new. The city has 

been imagined as a seductress by various male writers. But Swift’s writing of the city is 

decidedly feminist here. For the male writer the city is a maze that creates anxiety about the loss 

of selfhood. For the woman, the city is a space for heartbreak but it is also a space for further 

growth. The female writer rediscovers herself in the city where career dreams are realized. 

Swift’s later shift from Nashville to New York (before 1989 was released) in order to shift from 
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country to rock is also important in this context.(Reynolds, 2018) The first two songs of the 

album, “State of Grace” and the titular “Red” consolidates her position as a mainstream pop star. 

The fourth track of the album “I Knew You Were Trouble” which had grabbed enough media 

attention and created controversy was confrontational in nature and as far away from her 

erstwhile pining country girl persona as possible. The music video shows her with a tattooed love 

interest who looks as far away from the charming American schoolboy jock as possible. In her 

earlier albums, Swift had made music that would be relatable to youngsters, complete with 

school environments. “I Knew You Were Trouble” does not attempt to be relatable. It quite 

simply shows a lifestyle most women do not possess and a boyfriend who most of her audience 

would be too wary of. What then is the point in the music video? Swift, as always, is offering a 

space for fantasy. 

By 2012, ideas of female sexual fantasy, roles and kink were widely discussed in popular 

culture. Even taboo topics like sexual domination, subordination etc. were being widely 

discussed and in most social media platforms a strong kink community existed. Consciously or 

unconsciously, her art is informed about these developments. Moreover, the “good girl bad boy” 

trope has existed in romantic fiction ever since its inception. It is a cultural stereotype all women 

have been raised to root for. However, an adult woman would know that this is a trope and such 

things do not happen in real life. This would create a fantasy about the bad boy who was by now 

a self-prohibited object of fetish and therefore fantasy. It is easy to imagine oneself with 

someone like Swift’s love interest (played by Reeve Carney in the video). Through any 

identification with Swift, the person singing along can imagine herself with a troublesome boy 

who abandons her out of the blue. Reeve Carney’s character (rather, archetype) strives as a 
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reminder to what someone could have in the dream that the artist is selling. Buying the album is 

only a gateway to it. 

4.16 Impact of Swift’s song on women group 

Perhaps the perfect harmony between relatability and roleplay is reached in “22”. The 

song bespeaks the life of the millennial woman full of the pressure of meeting deadlines but 

determined to enjoy life by compartmentalizing it or even as many other people have done by 

procrastinating work and deciding to party just for the time being, to feel slightly better. It 

allowed Swift’s audience to seamlessly fit into the role of the upcoming urban professional and 

the awkward party girl, both roles easy to walk in and out of for most adults. For many women, 

this was a role that felt empowering. A few lines from the song demonstrate my point: 

“We're happy free confused and lonely at the same time 

It's miserable and magical oh yeah 

Tonight's the night when we forget about the deadlines, it's time uh oh” (Swift, 2012) 

The same can be said of “We Are Never Ever Getting Back Together”. It allowed women 

to identify and role play as powerful women, in control of their lives as along with Swift they 

rejected a love interest who had toyed with their emotions. It was delivered with a dramatic, even 

“bitchy” flair. The gossip that went with the song (it was supposedly written for ex flame Jake 

Gyllenhaal) further prompted it to be a hit as the song had already been released as a single. 

(Billboard, 2017)I became an instant number 1 on the Billboards top 100 in the United States, the 

first song by Swift to become so. Most of it is attributed to how “catchy” the music is. But 

“catchy” implies singing along which implies performativity. It is through this performance that 

the listener feels the song. As has been pointed out before, affect is therefore not one 
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dimensional. The archetype of the emotionally unavailable man that is created through the verbal 

element in Swift’s music (language) facilitates this affect in the listener. 

Swift did not completely disappoint her country music audience. She did deliver songs 

like “Treacherous” and “Stay Stay Stay” but these were not the main focus of her album. The 

women who fit her older roles of geeky girl had grown up, gone to college or to work and they 

needed roles of stronger women. She provided them the role of a hard boiled diva. 

Among her final songs in the album, “Everything has changed” merits mention. The song 

features popstar Ed Sheeran as Swift’s fellow parent and childhood sweetheart. (Swift, 2012) 

Remarkably, the father figure of Swift’s child is missing here. To her new, international 

audience, a father figure would not appear as progressive. Moreover, it would draw attention 

away from the other star, Ed Sheeran. Keeping her protagonist single would also add a wistful 

edge to the track, an active imaginative space her audience could use. 

The final track of the album, “Begin Again” hints at a repetitive cycle. The music video 

shows a new man taking an interest in Swift’s protagonist. The city scape is of Europe and the 

look is casual chic. By now it is clear that the artist is selling a lifestyle that millennial women 

would rather admire. She was living the dream that these debt burdened recent college graduates 

would never be able to achieve. And through identifying with her stardom, they could feel 

empowered. (Swift, 2012) The financial component of the experience is significant. The buyer is 

striking a bargain with the liberal US economy which has robbed them of being able to enjoy an 

exotic vacation. Instead, for a much lesser price, the buyer can identify with a star who leads a 

similar life and who like them, came out of middle class origins. The expression of desire for the 

man in question falls squarely in line with the desire for a certain lifestyle, which is the 

component of dreams for many of her listeners.  
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In mediocre romantic fiction, this lifestyle is obtained through the boyfriend/husband 

figure (Fifty Shades of Grey, Twilight etc.). But in this case, the dream is obtained through what 

appears to be her own finances and hard work. Within the liberal economy, this is the 

empowerment her listeners want. From the Deep South to Parisian café, Swift has come a long 

way by providing roles and types into which women could effortlessly slip in. Some of these 

were also suitable to queers and other people as she changed the nature of her archetypes. While 

the first half of her career focused more on the role of “the girl next door”, “the geek”, “the cute 

girl” the latter half focuses on “the bitchy celeb”, “the angry woman” and even the “mean girl”. 

These roles are as much a product of historical forces and her audience growing up as they are of 

her personal taste. I will now attempt to analyse the last two albums of Swift’s and they will be 

distinct in flavour from the work she had done till Red. 

Swift’s next album was 1989, before which she had moved to New York. The first track 

of the album “Welcome to New York” presents the city as a moving, vibrant thing where people 

come to hide identities. My earlier argument about the nature of the city in women’s writing 

holds true as the city although a maze remains a place for empowerment (unlike in men’s writing 

where it is an agent of emasculation). 

“When we first dropped our bags on apartment floors 

Took our broken hearts 

Put them in a drawer 

Everybody here was someone else before 

And you can want who you want 

Boys and boys and 

Girls and girls” (Swift, 2014) 
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The song that follows immediately is a comment on the media portrayals of her many 

relationships. This is something she has been doing since Red, where she has replied to the media 

through her lyrics. The song, which also released as a single, shows her in her toxic behaviour, 

smashing things and accepting her flaws. The lines “Baby I am a nightmare dressed like a 

daydream” are from this song, “Blank Space”. (Swift, 2014) 

The same personal and confessional vein runs through the rest of the album. In “Out of 

the Woods”, her persona is in a troubled relationship, a phase of being in the woods. In “Shake It 

Off” she again attacks the way the media has portrayed her. The same confessional vein is 

present in “Bad Blood”. She declares that she has bad blood with someone, in the video the 

person is a woman. She generally projects herself as the victim in any relationship, whether 

romantic or with the media. In her latter songs where she has projected herself as toxic, her 

behaviour has been celebrated. What made this stick? Before we enter any analysis of the lyrics 

and songs, we should consider what is it exactly that makes Taylor Swift famous? 

Much of her victimhood has to do with the way white fragility works. Since the outburst 

of academic and social discourse surrounding race, African American and other racial minorities 

have projected themselves as victims of a system that is rigged in favour of white people. The 

force of this argument cannot be countered. African Americans remain one of the most 

vulnerable racial groups in America. However, recent assertion in terms of African Americans, 

Native Americans, Latinos and other racial groups have left white people looking predatory and 

harmful. The social capital that they protected for so long had been questioned and their privilege 

scrutinised. When white women realized that identity politics could be twisted to benefit 

themselves and at least partially obfuscate their otherwise burgeoning privilege, they showed an 

overwhelming tendency towards victimhood. However, this should not be confused with the 
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actual specific cases of violence registered by white women or allegations of assault or 

harassment that they bring. This is a cultural tendency that has dominated art by white women 

and its reception by the same group in America. Taylor Swift is a case in point. She can afford to 

project herself as the perfect victim because she is believable as a victim. Victimhood too, is a 

role which can be performed at the subject’s convenience and since it is a role that allowed her 

particular feminist credentials, Swift took it up gladly. Within her largely white, female audience 

too, similar notions of being wronged existed and Swift allowed an expressive outlet for these. 

However, when this constant play at victimhood was questioned, the singer shifted the narrative 

to owning her flaws. 

4.17 Important factors to consider in Swift’s compositions 

There are several things that we need to note. When Ke$ha, another white female popstar 

claimed that she had been sexually abused by her producer Dr. Luke, people found it hard to 

swallow. (Johnston, 2016) Ke$ha’s image is of course very different from Swift’s. She had 

reportedly once drunk blood on stage. However, the blonde and blue eyed Swift was completely 

non-threatening, and was the ideal woman to be protected. She was simply more believable as a 

victim. Similarly, her white female audience with their unconscious racism imagined themselves 

as victims and Swift’s personality enabled them to project the same through musical expression. 

Affect can therefore be empowering as well as self-pitying. 

Even her later, angrier and more evil persona will not stand the test of racialized 

questioning. The track “Wildest Dreams” displays an African landscape and was shot in the 

Kalahari Desert. Swift and her love interest, hark back to sixties Hollywood glamour. The entire 

cast and crew is white, no black person is present at all. By removing the African people, the 

video obliterates any possible challenge to white dominance over the landscape. The wildness in 
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their protagonists’ passions is shown through the “wild” landscape of Africa. The landscape is 

repeatedly shown on camera as Swift croons, “Say you'll see me again even if it's just in your 

wildest dreams.” This imagining of the feminine self through the white male gaze and its 

equation with a colonized landscape does a kind of mistaken collapsing of black femininity 

(which stands for the landscape of Africa) and white femininity. This collapsing is what enables 

white women to identify with Taylor Swift. The constant experience of victimhood that Swift 

narrates is a more racialized experience. It is the experience of black and Native American 

women in America. Yet, Swift and her followers in their zeal to monopolise gender discourses, 

erases all these experiences, never for once mentioning her own privilege. The song successfully 

appropriates the experience of victimhood that African women feel and locates it in white 

femininity. 

In another song of the same album, “Shake It Off”, a revenge song about the players and 

haters, Swift can be seen in baseball caps worn by black hiphop stars, sweatshirts and leather 

pants. If the look sounds too African American, it is because it is. (Swift, 2014) This is not an 

accident, many of her apparels from the video consciously appropriate African American street 

fashion while in trademark black girl style a group of black women twerk. She appears in a 

glittering golden metal suit and over the top goggles. Another apparel used by her is a pair of 

denim shorts, an animal printed jacket and gold jewellery reminiscent of black rappers. The 

entire get up is set to copy the fashion of stars like Nicki Minaj. The music video at least is racist, 

if not the song.  
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(Figure 4.3: Short from video of “Shake It Off directed by Mark Romanek, 2014) 

 

(Figure 4.4: anothershot from video of “Shake It Off directed by Mark Romanek, 2014) 

4.18 Feminism and Swift’s songs 

Yet, this perfect white feminism is what enables Swift so much command over the hearts 

of her fans. The question we need to be asking in this context is not why female fans love the 

often patriarchal undertones that Swift has in her music, but why do white women love this 

narrative of “women supporting women” (like the one Swift promoted when she called out Nicki 

Minaj), white feminine fragility and overarching racially exclusive feminism that Swift 

propagates.(Lipstutz, 2015) And this brings us to what they can gain from these identifiable roles 
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of protected women typical to white as well as nationalist patriarchy. This role of the white 

female victim unfortunately is a very relatable one to a generation of women brought up on fear 

of the racial other, in America post 9/11. White Christian women, in nationalist white culture 

have been indoctrinated into believing that men of all other races and religions are out to harm 

them. Black and Muslim men particularly are considered great threats. In this context Swift’s 

attempt at caricaturing black artists through the usage of black face due to her overarching sense 

of victimhood makes perfect sense. 

In her last album Reputation, Swift has tackled stardom and her diva persona better than 

ever, Entire songs have been dedicated to them as Taylor Swift’s latest turn to a hip hop inspired 

sound made headlines. While hip hop remains the music of mostly black people in America, this 

time she spared her observers the blackface comedy, probably due to the backlash she faced from 

the media after “Shake It Off”. In Reputation, she explored the alienation of the star who after 

spending years under the spotlight feels alienated from her surroundings. She also explored her 

previous personas and laughed at them. Nowhere was role playing as evident in Swift’s career as 

in “Look What You Made Me Do” (Swift, 2017). “Delicate” explored love and loss through a 

more mature persona than earlier noted. Even when she tackles themes like celebrity fame, she 

does it from the point of alienation. This would resonate with those the millennial demographic 

who lived away from home, and whose lives were ever changing. The same people were likely to 

feel lonely and left out. Roleplaying is present in the video of “Delicate” itself where Swift is 

shown to be pretending to be happy. (Swift, 2018) The video is provided to give a cue to the 

audience about how to perceive the song. There are three levels of performance in this song. The 

audience performs the role of the alienated subject and identifies with Swift on video. Swift 

herself visibly performs the role of the alienated subject. And finally, Swift the actor performs 
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the role of the protagonist in her own video. The complex interplay of emotions on alienation 

provides the distinct flavour of stardom that the video contains. 

While her 1989 persona was willing to own her flaws in relationships and otherwise and 

celebrate the toxicity of it (albeit problematic given her position of white privilege), her new 

albumReputation presented Swift as a “secretive mogul” (Kornhaber, 2017), a powerful figure 

whose devilish reputation precedes her. Before the album’s release she cloistered herself and 

declared that there will be no further explanation, only reputation. Although “Delicate” 

showcased her celebrity alienation, it also enabled a lot of her millennial fans living in the city to 

explore their own loneliness through their idol. However, a song like “Look What You Made Me 

Do” would be completely dependent on role playing. The song is deliberately devoid of any 

references to everyday life. The identification that happens with the song happens purely in 

terms of roleplay. In other words, the listener imagines herself to exude the same power as the 

performer. “Look What You Made Me Do” has been hailed as both queer and racist. It is being 

played in various gay clubs in the United States and the over the top, loud and brash attitude and 

lyrics have struck a chord with many queer individuals. At the same time, certain lines in the 

song have been found racist by many African Americans and the ACLU of Northern California 

has had to get involved. Meghan Herning, who made a post at Popfront about how Swift has not 

disavowed her white supremacist fans, had received a cease and desist notice from her lawyer. 

This showcasing of legal might in order to silence any criticism she may receive from the 

African American community is after all a display of power. And reportedly, the singer has 

engaged in such tactics before. (Kornhaber, 2018) 

Although some of her devoted fans have urged her on Twitter to disavow white 

supremacists, Swift’s music and fan following is after all informed by whiteness and the 
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privilege that comes with it. (Kornhaber, 2018) This is precisely why white women find her 

inspiring and how her appropriation of black victimhood, experiences and art have struck a chord 

with so many people. By pitting gender discourses against racial discrimination and erasing a 

history of racism, Swift and her followers have created a dichotomy between race and gender 

discourses. This trend is dangerous to begin with and exposes progressive discourses to further 

usage by those who are not invested in it. 

Taylor Swift’s white fragility is not the only reason why Swift has done this. After all, 

she and her fellow stars are all working within the liberal American economy. Controversies, 

even those that involve race, ultimately promote her brand and this leads to her making more 

money. Part of her silence over the 2016 elections and white supremacy can at least be attributed 

to not wanting to lose her most dedicated fans. And herein lies the contradiction of feminism 

within the liberal discourse. Liberalism implies access to free business. Liberal feminism has 

long promoted women who can take part in this economics of power, erasing those who cannot 

(black women, Native American women). Thus, it has led to the encashing of white privilege 

which has masqueraded as women’s empowerment. However, what has happened in the process 

is the strengthening of liberal discourse and the consolidation of white supremacy. The liberal 

media too has asked the wrong questions of Swift. Her reputation should not be about who she 

dates although Swift has only ever dated white men, a point the media has largely ignored. Her 

reputation should be about what kind of politics she promotes, and much of mainstream media is 

erasing this question by keeping us interested in her latest romantic shenanigan, all for a few 

extra hits, likes and ultimately money. 
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4.19 Conclusion 

Although the affect felt by Swift’s listeners can be subversive and deconstruct her music 

from time to time, Swift’s intention has always been to cash in on a liberal, white marketplace. 

These subversive tendencies in her music should not let her off the hook for the blatant racism 

and white girl culture that she promotes. The text deconstructs itself, the author does not have a 

role to play in that. Creating alternative white femininities is possible and n my later chapters, I 

will show how Adele has done that. I will also attempt to demonstrate how Taylor Swift’s brand 

of liberal politics and eliciting affect is different from the ones used by Beyoncé and others.  

Chapter 5: Case study of Beyoncé 

5.1 Introduction 

African Americans have been at the forefront of many different kinds of popular music in 

America over the past century. Coming from the original call and response patterns of traditional 

African music (Masterclass 2019) and work songs of the slaves, African Americans found their 

footing in music in the late 19th century and early 20th century through genres such as ragtime, 

jazz and blues. If I am to pinpoint the single greatest contribution of African American music to 

the overarching area of western music, I would definitely say that it is the introduction of fast 

paced rhythm originating in Africa. (Brooks and Young, Encyclopedia.com) Anglo American 

music, dominated by the high flung classical was limited to very sparse use of rhythm. African 

Americans, on the other hand, brought in everydayness to their music that was not present in pre-

existing classical music. I use the word “everydayness” very consciously. Black churches in the 

USA, to this day, use song and dance in preaching and stand in stark contrast to white churches. 

Various cultural products have attempted to capture this oral tradition of black culture. Most 
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recently, Marvel has come up with a television show Cloak and Dagger, which features the oral 

traditions of black New Orleans within the format of superhero science fiction. (“Marvel’s Cloak 

and Dagger 2018) Not coincidentally, it was in the Congo Square of the same New Orleans that 

slaves would gather to sing and dance on Sundays, when the white masters would be busy 

attending church. (Candy 2018) 

5.2 Brief of Beyoncé’s music 

After emancipation, the music practiced by slaves gradually gave in to other forms of 

music, predominantly practiced by black people. Ragtime, Jazz and Blues are only a few 

examples.  Eventually, all of these genres transformed and interacted with other genres thereby 

changing the face of American musical cultures. Genres such as rock n roll, RnB and hip hop 

have been dominated by African Americans who have managed to wield significant clout among 

the commercial music industry. Pop too has had its share of African American musicians, 

specifically amongst the generations that benefited from the Civil Rights Movement.  

No text is ever produced in a vacuum and the production of this kind of African 

American music is dominated by the rise of anti-racist politics. At the same time, the music 

influences the minds of those who partake in said politics thereby creating an interaction between 

the larger politico-cultural sphere and the individual. The interaction between political discourse 

and the artist is a two-way process. It is important to understand this interaction between 

political, cultural and the individual in order to introduce the framework I will use in this chapter. 

My framework will take into account the emerging need for empowering roles for black 

individuals in American society. Music, especially pop music, meets this need due to its mass 

appeal and hence claims space in a history of subversion.  
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5.3 Social impact on Beyoncé’s music 

Broadly speaking, America’s struggle against racism has not been written through the 

mode of waves as the feminist struggle has been written. However, at the expense of being 

simplistic, we can certainly pinpoint certain historical time frames which have been very 

important to the struggle of the black community. Such an analysis provides us with merely an 

overview and not any detailed understanding of African American history or experiences.  

Throughout the 18th and 19th centuries, slavery existed and flourished in America. Slaves 

were mainly brought from slave ports in coastal Africa. A triangular trade between West Africa, 

Europe and Caribbean/America was the backbone of the colonial economy of these regions. 

Along with cash crops and other articles, slaves were transported across the Atlantic. This came 

to be known as the trans-Atlantic slave trade. However, in Europe itself a growing abolitionist 

movement was gaining ground and in 1807, Britain banned the trans-Atlantic slave trade. (“The 

Slave Trade: A Historical Background.” British Library) This did not mean that the practice of 

slavery discontinued in America. In fact, African slaves were still a desired commodity and 

slaves continued to be the true backbone of the American economy. The American Civil War led 

to the emancipation of slaves but segregation continued as black people in several parts of USA 

were made to live separate from white people, had to attend different schools and universities 

etc. Within this situation, we have black literary movements such as the Harlem Renaissance, 

and an emergent black civil and intellectual society. Much of what is called the Jazz Age too, is a 

result of this culture of emergent black solidarities. The 1950s and 1960s saw black activism to 

end segregation through two very different methods – the non-violent one of Martin Luther King 

and the more radical methods of the Black Panthers. 
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1968 was a remarkable moment for both black and left movements in America. As Aijaz 

Ahmad points out, this was the year the Vietnam Tet operation met with massive success. The 

left movement in America mobilised through an anti war movement. The black movement 

mobilised through what has later come to be known as black cultural nationalism. The anti-war 

movement was contained as soon as Nixon started bringing back the troops home. The cultural 

nationalism of the blacks led to more pressure on universities to start engaging with African 

literature academically, as an increasing number of black students started to enter the university 

space. These students looked to Africa in order to find their own heritage. The right to study 

African literature, arts and writing was won so provisionally that very little questioning of the 

politics of it took place. In the process, black embourgeoisment took place significantly. (Ahmad 

1992, pp. 61) 

The end of segregation also saw the mobilisation of black electorates by the Democrats, 

and rising embourgeoisment of the emergent black middle classes. These middle classes actively 

aimed to dismantle racism while being within a capitalist framework. Because of the dominance 

of white nationalist politics within America, black liberals were difficult to question. Any kind of 

questioning of black politics eventually fed the overarching white nationalist, right wing and 

racist discourses that are still popular in America. Black popstars and cultural icons come from 

this history of repression and empowerment. Newly empowered black people needed heroes and 

popstars met the criteria perfectly. 

5.4 Career of Beyoncé 

Beyoncé is not the first star to have made a career out of these developments. She is one 

in a long line of female musicians in the pop, hip hop and rap genres who have tackled questions 

of race, gender and sexuality through their music. However, Beyoncé ̕is a media and musical 
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phenomenon today and equally popular among people of all races. Women idolise her; men 

worship her. She has indeed achieved “goddess” status. In this chapter, we will try and analyse 

what led to this massive popularity of Beyoncé, particularly from the late 2000s. Beyoncé ̕did not 

always project herself as the empowered black woman figure. Her early music is contradictory, 

vulnerable and goes back and forth in its feminist politics, particularly with reference to male 

partners. That last part is important because so much of her early music consist of love songs.  In 

this chapter, I will try to analyse three of her albums: B’Day, I Am…Sasha Fierce and Lemonade, 

in order to trace a trajectory of how Beyoncé comes to own her blackness and her femininity. 

5.5 Motive of Beyoncé’s music 

Beyoncé did not always sing for women’s empowerment or perform the role of the diva. 

However, I argue that these feminist strands were always already present in her music on account 

of her being a black woman in the male dominated industry of Hollywood. In the following 

paragraphs, I will study B’Day, an album which was released on her twenty fifth birthday, before 

Sasha Fierce became a viable role for her. 

In terms of musical genre, B Day explored an RnB sound along with pop. The album set 

a narrative of a successful woman’s love life with the songs arranged in such a way that it 

followed the trajectory of a relationship. However, songs are a lot like sonnets in a sequence. 

They are often heard alone and the moment of listening to the song, becomes much more 

important than the trajectory of the album. The moment produces an affect often very different 

from the overall affect of the album. 

Americans were surprised with the assertion of black female bodies in I Am… Sasha 

Fierce and Lemonade, however, this turn was long in the making. Take for example a song like 
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“Get Me Bodied” which ran completely on the visible assertion of black bodies. (Beyoncé ̕2009) 

It unapologetically spoke about a black woman’s sexual desires and that in itself was a leap 

ahead. However, Beyoncé ̕was not the first black woman to assert her desires. In RnB and in hip-

hop black women had spoken about sexual desire before her. TLC for example had asserted their 

sexuality much before Beyoncé ̕became a pop cultural icon. Salt-N-Pepa’s 1993 track “None of 

Your Business” had notoriously raised the bar in terms of judging the sexual choices of other 

women. B’Day inherits this tradition but does not completely do justice to it. Following the logic 

of an overwhelmingly male dominated industry, the album goes back and forth in its politics. 

Even as it asserts a black woman’s sexuality in one track, it gives space to a track like “Upgrade 

U” where the woman singer seems to promote every patriarchal stereotype in the book as she 

demonstrates in song why she is desirable (Beyoncé 2009) But critics note that the tone of the 

album has been throughout aggressive – which Beyoncé attributed to it being recorded in three 

weeks. This is why understanding the album in greater depth is required. 

5.6 The facts described in her albums 

Perhaps this is the last album of Beyoncé’̕s where love is exclusively explored. Every 

emotion, every transgressive statement is made in the context of sexual desire and emotional 

attachment. This is important to remember as part of a larger context when we read the lyrics of 

the songs. However, this should not be taken to mean that the audience is somehow not capable 

of making their own meanings of these songs. Every song creates a different affect on every 

member of the audience depending on their location and individual experiences. 

The first song of the album is “Déjà vu”, where both Beyoncé and Jay-Z appear together. 

The two were already seeing each other and therefore, it was no surprise that they appeared in a 



 
 

102 
 

video together where explicit sex was explored. Critics like Kelefa Sanneh, Darryl Sterdan, and 

Dave de Sylvia have pointed out the song to be lyrically, thematically and structurally similar to 

Beyoncé'̕s 2003 hit "Crazy in Love", from her album Dangerously in Love. (Sanneh 2006) The 

partner whose love had subsumed Beyoncé'̕s existence in "Crazy in Love", seems to have ended 

their affair and she finds it difficult to move on. In both the tracks, Beyoncé̕ obsesses and yearns 

for an absent male romantic partner, craving for their attention and validation while Jay-Z raps 

indifferently and almost irrelevantly, mostly talking about himself. The video too shows Beyoncé 

dancing frantically, singing in a high-pitched voice while Jay-Z raps unaffected, almost blind to 

Beyoncé. So Beyoncé’s "You know that I can't get over you/ 'Cause everything I see is you/ And 

I don't want no substitute" (Beyoncé 2006) reminiscing of "But I still don't understand/ Just how 

your love can do what no one else can" (Beyoncé 2003) of "Crazy in Love" is responded with 

Jay-Z rapping containing fleeting sexual innuendos with obvious connotations referring to drug 

intake, his bragging of "bagging" women and his journey from Houston to success in the musical 

industry with "Is he the best ever? That's the argument/ I don't make the list; don't be mad at me". 

The proclamation on Jay-Z's part was certainly not empty because the same year would witness 

his supposed retirement album The Black Album, which turned out to be a widespread critical 

and commercial success. 

"Get Me Bodied" follows "Déjà Vu" almost with a schizophrenic distance from her hue 

and cry for her ended love, with a confident reclamation of body and identity. The heavily 

female writing crew for the song included Makeba Riddick, Angela Beyoncé, Solange Knowles 

and Beyoncé̕ herself. The song continues a very human journey to move on from heartbreak 

where the singer prepares for a night on the dance floor which has to "get her bodied". In an 

interview with Jennifer Vineyard ("Beyoncé: Behind the B'Day Videos" 2007) Beyoncé ̕
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comments how she was thinking of "three best friends" inspired by her sister Solange, and her 

fellow Destiny's Children Kelly Rowland and Michelle Williams who appear in the music video. 

Beyoncé ̕had just finished her film Dreamgirls which chronicled the journey of a black singer 

triad. The singer strategizes her requirements from the night, marking her "Missions" and 

decorated herself with the perfect dress, calls the familiar club, gets her friends and "vintage 

rolls", as if she is loading her arsenal, uninhibitedly and authoritatively. She plans to go into the 

dance floor determined that her call to "get [her] bodied" is irresistible. "Can you get me bodied? 

I want to be myself tonight" (Beyoncé ̕2009) can or cannot be related to her preceding 

heartbreak, where this might mark her return to her "single life" before her heartbreaking 

relationship, but certainly feeds into the idea of Chimamanda Adichie's assumption of Beyoncé'̕s 

feminism to be male-centric. (Kuo 2016). 

The following song "Suga Mama" takes on a dubious approach as it simultaneously 

views the man as a sex object which can be bought with money, which indicates her own 

financial stability. But it also lacks assertiveness on her part to command the "Baby" to stay and 

obey as it would be culturally assumed. Rather she pleads the man to stay "offering" him riches. 

(Beyoncé ̕2006) Providing for the man in a relationship sounds like an empowering move but in 

the context of African American history, such traditions are haunted with histories of black men 

leeching off black women's labour. The lines "It's so good to the point that I'll do anything just to 

keep you home ... Tell me what you want me to buy, my accountant's waiting on the phone..." 

seems more like a submission but also indicates that the singer does not depend on feelings in 

this relationship, rather wants to buy it outright. She asks the man to "sit on mama lap" and wants 

him to "take it off while I watch you perform". (Beyoncé ̕2006) The amount of convincing 



 
 

104 
 

betrays a stark difference from male R&B where hip-hop artists can simply buy merchandise for 

women thereby owning their bodies.  

For example, in "Buy U Diamonds" by Rich the Kid, or "Money Make Her Smile" by 

Bruno Mars, the woman’s body is simply owned by men in exchange for objects. (Rich the Kid 

2015) (Mars 2012) Any empowerment that appears out of such arrangement needs to be 

critically examined in the context of neoliberal capital which tantalizes individuals with the 

promise is tremendous riches, while simultaneously blocking access to said economic gains.  

Even as Beyonce̕ sings about economic empowerment, we must not forget that this garish 

display of wealth is inherently exclusive. Hip hop culture’s fetishization of wealth should not be 

taken uncritically. However, within the neoliberal market, Beyoncé̕’s singing achieves a few 

things. Firstly, it subverts years of women singing for and of their Sugar Daddies thereby 

challenging the tradition of men solely holding the position of wealth providers which reducing 

their relationships with women to money in order to feed machismo culture. These lyrics also 

challenge how the male dominated rap industry has generously shaped the image of the woman 

as the "gold-digger". Beyoncé,̕ and later Rihanna in 2006 with her song "Lemme Get That", 

(Rihanna 2007) will take charge of the situation in a different manner, hinting at a fearsome 

autonomy of women, especially black women in neoliberal marketplace of the US.  The video 

too projects Beyoncé ̕in a masculine form in the beginning dressed in men's clothes, smoking a 

cigar but begins to be "feminized" as the video progresses, showing her riding a bull which could 

refers to sexually riding the male partner. The theme of authority however remains fringed as she 

convinces the baby "And I've always been the type to take care of mine". She fits the role of 

Mama with a "I promise I won't let no bills get behind". The track builds the persona of the 
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singer as a woman who has successfully broken the glass ceiling. In that sense, Beyoncé ̕does 

become the neoliberal role model. 

"Upgrade U” and works on very similar lines by interpreting relationships on the basis of 

fiscal negotiations. (Beyoncé ̕2009) It is one of the two songs where Jay-Z has collaborated with 

Beyoncé ̕in the album. They namedrop several luxury brands throughout the track. It is an odd 

contradiction with Jay-Z and Beyoncé’s personal choices. The married couple that replaced 

wedding bands for IV tattoos, for rings were "just material". Was the overemphasis on 

materialism in the songs just a conformation to mainstream rap culture or was it the journey to a 

spiritual maturity from 2006 to 2008 through Sasha Fierce? Whatever the reason be, the song 

marks a negotiation between Beyoncé ̕and Jay-Z where she promises to "Upgrade" him, to which 

Jay-Z questions, "What's higher than number one?[...] Now I he's the block" and Beyoncé ̕

audaciously replies "I hear you be the block but I'm the lights that keep the streets on." The song 

again feeds into the idea of a modern day ideal woman, a "real woman", a Jackie to John 

Kennedy, while Beyoncé ̕impersonates Jay-Z in the video. The song contains an actual 

conversation between Beyoncé ̕and Jay-Z and makes Beyoncé ̕sounds more confident than ever. 

Sarah Rodman of The Boston Globe criticizes the conflation of the man to that of a leader and 

the woman (Beyoncé)̕ though a strong and an equal is willing to take a back seat and rather be a 

chieftain of his dynasty.  (Rodman 2006) Tim Finney compared the song to the show "Extreme 

Makeover" where a real woman is "a good look". (Finney 2006) Sampling Betty Wright's sexist 

track "Girls Can't Do What the Guys Do", the song shows Beyoncé̕ promising to split the bill 

with her "partner". 
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Maybe that is why Jay-Z compares her diamond ring with a tumour, while he raps in his track 

"Lost One”: 

"I don't think it's meant to be, B  

But she loves her work more than she does me  

 And honestly, at 23  

I would probably love my work more than I did she." (Jay-Z 2006) 

5.7 Prospect of songs 

This probably leads Beyoncé ̕to "Ring the Alarm" where she is protective of the dynasty 

that she has built with the prospect of another chief after all. At the same time rumours of Jay-Z 

being involved with Rihanna had surfaced (Breihan 2006) leading to massive speculation. The 

song and the video both feature Beyoncé ̕as angry and unrestrained, frantic. As much as she is 

scared of seeing another woman with her man-"But I'll be damned if I see another chick on your 

arm", (Beyoncé̕ 2009) she is more concerned about losing her possessions to her including the 

chinchilla coats and the house on the coast and the man that she has "upgraded". The process 

commodifies the man, but is a welcome change to the gold digger trope that hip hop culture is 

replete with. The video shows Beyoncé ̕emulating Sharon Stone of Basic Instinct while she 

engages in a battle to save the empire she has co-founded from being ruled by another woman.    
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5.8 Inner themes of her songs 

The relationship with the male partner becomes more and more strained and the sense of 

being neglected becomes stronger in the track "Kitty Kat", (Beyoncé ̕2006) where Beyoncé ̕

despises the fact that her partner doesn't want her body and talks to her vagina, "Kitty Kat": “I 

think it's time to go /He don't want you anymore.” Although the negligence of the partner and 

craving for his attention brings us back to "Déjà Vu", this owning up to her sexuality, and her 

adoration of her body leading her to name her vagina "Kitty Kat", and having friendly, intimate 

conversation with it indicates a form of self-awareness and self-love. The video which marks the 

introduction to the track "Green Lights", shows literally a gigantic black cat, and Beyoncé,̕ in her 

leopard prints and cat eyes, small in front of it, overpowered by her towering sexuality as she 

promises "Somewhere, somewhere I'll be naughty". (Beyoncé̕ 2009) As Simone de Beauvoir in 

her book The Second Sex notes "…he fornicates with slaves or courtesans or he practises 

polygamy. Wherever the local customs make reciprocity at all possible, the wife takes revenge 

through infidelity", (Beauvoir 1949) this threat of infidelity seems like her revenge for the price 

she had to pay to play into the patriarchal stereotypes of a partner in "Upgrade U". 

Although "Green Lights" comes immediately after “Kitty Kat” in videography, the album 

enlists "Freakum Dress" as the next track which carries on the singer's threats to her unfaithful 

partner with infidelity. The song, aggressive and assertive, is also desperate for the attention of 

the partner who has a wandering eye, where the singer claims she would grind with random men 

at the club in her "Freakum Dress" to make the partner jealous. (Beyoncé̕ 2006) Jody Rosen 

notes how Beyoncé ̕almost gives relationship advice to her fellow women on how to retain the 

interest of a man in a long term relationship (Rosen 2006), playing in the classical trope of the 
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Neglected Woman similar to Billie Holiday, or Aretha Franklin. The owning of sexuality is 

exclusively a reaction to the partner's infidelity, "It's time to get it, [be]cause once again he's out 

doing wrong." (Beyoncé ̕2006) In a sense she assumed a Lady Chatterley persona which is 

vengeful and jealous yet unable to choose herself over her partner.  

5.9 Black women and Beyonce̕  Music 

This hankering for male attention in a larger context can be interpreted through the 

comparative invisibility of black women in the US in the mid-2000s. Black women in 2006 

constituted 7 percent of the working-age population of US, and represented 14 percent of women 

workers and 53 percent of black workers. In nearly 44 percent of African-American families, the 

Black woman is the breadwinner. Despite their capabilities, black women still earned 

considerably lesser than white people and black men. (Conrad 2008) Despite their considerable 

contribution to the labour force, the invisibility of black women intertwines with the patriarchal 

position of a woman as the recipient of male affection and their worth being defined on the lines 

of male validation. The first half of the album charts Beyoncé’s struggle to fit into these ascribed 

roles, and the middle notes her confusion, disappointment and disillusionment.  

This disillusionment is clarified in her track "Green Lights", an extremely aggressive 

track featuring cymbals and hi-hats, where she gives her partner permission to move out urging 

him, "Green means go!" where she has just realised the existence of her identity beyond her 

partner, "My stock just went up over two million", she sings, again in the capitalist economy, 

equating her worth in terms of monetary success. The chorus keeps on repeating the word "Go!" 

while she ridicules her partner as a pimp, wanting to keep her as a trophy. (Beyoncé ̕2009) 
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The reclamation of identity is fulfilled in "Irreplaceable" where Beyoncé ̕watches her 

partner leave, after the possessions have been separated, indifferent to his gaslighting "How I'm 

such a fool, talking about/How I'll never ever find a man like you" is replied with a "I can have 

another you by tomorrow…". The partner who had no "substitute" in "Déjà Vu" now is easily 

replaceable. The video witnesses Beyoncé ̕watching her boyfriend leave and greeting her new 

partner. While the return to longing for a male partner might seem shallow, the devaluing of 

male partner by replacing him, shows how singer has finally gathered the courage to venture in 

life alone. 

Sass and rage die a slow death as the last track "Resentment" notes how Beyoncé ̕once 

again starts complaining to the partner for his lack of attention, blaming him, threatening him, 

confessing the self-doubt that he has been filled within her: 

 "I'll always remember feeling like I was no good 

Like I couldn't do it for you like your mistress could 

And it's all because you lied".  (Beyoncé ̕2006) 

The budding diva subsides as Beyoncé ̕hurls questions at her partner: 

"I know she was attractive, but I was here first  

Been ridin' with you for six years 

Why did I deserve to be treated this way by you, you?” (Beyoncé ̕2006) 
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This "Resentment" is carried to "If I were a Boy" in I Am… Sasha Fierce where "Single Ladies" 

will provide answers to "Freakum Dress". 

The deluxe edition of I Am… Sasha Fierce included the enchanting hit "Beautiful Liar", 

where the "mistress" comes face to face with the singer. The track and the music video both 

feature Shakira, a Lebanese-Colombian singer, another outsider to the overwhelming whiteness 

of American culture. The Arabic tune of the song accompanied with the belly dancing in the 

video indicates that the song should be located outside the regular R&B scene, as if to denote the 

unfamiliarity of the experience being described in the lyrics: bonding with your ex partner's 

mistress and dismissing the man as unimportant. In a rare case of female bonding, unforeseen in 

the album, where the singer is mostly isolated and the only human interaction she has is with the 

unfaithful partner, the women bond over mutual betrayal. Instead of blaming each other they 

choose to blame the man, leading to a beginning of the "identification" process in a Freudian 

sense. The male partner remains a part of a dialogue between two women reinstating Adichie's 

idea but it is also necessary to move on from these past experiences in order to find peace. The 

women build their personas as busy, successful people in their own right: 

"Can't we laugh about it? 

 It's not worth our time 

We can live without him 

 Just a beautiful liar". (Beyoncé̕ and Shakira 2009) 
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B Day crushingly describes the arc of an abusive relationship, and a woman who is 

faltering and failing. She tends to be irrational, erratic, weak and struggles to live up to the 

socially ascribed roles. In doing so, she provides young women trying to find their way through 

the dating market which is notoriously rigged against them, with a role that they can identify 

with. By singing along with Beyoncé,̕ they can find some empowerment. Post Lemonade 

discussions of Beyoncé ̕and her politics is replete with the perception of Beyoncé ̕the Diva: her 

extravagant lifestyle, her perfectly imperfect marriage and her musical work that turned her 

“sorrows into treasured gold” (as Adele would put it in “Rolling in the Deep”). But a look at her 

previous work charts a Beyoncé̕ that is far more vulnerable, far more real. Beyoncé ̕arguably 

caters to a Black Fetish that white people possess, a primary example of which is her recurrent 

portrayal in Saturday Night Live as a distant and perfect "Goddess", literally a Diva. For 

Beyoncé ̕who was extremely emotionally dependant on the wrong kind of man, was weak and 

hurting, committing faux pas is something limited to the B’Day. Now Beyoncé ̕goes to the 

GRAMMYs with her victory speech pre-written in a gold card. To white people, Beyoncé ̕is all 

that black people can become in America, a symbol of the American dream. Beyoncé’s success 

lies in that she can occasionally turn that over to provide roles of supreme vulnerability and 

supreme strength for women, particularly her black sisters. 

We can make a case that the whole trajectory Beyoncé’s career creates a role for women, 

particularly black women to look up to and perform. Initially dominated by men of all races, and 

whiteness of all sexes, the black woman finally carves out her own space in the musical industry. 

B’Day’s imperfect vulnerability carries on into I Am… Sasha Fierce, which had two segments. 

The first segment “I am…” consisted of songs that showcased a persona of the musician that was 

vulnerable, the second was a more confident, angrier and sassier persona called “Sasha Fierce”. 
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Beyoncé’s use of persona is not new in pop music. Rappers consistently use personas which 

provide them separate names, alter egos etc. A case in point is Eminem’s usage of Slim Shady. 

The performers of Daft Punk refuse to show their faces in public, preferring to portray 

themselves through post-human, robotic masks instead.  

Who or what is Sasha Fierce then? And how did Sasha Fierce lay down an outline for her later 

Lemonade? How does Sasha Fierce engage with race and gender? What effect did Sasha Fierce 

have on women and black women in particular? These are some of the questions I intend to 

handle in this section of the chapter.  

In an episode of the acclaimed Netflix show Dear White People, Coco Connor, a black 

woman tells another black woman that Beyoncé ̕before Sasha Fierce was never good enough for 

the white audiences. (“Dear White People | Season 3 Official Trailer | Netflix” 2019) Sasha 

Fierce then was a coming of age for Beyoncé,̕ a way in which she could be taken seriously. So 

far, her music had been about love, loss and vulnerability – all traits associated with women 

expected to confine themselves to the interiority of their own minds and bodies. When a black 

woman celebrated her difference as a woman, suddenly there was wide acclaim. The comment 

from Dear White People laid bare however the white people’s tendencies to valorize black 

women in politics, always demanding of them to lay bare their oppression and soul and not 

taking them seriously until they feel compelled to perform their authenticity as black women. 

This is a demand not made of white people or white women.  

What kind of dynamics made this possible? It is of course no question that those who 

shape critical opinion on music in America are mostly white. Even as black and other non-white 

people continue to break into the scene, the nature of the musical establishment still remains 

overarchingly white. However, as the pressure to be more “diverse” finally sets in, black women 
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role models continue being in demand, in the neoliberal economy of America. This in turn brings 

us to the question of what exactly is expected of black women in showbiz? And in this case at 

least, it appears that the market expects a role from a black woman, a performance of at least one 

of her two burgeoning marginalities. Somehow, the black woman can only be taken seriously 

when she is talking about marginality. Any performance of music related to more clichéd issues 

like heartbreaks will be dismissed with condescension (we will explore this in greater detail 

when we look at Lemonade). In such a case, it is not a matter of who speaks for black women but 

rather, what is spoken for black women? 

It is not like that black women came to their own with Beyoncé’s music. The history of 

black women in showbiz is long and rich. Icons like Bessie Smith, Nina Simone, Aretha Franklin 

and Whitney Houston existed before Beyoncé,̕ who is in some sense a part of this rich lineage of 

black women performers. To some degree, the erstwhile popularity of Beyoncé̕ as well as the 

current outburst of black consciousness in new media helped her publicity. A simple search of 

her name on social media will produce endless results of young women, not necessarily of colour 

who identify with her music. Along with this are articles of Beyoncé ̕talking about her 

miscarriages. (Barr 2019) Are musicians like her then simply more approachable than musicians 

of yore? 

5.10 Clear differences of Beyoncé music with other Pop singers 

Post Sasha Fierce, Beyoncé ̕has held strong to the persona of a diva. Yet, it is during this 

period that her popularity as an icon has soared. Is it then those young women listeners prefer 

musicians who cannot be reached? As with Taylor Swift, I would argue that the creation of roles 

to look up to and perform for young women has resulted in the popularity of Beyoncé.̕ To add to 

this, fetishism for the strong black woman has resulted in massive media coverage. I would also 
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argue that the intervention of new media as being a key source in the self-fashioning of young 

women and the construction of reachability. Beyoncé ̕or divas of her like are unreachable 

according to traditional modes of reachability or older modes of humility. But new media has 

enabled the creation of a space where any celebrity is easily viewable, their live videos are 

consumed immediately by fans who can comment, talk to them and so on. Although in her gala 

parties, Beyoncé ̕and her lifestyle might appear unreachable but through her music and her social 

and other media presence, her persona is consumed far more intimately today than was 

consumed before. This constant viewership of one’s role model brings the viewer much closer to 

the performer and I argue allows more space for the internalization of roleplay. One need not just 

depend on the televised performances of “Single Ladies” to feel like a diva. They can feel so 

from the safety of their bedrooms listening and watching Beyoncé ̕dance while surfing YouTube. 

The experience of the role today, is far more intimate as is the celebrity with whom fans identify 

on a different level. The diva is not a fearsome object for these role players. The diva is an 

inspiration. 

Beyoncé ̕arrival as an empowering icon started with the arrival of late eighties and early 

nineties born people on social media. In the 2000s, this demographic consisted of young adults 

and teenagers. With Facebook becoming a phenomenon from 2006 and catching up into people 

lives by 2008, the arrival of I Am… Sasha Fierce and its connection with new media need to be 

commented and studied. Beyoncé’s videos get millions of shares and comments. As a marketing 

tool, social media is unparalleled. It is not that fans did not love their idols before. It is that social 

media has brought fans much closer to stars and made them far more accessible. It is much easier 

for stars to put out a narrative through social media than before. 
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The Sasha Fierce section of the album opened with the now well known “Single 

Ladies…Put A Ring on It” which eventually became a lasting hit. The song won the three 

Grammy’s in 2010 and the song topped the Billboards Top 100 charts for four consecutive hits. 

(“Single Ladies” Wikipedia) What made “Single ladies…Put a Ring on It” click? To begin with, 

the song was identifiable for women who had been grappling with representations of women 

desirous of marriage. Take for example representations like Sex and the City where the goal of at 

least three of the four protagonists is to find a man they can marry. These representations flourish 

in a sexual marketplace rigged against women. It is an intensely patriarchal system and places 

the needs of men (property transfer, feminine beauty often associated with fertility) above the 

needs of women. “Single Ladies… Put a Ring on It” spoke to this demographic of women who 

wanted marriage but was tired of the vagaries of the marriage market. In order to keep the 

tension alive in the song, Beyoncé ̕never completely does away with the institution of marriage. 

Even in her annoyance at the man who would not propose to her, her public persona upholds the 

institution of marriage. Even in the absence of marriage in her life, Beyoncé’s musical person 

who engages in random acts of sexuality (“I have gloss on my lips/A man on my hips”) only 

legitimizes marriage.  

What space does a song like “Single Ladies…Put a Ring on It” have in feminist praxis in the 

music industry then? Uncritically labelling “Singe Ladies” feminist is problematic on two 

counts. It is firstly problematic in terms of gender. The female protagonist refers to the ring as 

the solution to her troubles (she does mention that she cried her tears for “three good years”). 

(Beyoncé ̕2008)  A discerning listener of the lyrics is left to wonder why the protagonist would 

want to marry someone who has been making her cry for three years. This brings us to our 

second problem which is an inordinate about of commodity fetishism. The ring itself is a 
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commodity, as are the jeans that she refers to.  The whole party described in the club is a place 

littered with commodities, including the drinks she is referring to. We are compelled to ask, what 

of the feminism of women who cannot afford these commodities? Where women outside the fold 

of aspiration do bound neoliberal success take refuge?  

5.11 Target towards social disputes 

One cannot uncritically dismiss or celebrate the song. Firstly, it is a product of the 

capitalist and commodity fetishist culture of a neoliberal American economy. Secondly and more 

problematically, it provides a role model to single women with disposable incomes. Inspected 

closely, it is also an attempt to sell things to these women. “House of Dereon” for example, was 

a line of jeans that Beyoncé̕ and her mother Tina Lawson launched in 2006. Beyoncé’s song was 

released in October 2008. In May 2008, House of Dereon ran into a controversy when while 

advertising for their girls’ line, they depicted girls in full make up and high heels. There was 

some outrage for sexualising children. Beyoncé’s attempt at including her Dereon jeans in her 

music is somewhat of a product placement and can be read as an attempt to make it cool and 

empowering again. From this angle, Beyoncé’s attempt at making feminist music becomes very 

much a neoliberal ploy.  

The obsession with marriage can be traced back to 1990s shows like Sex and the City 

where the protagonists, all white women try to find men to marry in New York. However, the 

female protagonist of “Single Ladies…Put A Ring on It” does not fret or whine. She takes 

charge of her unmarried status and parties, even calling for other women to join her in the party. 

Part of the reason why this representation is possible is because of the short length of the song. 

There is obviously the invocation to “all” the single ladies who enjoy themselves presumably in 

a club (as evidenced by the metaphors of dancing and the highly sexualised lines). 



 
 

117 
 

5.12 Role of such music on women empowerment 

This trend of providing empowering roles for moneyed women continues in “Diva”. In 

popular culture a diva is a female celebrity whose temperament and egotism outshine their talent. 

There is no corresponding word for men who exercise their power ruthlessly in the entertainment 

industry. The usage of the word “diva” can be sexist if not placed within a culture of 

reclamation. Divas are so “extra” that they would be represented in parody or drag, giving the 

practice a queer edge.(Newland 2018) The queer reclamation of “diva” happened long before the 

mainstream pop cultural reclamation of the word.  The word has origins in Italian music and 

even before that in Latin, the word meant a “goddess”. Beyoncé’s usage of the word comes close 

to this second meaning as she makes it a point to tell the world how exceptional she is. 

The song changes the meaning of “Diva” and makes it cool and acceptable. She draws 

the parallel of the “hustler”, another immensely significant word in popular culture. A “hustler” 

in older connotations meant a gambler, or a swindler. Today, the term refers to anyone who 

knows how to “get shit done”. (Bigelow 2016) The word has been evoked to point out how 

Beyoncé ̕has survived in the industry since she was fifteen. It gives her a resilient quality and a 

hard worker persona that justifies her position as a diva. The song would resonate with working 

women used to the overwhelming sexism of most workplaces (as evidenced by the recent spate 

of #metoo allegations). The demands of women workers and talented women are celebrated in 

the diva. Even when she refers to the “bawse” she uses a feminine pronoun.  

“Where yo boss at (where your boss at)? 

Where my ladies up in here that like to talk back (that like to talk back)? 

I wanna see her (I wanna see her), I'd like to meet ya (I'd like to meet her)” (Beyoncé ̕2009) 
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5.13 Strength of music to understand audiences 

This is what makes music like this so powerful. It enables people to feel empowered and 

gives vent to feelings that lie deep within the audience. As I have mentioned in my previous 

chapter, the sing along quality of music allows people to identify with the persona that is created 

with the song thereby fusing with the role that has been depicted. While some of Taylor Swift’s 

music allowed women to feel victimhood, the “Diva” kind of music enabled them to feel power. 

But like “Single Ladies…Put a Ring on It” this empowerment should not be taken 

uncritically. The diva persona repeatedly refers to how rich she is (“I done so much and so sick 

with Benjis I can’t spend it” and “Where that money?”) Beyoncé’s money-based feminism can 

only provide roles to an aspirational section of women. It excludes women outside that fold. 

Women of colour specifically earn less than white people and men of colour. In fact, this is the 

subtext of the lyrics: despite being a woman of colour Beyoncé ̕has managed to outshine many 

other white women and men and hence deserves to celebrate her success. She will not be shamed 

for it. The sentiment is likely to echo in many women who have been in similar positions. 

The racial dimension of her music will emerge more prominently in Lemonade but it is 

already existent as a subtext in I Am… Sasha Fierce. The term “hustler” is often used in street 

parlance as someone who knows how to get money from others often by means of rolling dice or 

by selling drugs. (“Hustler” 2004) The “diva” is placed next to the hustler. The diva here is a 

woman with origins in black street or gang culture who made it big in life. From this perspective, 

the diva is an experience that women of colour, particularly black and Latinx women can lay 

claim to. The many references to money in the song may be influenced by the gangsta rap styles 

dominant in the hip hop industry. While the lyrics are problematic from the lens of class, it can 

be read in a different line from the lens of race. But we must keep both contexts in mind while 
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we move forward as we need to understand why Beyoncé and her team race only as a subtext for 

Sasha Fierce. (Conrad 2001) 

5.14 Impact of Beyoncé’s video performance 

In February 2016, shortly after Beyoncé ̕dropped the video for “Formation”, Saturday 

Night Live made a parody skit titled “The Day Beyoncé ̕Turned Black”.  Mimicking the style of a 

horror movie, the skit attempted to portray the reactions of white Americans waking up to the 

reality that Beyoncé ̕is, after all, black. The skit has since then been considered one of the better 

SNL skits in recent history. (Iovine 2016)  

Albeit the positive reception of the skit, we wonder what made Beyoncé ̕claim her 

blackness so late in her career? Beyoncé ̕Knowles had been in showbiz for two decades and yet it 

is only in 2016 that she claimed an explicit and radical blackness. The answer, I argue, lies the 

history of embourgeoisment that I lay out in the previous paragraphs.  

The black middle classes have been variously accused of being right wing and betraying 

working class and financially underprivileged blacks. High church attendance is often seen as the 

cause of this tendency, reflecting sometimes in anti-abortion stances. Black middle class men 

have been accused of being oblivious to the problems of the black working classes as well as 

black women who form one of the largest groups that undergo abortions. (Johnson 2016) A 

possible reason for this would be the idea of black skin, white masks floated by Fanon and others 

during anti-colonial movements in Africa. A black man feels the need to mimic the white person 

because he is culturally colonized into thinking that everything white is, after all, superior. This 

dysphoria in the racialized body can affect black women and black girls too. A remarkable 

example in literature are the opening paragraphs of Maya Angelou’s I Know Why the Caged Bird 

Sings, where a young Maya wets her pants reciting a poem as she imagines herself as the young 

https://www.nap.edu/read/9719/chapter/7#127
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white girl that the poem describes. (Angelou 1984 pp 1) The underlying reasons for this can be 

explained through the usage of WEB DuBois’ idea of double consciousness (The Souls of Black 

Folks) – a black man looks at himself through the eyes of the oppressor and is perpetually 

conflicted. Following this, we can argue that the black woman experiences double  

consciousness, looking at herself through the lens of white people as well as men. The self-

confidence of black women who are often identified as beastly take a toll under this kind of 

systemic racism.  

Needless to say, there is a history of suppressing blackness in literary and cultural 

production in America by black people themselves in order to be acceptable to white people. 

Take for example, Phyllis Wheatley, a poet so gifted that she can easily mimic a Miltonian style 

even as she is a child and a slave in a white household. (Loscocco 2014) More recently, this 

tendency for a black face with a white mask has been complicated through the film Get Out. 

However, the need to white mask blackness comes from a desire to fit into an overwhelmingly 

white system. White people are the biggest consumers in America and the way to a successful 

career is to have a largely white listenership. In order to strike gold with this large listenership of 

white people, mainly dominated by white women, one had to render invisible their blackness in 

their music. This can be a reason why Beyoncé’s racial politics took such a long time to bloom 

completely. Beyoncé ̕started out in the late 1990s with the band Girls’ Tyme. The band moved 

on to rename themselves later as Destiny’s Child. This was not a period of social media or 

YouTube phenomenon. In order to succeed, the artist depended on the radio, the television and 

the album. Alternative means of communication and a widespread “woke” audience was not 

available to them. In this context, the invisibility of Beyoncé’s black identity makes perfect 

sense.  
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However, the shift to more politically conscious music was long forthcoming. In 2008, 

Beyoncé ̕released I Am…Sasha Fierce. In 2011, her fourth studio album contained the song “Run 

the World”, which has by now attained girl power fame. This begs the question, what led to the 

over politicization of music by Beyoncé and her team? And why did they start their political 

curve talking about gender even before they talked about race? Surely, hip hop being an African 

American dominated industry, race would be simpler to talk about? The answer lies in her 

audience which comprised women from across the racial spectrum. Beyoncé̕ was a musician 

popular among women, and an overall appeal to gender issues would be easier to bet on than the 

appeal of racial issues.  

5.15 Feminism in Beyoncé’s music 

By the time Beyoncé ̕makes “Run the World”, feminism is normalized to some degree. In 

the preceding chapter I have already talked about white feminists and the constant need for white 

women to portray themselves as victims in order to erase from scrutiny their racial privilege. 

White feminism is not a new phenomenon; second wave feminism was dominated by white, 

middle class women. The beneficiaries of this movement were a group of predominantly white 

women who had been raised with the idea of equal rights for women as natural and normal. 

Feminism had to some degree been normalized by now. But this feminism was still the feminism 

of the privileged. The third wave feminist movement of the late eighties and early nineties had 

brought to the forefront a rhetoric of “girl power”. Female popstars like Beyoncé ̕were 

identifiable for women precisely because they took up gender as an issue, thereby giving to their 

listeners something they could all agree on.  

Black women artists in mainstream pop have had to prioritise gender over race as they 

had to bear the burden of excessive social expectations. On one hand, they have to provide 
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products to keep their white audiences happy. On the other, they could not make outright claims 

fuelled by racial anger until very recently. Unlike underground rappers and male rappers, women 

hip hop artists have had to toe a very fine line, especially when they try to woo the mainstream 

audience. If mainstream hip hop by black men prioritised race at the expense of gender, 

Beyoncé’s music in the late 2000s spoke only of gender. Beyoncé’s therefore entered the 

battleground of politically charged music not through race, but through the discourse of gender. 

The artist knew her audience and girl power simply struck a better chord with them than black 

power. 

5.16 Mention of Gender politics in Music 

The mainstreaming of gender politics in the popular sphere had already taken place but 

anti-racist concerns would see a wide uprising through 2016 as the Black Lives Matter 

movement surged in the United States, in the wake of police brutality fuelled by systemic racism. 

2016 was therefore a watershed moment for campaigners against the American far right. From 

2012 onwards, there had been a steady campaign against police brutality faced by black people 

in America. This resulted in the formation of the Black Lives Matter movement in 2013 and 

subsequent protests and usage of similar hashtags on social media. Support flowed in for the 

movement and the right wing response to it was the mindless “All Lives Matter” campaign.  In 

the 2016 Super Bowl, Beyoncé performed her newly released “Formation” along with Bruno 

Mars. (Beyoncé & Bruno Mars Crash the Pepsi Super Bowl 50 Halftime Show | NFL” 2016) In 

her costume, as with her music she paid homage to blackness. Her costume, black and gold in 

colour, resembled Michael Jackson’s costume from his 1993 Superbowl performance. (“Michael 

Jackson Super Bowl 1993 Performance HD” 2019) The subversive edge of the act was not lost 

on critics or supporters as Bruno Mars and Beyoncé ̕engaged in what can be only called a 
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musical battle with their dance troupes following behind them, as Cold Play’s Chris Martin 

rather awkwardly injected himself into the powerhouse performance towards the end. In the case 

of both Michael Jackson and Beyoncé,̕ dancing is a means to assert the black body and make it 

visible. This is why Beyoncé’s flawless dancing on her videos as well as her public performances 

is just as important as her singing. If the music provides women with the space for “sing along”, 

dancing creates the chance to merge themselves with a body that is far more perfect and “diva” 

like than their own. 

5.17 Lemonade and Beyond 

Minority anger against the Republicans was high in 2016, as was the campaign for 

Donald Trump to be elected President. Trump rallies were unpleasant business, gathering 

thousands and brimming with white nationalist and supremacist sentiments. (“US Election 2016: 

What Trump Says about Protesters at His Rallies” 2016) The open support that Donald Trump 

received from the Republicans in 2016 and the Presidential victory of Donald Trump and the 

Republicans acted as a uniting glue between various kinds of allies against racism and 

Islamophobia. Beyoncé’s “Formation” strategically released at this point and was a product of 

this specific historical context. However, we must be wary of unidimensionally glorifying the 

history of the song or the album Lemonade. (Beyoncé̕ 2016) Any social movement leads to the 

flowering of art related to it, especially if the movement is a subversive one. The fame of 

Beyoncé’s “Formation” is inextricably linked to the Black Lives Matter movement, the arrival of 

Donald Trump to American politics and the betrayal of the aspirational promises of Barrack 

Obama’s Presidency. 

Lemonade is a complicated phenomenon. It is neither “pure” radical art, nor devoid of 

political agenda. It is contradictory, problematic, emancipatory and much more. Lemonade is an 
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example of music, poetry, photography and videography coming together to create an ode to the 

pain of black women and the pleasure of overpowering it. The poetry follows the trajectory of 

the relationship between Beyoncé ̕and her partner and is aptly named after different emotions: 

“Intuition”, “Denial”, “Anger”, “Apathy”, “Emptiness”, “Loss”, “Accountability”, 

“Reformation”, “Forgiveness”, “Resurrection”. The songs too follow these feelings as we see the 

transformation of Beyoncé ̕from suspicious partner to angry wife to reconciling partner. The 

personal and the public come together in this album – personal because of the intimate 

relationship that the album has to Beyoncé’s personal life and public because of how her marital 

problems were turned into a critically acclaimed and commercially successful album.  

If Beyoncé ̕was perfect but still not enough for the white masses before Sasha Fierce, she is so 

unapologetically imperfect in Lemonade, that it is a political stance. Beyoncé̕ draws heavily from 

the idea of the black goddess or queen, an idea that has been doing the rounds in hip hop culture 

for a while now. Black women have not had a lot of roles available for them in popular culture. 

One of the few roles that they have been able to access which did not have negative stereotypes 

associated with it is the role of the strong black woman. The queen, the diva, the goddess etc. are 

all variants of this role. In Lemonade, Beyoncé ̕appears as the strong politically motivated black 

woman, completely aware of the multitude of oppressions that she handles: from outside in the 

form of racism and within the home as sexism (her husband’s cheating etc.). She acknowledges 

her attempted indoctrination within patriarchy. She tries to escape patriarchy; she challenges 

racist politics. Yet, she carries with her the need to possess the love of her husband (“Hold Up”) 

and her father (“Daddy Lessons”). And that last aspect makes the album oh so human. 
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5.18 Several humorous about the artist 

The first rumours about the unhealthy state of Beyoncé and Jay-Z’s marriage emerged 

when her sister Solange attacked Jay-Z after the met gala in May, 2014. (“The World Almost 

Stopped When Footage Emerged of Solange Attacking Jay-Z in an Elevator” 2019) Reports of 

Jay-Z’s infidelity emerged and later that year Beyoncé ̕improvised the lyrics to “Resentment” 

changing “(been riding with you for) six years” to “twelve years”. (“That is until Beyoncé ̕

Performed an Edited Version of ‘Resentment’ on Tour” 2019) Since that was roughly the period 

of time which she had known Jay-Z, it added to the rumour mill that Beyoncé ̕and Jay-Z’s 

relationship was in trouble. This personal history of infidelity would appear in Lemonade in 

2016. 

The album opens with track “Pray You Catch Me”. The lines are vulnerable and indicate 

dishonesty on part of the narrator’s partner. Beyoncé ̕sings: 

“You can taste the dishonesty 

It is all over your breath.” (Beyoncé ̕2016) 

The presence of “breath” indicates some kind of sexual contact outside the relationship and also 

shifts the focus to the partner’s words. Here, breath is indicative of intimacy. The narrator can 

smell someone else in his breath; he is unaware that she knows but her devotion, clearly still 

existent, makes her sensitive to his “breath”, making the experience all the more painful for her. 

The narrator also concedes that she “prays to catch you whispering” possibly to the third party in 

the relationship. The next claim is that the she prays the partner catches her listening. (Beyoncé ̕

2016) The indication is that communication between the couple has broken down so completely 

that this form of passive aggressive communication remains their only option.  (The audience 
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knows that the narrator is not perfect here, she should leave this man or confront him but they 

cannot help but sympathise with her vulnerability. This vulnerability is taken to its climax in the 

following track “Hold Up”.  

“Hold Up” by itself does not need Lemonade to make sense. It can hold up on its own, no pun 

intended. “Hold Up” is the kind of music that has a universal appeal. But “Hold Up” is not just a 

song, it is poetry as well as song. It is an experiment in genre, combining poetry, prose, music 

and video. The recital that starts of the video underlines the oppression inflicted on the woman 

by patriarchy and religion, drawing attention to how one complements the other by stigmatising 

the female body. Beyonce̕ is seen floating in water, half conscious. The water is symbolic of 

Christianity and baptism, whereby after baptism a person is said to be born anew and the 

patriarchal oppression that she will face, from her religion as well as from other sources, will 

result in her being born anew as a much stronger person.  

 

(Figure 5.1: A half conscious Beyoncé ̕is seen drowning in water. (VWINN 2016) 

 The track is an 

ode to the acceptance of one’s own body, a journey from plugging “my menses with pages from 

the Holy Bible” to hopping out of bed and getting “my swag on”. (Beyoncé ̕2016) The song 
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politicises the personal and places the untrue partner in a tradition that cheats women out of joy 

in their bodies and capabilities. Sexual transactions do not happen in a vacuum. Even as Beyoncé ̕

pines for the love of her untrue beloved and mourns her failing relationship, she makes a 

statement about all that men wish women to be, which are also the things the narrator tried and 

failed to be. The transcript of the lines is provided below: 

I tried to change. Closed my mouth more, tried to be softer, prettier, less awake. 

Fasted for 60 days, wore white, abstained from mirrors, abstained from sex, slowly did not 

speak another word. In that time, my hair, I grew past my ankles. I slept on a mat on the 

floor. I swallowed a sword. I levitated. Went to the basement, confessed my sins, and was 

baptized in a river. I got on my knees and said 'amen' and said 'I mean.'  

I whipped my own back and asked for dominion at your feet. I threw myself into a 

volcano. I drank the blood and drank the wine. I sat alone and begged and bent at the waist 

for God. I crossed myself and thought I saw the devil. I grew thickened skin on my feet, I 

bathed in bleach, and plugged my menses with pages from the holy book, but still inside 

me, coiled deep, was the need to know ... Are you cheating on me? 

Cheating? Are you cheating on me?” (Toglia 2016) 

The lines make the connection between an age old patriarchal myth and religious fervour: a 

good religious woman’s husband never leaves her. The lines demonstrate the gruesome 

implications that such patriarchal ideas have on the minds of women, as the narrator sets out to 

offer penance for something that is not her fault, but her husband’s.  
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The video to the above provided transcript shows Beyoncé ̕drowning in water while she remains 

mostly unconscious. The music starts when she emerges out of a door, bringing with herself a 

flood thereby associating her freedom with music.  

 

(Figure 5.2: Beyoncé ̕emerges with a flood behind her. (Video Review ‘Hold Up’ Pinterest) 

5.19 Beyoncé’s songs to express the thoughts of life 

The song becomes an expression of life, a radical break from the abstinence centric, 

Church inspired life that she hinted at before. This is the first liberatory moment in the video, the 

second liberatory moment is when she smashes the camera and therefore the audience’s gaze. 

Both instances mark her ownership of her sexuality and her emotions (water is associated with 

emotions, and the breaking of the camera is a moment of anger) Her hair is unapologetically 

visible throughout the song in all its glory. Tied up hair in Victorian England was a symbol of 

sexual chastity and “good women” in Puritanical cultures in the past would be instructed to not 

let their hair down. (Arbuckle 2015) By letting loose her hair, she owns her blackness and her 

womanhood. Although still dealing with the issue of her personal life, the video makes a 

commentary on race as it makes the black body extremely visible. It has only 2-3 white actors 

who for a split second appear in the background laughing as they watch the “jealous and crazy” 
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black woman smash cars and cameras. (Beyoncé ̕2016) As everything around her burns, 

Beyoncé’s plight reminds the audience of the “mad woman in the attic” stereotype. One is 

reminded of another famous dark skinned woman in literature coming to England from the 

margins of colonization: Bertha Mason, whose husband’s infidelity and love for another woman 

leads her to burn down his house where she is imprisoned. The house symbolises domesticity 

and ownership.  Bertha is locked up inside the house, Beyoncé ̕is locked up inside her mind by 

the forces of patriarchy. Beyoncé’s singer persona goes a step further than Bertha: she burns 

down everything around her and smashes the gaze of the peanut crunching crowd, the audience 

after declaring that “I would rather be crazy”. The similarities between the two are striking.  

 A closer, more explicit fusing of personal and political can be observed in the following 

track: “Don’t Hurt Yourself” as the angry, gritty song quotes Malcolm X: “The most 

disrespected person in America is the black woman.” The song does not just talk about the 

cheating, it links it to concurrent discourses on dishonesty, emotional abuse and disrespect. 

Notably, her partner (who we know because of our knowledge of her husband) who is black is 

held accountable too as part of the same tradition of racialized sexism.  So far Beyoncé ̕had 

claimed her space as woman. Now, she claimed it alongside her blackness. She was disrespected 

because she was black and because she was a woman. 

How does the black man’s masculinity fare so far in the album? In “Hold Up”, Beyoncé̕̕ ̕

addressed her partner saying: 

Let's imagine for a moment that you never made a name 

For yourself of master wealth, they had you labeled as a king 

Never made it out the cage, still out there movin' in them streets 

Never had the baddest woman in the game up in your sheets 



 
 

130 
 

Would they be down to ride? No 

They used to hide from you, lie to you…” (Beyoncé̕ ̕ft. Jack White 2016) 

This obviously falls in line with the backstory familiar with Jay-Z, a man who came out 

of the streets and made a name for myself. The masculinity of the husband figure is a racialized 

one, where in order to be respected one needs to be financially successful. While patriarchy 

dictates that men’s desirability be measured through economic success, the phenomenon is 

compounded doubly so in the case of black men, whose incarceration rates are so high in 

America that success stories are rare. Hence, a successful black man becomes doubly desirable 

while the unsuccessful man is doubly unwanted. This puts added pressure on the man to succeed 

in order to be “man enough”. As various unjust labour practices pertain to women, society 

conditions them to seek out partners more successful than they are. Yet, these women will then 

be shamed as “gold diggers” by men who cannot succeed in the dating market and disrespected 

as “gold diggers” by men who do. The “gold digger” narrative is a prominent trope in hip hop by 

male artists. Take for example Kanye West’s track “Gold Digger” from his 2005 album Late 

Registration. (West 2005) West’s is but one case, there are plenty of hip hop tracks popularising 

this sexist trope. Beyoncé’s music in the above lines feed into this trope as she imagines women 

who previously shunned her husband chasing him now that he is rich. One wishes they could 

give her a piece of ancient feminist wisdom: “Nobody is chasing your man, it is your man that 

chases everyone.” But the lines do not work on an intellectual level. Much of these lines work on 

an affective level as one feels angry and hurt for Beyoncé’s musical persona.  

The trope reaches its logical conclusion in the next track, “Don’t Hurt Yourself” in which 

the black man’s money is discarded in as the black woman’s achieves their financial 

independence. (Beyoncé ̕ft. Jack White 2016) The chorus of “Don’t Hurt Yourself” brings our 
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focus back to the self-destruction that the black man brings onto himself as he hurts the black 

woman: but it is also an act of deflection. The black woman or Beyoncé’s musical persona is 

clearly in the receiving end of the most amount of pain in this situation and yet she deflects her 

pain thereby trivializing it as she claims: “When you hurt me you hurt yourself”. An element of 

denial is present here yet the vulnerability makes her more human. 

Black men are stereotyped as apelike and hence hypersexual. This in turn, is used as an 

excuse to sexualize them by non-black people. When Beyoncé ̕sings about the women who 

throw themselves at her partner, she might in a way comment on how the black man himself acts 

like the stereotype he is expected to be. 

Money figures significantly all through Lemonade as Jay-Z and Beyoncé’s businesses 

appear in the music. For example, in the middle of “Sorry”, Beyoncé ̕alludes to the “D’Usse 

cup”, a brand that is part of Jay-Z’s alcohol venture. This is not the first time Beyoncé has done 

any kind of product placement in her music.  

Why is money so central to the respect of the black woman in Lemonade? Part of the 

reason could be the denial of jobs to black women and the subsequent need for professional 

black women to feel empowered through consumerism. The same trend can be traced in “Six 

Inch” which refers to the length of the heels worn by the woman. (Beyoncé ̕2019) The track 

refers to swanky clubs, alcoholic drinks and generally markets a lifestyle that remains quite 

beyond the means of most women of colour. Again, I would draw from my erstwhile arguments 

about the power of sing along and the roles people assume while singing along. The person who 

would sing along to the song would be in a performance themselves – that of being rich and 

powerful. This would be empowering for many of them. 
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Why is empowerment always a financial one in Beyoncé’s music? To answer this, we 

need to take a more holistic look at Beyoncé’s feminism or even racial politics. Coming out of 

free market America, her politics is liberal in nature. The Laissez Faire economy affects the 

psyche of the oppressed into desiring objects that become symbols of high status. While in the 

case of men, this is achieved through sex or marriage with conventionally attractive women 

(women being the objects of desire and the markers of social status), in the case of women it is 

achieved through consumerist behaviour like buying and owning expensive things. Business is 

therefore written all throughout the album even when it comes with political undertones. 

Beyoncé ̕projects herself as the epitome of the country girl who came out of the Deep 

South. While this is technically true, the need to emphasize this aspect is striking because of the 

progressive politics Beyoncé ̕otherwise seems to espouse. While the Democrats are mostly 

concentrated in the coastlines of America and the big cities, there is a significantly large 

population of black people in America’s Deep South. The “country” or the Dixie South, is a 

space usually associated with a right wing and nationalist ethos. However, in “Daddy Lessons” 

Beyoncé ̕plays up her country girl charm, stressing on roots and authenticity. A plausible reason 

could be that she wants to appeal to her southern black fanbase. The Deep South is rich in 

traditions of black orality and has been written about in depth by many black writers. A 

significant number of black intellectuals have lived and grown up there including Alice Walker 

and Maya Angelou. Beyoncé ̕locates herself as descended from this rich tradition of feminist 

foremothers as she claims a black feminist identity. However, unlike Walker and Angelou, 

Beyoncé ̕projects her father as the gun wielding Southerner (which he might have been). The 

political significance of this is massive. The gun wielding Southerner is equal parts loved and 

hated depending on the political colour one belongs to. Demands for gun control legislation and 
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a rise of feminist politics has resulted in strong criticism of any romanticisation of cowboy 

rhetoric. She draws a parallel between this macho father and her straying husband. 

Even in the self-awareness of the father figure, there is a hint of conventional sexist bad 

boy trope: 

“When trouble comes to town 

And men like me come around 

My daddy said shoot.” (Beyoncé ̕“Daddy Lessons” 2016) 

In glorifying him, the narrator, or the musical persona repeats a pattern of loving the bad 

boys. Beyoncé’s relationship with her father has not been easy. She reportedly once fired her 

father from the position of her manager. (The Hollywood Reporter 2011) Her parents underwent 

a divorce. So, when the narrator claims that her father had warned her against “men like you”, 

one cannot but make the connection between the father and the husband/partner, two important 

figures in the life of the female narrator, men who are oppressive, difficult and “bad boys”. 

However, the track nails the connection between the father and the husband as both agents of 

patriarchy. This would also be identifiable for many women who could assume the role of the 

jilted narrator as the song is particular suited for singing along due to its country beat. 

There is a return to the intimate in “Love Drought” where the couple is shown as trying to 

make their relationship better.  (Beyoncé ̕2017) The song is preceded by poetry from the 

“Reformation” section of the album, with the poetry included in the music video.  

He bathes me until I forget their names and faces. I ask him to look me in the eye 

when I come home. Why do you deny yourself heaven? Why do you consider 
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yourself undeserving? Why are you afraid of love? You think it's not possible for 

someone like you. But you are the love of my life. You are the love of my life. You 

are the love of my life. (Toglia 2016) 

Here too, we see the return of the water imagery as water is used to depict an 

important moment in the trajectory of the relationship, the rebirth of the relationship after 

past sins. The vulnerabilities of a “perfect woman” too, are discussed publicly as her 

relationship is opened to the world to witness. What allowed this to happen? The black 

movement, by the time Lemonade was released, had come of age to stand internal 

criticism. Feminist criticism of the black man would not nullify the black movement any 

more. Compare this with the backlash faced by Zora Neale Hurston when she laid bare the 

problematic relationship between black women and sexist black men in her novel Their 

Eyes Were Watching God. (Piermont 1997) At a time when the black movement was 

feared to not be strong enough, Huston faced backlash that would significantly damage her 

career. The same internal policing of black women’s art does not affect Beyoncé.̕ She is 

too well known and too versed in the rhetoric of 21st century pop feminism.  

In Lemonade, she takes the stance that she does not particularly care about what others say. 

There is a kind of affective empowerment one can feel when they wash their dirty laundry in 

public. The performance empowers both the performer and the audience who in this case feel 

comfortable enough to talk about their own failed relationships in public. Her open criticism of 

so many prominent people in her life has an affective purpose: she simply does not give a damn.  

Religious imagery too, is important in Lemonade. While in the beginning Biblical imagery 

is a tool of oppression, towards the end of the album it is a tool of forgiveness. For example in 
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“Sandcastle” water appears to soothe rather than to drown. The section is aptly named 

“Forgiveness”: 

“Baptize me ... now that reconciliation is possible. If we're gonna heal, let it be 

glorious. 1,000 girls raise their arms. Do you remember being born? Are you 

thankful for the hips that cracked? The deep velvet of your mother and her mother 

and her mother? There is a curse that will be broken.” 

5.20 Political significance of such music 

Towards the end there is a note of hope, a feminist reclaiming of Biblical tradition. There 

is a calm acceptance of a possible uncertainty to the relationship. However, it is with this end 

that there comes both personal and political “freedom”. When she sings “Freedom freedom I 

can’t move…” one cannot help but connect it to her black experience.  Again, when she claims 

“I'ma riot, I'ma riot through your borders/ Call me bulletproof…” (Beyoncé ̕ft. Kendrick Lamar 

2020) it is obviously related to her racial and gendered experience, not just in the relationship but 

outside too. The song is again an empowering anthem which through sing along has the 

capability to induce performative empowerment. Kendrick Lamar’s rap locates the experience of 

the black man who is perceived as a threat to security. Coming shortly after the Black Lives 

Matter movement, this has much political significance. 

I have already mentioned that Beyoncé ̕locates her foremothers in African American 

women from the Deep South. This imagery matures further in “All Night”, as Beyoncé ̕explains 

the meaning of the name of the album through the intensely feminized experience of passing 

down recipes between mothers and daughters. The name of the album is supposedly drawn from 

Jay-Z’s maternal grandmother (Hattie) who on her 90th birthday claimed that life gave her 

lemons but she made lemonade. Moreover, Beyonce̕ has previously shown pride in her maternal 
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grandmother. (Carlin 2016) The name of the album is a tribute to the unsung black women of the 

Deep South who have died unknown, uncelebrated deaths and who despite the endless toil were 

artists.  (Walker 2011) The rest of the song deals with the toll on her relationship exacted by 

people who “rub up and feel up on you”. (Beyoncé ̕2016) This can be read on the toll paid by 

black women due to the hypersexualisation of black men, a toll exacted on the wife by a rigged 

system which is deeply racist, neoliberal and patriarchal. The song hints at the reconciliation of 

the relationship. It is when this complete reconciliation and resolution of domestic tensions 

happen that ultimate political action is ultimately possible. And hence “Formation”, the ultimate 

track of the album which dealt with the imagery of Malcolm X and gendered the struggle against 

racism had to come last. The singer has to reorder her own house and family before overt 

political action is possible. Love must exist in the personal sphere as evidenced by the many 

happy black and interracial couples and children in “All Night” before the state can be 

challenged through “Formation”. 

Remarkable is Jay-Z’s response to Lemonade. While the black woman resolves the 

family feud through love claiming that love will win in the end, the overarching narrative of Jay-

Z’s “Family Feud” is money. He claims that the only thing better than one billionaire is two 

billionaires preferably in the same colour (meaning black). The reference is to Jay-Z’s billionaire 

status and the hint at the money the partner herself makes. (Jay-Z 2018) The masculinist 

resolution of the crisis in the family comes about through patriarchy itself. However, unlike 

white men who seem to put the country first (a narrative that was rife in 2016 thanks to the 

Presidential elections) the black man in Jay-Z’s narrative seems to put the family first, scaling up 

the family to include the country. This is a patriarchal trope but is a strong retort to Trump’s 
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“Make America Great Again” slogan, hinting at the anti-racist politics of black people watching 

out for other black people. 

5.21 Political action on the creation of Beyoncé 

Perhaps the most lasting impact of Beyoncé’s “Formation” would be in the realm of 

affect. It will allow women to feel the emancipation of political action while they break out of 

the shackles of patriarchy and racism. For “Formation” to happen in 2016, generations of black 

women activists had to fight. Beyoncé ̕herself had a long journey leading up to the moment of 

Formation. In I Am… Sasha Fierce, we can see Beyoncé’s sexual self (Sasha Fierce) divorced 

from her perfect girl persona (I Am…). Black women have commented that they are happy that 

Beyoncé ̕let Sasha Fierce die and eventually owned her own sexuality as it led to the divorce of 

the sexual from the self, trope black women have to deal with on a daily basis as their bodies are 

hyper sexualized. (McDonald 2013) From Sasha Fierce to “Formation”, to owning her blackness 

and her femininity, particularly her black femininity, was a long way. And Beyoncé ̕lived up to it 

by evoking images of Creole mistresses, of Malcolm X, of cop violence and the New Orleans 

floods and she did it flawlessly. (Beyoncé ̕2016) “Formation” intertwined protest music with 

celebration and homage. The celebration of black bodies is accompanied by a celebration of 

wealth, much like in hip hop fashion. But one can hardly hold it against black women who desire 

to feel empowered in a society that aims to oppress them structurally. 

5. 22 Conclusion 

It has been a long struggle to ring black women to the forefront of consumerist culture 

with a defined disposable income and purchasing power. This process has depended on 

embourgeoisment and often divorced itself from a struggle against a neoliberal order. 

Nonetheless, it is no reason to discredit the monumental work that is Lemonade in the history of 
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black feminist struggles in America. Beyond Lemonade, Beyoncé ̕has attempted to bridge the 

gap between anti-black racism with other forms of racism, featuring a South Asian origin woman 

in her 2019 release “Brown Skin Girl”, part of her album The Lion King: The Gift.  The music 

video which features stars like Lupita Nyong’o is an attempt to speak to a younger generation of 

black girls and tell them that their skin is beautiful. (Beyoncé ̕2020) The song presents Blue Ivy 

Carter, Beyoncé and Jay-Z’s daughter and the video for it is replete with powerful as well as 

beautiful images of dark skinned women sporting black hairstyles. The idea of the video is to 

bring to the forefront the underappreciated beauty of dark skin and curly hair, two traits which 

have always been considered vile in white American culture. “Brown Skin Girl” also features 

Nigerian artist WizKid and Saint Jhn, hinting at a more pan-African direction in Beyoncé’s 

career. (WizKid is Nigerian and Saint Jhn is far less famous than Beyoncé)̕ Even as Hollywood 

celebrates movements like MeToo and Times Up, the solidarities forged through music like 

Beyoncé’s and the response to it (refer to chapter on Adele) would form the groundwork of an 

emerging feminist wave against sexual violence that would take the world by surprise. 

Chapter 6: Case study of Adele 

6.1 Introduction 

In 2008, London born singer songwriter Adele released her debut album 19, in 

association with XL and Columbia Records. She received four Grammy Award nominations for 

the album. Adele was nominated for the categories of Best New Artist, Record of The Year, 

Song of The Year, and Best Female Pop Vocal Performance. 19 reached number 1 on the UK 

album sales charts. The British press loved her for her lush voice as well as her songwriting. The 

press also showed their adoration for Adele by endorsing her as the Brit Award winner and for 
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the newly inaugurated Critics Choice Award. At this juncture of incredible success, Adele was 

just twenty years old. Adele is also crowned with the best vocal pop album for her second album 

“21” in the year 2011 that is considered as one of her greatest victories over the ages with some 

tough rivals. Some of her albums including 19 received five star rating from various news 

agencies (grammy.com, 2018). 

6.2 Brief discussion on Adele Music 

It has been observed that Adele was nominated for the mentioned categories for glorious 

music. Further, she also received various awards in this category. However, she is placed on 19th 

number on the sales chart of the UK album. However, the media had shown their appreciation by 

endorsing Adele by the famous Brit Award winner. She has also received recognitions as one of 

the notable new artist of the year during the start of her career (ew.com, 2021). 

Similarly, the observer of music monthly section provides a 19 five star review 

exclaiming that the 2008 female vocalist is very crucial to implement. As per the perception of 

Adele, music is for ears and not for eyes. She cares less about her physical appearance and 

prefers to focus on music and passion. Similarly, she doesn’t mind becoming an oversized artist 

because it won’t let her confidence and morale down.  

She was very excited to meet Beyoncé and almost got a mini heart and anxiety attack due 

to it.  

It was stated that whenever he listens to you he feels connected and listening to the voice 

of God.  Sasha Carter is shipped by combining together Sasha Fierce and June Carter.  

It was exclaimed that I love the power she holds and now as we lumped together I think 

we don't have the ability either to accept nor reject each other. However, it doesn’t mean if we 

were not successful.  
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The track makes her remind of her love and betrayal. She said that she hates talking and 

thinking of him. Moreover, while explaining her views she added that they are friends now but 

still she cannot forget the incident and due to it she still hates she a bit. Her songs reflect her 

grief, fury and solitary mood. 

With a Brit Award and top album in the UK to her credit, Adele set her sights on the 

American market. 19 was released in the US in June, 2008 to critical and popular praise from the 

American press. People magazine gave her a four star review and claimed, "Adele is Britain's 

best new singer". The Minneapolis Star Tribune, too, was exuberant in its praise, "…hyped as 

the next Amy Winehouse. That's underselling her. Adele could be the next Annie Lennox. Her 

voice is that big, that luxurious, that emotional, and that versatile." The Observer Music Monthly 

section gave 19 a five star review exclaiming "Of all 2008's female vocalists, none is as great as 

this one." (PRNewswire, 2008). 

It is worth mentioning that in the Grammys, various stars and celebrities perform such as 

Beyoncé, Eric Clapton, and Micheal Jackson. However, it is observed that a British Artist broke 

the record of Micheal Jackson and also performed in Grammys Night.  

However, she also stated that this song was selfishly written by her to overcome the 

breakup. Further, it also reflects the importance of this song and she didn’t even think that this 

song was going to be hit.  

Adele also believes that she is among those few female stars who write their songs about 

their relationship to display their emotions and put their sentiments into phrases. However, she 

also feels at complete mercy and feels complete and strong with the emotions and songs.  

It has been exclaimed that she was a fool and made the boy down because of her actions and 

judgments. Once she claimed that she wanted to be fit and healthy.  
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6.3 Gradual change in the voice of Adele 

For this chapter, I will focus on the gradual change in Adele’s voice between 2008 and 

2011. I will also focus on her feminist politics and how women have been central to Adele’s 

formative years. I argue that the feminist solidarity that we saw in Hollywood in the wake of the 

MeToo and Times Up movements have been building in the music industry in particular and 

popular culture in general for quite some time. To demonstrate my claim, I will look into Adele’s 

career. (Adele 2012) 

A mature progression in Adele’s voice can be noted between the 2008 tour concerts and the 2011 

ones. This change also reflects between 19 and 21. The live performance at Royal Albert Hall in 

2011 has only proved Adele to be an artist who can make an entire audience sing along with her 

and cry together. Needless to say, Adele knows very well how to utilize the affect of music and 

how to use personas, words, gestures etc. to connect with her audience. It has been said that what 

I said is not what I meant to say to you. You got me all wrong.  

It was recalled by the singer that she never meant to be with her lover and never wanted 

she to be pissed off on her. However, she was completely loyal to her partner but now it does not 

change a fact. She also felt betrayed when she heard that her friends are thinking that she was 

sleeping with someone else whom she doesn’t know. It portrays her emotions that she is done 

with her friends and loved one and never wanted to see her face again.  

6.4 Adele and Oscar prize 

Adele has become a great celebrity in the UK and she holds first position in the last seven 

years. Her albums were super hit in the year 2011 and 2012. She was ranking the first in the 

entire UK. Similarly, she aims to continue her rank and position on a global level. It has been 
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observed that gradually her songs and albums are becoming popular in the world. This shows her 

strength, power, and faith in her talent.  

However, when she won the Oscar for the original song award, she burst into tears as she 

could not control her emotions and feelings for too long. Once she stated that no one can call her 

fat, not even her husband. She would feel disheartened by it and may also kill her without any 

second thought. 

Adele mentioned that she had never gone through her own album, magazines and music covers. 

However, she believed in herself. She believes that her voice should be strong and her body size 

doesn't matter in front of her talent. She also trusts in the fact of loving yourself as you are 

without changing a thing in you.  

In 2011, Adele underwent a surgical procedure on her vocal cords after an incident of 

haemorrhage. This would be the first in a series of medical procedures she would undergo on her 

vocal cords. There has been a lot of conjecture on Adele’s post-surgery voice, but it is quite 

beautiful, in fact an octave higher than before. That increases her range and only makes her more 

versatile. Adele’s big singing “comeback” after her vocal surgery was the much awaited night of 

the 54th Grammy Awards, February 12, 2012, in which she made history by winning in six 

categories. Before Adele, only Beyoncé had held the title for most number of awards won in one 

night and she equalled Eric Clapton with the most number of awards won by a British artist in a 

single Grammy night. As the youngest artist to scoop up six or more GRAMMYs in one night, 

Adele also has broken Michael Jackson’s record for Thriller. While Jackson was twenty five at 

the time of his record success, Adele was twenty four. Needless to say, this stardom only 

exacerbated her affective reach over her audiences. Adele created a new, underrated, deeply 
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musical style of performance that set itself in difference to the visual spectacle that Beyoncé’s 

dancing and Taylor Swift’s videos made. (Paul 2017). 

Adele is very vocal regarding her choice of words and for her music is much divine in 

terms of using attractive or sexual terms that could grab the listeners. On one of her social media 

posts she aggressively criticized the use of these terms that are used to become famous and 

expressed her contrasting opinion on it (thewrap.com, 2017).  It has been found that the singer 

played some notable music that made she reach to the finals of much award competition both 

locally and in the global context. It has been a significant impact in the music field that has 

forced many singers and composers from his generation to frame the music differently. 

However, this has not affected her popularize image within the youths and listeners. It is worth 

mentioning that majority of her songs were chartbusters of the decade on a global scale and 

raised tough competition for her nearest rivals. Further, it has been observed that some of these 

songs have a strong sociological influence as well that has impacted the lives of many people.  

6.5 Adele and her career in the world of Pop culture 

Adele’s presentation of herself on that night set the tone for much of her career: 

immensely talented, understated and powerful. The persona reflects even on her clothing 

choices. She wore a long black gown, a classic costume for award events and presented herself 

as someone who stood out from the rest of the crowd through an absence of a costume spectacle. 

In her demeanour Adele consciously evoked similarities to old world glamour. It is also why she 

is loved by sexists and moralists, who project onto her a “good woman” image despite Adele 

claiming that she is a feminist. However, it is true that Adele’s claim to fame was her musical 

work rather than her personal life, her fashion choices or her antics. While it is easy to think that 

this is the “natural” way the musician is, this too is a persona carefully curated: a woman who is 
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a serious musician and provides an alternative role to all those who do not identify with the 

Taylor Swift- Beyoncé paradigm of on-screen femininity.  Moreover, when she was asked a 

mean question during an interview she replied that she doesn’t think that men are also questioned 

if they believe in feminism.  It has been observed that Adele 25 beat of the Beyoncé Lemonade 

won the award of Grammy in the year 2017.  

Adele found the female stars look different than they perform on the screen. Adele’s 

performance on the night of the 54th Grammy Awards was remarkable. She never showed any 

nervousness during that song, as if she was not performing at the world’s most high stakes 

musical awards ceremony. Through her underrated charisma, she ruled the Los Angeles stadium. 

Her first song “Rolling in the Deep” that she sang that night, after her surgery received a 

standing ovation at the GRAMMYs. Adele had been successful at establishing herself as a 

performer to reckon with. (“5 am: Adele Wins 6 Grammys” News 5 Cleveland) 

Journalist Anderson Cooper on CBS’s exclusive interview show 60 Minutes had 

introduced Adele by naming the year 2011 as “The Year of Adele” and the GRAMMYs had 

been prefaced by this interview. Adele herself has confirmed that the kind fame she was dealing 

then was almost overnight. She has found it difficult in thinking that there were 20 million 

people listening to her album which she has written quite selfishly to survive a break up. She has 

not written it thinking to make it a hit. 

6.6 Impact of Adele’s appearance on Fans 

Adele’s live performances in Royal Albert Hall are a case in point that demonstrates the 

affective strength of Adele’s presence. Her laughter and jokes elicit strong reactions among her 

fans. Fans sing along when she asks them to do so. In fact, I would go so far to argue that the 

existence of on-stage charisma is actually heavily dependent on fan following. Much of the 
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persona is created for fan consumption and stars with a large fan base find it easier to wield their 

manufactured personas. Adele’s humor and her frankness are part of this beloved persona. 

Although Adele mentions that her music is inspired by her own heartbreaks (as demonstrated 

above), she personifies the “getting over” part of heartbreak. In “Rolling in the Deep” she goes 

so far as to claim “turned my sorrow into treasured gold” and therefore, provides young women 

with an empowering role model. She presents her songs with a flair of independence shattering 

the notion of the “woman in distress” or the depressed and abandoned woman. Because she sings 

of recovering from that pain of heartbreak, Adele has such an affective hold over her fans. 

(Urban Dictionary “damsel in distress)  

Adele’s affective hold over her fans is different from Taylor Swift’s. Unlike the early 

Swift who sang about being wronged by a man, Adele sings about reinventing herself after a 

breakup. Even when Adele sings a song as vengeful as “Rolling in the Deep”, she talks about 

turning her sorrows into treasured gold. Matching this persona is her stage presence which is 

humorous and temperamental. This signals to her audience that she is after all, not dependent on 

how men treat her. Compare this to how Swift portray herself in the music video of “Wildest 

Dreams”, where the protagonist was at the mercy of a powerful man and his erratic misogynistic 

behavior. Critics have observed that Adele has been one of the few female artists who can sing 

about relationships without making her look like she has completely been at the mercy of her 

counterpart.  

Many critics and new men have claimed that it has resulted in divorce or increased the 

growth of unstable relationships in the society. Similarly, the marriages are affected or broken as 

well. However, the singer worked away from the fellow conventional authors and instead of 

supporting the females she was the first to raise voice in favor of the men that resulted in huge 



 
 

146 
 

fan following of her. Here also she was targeted by other artists because of the aggressive words 

that is used by her was not common in the music sector and women were generally considered to 

have a soft voice and compose soft romantic lines.  

6.7 Confliction on Adele’s character 

Another one of Adele’s characteristics is conflict. Her music expresses the conflicting 

thoughts of a lover who feels betrayed, or is in the throes of an emotional moment. The song 

“Rumour Has It” from 21 is an important example. The singer croons that the girl her beloved 

has left her for is “not real” and cannot love she like she does. In the first stanza of the lyric, she 

is vulnerable but soon the mood shifts into slightly gleeful “You made a fool out of you and boy 

she is bringing you down”. She calls her beloved “you are cold to the core” and proceeds to the 

hook “Rumour has it”. (Adele 2011) The invocation of “rumour” in the hook indicates a certain 

distance between the singer and the beloved she is commenting on: she has heard this through 

rumor and not first hand. (Dhabade 2012) However, the more important change comes in the 

middle of the song where she suddenly goes back on the spitefulness and claims which shows an 

important conflict in her psyche between anger and spite for the man who rejected her and 

lingering love and affection for the same person.  

On the contrary Adele was very outspoken and maintained a neutral stand point in gender 

cases. She was the first artist to not play the women card to gain a mass in the digital media 

outlets but preferred to portray the exact scenario of the society through her strong compositions. 

Coming to her video and the singles of her song it has been seen that the dressing of the 

characters were too bold that raised the marks for some of the traditional artists who still believe 

that music is for the pleasing the mind and the depiction of women as an eye candy is not 

suitable.  
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A sense of victory is present towards the end of the song when she claims that she is the 

one the beloved is leaving the other woman for. This change in mood is what makes Adele so 

identifiable to women across the globe. Her music speaks of human experiences that people face 

in their relationships. Added to this is the lyrical quality which is magnificent and is 

complimented by her majestic vocals. Because Adele uses a deep alto for her singing style, it has 

resonating effects which is seen in “Rumour Has It” as well. The resentment is communicated to 

the listener through the perfect holding of the musical notes, from each end, back and forth. The 

song showcases the range of her voice. In her live performance, Adele starts the song by telling 

them an anecdote, incorporating the element of the spoken word in her music and evoking the 

great oral traditions of Jazz, ballads and other genres. With the anecdote, she plays with the way 

meaning is assigned to the song by recalling while the song can be read as a pure love song, 

Adele’s anecdote assigns a subversive meaning to it in the performance. (Berger “Adele’s 25, 

Track by Track”). However, Adele had different views because for her females need to be 

portrayed boldly and these main stream media are the easiest sources to reach the millions. In 

some her interviews she has explained her different views that are in total contrast to her 

companions. The voice is a strong instrument in respect to portray their thoughts to the public 

without any hindrances and is also disturbed by any of the external noise as well.  

6.8 Adele’s album 

A BBC report has rightly pointed out how successful Adele’s album sales are. While 

artists are struggling to sell albums, the combined sales of Adele depended on the single as a 

form similar to that of the ballad with a momentary exploration of subjectivity shaped through 

love (“Rumour Has It”, “Rolling in the Deep” etc.). The format of the single with its low 
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investment in time but high investment in emotions worked very well for Adele who can evoke a 

range of emotions and vulnerabilities through her voice. 

In the UK, Adele has been a lead celebrity for years having held the top spot for six of the 

last seven years. Her albums were best sellers in both 2011 and 2012. (“One Direction Top 2013 

Global Album Chart” 2014) 21 with its heady mix of romantic ups and downs continues to be 

one of the most popular albums in the world.  Clearly, a mix of Adele’s persona, musical genius 

and good marketing is appealing large scale to the masses.  

She is rumoured to have taken on the song as it would be part of a James Bond movie. 

Fans claim that since she was 23 and the film was the 23rd James Bond film, Adele showed 

interest in it. (Skyfall AdeleWiki) This kind of conjecture is part of the myth of Adele and it 

shows that Adele has cemented her place as an A-list celebrity who can command the 

imaginations of her fans.  

In the podcast “It Girl Theory”, self-proclaimed pseudo-intellectuals Kaitlin Gleason and 

Martha Fearnley claimed that there was nothing exceptional about the song “Skyfall”. According 

to them it was yet another “mediocre” song. (Gleeson and Fearnley It Girl Theory) They claimed 

that the song received Best Original Song because Adele sung it and that the Academy thought 

“it would be cool to give her an Oscar”, as she was the “it” girl: the girl of the moment who 

would be eventually displaced by someone else. The stereotype of the “It Girl” is a blatantly 

sexist stereotype where women are imagined to be things without any ultimate talent to establish 

themselves long term. Provocatively, these two podcasters who call Adele as “It Girl” examine 

the contributions of “It Girls”. The fact that despite Adele’s underrated style, they recognized her 

as an “It Girl” only serves to demonstrate the hype around Adele that had developed at that point. 

During one conversation she admitted that in a concert once she went blank and was sought of 
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losing confidence in front of a huge crowd (Gusmaroli, 2015). It was during her early days and 

these true conversations with the media differentiated from rest from the singers. These are often 

reflected in the lyrics of most of her songs that highlights passionate love or even the issues in 

relationships in the natural setting.  

Although these podcasters appear to construct a new meaning of the “It Girl”, Adele’s 

success was not a momentary event. To Adele’s credit, she could bring a pulp film with dramatic 

scenes to life with her “Skyfall” track. A song which would perhaps be unimpressive if anyone 

else sang it, is turned impressive by Adele’s deep voice. The tone of the song matched the high 

budget, dramatic tone of the film. Skyfall intended to be epic and the song fit the mould 

perfectly. The same can be seen in Adele’s performance of the track in the Academy Awards in 

2013. (“Adele Oscar 2013 Performance” 2013) The track falls into the tradition of dramatic 

music which serves as background scores for films. Beyoncé’s “Crazy in Love” (epic version) 

that served as background music for Fifty Shades of Grey come to mind. These songs all fall into 

a trend of famous female musicians whose tracks are used for big budget movies. The idea is that 

the song will set a mood, preferably dramatic. Adele’s song did that perfectly well. In fact, the 

music and the marketing were both so on point that Adele got her first Academy Award from her 

first song in a Bond movie whereas legendary Bond cinematographer Roger Deakins only got it 

after twenty three Bond movies.  

Adele attempts to be identifiable. She has publicly confessed to feeling pressure after the 

birth of her baby wondering if she would be able to return to her music.  

Another important way in which Adele appears identifiable is by being camera shy. She 

claims that she is uncomfortable in the spotlight and never courted fame. In an interview she has 

also claimed that she was “frightened” by the success of 21. All of this makes Adele a vulnerable 
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person in the eyes of her fans and these weaknesses are what makes a celebrity appear humane. 

If Beyoncé’s charm lies in being invincible and powerful, Adele’s affective power lies in being 

relatable, humane and like other women. She crafts out of a persona of belong to another time, a 

user of the telephone (like in “Hello”), or someone who lets go of her beloved despite being 

clearly still in love (“Someone Like You”).  

At less than thirty years of age, Adele has achieved the kind of success people only 

dream about. She swept the GRAMMYs in 2017 again with a set of trophies. Adele is a 

multi-platinum recording artist. She is already a legend and the top selling artist of the decade. 

These comments further prove how successful Adele has been as a musician. 21 won the 

GRAMMY Album of the Year and also sold 35 million copies. Adele has grabbed more than 

130 awards in her career. She is therefore popular as well as critically acclaimed. It is no surprise 

then that the Chairman of SESAC would speak in such humble terms about Adele. Among the 

awards that Adele has won are the American Music Awards, Brit Awards, Billboard Awards and 

Ivor Novello Awards other than the obvious GRAMMY and Academy Awards. 

6.9 Uniqueness in Adele Music 

In this section I will try and trace what makes Adele’s music identifiable, critically 

acclaimed as well as saleable. In other words, what draws out such powerful emotions in people? 

One obvious answer is that her vocals are indeed extraordinary: rich, soaring and brings out 

vulnerability. Adele is also politically conscious. She has opposed the Iraq War and has referred 

to the difficulties of those people who oppose their government. (James 34) Two popular songs 

that showcase Adele’s vulnerability are “Hometown Glory” and “Chasing Pavements”. 
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Upon analysis of the song “Chasing Pavements" which is the jazz-inflected she yearned 

for a boy who broke her heart. She channelled vintage R&B on "Cold Shoulder," where she 

confronts the indifference of her beloved with sass. The song which chronicles the death of a 

relationship is likely to be identifiable to women who have been through the same experience, 

especially the ones in their twenties or thirties. However, instead of dealing with the heartbreak 

with just pain, the song also focuses on responding to the beloved with a kind of spite that is at 

once angry and identifiable. She asks her beloved why he is wasting their time, “when your heart 

ain’t in it and you are not satisfied”. Instead of waiting for the beloved to hurt her, she takes the 

upper hand and asks why he is wasting “our” time.  The control over time is a recurring motif 

among women in the dating market and more often than not women complain about men who 

waste their time. In an advanced capitalist society, time is a scarce commodity. In this context, 

Adele’s question about why the beloved is wasting their time is bound to strike a chord with her 

women listeners who have been in similar situations. Further, she goes to say that she finds 

herself feeling the same way too. Not only is the beloved distanced from her, but the narrator 

actively attempts to distance herself from the beloved. Adele’s narrator is therefore an active one, 

who is not just at the receiving end of heartbreak but attempts to fast forward the process. By 

doing so, she gives the women singing along with her a sense of agency. 

The enthusiastic applause that greeted the performance of the song confirmed Adele’s position as 

the industry's singing sensation.  

6. 10 Perspective of Adele on feminism 

In this case study I have tried to study Adele’s perspective on feminism and her 

interaction with feminism and her women listeners. In a 2015 interview given to Brian Hayatt, 

Adele responded to a question with, "I don't think many men in interviews get asked if they're 
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feminist." (Barnes 2015) She followed this up with a clear claim that she is a feminist and further 

made her claim intersectional saying that everyone should be treated equally irrespective of their 

race and sexuality. Adele used a multi-national platform to tell her viewers that she is feminist 

while sipping wine. One cannot ignore the affective politics of such an action. For this, Huffpost 

called her a “boss lady”. (Pittman 2015)  Her admission also serves to demonstrate that feminism 

has trickled from the realm of political activism into mainstream popular culture. The fact that 

Adele did not flinch when asked to identify with feminism and the fact that she vocally 

supported an intersectional feminist perspective proves that at least liberal feminism has made 

headway into business spaces as a credible discourse. We can also say that MeToo and Time’s 

Up are not movements that grew out of nowhere in Hollywood. The ground for them had been 

prepared for some time. 

6. 11 Adele: A successful Pop singer 

In the 2017 GRAMMY awards, Adele’s 25 beat Beyoncé’s Lemonade to win Album 

of the Year. Lemonade was critically acclaimed and was a cultural landmark. Lemonade’s 

loss to 25 demonstrates GRAMMYs racial inequity problem where albums with a hip hop to 

rap bend are boxed in the Urban Contemporary genre and their achievements are not 

celebrated in the Best Album section. Artists like Kendrick Lamar and Beyoncé know very 

well the struggles involved in making the GRAMMYs recognize an album like To Pimp a 

Butterfly or Lemonade as the best album of the year. Keeping this in mind, Adele’s shoutout 

to Beyoncé on stage as someone who makes black people feel empowered is remarkable. 

However, Adele mentioning her own black friends in order to justify why Lemonade is a 

brilliant album was however, a very white thing to do. Ironically and unfortunately enough, 

the fact that it takes a white woman who has been given the mic to speak about blackness and 
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black friends is still a reality. What is disturbing is that Adele had to point out the 

monumental nature of Lemonade in order for people to notice that the album had not been 

given its due. (Higgs 2017) 

6.12 Target audience and Feminism 

Adele acknowledged that the target audience for Lemonade was black women and then 

she decentred herself and white feminism from that audience (Bodenheimer 2017). This is 

remarkably an intersectional stand where black feminist contributions and black women’s 

experiences produce further knowledge on feminism and push the feminist discourse further. 

Although Adele was given the mic due to her white privilege, the fact that she recognized 

Beyoncé’s work says a lot about the intersectional bend in her politics. Intersectionality or the 

treatment of black women as class representatives of women and black people have been 

advocated by women of colour for decades and it seems that celebrities like Adele and others are 

now taking the discourse forward in mainstream media. (“What Does Intersectional Feminism 

Actually Mean?” 2018) To noted critic Britney Cooper, Adele’s admission that her experience as 

a listener of music is different from those of black women was an important public moment. 

(Cooper 2017) It also demonstrates the affective reach of Beyoncé’s music and signifies how 

affect might be different for different sub groups of women. 

Adele’s feminism as well as intersectional feminism is important in the 21st century 

especially in 2017, as the worldwide resurgence of the right wing is making things extremely 

difficult for racial, religious, gender and sexuality minorities all over the world, nowhere more 

prominently than in America where one of the President’s remarkable scandals was his own 

admission of grabbing women by their vaginas. The popular cultural reaction to Trump’s 
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admission was anger. Adele’s shoutout to Beyoncé and similar expressions of solidarity among 

women have to be placed in this context. 

Adele’s powerhouse voice, incredible success and feminist stance has resulted in her being an 

icon. In 2009, Adele received a congratulatory letter from Gordon Brown praising her for 

bringing cheer to Britain in the middle of the recession. Although early on in her career, this kind 

of official sanction goes a long way into building an artist’s image. (James 100)  

All her three albums, called 19, 21 and 25 reflected her age at the time of writing. A 

young artist’s growth in the public eye is closely followed and resonates with her fan base, as I 

showed with Taylor Swift. The same can be said of Adele whose music chronicles her growth in 

terms of her relationships and self. However, Adele has said that 25 will be the last album 

chronicling her age and her fourth record could be eponymously titled. (Braidwood 2020)  

Adele is growing and changing, and so is her music. In 2012, Adele said that female stars 

look very different in real life than they do on screen. While this is a body positive message that 

debunks the high standard patriarchal society sets for women’s appearances, her other reported 

statements are not that progressive. She was not particularly supportive to those female stars that 

use their sex appeal to sell their music. In one of her comments she uttered that it does not take 

into account the agency of those stars who work in sexually explicit videos. Moreover, the 

flaunting of female sexuality in public can be a subversive act in the face of patriarchy. Cardi B’s 

latest controversial track WAP (“Wet Ass Pussy”), is a case in point where the uninhibited 

celebration of women’s sexual desire was severely criticized by sexist society for being too 

explicit. (Holmes 2020) Even as woman remains a spectacle to be looked at in visual culture, 

artists use sexist tropes and subvert them to send messages very different from phallogocentric 

ones that patriarchy would have them tout. This understanding is completely missing in Adele’s 
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early opinions. (“Adele Criticizes Pop Stars Who Use Sex to Sell Records” 2012) However, 

through the appreciation of the towering work of Beyoncé, she seems to have taken a different 

stand later.  

What we need to recognize is that someone like Beyoncé, Rihanna or Cardi B who makes 

sexually explicit videos is making their own brand as a female performer just as Adele is in 

making her brand one dependent on simplicity. Adele projects herself as desirable and talented to 

a demographic of listeners different from these women. Therefore, at the end of the day, all of 

these artists are performers and businesswomen who are trying to remain relevant in an industry 

that is not inherently feminist. Adele may be overweight and her body may be non-normative, 

but her uncritical condemnation of those stars who make content which can be called sexually 

explicit is not a stance that goes very well with third wave feminist politics. 

6.13 Elaboration of the Brand: Adele 

To elaborate on the brand of Adele and the reception of it as music made through 

simplicity, a form of pure music, I will quote XL founder Richard Russell who told The 

Guardian, “The whole message is that it’s just music, it’s just really good music. There is 

nothing else. There are no gimmicks, no selling of sexuality.” (The Guardian 2011) These 

comments cannot be taken uncritically. Adele is part of a counter movement in the music 

industry whose work drips with nostalgia for the past. Take for example her song “Hello”, 

released in 2015, themed around a telephone call and released at a time telephones and telephone 

booths were barely used anymore. Russell goes on to blame bad music for the hypersexualization 

of women in music. (“Adele Can Change How the Music Industry Markets Female Acts” 2011) 

This is a claim that is completely off the mark. The reason for the hypersexualization of women 

in music is patriarchal domination of the musical industry. From Russell’s comments, it is 
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evident that the blame for hypersexualization is being shifted from patriarchy to women 

performers (bad women) who are projected against Adele, the good woman who makes “pure 

music”. In his comments, we can see a decentring of feminist politics and its takeover by 

moralism and depoliticized criticisms of good and bad music. As music becomes more 

mechanized, the response to it becomes similarly reactionary with a tendency to try and find 

“pure” music in certain performers, musicians etc. While this is a trend that many artists can use 

to their advantage, the trend by male commentators desexualizing music is worrying. Richard 

Russell’s comments on The Guardian therefore cannot be read uncritically. However, Russell 

opines that businesspeople behind the scenes will notice Adele’s musical act and realize that 

music that does not involve sex can sell too. In this, he is not mistaken: “Not only are young girls 

going to see that, but the business people who are behind all those videos. It’s going to make 

them rethink what they should be doing”. (“Adele cans Change How Music Industry Markets 

Female Acts Says Label Boss” 2011) (James, 163) 

Laura Mulvey laid down the principle of the male gaze in her pioneering essay, “Visual 

Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” (1975) in which she argued that women are presented as actors 

for the male gaze, their bodies to be acted upon. (Chaudhuri, 2016) While outwardly Adele’s 

music seems to agree with this form of politics, a deeper dive into the comments illustrated 

above show that a very separate and moralistic male gaze has developed around Adele’s music. 

However, the principle arguments of Mulvey’s essay, the representation of ‘Woman’ as a 

spectacle to be looked at pervades visual culture even today. Adele is not an exception. The 

concern about the absence of sexuality in Adele’s music only confirms the presence of an 

expectation that women are supposed to be performing their sexuality on screen.  
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Simone de Beauvoir has pointed out in her monumental work, The Second Sex, that one 

is not born but becomes a woman. The statement demonstrates how that gender is after all a 

social construct and is not a biological one. Among the ways in which gender is performed is 

through the usage of the body. Women are expected to keep their bodies up to contemporary 

standards of beauty. When Adele first appeared on the musical scene in 2008, she sported a big 

figure. For years she did not change that image in order to be successful. This is a fat positive 

message for young women who are big and do not see role models in their sizes. However, it is 

also noteworthy that with a non-normative body Adele has never performed in a sexually explicit 

video. While this is her personal choice, the absence of sex positive messages from big women is 

remarkable. It goes to show that the male gaze of Mulvey works in insidious ways which 

conditions normative bodied women to perform their sexuality while it desexualizes fat women 

and awards them when they comply to said decasualization. Adele has to negotiate with this 

complex situation: trying to keep up her brand of music and also be exciting and a role model in 

an industry which is not ready for big women to be role models. Among several sexist questions 

that Adele has faced, “Did she ever feel pressure to lose weight to find a man?” is one of the 

most insidious ones. However, Adele has responded to this brand of criticism and questions by 

mentioning. These proclamations by performers and women who are role models are important 

to young women who look up to them. Through responses like this, people like Adele, Beyoncé 

and Taylor Swift set the standard for what is acceptable behavior from men and what is not. To 

hear that women can insist on not being called “fat” by their partners in a derogatory way and 

that they have every right to respond angrily if they are called so, is itself an empowering 

statement to many women who have been in similar situations.  
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6.14 Analyze the personal choice of Adele 

In order to read the above statement, we will have to utilize the framework I laid down 

before. While not appearing in a sexualized manner is Adele’s personal choice, it is also a social 

phenomenon where non normative big women are expected to desexualize themselves. A 

counterpoint to this tradition would be provided by black women performers who would use 

unconventional bodies to exert their sexuality. Hip hop stars Nicki Minaj and Cardi B are cases 

in point.  

Despite not dancing, and keeping a low profile, there have been comments on her weight. In 

2012, Karl Lagerfeld, designer with Chanel commented that Adele was a little too overweight. 

(“Karl Lagerfeld says Adele is 'a little too fat'” 2012) The comment sparked anger online. This 

shows that a feminist body positive consciousness was already at play in 2012. As I have 

mentioned before, MeToo and Times Up did not grow out of nowhere. A popular movement 

towards feminism in pop culture has been building up for quite some time in the Anglo 

American world. 

Although Adele mentioned that she would not change her body, in early 2020, she 

revealed on her social media that she had lost weight through exercise and diet. Fans have since 

linked her weight loss to her separation from her partner. However, much of her phenomenal 

success was achieved while she was overweight. Adele has not publicly claimed that she was 

unhappy in her body. Her comment “I used to cry, now I sweat” indicates that the weight loss 

was part of her wellness regime during a depressive period in her life. Rather than wanting to 

change her body to “look” better, she seems to want to change her health. However, the catch to 

this is that, now the normativization of female bodies can even be medicalized through a 

discourse of psychology.  
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Even though Adele’s new weight loss look is being discussed she herself has mentioned 

repeatedly that she finds the obsession over her weight sexist. Adele and Beyoncé’s public 

admiration for each other is also demonstrated by Adele’s revelation that she has an alter ego 

called Sasha Carter. (Attride 2020). In an article, on Washington Post, Soraya Nadia McDonald 

opines that this self-title was “a mechanism Beyoncé could use to safely and publicly experiment 

with performances of her sexuality while keeping her ladylike integrity intact.” (McDonald 

2013) 

Adele has also shown remarkable female solidarity towards Taylor Swift.  Adele did not 

release 25 on streaming services like Apple Music and Spotify because Swift had removed her 

music from both, asking Apple to change its policies on compensating artists. Although Adele’s 

enjoys white privilege, she does not come from an elite background. Her father was an alcoholic 

and she was raised by her mother. Her mother, Penny Adkins, has been projected by Adele as 

being a responsible parent who nurtured her talents. (James 13-16) In an interview with Daily 

Mail, Adele claimed that, “In a way, my success has been for her…” (Jones 2009) Here too we 

see that there exists a kind of female solidarity between mother and daughter. Moreover, Adele 

has a cockney accent which still appears sometimes but at other times she speaks in Received 

Pronunciation. Adele’s class background is important as her Britishness is an important exotic 

element that she could use in the American market. While British men are sexualized in America 

due to their accent and find it easy to elevate themselves to sex symbol status, the same cannot 

be said of British women with non-normative bodies like Adele. For women like Adele, 

Britishness means maintaining a sort of seriousness in their work, maintaining difference so that 

they would not be confused with the American masses. Perhaps this is why Adele has maintained 

her low profile, private image.  
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6.15 Influences from the family and childhood: Life of Adele 

Adele’s family life has been a non-normative one. Parental separations are nothing new 

to Adele. Her father by his own admission was not a good father and she was not in touch with 

her father between the ages of 11-14. As demonstrated above, Adele’s mother raised her and 

took care of her. Although the female has been considered monstrous in psychoanalytic literature 

(Chaudhuri 104) and woman associated with castration and the absence of law and order, in the 

case of Adele’s family life (as with plenty of other families), it has been the mother who has 

provided stability, rules, discipline etc. to the children while the father has been wild or absent. 

Adele’s life like that of many other women question patriarchal assumptions of psychoanalysis.  

Despite the feminist advancements of the last few decades, mainstream media however 

continues to be fixated on Adele’s father, releasing pictures of her or reporting on his current 

profession. The Daily Mail once reported that Adele’s father works a low paying job of 50 

pounds per day. (Wood 2019) The implication is clear. Despite Adele being a considerably 

multi-millionaire star, her father has to work menial jobs which mean that Adele is not a good 

daughter. Here too we see how the trope of the monstrous female is deployed by the media to 

paint female stars.  

Even in stories of Adele’s childhood, the musical and non-musical influence of women 

figures was strong. One biography claims that Adele started practicing music by listening to the 

radio and would quickly identify the changes in moods of the musicians while listening. (James 

pp. 17-18) Adele supposedly emulated Gabrielle and looked up to the Spice Girls. Female 

musicians exerted a deep influence on her. This is where we start noting the multidimensional 

ways in which affect works. Female musicians do not just influence lay listeners through affect 

but they influence up and coming musicians as well, including those who are children. Adele’s 
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first performance was supposedly in her bedroom in front of her mother and her friends. This 

homely atmosphere dominates much of her childhood performances. In her pre-teens, Adele is 

believed to have found inspiration from Destiny’s Child and Lauryn Hill. Therefore, we can see 

the way affective influence works among musicians often crosses the boundaries of race. (James 

pp. 17-18) 

More female influences and solidarity can be found in Adele’s biographed life if one digs 

deeper. At 14, when Adele wanted to join Sylvia Young Theatre School, her mother realized she 

could not afford it. The reason Adele wanted to join the school is because Emma Lee Bunton of 

the Spice Girls attended it. Penny Adkins instead got Adele admitted to BRIT School in 

Croydon, South London. The school’s structure did not require fees from competent students and 

Adele was extremely successful in her audition. (James pp. 25-36) Here too, we can see the 

influence of female figures in her life as role models, influencers etc. During her final year at the 

BRIT School she was approached by the then head of A & R at XL Recordings (a successful 

independent label of UK), Nick Hugget. The rest is history. 

6.16 Ups and Downs in Adele’s career 

I have already mentioned that over her career Adele has undergone a transformation in 

terms of her music. In this section I will study her 19 tracks alongside a few from 21 and 25. One 

of Adele’s early songs was the well-known “Daydreamer”, a beautiful lovelorn romantic song of 

the album 19 that Adele wrote at school. The biographical backdrop to the song is Adele’s love 

for a bisexual man who later left her for a gay man. But the flavour of the song is dreamy, 

lovelorn and has a forlorn tone to it. The opening line is an arch and through an acoustic guitar, 

she depicts the picture of an elusive, dreamy young guy, “a jaw-dropper”, a wshesical boy who 

would do anything. Adele’s attachment to the subject of the song shows through the music. 
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However, the tone of her voice is subtly ambiguous: she should not to pin her hopes on she. 

There is an underlying fear that this relationship of peace and happiness is too good to be true. 

“Daydreamer” is about those things that Adele imagined she to be. The song is a dream-like 

manifestation of her beloved. The next track, in the album 19, is “Best for Last” where Adele 

grapples with complex and mature emotions. It was one of the seven songs she wrote in quick 

succession after realizing that her ex had been cheating on her. Outwardly, the song appears to be 

Adele delivering a piece of her mind to her philandering lover. However, the song has 

vulnerability in it. “It’s been waiting for you to open up…” (Adele, Lyrics to “Best for Last”, 

2008) she croons, referring to her heart waiting for the beloved’s gesture of affection. However, 

vulnerability is not all that is there in the song. There is a degree of spite in it. Over a funky, 

jazzy tone, Adele tells her beloved that he was only filling in while she was waiting for someone 

more significant to come along. Though the song reflects the conflicting emotions of a breakup, 

underneath the anger there is a distinct sense that her feeling for the man are more profound than 

she lets on.  The truth of her feeling for her beloved becomes clearer in the third chorus and the 

middle eight of the song that shows she is more eager to get she back in spite of herself. This 

compromise and vulnerability further hurt her.  

“Chasing Pavements”, the next track has the most curious and cryptic lyrics in the album. It was 

the official first single of the album with a big sunburst of a chorus that forms the main refrain of 

the song – it is believed to be about the same man, and there is a typical Adele-ism behind the 

lyrics. (Adele, Lyrics to “Chasing Pavements, 2008) Adele explained the song, “it’s about the 

boy who cheated on me. I found out and I went to a club and punched she and I got thrown out.” 

(James pp.57-58) She was nominated for Song of the Year, Best Female Pop Vocal Performance 

and Record of the Year for “Chasing Pavements”, along with Best New Artist. In 21, when 
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Adele mentions that she turned her sorrows into treasured gold in “Rolling in the Deep”, she is 

being quite truthful. Indeed, her breakups have resulted in some of her mind-boggling career 

successes.   

Mark Ronson is the producer of her next song “Cold Shoulder”, which featured sultry, 

trip-hoppy beats and searing strings. The lyrics of the song are again based on the same man and 

his duplicitous ways, as Adele demands he tells her the sordid truth about his cheating. (Adele, 

Lyrics to “Cold Shoulder”, 2008) (James pp.64) The confrontational nature in her music and 

refusal to take his lying passively is what is remarkable and identifiable in her music.  

The next track, “Crazy for You”, is another beautiful heart-on-the-sleeve love song that follows 

the traditional ballad pattern that elicits a lump in the throat reaction. The lyrics are based on 

excuses made for someone who she is in love with even as that person is treating her unfairly. 

(Adele, Lyrics to “Crazy for You”, 2008) It focuses on that moment when the lover finds out that 

her relationship is after all a one-sided inclination. Again, we can note that in the deeply rigged 

space of heterosexual romance, these themes are likely to resonate with women everyone. When 

the album 19 released, her relationship with that boy had been over a long time ago, but she 

claims that the track remained painful to listen to and sing. She explained, “now I have to talk 

about the boy that I hate all the time, I mean we’re friends but I do still hate she a little bit. ‘Melt 

My Heart to Stone’ is my favourite- it’s really hard to sing, and makes me cry loads.” (James pp. 

67) We therefore see that in Adele’s music she does not disown the affective nature of her music. 

When Adele was in school, she wrote ‘Hometown Glory’ – an ode to London and its 

people. This song piano-led song brought Adele global success and recognition after it was used 

as a sound track of popular TV show Grey’s Anatomy and on the UK show Skins. (James pp. 72)  
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The vulnerabilities and anger present in 19 are also present in 21 as Adele begins with the 

thumping, angry “Rolling in the Deep” but soon moves to the empowering “Rumour Has It” and 

then the extremely vulnerable and heart rendering “Don’t You Remember”. She takes the active 

role in “Set Fire to the Rain” when she sings: 

This presents one of the primary modes of engagement with Adele’s music: that of spite, 

activity and vulnerability. She cries over the mistreatment her beloved presents her with but she 

also spites she while actively trying to win she back. This mix of anger, love and vulnerability is 

what imbues Adele’s music with affect, making it identifiable to women in similar situations. 

Even more noteworthy is how universal her themes are: love, loss and anger. There is no 

association with technology, age etc. Everyone from a teenager to an old person can relate to her 

music because the range of experiences she covers is very broad. Even when there is association 

with technology as in “Hello” from 25, she takes care to make the reference to technology such 

that everyone can identify with it. The theme of the telephone call also goes with her retro 

aesthetic which banks on themes that are deemed associated with “pure” music. In other words, 

the desire for a “pure” music of the past is demonstrated perfectly through her song “Hello” 

which uses the trope of a telephone to talk to her beloved. Even as Adele uses a cell phone in her 

music video, the cell phone is one of the older flip flop types, not the up to date smart phones 

that one would use in 2015 to place a call to their ex. (Adele 2015) To add to this is the black and 

white filter through which the video is showcased. (Adele 2015) 

A 2015 College Humor comedy skit uploaded on YouTube brings out this anachronism 

in “Hello” perfectly. (“The Other Side of Adele’s ‘Hello’” 2015) In the skit, Adele is shown to 

call her ex repeatedly while he is in an office meeting. The ex, along with his colleagues 

discusses how strange it is that she is calling her, as opposed to texting. In the video, the 
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character that is Adele’s ex even tells her “most people our age just text” and advises her to mail 

she or message she on Facebook if she wanted to talk. This anachronism in Adele’s music is 

what brings Adele such a broad fan base. Adele is speaking to the young as well as the old. 

When in her music she sings about leaving her hometown and her boyfriend to pursue her 

ambitions, she is speaking to a young female audience, but when she uses the trope of the 

telephone, she is speaking to an older demographic.  

Adele’s affair with her vocal chords is perhaps as well known as the betrayals she sings about. In 

2017, she had to cancel two night of her tour both of which were scheduled to take place in 

Webley Stadium in London.  

In 2011 just at the age of 23 Adele underwent "vocal cord microsurgery" at 

Massachusetts General Hospital in Boston, USA to remove a benign polyp that has forced her to 

cancel a series of live concerts across the world. Had the surgery not been performed, she would 

have had to experience recurrent vocal cord bleeding. The surgery, the cancellation of her tour 

and her further return to the stage had drawn considerable press attention and disappointed fans. 

She had to apologize to her fans on Twitter after sections of her tour had to be cancelled. It was 

her passion and dedication that brought her back to singing. According to Adele, "Singing is 

literally my life; it's my hobby, my love, my freedom and now my job." (Michaels 2011) 

6.17 Views of Adele’s biographer 

Adele’s biographer claims that she has no master plan and only wants to sing. This too 

confirms my theory that Adele’s image and persona are built on the idea that she performs pure 

music when in reality she is just as dependent on the business aspect of the music industry. 
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However, Adele’s proclamation that she does not care about what people think of her, especially 

with regards to her clothes and attire, also gives her an empowering edge. 

Adele’s “Set Fire to the Rain” is a phenomenon in itself. Even when performed at the 

Royal Albert Hall Adele manages to elicit massive affective response from her audience. The 

live video itself has almost 600 million views and it further testifies to the brand of Adele. (Adele 

2011) It is one of the most watched live videos on YouTube. Part of the success is also due to the 

brilliant arrangement of people (in this case Adele and the band/orchestra) who are great 

performers. It is easy to pass this phenomenon off as the success of pure music, but the desire for 

this brand of music has to be contextualized in a counter current in the music industry hungry for 

nostalgia. However, Adele’s genius cannot be ignored. Her soaring vocals bring a transcendental 

quality to the music.  

Adele banks on the old form of the concert. Hyped up lighting is not used. Lighting 

consists purely of a few spotlights and is accompanied her own voice. This rendition of “Set Fire 

to the Rain”, for example, not only invokes a feeling of grief and betrayal, but also of growth and 

empowerment. (Adele 2011) It takes the listener on a journey. Her controlled yet fluid voice is a 

beautiful rarity and her listeners know that they are fortunate to have an artist like her. She 

doesn't need to go very high in order to sound better or more scenographic. She can sit in a chair 

and sing and that brings out the best in her. Many feminist blogs have opined that they find her 

desexualized attire liberating in a musical industry where women are often given success 

depending on how much skin they reveal. Adele’s cinematic music videos are simple in terms of 

plot and dramatic in terms of music. Claire Johnston who worked on images of women in cinema 

showed that women in cinema do not reflect women in real life at all. She used her thesis to bust 

the sociological approach to cinema reflecting real life. In Adele’s cinematic videos, she often 
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challenges the trend and the pressure on women to look unreal on screen. (Chaudhuri pp. 22) 

Cinema has its own signifying practices and Adele makes full use of them to make her music 

videos more identifiable to other women.  

In this case study, I first began by enquiring Adele’s perspective on feminism. I found 

that a lot had not been explored in that area. I also found that a lot remained to be written and 

theorized behind her massive success in the world of music. Adele is a feminist but her feminism 

is of a different variety than Beyoncé’s or Swift’s. Adele knows that her appeal is different from 

Beyoncé’s and takes stances accordingly. Moreover, her body positive nature has been a positive 

influence on many women worldwide. Her intersectional stance and shout outs to women of 

colour have been a positive influence in mainstream feminism. (Barnes 2015) 

Even as Adele changes the tone of her music from angsty lover to mature and successful 

woman pining for her past lover, she remains a feminist. If a feminist is a woman who does not 

need a man, Adele fits that bill perfectly. This ought to please second wave feminists who 

focused on a similar kind of feminism along with the desexualization of women. Her body 

positive stance strikes a chord with third wave feminists. 

6.18 Contribution of Adele in her life and career 

Although Adele made her career on her own, she mentions that her partner is very 

supportive.  Irrespective of how their separation might have affected things, Adele’s powerhouse 

persona and her massive success clearly makes her relationships non-normative and different 

from the usual Hollywood gossip magazine fodder. (Fekadu 2019)  It remains to be seen whether 

this separation produces any music and if so, what kind. 
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Adele’s role as a mother has been very important. She gave birth to Angelo in 2012. This 

makes her all the more attractive to women across the spectrums who deal with the anxieties of 

motherhood while balancing their career. Adele remains busy due to increasingly demanding 

schedules. This made her personal life difficult, reportedly. (Barbour 2020) It has been 

conjectured that this caused a rift in her relationship with her partner. However, the concern of 

the media over how women’s careers create difficulties in their relationships is a sexist one and a 

trope that has been done to death.  

In a rare turn of events, Adele has managed to legally keep the details of their separation 

sealed. Her need to be seen purely on terms of her voice is remarkable. It has been observed that 

Adele is very open regarding discussing her personal life in the media as well. On one such 

occasion she admitted that her current boyfriend is more supportive than the former and it has 

helped her to progress in her career as well (rollingstone.com, 2018). Moreover, Adele is 

rumoured to have to pay her ex-spouse 140 million dollars (or pounds, there has been no 

confirmation). This led to a swarm of posts on social media by men claiming that this is finally 

equality. As men traditionally have to pay a large amount of fortune to their spouses when they 

separate, the payment by Adele to her ex Simon Konecki is only fair, they claimed. In an article 

on Flare, Katherine Singh dismantled this argument pointing out the historical inequality and the 

resulting discrepancies at the workplace those women especially women of colour are still 

subject to. One of the tweets that Singh references the silence of the feminists when Jeff Bezos 

had to pay a large settlement to his ex-spouse MacKenzie Scott close to 38 billion. The silence of 

the feminists and the anger of the feminists referenced here, shows that Adele does indeed have a 

section of young women (used to handling social media) as part of her fan base over whom she 

exerts considerable affective and feminist influence. (Singh 2020)  
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When Adele finally spoke up on social media about her divorce, it brought out articles. Adele 

“breaking her silence” consisted of her sharing a meme about feelings and getting over them. 

This alone had the affect of creating articles on social media. (Barbour 2019)  

6.19 Conclusion 

Sexist divorce practices are rampant in the Anglo-American world. The practice of the 

“baby letter” for instance is remarkable. The usual discontent among men having to pay 

maintenance to their exes is also a known trope. (Singh 2020) In the case of celebrity divorces, 

the press often finds out details of the divorce and often proceeds to tag a woman a “gold 

digger”. Adele’s determination to keep the details out of the press is remarkable in this context. It 

is as if she is making a statement through her silence.  

Chapter 7: Qualitative Research Method through Questionnaire  

7.1 Introduction of Qualitative Research Method through Interview: 

The popularity of pop music is very famous nowadays in the entire world. Therefore, the 

singers are also famous, and their fan bases have increased day by day inthe world as it gives 

some messages or support women through their songs. On that, this chapter mainly focuses on 

the views of individual respondents about the perception of songs of Adele, Taylor Swift and 

Beyoncé. In this respect, primary qualitative data collection procedures had been used for 

accomplishing this examination. I have been using this method as it is a convenient method. It 

gives an advantageous effect as it contributes to know the views and perspective of each 

individual respondent about case studies of these singers. It is also less time consuming and aids 

to get accurate data; particularly, this research has been conducted in a total of 140 no. of 

respondents. The survey has been used to know the views of peoples, especially in Prague, 
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London and Ireland particularly. This survey mainly chooses these places for the survey because 

I have had a chance to record my songs in London and participated in various other international 

programs related to pop music that took place in Prague, London and Ireland . The popularity of 

any artist depends on their songs, especially if it matches the culture and the enthusiasm of that 

particular country. These artists mainly create that much interest in the people of these countries. 

Though I have identified the music scene in Prague after visiting night clubs over there and then 

came to know  from an article named “The Best of Czech Pop Music, Part 2:Are you familiar 

with Czech music scene from the 1990s through the 2000s? (news.expats.cz, 2013)” written by 

Jan Purkrábekthat “The Czech music scene saw a major revival following the fall of the 

communist regime in 1989.” Purkrabek also said in his article that “Suddenly, there were 

virtually no restrictions on the production of music, and many of the artists who were not favored 

by the communists were suddenly ready to release music freely. With this came the thirst for 

music from abroad and production that differed from that from the past.” (news.expats.cz, 2013) 

It has been found from the survey that  number of female fans (72 out of 140 that is 51.43%) is 

higher as these three singers empowers a woman a lot through their songs as mentioned in the 

separate case studies of the thesis, and this was the main reason for their increasing female fan 

base in these particular nations.  

So, I prepared a contrasting data for Qualitative research method and my research focus 

was on night clubs and music scenes of Prague, London and Ireland which showcases a roster of 

artists that represents our mutual commitment to diversity. I analysed the representation of 

gender on the clubs’ floors. Those playing a different musical genre like EDM, pop, indie and 

each with a separate disc jockey and it has enabled me (through participant observation) to note 

and record gendered issues so as to explain the interrelatedness between gender/sexuality and 
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pop music. This was juxtaposed with the ways in which these night clubs like Ankali that creates 

a sense of belonging regardless of people’s gender. The qualitative research method I have 

carried out mainly involved interviews with friends I have made during conferences in Prague, 

Ireland and London and who work in my songs as sound engineer in Birmingham, London and 

Bristol. Before the interview session took place our relevant Professors and members of the 

organizers of ethnomusicology course in Prague and other conferences  introduced us with 

owners of the night clubs so that freely we can move to different floors of the clubs and security 

personnel of the clubs must not resist us getting involved with their customers for interview. 

Interestingly in the clubs I interviewed youths who gave their identity as students but asked me 

not to disclose their personal information who are regular visitors of the night clubs.  

Qualitative research gives an accurate idea about the respondents. It provides detailed 

information about relevant aspects of expression of fans for popular songs which are being sung 

and performed or directed by Taylor Swift, Beyoncé and Adele. Which I have described in the 

details while explained the various graphs  of this chapter. I interviewed respondents during 

various field trips and other events but this research was particularly focused on the clubs and 

music scenes as it helps to get knowledge from the audiences who are supposed to be committed 

fans of pop music and attend the live performances of the artists. The main reason for choosing 

these types of questions mentioned in details in the explanatory part of the chapter is mainly that 

it gives a solid convincing idea about how generally music lovers or music fans react to their 

music instinctively. This qualitative research survey also provides unique set of perspectives 

regarding popular music of female artists and offers a different approach to understand pop 

music as a critical component of popular culture around the world.  On that, each interview 

which were informal took minimum of fifteen to twenty minutes to understand the views of  
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respondents effectively. Their responds give knowledge that how these popular artists create 

interaction with their audiences during live show, are the singers able to make a connection with 

their fans to their expressions and gestures. Similarly, the clothing senses of the singers and their 

nature in their live performances particularly. The questionnaires also help to understand an 

overview of popularity of these artists in these particular countries through fans' feedback. These 

types of chosen questions are given minute details about these singers position in the mind of 

their fans like the acceptability of their singing quality, voice, storytelling, performance, music 

videos and interactions with audience. Additionally the place of interviews also it clears the 

knowledge of gender issues in the clubs and subculture or liquidarity (a sense of solidarity based 

on circumstances that remain vague and constant flux). Following are the three main events and 

venues when I got the opportunity to carry the qualitative research method through interview 

which I have carried out independently. 

1. Summer School Music and Youth Cultures: Theory and Ethnography of 

"Community"2018 Charles University under Course coordinators Prof. Luis-Manuel Garcia 

(University of Birmingham), Prof. David Verbuč (Charles University, Prague). Date: June 4–12, 

2018. Interview venue: 1.Cross Club, Plynární 23 Prague7, 170 00 Czech Republic 2.Ankali, 

Lopuchová 58, 101 00 Prague 10-Vršovice, Czech Republic 3. Louvre Café, Národní 22, Prague 

2. EUPOP 2019 is organised by European Popular Culture Association (EPCA), 

International Institute for Popular Culture (IIPC), Prof. Marcus Free, The Department of Media 

and Communication Studies, Mary Immaculate College, Limerick, Ireland, Date: 16-18 July 

2019. Interview venue: Dolan’s Warehouse, Dock Road, Limerick, Ireland. 

3. Innovation in Music 2019 organized by University of London, Date: 5-7 December 

2019, Coordinators: Prof. Justin Paterson of University of West London and Prof. Rob Toulson 
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RT60 Ltd. University of Westminster. Interview Venue: 1. Le Vacherin, 76-77 South Parade, 

Chiswick, London W4 5LF 2.Pub Hollybush, Hampstead, London NW36SG 

 

 Thanks to Prague’s night club Ankali for heterogeneous selection of artists, careful 

attention to detail, and ability to craft a homey feeling, a set of values shared between artists, 

clubbers, visitors and ethnographers. The introduction of pop music genres in Ankali has created 

further forms of gendered expressions; I used ambiguous clothing ‘casuals’ to move amongst the 

two floors with ease. By contrast, ladies wore describe as ‘skimpy clothes’. Style of dress clearly 

conveys women feminine sexuality, which somewhat indicates towards the objectification of 

women as the subject of the ‘male gaze’ at this night club. In this it can be argued that women 

are present to motivate male sensual desire. This may also suggest that women feel the need to 

prove themselves (as opposed to men) by making more of ‘an effort’ looks like they enjoying the 

music more fanatically than men. 

Being remained unbiased and maintaining reflexivity in the venues my experiences of 

qualitative research method through interview allowed me to understand emic and qualitative 

material on participants’ social involvement with the pop culture. For example, in Ankali, I 

found that participant-observations in the music culture that allowed me to gain first hand 

experience about their expression for songs of Taylor Swift, Beyoncé and Adele that had built 

the basis for interview questions. Through studying my experience and perceptions of the Ankali 

it became clear that music reflects and shapes gendered identities through the notion of 

expressing belonging to a particular sub-culture. Their songs influenced both the teenagers and 

the old people and all of them liked their music because of that. All of them prepared both rock 

and pop music for every age group, and that’s why their popularity in these countries is 



 
 

174 
 

significant .Their music has a way of being globally impactful and resonating with many social 

issues. Like Beyoncé’ prepares songs like “Black Parade” for black women to promote and 

support that “BlackLive Matters”.  I also read an article “Taylor Swift Tweets as a support for 

Black Lives Matter: Changes MUST Be Made” written by Gil Kaufman published in Billboard 

in 2020 where it is mentioned that “Taylor Swift made strong political statement, joining a 

growing legion of artists speaking out in support of the Black Lives Matter movement and urged 

for fundamental change in the American political system. "Racial injustice has been ingrained 

deeply into local and state governments, and changes MUST be made there," she tweeted along 

with the “Black Live Matter” # (hashtag) the article said. (billboard.com, 2020) . Another 

example I must show when reading an article called “Adele cast black star in Hello video to 

address 'police brutality' published in The Guardian in 2016 (theguardian.com, 2016) and 

according to the article Xavier Dolan, French-Canadian film maker has spoken about the 

inspiration behind Adele’s video for ‘Hello’, explaining that casting Tristan Wilds of a famous 

TVshow ‘The Wire’ was a deliberate attempt to address “police brutality” in the USaccording to 

this article. Article also mentioned about Dolan’s interview with Vulture, that Adele had 

specifically told him that the love interest in the music video ‘Hello’ should not be played by a 

white actor and would not cast a caucasian male. In the article it is also mentioned that Dolan 

went on to say that this casting decision “was not opportunistic” rather Adele was like concerned 

with the reality of the tensions between authorities and the black community, and she wanted to 

send a message out there. Due to this reason all of these three singers are famous in these 

countries.   

These singers also make songs related to the country song, and these kinds of live 

performances and songs are well famous in London and for that their number of fans is higher in 
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this city. This is another reason for their popularity. Their particular appearances and clothes are 

very important tin live concerts or performances as it shows their culture and respect towards 

their pop music. Similarly, it indicates how was their behaviour towards their fan during live 

performances that also is very vital to know and needs to find out if all of them dominate their 

fan bases or not. On that, it indicates their facial expressions also, and that is vital as it helps to 

connect with their audiences properly. It gives ideas about their senses of clothing both in their 

videos and performances. For that, I have chosen the qualitative research through survey method 

to understand the exact view of all respondents to understand these artists’ popularity, peoples 

liking and disliking of each and everything about these three singers. 

7.2 Analysis of Questionnaires through Qualitative Research Method: 

Q1: Your perception about the songs of Adele, Taylor Swift, and Beyoncé. Which Artist is 

better? 

Option Total No. of 

Respondents 

Respondents To 

The Survey 

Percentage 

Taylor Swift has a 

beautiful voice but 

the lyrics are not 

so Great 

140  60  42.85  

Beyoncé has a 

good voice 

140  30  21.42 
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Adele has an 

exquisite voice 

 140  50  35.73 

Table 7.1: Perceptions of People 

 

Figure 7.1: Perceptions of People 

 This survey indicates that in the current days, Taylor Swift is quite popular than others. 

Although they all are popular for their own styles of music and influencing people in their own 

way and Adele has an exquisite operatic voice, she has natural power in it. People think that they 

can impact their enthusiasm and interests. Taylor swift is popular among 42.85% of the 

respondents and Adele is popular among 35.73% of the respondents. On the other hand, Beyoncé 

is popular among 21.42% of the respondents. The music taste of people has been changing over 

the years. This is the era of pop culture. They are the new faces that became popular in the 

2010s. They all are amazing singers and performers (Pulse Music). Hence, in the matter of voice 

Taylor Swift has a great voice but it has a limited scale. On the other hand, Adele has power in 

her voice and it is more like an operatic voice and Beyoncé also has several ranges in her voice. 
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People most like the lyrics of Taylor Swift, they think Adele is also a good songwriter hence, 

Swift has waves in her writings. Some of the respondents have found that her songs are 

extremely relatable to their personal life (Pulse Music). Most of her songs are like phrases or 

formulas. But she knows how to make a twist with the writings and make the lyrics personal and 

beautiful. Most people like the storytelling approach of Taylor Swift songs. In that case, the other 

two are different. Taylor Swift also has more material in her songs.  

Adele has a melody in her lyrics and it seems more mature and interesting. Here, age is a 

factor. Beyoncé is older than the others. Beyoncé also has several ranges in her lyrics. She has 

written about almost everything. In the matter of overall popularity, Taylor Swift is in the first 

place then Adele, and Beyoncé is after her. Adele has an experience of 11 years in the industry 

she has sold more than 100 million of her records. Taylor Swift has become popular on 

YouTube, therefore, she has no records of selling albums. Beyoncé is popular in Brazil and the 

United States, and also in most European countries. Her popularity in Asia is not so high. That 

indicates that her success is not universal on a global scale. Therefore it can be said that her 

success is based on the people of North America, the Caribbean, and some parts of Africa. 

Taylor Swift is popular around the world. Recently she has organized a tour around the world in 

popular cities and it was called Reputation Tour. She has also popularity in Asian countries like 

India, Pakistan, Taiwan, Thailand, and others. China does not permit to access the internet 

therefore, it can be said that she has less popular in China. Adele’s popularity depends on sells of 

albums. She has sold a record number of albums in both Americas, Canada, Europe. It seems her 

success is unique because she has only released three albums.  

People also talk about the reflections of these artists. That means personal characteristics, 

personal style, vocal talents, lyrics, and overall presentation of their performance. They have 
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their different fanbases and their songs can provide several messages to society regarding the 

environment or feminism. All three artists are talented and popular among their fanbases. This 

survey indicates that Taylor Swift is more popular, hence, the survey was conducted among only 

140 people and that cannot be a dependable amount of respondents to justify the popularity of 

these artists. They all are grown by their respective fanbases. The fandom of these artists may 

also vary upon their choices of music and the timeline they are living in the society. Their music 

and performance style is also an important factor in their popularity. 

Q2: Do you think that an artist can be more influential than others?  

Option Total No. of 

Respondents 

Respondents To 

The Survey 

Percentage 

Taylor Swift is 

more influential 

than others  

140 65 46.42 

 Adele’s lyrics and 

voice are more 

influential  

140  48  34.28 

Beyoncé is an 

influential artist  

140 27   19.3 

Table 7.2: Influence 
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Figure 7.2: Influence 

 This survey is indicating that people think Adele’s lyrics are more influential than others 

and her voice is influential also. Hare, Adele has got 34.28% vote of the respondents. On the 

other hand, Taylor Swift got 46.42% and Beyoncé got 19.3% of the vote among the respondents. 

Hence, in the matter of voice Taylor Swift has a great voice but it has a limited scale. On the 

other hand, Adele has power in her voice and it is more like an operatic voice and Beyoncé also 

has several ranges in her voice. People most like the lyrics of Taylor Swift, they think Adele is 

also a good songwriter hence, Swift has waves in her writings. Most people like the storytelling 

approach of Taylor Swift songs. In that case, the other two are different. Taylor Swift also has 

more material in her songs. Beyoncé also has several ranges in her lyrics. She has written about 

almost everything. An artist is how influential it depends on their views and personalities. It also 

depends on their types of lyrics, the ways they live, the things they talk about, and the messages 

they are providing through their music or songs. That’s why they have also a separate fan base 

with different mentalities and thoughts. The life events of an artist can also influence people. 

Their performance can influence people to do something different in life. Such as Adele has the 
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best voice among these three. Therefore, one can be influenced by her voice and can start to sing. 

Taylor Swift is popular around the world. Recently she has organized a tour around the world in 

popular cities and it was called Reputation Tour. Lots of fans have gathered there in all the 

countries for her live performance. In the case of Taylor Swift, it can be said that she has gained 

popularity at a very low age. She has already won 10 Grammys at the age of 29. She has also 

won other awards and her net worth is 360 million US dollars. It is not only popularity it is also 

called success (Forbs). This success can impact the music industry and influence other people to 

come up with their talents. These numbers are not always important for an artist the main 

rewords for them is people’s hearts. She was influenced by Sir Paul McCartney. Adele is also a 

broadly popular performer of her generation. She is popular for her exquisite operatic voice and 

she has natural power in it. Her voice is also soulful and her songs are crafted traditionally. Her 

albums have become popular especially albums 19, 21, and 25. Which she has made on the age 

at that time. The most important thing is she came from nowhere and established herself as one 

of the biggest brands (BBC). Like Taylor Swift, she has also started her musical journey at a 

very low age. She started to work on her first music album at the age of 19.  This survey has 

mentioned that Beyoncé has less influence among the people as she is less popular than the 

others. In the previous survey, it was also mentioned that Beyoncé has also written her songs in 

different ranges hence, her popularity is limited to some countries. Therefore, her influence is 

also limited to her specific fans. Although she is an influential icon and she has contributed by 

her recorded albums and live performances to the music industry. In Beyoncé’s music, she 

speaks for the youth. As she was influenced by her childhood. As an artist, she has been 

nominated for many awards and also won lots of awards. She is the most nominated female artist 

in the Grammy. She has influenced the black community not only by her music or songs she also 
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took a part in the “Black Lives Matter” movement (BBC). These activities are an influence on 

society.  

Q3: Do you judge the artist? In what basis do you judge? 

Option Total No. of 

Respondents 

Respondents To 

The Survey 

Percentage 

Taylor Swift’s 

vocal is not so 

great but the lyrics 

are effective 

140  35 25  

Adele has a soulful 

voice and effective 

lyrics   

140 65   46.64 

Beyoncé has 

experience with 

her lyrics and 

voice is good 

140  40  28.36 

Table 7.3: Information for Judgment 
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Figure 7.3: Information for Judgment 

 This survey is indicating that most of the votes have been given to Adele. 46.64% of the 

respondents that means most of the respondents have agreed with the fact that Adele has both 

effective vocal abilities and experience in writing lyrics. 25% of the respondents think that 

Taylor Swift has great ability in songwriting hence, her voice is not effective enough. 28.36% of 

the respondents have agreed with the fact that Beyoncé has both singing and songwriting ability 

hence, it needs to be more effective. To judge an artist is not an easy job. Artist has their own 

thoughts and points of views behind their works. All the artists are not the same in all the fields. 

Most people think that Taylor Swift has a great voice but it has a limited scale. On the other 

hand, Adele has power in her voice and it is more like an operatic voice and Beyoncé also has 

several ranges in her voice. Adele has the best voice among these three artists. Adele’s voice is 

more like Contralto. She has good control of her voice. Adele has several ranges in her voice and 

she can run between her higher and lower scale of voice comfortably. She is not a great 

technician but undoubtedly she is a great singer (Tumblr). She uses her vocal ranges to sing her 

songs with different emotions. Most of the artists are using technical supports for singing. Hence, 
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Taylor Swift is way beyond those technologies. Although her voice has limited ability, unlike 

Adele, Taylor Swift is mainly a country singer who loves to sing in her own voice. Swift is a 

storyteller and country music is the best way to tell stories. In country music, it is always 

important to have a clear expression of voice it also helps the singers to communicate with the 

stories (Classic FM). That is why Swift does not use any technical support for her voice hence, 

most people think she needs to improve her voice. The voice of Beyoncé can be categorized as a 

Dramatic Mezzo Soprano. Her voice has power and strength. Her performance ease is also good 

and it can also be classified as Wagnerian Soprano. Beyoncé has 3 to 3.5 octaves in her voice 

(Vox). She also has an operatic voice and she can also sing on the high to low scales. Their 

natural voice is the key to their music and popularity.  

 People most like the lyrics of Taylor Swift, they think Adele is also a good songwriter 

hence, Swift has waves in her writings. Some of the respondents have found that her songs are 

extremely relatable to their personal life. Most of her songs are like phrases or formulas. But she 

knows how to make a twist with the writings and make the lyrics personal and beautiful. Most 

people like the storytelling approach of Taylor Swift songs. In that case, the other two are 

different. Taylor Swift also has more material in her songs. Adele has a melody in her lyrics and 

it seems more mature and interesting. Here, age is a factor. Beyoncé is older than the others. 

Beyoncé also has several ranges in her lyrics. She has written about almost everything. They all 

are amazing singers and performers. The lyrics of Adele is talk about some of her life 

experiences. That’s why people like her lyrics. On the other hand, Beyoncé has experience in the 

industry and she has developed her writings. The judgment can also be done regarding the 

performance and social interaction of these artists. How they are influencing people, whether the 

influence is good or bad these all facts have to be concerned by the people to judge an artist.  
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Artist has their own thoughts and points of views behind their works. All the artists are not the 

same in all the fields. Overall it can be said that all these three artists have their own style of 

performance, songs, and songwriting abilities. 

Q4: Do you think that each of these works or performances of these artists offers an indicator of 

one or more social issues, such as feminism, gender, discrimination, love or betrayal, or war? 

Option Total No. of 

Respondents 

Respondents To 

The Survey 

Percentage 

 Taylor Swift’s 

songs have 

supported social 

issues 

140  55 39.28  

 Adele’s songs 

have influenced 

people to prevent 

social issues 

140 30   21.44 

Beyoncé’s 

influences on 

social affairs  

140 55  39.28 

Table 7.4: Social Influence 
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Figure 7.4: Social Influence 

 This survey indicates that people have noticed these artists influence society and people 

in another way. They have taken a part in the social affairs in their own way such as passively or 

actively. 39.28% of people among the respondents think that Beyoncé and Taylor Swift have 

taken part in social affairs to support some activities. On the other hand, 21.44% of people are 

noticed that Adele has participated in social affairs. Taylor Swift has used her songs to support 

the LGBTQ movement. She made a song named “You Need to Calm Down” to support the 

LGBTQ movement and she has featured mostly prominent queer celebrities from the United 

States and gave a message to support and sign the petition of equality act. It was to protect the 

LQBTQ people from social discrimination (The Guardian). She also mentioned that she felt 

devastated by the behavior of people toward the LGBTQ community people. LGBTQ stands as 

“Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender and Questioning or Queer.” (CNN)This was an activity of 

protest and support the community. Here, Taylor Swift used her music, lyrics, and thoughts to 

support the movement. This is a passive way to support and is it also effective. As a public 

figure, she influenced more people and her fans to take a part in the movement and sign the 
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petition against the act. Beyoncé has influenced the black community not only by her music or 

songs she also took a part in the “Black Lives Matter” movement (BBC). These activities are 

an influence on society. Beyoncé has also released a song called “Black Parade” to support the 

movement. This song includes very powerful lyrics which were made to protest in the George 

Floyd case and this song is a non-profit song. After this soundtrack, she has also launched an 

online dictionary called Black Parade Route. It is a business owned by black people and it 

includes everything from beauty products to fashion (BBC). Adele has also talked about the 

body positivity movement. Adele was looked fat and she has also faced discrimination about the 

body shape. Which is not a good thing for society. Therefore she has protested against 

discrimination and supported the people with extra weight. All these artists have influenced the 

people and society in their own way. They have taken a part in the social affairs in their own way 

such as passively or actively. People also talk about the reflections of these artists. That means 

personal characteristics, personal style, vocal talents, lyrics, and overall presentation of their 

performance. They have their different fanbases and their songs can provide several messages to 

society regarding the environment or feminism. Adele also mentioned in interviews that she 

wants to become a feminist and that’s why she is raising her son as a single mother. She also 

mentioned that she wants to set up a mindset for the girls to promote girl powers and help the 

girls to become a powerful source in society (Stylist). She wants to promote the struggles of 

women in society and within her family. The fandom of these artists may also vary upon their 

choices of music and the timeline they are living in the society. Their music and performance 

style is also an important factor in their popularity and social influence. This survey also 

indicates that Taylor Swift and Beyoncé have taken part in a social issue more effectively than 
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Adele. Swift has protested by her most significant equipment song and Beyoncé took part both 

the direct and indirect way.  

Q5: Perception of the artist’s clothing choices in each of these videos or performances.  

Option 
Total No. of 

Respondents 

Respondents To 

The Survey 

Percentage 

Taylor Swift’s 

clothing choice is 

better  

140  50 35.71  

Adele’s  clothing 

choice is better 

140 60  42.85 

Beyoncé’s 

clothing choice is 

better 

140  30  21.44 

Table 7.5: Perception of clothing 
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Figure 7.5: Perception of clothing 

 In the matter of visually, most of the respondents have agreed that Adele has a better 

clothing choice for live performance. 42.85% of the respondents are agreeing with the fact that 

Adele has a better choice of clothing. 37.71% of people think that Taylor Swift’s choice is better 

and the rest of them thinks that Beyoncé has a better choice of clothing. Except for the 

songwriting, singing, performance skills, clothing choice can also influence people. They all are 

grown by their respective fanbases. The fandom of these artists may also vary upon their choices 

of music and the timeline they are living in the society. Adele is a broadly popular performer of 

her generation. She is popular for her exquisite operatic voice and she has natural power in it. 

Her voice is also soulful and her songs are crafted traditionally. From the beginning, Adele was a 

heavyweight girl therefore her clothes were normal. She looked similar in all her live concerts 

because she has been wearing the same clothes (Insider). She always used to wear simple flats 

and a gown. 
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 Taylor Swift is popular around the world. Recently she has organized a tour around the 

world in popular cities and it was called Reputation Tour. Lots of fans have gathered there in all 

the countries for her live performance. In the case of Taylor Swift, it can be said that she has 

gained popularity at a very low age. She has already won 10 Grammys at the age of 29. She has 

also won other awards and her net worth is 360 million US dollars. She mainly wears bodysuits, 

sparkly dresses, miniskirts, high waisted shorts, and high heels. She has a pop sensibility than 

others. She also loves to experiment with her clothing in live performance. She was a country 

singer once at that time her clothes reflect her feminine and sweet image. Then she used to wear 

cowboy boots. She was on the Forbes list of top 100 songwriters in the year 2015 (Who). On the 

other hand, Beyoncé is older than the others. Beyoncé also has several ranges in her lyrics. She 

has written about almost everything. Beyoncé has experience in the industry and she has 

developed her writings. Beyoncé’s music, she speaks for the youth. As she was influenced by her 

childhood. As an artist, she has been nominated for many awards and also won lots of awards. 

She is the most nominated female artist in the Grammy. Her performance ease is also good and it 

can also be classified as Wagnerian Soprano. Hence, the clothing choice is also important for 

live performance. Beyoncé’s clothing choice in live performances has changed over the years 

(Vouge). Her stage appearances with her dresses are very challenging and it has not affected her 

career and it helped to increase her career in a strong way. She used to wear long sleeved one 

pieces and mini shorts. She also used to wear thigh high boots and floor length cape. In 2018, she 

dressed in Balmain and she changed her color of nails (Vouge). The incredible costumes of 

Beyoncé have never disappointed her fans.  

 In the matter of visuality, most of the respondents have agreed that Adele has a better 

clothing choice for live performance. The judgment can also be done regarding the performance 
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and choice of clothes of these artists. How they are influencing people, whether the influence is 

good or bad these all facts have to be concerned by the people to judge an artist.  Artist has their 

own thoughts and points of views behind their works. All the artists are not the same in all the 

fields. Overall it can be said that all these three artists have their own style of performance, 

songs, and songwriting abilities. 

Q6: Do you think that their clothing styles an indicator of their expression? What is your 

perception about their impact on the pop music industry and popular culture? 

 

Option Total No. of 

Respondents 

Respondents To The 

Survey 

Percentage 

Taylor Swift’s clothes refer to 

pop culture  

140  48 34.28  

Adele’s  clothes refer to pop 

culture 

140  45  32.14 

Beyoncé’s clothes refer to pop 

culture 

140  47  33.58 

Table 7.6: Cloths and Pop Culture 
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Figure 7.6: Cloths and Pop Culture 

 Pop culture can be referred to as the trends or beliefs, thoughts, and practices of a society. 

It is changeable, which means what is popular today will not be the same in the next ten years. 

Even pop culture in the 90s or 80s is not the same as the present. Taylor Swift, Adele, and 

Beyoncé all represent pop culture. They all are gain popularity in the time period of the 2000s to 

2010s. Adele probably does not make songs anymore. These all three are popular with their own 

style of music and songs. They all are dominating in their live performance. They have the power 

to influence people with their music and appearance. Clothing choice in the time of live 

performance is an important thing. It can be an indicator of their expression and it can impact the 

music industry. It also influences pop culture. This survey is indicating that 34.28% of the 

respondents think that Swift’s clothing choice is an indicator of pop culture. 33.58% of the 

respondents think that Beyoncé’s clothes are perfect to represent pop culture. The rest of them 

are with Adele. Taylor Swift has a unique choice of clothes. She mainly wears bodysuits, sparkly 

dresses, miniskirts, high waisted shorts, and high heels in live performance. She has a pop 
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sensibility than others. She also loves to experiment with her clothing in live performance. She 

was a country singer once at that time her clothes reflect her feminine and sweet image. Then she 

used to wear cowboy boots. She has also used different clothes in her music videos. The clothes 

also represent the theme of a song (Insider). It also indicates her expressions in a live 

performance. She mainly dresses as the time lead her to dress. All of these three are the same as 

their stage representation. Swift has used many different types of clothes in her song “Look What 

You Made Me Do” she used all the dresses as hidden meanings and layers. She has used her 20 

years old look and old clothes which she has used in her old music videos (Insider). She also 

used her dress from Met Gala. She has also used her other old clothes to represent her song. The 

clothes are cannot be said as an indicator of pop culture but the way she used the clothes to 

represent her song is an indicator of pop culture.  

 Adele has also impacted pop culture through her choice of clothes. Her overweight was a 

kind of problem for her to wear different kinds of clothes. She looked similar in all her live 

concerts because she has been wearing the same clothes. She always used to wear simple flats 

and a gown. It is not important whether she represented pop culture through her clothes or not 

the important thing is she inspired overweight women by her appearance. The thoughts also 

represent pop culture. People are doing whatever they want without any shyness is also pop 

culture.  

Beyoncé has always worked over her looks. Beyoncé is not a trend synthesizer and also 

not a trendsetter. Hence, she has unique ways of clothes and it looks fun and easy. She has used 

her clothes inspired by old artists. She was inspired by an artist called Gwen Verdon and her 

work “Mexican Breakfast” was in 1969. She is also a dancer and clothing choice is important 

for her (Allure). Pop culture has changed with time. It seems Beyoncé has no headache with the 
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trends and fashion. She has her own unique choices to influence the pop music industry and pop 

culture. People think that Taylor Swift has influenced the pop music industry in a better way 

with her dresses. On the other hand, Adele has inspired many people to come up with their 

shape. Beyoncé has impacted her fan base in her own way mainly the African American people. 

She influenced her fans to be sexier and more feminine. 

Q7: Do you think that they are dominating during their live performances? Who is more 

dominating during live concerts? 

Option Total No. of Respondents Respondents To The Survey Percentage 

Taylor Swift 140 53  37.85 

Adele 140  42  30 

Beyoncé 140  45  32.15 

Table 7.7: Dominating During Live Concerts 
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Figure 7.7: Dominating During Live Concerts 

 This survey is indicating that most people think Taylor Swift is more dominating than the 

others in the time of live permanence. She has got a 37.85% vote from the respondents. 32.15% 

of the respondents think that Beyoncé is more dominating on the stage and 30% of the 

respondents think that Adele is dominating on the stage.  

 This fact depends on the audience, how they want to watch their favorite artist. It also 

depends on the genre of the songs that means what kind of songs they are presenting on the 

stage. The term domination can be used in various ways. How an artist is performing, how they 

are influencing the people, and most importantly whether they are able to engage the audience or 

not by their performances.  

 Taylor Swift mainly deals with rock, country songs, and synth pop. Therefore her stage 

appearance is different from the others. Previous surveys have indicated that she has more fans 

than the other two artists. People think that she has the power to engage the audience with her in 

her live performance. The Reputation Tour of Taylor Swift can be set as an example here. In this 

tour, she has performed in several countries and collaborated with other popular artists including 
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Bryan Adams. She was very dominating on the stage and it seemed like she does not care about 

her bad reputation. This tour has also indicated that she is the best pop artist of her time (Rolling 

Stone). 

 Adele is also a great performer, she deals with the pop and R&B genre of songs. The 

survey indicates that Adele is less dominating than the other artists. The main power of Adele is 

in her voice. She can dominate a live performance with her voice. Her music genre is different 

from the others. Hence, she also has her own ways to engage the audience. The domination 

mainly depends on the audience how they are interacting with the performance. She can engage 

her audience with her soulful pop songs. Adele has an operatic voice and a natural power in it. 

She used her melodies for something acrobatic and it helped her to engage people more 

effectively (Rolling Stone). She also used to inspire the audience to sing in a chorus and it is also 

an example of domination. Her audience is always desired to listen to her and she does not 

disappoint her audience.  

 Beyoncé is older than the others by experience, she deals with R&B, hip hop, and pop 

music. She is also a great performer and the respondents have agreed with the fact that Beyoncé 

is dominating on stage in the time of live performances. Beyoncé has a great voice and she can 

influence her audience with a message of love, strength, femininity, independence, and sexuality. 

She also represents the power of black women and determines the opportunities for others 

through her songs. Her live performance represents her domination including appearance, 

performance, clothing, and interaction with the audience. These factors are influential for her 

audience and it is the indicator of domination (Entertainment). Her live performances also refer 

to her strong point of view and she is the woman who has defeated the stereotype fashions of 
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society and her influences through her live performance are the greatest advantages for her 

audiences.  

 Swift, Adele, and Beyoncé, all are great performers. The key thing to dominate the live 

performances is their own confidence. Such as if Taylor Swift does not has confidence in her 

lyrics she cannot be the same popular as she is now. It can be also said that Adele has confidence 

in her voice and songwriting. On the other hand, Beyoncé has confidence in herself. They all are 

dominating in live performances. It depends on the engagement and interaction of the audience, 

they also have to understand the audience.  Their domination also depends on the decision-

making process, judgmental ability, words and action, and responsibility to others. These are the 

facts that also control the dominating ability of an artist in their live performance. 

Q8: Your perception about their musical expression. Who is better? 

 

Option Total No. of Respondents Respondents To The Survey Percentage 

Taylor Swift 140 55 39.28 

Adele 140  45  32.14 

Beyoncé 140  40  28.58 

Table 7.8: Musical Expression 
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Figure 7.8: Musical Expression 

 This survey is indicating that most people think the musical expression of Taylor 

Swift is more powerful than the other two artists. She has got a 39.28% vote from the 

respondents. Adele got a 32.14% vote from the respondents. 28.58% of people think that 

Beyoncé has the most powerful musical expression. 

Musical expression can be defined as the art of performing and that includes the personal 

response to the music. It always depends on the performers and how they are enjoying their own 

performances. It also depends on their interaction with the audience. All these three artists have 

their powerful musical expression. These expressions can indicate the personality of the artist 

how they are connected to the songs and the audiences. How they are increasing interest in the 

audiences. This also depends on the loyalty of the supporters.  

Taylor Swift is the best pop artist of her time and she mainly deals with rock, country 

songs, and synth pop. She also plays guitar in her live performance. Her voice is simple and has 

no different pitches. Taylor Swift’s musical expression indicates how to be creative and 

successful with self-expression. Although she has a bad reputation in society and people think 
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that she is overrated. Hence, her writing skill expresses more about personal life. She is mainly a 

storyteller and her songs are made to express her stories of life for the people who can relate 

them with the songs. Music and songs are always made to touch reality and people (Medium). 

Most people find themselves similar to Swift’s songwriting. In her own right, she is inspiring 

others.  

Adele is also a great musician and her main strength is her voice and experienced 

songwriting ability.  She deals with the soulful pop, R&B music genre. The main power of Adele 

is in her voice. She can express her music and feelings with her voice pitch in a live 

performance. Adele has also a melody in her lyrics and it seems more mature and interesting. 

Most people are agreeing with the fact that Adele’s songs make them cry. The melody of her 

songs and her voice pitch is perfect to express all types of emotions. She also used appoggiaturas 

in her songs that are also a significant note to improve the expression of songs. It helps to relieve 

the tension of the listener (Dictionary). Her lyrics are too effective to be hurt or on the other 

hand, some people just love to enjoy the combination of her lyrics and her operatic voice. Her 

songs such as “Someone You Like” and “Hello” is the best example of using appoggiaturas. She 

also has been concerned about her quality of music she never thought about marketing and 

always maintained the quality of her music.  

Beyoncé has also an operatic voice and she can run her voice between 3 to 3.5 octaves. 

She mainly deals with hip hop, R&B, and pop songs. Beyoncé is older than the other two artists 

by experience. She is one of the most significant cultural figures. Her music expresses her 

lifestyle and image. She is nicknamed The First Lady of Music. She is one of the most iconic and 

influential female musicians of her time. Her performance, lyrics, style, and voice are the most 

significant ways to express her music. She is also known as the woman of mystery, she has kept 
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all her secrets within her (The Irish Times). The most significant part of her musical expression 

is the way she protested social discrimination. She has made a song called “Black Parade” to 

support the “Black Lives Matter” movement. This was a non-profit song and through the lyrics, 

she expressed her thoughts about the situation.  

Musical expressions are always made to deliver a message, explain a thought, or to say 

about any feelings or emotion. People love Taylor Swift because they can relate themselves to 

her lyrics. Adele can make people cry with her songs. On the other hand, Beyoncé can express 

power and influence with her lyrics and voice. 

Q9: Gender of the respondents 

Options  Total No. of 

Respondents 

Respondents to the 

Survey 

Percentage 

Male 140 68 48.57 

Female 140 72 51.43 

 

Table 7.9: Gender 
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Figure 7.9: Gender 

 This survey indicates that these three artists have female fans most rather than 

male fans. They have a large number of female fans because all these three artists have promoted 

women’s empowerment. Swift, Adele, and Beyoncé have always influenced people with their 

songs and genre of music. In this survey, 51.43% of the respondents are female and 48.575 of the 

respondents are male.  

Taylor Swift has a connection with her fans through social media. Her most fans are from 

the teenage group. Taylor is a very good artist from her heart. She went to visit a seven years old 

boy named Jordon Nickerson who was suffering from a rare genetic disorder. She has spent a 

great time with the boy (Republic World). The other fans have always talked about her songs. 

One of the respondents from Ireland named Ciara said that she loves both Taylor Swift and 

Adele. Hence, she felt that Swift’s lyrics seem like twenty years old girl has written the songs 

and on the other hand Adele’s lyrics seems like the writer is 40 years old. One of the respondents 

from London named David said that he loves Beyoncé hence, he also admitted that Adele has a 

significant powerful voice that touches the heart. Another respondent from London named 
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Joshua said that he loves Beyoncé because of her musical expression.  Sophia, a respondent from 

London said that she is a huge fan of Beyoncé. As the respondent is black by her race she also 

mentioned that Beyoncé has influenced her with understanding the power of black women and 

she also mentioned that Beyoncé has influenced black people all over the world by her activities 

and songs. Tereza, a girl from Prague said that she loves both Beyoncé and Taylor Swift. She 

also mentioned that they both are fantastic hence; she loves the melodies and country songs of 

Taylor rather than Beyoncé’s hip hop (Pulse Music). Another respondent named Jakub from 

Prague said that Adele is the best among these three artists. A 14 years old girl from Ireland said 

that she loves Taylor Swift and has no clue about the other two musicians. Isabella a girl from 

London said that Taylor Swift is her favorite and she also mentioned that Beyoncé’s lyrics are 

good and Adele has been misguided in terms of her lyrics. One of the respondents from Prague 

named Natalie said that Adele has a melody in her lyrics and it seems more mature and 

interesting (Pulse Music). Respondents from London named Amelia, Lily, and Noah have said 

that they love Adele’s voice no matter what. They love the expressions of her voice and they also 

love to feel the emotion in her voice. 

This survey indicates that Taylor Swift has the most fans from London and Ireland. Adele 

has most of her fans from Prague and London. On the other hand, Beyoncé has most of her fans 

from Ireland and London and although Beyoncé has fewer fans than the other two artists in the 

region of Europe. She has most of her fans from both America and Africa.  

This survey has shown that female respondents have a majority with the numbers rather 

than the male respondents. The reason is not that the artists are all women, the main reason is 

that all the artists have promoted women’s empowerment through their works. The age of the 

respondents is also a factor for the survey. Beyoncé’s fans are mainly in the age group of 22 to 
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32 years old. Adele’s fans belong to the age group of 20 to 30 years old and Talor Swift’s fans 

belong to the age group of 16 to 26 years old. The respondents have also mentioned that Taylor 

Swift’s lyrics are sweet and they are relatable. Adele’s lyrics seem mature and her songs have the 

ability to make people cry. On the other hand, Beyoncé’s lyrics are older by the experience, it is 

more influential and it has helped black people especially black women to understand the power 

of black people and women empowerment. 

Q10: Country of the Respondent  

Options  Total No. of 

Respondents  

Respondents to the 

Survey 

Percentage 

London (UK) 140 65 46.42 

Limerick (Ireland) 140 45 32.14 

Prague (Czech 

Republic) 

140 30 21.44 

 

Table 7.10: Countries of Respondents 
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Figure 7.10: Countries of Respondents 

 

The overall survey was conducted in Europe. The survey was mainly conducted with the 

people of London, Ireland, and Prague. The results are indicating that Adele, Beyoncé, and 

Taylor Swift have their most listener from London, 46.42% of respondents are from there. In 

Ireland, there are 32.14% of the respondents, and in Prague, there are 21.44% of the respondents 

who listen to all these three artists.  

The previous survey has also mentioned that London and Ireland have the most fans of 

Taylor Swift, Prague and London have a large number of fans of Adele. Beyoncé has fans in 

London and Prague. These artists are also famous in America, Africa, and other countries. Adele 

has fans from both America, Europe, and some Asian countries. She has sold her recorded 

albums in most of these countries with a record number. Taylor Swift has fans and followers 

from all over the world. She has her followers from both America, Canada, most of the European 

countries, most of the Asian countries like India, Pakistan, Malaysia, Thailand, etc. She has 

gained her popularity from YouTube and as YouTube is restricted in China there is less chance 
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for Swift for having fans in China. Beyoncé has fewer fans in Europe, most of her fans are from 

the African region and from both America. That’s why Taylor Swift is more popular than the 

other two artists.   

Adele, Swift, and Beyoncé have worldwide popularity, and which country has the best 

numbers of fans are depends on the countries culture and enthusiasm. All these three artists have 

the ability to influence people and their enthusiasm. In London, most of the respondents are 

followers of Swift and Adele. Beyoncé has also a large number of followers there.  In Prague, 

most of the respondents are followers of Beyoncé and Adele. On the other hand, in Ireland, most 

of the respondents are followers of Swift and Beyoncé.  

The numbers mainly depend on the type of music the people like in a society or in a city 

or in a country. Taylor Swift mainly deals with rock, country songs, and synth pop. She also 

plays guitar in her live performance. People may like her appearance in her music videos or in 

live performances. People have also mentioned that her lyrics are great and relatable. Swift 

mainly tells stories through her song and she is also a good country singer. The people of Ireland 

mostly love to listen to country songs that can be a reason for her popularity in Ireland. Although 

Swift has now become a pop artist. Adele has a rich quality in her voice and her operatic voice 

has several pitches. She can express her emotions and lyrics. Most of the respondents have said 

that she can make people cry with her voice. Most fans of her are from London. Beyoncé has 

influenced most of the people of the black community. She has a fanbase in London, Prague, and 

Ireland also. She is older by experience. In London, Beyoncé has her wax statue in the Madame 

Tussauds with her “Run The World” outfit (Madame Tussauds). This indicates her popularity 

in the country and as well as all over the world. She also has a nickname in London called Queen 

Bey.  
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Artist has their own thoughts and points of views behind their works. All the artists are 

not the same in all the fields. They all are popular in these countries. It depends on the 

engagement and interaction of the audience, they also have to understand the audience of those 

countries.  Their popularity also depends on the decision-making process, judgmental ability, 

words and action, and responsibility to others. These are the facts that also help to maintain the 

popularity of these artists. People think that Taylor Swift has influenced the pop music industry 

in a better way. On the other hand, Adele has inspired many people to come up with their shape. 

Beyoncé has impacted her fan base in her own way mainly the African American people.  

Chapter 8: Conclusion 

8.1.1 Interpretation and analysis of case study 

Popular music as a symbol of popular culture continues to grow and evolve in the 21st 

century, with significant diversity among artists and fans. The success of many artists is based 

upon their music, lyrics, messaging, and overall appearance in the public sphere. The actions that 

artists take to express themselves and to share their music with the world takes on many different 

forms and represents a unique approach to song and lyrics. The success of these artists is largely 

based upon subjective interpretations of their works from the public, including their most ardent 

fans and admirers. The effectiveness of these artists requires widespread mass appeal from a 

variety of age groups to increase record sales and to make a lasting impression on individuals 

around the world.  

Although pop music is dependent on subjective interpretations of lyrics, it is also 

message centric. Every audience member decodes this message in their own unique way. 

Women artists and audience members have an important role to play in the conversation around 
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messaging in music, because they are an important indicator of the value of specific types of 

messages as well as the importance of vocal talent combined with personal style. Public 

sentiment often drives messaging and the music in turn shapes public sentiment, making the 

relationship between pop music messaging and social trends a symbiotic and cyclical one. 

Moreover, the decisions that female pop artists make regarding their careers are largely driven by 

public sentiment, and when they falter or experience less than anticipated success with a song or 

album, they may take a different direction to reenergize their fans. In other examples, female pop 

artists pursue other options and attempt to make a bold statement through their music and lyrics. 

In these examples, messaging is a critical component of their artistry and represents a chance to 

make a lasting impression on the public. Their capacity to influence the public, therefore, is 

highly specific and is not the same for each artist. Female pop artists pursue different avenues 

with their music for a variety of reasons, including personal experiences and depth of individual 

talent, among others. Their actions in the music world are interpreted differently in different 

social and political contexts, and therefore, may have widespread appeal in some markets but are 

less attractive in others. The pathways that each artist takes are important in demonstrating that 

their trajectories may take different directions, depending upon public opinion and sentiment, 

current social conditions, economic issues, and gender-based issues.  

It is important for all artists to test boundaries and to consider crossing genres through 

experimental music compositions, collaborations, and other activities that will maintain their 

relevance and the enthusiasm of the public. With these actions, they must continue to play a role 

in shaping public opinion and remaining a critical component of popular culture. However, this 

cannot be accomplished without releasing new music or other actions that are publicly relevant 

and instrumental in shaping the conversation. With these actions, it is possible for fans of these 
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artists to gain greater attention from the masses and to be recognized for their efforts to have a 

significant impact on public opinion and to be the talk of conversation. They often accomplish 

this goal through actions that are designed to sway or inspire the public in different ways and to 

make a difference with new creative compositions. The relevancy of these artists requires them 

to take risks and to understand how the public may view them under these conditions. One of the 

best examples among female pop stars who has managed to keep herself relevant and has 

explored various genres, themes and styles of music is Beyoncé. While her earlier music 

reflected the themes of love, desire and loss, her more recent music is much more overtly 

political with conscious feminist and anti-racist messaging. As has been explored in the case 

study on Beyoncé, her activist turn would not have been possible without certain historical 

preconditions, particularly the Black Lives Matter movement.  

In my thesis, I have tried exploring public opinion within a familiar environment using 

qualitative research method. I have used interviews, probed individuals for more information etc. 

My questions and research methods have therefore impacted the perception of pop music among 

the audience members interviewed.  While the results of the qualitative audience study indicate 

that public perception regarding Beyoncé, Adele, and Taylor Swift is diverse, textual and 

historical analysis indicates that there are various motives for the creation of specific personas 

among pop stars. These motivations can be personal, political or made from market-oriented 

calculation. In some cases, audience and critical reception provides clues about the success of 

said personas, or the publicly projected biography or trajectory of a musician. 

Take for example Adele, who achieved a gradual progression between the years 2008 and 

2011. She received several awards during this time including four GRAMMYs. Adele has 

always projected herself as a serious musician, away from the glitter of show business even 
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though she is as entrenched in it as any other pop star. Therefore, the biggest curiosity among the 

public regarding Adele’s life has been the success of several vocal cord surgeries that the star 

underwent. It is not that Adele masculinises herself. She reinvents and bends public perceptions 

of femininity by staying away from dancing. Adele therefore fashions a different kind of 

performance. She talks to her audience about her life and experiences while she performs often 

bringing up her heartbreaks. Adele, who has a non-normative body and who does not dance like 

Beyoncé, reconfigures femininity through conversation and through lying open to the public 

what appears to be her personal life. That Adele’s biographical and heartbreak dependent lyrics 

have hit such a nerve proves that her public persona has achieved success.   

While Adele projects her femininity through speech, conversation and vulnerability, 

Beyoncé conveys her femininity through overt sexualized performance. In music videos like 

“Formation”, Beyoncé has used her sexuality to make a political statement for black women. 

Textual analysis reveals that Taylor Swift on the other hand projected a different kind of 

femininity. In her early days, Swift projected herself as an innocent girl from Tennessee who had 

a crush on (or whose heart was broken by) the Chevy driving local jock. In such a projection, one 

can see a clear presence of cisheteronormativity and a centralization of an American experience 

that is accessible to white people. Eventually as Swift’s personal life became tabloid fodder, she 

forged a different persona, reworking the existent stereotype of the “crazy woman” to counter the 

many sexist attacks meted out to her. But nonetheless, as my analysis of “Look What You Made 

Me Do” from Reputation shows, Swift’s femininity still remains a model accessible only to 

white women. 

There are numerous factors that influence public opinion regarding these artists and their 

careers to date. The information obtained through numerous interviews at music conferences and 
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in music circles around the world indicate that women and men perceive these artists in different 

ways, with some acknowledging their widespread appeal but also recognizing that they may or 

may not be personal fans of these artists. The interviews offered important information regarding 

public perceptions of popular music on a general scale as well as opinions of each artist in 

question. The impact of the study indicates that popular artists may be successful in the eyes of 

many fans, but others are not so receptive to their music, lyrics, messaging, style, and overall 

ideologies. The success of these artists is highly subjective and therefore, they do not gain favor 

equally in all populations.  

 My personal experiences in conducting interviews in several international locations were 

important to the study because they provided widespread exposure to different populations and a 

chance to explore different ideologies and perceptions of popular music across different 

segments. The impact that Beyoncé, Adele, and Taylor Swift have on the public is not universal 

and that some participants have an admiration for some artists more than others. The results of 

the study also indicate that individuals have diverse opinions of these artists, even if they are fans 

of popular music. The success of various pop artists is dependent on their capacity to make the 

public talk, invoking strong public opinion. Often this helps turn the charts in their favour. Their 

actions are instrumental in shaping how the public perceives them. Often music that is 

inspirational to a specific group and appeals to them specifically will rise to a high rank in the 

charts. Cardi B’s latest hit “W.A.P” is a case in point. Many artists in the popular music genre 

aim to develop an appeal and an approach to their music that is distinct from the rest, and the 

study results indicate that these artists are effective in meeting this threshold and in providing a 

landscape that is appealing to a mass audience and can attract large groups of people from 

different populations. Although pop music is dominated by neoliberal interests, it has not been 
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able to create a monolithic conservative femininity. Rather, women artists have played with the 

space available to them, upsetting monolithic ideas of female victimization. Even when they talk 

of normative experiences of femininity like motherhood (as in the case of Adele), they do so 

from their own agency. These developments create a feminist trajectory for women’s music 

within the pop industry. 

 The experiences of interviewing in the Czech Republic, Ireland, and the United Kingdom 

offer greater insights regarding the significance of Beyoncé, Adele, and Taylor Swift in 

mainstream popular music as both positive and polarizing figures. Their capacity to influence the 

public is significant and widespread because they understand the importance of attracting diverse 

audiences to expand their appeal to different groups. The results provide information that is 

relevant to the discussion of these female artists and how they play a role in the larger public 

sentiment regarding popular music and its impact on society. Their understanding of the genre is 

of critical importance because it provides information that is essential to developing a framework 

regarding these artists and their effect on public opinion and the music industry at large. As these 

artists emerged on the scene under different circumstances, their careers took different paths and 

they learned how to navigate the waters of a difficult and highly competitive environment to 

become phenomena within the industry.  

 International experiences where interviews were conducted demonstrate the significance 

of diversity in responses among the study participants to obtain a widespread sampling and to 

draw conclusions regarding these results. Specifically, the interviews conducted at Charles 

University in Prague, Czech Republic indicate a conversational tone and a degree of frankness 

among the study participants, some of whom were classmates in the summer school course and 

others who were part of a smaller music community in Prague. The outcomes of these interviews 
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indicate that the music scene in Prague is diverse and the opinions regarding the three artists are 

distinctive. Each of the questions will be discussed in further detail in evaluating the significance 

of each artist and her impact in the participant population. 

8.1.2 Interpretation of qualitative research method 

For qualitative research method, 140 participants were selected randomly. Public opinion 

about the expression and effect of pop culture was collected in an accustomed circumstance. The 

participants offered relevant feedback that helped to achieve outcomes. From this research 

emerged additional ways to comprehend pop music and the challenges faced by female 

performers in said music. The study has been conducted to establish that fans of Beyoncé can 

admire Taylor Swift and Adele or the fans of other two can admire Beyoncé. From this analysis, 

it can be addressed that there are several considerations in regards to accomplishment of these 

artists. Meanwhile, their expression and performance became diverse within different groups.  

Question one asked the following: “What is your perception of the songs of Adele, 

Taylor Swift, and Beyoncé?” The responses to this question were different and indicated that 

there was a level of distinctiveness among the responses based upon individual perceptions of 

these artists. The perceptions of Beyoncé indicate that her style is greatly appreciated by many 

people and that her voice has a generally positive perception among this group. However, some 

of the participants argued that some of her messaging is not necessarily appropriate or may go 

too far for the public, particularly her younger fans. From this perspective, the respondents 

indicated that Beyoncé has mass appeal on a worldwide scale and not only has a recognizable 

name but a style that is distinctive, but she appears to be less than ideal as a true artist in the eyes 

of some observers. In this capacity, Beyoncé may have a unique style and appearance but may 

not always be genuine in the eyes of the public. Finally, her live performances may be too over 
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the top for some participants, who recognize that much of her public appearance is for show and 

to create shock value among viewers. These characteristics are not necessarily ideal for some 

participants because they indicate that her efforts may be too excessive to gain widespread 

appeal.  

Regarding the music and artistry of Adele, there are many perspectives to her career, as 

many participants acknowledged the importance of her voice as a critical advantage in her 

success. This reflects the importance of Adele as an artist with much to say to the world and a 

voice to match that speaks volumes to her fans and other observers. Other participants 

acknowledged that Adele may have significant talent and stands out above many others, but she 

is not necessarily the favorite of everyone because she is characterized as moody and emotional 

in her lyrics. However, for some respondents these are precisely the things that make her lyrics 

different. Among some participants, including a male respondent, Adele has a polished voice and 

is appealing on many levels, as she has “magnetism and an anger” that is reminiscent of Alanis 

Morissette. Many of the respondents indicated that Adele has many of the characteristics of what 

“real” people look like because she resembles a body type plenty of people can identify with, and 

this is appreciated by many.  

Regarding Taylor Swift, the participants shared the belief that she is “too simplistic” with 

some of her music and despite her talents as a songwriter and musician, her voice is somewhat 

weaker than many other artists within the genre. This was a common response among 

respondents because they believe that her vocal appeal is limited and does not have the vocal 

magnetism to attract other admirers beyond her hardcore fans. Other respondents indicated that 

Taylor Swift is “trying too hard to make a point and to make herself relevant,” thereby indicating 

that some characteristics of her personality may not be genuine to some observers. Furthermore, 
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others argued that her music is too politically motivated, or she discusses too many issues in her 

songs which take away from her mass appeal. Taylor Swift was complimented for the thought 

and consideration that she puts into her lyrics and because she began her career in her teens, this 

approach to her music was admirable to some respondents.  

Question two asked the participants “Do you believe that one artist is more influential  

than the others?” The responses to this question were important because they indicated that each 

artist has their own degree of influence that are not evenly matched and are unequal in the eyes 

of fans and observers. For example, Beyoncé is often perceived as the most influential because 

she is the “epitome of black strength and courage.” To support this argument, others 

acknowledged that she has widespread influence in the black community and is not afraid to 

stand up for her values and beliefs. These factors enable her to be more influential on the pop 

music scene than other artists. However, another participant argued that Beyoncé is “less 

spiritual” then other artists such as Adele and therefore, does not have the same level of 

influence. These characteristics demonstrate that the importance of her artistry is influential for 

many people, but that she may not have the same level of influence on all observers.  

 Regarding the influence of Adele, it is evident that her influence does not just pertain to 

her voice but that “she is an inspiration to many women who do not have perfect bodies and do 

not fit a certain mold that a pop star should be.” Therefore, her body type and size sets a positive 

example for other women and young girls and sends the message that that they do not need to be 

perfect to be attractive and influential. Adele has significant appeal because her voice allows her 

to “dig deep into your soul” and to capture personal emotions. Her influence as an artist, 

therefore, is largely indicative of her deep and distinctive voice, her inspiration to women and 

girls who have non normative bodies, and her understanding of how to share her emotions and 
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thoughts in ways that cause emotions in her observers. Furthermore, she has mass appeal to a 

large swath of the population, including some older participants who admire her for her courage 

and tenacity as an artist who strives to remain true to herself as much as possible.  

 Regarding Taylor Swift, the responses were mixed and were based upon a perception of 

Swift as having “a stronghold on the tween and teen audiences, and they set the tone for the pop 

music industry.” This is a critical component of her widespread appeal and demonstrates a 

significant level of impact on younger audiences. At the same time, Taylor Swift is not perceived 

as influential as the other artists, not because of her young age, but because of the type of music 

she has made in the past. In this manner, she is not always perceived to be the artist with the 

most compassion and seriousness, and despite her strong lyrics, she is not perceived to beas deep 

and inspiring as artists such as Adele. This is an important distinctive feature regarding the 

response to Taylor Swift: her appeal is important but she also faces some issues with her ability 

to attract and retain large groups of fans beyond her usual younger demographics. Swift is not 

necessarily influential among older music fans and does not have the same impact as other artists 

with fans who may not be in the tween and teen demographic.  

 Question three was the following: “What information do you use to judge the songs, 

music videos, and other musical performances of these artists? Do you believe that each of these 

works or performances offers any indicator of one or more social issues, such as feminism, 

gender, discrimination, love or betrayal, or war?” Responses to the question indicate that each 

performance is taken as a moment in time and observed accordingly. For each artist, there are 

specific factors that influence the perception of each performance, and some are more influential 

or productive than others in these activities. Participants generally appreciate the opportunity to 

see different artists in live performances and watch shows such as the Super Bowl to see them 
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perform in this setting. These artists have a unique vision and demonstrate that they understand 

the importance of putting on a show for large crowds of people who may be watching in person 

or on television. In some instances, however, participants acknowledged that artists who have a 

mass audience such as the Super Bowl in the case of Beyoncé may go too far or try too hard to 

appeal to a large group of people. They also have a message that is designed to be socially 

conscious but maybe too excessive for some viewers. It is difficult for some of these artists to 

gain support for these performances if the music is secondary to the messaging. In these 

instances, the message may be viewed as a gimmick and is neither attractive nor appealing to 

these individuals. Even in the case of Beyoncé who has appeal in a large demographic, she is 

sometimes “too much to handle” and it is an unattractive look for viewers. For Taylor Swift, 

there is a different type of appeal that is not as large because most of her fans are teens and 

tweens. Therefore, her appearances on live television such as award shows do not exhibit the 

level of attractiveness that will meet the standards of many regular music fans. If they see a 

performance that largely appeals to a younger audience, they will likely be turned off by the 

performance and may not fully understand her appeal among older millennial and other groups. 

However, sometimes social issues appear tangentially with the songs. For example, Adele has 

revealed that she associates her home town (London) with her music (“Hometown Glory” and 

“Chasing Pavements”). Particularly, the power of anti-war marches like that against the Iraq War 

that she participated in is what she associates with her city and therefore the same process is 

carried into her music. 

Finally, with Taylor Swift, some are turned off by what they perceive as public 

spectacles, particularly her conflict with Kanye West: “ever since she became involved with the 

Kanye West controversy, it is difficult to take her seriously, even if she has a good message to 
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share.” This perception of Taylor Swift is not uncommon and is largely shared by demographic 

groups that are not part of her usual target market. Therefore, she lacks some degree of 

authenticity in her live performances that is a turn off to some viewers. 

 Finally, the fourth question asks the following: “What is your perception of the artist’s 

clothing choices in each of these videos or performances? How are their clothing styles an 

indicator of their expression and their larger impact on the pop music industry and popular 

culture?” This question led to a series of diverse responses that included unique and distinct 

perceptions of fashion as part of music and artistry. As one artist participant indicated regarding 

the three artists, “I think Beyoncé has great style and she is not afraid to show her body to the 

audience. Taylor Swift tries too hard to be something that she is not, which is sexy, and it is not 

appealing. Adele should just continue to be herself, as she makes the appropriate fashion choices 

for her style of music.” Each of these perceptions of the artists indicates that there is diversity 

among the responses and that not all artists are appealing to all people. Beyoncé may be 

observed as a fashion and style icon for many women, but this is not a universal opinion and 

many people may believe that she is too sexy or does not have the desired level of appeal that is 

appropriate for all age groups. This is a common concern among some of the respondents who 

acknowledged that they have young children, and although they understand the importance of 

messaging, they also recognize that not all messages and fashions are effective in sending the 

right message to all audiences.  

 Regarding the fashion and style of Adele, her clothing is often perceived as appropriate 

for her body type; however, this is not a universal opinion, as one respondent argued that “Adele 

should dress a little younger. She has a gorgeous voice and should modernize her wardrobe.” 

Therefore, not all viewers agree with Adele’s style choices and some argue that her hairstyle 
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makes her look much older than she is. The perceptions of Adele are largely not because of her 

fashion, as this is often secondary to her voice and lyrics. Nonetheless, since she performs live 

regularly, the respondents indicated that it is important that she has a specific style as a message 

to share regarding her clothing choices. Furthermore, because she has a larger body type that is 

more common among regular people, this represents a level of relatability that is not evident in 

the other two artists and has great appeal two people who may understand her point of view more 

closely.  

8.2. Conclusion 

 Finally, Taylor Swift represents a kind of youthful appeal that is attractive to her younger 

audiences and demographics. For one participant, it was evident that her appeal and style are not 

effective: “No matter how hard I try, I have this perception of Taylor Swift as a teenager and it is 

difficult for me to escape this image. No matter what she wears, she does not appeal to me.” 

Another respondent argued that “Taylor Swift dresses too juvenile for my taste.” With these 

opinions, it is evident Taylor Swift may have a smaller level of universal appeal, not because she 

is a younger artist in age only, but because her kind of youthfulness is not attractive among some 

groups of people. This is a problem for Taylor Swift it may be a limiting factor in her ability to 

attract attention as a style and fashion icon. Her appeal is largely associated with her songwriting 

abilities and related to younger audiences.  

It can be concluded from the study that success of female pop artists is a product of 

various complex circumstances of observers. Herein, opinions vary from one to another 

indicating that aspects of individual experiences and opinions about feminism may shape 

appreciation for pop music. Case studies of three artists have been analyzed here, since they are 
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known for releasing new music and for live performances. Nonetheless, the appeal to 

participants was quite difficult to measure just through a simple questionnaire.  

The impact of the study results is important because they indicate that each artist has their 

own set of advantages and disadvantages in the wider sphere of popular music. Female artists 

have a story to tell, but each story is different and how they manage to tell the story is a 

significant factor in how they are perceived by the public. Under these circumstances, Beyoncé, 

Taylor Swift, and Adele attract diverse audiences for a variety of reasons, and some fans may 

overlap across all three artists. In other cases, admirers may only be found of one or two of the 

artists. It is difficult to measure the exact reasons why each artist is successful among some 

listeners and less successful among others, but it is important to continue to examine their appeal 

and how they are perceived among members of different demographic and population groups.  

The success of artists such as Taylor Swift, Beyoncé, and Adele is largely representative 

of the upbringing and culture of admirers and fans. Their experiences with music are largely 

individual and are a product of what their parents listened to at home or what their friends listen 

to at school. Music is instilled in individuals at a young age and as children grow into 

adolescence and then into adulthood, they develop different perceptions of music and have 

different understandings of music as a part of their lives. With these artists, it is important to 

recognize that their appeal in the popular music genre is not cut from the same cloth and is 

different in each case. Each artist has a unique story to tell and understands the importance of 

meeting the moment for which they are called and brought into the public sphere. Their success, 

therefore, is a product not only of hard work, dedication to their craft, and a strong commitment 

to a specific style of music but is also associated with their attractiveness to people across 

different age and population groups. Their actions and decisions as artists are a reflection of 
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these moments and experiences, and they may pursue one direction or another that is based on 

their encounters with the public that set the tone for what may come in the future. As per the 

opinions of some feminist blogs, female pop singers generally identify desexualized attire 

liberating within musical industry, in which, they get success in terms of how much skin they 

expose. Adele’s perspective about feminism can be explored in this context. Although she is a 

feminist, her feminist point of view is different from Beyoncé’s or Swift’s. In Adele’s many 

changing tones, from furious lover to mature singer, Adele remains feminist.  

Qualitative methods provide additional evidence that understanding the world of popular 

music among female artists poses difficult challenges because not all artists are created equal and 

they have different types of appeal for different audiences. It is possible for fans of Beyoncé to 

admire Taylor Swift and Adele, or for fans to only admire one of these artists. The study and the 

questions raised do not address all of the possible considerations regarding the success of these 

artists and why their expression and affect are diverse among different groups. However, the 

study supports a greater understanding of why they are appealing in some circles and less 

attractive in others. Their success, therefore, is a product of a complex learning environment 

among observers where opinions are diverse and represent unique aspects of their individual 

experiences with each artist as she releases new music and performs in front of live audiences. In 

these contexts, the appeal is difficult to measure with a simple questionnaire. The number of 

responses indicates that the real time experiences of observers are largely a product of the 

surrounding environment and that these responses may be different in another environment. The 

researcher acknowledges that the surroundings involving music courses and conferences served 

to inspire the study and to examine the artistry of these female pop stars. They also demonstrated 

that these artists garner different types of attention in different environments and are not equally 
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observed in all settings. It is observed that these factors play a role in shaping the responses from 

participants and provide additional measures of how these artists are evaluated in the minds of 

observers. Their success as artists is a product of their capacity to generate enthusiasm with 

different groups and to understand how their appeal is perceived in different parts of the world. 

Anglo-American female pop artists such as Beyoncé, Taylor Swift, and Adele may have 

unique appeal, but they also represent an approach that is based upon reality that is difficult to 

measure due to the subjectivity of music and its effects on large groups of people. Their roots in 

an Anglo-American world are important because they utilize many of the tools and resources 

available in western communities that facilitate success. Their artistry, therefore, is largely a 

product of the music industry and its actions in a society that facilitates their status as pop culture 

icons. Although they are artists from a specific part of the world, they do have worldwide appeal 

in many areas because they're relatable on some level, from musical style to voice to fashion to 

live performance. Each of these characteristics has its own element of appeal for an artist and 

provides an opportunity to examine many different aspects of their history, influences, and 

culture. For example, Beyoncé as a black artist appeals to many people within this culture but is 

also attractive and popular in other cultures because she stands not only for members of her own 

culture, but also acknowledges the difficulties that many women face around the world due to 

issues involving inequality. Female artists in popular music have a unique point of view that is 

difficult to measure but has significant appeal among large groups of people. Some of these 

characteristics are interpreted as products of the history and struggles of women to gain notoriety 

and equality in societies where males dominate the conversation and much of the success.  

Among these female artists, they may be misunderstood by some demographic groups, 

but their messages often cross different boundaries and enable them to gain appeal in unexpected 
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places. The decisions that they make as artists have the potential to resonate with women from 

all ages; therefore, they may continue to test boundaries and seek new options to diversify their 

music and appeal. Swift for example, used to project herself as the innocent teenaged girl but 

more recently she has projected her persona as a “crazy woman” and then as a more sorted and 

settled career woman. Swift is also careful regarding her choice of attires. It was not until “Look 

What You Made Me Do” that Swift donned clothes that were unconventional. The understanding 

that stars have of their audiences is a difficult issue to navigate as it would require in depth 

interviews with them and their teams. But it requires further consideration.  

Not all audiences find an artist credible or worthy of their attention; therefore, artists may 

face opposition or backlash that is difficult to overcome in some cases and may not be appealing 

on a large scale. They must navigate challenging waters in many instances and identify ways to 

grow their brand and to make a statement to remain relevant. Their actions and decisions reflect 

the importance of understanding the interests of the public and how to make a difference through 

their actions and their exposure in public.  

The success of female popular music artists requires a level of creativity and a fresh 

perspective that is appealing to many fans and admirers in a world where social media dominates 

the landscape and there is a choice to make to remain attractive and accessible to the public on a 

large scale. Artists strive for success and must differentiate themselves from the rest. The study 

of Beyoncé, Adele, and Taylor Swift represents a set of ideals and expectations among the public 

that continue to grow as they release new music, participate in new live performances, and 

remain part of the public eye. They must define themselves in different ways and learn how to 

develop new strategies that will improve their actions and decisions. The music industry is not a 

friendly environment for many artists and it requires them to examine their talents, resources, 
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interests, and messaging to appeal to broad audiences. As they continue to evolve in the public 

domain, it is important that these artists examine their priorities and learn how to develop ideas 

and messages that will be appealing to large audiences rather than aiming for messages that are 

less appealing and more polarizing, thereby posing a risk to their fanbase in some capacity.  

Beyoncé’s music is as entrenched in black feminist politics as it is in neoliberal economic 

systems of the Anglo-American world. Listeners react to Beyoncé depending on what is more 

important to them. Meanwhile, aspiring women from across the world find Beyoncé inspiring 

because of how she has been able to break the glass ceiling. The lyrics of her songs are 

empowering when she sings to her “ladies” and orders them to get “in formation” for a bigger 

struggle. Beyoncé is not just about women anymore, it is about a feminism that is effectively 

anti-racist. Given that black woman face double alienation while consuming white dominated 

media, Beyoncé’s music can be read as revolutionary in its own way. Beyoncé’s intervention is 

important as it contributes to better self confidence among black women who always read their 

bodies from a white or patriarchal point of reference. Third wave feminist movements in the late 

80s and early 90s led to a popularity of “girl power”. Beyoncé rode this wave and created music 

like “Run the World” and “Single Ladies”. In the late 2000s, while the mainstream hip-hop by 

black men highlighted race instead of gender, Beyoncé’s music only focused on gender. As she 

grew more mature and the African Americans grew more frustrated with racism around the time 

of the Trump campaigns, Beyoncé started making feminist music that was overtly anti-racist.  

Henceforth, it is clear that mainstreaming of gender politics is a key issue in Anglo 

American pop culture, particularly so in women’s music.  Furthermore, since pop song or poetry 

is the amalgamation of apathy, anger, denial and intuition, the pop genre is perfect for expressing 
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one’s frustrations with the injustices of the “system”. Hence, pop is conducive to feminism and 

other such subversive ideologies. 

 Beyoncé, Adele, and Taylor Swift continue to attract new audiences and fans around the 

world. Each artist makes news in her own way, and it may be in the form of a public appearance, 

a live performance, or a new song or album, as well as a combination of these options. It is 

important that they receive greater attention and focus during these periods to broaden their 

appeal and to make a difference in the lives of those they impact around the world. These factors 

reflect the importance of meeting the demand for new ideas and concepts to appeal to large 

groups of people and to make a difference for their fans. Their success is a product of much hard 

work, dedication, and an understanding of key factors affecting their brand and appeal among 

large groups. It is important for artists in popular music to continue to explore new options that 

will take them forward in their careers and will expand their base of fans around the world. 

Female artists must continue to bring newer feminist perspectives, and academics must continue 

to understand how their appeal is perceived because otherwise, feminist scholarship of music 

might get sidelined. 

8.3. Implications of this Study 

The study provides key indicators that women in popular music play a significant role in 

the success of this genre and provide a variety of unique perspectives that appeal to large groups 

of fans and admirers. Their success continues to be a product of a distinctive appeal to different 

groups of people who are attracted to the work of these artists and have some type of connection 

to them that they perceive to be meaningful. As these artists continue to evolve, their 

understanding of what is necessary to remain significant in the eyes of the public become 

increasingly important. They must learn through their experiences and by the example of others 
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who went before them to establish a clear understanding of the genre and how they make a 

difference in the eyes of many of their fans. They each possess a unique opportunity in their 

careers to express themselves and to take a stand for messages that they believe in, and these 

activities play a role in shaping how they respond to different situations and events. Further, the 

portrayal of feminism is also different in each of these three artists. Adele is more realistic and 

grounded in her vulnerabilities; Beyoncé projects herself as a powerful “diva” because of the 

affective importance of such an enunciation to her black listeners. Swift projects herself as a 

woman going through various trajectories in life: a teenager, a scorned woman and as someone 

who has finally found her “lover”.  

This thesis has attempted to explore the connection between effectiveness of performers’ 

presentation and their perspective of feminism. There exists a contemporary common sense, 

which shares a narrow idea of color and patriarchy. All three artists discussed here are 

responding to narrow ideas of women’s roles but they are doing so in different ways.  This thesis 

also examines the role played by popular culture in disseminating feminist notion beyond the 

country.  

I have also investigated the involvement of the different waves of feminism. I have 

particularly attempted to show how second wave white feminists like Annie Lennox have had a 

lot of difficulty stomaching Beyoncé’s brand of black feminism. I have also shown how Taylor 

Swift’s whiteness has strategically helped her early career.  Instead of going with the popular 

narrative of pitting women against women, I have tried to quantify the various social locations 

those women come from and have attempted to draw my analysis not just from the performers’ 

positions as women but also from their racial and class locations. 
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For ground breaking artists such as Beyoncé, Adele, and Taylor Swift, it is important that 

they understand their influences, not only on the music industry, but on their fans and admirers 

across the globe. Each artist has a story to tell and may do so with a different perspective based 

on her views and experiences. These actions in turn become influential due to the importance of 

pop music in the lives of its listeners. The actions of pop stars can have a dramatic impact on the 

lives and interests of many younger people who face difficult circumstances and events in their 

lives. Their importance to popular culture cannot be understated and represents different types of 

approaches to appeal to different audiences with their music and lyrics. In this capacity, they 

reach and inspire many women as well as men with their style, voice, lyrics, and overall talents 

in the industry and in sharing their gifts. Their success as artists, therefore, is a product of 

developing strategies that aim to improve performance and support the continued evolution of 

their careers as they grow and mature within the music industry.  

 Across different issues and perspectives that impact society in different ways, it is evident 

that the fans of Adele, Beyoncé, and Taylor Swift acknowledge their ideas, messages, and music 

as forms of growth and opportunity. Most importantly, they affect social movements such as 

feminism because they acknowledge that women and gender rights and the desire to express 

them freely should be an option that is readily available to people in all situations. They should 

not be filtered or censored by the media or the public due to their words and actions; rather, they 

have an opportunity to explore new ideas and share them with the public. These artists have the 

option to make a difference through these messages and we should analyze the outcomes as they 

are reveled in public opinion.  

The qualitative study with 140 participants specifies that success of female pop singers 

depend on the preference of their fans and how much they are attracted by performers’ 
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appearance. Absence of sexuality in music performance presented by Adele makes it possible for 

many to be a star and not perform overtly sexualized moves. It is also possible for singers to 

thoroughly take part in self-sexualization and use such sexualization for emancipatory and 

liberating expressions rather than just give in to the male gaze. Both the presence and absence of 

sex positive messages in performance adds a political aspect to the music. Third wave and 

intersectional feminists have brought to the fore questions of gender that are difficult to grapple 

with and go far beyond the sex binary. These new ways of reading feminism have brought us to 

anti racism, fat positivity, transfeminism and queer feminism. Some of these different angles 

have been explored in the thesis where relevant. 

8.4. Contributions of this Study 

The present thesis has highlighted the role played by female musicians in the politics of 

music, rather than just the technique and artistry in music. Anglo-American music holds a 

prominent place in feminist movementsnot just in the 21st century but also in the 20th century 

(“R-E-S-P-E-C-T” by Aretha Franklin and similar other feminist anthems come to mind). In the 

21st century, with the arrival of the MeToo movement (which played out in Hollywood in a 

major way) and body positivity (which took precedence in feminist video messaging e.g., 

“W.A.P” by Cardi B, “Born This Way” by Lady Gaga etc.), music and entertainment has only 

become more central to our feminist politics. I have attempted to analyze the interaction between 

feminism in music and feminism as a social movement and this has led me to study the 

interaction between performers and audience.  

My experiences from “Theory and Role of Music Community” in the EPCA conference 

and “Innovation in Music Conference” have been included in here and have played formative 

roles in the development of this thesis.  
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Based on the ideas of feminist theorists, such as, Horton, Kotarba and Vannini, I have 

attempted to make a feminist intervention by reading the acts of these women from a feminist 

lens. Henceforth, this study will be helpful in comprehending how pop music evokes feminism 

and gender or race equality. Qualitative study about fans of these singers shows that many ideas 

that were earlier considered too radical have now entered the mainstream (e.g., body positivity). 

In particular, I have also tried to show that pop music is not something to be fetishized or 

infantilized. I have also attempted to build a feminist trajectory of pop stars’ careers. These 

musicians have contributed to the emotional and material lives of millions of people. Through 

their personas, audiences have experienced freedom, protest, betrayal, love and separation. They 

have become icons of music, fashion and feminism to millions of people worldwide. 

Chapter 9: Future Scope of the study 

The qualitative research study provides a real-time perspective of study participants who 

are fans of different genres of music and who also have their own opinions of Beyoncé, Adele, 

and Taylor Swift. Since each artist has a large number of fans, it is important to acknowledge 

that their appeal is already proven in the sphere of popular culture and remains an important 

fixture in the minds of their admirers, both domestically and around the world. Their inspirations 

are drawn from many experiences and activities in their lives and these should be honored going 

forward as part of a larger framework that enables their actions to be noticed and for opinions to 

take shape. The success of these artists continues to evolve and requires a clear and definitive 

understanding of their capacity to frame different narratives and to influence change in a variety 

of areas, including attracting new followers and buyers of their music in different countries. The 

success of these artists is not universal in all countries throughout the world; for instance, 
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Beyoncé and Taylor Swift have broad appeal in the United States and Adele has broad appeal in 

the United States as well as in the United Kingdom, her home country. The ability to expand 

audiences and to attract new admirers is an important step for these artists to take to expand their 

success in new countries.  

Future studies using should be conducted and should provide the necessary resources to 

improve outcomes for the study. The success of the study requires significant attention to detail 

and greater clarity regarding key themes that are relevant regarding these artists. It is anticipated 

that these activities would generate new forms of data with a larger participant population and 

could provide new information to improve study outcomes. Furthermore, additional questions 

may be relevant in future studies that examine key issues that are common to these artists, 

including feminism, independence, empowerment, and relationships, among other 

characteristics. Since each artist has addressed these topics in their own way, it is important to 

conduct additional qualitative research to obtain participant perspectives regarding these themes. 

The success of these themes in the works of Adele, Taylor Swift, and Beyoncé are relevant 

because as female pop artists and standard-bearers of 21st century popular music, their 

perspectives are instrumental in shaping the direction of key factors influencing change and 

promoting the success of these artists as they explore these and other themes in future works. 

The future actions of the study should reflect the importance of new opportunities for growth in 

examining the research themes and in determining how each of these artists has an impact on 

these concepts from the perspective of study participants in different parts of the world. Future 

research will be based on value of feminization in Anglo-American pop music industry keeping 

politics as central.  
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Chapter 10: Limitations of the study 

 The study has some limitations that must be considered because limitations also affect 

final results. For example, the study involves only four research questions, which is not sufficient 

to obtain a comprehensive result. Although these questions are comprehensive and the interviews 

provided by the participants offer important data for the study, additional information is required 

to formulate a broader perspective regarding the importance of expression and affect in the music 

of these artists. Furthermore, it is also likely that with an expansion of the participant population 

for this study, additional responses would contribute to a larger pool of data for further analysis. 

This data would also contribute to additional support for existing conclusions or the 

identification of new themes that are relevant to the study and determine its impact. This would 

be achieved by conducting additional qualitative research in other locations around the world to 

determine the popularity and appeal of these artists in these areas. This data would be compiled 

and support broader and more definitive conclusions regarding the questions raised. 

 Despite some of the limitations of the study and the recommendations for future studies, 

it is important to note that the musicianship and artistry of Taylor Swift, Beyoncé, and Adele 

continue to shape female artists and their role in popular music in the 21st century. As they grow 

and evolve, they often fill a void in the genre or bridge gaps among different demographic 

groups through their actions and decisions. It is important that these artists continue to grow and 

evolve to expand their roles in popular music and the larger popular culture to set an example 

and to be an inspiration to many young girls and women. Their actions are critical to the success 

of popular music and its continued evolution among different artists. Their ability to be 

progressive and to make a difference by causing a reaction from the public is of critical 

importance and offers the opportunity to explore new insights into their success and 
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achievements that will make a difference and have a measurable impact going forward. Shortage 

of financial resources is the most considerable limitation for this research.  

 Beyoncé, Adele, and Taylor Swift remain three of the most influential artists in popular 

music by women in the 21s century. Their career paths are distinct, but many of the rewards are 

similar, thereby creating an environment within the pop music industry that is influential and that 

continues to set an example of success and achievement. These artists play a critical role in 

shaping the future of this genre and as they explore new avenues and adventures, it is important 

that the public perception of their work continues to be shared in the form of qualitative research 

to identify opinions and experiences of audiences while they consume and participate in such 

music. In addition, a discussion of the broader appeal of these artists within popular culture 

requires further analysis to determine how this reflects and impacts the larger sphere of young 

girls and women who are influenced by these artists in their style, fashion, and behaviors.  

 The success of these female artists also demonstrates that public perception is a key 

driver of their success. Through the qualitative research study, it is evident that regardless of 

people’s opinions being positive or negative, the artists nonetheless make an impression on 

individuals. This is a reflection of their artistry, levels of success, ability to attract and retain 

fans, and ability to polarize observers. In other words, even if someone hates a pop artist, they 

cannot ignore them. 

The actions of these artists are a product of the surrounding environment and the 

influences within the lives of each participant, including other types of music that interest them 

in their daily lives. As these artists grow and evolve in the future, it is important that they receive 

public opinion to determine how their impact is felt in the world. Their successes and failures are 

largely a product of the public sphere and therefore, they must continue to explore different 
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dimensions of their careers to make a difference and to retain their popularity. Without a 

successful approach to the music industry, these individuals will likely fail in their efforts to 

remain relevant and discussed among observers. It is necessary that they continue to explore 

different options and to gain public opinion to determine if their choices have the desired impact 

and will continue to do so going forward.  
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