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As members of the so-called MTV generation, everyone in the Y generation—that 

is, those born in the period from 1983 to 2001, has seen a music video. But what people 

don’t see or even notice is how women are always portrayed in music videos. Since she 

made it big in the 1980s, Madonna has been the one who spearheaded the movement of 

overtly sexual women in music video. Subsequently it’s been a staple. Scantily clad, 

writhing around, wet, and nude. These images of women have been so overly used and 

have become so overly saturated in society that people don’t even question it. But why 

don’t they question these images of women? Why is it acceptable for women to be shown 

in this manner? The overall question to be answered: is the representation of women in 

pop music videos a source of power or is it objectifying? 

 These questions will be examined. It will be explored by analyzing the typical 

transformation of female pop stars from sweet to sexy, as was the case with Britney 

Spears, Christina Aguilera and Janet Jackson. They’ll be evaluated by looking at male 

artists and the way women are represented in their music videos. And finally, the 

representation of women will be challenged by taking a look at the way women are 

portrayed from the view of a female music video director Sophie Muller, versus a male 

director, Joseph Khan. 

Women are shown in pop music videos in a way that is not accurate to the how 

women are in real life.  Real women have thoughts and have aspirations. They don’t 

crave a man to be around all the time and aren’t always willing to please a man and fulfill 

all of his desires. A woman thinks for herself and even though she is selfless, she does 

what is good for her. But are these types of three-dimensional thoughts shown in 

mainstream pop music videos? We’ll examine this in the conclusion. 
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Britney Spears and Christina Aguilera emerged as pop princesses around the same 

time with Britney edging out Christina’s debut by a few months. Automatically, these 

two were pitted against each other. Their debut singles, “…Baby One More Time” and 

“Genie in a Bottle” had music videos to accompany them and the reactions to both were 

different based on the way the singers were portrayed. Britney was the schoolgirl with 

her shirt tied up to reveal her navel, dancing in the halls with her classmates. Christina’s 

video centered on a fun night out with friends, relaxing at a beach house and dancing in a 

belly-bearing top outdoors on the beach. She was also featured lying in the sand, gazing 

at the camera. Both women’s videos can be seen as seductive but Britney’s was 

undoubtedly more controversial.  

Fast forward to 2001 and 2002 and both former Mouseketeers were unleashing 

more sexual images. Britney premiered her single “I’m A Slave 4 U” at the 2001 MTV 

Video Music Awards. She donned a short skirt, bandeau style bra and a python. This 

performance along with the accompanying music video was widely seen as Britney 

becoming a bona fide sex symbol. In the video, she wears a similar top to the one in the 

performance as well as tight pants with her underwear over the top of it. 

Christina Aguilera also participated in a cover version of the 1975 hit song “Lady 

Marmalade”. It’s important to note that Aguilera wasn’t the only performer of the 2001 

remake. She was joined by P!nk, Lil’ Kim, and Maya as well as Missy Elliot.  In the clip, 

the women personified a prostitute. They were the “glamorization of a turn-of-the-

century image of prostitution” (Perry, 402).  Christina was one of the main women 

criticized for this since she was the biggest star in the collaboration. It was the beginning 

of the singer breaking out into her “Dirrty” days.  
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Both Britney and Christina have since embraced their sexuality and it is a very 

important part of their music and performances even 10 years later, when both women 

are mothers over 30. During her 2011 Femme Fatale world tour, Britney does a pole 

dance on a lucky man in each show as she performs a song about stripping for her lover. 

Christina Aguilera performed in a leotard on the MTV Video Music Awards in 2010 to 

promote her album, Bionic and ended with a close up of a heart blinking on her leotard in 

front of her genitals. 

These women were most immediately influenced by the sweet to sexy transition 

that Janet Jackson went through during the early 1990s. Prior to Control, Jackson was the 

sweet younger sister of Michael Jackson and known for her role on The Cosby Show as a 

child. But with the release of Control in February 1984, the world was shown a more 

mature Jackson—she demanded to be called Ms. Jackson in the single “Nasty”. From 

there, Jackson only grew more provocative and with that came more distance from a 

young woman who was in control to one who was conforming to the demands of men in 

the music industry. 

Even though 1989’s Rhythm Nation had a message about politics and society, 

Janet continued to exploit her body. In her video for “Love Will Never Do (Without 

You)”, she wore a black top that bared her cleavage and her midriff.  Subsequent videos 

got even steamier and her songs focused more on the act of sex. An iconic black and 

white Rolling Stone photo accompanied 1993’s Janet, which featured the smooth R&B 

jam “That’s The Way Love Goes”. Janet was shirtless with her arms over her head and 

only covered by the hands of her then husband (whom she married in secret) René 

Elizondo, Jr. But perhaps her most provocative video is “So Excited” simply for the fact 
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that she is dancing in various states of dress and at one point she is even performing 

topless (albeit with her arms over her breasts). By this time, Janet had turned 40 but she 

still continues to bare her skin in her music videos. This is even after the 2004 Super 

Bowl incident when Justin Timberlake ripped part of her top, exposing her breast.  

According to Sut Jally in his documentary Dreamworlds 3, which explores the 

influence music videos, has on culture, he says, “She has become nothing more than a 

body part and [Justin Timberlake] has demonstrated his sexual control over her”. This is 

an important part of Janet’s music video presence. Britney, Christina and Janet all are 

victim to being objectified in their videos because of the hole they’ve carved for 

themselves in having sex being such a huge part of their brand. Both Britney and Janet 

continue to sing and perform songs about sex and sex is also a major running theme in 

their present-day music videos. Christina has also participated in this but has stated that 

her body is something she is proud of and owns. In this way, she could be taking the 

power back from her sexuality. However since Aguilera willingly exposes herself in a 

way that leaves little to the imagination, she mostly remains in objectification. 

But along with the women who are content to continue with the exploitation of 

their sexuality, there are those who give themselves power by taking back control of the 

situation. P!nk is one example. An artist who was initially groomed to be a typical pop 

star by record executive L.A. Reid, she broke away from that mold and was determined 

to make her own music her way. This was exemplified in her song, “Don’t Let Me Get 

Me” when she sings “Tired of being compared/To damn Britney Spears/She’s so pretty 

that just ain’t me” (Moore, Perry).  Later on, she took on the typical representation of the 

video girl with her music video for “Stupid Girls”. In that video she questions the 
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aspirations of young girls because of their influence from women in music videos. She 

impersonates Jessica Simpson from her “These Boots Are Made for Walkin’” video to a 

point that makes Simpson look ridiculous in her bikini and Daisy Dukes. P!nk did a 

similar thing in her later clip for “So What”. It should be pointed out that the singer was a 

participant in the “Lady Marmalade” collaboration but since her image isn’t that of a sex 

symbol, her donning of lingerie in the clip is more of a power choice rather than a 

confinement to objectification. 

There’s also fault with male artists in their aid with helping to perpetuate sexual 

objectification of women in pop music videos. This doesn’t just pertain to hip-hop and 

rock videos—many pop singers participate in this as well. One example is a recent 

release from Robin Thicke and his video for “Blurred Lines”. This video features topless 

models parading around in front of Thicke and featured collaborator Pharrell Williams. 

The men gaze at these women and touch them as if they are merely objects that are 

present for their pleasure. It’s this male gaze that is at the center of all music videos and 

what “projects its phantasy on to the female form…women are simultaneously looked at 

and displayed, with their appearance coded for strong visual and erotic impact” (Mulvey, 

4). However, that differs from the way the woman in his earlier video, 2006’s “Lost 

Without U” is portrayed. But actress Paula Patton is shown in an affectionate manner 

only because she is Thicke’s wife. Even still, she’s shown showering and in various states 

of underdress or minimal clothing, which is an example of the male fantasy noted earlier. 

But her body isn’t overtly objectified the way it would be if this were a stereotypical 

video girl; that is, one who is present only for her looks and not as an actress to better 

execute the video’s storyline. 
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Ever the ladies man, Usher has followed the practice of featuring women in his 

music videos. In his 2004 video “Yeah!’”, a woman is featured lusting after him in a 

club. She stands looking at Usher as her dress blows upwards a la Marilyn Monroe, 

exposing her underwear. Afterwards she proceeds to dance against the singer, gyrating 

her hips, dipping down to the ground and wrapping a leg around him from behind. This is 

an exposure of a male fantasy where a woman is lusting after a man conspicuously. Her 

uncontrollable desire for the singer doesn’t stop there, she grabs him as he’s walking 

down the hall and holds him against the wall. This could be seen as an act of power—

she’s in control in this position, but it’s also a reflection of her dire need for a man to 

gratify her. Through this, we can see that she’d do most anything to please and keep him. 

It’s important to note that there’s a distinctive silhouette of the woman as well. Her butt is 

especially defined. Perfect for the male fantasy. 

A more recent example features Usher simulating sex with a video girl in his clip 

for the song “Climax” which was released last year.  In the video, the woman is shown 

experiencing pleasure while in nothing but a bra and panties while Usher is seen shirtless. 

The focus is mostly on the woman and her facial expressions rather than Usher. Even 

though the R&B crooner is a sex symbol in his own right with a predominantly female 

fan base, the camera focuses mostly on the woman rather than on both participants 

equally. It’s more important to feed the male fantasy rather than cater to the target 

audience. This is another way that the male gaze is shown music video: through the 

camera lens. Jhally explains further: “there is a story of the camera itself…women find 

their own identities in terms of how pleasing and desirous they are to men”. 
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So if the camera is such an important part of the way women are portrayed in 

music videos, the way women are viewed should change depending on if there is a man 

or a woman behind the lens, right? Sophie Muller is a British video director. She usually 

works with more established and mature artists in her videos and in looking at her 

collaborations with women in general, the videos aren’t objectifying.  One obvious way 

women can take power in their selves and their images in music videos is to wear full 

clothing. Leona Lewis does this in her video “Better In Time” and KT Tunstall’s minimal 

video for “Black Horse and the Cherry Tree” places focus on the artistic visuals rather 

than the performer’s body. KT’s power lies within her music and lyrics, Leona’s power is 

in her voice, which remains the focus despite the video’s storyline. 

However, Muller still manages to fall back into the same pitfalls of typical 

sexuality of women. For Gwen Stefani’s “Cool” video, the singer can be seen writhing 

around on a bed with her back arched and butt protruding to provide for the male 

scopophillia—that is, pleasure derived from looking or seeing (Cranny-Francis, 151).  

Additionally, Muller’s portrayal of women when the singer is male is different to the way 

it usually is when the singer is female. For Maroon 5’s clip “This Love”, lead singer 

Adam Levine was featured in a sex scene with his then-girlfriend, model Kelly McKee. 

As is standard practice, more focus was put on McKee, having her bare back face the 

camera, covering up Adam’s body in order to put more emphasis on her own. 

Alternatively, we find a male music video director named Joseph Khan to be even 

more objectifying than Sophie Muller’s take. In one of her most popular videos, Britney 

Spears dances on a white floor against a bright background in her video for 2004’s 

“Toxic”. As she does this she is nude, covered in nothing but diamonds and a silver thong 



Willis 9 

that is meant to blend in. Khan aids in giving into the male fantasy with this scene and it 

continues throughout the video. Britney is seen coercing an average looking guy into the 

restroom of an airplane to purportedly join the mile high club. While she takes off his 

face to reveal that it was a mask of an attractive guy, it perpetuates the fantasy of the guy 

who thinks he won’t get a chance, getting to make out with a hot girl. Britney is merely a 

vessel for Khan’s and most all males, inner most sexual desires.  

In another clip, Khan literally turns a woman into an object for Chris Brown’s “I 

Can Transform Ya”. As Lil’ Wayne raps, “I transform her to a Ducati” the woman, who 

is already cloaked in what is supposed to be a sexy superhero/car type suit, is changed 

into a motorbike. This particular alteration makes the video girl an even bigger object. 

Not only has she been objectified for her body but also now she is an actual object for 

which a man can use and manipulate to his liking. And this kind of control is related to 

real-life male behavior towards women. 

It may seem innocent enough, and these yearnings by males can be blamed on 

boys just being boys or “that’s just the way things are” types of reasoning, but there are 

real issues with that sort of thinking. The reason why women are portrayed as objects in 

music videos is because of the patriarchal society we live in. This is historical, and 

according to Steven Goldberg in The Inevitability of Patriarchy, male dominance is 

inevitable since they are so closely tied to control and authority. It is this dominance that 

enforces the societal roles of men and allows them to act on their desires.  

Such was the case during the Puerto Rican Day Pride Parade in Central Park in 

July 2000. Men took advantage of women after seeing them walking around in bikinis on 

the hot summer day and proceeded to imitate what they’d seen in music videos: they 
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sprayed them down with water and groped the women they saw in the crowd—even 

though it was clear that kind of attention was completely unwanted. According to Jhally:   

“The problem in music video and the culture in general is that women are 

presented as nothing else. If the story told about femininity could be widened 

beyond sexual objectification to include many other qualities of individuals: 

intellectual, emotional, spiritual and religious…the desire for autonomy and 

independence, for pleasure and deeper meaning then there would be no problem 

with a little bit of objectification as a sexual aspect of femininity would be 

balanced out and integrated with many other human qualities.” 

The incident in Central Park indicates that there is a problem within society so 

what can be done about this? First, men need to be raised to respect women and should be 

critical watchers of media. They should understand that women are not on this planet to 

serve men—they are complex individuals that are more than their bodies and should be 

treated with dignity and respect. The problem also extends to women. They should also 

be critical of what they see and carry their selves in a fashion that makes them demand 

respect. There’s also responsibility that lies in the hands of the participants in the music 

videos—the singers, actors/actresses, and the creators who direct them. Ultimately, if the 

public demands a better representation of women, then the individuals involved with 

generating videos will have no choice but to make some changes. 
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