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A B S T R A C T 

Rock music is the most misogynistic and aggressive form of music currently listened to. Women's place in it since the 
1950's is described and analyzed in this article. Rock music was originally a working-class male challenge to the 
established symbolic order. In terms of the revenue generated by the industry thirty years later, it is the most 
important cultural expression of popular music. The enterprise is almost exclusively male, the majority of listeners 
are male, and even though women singers contributed in the early 1960's, there have been only a few female 
performers. An analysis of feminine representations in rock music lyrics and album covers in 1981 reveals a variety of 
male-identified images of women. In view of the cultural context in which rock music originated and the industry 
developed, the recent penetration by a few more women into the industry raises questions about whether numbers 
will continue to increase and, even if they do, whether rock music constitutes an appropriate voice in which women 
can authentically express themselves. 

W o m e n ' s i m a g e s — e s p e c i a l l y t h o s e w e 
choose o u r s e l v e s — c a n b o t h reflect a n d deter
m i n e the e c o n o m i c a n d p o l i t i c a l par ts w e 
p l a y i n society. ( F l o r a , 1979) 

A l t h o u g h the statement was m a d e i n c o n j u n c 
t i o n w i t h a n i n v e s t i g a t i o n of w o m e n ' s reflec
t i o n s i n m a g a z i n e f i c t i o n , it a p p l i e s as w e l l to 
o ther types of m e d i a . S tudies have f o u n d that 
w o m e n are p o r t r a y e d as s tereotypica l ly passive , 
i n ro les d i s c r e p a n t w i t h rea l i ty , a n d as d e v a l u e d 
a n d i n v i s i b l e . T h e f i n d i n g s have been d e r i v e d 
f r o m research i n t o v a r i o u s m e d i a i n c l u d i n g f i l m 
( W o l f e n s t e i n a n d Lei tes , 1960; M a t t h e w s - K l e i n , 
1979), a r t (Hess a n d N o c h l i n , 1972), t e l e v i s i o n 
( C o u r t n e y a n d W h i p p l e , 1974; M c N e i l , 1975), 
l i t e ra ture ( C o r n i l l o n , 1972; D e e g a n , 1952), a n d 
m a g a z i n e f i c t i o n a n d a d v e r t i s i n g ( F l o r a , 1971; 
M i l i u m , 1975; W i l s o n , 1977). T h u s far, w o m e n ' s 
representa t ions i n p o p u l a r m u s i c have been 
e x a m i n e d i n a very l i m i t e d w a y . 

M u s i c , u n l i k e m a n y o ther f o r m s of m e d i a , is a 
direct e x p r e s s i o n of ideas. F o r this reason i t p r o 
vides a w e a l t h of i n f o r m a t i o n a b o u t w o m e n 
s ince they m o s t o f t e n are the subject of songs . 
F r o m c lass ica l tunes w i t h m e r m a i d s l u r i n g sai
l o r s to their deaths, to c o u n t r y a n d western tunes 
w i t h wives a n d the ir c h e a t i n g hearts, w o m e n 
a n d the roles they p l a y , o r are expected to p l a y , i n 
society have been charac ter ized by m e n . T h i s is 
n o m o r e true t h a n i n r o c k m u s i c w h i c h has been 
a f fec t ionate ly descr ibed by those i n the i n d u s t r y 
as " k i c k i n g ass' ' a n d w h i c h is p r o b a b l y the m o s t 
b l a t a n t l y m i s o g y n i s t i c a n d aggressive f o r m of 
m u s i c c u r r e n t l y l i s tened to. 

P o p u l a r m u s i c has u n d e r g o n e far r e a c h i n g 
changes s ince r o c k m u s i c emerged o n the scene 
i n the 1950's. A s H i r s c h (1971) has n o t e d , to a 
l a r g e extent this r a d i c a l c h a n g e c o u l d not have 
o c c u r r e d w i t h o u t the s t r u c t u r a l changes i n the 
r a d i o i n d u s t r y w h i c h were b r o u g h t a b o u t by 
d e v e l o p m e n t s i n mass c o m m u n i c a t i o n t e c h n o l -





o g y . A c c o r d i n g l y , a s i t u a t i o n arose i n w h i c h 
i n s t e a d of o n e a u d i e n c e for p o p u l a r m u s i c , as 
e x i s t e d at the t u r n o f the c e n t u r y (see S k i d m o r e , 
1977, for a n a n a lys i s of w o m e n i n p o p u l a r l y r i c s 
for that per iod) there developed m a n y a u d i e n c e s — 
" h e t e r o g e n e o u s , s t ra t i f ied i n s o c i a l class a n d 
s o n g style p r e f e r e n c e . " M u c h has been m a d e of 
the s o c i a l class a n d age d i s t i n c t i o n s i n a u d i e n c e , 
b u t l i t t l e a t t e n t i o n has been p a i d to gender 
w h i c h o b v i o u s l y is i m p o r t a n t . S o far w o m e n ' s 
p l a c e i n p o p u l a r m u s i c has h a r d l y been des
c r i b e d , m u c h less a n a l y z e d or p r o b e d i n terms of 
h o w w o m e n enter i n t o this m e d i u m . T h e p a u c 
i ty of c o m m e n t a r y is p a r t i c u l a r l y i n t e r e s t i n g i n 
v i e w of a recent s o c i o l o g i c a l interest i n rock 
m u s i c ( F r i t h , 1978; D e n i s o f f a n d P e t e r s o n , 1972). 

It is the t reatment of w o m e n i n r o c k m u s i c 
w h i c h is the focus of this p a p e r . T h e i m p o r t a n c e 
of r o c k m u s i c f i n a n c i a l l y a n d c u l t u r a l l y , a n d the 
h i s t o r y of w o m e n as p e r f o r m e r s i n the i n d u s t r y 
w i l l be b r i e f l y descr ibed i n the n e x t s e c t i o n . ' T h e 
d e s c r i p t i o n is m e r e l y a b a c k d r o p to the research 
c o n t r i b u t i o n o f the p a p e r — a n a n a l y s i s of the 
i m a g e s o f w o m e n i n r o c k l y r i c s a n d o n a l b u m 
covers d u r i n g the p e r i o d of i n v e s t i g a t i o n i n 
W i n n i p e g d u r i n g the S p r i n g of 1981. I n the c o n 
c l u s i o n w e s h a l l address the q u e s t i o n of w h e t h e r 
or n o t w o m e n c a n a n d d o d e t e r m i n e the parts 
they p l a y i n p o p u l a r m u s i c . T h e o v e r a l l a i m is to 
suggest some r e l a t i o n s h i p s between the s t ructure 
of the i n d u s t r y , the type of songs a i r e d a n d s o l d , 
a n d the deeply r o o t e d s e x i s m o r c o m b i n a t i o n of 
w o m e n ' s s u b o r d i n a t i o n i n o u r society a n d the 
d e g r a d a t i o n of the f e m i n i n e i n o u r c u l t u r e . 

T H E B A C K G R O U N D 

T h e r o c k m u s i c i n d u s t r y is the m o s t i m p o r 
tant c u l t u r a l e x p r e s s i o n of p o p u l a r m u s i c i n 
N o r t h A m e r i c a today i n terms of the revenue it 
generates. I n the U n i t e d States a n d C a n a d a , r o c k 
m u s i c a c c o u n t s f o r 80 per cent o f a l l records s o l d 
a n d is the n u c l e u s of the three b i l l i o n d o l l a r 
i n d u s t r y i n the U n i t e d States a n d 295 m i l l i o n 
d o l l a r i n d u s t r y i n C a n a d a . I n W i n n i p e g a l o n e , 

the C a n a d i a n c i t y w h e r e this s tudy was c o n 
d u c t e d , ro c k m u s i c reaches s o m e 247,000 p e o p l e 
w e e k l y ( C h r i s t i a n , 1981). F o r the age category 
e ighteen to twenty- f ive , rock m u s i c serves the 
f u n c t i o n t e l e v i s i o n d i d p r e v i o u s l y as the p r i m a r y 
source of e n t e r t a i n m e n t ( L e B l a n c , 1978). 

Sexism in the Rock Music Industry 

T h e r o c k m u s i c enterprise is a l m o s t e x c l u 
s ive ly m a l e - d o m i n a t e d , i n c l u d i n g the r e c o r d i n g 
i n d u s t r y , the b r o a d c a s t i n g i n d u s t r y , a n d the 
a u d i e n c e . W i t h regard to the record c o m p a n i e s , 
few w o m e n h o l d execut ive p o s i t i o n s , a n d these 
are the p o s i t i o n s w h i c h p r o v i d e the p o w e r i n the 
i n d u s t r y to m a k e h i t s ( D i t l e a , 1977). F u r t h e r 
m o r e , there are v i r t u a l l y n o w o m e n as p r o d u c e r s , 
w h i c h are the key creative p o s i t i o n s i n r e c o r d i n g , 
a n d the m u s i c i a n s are o v e r w h e l m i n g l y m e n 
( C h a p p i e , et ai, 1977). I n the other p o s i t i o n s too, 
i n c l u d i n g m a n a g e r s / f i n a n c i e r s , r e c o r d i n g e n g i 
neers, scouts, m i x e r s a n d roadies , m e n h o l d sway 
a l m o s t w i t h o u t e x c e p t i o n . 

W o m e n ' s absence permeates the ent i re enter
pr ise , even to the extent that it is m e n w h o are the 
"ga tes " of the b r o a d c a s t i n g scene once the records 
have been cut . M e n are u l t i m a t e l y r e s p o n s i b l e 
for w h a t is p l a y e d over the a i r s ince they h o l d key 
p o s i t i o n s as s ta t ion managers , r a d i o engineers , 
p r o g r a m directors , a n d disc jockies (Denisof f , 
1975). U s i n g W i n n i p e g as a n e x a m p l e once 
m o r e , s t a t i o n 92 C I T I F M i n ear ly 1981 was r u n 
by m e n . T h e p r o g r a m m e , m u s i c a n d assistant 
m u s i c d i rec tors , as w e l l as e i g h t of the n i n e d isc 
j o c k i e s were m e n ; the o n l y w o m a n d i s c j o c k e y at 
the s ta t ion was h i r e d as recently as N o v e m b e r 
1980. 

A n o t h e r sex d i s t r i b u t i o n p e c u l i a r i t y i n the 
r o c k m u s i c i n d u s t r y is that the m a j o r i t y of l i s t e n 
ers are m e n ( L u l l et ai, 1978). Research over the 
past f i f teen years d o c u m e n t s the greater tendency 
for y o u n g w o m e n to f a v o u r the more c o n v e n 
t i o n a l f o r m s of p o p m u s i c ( T a n n e r , 1981). I n 



W i n n i p e g , the r a t i o of m a l e to female l i s terners 
of rock m u s i c is 60:40 ( M c K a n a , 1981). 

D e s p i t e the e x c l u s i o n of w o m e n f r o m the r o c k 
i n d u s t r y as a w h o l e , w o m e n d o f i g u r e i n the 
m o s t v i s i b l e par t of rock as a c u l t u r a l p h e n o 
m e n o n ; b o t h as per formers a n d i n the i m a g e r y of 
the songs a n d a l b u m covers . W e t u r n n o w to a 
brief h i s t o r y of w o m e n per formers i n rock m u s i c , 
after w h i c h w e s h a l l present the f i n d i n g s of a 
s tudy of the i m a g e r y of w o m e n i n rock songs a n d 
a l b u m covers. 

The History of Women Rock Performers 

A t the b e g i n n i n g s i n the ear ly 1950's, r o c k a n d 
r o l l m u s i c was p e r f o r m e d e x c l u s i v e l y by m e n . 
F r o m 1960 u n t i l 1965 w o m e n s ingers became a 
r e c o g n i z e d t r e n d . A c c o r d i n g to C h a p p i e et ai, 
(1977), the reason was that w o m e n c o n t r i b u t e d 
the o n l y rea l s e x u a l m u s i c of the era, w h i l e c l e a n 
cut types s u c h as B o b b y V i n t o n , G e n e P i t n e y a n d 
the B e a c h B o y s d o m i n a t e d the m u s i c i n d u s t r y . 
T h e success ful f e m a l e g r o u p s at this t i m e were 
B l a c k . T h e y were the o n l y r e a d i l y a v a i l a b l e sex 
object , s ince W h i t e w o m e n were s t i l l rather 
m u c h o n a pedesta l i n N o r t h A m e r i c a i n this era. 
T h e s e a l l " g i r l " B l a c k g r o u p s s a n g a b o u t m e n ; 
the m a l e was the star of the s h o w even so. S o n g s 
s u c h as He's a Rebel a n d Leader of the Pack were 
t y p i c a l ( B u s n a r , 1979). C h a p p i e ' s focus o n the 
industry as s u c h , i g n o r i n g the social movement 
o u t of w h i c h r o c k m u s i c o r i g i n a t e d , leads to a 
s o m e w h a t s i m p l i s t i c d e s c r i p t i o n of w o m e n a n d 
r o c k a n d r o l l m u s i c i n the 1950's a n d 1960's. W e 
s h a l l r e t u r n later to a n o t h e r theory a b o u t the 
o r i g i n s of r o c k m u s i c a n d the ro le of gender i n i t . 

A f t e r the m i d 1960's, w o m e n p e r f o r m e r s suf
fered a setback i n r o c k m u s i c . A n u m b e r of trends 
have been suggested as b e i n g r e s p o n s i b l e . F o r 
one the f o l k h e r o i n e , i n the f o r m of J o n i M i t c h e l l 
a n d J o a n Baez a m o n g others , e m e r g e d . It is n o 
c o i n c i d e n c e that W h i t e w o m e n s ingers espe
c i a l l y succeeded i n the n o t o r i o u s l y a s e x u a l ( n o n -
erotic) genre of f o l k m u s i c s ince it is harder for a 

w o m a n t h a n a m a n to p o r t r a y her s e x u a l i t y i n a 
w a y that c o n t r i b u t e s p o s i t i v e l y to her i m a g e , a n d 
n o o n e d i s p u t e s that r o c k m u s i c is e ro t i c m u s i c . 
A n o t h e r factor i n the setback for w o m e n per
f o r m e r s i n r o c k h a d been the a l m o s t to ta l r e t u r n 
to e lectr ic m u s i c w i t h the i n v a s i o n of B r i t i s h 
p e r f o r m e r s a n d s o n g w r i t e r s at th is t i m e ; i t is a 
fact that w o m e n d i d n o t p l a y e l e c t r i c a l i n s t r u 
m e n t s . It is a l s o a fact, h o w e v e r , that this n e w 
r o c k was i n c o m p a t i b l e w i t h accepted n o r m s of 
" f e m i n i n e " b e h a v i o u r . A s r o c k l y r i c s became 
r a u n c h i e r , w o m e n per formers were relegated to 
the backs t ream ( G r o s s m a n , 1976). 

T h e 1970's m a r k e d a n o t h e r t u r n for w o m e n i n 
r o c k m u s i c . R e - e n t e r i n g the m a i n s t r e a m were 
s u c h w o m e n p e r f o r m e r s as J a n i s J o p l i n a n d 
G r a c i e S l i c k of the Je f ferson A i r p l a n e . T h e s e 
w o m e n , h o w e v e r , f r o n t e d m a l e b a n d s . F e w w o 
m e n f o l l o w e d their l e a d s ince the m o s t s o c i a l l y 
accepted w a y for a w o m a n to m a k e m u s i c w a s 
s t i l l as a sensi t ive s o n g w r i t e r a n d s inger . B y 1972 
there were n o h a r d rockers a m o n g w o m e n that 
s o l d g o l d ( C h a p p i e et ai, 1977). 

T o d a y , there are s t i l l few w o m e n i n r o c k 
m u s i c , b u t there are s o m e w h o are successful a n d 
the at t i tudes these w o m e n pro ject i n the i r songs 
are c h a n g i n g . W e s h a l l c o m m e n t o n t h e m i n the 
next sec t ion . 

IMAGES O F W O M E N IN R O C K MUSIC 

If w o m e n p e r s o n a l l y are a l m o s t e n t i r e l y m i s s 
i n g f r o m the key p o s i t i o n s i n the r e c o r d m a k i n g 
i n d u s t r y i n v o l v i n g r o c k m u s i c , a n d o n l y recent ly 
have re-emerged v i s i b l y as per formers , s y m b o l i 
c a l l y they have f r o m its outset a t t a i n e d p r o m i 
nence i n the l y r i c s a n d p o r t r a i t s o n the a l b u m 
covers of the records. It is this s y m b o l i c o r c u l t u 
r a l r e a l m of r o c k m u s i c w h i c h c a n n o t be i g n o r e d 
i n a n y e x p l a n a t i o n of w o m e n ' s e x c l u s i o n f r o m 
the i n d u s t r y . 



Representations in the Lyrics 

R o c k m u s i c has been c a l l e d " t h e f r e n z i e d cele
b r a t i o n of m a s c u l i n e p o t e n c y " ( M e a d e , 1971). 
T h e l y r i c s o f the 40 songs a i r e d i n W i n n i p e g 
d u r i n g J a n u a r y - M a r c h 1981 bear this o u t . T h e s e 
songs were m o s t l y selected f r o m the W i n n i p e g 
r a d i o s t a t i o n C I T I F M by the p r o c e d u r e to be 
d e s c r i b e d , b u t s o m e were taken f r o m o n e of the 
t o p a l b u m s for 1980 ( P i n k F l o y d , The Wall), a n d 
the r e m a i n i n g were selected because they were 
s u n g by w o m e n . 

M u s i c w a s tape recorded by the f irst a u t h o r 
t h r o u g h o u t selected spots d u r i n g the r a d i o sta
t i o n ' s r o c k f o r m a t (not a t o p 40 f o r m a t ) . B y d e f i 
n i t i o n , a n y m u s i c p l a y e d by the s t a t i o n is roc k 
s i nce th is f o r m a t is d e f i n e d by the C a n a d i a n 
R a d i o a n d T e l e v i s i o n C o m m i s s i o n . If the sta
t i o n does n o t f o l l o w their a s s i g n e d f o r m a t they 
r i s k l o s i n g the i r l icense . S o n g s thus selected were 
p r e s u m e d to be representat ive of w h a t was b e i n g 
a i r e d i n W i n n i p e g d u r i n g that m o n t h a n d i n the 
c o u n t r y as a w h o l e . T h e p a r t i c u l a r songs p l a y e d 
at a n y g i v e n t i m e r a p i d l y b e c o m e q u i t e da ted o r 
passe s ince h i t s i n p o p u l a r m u s i c have a re la 
t ive ly shor t l i f e s p a n . T h e m e s c h a n g e as w e l l , b u t 
m u c h m o r e s l o w l y ; there is i n d i c a t i o n that 
a l t h o u g h the e m p h a s i s has sh i f ted , the basic a t t i 
tudes i n r o c k have pers is ted over the decades 
( C o l e , 1971). T h e songs c h o s e n for the s a m p l e 
c o u l d be s a i d to be representat ive o f rock m u s i c 
p l a y e d t h r o u g h o u t C a n a d a at that t i m e because 
m u s i c c h o s e n to be a i r e d i n W i n n i p e g is based o n 
w h a t is p o p u l a r i n o ther m a j o r c i t ies i n C a n a d a 
a n d the U n i t e d States. A rather s t r i n g e n t pre
se lec t ion process is i n v o l v e d , i n c l u d i n g the use 
of i n f o r m a t i o n gathered f r o m surveys, trade p u b 
l i c a t i o n s , a n d r e c o r d sales. S u c h representat ive
ness is f u r t h e r assured by the n a t u r e of the i n d u s 
try; i .e. , the a i m of m u s i c directors to sel l as m u c h 
m u s i c as poss ib le by r e a c h i n g as w i d e a n a u d i e n c e 
as p o s s i b l e . 

T h e forty songs i n i t i a l l y taped by the researcher 
were a n a l y z e d f irst f o r c l a r i t y of l y r i c s a n d t h e n 

for references to w o m e n (aga in we stress that 40 is 
m e r e l y the N of the s a m p l e , not a T o p 40 b r o a d 
c a s t i n g f o r m a t ) . A n y s o n g i n w h i c h the lyr i cs 
referred to w o m e n was i n c l u d e d (these 28 songs 
are l i s ted i n A p p e n d i x I). I n the process, o n l y t w o 
of the forty songs i n the s a m p l e were f o u n d to be 
s u n g by w o m e n ; for this reason , f ive songs t h e n 
b e i n g s u n g by w o m e n were a d d e d to the s a m p l e 
for c o m p a r i s o n p u r p o s e s . T h e lyr ics f r o m P i n k 
F l o y d ' s The Wall were e x a m i n e d i n deta i l because 
th is a l b u m was c o n s i d e r e d the best r o c k a l b u m 
recorded d u r i n g the year p r i o r to w h i c h the s tudy 
w a s m a d e (the ten e x c e p t i o n s to r a n d o m selec
t i o n are l i s ted i n A p p e n d i x II). 

Results of the Analysis of Lyrics 

It a l m o s t i m m e d i a t e l y became o b v i o u s that 
the o n l y type of " sense" w h i c h c o u l d be m a d e of 
the representat ions of w o m e n f o u n d i n this 
m u s i c w h i c h is created by a n d d i s t r i b u t e d by 
m e n for m e n ' s taste a n d c o n s u m p t i o n is i n terms 
of the s e x u a l a n d sexist fantasies so b la tant i n its 
l y r i c s . W e have c h o s e n to m a k e a q u a l i t a t i v e 
a n a l y s i s a n d have loca ted o u r f i n d i n g s w i t h i n a 
f e m i n i s t f r a m e w o r k , w h i c h best h e l p s us o r g a n 
ize t h e m . 

I n a society w h e r e m e n have c o n t r o l l e d the 
c o n c e p t u a l arena a n d have d e t e r m i n e d soc ia l 
values a n d the s tructure of i n s t i t u t i o n s , m e n 
d e f i n e the f e m a l e as they d e f i n e e v e r y t h i n g else 
( S m i t h , 1971). A s the subject of ro c k songs, the 
m a l e - i d e n t i f i e d w o m a n becomes the object or 
the o ther (a s o c i a l - m o r a l as w e l l as a p e r s o n a l -
p s y c h o l o g i c a l a s s i g n m e n t , u n f o r t u n a t e l y for w o 
m e n ) . A s objects, the i m a g e s of w o m e n (i.e., the 
m o r a l j u d g e m e n t s m a d e by men) reflect m e n ' s 
a m b i v a l e n c e s . T h u s , a n i m a g e m a y be " g o o d " at 
o n e t i m e , " b a d " at a n o t h e r , d e p e n d i n g o n its 
s e r v i c a b i l i t y for the m a n m a k i n g the j u d g e m e n t . 
A s the i m a g e is j u d g e d , so is the w o m a n i n c a r 
n a t i n g that i m a g e ( R u t h , 1980:90). 

M a l e - i d e n t i f i e d w o m e n are a l w a y s d e f i n e d 
a n d u n d e r s t o o d w i t h i n their b i o l o g i c a l c a p a c i -



ties, e i ther of r e p r o d u c t i o n o r s e x u a l a r o u s a l a n d 
g r a t i f i c a t i o n . T h u s w o m e n as objects i n r o c k 
songs are cast i n t o the n u r t u r i n g r o l e or the 
erot ic ro le , t w o separate b u t o f ten c o n f l i c t i n g 
parts to be p l a y e d . T h e s e images i n t u r n have 
their " g o o d " a n d " b a d " sides, d e p e n d i n g o n 
h o w w e l l they serve their m e n . T h e r e f o r e , the 
perfect m o t h e r ( n u r t u r i n g ) a n d the perfect p l a y 
mate (erotic) w h i c h m e n fantasize have their f l i p -
sides. T h a t is , there is a d e p e n d e n t a n d s e x u a l l y 
u n i n t e r e s t i n g w o m a n i n the case of the i n n o c e n t 
a n d p u r e l a d y - m o t h e r , a n d the d a n g e r o u s a n d 
p o t e n t i a l l y c a s t r a t i n g w i t c h - b i t c h i n the case of 
the lus ty p l a y m a t e . T h e basic i n c o m p a t i b i l i t i e s 
i n the t w o b i o l o g i c a l roles are far f r o m r e s o l v e d 
i n the l y r i c s o f r o c k m u s i c , i n w h i c h m e n ' s a m b i 
valences t o w a r d w o m e n are e v o k e d repeatedly. 

The Erotic Image 

R o c k l y r i c s m o s t o f ten depic t a w o m a n as a sex 
object o r as a s e x u a l servicer of m e n . S h e is the 
p l a y m a t e w h o is a l w a y s a v a i l a b l e a n d her p r i m e 
f u n c t i o n is h a p p i l y to accomodate a n y m a n that 
h a p p e n s a l o n g . W o m a n ' s p lace is therefore 
between the sheets ( B l o n d i e , Call Me, the Street-
heart , Tin Soldier) w h e t h e r she p r o v i d e s the sex 
for free ( E m e r s o n , L a k e a n d P a l m e r , Lucky 
Man) o r w h e t h e r he has to pay for it (Streetheart, 
Sin City). In teres t ingly , i n the m a n n e r of w o m e n 
w h o s e p a t r i a r c h a l s o c i a l i z a t i o n has d e p r i v e d 
t h e m of a f e m i n i n e consc iousness , the female 
g r o u p s d o n o t escape the m a s c u l i n e perspect ive 
s ince a w o m a n begs a m a n to p u t her i n her p l a c e 
(Pat Benatar , Hit Me with Your Best Shot) a n d to 
te l l her w h a t she's g o i n g to d o ( H e a r t , Down on 
Me.) 

H o w e v e r , i n her p lace i n bed a w o m a n is 
s o m e t h i n g to be feared. She has the p o w e r f u l 
w e a p o n o r the g o l d e n g u n ( T o t o , Girl With the 
Golden Gun), she is g o i n g to get h i m a n d he jus t 
can ' t refuse ( H a r l e q u i n , What's Your Name, 
Little Girl?), she makes h i s b o d y t w i t c h ( R o u g h 
T r a d e , High School Confidential), a n d she is 

l i k e a d o g w h o has h a d its day (S t ree thear t/Rol -
l i n g Stones, Under my Thumb). 

M a s c u l i n e a m b i v a l e n c e a b o u t w o m e n ' s erot i c 
n a t u r e is a c c o m p a n i e d by m i s o g y n y . W o m e n are 
n o t o n l y f r i g h t e n i n g because the g o o d par t of 
t h e m has its b a d side ( U F O , Too Hot to Handle), 
they are a l s o s u b h u m a n . A w o m a n is a n a n i m a l ; 
a pussy ( T e d N u g e n t , Cat Scratch Fever), a k i t t e n 
( T o t o , Girl With the Golden Gun), a s q u i r m i n g 
d o g ( S t r e e t h e a r t / R o l l i n g S t o n e s , Under my 
Thumb), a b i t c h ( H a r l e q u i n , What's Your Name, 
Little Girl?), a S iamese cat a n d a pet (Streetheart/ 
R o l l i n g Stones, Under my Thumb). Because 
w o m e n are n o t q u i t e h u m a n , they m u s t be c o n 
t r o l l e d a n d d o m i n a t e d by m e n n o t o n l y for m a l e 
benefi t , but for their o w n g o o d . T h i s c o n t r o l 
ranges a l l the w a y f r o m h a v i n g her d r e a m s a n d 
v i s i o n s b u r n e d ( B r u c e S p r i n g s t e e n , Born to 
Run) to h a v i n g her f r i e n d s l i m i t e d for her ( E r i c 
C l a p t o n , / Can't Stand It), to b e i n g beaten to a 
p u l p o n S a t u r d a y n i g h t ( P i n k F l o y d , Don't 
Leave Me Now). V i o l e n c e is r a m p a n t . A w o m 
an 's h e a d w i l l r o l l if she doesn' t get o u t of h i s 
s ight ( T e d N u g e n t , Heads Will Roll) o r o n o n e 
of h i s bad days she w i l l f i n d h i s axe o n her, b u t 
o n l y after she has fetched it ( P i n k F l o y d , One of 
My Turns). T h e v i c t i m theme is a l so f o u n d 
a m o n g the w o m e n s ingers ; a w o m a n does n o t 
k n o w w h a t to d o w h e n i t a l l comes d o w n to her 
( H e a r t , Down on Me), she suspects she is g o i n g 
to be used a g a i n ( H e a r t , Even it Up), she is forced 
d o w n to her knees ( H e a r t , Barracuda), o r she 
describes h is h a n d s o n her throat , her face t u r n 
i n g red , a n d f e e l i n g l i k e a p u n c h i n g b a g ( R o u g h 
T r a d e , Physical Violence). 

W o m a n is thus the object , the d e f i n e d , the 
f o l l o w e r , the pass ive r e c i p i e n t to be used a n d 
a b u s e d . A t best she is treated w i t h d is t rus t , at 
w o r s t w i t h v i o l e n c e a n d c o n t e m p t . 

The Nurturing Image 

It is n o t s u r p r i s i n g that the M a r i a n i m a g e , the 
v i r g i n lady w h o represents tenderness, c h a r i t y , 



a n d p u r i t y , does n o t a p p e a r very o f t e n i n m u s i c 
w h i c h a p p e a l s to a n d is created by a n d for y o u n g 
m e n . H o w e v e r , w o m e n ( " g i r l s , " that is) are 
r e m i n d e d that i f l i f e o n earth is to c o n t i n u e they 
m u s t l o v e the i r m a n a n d gent ly ("take h i m by the 
h a n d " ) h e l p h i m to unders tand the w o r l d depends 
o n the i r f e m i n i n i t y ( D o o r s , Riders in the Storm). 
A reversa l o f the " n a t u r a l o r d e r " i n w h i c h 
w o m e n d o the n u r t u r i n g (i.e. p r o v i d e " b r e a d a n d 
h o n e y " ) o c c u r s i n o n e i n s t a n c e of i r o n y w h e r e 
the Q u e e n is s i t t i n g i n the c o u n t i n g h o u s e 
c o u n t i n g a l l the m o n e y w h i l e the K i n g is i n the 
k i t c h e n e a t i n g ( J o h n L e n n o n , Cleanup Time). 

T h e f l i p s ide of the i d e a l m o t h e r i n g w o m a n is 
m o r e f r e q u e n t l y descr ibed i n rock l y r i c s w h i c h 
p o r t r a y a w o m a n ' s s e x u a l c o l d n e s s ( R o u g h 
T r a d e , High School Confidential, P i n k F l o y d , 
Young Lust), a n d w h i c h p o r t r a y s a d e p e n d e n c y 
w h i c h ties a m a n d o w n (Cars , Slack, a n d B i l l y 
J o e l , Fantasy Rock) a n d prevents t h e m f r o m get
t i n g loose o n c e she has got h i m ( L o v e r B o y , 
Turn Me Loose). H o w e v e r , w h e n the w o m a n 
o b l i g e s a n d does let go , she has g i v e n h i m the 
e x p e n s i v e kissoff , that b i t c h , that heartbreaker 
(Steely D a n , Urban Cowboy). W h e n the w o m a n 
is h i s m o t h e r , the m a l e i n the r o c k songs is a f r a i d 
o f her because she is g o i n g to p u t a l l her fears 
i n t o h i m ( P i n k F l o y d , Mother). W h e n she is h i s 
w i f e she is fat a n d p s y c h o p a t h i c a n d w i l l t h r a s h 
h i m to w i t h i n i n c h e s of h i s l i f e ( P i n k F l o y d , 
Happiest Days of Our Lives). 

R o c k l y r i c s a l s o r e i n f o r c e the n o t i o n of the 
valuelessness o f a w o m a n w h o has needs of her 
o w n a n d at tempts to satisfy t h e m , thereby i n t r u d 
i n g o n the m a l e fantasy of c o m p l e t e a n d u n h a m 
pered f r e e d o m ( a l l o w e d by the perfect m o t h e r ) . 

Portrayal of Women on Album Covers 

R o c k m u s i c is not o n l y created, p l a y e d a n d 
s u n g ; it is a l so p a c k a g e d . T h e d e p i c t i o n of 
w o m e n o n a l b u m covers is i m p o r t a n t s ince it is 
v i s u a l images of w o m e n that are used by the 
i n d u s t r y to se l l its h i g h energy p r o d u c t . A s it has 

so a p t l y been p u t , w o m e n have been e x p l o i t e d 
f o r years to se l l m a l e cock r o c k ( C h a p p i e et ai, 
1977). E x a m p l e s are l e g i o n . F r o m cheesecake 
shots o f b i k i n i e d w o m e n to the c a m p a i g n for the 
H u m b l e P i e a l b u m , Eat It, sex is used to se l l a n d 
w o m e n are w h a t is b e i n g s o l d ( C h a p p i e et ai, 
1977). 

F o r t y t w o a l b u m covers were selected for the i r 
p o r t r a y a l of w o m e n . ( T h e y are l i s ted i n A p p e n 
d i x III). T o select the a l b u m s , the a u t h o r w e n t 
t h r o u g h the r o c k sec t ion at a record store i n 
W i n n i p e g , a n d those a l b u m s w i t h images of 
w o m e n were c h o s e n . A l b u m s were e x c l u d e d i f 
the r e p r e s e n t a t i o n w a s of a female b a n d m e m b e r 
or lead s inger p o r t r a y e d as herself. T h e d e c i s i o n 
as to w h a t c o n s t i t u t e d ro c k was thus left to 
s o m e o n e f a m i l i a r w i t h the i n d u s t r y , i.e., the 
record s h o p o w n e r w h o h a d c lass i f ied the a l b u m , 
rather t h a n b e i n g m a d e by the researcher. 

T h e o v e r r i d i n g themes of the covers are s i m 
i l a r to those f o u n d i n the lyr i cs , but w i t h even 
m o r e e m p h a s i s o n the erot ic role . F r o m a n u n 
c h a n g i n g i n t o a p r o s t i t u t e i n a toilet ( M o n k s , 
Bad Habit), to a w o m a n o n her knees s t a r i n g at a 
m a n ' s c r o t c h ( S c o r p i o n , Animal Magnetism), 
w o m e n have been ob jec t i f ied a n d p u t i n their 
" r i g h t f u l " places, b e l o w m e n a n d for their u n o b 
structed use. 

A h i g h percentage of w o m e n o n a l b u m covers 
s y m b o l i z e e v i l . T h e y are the tempters of m e n , 
des i rab le yet o b v i o u s l y f o r b i d d e n a n d feared. 
B i z a r r e covers depic t w o m e n as wi tches ( B l a c k 
Sabbath) , a n d as i n c o n t r o l of the e lements 
( R u s h , Anthem), they are a l so c r i m i n a l s , carry
i n g g u n s a n d m u r d e r i n g m e n (Sni f f ' n ' the 
T e a r s , Fickle Heart). H e r e too a w o m a n appears 
i n a n i m a l f o r m ; she is a t iger ( E d d i e a n d the H o t 
R o d s , Fish and Chops), o r a n e v i l b i r d w i t h 
breasts a t t a c k i n g m e n ( P i n k F l o y d , The Wall). 
T h e a l b u m cover for Eve ( A l l a n P a r s o n s Project ) 
depic t s the f l a w i n every b e a u t i f u l w o m a n , w h o 
h a r b o u r s u g l y , m a l i g n a n t t h i n g s ins ide her. 



T h e message o n rock a l b u m covers a b o u t sex 
is that i t is f u n w h e n it is i l l i c i t . Pros t i tu tes 
(Rober t P a l m e r , Sneaking Sally Through the 
Alley), p h y s i c a l v i o l e n c e ( R y C o o d e r , Border
line), a n d the s e d u c t i o n of y o u n g g i r l s (Scooter, 
Young Girls) are some of the o ther themes i l l u s 
trated o n record jackets . T h e exot i c , w i s h f u l -
fantasy s u r r o u n d i n g s a n d n u d i t y ( C h i n g C h a w n , 
Country Porn) o r d r a m a t i c c l o t h i n g ( R o d Ste
w a r t , Blondes Have More Fun) removes the 
w o m a n i n the p ic tures for r o c k m u s i c records 
e n t i r e l y f r o m the everyday w o r l d of w o r k a n d 
h o m e i n w h i c h real w o m e n m o v e . I n fact, it 
to ta l ly removes her f r o m a n y k i n d of self-
i n v o l v e d a c t i o n , s ince she appears m a n n e q u i n 
l i k e — a r t i f i c i a l a n d lifeless (Sad C a f e , Misplaced 
Ideals), r e l y i n g o n the m a l e (Streetheart, Under 
Heaven, Under Hell) o r o u t l a n d i s h p r o p s (Scor
p i o n , In Trance) to e n h a n c e her menace or 
potency . 

A l b u m titles a l so reflect m a l e s u p r e m a c y over 
w o m e n a n d a n obsess ion w i t h v i o l e n t p h a l l i c 
sex. S u c h tit les as Taken By Force, Jump On It, 
Wild Eyed Southern Boys, a n d Muscle of Love 
a l l p r o c l a i m m a l e potency a n d the u l t i m a t e 
p o w e r of m e n over w o m e n . R u g g e d m a s c u l i n i t y 
as a w a y of t r e a t i n g w o m e n is h i g h l y i d e a l i z e d o n 
a l b u m covers (see M c C o r m a c k , 1978, for a d i s 
c u s s i o n of machismo i n the m e d i a ) . 

W o m e n ' s i m a g e s i n rock m u s i c , as d i scovered 
i n the l y r i c s a n d o n the a l b u m covers i n 1981, 
reflect m a s c u l i s t at t i tudes n o less t h a n they d i d i n 
a n ear l ie r t i m e i n the 1960's o f w h i c h C o h n 
(1969) has w r i t t e n as f o l l o w s : 

T h e r e were s o m e fierce songs a n d c r u e l a n d 
the g i r l s [sic] i n t h e m were p u t d o w n a n d 
h i t a n d d i s c a r d e d l i k e tota l t r a s h . . . . T h e 
s o u n d destroyed y o u , r a p e d y o u a n d left 
y o u w i t h n o defenses. 

I n the 1980's the images c o n t i n u e to be m i s o g 
ynis t , a m b i v a l e n t , a n d ob jec t i f ied . 

C O N C L U S I O N S 

O u r p u r p o s e i n this p a p e r has been to e x a m 
i n e the treatment of w o m e n i n r o c k m u s i c h i s t o r 
i c a l l y a n d at the present t i m e i n order to u n m a s k 
the s e x i s m i n yet a n o t h e r i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d sector 
of c u l t u r e a n d society. W e have c o n c l u d e d that 
the o r g a n i z a t i o n of the r o c k m u s i c enterpr ise is 
sex-segregated a n d th^t the s y m b o l s i n the m u s i c 
i tself are even today a r e f l e c t i o n o f m a l e c o n s t r u c 
t i o n a n d fantasy . T h e q u e s t i o n arises as to 
w h e t h e r w o m e n c a n b e g i n to c o n t r i b u t e s i g n i f i 
c a n t l y to the w o r l d of c o m m e r c i a l p o p u l a r 
m u s i c o f this genre a n d thereby i n f l u e n c e the 
w a y i n w h i c h they are p o r t r a y e d to large p r o p o r 
t ions of y o u t h f u l persons . P e r h a p s , m o r e f u n 
d a m e n t a l l y , the q u e s t i o n is w h e t h e r r o c k m u s i c 
consti tutes a n a p p r o p r i a t e vo ice i n w h i c h w o m e n 
c a n express themselves . I n o u r m i n d s the ques 
t i o n s are n o t u n r e l a t e d . 

Women in the Industry 

A s we h a v e i n d i c a t e d , the p r o b l e m at the 
o r g a n i z a t i o n a l l eve l is that there are m a n y l o c a 
t i o n s i n the n o w w e l l - e s t a b l i s h e d i n d u s t r y w h e r e 
w o m e n are c u r r e n t l y restr icted a n d w h i c h they 
w i l l have to enter before changes i n sex-segrega
t i o n c a n o c c u r . A s we h a v e seen, even to enter i n 
as p e r f o r m e r s i n the i r o w n r i g h t , w o m e n are 
faced w i t h s p e c i a l p r o b l e m s . L i f e o n the r o a d is 
a l i e n a t i n g for m o s t p e o p l e , b u t w o m e n are l i k e l y 
to have m o r e p r o b l e m s . T h e y p r o b a b l y w i l l h a v e 
a m a l e m a n a g e r , m a l e roadies a n d m a l e s i d e m e n . 
O n stage they are e n c o u r a g e d to be sexy, yet after 
the s h o w they are expected to be o n e o f the g u y s . 
T h u s a m b i v a l e n c e a n d c o n f l i c t are a u t o m a t i 
c a l l y b u i l t i n t o the s i t u a t i o n of the p e r f o r m e r . 
N o r t h A m e r i c a n society a l s o f i n d s i t d i f f i c u l t to 
accept w o m e n i n p r i m a r y roles . I n a d d i t i o n , 
w o m e n f i n d i t even m o r e of a barr ier to enter 
o ther less accessible p o s i t i o n s i n the i n d u s t r y . 
T h e y w i l l have to be ab le to p l a y a l l the i n s t r u 
m e n t s , to master the t e c h n o l o g y , to operate the 
m i x i n g boards , r e c o r d i n g s tudios , a n d s o u n d 
e q u i p m e n t , a n d to b e c o m e producers , t e c h n i -



c i a n s a n d e n g i n e e r s ( C h a p p i e et ai, 1977). Sev
e r a l w o m e n h a v e set u p the i r o w n r e c o r d i n g 
s t u d i o s . T h i s , h o w e v e r , is a l i m i t e d s o l u t i o n 
because o f the f i n a n c i a l o v e r h e a d o f s u c h a n 
e n t e r p r i s e . I n 1977 i t cost as m u c h as $75,000 to 
m a k e a n L . P . r e c o r d (Pepe , 1977). W o m e n a l s o 
need to enter the i n d u s t r y as " g a t e s " b u t there is 
l i t t l e p r o g r e s s b e i n g m a d e i n th is area s ince few 
w o m e n are d i s c j o c k i e s o r p r o g r a m m e a n d m u s i c 
d i r e c t o r s at r a d i o s ta t ions . T h e C a n a d i a n R a d i o 
a n d T e l e v i s i o n C o m m i s s i o n c o u l d p r o v i d e s u p 
p o r t f o r w o m e n i n m u c h the same w a y they 
p r o m o t e C a n a d i a n talent . I n 1970, after i t w a s 
r u l e d that C a n a d i a n r a d i o s tat ions h a d to p l a y a 
set percentage o f C a n a d i a n m u s i c , there were 22 
h i t s f r o m res ident C a n a d i a n art ists c o m p a r e d to 
s i x f r o m the year before ( Y o r k e , 1971). T h i s type 
o f l e g i s l a t i o n c o u l d p r o v i d e C a n a d i a n w o m e n 
w i t h the i n c e n t i v e they need, b u t at the present 
t i m e a f f i r m a t i v e a c t i o n p r o g r a m m e s for w o m e n 
have l i t t l e a p p e a l o r s u p p o r t i n this c o u n t r y . 

W o m e n are m o s t no t i ceab le as r o c k m u s i c -
m a k e r s , s m a l l as the i r n u m b e r s are. A l t h o u g h 
s o m e f e m a l e g r o u p s s u c h as H e a r t s t i l l reflect the 
o l d n o r m s o f w o m a n pass ive ly w a i t i n g for her 
m a n , w o m e n c a n a n d d o w r i t e a n d s i n g a b o u t 
o t h e r exper iences t h a n as lovers o r toys o f m e n . 
M a r i a n n e F a i t h f u l i n the Ballad of Lucy Jordan 
s i n g s a b o u t a h o u s e w i f e w h o , r e a l i z i n g that n o n e 
of her d r e a m s w i l l ever c o m e true, c o m m i t s s u i 
c ide. She a l so b l a t a n t l y expresses h o s t i l i t y towards 
m e n , s o m e t h i n g n o o t h e r w o m a n r o c k s i n g e r 
h a d d o n e before her . O t h e r g r o u p s too are 
r a u n c h y , aggressive a n d d e m a n d i n g . G i r l s c h o o l , 
a b a n d f o r m e d i n 1977, has been descr ibed as " t h e 
f irst g i r l [sic] b a n d to s u r v i v e n o v e l t y . . . c o m f o r 
tab ly l o d g e d i n the u p p e r strata of B r i t a i n ' s 
heavy m e t a l s cene" ( H a y e s , 1981). P a t Benatar , 
D e b o r a h H a r r y o f B l o n d i e , C a n a d i a n C a r o l e 
P o p e o f R o u g h T r a d e , as w e l l as M a r i a n n e 
F a i t h f u l , are p r o d u c i n g l y r i c s as s e x u a l a n d as 
i n t i m i d a t i n g l y aggressive as a n y c u r r e n t l y m a r 
ke ted b y m e n . It w i l l , h o w e v e r , take s o m e t i m e 
for w o m e n s o n g wr i te rs a n d bands to es tab l i sh 
themselves i n a n y n u m b e r s i f they ever d o . P e r 

h a p s o n l y w h e n the m e n have a b a n d o n e d the 
f i e l d for newer , m o r e n o v e l k i n d s of m u s i c a n d 
m o r e lucrat ive o p p o r t u n i t i e s w i l l w o m e n ' s e x c l u 
s i o n f r o m the r o c k i n d u s t r y e n d . H o l t e r (1971) 
has discussed the genera l tendency for i n s t i t u 
t i o n s to accept w o m e n ' s i n f l u e n c e w h e n the 
i n s t i t u t i o n s are b e c o m i n g obsolete, as a soc ieta l 
t e c h n i q u e for " c o v e r i n g " sex d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n ; the 
r o c k m u s i c i n d u s t r y m a y be n o e x c e p t i o n . 

Women-Identified Music 

A m o r e f u n d a m e n t a l issue t h a n w o m e n ' s 
access to o r g a n i z e d o r c o m m e r c i a l r o c k , b u t n o t 
u n r e l a t e d , concerns the matter of a m u s i c a l style 
a p p r o p r i a t e to w o m e n today. D i s c u s s i o n s of 
w o m e n e n t e r i n g i n t o ro c k m u s i c at this p o i n t i n 
h i s t o r y raise q u e s t i o n s a b o u t w h a t w o m e n have 
to g a i n as w o m e n by a d o p t i n g w h a t were the 
s t y l i s t i c i n n o v a t i o n s of a s u b c u l t u r e of y o u n g 
w o r k i n g class males , as w e l l as a b o u t the a p p r o 
p r i a t i o n of that style for c o m m e r c i a l p u r p o s e s i n 
late c a p i t a l i s t society. 

R o c k m u s i c , o n c e ce lebrated (as the vo ice of a 
n e w " g e n e r a t i o n " ) a n d at the same t i m e r e v i l e d 
(as a veh ic le of degenerat ion) has i n the e n s u i n g 
t w e n t y p l u s years become c u l t u r a l c o n s u m e r -
g o o d s . W h a t was i n t e n d e d to g i v e m e a n i n g a n d 
d i r e c t i o n — t o p r o v i d e " n o i s e " o r a t e m p o r a r y 
b l o c k a g e i n the societal system of representa
t i o n s — h a s become a par t of the o r d e r l y sequence 
of c o n s u m p t i o n ( H e b i d g e , 1979). If w o m e n at 
th is late date enter i n t o its p r o d u c t i o n a n d d i s t r i 
b u t i o n , d o they n o t become themselves defenders 
o f the s e x u a l a n d e c o n o m i c status quo, n o matter 
h o w m u c h i n f l u e n c e they g a i n o r h o w they 
c h a n g e the lyr i cs of the songs? 

I n the v i e w of H e b i d g e , ro c k m u s i c o r i g i n a l l y 
c o n s t i t u t e d a style of s u b c u l t u r a l c h a l l e n g e to the 
es tab l i shed s y m b o l i c order . If we accept h i s 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , t h e n the w o r d s , l i k e the s o u n d s , 
c o m p r i s e o n l y o n e of m a n y in tegra ted c o m p o 
nents i n the o v e r a l l " n o i s e " of rock , the m e a n i n g 
of w h i c h is m e t a l i n g u i s t i c . It f o l l o w s f r o m this 



perspect ive that the s e x i s m i n the w o r d s , the 
obsess ion w i t h w o m e n ' s erot i c v a l u e , repres
ented the d e t e r m i n a t i o n of the s u b c u l t u r e to 
expose w h a t was repressed (and repressive) i n the 
d o m i n a n t c u l t u r e of the 1950's. 2 T h e w o r d s , l i k e 
the m u s i c , were m e a n t to s h o c k a n d o u t r a g e 
bourgeois s e n s i b i l i t i e s . 3 

W i t h r e g a r d to the n o t i o n that the " l a n g u a g e " 
of r o c k m u s i c consists of m o r e t h a n w o r d s , 
researchers h a v e c o n c l u d e d that m o s t y o u n g per
sons are at tracted to p o p u l a r records by o v e r a l l 
s o u n d o r b e a t — o r the p e r f o r m i n g g r o u p s — a n d 
n o t by their v e r b a l content . I n fact, R o b i n s o n 
a n d H i r s c h (1972) f o u n d fewer t h a n a t h i r d of 
teenagers u n d e r s t o o d the a l l e g e d messages of 
p o p u l a r " p r o t e s t " tunes. T h i s is n o t to deny a n 
effect ( consc ious o r u n c o n s c i o u s ) f r o m the l y r i c s , 
b u t o n l y to i n d i c a t e that w h a t m o s t analyses of 
w o r d s , i n c l u d i n g o u r s , miss , is the w a y i n w h i c h 
l y r i c s a n d s o u n d s of rock taken together c o n s t i 
tuted a m e t a p h o r for y o u t h f u l a n a r c h y d u r i n g 
the 1960's. S t i l l a p p l y i n g the n o t i o n of r o c k 
m u s i c as style , the a l b u m cover p i c t u r e s , so 
i m p o r t a n t i n m a r k e t i n g the records, a d d e d to the 
s o u n d a n d w o r d s a v i s u a l d i m e n s i o n for the 
e x p r e s s i o n of " f o r b i d d e n c o n t e n t s . . . i n f o r b i d d e n 
f o r m s " w h i c h r o c k as a " s p e c t a c u l a r s u b c u l t u r e " 
represented ( H e b i d g e , 1979). 

It is i m p o s s i b l e for f e m i n i s t s to accept a l l of 
the ideas i n v o l v e d i n H e b i d g e ' s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of 
the s y m b o l i c v a l u e of rock m u s i c . A l t h o u g h we 
c a n accept the n o t i o n that w o r d s a l o n e d o n o t 
convey m e a n i n g s , a n d that r o c k m u s i c o r i g i 
na ted as the l a n g u a g e of a n a n t i - e s t a b l i s h m e n t 
s u b c u l t u r e , the e x c l u s i o n of w o m e n p e r s o n a l l y 
f r o m act ive or respected roles i n the m a k i n g of 
that s u b c u l t u r e raises d o u b t s a b o u t the sole ly 
s o c i a l class m e t a p h o r i n the erot ic content o f the 
l y r i c s of those m a l e created songs . T h e i d e a that 
m u s i c is a l a n g u a g e by w h i c h a s u b c u l t u r e 
a t tempts to t h r o w off its o p p r e s s i o n is a p p l i c a 
ble , h o w e v e r , as w e l l as the n o t i o n that i n c a p i 
tal ist society c o - o p t a t i o n by means of c o m m e r 
c i a l i z a t i o n results i n the loss of the o r i g i n a l 

m e a n i n g s i n the messages represented by the 
m u s i c . A f t e r a l l , "bourgeois s e n s i b i l i t i e s " c o n 
nected w i t h e r o t i c i s m have a l l but d i s a p p e a r e d as 
attested b y the spec tacu lar d e v e l o p m e n t of the 
" p o r n o g r a p h y i n d u s t r y " i n the same p e r i o d of 
t i m e that the r o c k i n d u s t r y t o o k to r e a c h its 
present z e n i t h ; this m a y be n o c o i n c i d e n c e . 

If r o c k m u s i c w a s the l a n g u a g e of a " s p e c t a c u 
l a r s u b c u l t u r e , " created m o s t l y by y o u n g m e n 
( a n d B l a c k w o m e n ) i n the early 1960's a n d effec
t ive ly i n c o r p o r a t e d i n t o the c u l t u r a l m a i n s t r e a m 
i n the 1970's as b o t h a c o m m o d i t y a n d a n i d e o 
l o g i c a l f o r m , has h i s t o r y ever p r o d u c e d a " s p e c 
t a c u l a r s u b c u l t u r e " created m o s t l y by y o u n g (or 
o l d ) w o m e n , to be i n c o r p o r a t e d i n t o the c u l t u r e ? 
W h e n h a v e w o m e n m a d e a c o l l e c t i v e " n o i s e " 
m u s i c a l l y , i n a very d i s t i n c t i v e female voice? H a s 
t h e i r v o i c e been a p p r o p r i a t e d by the " m u s i c 
e n t e r p r i s e s , " to the d e s t r u c t i o n or d i s t o r t i o n o f 
its o r i g i n a l m e a n i n g s ? T h e n e w s c h o l a r s h i p o n 
w o m e n i n m u s i c has yet to address q u e s t i o n s o f 
the r e l a t i o n s h i p s between w o m e n i n m u s i c a n d 
p o l i t i c a l a c t i v i s m ( W o o d , 1980). F e m i n i s t m u s i 
c o l o g i s t s c a n m a k e a n i m p o r t a n t c o n t r i b u t i o n i n 
u n e a r t h i n g a n d m a k i n g v i s ib le w o m a n - i d e n t i f i e d 
m u s i c a n d the c o n d i t i o n s u n d e r w h i c h i t is deve
l o p e d a n d u n d e r w h i c h i t has b e c o m e h i d d e n i n 
the past . W h e r e s u c h m u s i c exists i t u n d o u b t e d l y 
f i g u r a t i v e l y expresses the f u n d a m e n t a l t e n s i o n 
between the p o w e r of m e n a n d the s u b o r d i n a t e 
p o s i t i o n s a n d second-class l ives to w h i c h w o m e n 
everywhere have been c o n d e m n e d , i n a l l aspects 
o f the i r b e i n g s a n d n o t o n l y the b i o l o g i c a l o r 
erot ic . W h e r e it exists it is a l so u n i q u e a n d has a 
style of its o w n . T h a t i t does or has ex is ted w e are 
c e r t a i n s ince the p a r a l l e l s i n o ther h is tor ies c o n 
f i r m o u r bel ief . T h e b e l i t t l e d r o l e of w o m e n i n 
the d e v e l o p m e n t o f w o m a n - d e f i n e d styles o f 
m u s i c a n d the takeover by d o m i n a n t m e n is a 
s tory yet to be t o l d , n o t less p e r h a p s i n r o c k t h a n 
i n o ther p o p u l a r f o r m s . 



Summary 

W e h a v e d e s c r i b e d the w a y s i n w h i c h w o m e n 
are e f fect ive ly e x c l u d e d f r o m p o s i t i o n s o f p o w e r 
a n d f i n a n c i a l r e w a r d i n w h a t has c o m e to be the 
r o c k m u s i c i n d u s t r y , a n d suggested that w o m e n ' s 
present l i m i t e d success as s o n g w r i t e r s a n d per
f o r m e r s m a y be a s i g n a l of the d e c l i n e o f that 
i n d u s t r y ra ther t h a n a n o p e n i n g u p of o p p o r 
t u n i t y to w o m e n . F u r t h e r m o r e , o u r p o i n t is that 
the s i t u a t i o n o f sex s e g r e g a t i o n is c lose ly l i n k e d 
to the d e g r a d a t i o n a n d s u b o r d i n a t i o n o f the 
f e m a l e a n d the f e m i n i n e w h i c h is d e e p l y en
g r a i n e d i n o u r c u l t u r e a n d e s p e c i a l l y m a n i f e s t e d 
i n the s y m b o l i c representa t ions o f w o m e n i n 
r o c k m u s i c s ince i ts outset . W e a d m i t to the 
p o s s i b i l i t y that the m i s o g y n y i n this c u l t u r a l 
d e v e l o p m e n t m a y h a v e o r i g i n a l l y been meta-
p h o r i c f o r the class a n d s e x u a l i t y issues b e i n g 
protes ted i n the 1950's a n d 1960's, a n d that i t was 
i n i ts c o m m e r c i a l i z a t i o n d u r i n g the 1970's that 
s u b c u l t u r a l m e a n i n g s were t rans la ted i n t o the 
sexist ones of the d o m i n a n t m a s c u l i s t c u l t u r e , 
w h i c h m a y i n p a r t a c c o u n t for the a m b i v a l e n t 
a t t i tudes t o w a r d s w o m e n i n the l y r i c s . O n the 
o t h e r h a n d , th is issue w i l l r e m a i n debatable 
u n t i l m o r e s o p h i s t i c a t e d analyses are m a d e of 
r o c k m u s i c as a c u l t u r a l p h e n o m e n o n w i t h p o l 
i t i c a l i m p l i c a t i o n s f o r w o m e n . I n fact, n e i t h e r 
f e m i n i s t s , n o r s o c i o l o g i s t s , n o r m u s i c o l o g i s t s 
have i n v e s t i g a t e d the p o l i t i c s o f w o m e n i n m u s i c 
g e n e r a l l y , o r h a v e d e v e l o p e d a n y theories a b o u t 
the subject . O u r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n a n d q u e s t i o n i n g 
does l i t t l e m o r e t h a n suggest that the r e l a t i o n 
s h i p be tween gender a n d s e x u a l i t y , e c o n o m i c s , 
a n d s y m b o l i c l a n g u a g e s i n c l u d i n g m u s i c are l i t 
tle u n d e r s t o o d even today w h e n w e b e g i n to have 
m o r e t h a n a n i n k l i n g of h o w f u n d a m e n t a l to 
w o m e n ' s exper iences a n d o p p o r t u n i t i e s are the 
p o l i t i c s of sex. 

N O T E S 

1. W e w i s h to t h a n k two a n o n y m o u s reviewers whose comments 
cont r ibuted to the rev is ion of this manuscrpt . T h e second 
a u t h o r a lso is grateful to Professor R a y m o n d M o r r o w w h o as a 
then-col league at the U n i v e r s i t y of M a n i t o b a faci l i tated a n 
i n t r o d u c t i o n to the soc io log ica l l iterature o n rock mus ic . In 

a d d i t i o n , we w o u l d l ike to acknowledge the typist, N a n c y 
S m i t h , w h o over the years has been extraordinar i ly patient and 
u n c o m p l a i n i n g . 

2. See H i r s c h (1971) for a descr ipt ion of the way mus ic ians them
selves ga ined power i n the p o p u l a r m u s i c organiza t ion d u r i n g 
the a n o m i c s i tuat ion resul t ing f r o m r a p i d technological 
changes a n d the consequent i n t r u s i o n of their m i n o r i t y values 
into the songs they recorded. 

3. We are grateful to K a t h r y n D e a n of El izabeth Dafoe L i b r a r y , 
U n i v e r s i t y of M a n i t o b a for her comments o n voice i n mus ic . 
She p o i n t e d out that rock singers use the voice i n a bizarre way 
compared to other p o p u l a r singers; the voice is merely another 
ins t rument of s o u n d , w h i c h accounts i n part for the use of so 
few words , repeatedly. T h e " t h r o a t y " q u a l i t y of the voice, a n d 
the w a i l i n g , are part of the protest the mus ic represents. 
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APPENDIX I 
S o n g s Selected at R a n d o m F r o m A i r p l a y of 92 C I T I F M for L y r i c A n a l y s i s 

G R O U P T I T L E O F S O N G LYRICS 

B l o n d i e Call Me " R o l l m e i n des igner sheets." 

B i l l y J o e l Fantasy Rocks " I d o n ' t w a n t to d o w i t h n o outs ide 
a c t i o n . " 

B r u c e S p r i n g s t e e n Born To Run " I w a n t to b u r n y o u r dreams a n d v i s i o n s . 

C a r s Slack " J u s t g ive me some s l a c k . " 

D o o r s Riders on the Storm " G i r l y o u got ta love y o u r m a n , T a k e h i m 
by the h a n d , M a k e h i m u n d e r s t a n d . T h e 
w o r l d o n y o u depends , that l i fe w i l l never 
e n d . " 

E m e r s o n , L a k e a n d P a l m e r Lucky Man " L a d i e s by the score, A l l dressed i n sa t in , 
a n d w a i t i n g by the d o o r , O h w h a t a l u c k y 
m a n . " 

E r i c C l a p t o n I Can't Stand It " I can ' t s tand y o u r f o o l i n g a r o u n d , I 
can ' t s tand y o u r r u n n i n g a r o u n d , I w o n ' t 
s t a n d . . . . " 

H a r l e q u i n Thinking of You " I ' l l be t h i n k i n g of y o u next t ime 
a r o u n d . " 

H a r l e q u i n What's Your Name 
Little Girl 

" S h e is c o m i n g to get y o u , y o u jus t can ' t 
re fuse . . .What ' s y o u r n a m e y o u b i t c h . " 

H e a r t Barracuda " Y o u have me d o w n , D o w n o n m y knees, 
D o n ' t y o u B a r r a c u d a . " 

J a c k s o n B r o w n That Girl Could Sing " W i t h the poss ib le e x c e p t i o n of w h o I 
w a n t e d her to b e . " 

J o h n L e n n o n Cleanup Time " Q u e e n is i n the c o u n t r y house, 
C o u n t i n g a l l the m o n e y . K i n g is i n the 
k i t c h e n , M a k i n g bread a n d honey. . . I t ' s 
c l e a n u p t i m e . " 

L e d Z e p p e l i n Good Times, Bad Times " G i r l as sweet as c o u l d be, she was r i d of 
m e . " 

L o v e r B o y Turn Me Loose " M a k i n g love to w h o e v e r I please, W h y 
d o n ' t y o u t u r n me loose, I got to d o it m y 
w a y . " 



G R O U P T I T L E O F S O N G LYRICS 

M i c h a e l S tanley B a n d 

P h i l C o l l i n s 

R o l l i n g Stones 

Steely D a n 

Stevie W i n d w a r d s 

Street heart 

Streetheart 

T e d N u g e n t 

T e d N u g e n t 

T e d N u g e n t 

T o r o n t o 

T o t o 

T o t o 

He Can't Love You Like 
I Love You 

In the Air Tonight 

Under My Thumb 

Urban Cowboy 

Night Train 

Tin Soldier 

Sin City 

Cat Scratch Fever 

Heads Will Roll 

Put Up or Shut Up 

Tying You Down 

Girl With a Golden Gun 

Hold the Line 

" J u s t let m e d o it to y o u , H e w a n t s to 
h o l d y o u , D o n ' t let h i m t r y . " 

" I f y o u were d r o w n i n g , I w o u l d n ' t l e n d a 
h a n d . . . w i p e off that g r i n . " 

" I t h i n k I l o v e y o u even i f i t takes a l l 
n i g h t . . . U n d e r m y t h u m b , a s q u i r m i n g 
d o g w h o jus t h a d her d a y . U n d e r m y 
t h u m b , she's a S iamese cat of a g i r l , 
U n d e r m y t h u m b , she's the sweetest o h 
y e a h , pet i n the w o r l d . " 

" O n e m o r e e x p e n s i v e kissoff , W o u l d y o u 
care to e x p l a i n . " 

" H e a r t break. A l l a l o n e m o v i n ' o n . " 

" I just w a n t s o m e o n e to g i v e m e 
sa t i s fac t ion . I w a n t to sleep w i t h y o u . " 

" G o t some m o n e y , Say the w o r d , c o m e 
o n n o w h o n e y . " 

" I m a k e a pussy p u r r w i t h a scratch of 
m y h a n d , T h e y k n o w w h e r e to g o to get a 
l o v i n g m a n . " 

" H e a d s w i l l r o l l if y o u d o n ' t get o u t of 
m y s i g h t . " 

" P u t u p or s h u t u p . " 

" Y o u ' l l be here a n d I ' l l be g o n e . " 

"She ' s a k i t t e n w i t h a g o l d e n g u n , She's 
got m e o n the r u n . " 

"It 's n o t i n the w a y that l o v e sets me 
free ." 

U F O Too Hot to Handle " A l l the g i r l s l o o k so g o o d , l o o k i n g b a d . " 



APPENDIX II 
S o n g s Selected f r o m Sources other T h a n 92 C I T I F M for L y r i c A n a l y s i s 

G R O U P T I T L E OF S O N G LYRICS 

H e a r t Down on Me " T e l l m e w h a t I a m g o i n g to d o , If it a l l 
comes d o w n , d o w n o n m e . " 

H e a r t Even it Up " I took y o u over the tracks, W h e n y o u 
w a n t e d some s i n . . . N o w s o m e t h i n g tells 
me y o u ' r e g o i n g to use me a g a i n . " 

P a t B e n a t a r Hit Me with Your 
Best Shot 

" P u t m e i n m y place . P u t u p y o u r d u k e s 
a n d let's get d o w n to i t . " 

P i n k F l o y d Don't Leave Me Now " I need y o u Babe, to p u t t h r o u g h the 
shredder i n f ront of m y f r i e n d s . . . w h e n 
y o u k n o w n o w I need y o u , T o beat to a 
p u l p o n a Saturday n i g h t . " 

P i n k F l o y d Happiest Days of 
Our Lives 

" t h e i r fat a n d p s y c h o p a t h i c wives , W o u l d 
thrash t h e m to w i t h i n inches of their 
l i v e s . " 

P i n k F l o y d Mother " M u m ' s g o n n a m a k e a l l y o u r n i g h t m a r e s 
c o m e true, Massas g o n n a p u t a l l her fears 
i n t o y o u . " 

P i n k F l o y d One of My Turns " Y o u ' l l f i n d m y favori te axe. D o n ' t l o o k 
so f r i g h t e n e d . T h i s is jus t a p a s s i n g 
phase . J u s t one of m y b a d d a y s . " 

P i n k F l o y d Young Lust " W i l l some c o l d w o m a n i n this desert 
l a n d , m a k e me feel l i k e a real m a n . " 

R o u g h T r a d e High School 
Confidential 

"She ' s a c o o l b l o n d e s c h e m i n g b i t c h , she 
makes m y body t w i t c h . " 

R o u g h T r a d e Physical Violence " I c a n feel y o u r h a n d s o n m y throat , Face 
t u r n i n g red, I ' m not y o u r p u n c h i n g b a g . " 



A P P E N D I X III 
A l b u m C o v e r s Selected for T h e i r P o r t r a y a l of W o m e n 

N A M E O F G R O U P T I T L E OF A L B U M I M A G E 

A l i c e C o o p e r Muscle of Love N o i m a g e 

A l l a n P a r s o n s Pro ject Eve T h r e e b e a u t i f u l w o m e n w i t h g r o w t h s o n 
their faces. 

A s l e e p at the W h e e l Framed A m a n a n d t w o w o m e n s t a n d i n g i n f ront 
of a w o m a n ' s toi let . 

Babys Headfirst W o m a n ' s legs. 

B l a c k S a b b a t h W i t c h 

B u r t o n C u m m i n g s Women In Love M a n p l a y i n g p i a n o at the feet of a 
w o m a n ' s n a k e d legs. 

C a r s Candy-O W o m a n dressed i n a sheer c a m i s o l e . 

C h a r l i e No Second Chance W o m a n w e a r i n g a c a m i s o l e o n bed. 

C h i n g C h a w n Country Porn W o m a n n a k e d to her wais t . 

D r . H o o k Sometimes You Win Eyes of a w o m a n o n dice , c r y i n g . 

E d d i e a n d the H o t R o d s Fish and Chops W o m a n w i t h fangs dressed l i k e a t iger. 

F o r e i g n e r Headgames W o m a n i n toi let . 

G e n e r a t i o n X Valley of Dolls W o m a n i n c a m i s o l e l y i n g o n bed. 

H a r l e q u i n Love Cries W o m a n i n car w i t h her legs spread. 

K a n s a s Low Budget W o m a n ' s feet i n h i g h heeled red shoes. 

M o n k s Bad Habits N u n c h a n g i n g i n t o a p r o s t i t u t e i n a toi let 

M o n t r o s e Jump On It N o i m a g e . 

Peter T o w n s e n d Empty Glass A r t i s t w i t h a h a l o , a w o m a n o n ei ther 
side. 

P i n k F l o y d The Wall V i c i o u s l o o k i n g female b i r d w i t h breasts. 

R e o S p e e d w a g o n Hi Infidelity W o m a n i n b l a c k b r a a n d pant ies i n a 
h o t e l r o o m . 

R o b e r t P a l m e r Sneaking Sally L e a d s inger w i t h a w h o r e w i t h eyes 
b l a c k e n e d o u t . 

R o b e r t P a l m e r Some People Can Do 
What They Want 

A c o u p l e p l a y i n g s t r i p 
p o k e r . W o m a n t h r o w s a w a y cards. 
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N A M E O F G R O U P T I T L E O F A L B U M IMAGE 

R o d S tewart 

R o l l i n g Stones 

R u s h 

R y C o o d e r 

S a d C a f e 

S a n t a E s m e r a l d a 

Scooter 

S c o r p i o n 

S c o r p i o n 

S c o r p i o n 

S c o r p i o n 

S k i d s 

S n i f f ' n ' the T e a r s 

S n i f f ' n ' . the T e a r s 

Streetheart 

Streetheart 

S u p e r t r a m p 

S t y x 

38 S p e c i a l 

T o u r i s t 

Blondes Have More Fun 

It's Only Rock and Roll 

Anthem 

Borderline 

Misplaced Ideals 

Don't Let Me Be 
Misunderstood 

Young Girls 

Animal Magnetism 

In Trance 

Love Drive 

Taken By Force 

Days on Europea 

Fickle Heart 

Games Up 

Meanwhile Back in Paris 

Under Heaven, Under 
Hell 

Breakfast In America 

Stewart h u g g i n g w o m a n i n a l e o p a r d 
sui t . 

G r o u p s u r r o u n d e d by m a i d e n s t h r o w i n g 
f lowers . 

S m i l i n g w o m a n w a l k i n g a w a y f r o m a 
c a l a m i t y w i t h her dress b l o w n u p . 

N a k e d w o m a n f a c i n g a b u l l . 

W o m a n ' s face, red m o u t h , red n a i l s 

M a l e s inger s u r r o u n d e d by three p a r t i a l l y 
n a k e d w o m e n . 

Y o u n g g i r l o n a scooter s u r r o u n d e d by 
b a n d . 

G i r l o n her knees s t a r i n g at a m a n ' s 
c r o t c h . 

W o m a n , s e x u a l l y aroused by a g u i t a r . 

M a n p u l l i n g g u m f r o m w o m a n ' s breasts. 

N o i m a g e 

M a n e m b r a c i n g a w o m a n . A n o t h e r 
w o m a n w a i t i n g . 

W o m a n w i t h a g u n a n d a b l a c k cat w h o 
has jus t m u r d e r e d a m a n . 

D r u n k w o m a n i n a n e v e n i n g dress. 
S h o u l d e r straps f a l l i n g d o w n . 

W o m a n i n a t rench coat w h i c h is o p e n 
s h o w i n g her u n d e r w e a r . 

A w o m a n , e v i l - l o o k i n g , w a t c h i n g a m a n 
b r i n g her red roses. 

J o l l y Waitress . 

O l d e r w o m a n w i t h 'Easter I s l a n d statue 
earr ings . ' 

Wild-eyed Southern Boys W o m a n dressed i n p i n k shorts f a c i n g six 
m e n . 

Reality Effect A br ide a n d 4 m e n dressed i n w h i t e , 
sprayed w i t h p a i n t . 




