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Music and Sex: What’s More to Love?


There has always been a surprising correlation existing between music and sex.  Or is it really that surprising?  American music dates as far back to the early 1840’s when it was called minstrel music, on through the many genres that exist today.  Minstrel music was developed mostly by African American slaves who lived in the rural areas and sang about their hardships in life.  They heavily influenced the sexually driven artists of the 20th century, including famous blues singers like Louis Jordan, rock and roll star Elvis Presley, and many more.  What tied these artists together was constant reference to sex in their music, the blues artists displaying sexual connotations through their lyrics, and Elvis showing his through his swaying hips and other African-American influenced dance moves (Pratt 25).  Although these artists were from many decades ago, present day popular music is no different when it comes to sexual referencing.  Though times have changed, sex is still a major theme in the world, and because of that, many artists have continually emphasized it in their music.  Many, however, test the boundaries of their constitutional rights and overemphasize their point, creating endless controversy.  Although the music industry is not influenced by sex alone, the relationship between the two existed in the past, and continues to thrive today.  

Within the last few years, many artists have created controversial music videos, written vulgar lyrics, and had over the top sexual exposure.  For example, the public can recall the controversial Super Bowl incident in 2004 during the Janet Jackson and Justin Timberlake halftime performance.   As Mancini and Reid describe it: “Janet Jackson's right  breast was exposed at the end of her performance after Justin Timberlake — who was expected to be the night's biggest surprise — pulled off a piece of Janet's costume.”  Though both Janet and Justin pleaded innocent to the accident (which they claim it to be), the effects of the incident still remain.  Millions of the general public, including America’s youth, were exposed to something the censorship committee at CBS worked hard to prevent.  The question is, was it really an accident?  Though both Janet and Justin pleaded the event was unplanned and unrehearsed, accident or not, the exposure happened regardless.  Though many found the incident purely entertaining, majority of viewers found the occurrence offensive.  In response to the events, CBS was fined and the reputations of Janet and Justin were forever changed.  The effects of that day lingered throughout the year, including Anna Nicole Smith’s flashing in Sydney, Australia, as a mockery of the Super Bowl event.  Even the commercials of the Super Bowl in 2005 alluded back to the incident that happened over a year ago.  Although there are many who don’t know about the incident, those who do will have the image locked in their minds for much time to come.

Many other female artists have begun changes in their musical arsenal.  Janet isn’t the only woman ‘bearing it all’ on television.  When you turn on the television, you see a variety of different artists manipulating their image in response to the public demand.  Many are familiar with the popularity of Britney Spears.    A former Mickey Mouse Club member, Britney began her career as a teen idol, and at a young age of eighteen years, she appealed to wide variety of fans, especially younger ones.  Audiences knew Britney as a “teenie-bopper” with her light the lovable music and image.  Young girls idolized her, developing aspirations to look, sing, and dance like her.  However, after her debut album, which brought her to superstar status, she released Oops!... I Did it Again which began to show her transition to something different.  According to O’Hare, “… she sounds torn between wanting to take on a tougher, more sexual image and playing it straight for the squeaky clean kids who turned her into a superstar.”  Despite her success from following the latter route, she eventually dumped her nice girl image.  Through her provocative lyrics, stage movements, and costume (or lack thereof), she’s tested female sensuality in music during her transition.  When asked about a certain outfit she once wore, “I only wear these crop tops because other clothes would make me sweat when I dance” (Siasoco).  Though she presents a somewhat sound reason, her physical exposure still follows.  The problem exists in that: “Young teens (ages 13-15) rank entertainment media as the top source of information about sexuality and sexual health” (“Teens”).  For Britney, the majority of her audience fell under that age group.  The once before innocent girl image was quickly replaced with an erotic and almost perverted ideology.  Others have followed suit, including Christina Aguilera, Lil Kim and newly acquired to the female pop scene: Lindsay Lohan (Siasoco).  Even the Spice Girls of the early 90’s contributed to the feminist movement in pop music.  Through their costumes and therefore feminist image, the Spice Girls were able to spread “Girl Power” throughout the world, by targeting on the pre-teen female market (Siasoco).  Looking at the situation from a business standpoint, the artists are merely adapting to a specific consumer demand, and that demand includes high sexual content and exposure.  In essence, ‘sex sells.’  
A recent internet article written about Lindsay Lohan talks about a girl whose also taken the “Britney” route.  Lindsey has been known for her roles in teenage movies, including Freaky Friday, Mean Girls, and Confessions of a Teenage Drama Queen.  However, in her recent musical stint, she too dumps her nice girl image for a more erotic role.  “Lindsay Lohan is making the transition from movie starlet to club kid — not just in her real life, but also in her first video for her forthcoming debut album” (Vineyard).  In her first video, she plays a girl going through the club for her first time.  She is reckless and without constraint, an image different from her established one.  She’s found dancing with erotic moves, flirting with more than one male at a time, and flaunting her cleavage in front of the camera.  At a mere 18 years of age, the younger audience of her past are going to be exposed to her undaunted sex appeal, an unwanted effect.  Her exposure, however, not only included her provocative music video, but also in her public appearances.  Pop-up sites everywhere have the infamous “Lindsay Lohan nipple slip” as they call it.  Though the attention and the focus is on an aspect of her life other than her music, one can’t blame the public for doing so.  After all, she gave the world an open invitation, and the world let itself in.

So why the fuss about these artists becoming who they are?  What effect could they possibly have on the general public?  According to O’Toole, “On average, American youth listen to music and watch music videos four to five hours a day, which is more time than they spend with their friends outside of school or watching television.”  So it’s obvious that the pop youth are being exposed to the music that they hear and watch on music television.  Music effects how modern youth speaks, acts, and influences the types of conversations.  It also provokes emotion, both positive and negative.  Many use music as a mode of escape, while others use music as a way to relate.  Although many accredit influences of television to the adolescent development of America’s youth, the majority of the influence should be credited to music, because they are merely exposed to it more often.  So on the topic of sex, music has become more and more directly linked due to its sexual references over the last few years.  Rather than use lines like “I’m like a one eyed cat peeping through a seafood store” from “Shake, Rattle, and Roll,”  lyrics and images in music videos are more direct and somehow more erotic than they were in history past.  In fact, “One study found that 6 out of 10 videos display sexual behavior.  Music videos contain more sex per minute than any competing media genre” (“Teens”).  This shows that even though not all music denotes badly on sexual content, there is a high percentage of music, nowadays, that do.  

Sex and music do not merely create negative effects.  In some cases, exposure to sex through music give teens a positive message rather than a negative one.  For example, MTV has more recently began campaigns through commercials on their television stations about safe sex, and AIDS testing.  Though the commercials aren’t as musically inclined as the station’s name recalls, MTV uses their musical audience’s attention to deliver the much needed message concerning sex.  After all, “Three out of 4 teens say the fact that TV shows and movies make it seem normal for teenagers to have sex is one reason teenagers have sex” (“Teens”).  Since parents statistically aren’t doing a good job, the networks take into responsibility the right message sent to their audience.  Because the television media is overexposing the youth population with the negative images of sexual behavior, the music industry has attempted to counteract that with power of their own.  Through the use of ethos and some logos, MTV reaches out to the high percentage of teens who have had sex by the age of 18.  By using statistics including real information about safe sex and one of the leading causes of death among young people, AIDS, music also attempts to nullify some of the faulty imagery it creates on its own.

Though sexuality through music has been prevalent throughout history, the effects of the musical movement today are different than it was in the past in many ways.  Neither forms of music were always accepted, however, but that was to be expected from a controversial topic whose opinions span from liberal to ultra conservative.  Nevertheless, the relationship between music and sex continues to influence the youth of our nation, our next generation.  Though the relationship does not require each to co-exist, one cannot fully argue against the two being a pivotal portion of our daily lives.  
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