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Abstract 
How does music play a role in normalising men’s sexual violence towards women? Using 
mainstream rock and metal music as an illustrative case study, we offer a nuanced account of 
the ways in which men’s sexual violence is normalised. Using a definition of sexual violence 
drawn from Liz Kelly’s notion of a continuum (1988), which reframes sexual violence as the 
loss of women’s ability to control sexual experiences, we explore the ways in which sexual 
violence is a prevalent lyrical and audio-visual component of rock and metal songs. We show 
that a pernicious theme of rock and metal over the last 25 years is the erosion of women’s 
ability to refuse sexual activity and to have voice and be heard. We argue that this erosion of 
women’s consent takes place through the representational use of emotional abuse, 
controlling/coercive behaviour, and through the objectification of women. The erasure of 
consent presented through these methods becomes a key means of establishing sexual 
control. Through manipulation, the confusion of what counts as sexual violence and how it is 
defined, men’s sexual violence against women is normalised. 
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Introduction 
Men’s sexual violence affects one in three women worldwide (UN News 2019), in spite of 
political and legal structures put in place to eradicate it. We argue that we need to take the 
role of culture seriously if we are to explore how and why these structures do not function as 
they should. The role of culture in normalising and legitimating men’s sexual violence has 
been evidenced in film and television studies, but there is relatively little cultural studies-
based discussion of this phenomenon within rock music. Popular music (of which rock and 
metal are a part) plays a significant role in modern life, in the development of personal and 
collective identities, and is also part of a wider cultural context in which social norms and 
values are legitimated. In this sense, popular music is part of a wider cultural context in which 
gender relations are learned and validated. Within it, there are numerous examples of sexual 
violence and abuse ‘normalised’ as entertainment. For example, Robin Thicke’s ‘Blurred Lines’ 
became colloquially known as 'the rape song' (Tricia Romano 2013) for its suggestion that 
women may say ‘no’, but they mean ‘yes’. In this article, we use mainstream rock and metal 
as a case study through which to analyse how popular culture works to normalise men’s 
sexual violence towards women. We posit that a more nuanced, feminist understanding of 
sexual violence as both discursively constructed and as a continuum enables a better 
understanding of the discourses of sexual violence within rock and metal music. We argue 
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that whilst explicit representations of physical violence in rock and metal music are rare, they 
exist alongside discourses in which a heterosexual power imbalance, emotional abuse and 
objectification serve to undermine women’s agency, autonomy and capacity to express 
consent. This contributes to wider cultural discourses which normalise and glamourise men’s 
sexual exploitation and domination of women.   

In what follows, we first examine existing literature around sexual violence in the media, 
before explaining our methodology. Drawing on data from 20 years’ worth of rock and metal 
chart-toppers, and adopting a grounded theory approach, we identify and examine three 
significant discourses in rock and metal songs: sex and gender power imbalance; gaslighting 
and degradation, and objectification and infantilisation. Finally, we discuss how these three 
discourses amount to a representation of men eroding women’s ability to consent, thereby 
laying the groundwork for committing sexual violence.  

Culture and violence  
Feminist theorising has long been concerned with the ways in which sexual violence has been 
used as a mechanism for controlling women and reinforcing and expressing male domination.  
Susan Brownmiller argues that, ‘from prehistoric times to the present…rape has played a 
critical function. It is nothing more or less than a conscious process of intimidation by which 
all men keep all women in a state of fear’ (1975, 15). Fear of sexual violence works to maintain 
women’s subjugation and men’s dominance. This threat of men’s sexual violence is heavily 
embedded in our cultural context (Kate Millett 1971).  Karen Boyle argues that ‘aggression is 
a culturally valued and accepted facet of masculinity in Western culture’ (Karen Boyle 2005, 
xiii).  This cultural valuing of violence as a feature of masculinity is also reinforced in mediated 
representations of violence. For example, men’s sexual violence towards women has been 
viewed as an ‘unremarkable aspect’ of the creation of films (Boyle 2005, 35); rape and sexual 
assault have been sexualised to boost newspaper sales (Keith Soothill and Sylvia Walby 1991); 
news coverage has further served to downplay men’s rape of women, making it seem a 
normal part of daily life (Cynthia Carter 1998), and rape is regularly used as a legitimating 
device to drive plotlines in film and TV (Sarah Projansky 2001). This cultural context is the 
backdrop of what can be described as a ‘rape culture’ (Brownmiller 1975) in which ‘cultural 
practices […] reproduce and justify the perpetration of sexual violence’ (Carrie A.Rentschler 
2014, 67). As Renée Herbele and Victoria Grace argue, ‘in spite of the persistent efforts by 
feminists and advocates, legal reforms, and cultural/educative efforts, sexual violence 
remains with us as an ongoing crisis informing and shaping our gendered lives’ (2009, 2-3). 
However, in criticism of Brownmiller, Anastasia Powell and Nicola Henry (2014) and others 
argue that men committing sexual violence is not a biological inevitability. Rather it is a 
normalised everyday behaviour that men engage in (Antonia Quadara 2014). It plays a role in 
homosocial bonding (David Grazian 2007) which contributes to male dominance (Molly 
Dragiewicz 2011). Therefore, work with men to change sexually violent behaviours needs to 
challenge them to examine their own masculinities and homosocial behaviours (Stephen 
Burrell 2018). This is not to take a binary ontology of gender, but to examine how sexual 
violence plays a part in the discursive construction of dimorphic difference between men and 
women, where gender is a technology of difference (Teresa De Lauretis 1987; Christine 
Delphy 1993). It also raises the positive possibility that our rape culture can change, if (cis) 
men are willing to do the self-reflective work necessary, and to listen to women (Michael 
Flood 2019). It is from this perspective that we approach rock and metal music: we seek to 
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challenge the men making the music to reflect on the representations of women, men, sex 
and violence that they create. 
 
Women and rock music 
Literature across a range of popular music genres has explored problematic representations 
of women by men in indie rock (MarionLeonard 2007); in punk  (Nguyen 2012); in hip hop 
(Joan Morgan 1999), in rock (Sheila Whiteley 2000) and in metal (Sonia Vasan 2011). Rock 
music has been conventionally characterised as misogynistic (Mary Celeste Kearney 2017) 
and we know that women are under-represented as musicians in hard rock and metal 
(Pauwke Berkers and Julian Schaap 2018). The positioning of women as fans of the genre – 
sexualised as groupies or simply ignored – has been well documented (see, for example, 
Rosemary Lucy Hill 2016; Heather Savigny and Sam Sleight 2015; Vasan 2011; Sonia Vasan 
2016). Extreme metal is acknowledged as a place wherein everyday sexist discourses are 
normalised (Keith Kahn-Harris 2003; Jasmine Shadrack 2017). Indeed, that there is a problem 
in rock and metal portrayals of gender relationships has been evident to feminists for some 
time (see, for example, Rat 2013 [1970]). Lisa Sloat (1998) argues that many glam metal songs 
portray female sexuality as a ‘receptacle’ for male semen and pleasure, rather than as 
something involving any female sexual pleasure. That said, it is valuable to note that within 
rock and metal, a variety of expressions of masculinity are in evidence, ranging from the 
macho masculinity of Manowar (Karl Spracklen 2020) to alternative masculinities such as the 
more vulnerable emotional portrayals in emo (Sarah F. Williams 2007), queercore (Curran 
Nault 2017) and the female masculinities of Joan Jett, for example (Amber Clifford-Napoleone 
2015). Such masculinities may be tied in with different subgenres of rock and metal. They 
offer the opportunity to consider alternative ways in which men may perform masculinity 
within rock and metal and thus how hegemonic masculinity, tied in to male dominance as it 
is (R.W. Connell and James W. Messerschmidt 2005), may be reflected upon and challenged. 
However, rock and metal remain devoutly male dominated: emo’s expression of vulnerability 
still ends up portraying women as the source of all problems (Sam de Boise 2014); indie 
masculinity may look less like the machismo of rock in the late 1970s, but it is still embroiled 
in the maintenance of male dominance (Matthew Bannister 2006) and punk men may be able 
to identify sexism and voice feminist ideas, but they rarely take action to change things 
(Megan Sharp and Steven Threadgold 2019). There are, of course, a few examples of men 
making rock and metal who do offer respectful portrayals of women and do campaign for an 
end to men’s sexual violence, for example Sam Carter of Architects (Roisin O'Connor 2017). It 
is only the case that there should be more of them.  

When it comes to sexual violence, the majority of work on rock and, in particular, metal comes 
from the field of psychology in the 1990s, and was written in response to the moral panic 
around metal. Conservative cultural commentators feared that metal would induce young 
men to drink alcohol, take drugs, worship Satan and commit sexual violence (Rosemary Lucy 
Hill and Heather Savigny 2019). A number of reports examined these claims (Wendy S. 
Mitchell, Alan M. Rubin and Daniel V. West 2001; Janet S. St Lawrence and Doris J. Joyner 
Lawrence and Joyner 1991), but there is no causal evidence that listening to songs about rape 
makes a man rape a woman (American Academy of Pediatrics Committee on Communications 
1996). However, this does not mean that there are no questions to be answered (Authors 
2019). Questions like, what does a more nuanced feminist theorisation of sexual violence 
enable us to see and analyse? What cultural work do musical representations of men’s sexual 
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violence against women perform? And how do we engage with these representations and the 
musicians that create them? 

Much of the more sociological/cultural studies literature on rock and metal music fails to 
explore the mundane ways in which men’s sexual violence is normalised within the 
mainstream of the genre. There is an emphasis on the particularly vicious and explicit 
portrayals of violence within extreme subgenres, with ‘Fucked With A Knife’ by U.S. death 
metal band Cannibal Corpse being an oft-quoted example (Kahn-Harris 2003; Vasan 2011; 
Shadrack 2017). We argue that the mainstream matters precisely because it is so popular and 
widely heard. The musicians making the songs utilise, contribute to and disseminate popular 
discourses. We argue that their position in the public eye gives them a responsibility, and that 
the representations they create matter: they are not just in the head (Stuart Hall 1997). This 
brings us to defining sexual violence. 

Defining men’s sexual violence 
To answer our questions, we need a definition of sexual violence that foregrounds women's 
experiences and is attentive to gendered power relations. The U.N. Declaration on the 
Elimination of Violence Against Women (1994) defines violence against women as: ‘any act 
of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or 
psychological harm or suffering to women’. Whilst this definition identifies the harm, the 
phrase ‘gender-based violence’ can obscure that much of this violence is carried out by men 
upon women. Following other feminist scholars (e.g. Boyle 2005), we adopt the expression 
‘men’s sexual violence’ to restore to sight those men who inflict violence, thus holding them 
accountable. Examining men’s practices and processes of hegemony reveals how they 
maintain societal acquiescence to the dominance of particular groups of men and women’s 
subordination (Raewyn Connell 1995). This approach to masculinities differs from a number 
of recent works on masculinity in rock and metal, which emphasise traits or identity positions 
(e.g. in Florian Heesch and Niall 2016). Such work does not address the role of masculinity in 
maintaining men’s dominance, a crucial part of Connell’s theory. Instead, it treats masculinity 
as a benign cultural phenomenon without examining the broader implications of it.  We argue 
that examining the cultural practices of masculinity as part of a broader gender system is vital 
to understanding how male dominance is maintained. 

With this in mind, Liz Kelly’s (1988) definition of sexual violence foregrounds women’s 
experiences and privileges their own conceptualisations of what has been done to them: 

‘any physical, visual, verbal or sexual act that is experienced by the woman or girl, at 
the time or later, as a threat, invasion or assault, that has the effect of hurting her or 
degrading her and/or takes away her ability to control intimate contact’. (1988, 41) 

This definition enables a broad range of experiences and their interrelation to be considered 
whilst privileging the woman’s everyday experiences of sexual violence. It is not about 
hierarchies of sexually violent acts. Bianca Fileborn argues that the category of sexual violence 
is ‘inherently fluid and unstable’ and constantly ‘reproduced’ in specific contexts and 
contextual ways (2016, 7). This is different to other feminist work which views it as stable, ‘an 
essential or pre-given category’ (2016, 7). She argues that sexual violence is produced through 
discourses and is always in process, in construction. It is about bodies: ‘it fundamentally 
involves acts happening to, with, and through bodies’ (Fileborn 2016, p.9, emphasis in 



  Page 5 of 17 

original). The material and discursive are thus co-constitutive. Using this theorisation of sexual 
violence enables a more nuanced understanding than some definitions which prioritise the 
harms, but which obscure the coercive behaviours around rape and sexual violence. It allows 
us to see the ‘grey areas’ in which sexual activity may be unwanted or non-consensual, but is 
not exactly perceived as rape or sexual violence due to the discursive constructions of those 
concepts (Lena Gunnarsson 2018). This becomes significant when discourses of sexual 
violence masquerade as conventions of popular song. 

Two further concepts are valuable for exploring sexual violence in relation to the conventions 
of popular song: symbolic annihilation and objectification. Gaye Tuchman’s concept of 
symbolic annihilation (1978) holds that the mass media represents women solely terms of 
their relationships with/to men so that they are not defined on their own terms: women’s 
voices and perspectives are typically omitted. Martha Nussbaum (1999) theorises 
objectification in seven aspects which demonstrate how a human is turned into a thing by the 
treatment of another: 

1. “Instrumentality. The objectifier treats the object as a tool of his or her purposes. 
2. Denial of autonomy. The objectifier treats the object as lacking in autonomy and self-

determination. 
3. Inertness. The objectifier treats the object as lacking in agency, and perhaps also in 

activity. 
4. Fungibility. The objectifier treats the object as interchangeable (a) with other objects 

of the same type and/or (b) with objects of other types. 
5. Violability. The objectifier treats the object as lacking in boundary integrity, as 

something that is permissible to break up, smash, break into. 
6. Ownership. The objectifier treats the object as something that is owned by another, 

can be bought or sold, etc. 
7. Denial of subjectivity. The objectifier treats the object as something whose experience 

and feelings (if any) need not be taken into account.” (1999, 218). 

These two concepts of symbolic annihilation and objectification are useful lenses through 
which to understand the under-representation of women as musicians and the portrayal of 
women in rock and metal songs in an unequal society, as we explore below.  

Method  
To explore how men’s sexual violence towards women is normalised in mainstream rock and 
metal, we undertook a quantitative and qualitative analysis of a 20-year period in rock. Using 
the U.K. Official Chart for rock and metal as a way to identify the most popular songs of the 
time in the genre, we sampled the charts at 5-year intervals from 1995-2015. We used the 
number 1 single on the first of each month, as an illustrative sample of what was deemed 
popular in the genre. The total number of songs in the sample was 60. Lyrics were sourced 
from the legal online lyrics database www.metrolyrics.com and videos were found at 
YouTube.com. Over our 20 year timeframe, many rock and metal songs were produced which 
did not make it into the charts. Our 60 song sample represents a range of subgenres (e.g. prog 
rock, pop punk, nu metal), but excludes extreme subgenres. Our sample is representative of 
the most popular rock and metal songs in the U.K. during the timeframe, and thus it tells us 
something about the mainstream, and about what kind of rock and metal music appeals to 
the broadest U.K. audience. Whilst there are clearly differences in the aesthetics of the songs, 
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there are similarities in lyrical and visual themes which a broader overview, such as the one 
undertaken here, illuminates. 

Drawing on the above definition of sexual violence, songs were coded as per the coding frame 
in the appendixi. We are not musicology scholars and so are unable to comment on the 
musicological aspects of the songs, but we recognise that this is an important area for further 
research. We take a cultural studies feminist approach similar to Mélisse Lafrance (2002). We 
examined lyrics, artwork and music video footage. Numbers of incidences of each code were 
recorded so that if a song had two references to literal sexual assault, a count of two was 
recorded. If the song also featured objectifying images of the female body in the video at 
seven different points in the video, a score of seven would be recorded. The song’s total 
(assuming no further incidences) would then be nine. We refer to this score as the song’s 
‘sexual violence score’. Coding was cross-checked by the three researchers.  

Sexual violence scores 
Application of the coding frame resulted in quantitative data which we term the ‘sexual 
violence score’, where each song was ranked according to its elements of sexual violence. 
This scoring mechanism helps to assess the prevalence of sexual violence whilst also capturing 
the subtleties that we identify in our definition of sexual violence. It enables us to make 
comparisons across our dataset, to identify patterns and to reveal what is hidden: the ubiquity 
of violence as a theme in popular rock and metal.  We found that 85% of the number one 
songs contained representations of men’s sexual violence against women in some form. Only 
nine songs in the dataset scored zero, indicating that lyrics, video and artwork were without 
negative representations of women.  Using Wikipedia to allocate a rough genre of ‘rock’, 
‘punk’ or ‘metal’, we found that 27 of the number ones were rock (24 were metal, 9 were 
punk) making it the most popular category within the chart. Songs in the rock category scored 
a mean sexual violence score of 9.63, meaning that on average each number one rock song 
on the chart featured nine or ten instances of sexual violence, as we define it. With only four 
rock songs displaying no indicators for sexual violence (compared to five for metal and zero 
for punk), we can conclude that sexual violence is a consistent theme in chart topping rock 
music. Punk as a genre scored 7, due in large part to one song (‘She’s Got Issues’ by The 
Offspring which scored 31 for representations in lyrics and video), but with only nine songs in 
the dataset, it is hard to draw conclusions about what this means for popular punk more 
broadly. The data revealed that, on average, metal songs featured the fewest indicators of 
sexual violence (4.33 versus rock’s 9.63 scoring), however four fifths of the metal songs scored 
above zero, i.e. they had some indicators of sexual violence. Comparing this to the rock 
category, only 15% of rock songs had no indicators of sexual violence, so we can argue that 
metal utilises the theme of sexual violence only slightly less often. Robert Walser’s (1993) idea 
that metal seeks to create a fantasy world without women is not necessarily upheld by the 
data from the top of the charts:  80% of the songs have scores above zero and therefore do 
feature women.  

The quantitative data suggests that singer’s gender does not make much of a difference, and 
indeed two of the most egregious examples are sung by women. However, there are so few 
women in the dataset (as we discuss further below), that we cannot make a strong claim for 
this. We can tentatively suggest that women are ‘allowed’ to make popular rock as long as 
they stick to the conventions of the genre, but this an area that requires more research. 
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Quantitative content analysis can only go so far, however. It takes instances of sexual violence 
out of their in-song contexts, it does not tell us how such instances work together or what the 
overall effect of individual songs and their videos is. It is to qualitative analysis that we must 
turn to understand these aspects of the songs. Once the initial coding and scoring had taken 
place, we used discourse analysis of individual songs to capture the more subtle and nuanced 
representations of men’s sexualised violence towards women, focusing particularly on lyrics 
and music video. Adopting a grounded theory approach, we identified three broad themes to 
emerge from the data: sex and gender power imbalance; gaslighting and degradation; and 
objectification and infantilisation.  

1. Gender and power imbalance  
Within the dataset, only four of the number one songs came from female-fronted bands, 
meaning that men comprised 94% of the sample. Indeed, all-male band Green Day had more 
number ones in our time period (seven) than all the bands with women in put together. There 
have been assertions that things are ‘getting better’ for women (e.g. Kearney 2017). However, 
our evidence suggests that rock and metal remain male-dominated with little improvement 
at the top of the charts for women. This tallies with Berker and Schaap’s (2018) finding that 
metal gender inequality has remained unequal over time: men make up around 85% of metal 
musicians. In our dataset, 95% of songs in the sample are written and sung by men. This 
means that  women’s perspectives and experiences are absent from the most popular rock 
and metal songs: in rock, women are ‘symbolically annihilated’ through omission (Tuchman 
1978).  As a consequence of this, we hear men’s interpretations of women and their 
relationships with them, but rarely hear women’s sides of the story. This translates into the 
ways in which we, as listeners, are encouraged to view women from men’s perspectives. 
Where songs by men predominate, women are frequently sung to and sometimes about. Over 
one third (26/60) of the songs address a lover/former lover directly where signifiers like ‘babe’ 
imply a female addressee (the ‘you’ of the songs).   

There is a clear power imbalance here in who gets to tell stories and who gets to represent 
relationships between men and women.  Women being able to tell our own stories matters: 
without the opportunity to represent ourselves, women remain subjected by portrayals 
created by those who are more powerful and less likely to understand the complexities of our 
lives. That includes the complexities of heterosex and consent in circumstances in which 
women are less likely to have free choice to consent (Sue Jackson 2001; Gunnarsson 2018). 
Moreover, the Anglophone/Western heterosexual erotic depends on the idea of difference 
in which men are strong, dominant and able to overwhelm women (Stevi Jackson 1999). 
Representations of women are of capitulation to eroticised strength, weakness and need for 
protection. Thus, heterosexuality in culture is defined by the eroticisation of male dominance 
and women’s subjugation. Even with the queering performed by some artists (Clifford-
Napoleone 2015; Freya Jarman-Ivens 2011), rock persistently works within this 
heteronormative frame and utilises its discourses to power its sexual drive, reinforcing 
unequal gendered power structures and the violence which underpins them. A qualitative 
analysis can help to reveal what those song-stories about women, men and heterosex are.  

2. Gaslighting and degradation 
Gaslighting is a manipulation tactic used by abusers to discredit the victim/survivor’s version 
of events. It challenges their belief in their understanding of what is happening and 
undermines their belief in their own sanity. It is a tool of control. Elaine Showalter (1987), 
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Jane Ussher (1991) and others argue that, historically, diagnoses of madness in women have 
been used as a means of controlling women’s sexual desire and other behaviours which did 
not conform to ideals of femininity. With regards to sexuality in particular, too much or too 
little desire was viewed as causing insanity (Ussher 1991). The songs in our sample show a 
relationship between mental ill health and sexuality, in which women’s ill health is exploited 
by male singers to gain sexual access,  and is even a site of arousal. For instance, Therapy? 
sing ‘it turns me on when we're a mess’ (‘Loose’, 1995), and suggest the woman’s mental ill 
health makes her a more willing sexual partner: ‘Your body is loose | (And you're going down)’ 
(‘Loose, 1995). ‘Loose’ is a common referent for a woman who has many sexual partners 
(although ‘many’ here is determined by the person making the judgement on the woman - it 
is a term of condemnation) and ‘going down’ refers to fellatio, a sex act still regarded as a sign 
of promiscuity in women. In ‘Loose’, therefore, the woman’s mental ill health, her sexuality 
and desirability to the singer are intertwined. The song is ambiguous, however, and could be 
read as a romance within which both the singer and their beloved’s metal health are under 
pressure. Yet that second line of the song, ‘it turns me on when we’re a mess’ denotes sexual 
arousal from mental ill health. 

This relationship between sexuality and mental health features more problematically in The 
Offspring’s ‘She’s Got Issues’ (January 2000), in which the singer is engaged in a sexual 
relationship with a woman who, he claims, unsympathetically, may be mentally unwell (‘out 
of her mind’). To further destabilise the woman in the mind of the listener, he challenges her 
version of events: 

"If you think I'm controllin' 
Then why do you follow me around 
If you're not co-dependent 
Then why do you let others drag you down?" (‘She’s Got Issues’ 2000) 

We interpret this as gaslighting. In the song, that there is a different reality to the one the 
woman espouses is used to justify the singer’s continued sexual relationship with her because 
in ‘reality’ she is manipulating the ‘truth’ for her own reasons. The singer positions himself as 
the victim of this manipulation (‘she says she’s the victim | But she takes it all out on me’), 
blaming her for the problems in the relationship. The singer thereby portrays the woman as 
manipulative (and therefore potentially sane) and as crazy at the same time. There is no 
attempt to sympathise with the mental anguish she suffers, but rather an insistence on telling 
her how she should see the world. This is a sexually exploitative relationship which is not built 
on respect and equality. Rather it diminishes the woman’s agency by undermining her 
account of her world, exhibiting a misogynist and abusive attitude towards her whilst 
continuing to take sexual pleasure from the relationship. In this sense, overt violence is not 
necessary for a relation of domination and exploitation to coexist.  

We also found a high representation of men emotionally abusing women and/or exhibiting 
controlling behaviour. Common themes were women who were ‘clingy’, putting too much 
‘pressure’ on the men within the song’s narratives, or who were withholding something men 
wanted, usually sex or physical and emotional submission.  For example, all male band Fall 
Out Boy’s ‘Irresistible’ (November 2015) is about a woman to whom the singer feels very 
attracted, but who he portrays as being no good for him. For him, gaining her affection is a 
battle and if a relationship ensues it is likely to be turbulent. He presents himself as at her 
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mercy. In this context the line ‘I'm gonna get you to burst just like you were a bubble’ takes 
on a meaning in which he will overwhelm the woman’s ability to stand her ground in the 
tempestuous relationship. This draws on discourses of men’s ‘staying power’ and popular 
representations of successful relationships which start from a very determined man wearing 
down a woman’s refusal to go out with him. He has to battle with her for her submission.  

This exists in contrast to female-fronted The Pretty Reckless’s depiction of a relationship in 
‘Make Me Wanna Die’ (number one in June and July 2010). In the song, the singer’s 
excitement about the future (‘opportunities for eternity’) is crushed by the lover’s 
undermining of her confidence: ‘I’ll never be good enough | You make me wanna die’. This is 
a depiction of an abusive relationship from the victim/survivor’s side, marked by its overriding 
emotional tone of self-subjugation in which ‘make me wanna die’ turns into ‘I would die for 
you’. The singer depicts the power of the abuser over the abused woman, as she is attracted 
to his esoteric knowledge, and she loves him in spite of the abuse. ‘Make Me Wanna Die’ 
scores a fairly high sexual violence score for lyrics, but when accompanied by the video, the 
song scores 26, the fourth highest score in our sample. During the video, the singer, Taylor 
Momsen, a slender blonde 15-year-old (at the time of filming), undresses piece by piece as 
she walks, singing through an apocalyptic scenario of near empty back streets at night, whilst 
fire rains down. These sequences are interspersed with band performance footage and more 
raining fire. Momsen is dressed in black leather and stockings, with her eyes heavily kohled, 
with a large silver cross around her neck, and, eventually, she wears nothing at all. At the end 
of the video, Momsen lies down in a fire-filled cemetery, echoing the practice of suttee. The 
video therefore objectifies Momsen’s young body and presents abuse as a choice that women 
make. Momsen walks willingly into the flames and the abuser is visually absent, reinforcing 
discourses of victim-blaming when it comes to domestic violence (e.g. ‘why doesn’t she just 
leave?’) and letting the man off the hook. So whilst a song about abuse from the female 
victim/survivor’s perspective is unusual and in marked contrast to the number of songs in 
which men victimise women, ‘Make Me Wanna Die’ does not change the discourse of violence 
against women. Rather it portrays women as complicit in their own degradation, and also 
speaks to the gendered complexities of singular women occupying ‘star’ positions in 
otherwise all-male rock and metal groups (Burns 2020). 

3. Objectification and infantilisation 
Objectification functions to position women as non-humans, as Nussbaum (1999) 
demonstrates. It reinforces the subordinate position of women within the gendered power 
structure. Objectification is defined differently by different theorists. For Sandra Lee Bartky 
(1990) it involves visually cutting women’s bodies into parts, which she argues is a key means 
of reducing women’s personhood. We witnessed numerous examples of this in our dataset, 
particularly through the videos. For example, Green Day’s ‘Boulevard of Broken Dreams’ 
(January, February and March 2005) features an instance of objectification as a woman is cut 
in two as the camera pans sideways over the bottom half of her body. Whilst the video on the 
whole is not a particularly egregious example of objectification, we recognise this instance as 
part of a broader visual convention in music videos which is not restricted to videos for male 
artists’ songs (Jennifer Stevens Aubrey and Cynthia M. Frisby 2011). This is evident in our 
dataset, as demonstrated by high scores for two of the three songs sung by women: Taylor 
Momsen’s striptease in ‘Make Me Wanna Die’ by The Pretty Reckless and the infantilization 
of singer Cia Berg in ‘Hobo Humping Slobo Babe’ by Whale (December 1995). 
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In addition to Bartky’s argument about being split into body parts, using Nussbaum we 
lyrically found objectification in 11 number ones (six discrete songs) and visually in 34 number 
ones (24 discrete songs). Women’s bodies are repeatedly sexualised, presented as there for 
men to have sex with (Whale’s ‘Hobo Humpin Slobo Babe’, 2005); or as ‘prizes’ for heroic 
actions (Limp Bizkit ‘Take a Look Around’, 2000); or for men overcoming ‘loser’ status 
(‘Irresistible’ by Fall Out Boy, 2015). Women are positioned overtly as sexual objects of men 
(Therapy?’s ‘Loose’, 1995) as the camera invites us to follow the ‘male gaze’ (Laura Mulvey 
1975). The lyrics of Fall Out Boy’s ‘Centuries’, about leaving a memory behind, seem to have 
a double meaning, being in part about fame and yet also about leaving a mark on an ex-lover. 
The lines that relate to sexual violence are,  

“Come on, come on and let me in 
Bruises on your thighs like my fingerprints” (February, March, May, December 2015) 

It would be easy to interpret ‘bruises’ as a metaphor for leaving a legacy in the broader 
interpretation of the song as relating to fame; however to use a metaphor of sexual violence 
indicates the currency of abuse themes in rock songs. Furthermore, to interpret it in this way 
obscures that the thighs belong to someone, someone who is objectified through being 
referred to as body parts. That someone’s unwillingness and denial of consent is ignored to 
the benefit(?) of the singer’s desire. Therefore, this is a representation of an incident of sexual 
violence perpetrated by the singer on an unknown victim. It is objectifying by presenting a 
woman broken up into body parts, and it also demonstrates violability, the fifth type of 
objectification that Nussbaum theorises. 

Objectification was further reinforced through the sexualised infantilisation of women.  This 
featured in c. 30% (n.18) of the songs that we analysed. Within both music videos and lyrics, 
women were continually described and depicted as babyish, inept and under the ‘control’ of 
the more ‘able’ and ‘powerful’ men telling the story within the song. For example, ‘Hobo 
Humping Slobo Babe’’s female singer is, at points, during the video dressed in ‘doll-like’ 
outfits, with bloomers, petticoats and childish underwear which is exposed as she bounces 
on a trampoline. Her open mouth reveals braces as she grins childishly. She licks a large 
lollipop seductively. Girlish giggling can be heard buried in the mix. At 1:06 the camera 
approaches her from above as she bends her knees and peers up towards, eyes wide. She 
sings of ‘seeking candy’. The song finishes with the refrain ‘back for more’ sung in a schoolyard 
manner. Furthermore, the lyrics of the song denigrate a woman for her sexual choices, 
repudiating her for sleeping with homeless people and, even though she is treated badly (‘left 
for dead’) returning to sleep with them again (‘back for more’). The infantilisation of women 
in nearly one third of the videos analysed, serves as objectification through Nussbaum’s 
second aspect: denial of autonomy. Children are subject to the authority of parents, teachers 
and other authority figures, thus they are typically denied autonomy. Frequently too, 
subjectivity is denied to children when their experiences and feelings are not taken into 
account, Nussbaum’s seventh aspect of infantilisation.  

Discussion: legitimating and normalising men’s sexual violence towards women 
Throughout our dataset we found repeated portrayals of women as unable to maintain 
control over intimate contact, physically or emotionally. We saw this happening in five ways: 
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1. In the absence of women's voices from the songs. We argue that this renders women's 
versions of their sexuality inaudible: we don't know, for example, how the woman in 
‘Centuries’ experienced the bruises on her thighs.  

2. Through uneven power relationship,  rendering women in a position of compulsion to 
consent where men are wearing them down (as in ‘Irresistible’’s ‘burst just like you were 
a bubble’).  

3. Through gaslighting, which renders women as mad and therefore incapable of rational 
thought or of seeing the world in the ‘correct' way, which denies them rational status (as 
in ‘She’s Got Issues’).  

4. Through objectification, which reduces women to pieces of meat who are therefore 
incapable of giving or withholding consent (as in the video for ‘Make Me Wanna Die’).  

5. Through infantilisation, which renders women without adult agency, denying their 
autonomy (as in ‘Hobo Humping Slobo Babe’).  

This indicates that mainstream rock and metal songs are often reliant upon lyrical and visual 
representations of violence against women. These representations accumulate to build a 
picture of violence as a normal part of relationships between men and women. 

In adding these things up, we can see how useful a more discursive approach to sexual 
violence is in understanding how the discourses in songs deny women subjectivity, 
dehumanise them and lay the groundwork for sexual violence. The songs set the discursive 
tone for sexual violence by removing women’s agency and subjectivity in their own lives, 
treating them as objects. If a woman is not an agent or subject of her life, she is dehumanised. 
If someone is not regarded as human then minimal harm can be done to her. Thus, these 
songs portray men eroding women’s agency and ability to refuse sexual activity. In 
mainstream rock and metal, sexual violence is  portrayed in more ways than only through 
overt physical aggression. There is a great deal of other work going on around sexual violence 
to create the circumstances in which sexual violence can be committed by men. This work, in 
some cases, facilitates perpetrators’ actions by bolstering their self-image as not ‘rapists’, the 
figure of which is highly stigmatised in popular discourse (Gunnarsson 2018).  Thus these 
subtle, everyday discourses offer the men represented in the songs a way to commit crimes 
against fellow humans without thinking that that is what they are doing. The songs and videos 
thereby offer a subtle form of justification for men’s sexual violence against women by 
avoiding overt sexual violence and by hiding in the grey areas. If the threat of violence is 
enough to keep women under control, then overt physical violence may not be needed in the 
songs because the relations of domination and oppression are enacted through these more 
subtle representations of violence, in which the ability to consent/not consent is 
overwhelmed. Taken together, the accumulation of violence represented lays the 
groundwork for the normalisation of violence towards women as a key feature of rock and 
metal’s visual and audible discursive lexicon. 

Connell's (R. Connell 1995) theory of masculinity relies upon unveiling the relations between 
men and women to map out how patriarchy is maintained. It means we have to pay careful 
attention to the acts that take place and the work that they do. The songs are representational 
acts that utilise sexual violence, as it is broadly defined, as a discursive repertoire, a 
convention of the genre. In the context of rock music culture, sexual violence has the role of 
maintaining the male dominance of the genre: it presents real risks to women; risks evidenced 
by, for example Wil Francis’s sexual abuse of fans (Amy Zimmerman 2018). Sexual violence in 
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songs makes it more difficult for women musicians to work within rock’s conventions, and it 
makes it more difficult for female fans to listen to. 

I think this is where Reviewer 2 would like our “critical reflection” to go, if we do decide to 
address their comment on this… 

We are now in a moment of listening and reflecting on our behaviour, men especially, 
courtesy of #MeToo (Tarana Burke 2007). This is a time for reflecting on musical violence and 
for reappraising songs that we've listened to and loved in the past. We call to account the 
(mostly) male songwriters, singers and video makers of rock and metal. We call upon them to 
ask themselves what they are doing to make the world a better place. How are they 
contributing to women’s oppression? How are they complicit in male dominance? What can 
they do differently? We call for a cultural shift in representations and new set of discourses 
from rock music.  Singing ‘back to the patriarchy’ (Shadrack 2017, 180) is taking place within 
both mainstream rock, metal and extreme metal. These other musical representations and 
counter-discourses are a vital antidote to the misogyny of the U.K. rock and metal chart. But 
they are in the minority. 

Conclusion 
We began by asking why it is that men’s sexual violence towards women remains such a 
perennial problem in our contemporary society, in spite of the presence of anti-violence 
legislation and organisations. To tackle men’s sexual violence against women requires not 
only legislative action, but an understanding of the role that culture plays in reinforcing such 
norms and values. Music plays a central role in our social fabric, and therefore its imagery and 
lyrics are central in contributing to our understandings of what is deemed acceptable.  We 
have opened out the definition of sexual violence to illuminate the discursive and subtle ways 
in which songs portray sexual violence as a normal part heterosexual relationships, an 
approach to understanding sexual violence in music that will prove useful across genres. 
Through this opening out, we have been able to show how emotional abuse, gaslighting, and 
objectification are part of men’s violence towards women, even as they are part of the 
everyday discourses of heterosexual relationships. We argue that these representations 
contribute to discourses that normalise violence within heterosex by eroding women’s ability 
to give or refuse consent. This matters because the songs we listen to shape our 
understanding of what is acceptable. These songs have been widely heard and listened to. 
Their normalisation of women as unable to freely consent to heterosex is a prevalent 
discourse in our lives. Whilst we are not saying that ‘rock makes men rape’, we can say that it 
participates in discourses that minimise sexual violence as a ‘normal’ behaviour in 
heterosexual relationships, along with other forms of popular culture. Rock and metal fans 
like to argue for the music’s revolutionary potential. But to be truly revolutionary, a 
transformation in the representation of heterosexual relationships is required, a 
transformation that puts free consent at its heart. We call on rock and metal musicians to 
reflect on their attitudes and to revise their representations.  
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i Appendix 1. Coding frame 

Lyrics Literal rape 

 Implied rape 

 Literal sexual assault 

 Implied sexual assault 

 Literal physical violence 

 Implied physical violence 
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 Literal emotional abuse 

 Implied emotional abuse 

 Descriptive objectification of female body 

 Necrophilia 

 Infantilisation 

 Sexual harassment 

 Sexual insults 

 Stalking 

 Controlling or possessive behaviour 

 Incestuous language 

 Substance abuse references 

  

Single and album artwork Graphic violence 

 Blood 

 Sexual imagery 

 Objectification of female body 

 Sexually demonstrative font or typography 

 Sexual connotations of colour scheme 

  

Music video Violent sequences (related to female body) 

 Objectification of female body 

 Infantilisation 

 Controlling or possessive behaviour 
 
 


